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Carla stopped on the way at Fort Greene for a cup of peppermint tea. The barista was a ‘big tea drinker’. Fort Greene was awful but Verona didn’t open until lunchtime and she needed a decent cup of tea. The whole of St Kevin’s Arcade was awful now. All the new owner had done was clean it up – the walls, the tiles. Or maybe they’d painted, but the whole mall seemed to call out for help. It was terrified in its bright new white. She’d spent hours in the café at the end of the arcade, sitting at one mismatched table or another under the large windows, and as a teenager she’d climbed the stairs drunkenly on Sunday afternoons up from Myers Park. But now it was clean and the café down the end of the arcade served ricotta doughnuts to men in suits and she couldn’t stand it. She’d lived in Auckland for 43 years and it still wasn’t finished. Nothing stayed in place.

The barista said this was the most pepperminty tea he’d ever had. Some of the other brands sat on the shelf too long. They lost all their taste. Carla nodded, pretending to look at her phone. There was a child at one of the other tables. It was probably the owner’s daughter. The woman next to the child was ripping up brown paper. Rip. The sound of the coffee machine spitting hot water into Carla’s takeaway cup, some cold water from a jug so she could drink it right now. She would have liked an ice cube but she was old now and it wasn’t cute.

On the outside Carla was polite and engaged. Looking the barista in the eye, back to the phone, smile over to the child. She could feel when her face was right. She opened her bag to pay and the pungent smell of the Tagara she’d just picked up at Lambs hit her. It smelt of women. She always thought that, somehow menstrual and sharp – but vaginal for sure. It always raised a blush in her. She didn’t like having to carry them round but the small ziplock bags of Ayurvedic powders and capsules were the only thing keeping her upright. She pushed her glasses up her nose but kept smiling. Her skin was wrecked, her eyes, her nerves. But the powders and pills and tongue-scraping and cleansing made it possible for her to pay the barista, smile at the child, look down as she left the café and walk towards East Street.

They were meeting at Tommy’s apartment. It was above the workroom. You went up some stairs, then through the workroom, then up some more stairs and you were at the door to the apartment. It was a large, narrow, 1990s industrial building. Tommy’s apartment had been added on at some stage. It sat as a kind of smaller third floor. The building would all be apartments now if Tommy and Cal and Kurt hadn’t bought it to run the clothing label from. They’d maintained the open-plan and linoleum of the second floor for the workroom and some offices. The blue paint still peeled off the white of the exterior. Carla was pretty sure Tommy’s father had bought it. Cal lived in Grey Lynn and Kurt lived out at Piha. They always asked Carla to come when the meeting was halfway through. They liked to talk to the photographer and the stylist and each other first. So she couldn’t be late – because, in a way, she already was. There wouldn’t be a makeup artist at the meeting. Carla sighed deeply at the time the awkwardness would take up. She’d already called Elodie.

There were plenty of people on K Road. The sun was out. It had been hotter back in Glen Innes. The city was always colder. She’d caught the train in, walked down from her place in Felton Mathew Avenue, thinking about how warm it was, how mild the winter had been, the end days, but now she was on K Road she was glad she’d brought her coat. It was a woollen Peppertree swing coat. It had large, round shoulder pads and a petal collar. It had been her aunt’s and then her aunt had died of cancer everywhere, and Carla was given it. It was only Peppertree but it was so old people mistook it for something much better because they thought she’d just got it. Most of the people knew everything that you could get just now, but they didn’t know this coat so it must be much, much better than anything they knew. It wasn’t waterproof. But it wouldn’t rain today. Not until later. And when it did, it wouldn’t be soaking and Carla would be on another train with not far to walk at the other end.

She crossed the road at Mercury Lane. When she was at high school she’d seen Death of a Salesman. It made her cry because he’d wasted his life doing something he didn’t want to. She’d left school about ten months later to be a hairdresser. When she told people the story – if they were walking past the Mercury, say, or someone was going to the theatre – she’d say, joking, about how she’d missed the point. It wasn’t just sales. Get it? she’d think, in that moment when she wasn’t sure if anyone would get it. Please get it.

Mukunda’s was open. $8.50 prasadam. $11 prasadam. Carla looked in, then away when she saw someone was at the counter working, looking at the street. Family Bar was open. A woman almost looked Carla in the eye and then dropped her glance, and went in. There were pokies and beer. Carla looked in again. She always looked in. Looked in to see if she was there or at Mukunda’s. Hare Krishna. But both shops were dark and then she was at East Street.

Bowerbank Ninow had an Oscar Perry oil in the corner window. On the floor, because that’s how they were doing it. There was a nest of galleries. She walked past Michael Lett and Ivan Anthony. East Street was quiet. The metal gates with the fish built into them were pulled closed over the doors of the church and the needle exchange was closed. She always approached the workroom this way. Like it was a ritual. Cross the road from ArtSpace, walk down on the opposite side of the road then look at the door to 12 East Street from the steps of the church. She stood there now, knowing that once she crossed the road she’d still wait a bit longer at the door before pushing it open and walking up the stairs. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose again. Squinted behind them. Looked at the inset door, the blue tiles around it.

In the workroom, Sharona was at one of the high tables with another pattern cutter and the sample machinist. The table was covered with leather swatches and photographs. Sharona moved the leather samples around on the table, picking some up and sorting them like she was sorting playing cards, while the other women watched. She hated working with leather but it always arrived, like a storm day. Some of the samples were full-grain. She could see the sweat pores and the hair follicles and the lines that ran between them. She thought of Langer’s lines. She didn’t wear leather anymore. It felt like sliding into something else’s skin, because it was. It smelt so bad to her. She hated touching it. When she walked into a room she could pick out all the leather bags – there were four in the workroom right now. She imagined them still full of organs, blood, sinew, life. When she saw it she imagined it coming off. A knife in between fat and skin, and then the pull. It was the pull that did it. The weight the puller had to put behind their work. It didn’t slide off, it resisted, like anything alive would pull back. ‘No,’ it seemed to say, ‘no, I want this. I want to keep it.’ She put the samples down again and moved them around on the table. Then she heard the door open and she looked up and it was Carla.

Sharona waved her over. The other women smiled at Carla, too. Sharona and Carla hugged, and Carla looked at the table – her glasses had fogged up, with the change in temperature and the way she was sweating a bit from the walk. Sharona followed Carla’s stare to the table. There was a 10x12 print of Brett Anderson wearing a leather jacket, shirtless, with a silver, huge-linked chain around his neck. His hair was one length, just above his shoulders. It had been tucked behind his ears and the front had been worked up and over so it was almost a quiff. Next to that was a publicity still from Poison Ivy. A 17-year-old Drew Barrymore stood outside in front of a rack of autumn-hued dresses. Her hair was cap highlighted and permed, blown out to a frizz. She wore blue denim jeans cut off to shorts and a black biker jacket, and under that a sheer mauve top and a lace bra.

‘Leather,’ Carla said.

Sharona gave a slight huffy laugh and nodded.

‘And lace,’ said the sample machinist, and they all smiled at one another.

Carla wound one of the photographs round so it faced her, then the other. ‘That,’ she said, pointing from one image to the other, ‘is going to take some range building.’

Everyone laughed like it was a light joke but they all knew that it said something deeply humiliating about Tommy and Kurt and Cal.

‘I’d better get up there then,’ Carla said, lifting her disposable cup towards the stairs that led to Tommy’s apartment.

‘Onward,’ Sharona said.

Carla hauled the large Eco Party Mearry tote back onto her shoulder. Sharona remembered when Duey brought it back from Korea. It was made of street banners. Everything in it clunked against the weather-hardened PVC as Carla dropped it on her shoulder. Smiling, she raised her cup to Sharona. ‘And upward,’ she said, walking towards the half-landing stairs that led to the apartment.

In a fair world Sharona would be living in an apartment above her own workroom. Carla flinched every time they called her a pattern cutter. Everyone knew how much she was doing. It was evident the minute you talked to one of the boys. It was evident from the lack of sketches and the way they kept sending down emails full of words and photos. Other people’s photos. When Carla got drunk and said this to Duey, Duey always reminded her that Raf Simons didn’t do sketches either. ‘That’s different,’ Carla would spit and she’d fill her glass again, balancing glass, bottle, indignance.

Carla had seen the Brett Anderson picture the first time round – so had Sharona and Duey. Kevin Cummins had taken it in about 1993. Suede might have just released ‘Animal Nitrate’, or it might have been after that, when they were famous. She couldn’t exactly remember now but it would have been in either The Face or NME. When Carla first started work, all the apprentices would put in some money and one of them would walk up to the stationers to buy airfreighted copies of the magazines. They’d pore over them in the colour bay, where they were supposed to be cleaning tint bowls and perm rods, folding the corners of the pages they wanted to go back to. Often, more than one of them would be in the colour bay at the same time and they’d talk and argue about how the hair was done. Then someone would call them back into the salon to take Mrs Dryden’s rollers out or neutralise Mrs Wallace’s perm, but while the neutraliser was processing or Mrs Dryden was being combed out, they’d come back to the colour bay with some new theory about how the hair was done. They’d pester a senior stylist who walked through the bay to the lunchroom. ‘David,’ they’d shout, ‘David, wait.’

Carla and Duey would meet Sharona after work on Fridays. Carla would cut Sharona’s hair and Sharona would sew, working straight from the photos in the magazines. They wouldn’t go out until the clothes were finished. They wore something new every Saturday night. Carla had bought her first leather jacket off a gang member who was going to jail. Sharona had imported special leather needles so she could make it look like the one in the photo they saw of Tessa Pollitt. Sharona had to shorten it, bring it in, then reline it. They’d stayed up night after night, Carla standing up again and again so Sharona could try it on her.

Tommy, Kurt and Cal had done a Google image search on ‘leather jacket’. She couldn’t be sure, but she was sure. She wouldn’t say it to anyone else, neither would Sharona or any of the other women in the workroom. It was like a conversation they had telepathically with one another, but each in their own mind.

Tommy wound the screen of his phone up and down over the playlist. In the end he put on ‘Adults and Children’. Carla would recognise it immediately, and realise. Not understand. Understanding was a strong reaction. But she’d recognise what they were about, and that Tommy understood – she’d get it at a whole new level. He looked around at everyone. The photographer, the stylist, and Kurt and Cal sat perched on high stools around the heavy wooden table in his apartment. Tommy was at the table too – the conduit, the person who made people realise. They always asked Carla to come to the meeting when it was halfway through. They didn’t want to waste her time, she charged by the quarter hour. There was never a makeup artist. Elodie would be good for this. They probably needed Elodie. The others would agree. God, he felt sure of the work. He looked at the screen of the laptop on the table. It was cycling through the test garments. Each one was a surprise all over again. They’d worked so fucking hard and it was worth it. He hadn’t said it yet, but he would, it was their best work.

They’d come from nowhere, Cal, Kurt and him. People lined up – lots of them, long lines – to get a good vantage point to see them fail, but they didn’t and they hadn’t. The money was a hindrance, their families. They could have done it from anywhere and that’s what scared the people who hated them. They’d had to hold their heads up through all of that. He’d said it to them from the beginning and he’d probably say it again, because even in this, he’d motion towards the screen – the clothes, before this was over, there’d be dark times – confidence was key. Holding heads high. Answering yes, when people asked, well, anything. ‘Yes, we do plan to release a men’s corporate line.’ It felt so good to feel so sure. He had to stop himself from saying ‘beautiful’ out loud.

They always looked sure, that was their thing, but to feel so sure. The photos would be great, too. He sorted through some of the images they’d collected, on his phone; it was 11.59, Carla would be here soon. He went back to the playlist, stopping the song abruptly, so suddenly the others were left shouting into the bed of sound which wasn’t there anymore. Cal was the loudest. He moved into Tommy with the length of his upper arm, from shoulder to elbow, half ‘Hey, dude’, and half ‘Do you see what you’ve done?’ Tommy grunted slightly, as in ‘Sorry’ and as in ‘Yes, I know exactly what I’m doing.’ He put on ‘Expecting to Fly’ and ran his thumb along the screen so it was louder. Then he looked at the door, and as the opening chords rose into a high metallic noise backed by drums and then dropped into a guitar, the door opened and Carla walked in.

Tommy waved, then stood a bit on the footrest of the stool, then sat again and waved her over. ‘Carla,’ he said, to confirm it was her. ‘I love this.’ He pointed at the song, invisible in the air.

Carla had never really liked the Headless Chickens. Everyone, everyone, then, now, had tried to convince her on Stunt Clown, but she just couldn’t like it. She’d seen them a lot in the 90s. They were marginally better live. But right now, here, about to walk into this particular nest of men, the song gave her a nostalgic rise. Maybe she’d listen to them again. Maybe. Or maybe it was always like this: the shit was what came back. She counted them off. Tommy, Cal, Kurt, the photographer, the stylist, the sucking wound of their yearning that was the absence of Elodie. They’d want Elodie, they always wanted Elodie but they played it like this, as if Carla was some idiot child. Well, she’d already rung Elodie, as soon as she’d got an invite to the meeting, knowing how it would turn out, just got her to pencil it in for a couple of weeks from now. Just so Carla’s life would be easier. She went over to the table.

Tommy, Cal and Kurt ran the company. They designed together – it was theirs. They hadn’t been able to find clothes they liked, so they started their own label. That’s how the story went. They were agitators. Untrained outsiders. They hadn’t found clothes they wanted to see women in. That was what they said in the first interview. But now they said they hadn’t been able to find clothes they liked. They were rich. It helped with the whole renegade thing. People unrelated to untrained outsiders tended not to invest in them. On average, everyone in the room was 20 years younger than Carla. Everyone suspected it, but she was the only one who knew it. Eventually they’d ask Carla if she would contact a makeup artist and eventually, after throwing around a few names, Tommy would say, ‘What about Elodie?’ Kurt and Cal would nod at Tommy’s suggestion, saying, ‘Yeah, Elodie,’ like it had come out of nowhere.

Carla pulled herself up onto the high stool in one fluid motion and sat at the table.

Tommy started talking to everyone again as she sat down. Kurt lifted the coffee press at her; she lifted her disposable cup of cold tea in reply. She missed coffee but the hole she was sure it would burn through her already-compromised gut kept any cravings at bay.

Tommy passed around some prints as he talked. They were reproductions of Ava Seymour collages. Tommy didn’t say that. By the time Carla met her in Dunedin, Ava had lost two partners. The collages had been huge when Carla had seen them in Ava’s studio. She’d cut out the elements by hand, with a Stanley knife or scissors, with loud music playing in the studio. She usually wore fur. She’d hunch over them as she cut, as if nothing else mattered in the world except separating the bits from their context. Tommy had printed the collages off small. Even tiny, they hummed with that action, that intent on them.

‘So the story’s “Content Advisory Warning”’ – everyone looked at Tommy again, so quickly and with such gravity it gave him a start, but he didn’t miss a beat – ‘and we want this kind of cut-up look, but I was thinking, not this distorted.’ He waved a hand over the prints of the cut-ups, discounting the parts that were of no use to him. He was making something new and they were meant as a low noise from another room. A noise that made its way through air. The prints were like the wall: you could return to the wall if you lost your way. If you suddenly couldn’t trace the noise in the air, you could walk to the wall and touch it or place the back of your hand on it to feel the vibration, find it again then return to the centre of the room, the place where you were making something new. ‘We’d like to pick out the details of the clothes, the textures, but also destruct them – a bit like these.’ He was showing them on the tablet now, pulling parts of the images out bigger then closing his fingers to put them back in their place and move to another part of the screen.

He’d seen photos of Ava Seymour from then. He’d put a shot of her from the early 2000s in the folder. He wanted to show them. She was wearing a fur waistcoat that stood out miles from her slight body. She had large aviator glasses and tattoos. He wanted to show them, but he had a feeling it was happening again – a look from Carla, like he understood an inch of it while she understood it all. Even at the bottom of the earth where it turns to fire, she understood it. So he wouldn’t show them. It felt good to feel so sure.

It had taken the time it had taken, but he felt comfortable, like he was sitting in the seat properly. Four years now, eight collections. Everyone thought they couldn’t. Carla, probably, but who could tell with Carla. She always looked like she’d just got out of a pool – shiny skin, her eyes slightly pink behind her thick glasses.

He looked at the screen. Placed it so they could all see it. The first thing everyone would notice was the vagina but he needed to remind them who they were. The photos weren’t easy. This wasn’t an easy thing they were trying to do. They weren’t trying to calm anyone down with the first thing – the obvious one. It wasn’t the vagina that was important to him in this picture. The women’s bodies had babies’ heads. All except the one lying down – this one was all the woman’s body, the way it had been in the original photograph – who was blindfolded and cuffed at the wrists and throat. The others wore cupless bras and leather skirts or nothing at all, you could see all their vaginas except one who was wearing a strap-on, and all the others had babies’ heads. Tommy had assumed this was why the title had ‘tot’ in it, then he found out it meant ‘dead’ in German. They’d looked at straight porn for the shoot but this was better, it had more edge. It was art. ‘So yeah, we want to take some of the edge from this, the raunch, and somehow translate it to the men’s corporate line.’

Kurt and Cal nodded. Cal still had his sunglasses on. Kurt was wearing a T-shirt with a unicorn airbrushed onto it. The unicorn had been overlaid with a sugar skull.

‘No industrial walls,’ Cal said. ‘Tell her about that.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Tommy. ‘We think the conventional way to go with this would be concrete and like bolts and things, but’ – he swiped to another of Ava’s collages. It was a newer one. It was in a blue room. The walls, the bed spread, the curtains all the same blue, printed with small white flowers.

Carla had been to Ava’s 2014 show. It was made up of tiny monochromatic rectangular photographs, all different diameters, hanging from obsessively straight pencil lines ruled into white walls. It was magnificent. With all the force of a long subversive career, held at bay by the blocks of colour and the small size, the exhibition battered everyone who saw it.

Carla was writing notes in her journal. Suburban she wrote, and Cut up, Distorted.

‘Both the guys are heavily tattooed.’ Cal threw some headshots across the table towards Carla. Both the men had mousy mid-length hair. ‘And we want to, like, in the colour have the tattoos covered, tidy, like someone’s told them to hide them, and then in the black-and-white – the cut-outs over the top of the colour – the tattoos are all there, visible. It’s like “corporate clothes for the man who’s corporate-resistant”.’

‘Corporate clothes that say “fuck you”,’ Kurt said, to clarify.

Fuck you, Carla wrote.

‘Carla,’ Kurt said. Someone had talked to Kurt about how he talked to Carla, the way he sounded like he was talking to a small child he was trying to coax down from a tree. He talked to most women that way. Carla kept looking at the headshots and writing.

‘Carla.’

She looked up.

‘We want the guy’s hair really short.’ He ran his hand close to the side of his head, smoothing his long hair flat.

Carla had cut Kurt’s hair a couple of weeks ago, in his house by the beach out west. She did all their hair.

‘Really short,’ Kurt said, still with his hands in his hair. ‘Almost like –’

Carla was pretty sure he was going to say ‘concentration camp’.

‘Like, you know, the Nazis, like they’ve just been sprayed down with DDT and shaved.’

She nodded.

‘But with, you know.’ He was patting the top of his head now. He didn’t want them to actually look like victims of genocide. He wanted them to have style.

‘It doesn’t have to have much length,’ Tommy said. ‘We don’t need to compromise too much.’ He was leaning over trying to see what Carla was writing in her notebook. She wrote Not too short so he could see it. Kurt was still patting his head. The unicorn was bobbing as he did it.

Carla picked he’d got the sugar-skull T-shirt in Venice Beach. She’d seen the stalls in magazines. An untrained eye would take it as ironic, but all three of them, Kurt, Cal and Tommy, represented the new sincere, the anti-irony. No, Carla thought, Kurt loves unicorns, he feels like they really say something about the pre-apocalyptic mess they were all drowning in. Sing, they said. Dance.

Carla dug deep into her bag for her phone. She had photos of a haircut she’d done last week – she’d graduated the sides and back from blade-shaved to a tight flat top. She had a feeling this would be back, but was working with the shape so it didn’t look like Vanilla Ice. She’d done the haircut at the salon where Duey worked on one of the boys who had just started. He was just out of hairdressing school and he needed a new haircut. They were all drinking. The salon was closed. Duey showed her how to get the shave blade-smooth, so it looked like there’d never been hair there. Carla had done it before but she wanted to go higher than she had previously, and closer. It was something about the occipital bone. Last time it was in fashion they’d stayed low, using the occipital as a starting point for the graduation, so it didn’t look round, so it was sharp, but this time, now, in the salon late at night, everyone slightly drunk, it had to be round, the shape of the skull needed to show through, because it was shocking. It felt frightening while she was cutting it.

‘All fashion does at the moment,’ Duey said. People were being beheaded, that was the context. ‘Show their fucking skulls,’ Duey said. ‘So it feels like you could just get a spade and cave that skull in. That’s where it’s at.’

‘Don’t fucking hold back. It’s 2016.’ Duey grabbed Carla’s hand with the straight razor still in it and pushed it with slightly more force against the new boy’s scalp. ‘The time for holding back is over.’

Duey was right. Carla knew that. And she knew that meant their time had come. Carla and Duey had been there last time. They’d used disposable Bic razors to shave skinheads, to reveal Swastika tattoos – to clear the way for more. It sat on her, and that’s what Tommy and Kurt and Cal and everyone else saw. They didn’t know it, but that’s what they saw. Carla was old now, comfortable and smart and quiet, but not weirdly. She knew what to ask them so she could give them exactly what was in their heads and they thought that was why they wanted to work with her, but it wasn’t. There were plenty of people half her age who could do that. What was really reeking off her, what fell from her as she walked into these meetings, was that she had seen it and made it and broken it and been broken by it all before.

‘We were here for the last nihilistic crisis,’ Duey had said in the salon. ‘And because we didn’t die, we’re here for this one. We need to bleed it for everything it has.’ And then Duey laughed and filled their glasses again because Duey wasn’t doing a damn thing except rich old women’s hair. ‘And the working men,’ Duey said, laughing harder. ‘I have a bookful of suited gentlemen tomorrow.’ Carla smiled but didn’t look away from the new boy’s nape, the open blade, the occipital bone.

Tommy was talking again. Carla had found the photo on her phone. Duey was in the back of it, caught in the mirror somehow, almost as big as the model. Duey was looking over at something, mid-sentence. Carla passed her phone to Kurt, who looked at the image, nodded, and slid it over to Tommy. ‘Exactly,’ Tommy said. He passed the phone to the photographer.

‘Who’s this guy?’ the photographer said, turning the phone round to everyone and pointing at Duey. ‘He’s the best-looking man I’ve ever seen.’

‘She,’ said Carla.

‘Sorry,’ the photographer again, his eyes still on the phone.

‘She’s the best-looking man you’ve ever seen.’

‘Don’t care,’ he said.

‘Even better,’ the stylist said.

‘This is the face for the campaign,’ the photographer said. ‘These are the tattoos.’ The photographer zoomed in on Duey’s hands, then her neck. ‘This is the body. They’re skinny as fuck.’

The air was awkward in the room.

‘Do those tattoos go up their arm?’ the stylist was asking the photographer now.

‘It’d be nice,’ Tommy said, without anything in his voice, but loud enough so everyone turned back to him. ‘And believe me we’ve tried. But they’re just not into it.’

‘She’s not into it at all,’ Carla said.

Carla was sure they’d given up asking Duey, because whenever they did, it made Duey furious and she’d yell at Carla about it. The first time Tommy mentioned it to her, Duey asked Carla if she thought it might be a badly thought-out pick-up line – that maybe she’d read him wrong. But Carla explained about Elodie. Duey shuddered. The whole thing made her uncomfortable because she knew how they talked about models, about models’ bodies. Duey’s body was her own business. She’d shouted it at Carla after Cal had visited the salon out of the blue. ‘They need to stop talking about me,’ she said. Carla should have been more careful with the photo.

‘Oh well,’ the photographer said, handing the phone back to Carla. ‘It’s a shame.’

Everyone was quiet.

Carla picked up the final model’s headshot. ‘What about her?’ The woman had long blond hair falling around her bare tanned shoulders in beach waves. ‘She’s got no tattoos.’

‘Or penis.’ The photographer laughed.

‘Oh. No,’ said Kurt, ‘no. With her it’ll be like, we’re going to put one of the men’s shirts on her, but that’s all and her legs are apart so the black and white will show bare legs and underwear.’

Carla nodded, holding the headshot a bit longer, mulling it over. Then she said, ‘We could do a white headband so it kind of echoes the way underwear looks from that angle. You know, clean, white, contained.’

‘Carla.’ Tommy turned to her. ‘This is why we can’t do without you.’

No one else had seen it, Tommy was sure. He looked around quickly to check if anyone else had seen it, but no one indicated anything. Everyone was looking at their phones, at the screens of the tablets they were passing round. But Tommy had been looking up and he’d seen it flash across Carla’s face. It was so quick, but so was he. Contempt. Worse, she was laughing at them. She wore very thick glasses. She always had. Thick black rims and thick lenses as well. Her eyes boomed in them, like she was in a fish bowl. But he’d seen it, in the split second after, possibly even while he was saying it, while he was showing his appreciation. She’d pushed the glasses up the bridge of her nose and then there it was, all her energy. He could see the force she needed not to shake her head and roll her eyes. He could see it. She thought she’d got away with it. But he’d seen it.

All this he only realised in hindsight, later that night, as he was being driven to his parents’ house thinking, ‘What the fuck?’ Talking himself into how it would all be all right. In between the positive talk he replayed what it was that he’d said and why exactly he’d said it. And he saw it clearly, then. The effort it had taken not to show them exactly what she thought of them, the contempt. Something had moved in him, and that’s why he’d said it.

‘I think we should shoot this really soon. What do you think, Carla? Are you ready to shoot this?’

There could have been a reprieve. There could have been. If she hadn’t answered, so sure, ‘Yeah, I’m ready.’ Even if she’d let her eyes drop from his for a second, not looked him so sure in the eye, demonstrated just for a second that she realised the capacity he had and that he could do what he did next.

‘I feel good about this. Let’s shoot tomorrow.’

Everyone looked at him. At that moment, as he looked down at the table, he wondered if someone else had suggested it, but when he looked up again everyone was still looking at him. He had said it. ‘Are the samples here?’ Kurt asked. Carefully.

‘I’m sure they can be.’ Tommy started rolling his phone over and over in his hand, feeling the smoothness of it, the smallness and how it held so much.

‘I’m fine.’ The photographer had his diary up and was already tapping in the event.

‘I have everything I need,’ said the stylist. ‘I like this idea.’

Carla didn’t look so smug now. She had the most to do. ‘We don’t have a makeup artist,’ she said.

‘I like Elodie,’ Tommy said. ‘Can you contact Elodie?’ He didn’t even look at Kurt and Cal.

‘Yeah, I can try. She could be booked up.’

‘She’s lost her phone,’ Cal said.

‘She’s got a new one,’ Tommy and Kurt said at the same time.

Carla nodded.

‘You sort that out, Carla.’ Tommy had his phone out, calling the workroom. He walked over to the kitchen so they would only hear his side of the conversation.

‘Sharona,’ he said. ‘We’re going to shoot tomorrow.’

‘Okay,’ she said.

‘Yeah, I think it’s best. Fresh. Hot. We’re going to do it now.’

‘Okay.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Tommy, the samples aren’t here.’

‘Yeah, exactly. So yeah.’

‘Tommy, they’re coming from Indonesia.’

He laughed. Carla wouldn’t look at him, she was on her phone. ‘Exactly. We’re really excited.’

‘Shall I call them?’ Sharona asked.

‘Yeah. So tomorrow. Morning.’

He looked over to the photographer, who said, ‘Ten. I reckon ten. We’re shooting inside.’

‘Ten,’ Tommy said to the phone, to Sharona. ‘We’re shooting inside.’

‘There are no clothes to shoot.’

‘Okay. Great. Thanks Sharona.’ Tommy hung up and came back to the table.

‘Are the clothes here?’ Cal said.

‘Under control,’ Tommy said. It was pointless really, Carla and Sharona would talk immediately after the meeting – could be texting each other now. But Carla wasn’t the only person in the room who could hear him talking on the phone.

Carla nodded and started to pack up her notebook. Her phone vibrated. She looked at the message. ‘CUNTS.’ It was from Sharona. With only one hand, while the others were finishing up, Carla messaged Duey, ‘Need to cut 2 boys. Can I have a chair? Any chance?’

‘Where do I find these boys?’ she said, pointing to the models’ headshots.

Tommy looked at the headshots too. ‘Guy’s in High Street. At World. He can probably pop out for an hour or so. Dominic doesn’t work.’

Carla picked up the photographs and turned them over. ‘And they’re all right with shooting tomorrow?’

Tommy nodded. Carla looked up from copying down Guy’s phone number. ‘There’s no number for Dominic.’ She was turning the print over and over in her hand like it would appear. There was no agency contact either.

Tommy nodded and looked at his phone. He wrote down a cell number on the corner of the photo.

‘Right, well I better make a move.’ She picked her stuff off the table. ‘Thanks everyone. See you tomorrow.’

There was a huddle in the workroom. As Carla walked past Sharona looked out, eyes wide, mouthing, ‘What the fuck?’

Carla shook her head and looked at her phone at the same time. She had to get home to Doug and call Elodie. She messaged Duey again. ‘Sorry to be a dick. But. Chairs? Possibility of such?’

It would be easier to call. Duey looked at her phone, at the message from Carla. It was busy but not out of control – she could duck out and it would be fine.

The salon smelt of women. It was a huge room really, the floors were wooden and slat timber screens held the retail space away from the shampoo basins, from the cutting bay. The people inside could look out to the street from the privacy of more timber screens. Clients sat next to one another and opposite one another. Everything was slim lines. A long, complete mirror stretched the extent of the cutting bay. Black sculptures of humans and animals shone from the walls and floor, the only roundness and body. The salon vibrated with the hum of hairdryers and smelt like women. Carla said it was the sort of place where a man who wanted to be a hairdresser but still wanted pussy should work, which upset Duey and also wasn’t true. Carla said it to wind her up. They’d been friends for 30 years. Carla had gone away for 10. So really, they’d been friends for 20 years. Duey didn’t want to fuck Carla, and Carla didn’t want to fuck Duey. They were friends. So Carla could wind her up with jokes about sex and the people Duey had sex with, just to bring Duey down to size. Maybe.

Although Carla wasn’t like that. Surely. She hassled Duey to show she knew something about her, something intimate, something from way back, trying to find the path back to way back.

Duey understood everything. Tommy had made a crazy decision, a decision intended to make him look hard and confident, but one that implicated everyone – Carla, Sharona, the photographer. If it failed it would be on everyone else, because Tommy had made the decision, showing he was sure it could be done, so if it couldn’t it wasn’t his fault. It was Carla’s fault, or the photographer’s. By being so confident it was like he’d already done it. It had already been done. Duey understood and knew Carla would be angry, and angry that she had to rely on Duey. Duey would be able to hear it in her voice but a phone call made more sense than a text.

Her phone rang twice before Carla picked it up.

‘So, tomorrow,’ Duey said.

‘Argh,’ Carla said. She was at home. Duey could hear Doug barking and growling. ‘Don’t even start.’

‘Tell me.’

‘What do you think?’

‘He looked around and everyone was looking comfort-able?’ Duey asked.

‘Uh huh.’

‘Then a song came on, like, maybe the Miami Vice theme song?’

‘Yip.’

‘And he said, “I think we should shoot this fast. I think we should shoot it tomorrow.” And everyone went, “Say what, now?” and he called Sharona and she was like, “What the fuck? The samples you’re supposed to be shooting aren’t even here yet.” And Tommy was like, “Oh. Sharona, you’re right. Everyone, I made a mistake.”’

Carla groaned.

‘But not really, everyone just went, “Okay. Yeah. Good idea, Tommy. You are amazing. We can definitely do that.” No, wait. “We need to do that.”’

‘Pretty much.’

‘There’s chairs here you can use in, like’ – Duey looked at her watch and then around the salon – ‘an hour. And then for the rest of the day.’ She checked the booking page on the screen. ‘It empties out about four.’

‘Perfect,’ Carla said. Duey could hear her putting on a jacket.

‘Are you at home?’

‘Yeah.’ She was hopping slightly, now. Shoes?

‘What are you going to do with Doug?’ Duey promised herself she would always ask – because it was another living thing.

‘Lock her up.’

‘Do you want to bring her in?’ It was a ridiculous suggestion. Carla couldn’t control Doug anymore. Doug was going to kill someone.

‘Nah,’ Carla said. ‘I have to take the train, anyway.’

Duey could hear Doug snarling. She’d never been a nice dog but living with Carla had made her savage. Carla knew, but she didn’t seem to mind. Duey was sure, given the chance, that Doug would kill Carla – and Carla knew it too, but still she kept her. Never let her out, locked her in the bathroom. Which made her worse – angrier, and more likely to kill Carla.

Carla looked at her phone and tapped it to hang up. Duey never hung up first. Probably it said something about their friendship – about how Carla was the bad friend. She looked around her flat. ‘This is an unfurnished STUDIO,’ the listing had said, ‘not a one bedroom.’ It was an L-shaped room with a kitchen sink and a refrigerator below a small window, and a bathroom that came off the kitchen. Her double bed took up the rest; she had to angle it slightly to get the front door open. There was a wardrobe – but not really. The building had been a factory when she was a teenager. All the flats at the front had been offices. The whole street had been industrial. But hardly anyone was making anything in New Zealand anymore and real estate was booming. She had full access to the communal kitchen area, but it broke her heart. The walls were white, the carpet was grey, a single-element portable stovetop took up most of the bench in the kitchen. It was probably for camping.

Doug was standing in the tiny space between her bed and the wall, looking at her, watching her every move, eyes alert, lips pulled away slightly from one side of her jaw. Carla showed the dog her own teeth, gritted shut. It was always a war. Every inch of the flat was contested ground. Doug snarled and didn’t sit down. Carla looked away first, back at her phone, and holding it in both hands she worked her way down her Facebook feed. No one was on Facebook anymore. Not Tommy, certainly not Elodie. Everyone left looked happy and was outraged. It was automatic, she was looking at it before she knew she’d opened the application, she used it like she used to use cigarettes – to numb something with a feeling of nausea. To begin with she’d swipe through it casually, her mind wandering, not really paying attention. Then she would swipe faster and faster, the dull panic when she hit the posts she’d seen before. She’d exit and rake her way over to Tumblr. More dreadful news, lovely frocks, parties she wasn’t at. More people looking well and bright and still. She’d run out here as well, but not as fast. Then she could look at Instagram for a while. Tommy had posted a photo from months ago taken at a model casting – before they’d decided not to show the corporate line at Fashion Week. The girl had her hair up in a ponytail and no makeup on. ‘Shooting these tomorrow,’ he’d commented. Doug growled.

‘Exactly,’ Carla said, and looked at the dog. Looked her back into the corner, then scrolled through more and more. Eventually it would run out and she’d go back to Facebook and start again. This time she’d follow links, because the timeline had become shorter. She watched and watched, thumb flicking the small heads up and up, feeling her eyes fugue over, feeling her stomach sink and pitch. Feeling her head fill with things she didn’t know she should worry about.

Carla had made poor life choices. The dog would kill something and be destroyed or it would kill Carla. She had no business getting a dog. But no one else would take it. She looked around the flat. It had been a bad afternoon. There was shit everywhere when she’d come home from the meeting with Tommy. Doug had eaten away at the front door some more, clawed at the frame. Carla hadn’t walked her for days, weeks. Carla looked out the window at the street, across at the roofing factory. A walk wasn’t exercise, anyway. Doug needed to run. Carla couldn’t control her off the leash, she couldn’t control her on the leash. Doug hadn’t taken her eyes off Carla. She was in the corner and plotting.

Seeing Doug made Carla angry. That she couldn’t take Doug for a run, that Tommy had made the dick move about shooting tomorrow which no one else had said anything about – like maybe, no. Not Kurt, not Cal, not the photographer, not Sharona. What could Carla do? She was the fucking hairdresser. Who was going to listen to her? She’d been cutting hair for nearly 30 years, all she could do was hair, which was important if it was done badly but pretty much invisible if it was done well. What could she have said? A child shouted outside and Doug barked and ran to the door, almost knocking Carla over. The dog jumped and jumped and jumped at the door, like she’d knock it down. Carla watched, then banged on the door, too, shouted at the street and the child. Shouted like she could get the attention of the child and escape with them.

She’d had no business getting a dog, but no one else would take her. The stylist got the dog from someone under false pretenses, promising a forever home, so they couldn’t take it back there. The client was an idiot. The photographer didn’t say no, and no one asked Carla and she had no place to speak out, so she sat back and listened to them in the meeting, making notes in her notebook. The dog’s ears were battle-cropped. ‘The dog has no ears and the model has no hips,’ the client said, when they both came onto the set.

Could Carla not do something with the dog? The photographer, this time, from behind the camera, not even looking up from the viewfinder.

What? – Carla. Finally getting a word in. What?

The dog wasn’t very shiny. It looked bad next to the shiny dress.

It’s got mange – the stylist now, arms folded, head to one side, but not unsure, completely sure. It was the only one without ears.

Could Carla not spray something on the dog’s mange? Carla didn’t think so. She didn’t know anything about dog hair, only human hair. But she’d gone over just the same, rubbing a soft waxy product between her hands as she walked, smoothing down the hair, over the mange, but being careful of the mange. She looked in its eyes then, and on her way back, when she got to the stylist, said, ‘What are you going to do with the dog?’

‘They won’t take it back.’ The stylist was already packing up, putting a pair of thousand-dollar shoes in a box, in a bag. Then they took some photos. Then everyone was packing up. Lights, reflectors, and the dog was lying down and looking up every time someone came near.

Bad career choices. Bad money choices. A year later, the dog was impossible. Carla brought out the worst in it. At least the dog didn’t have mange anymore. Carla had worked hard to get her coat back in condition. She still had no ears. She was brindle with a vicious face. At first Carla walked her before sunrise so they wouldn’t meet any other dogs. Doug would jump up on Carla’s bed, sniff at her, breathe, lick her. Carla would roll out of bed and they’d be off, down the street in the orange of the street lamps. Across the road into the park – the cricket fields in summer, rugby fields in winter, to where they could both look out over the quarry that was a suburb now, over the school, the apartments, the town houses, soccer fields that would be astro-turfed, and the netball courts. Carla usually wore a beanie. It fell back on her head, under the weight of her hair under it. She’d sit with Doug and they’d look out over all of it, the city in its orange glow like a Gregory Crewdson photograph. Still. Sometimes Carla’s eyes would blur in the cold and it would look to her like she could dive deep into it. They’d start the walk back before the sun rose. But then Doug had killed a cat, and Carla didn’t know her anymore. Doug had looked up over the animal’s body at Carla like she was recognising the situation for the first time. Who was in charge, and which one of them could kill the other. Pulling away, Doug panted in a way that made her look like she was smiling. Then she’d turned to walk away because it was time to go. Carla hadn’t walked her the next day. Or the next.

Carla thought about the photographer, the stylist and the client, thought how all of them were awful but how Doug was the worst one. Carla had seen the stylist a few times since she’d taken Doug home.

Everyone had finished packing up and the dog was still there. ‘Are you just going to leave him?’ Carla asked. The stylist shrugged. They were in an alley beside some state houses in Henderson. The stylist had the thousand-dollar shoe bag tucked under her arm. Then her phone rang and she looked at the screen. ‘I’ve got to take this,’ she said and walked away. It was just Carla and the dog, then. Everyone had been calling it Doug.

She took Doug to see the vet on the way home, to get some food and to see about the mange and the ears. They’d been taken off when she was a puppy, the vet thought, not by a vet. ‘It’s a girl.’ Carla had already filled out the form. She’d been calling the dog ‘Doug’ in an attempt to make it feel comfortable about the strange car and the stranger. To make herself feel comfortable about how big Doug was, how loud her bark was when they passed other dogs outside the car, on the footpath. ‘She’s a pit bull,’ the vet said. ‘You’ll need to keep her inside. People steal them all the time.’

The stylist never asked about Doug. Wouldn’t. The owners of the cat put up posters.

Doug was in charge of the house, now. Carla looked down. Doug was still barking at the door, then circling back and growling. Carla had to get into town in an hour. Doug looked up at her. She was a high jumper and when she got very angry at Carla she would go for her face and her neck. Carla wasn’t sure how much longer the door could hold the dog. It wasn’t safe to leave her, but Carla had to be in town or the job wouldn’t get done and the rent wouldn’t get paid and she had no idea how she would move the dog if she had to move. She thought about a gun. She was too weak to kill Doug with her bare hands. The dog knew that. The dog sat and looked at the door.

‘I have to go.’ The dog didn’t care. Doug was big but still so much shorter than Carla that she always had to look up.

Duey had said it, when they’d been in the park on Ponsonby Road once. Doug had run around a bit, chasing a ball Duey casually threw. People were giving them a wide berth. ‘Dogs always look so angry.’ Duey was scratching Doug, massaging her face and the top of her head where her ears would have been. ‘But I think it’s the angle they’re on.’ Duey held Doug’s face up to her own. ‘See? She looks fine from here.’ Doug had been a different dog before Carla saw her kill the cat.

Carla looked down at the dog looking up at her, now. ‘I own you,’ she said. Then she looked back at her phone just as it rang. It was Elodie.

‘Hi, um, just’ – a laugh – ‘is this true?’ Elodie’s high-rising terminal, her smile forcing the words up as well. Everything in her was so light it floated up and away.

‘About tomorrow?’

‘Yeah. Yeah.’

‘Is it a problem?’

‘No. No. I just wanted to check, because’ – through a grit-toothed smile, her mock frustration; it was always mock with Elodie, nothing made her angry – ‘it all seemed a bit sudden.’ Carla could almost hear Elodie’s head nodding back and forward, tick-tick, never still. Moving like a dancer. Like there was music in her always. ‘Are the clothes there?’

‘I’m unsure, but I suspect not.’

‘Cool. Cool.’ There was so much energy around Elodie, like she was sparking. ‘Maybe Sharona would know?’ Everything was tentative, always asked into Elodie’s body – pulling the words back into her head like she could still take them back if they caused offence. Everyone else’s feelings always at the front of her mind.

‘Yeah. Look, Sharona probably won’t want a phone call.’

‘Right.’

‘If the samples aren’t there.’

‘Right.’

‘I’m pretty sure they’ll just call it off. No one can waste a whole day in ...’

‘Avondale,’ Elodie said.

‘Fucking Avondale.’ Carla tried to make a joke.

‘Right.’ Elodie laughed.

‘I can call her later. But not now. Now, the workroom looks, um ...’

‘Worried?’ Elodie asked.

‘Worried.’

‘So they’re not here.’ Elodie sounded sad, but it was concern for Sharona. Elodie was always fine, she didn’t need any of her concern for herself, she faced everything like she’d already done it.

‘Well. You see. I didn’t say that.’

‘No.’

Carla felt like Elodie didn’t need to know whether the samples were here or not, but hairdressers always thought that about makeup artists. And makeup artists thought that about hairdressers. Carla would shout out, ‘Don’t get makeup in my hair.’ To which Elodie would reply, ‘Don’t get hair in my makeup,’ which made them both laugh. Tommy, Cal and Kurt always considered makeup and hair last. Carla and Elodie didn’t get free clothes and neither of them got paid very well. It was like a race to be second worst. Second most irrelevant. All of this bugged Carla, but when she tried to talk to Elodie about it she said they were lucky that no one paid them much attention, and she’d smile and the conversation would be over and they’d talk about something else.

‘The boys look pretty straightforward,’ Carla offered.

‘Are you cutting them tonight?’ Elodie was doing something else now, washing her hands or something.

‘Um, yes. If I can get hold of them.’

‘You’ve talked to them, though, eh?’ Elodie was making an odd clicking noise now like she was walking back and forth in high heels.

‘No.’

‘But you’ve seen them?’

‘Um. No.’

‘Cool. Cool,’ Elodie chirped.

‘But the headshots.’

‘Right,’ Elodie said.

‘They make it look pretty straightforward.’

‘Totally.’

There was a silence. On the phone, Carla could never tell whether a conversation with Elodie was over or not. She had so much trouble reading Elodie. When they first met, Carla thought she was passive aggressive but then she realised she was actively agreeable. There wasn’t a cell of irony in her. She couldn’t be drawn into anything nasty.

‘Okay, so I’ll –’ Carla began.

‘Carla,’ Elodie said. ‘It’d be so great if you could cut them tonight.’

‘Yup.’

‘If I don’t get to see them it would be amazing if I could have them first thing tomorrow and, you know, without bristle in the base.’

Carla didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t guarantee anything. Then Elodie laughed.

‘If you see either of them, can you check their skin for me? Oh, and this side and back bit.’ Elodie had her on speaker phone now so that she could look at the photo Carla had sent her. Carla could hear a mouse moving. Was she at a desk now? ‘How short is that? Is that like Bic-ed?’

‘Yip.’

‘Okay.’ Elodie put some food in her mouth, something crunchy and deep-fried. Carla was always on a diet and Elodie was always eating. She wasn’t small, wasn’t one of those ‘hollow-legged’ 20-year-olds. Elodie was bigger everywhere. Bigger than almost all of them, even the boys. The rest of them were skinny. Carla and Duey weren’t as skinny as they used to be but were still a size 10 and men’s small. Elodie crunched another mouthful of something.

‘So you’re good?’ Carla said.

‘Um, yeah. But, yeah. Wow.’

‘I know,’ Carla said. ‘We should ask for more cash.’

‘Huh?’ Elodie laughed and Carla realised that that wasn’t where she was going with the ‘wow’. The ‘wow’ must have simply meant ‘wow’.

‘We need more cash for this,’ Carla said. Now trying to make light of it, trying to turn it into a joke so it wouldn’t sit there naked. ‘An inconvenience bonus. For, you know, the radical advancement of the shooting date.’

Elodie laughed. ‘Okay, Carla,’ she said, feigning a businesslike tone. ‘You organise that.’

‘Okay, I’ll organise it with Tommy,’ Carla said, matching the fake officious tone, she hoped.

Elodie screeched in delight. ‘Yeah,’ she said through hiccups of laughter. ‘Yeah, organise it with Tommy. Tommy has a handle on the money.’

Neither of them said anything for a moment. Elodie laughed but didn’t say anything else, except ‘inconvenience bonuses’ under her breath, which started her laughing again. Carla thought maybe the conversation was over, so she said, ‘Okay. Thanks. And sorry.’

‘Totally not your fault.’ Elodie breathed the words out, her laughter coming in again. ‘It’s not anyone’s fault. It’ll be fine. It’ll be great.’ Then that laugh again.

‘Yip.’ Carla was already grabbing a jacket and her bag. She threw her hairdressing roll into it. Duey had everything at the salon but she needed her scissors and combs. She pulled out her cut-throat razor while she cradled the phone. It was clean. She showed it to Doug.

‘Anything else,’ Elodie finished.

‘No. No. Just thanks.’

‘Thank you,’ Elodie said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Yip.’ Carla stepped outside the flat. She saw Doug look up through the shrinking gap as she closed the door. The damage to the door was starting to show from the outside. Maybe Doug would be gone when she got back.

She opened the door again and pointed to the corner of the flat, away from the door. Doug looked at her and didn’t move. Carla backed out and closed the door. Bad luck, she thought. She was still holding the phone to her ear. Don’t return once you’ve left. The hallway was quiet. Someone had left a bike in the hallway. There was shouting from one of the other flats. She walked down the stairs, swiping her phone and putting it in her bag. She had to walk to the train station. There were cars in the car park outside the flats. The back of the building was covered in white wrap. It looked like they were converting the rest of the building to flats. She wouldn’t know for sure because she wasn’t talking to her landlord, but the whole building was wrapped up in white plastic. It used to mean leaky building, but now they used it so tradesmen could work in all weathers. The weather was getting worse but no one could do anything about the weather, just the conditions out in the weather.

As Carla walked down Felton Mathew Avenue she called Guy. Cars rushed past, fast. The BMX track was deserted because they’d found some sort of chemical leaching into the soil. The whole area used to be orchards. The track was fenced off now.

‘Guy?’

He wasn’t working at World anymore. He was a waiter. But he could be at the salon in an hour. Then she rang Dominic and a long beep met her. She stopped, swore. A bus drove past, then a large truck. Carla checked the number Tommy had given her, dialled again. Nothing. ‘Fuck.’ She had to get to the train or she’d miss Guy. She rang Tommy. It rang and rang and rang and there was no reply.

‘Fuck.’

She cut across the Countdown car park and broke into a slow jog, past the storage company on the other side of the road, past the pits full of stones of various sizes out front of the building supplies place. She had never worked out what they did in there. She turned into the path that led past the prefabs where the men drank milky tea out of thermoses. A train was coming. She stopped at the level crossing, feeling it pass, then ran to the platform. Hunting in her wallet for her Hop card, praying it still had some credit. The whole time she was ringing first Dominic, then Tommy, until the noise of ‘not there’ was drilled into her head. Some teenagers got on ahead of her. Five girls with five kids in tow. One of them said, ‘Isn’t it weird there are five of us and five kids and none of them are our kids?’ And the others laughed. All of the teenagers had their hair straightened. They were made up with contour and they pulled their hair through their first two fingers like they didn’t want to forget it was straight. The humidity was getting to it, though. The sky was grey now, all the morning sun was gone and it felt like there was rain somewhere. Tiny strands of the girls’ hair flew away, escaped back into frizz. Straightened hair had been around too long. It was time for a change and this looked like it.

Not one of the girls had her hair in a bun. Buns on top with falls of straight dark hair down the back had been all over the place a year ago. Tight knots on top, pulling the skin around the eyes back, pulling the eyebrows high and arched.

In the 80s, Carla and Duey had worked on a fashion show at a department store in Remuera. They both left school the second they turned 15 and started work as apprentices in a deep, long, ‘family’ salon, which had been owned by an Austrian for years. He was funny and a great hairdresser. Then he’d wanted to go skiing more often, so a woman bought it. She had vision. A nail table and two beauty therapy rooms at the back of the salon. There’d been a laundry. The new owner moved the laundry out the back, into the staffroom, which she figured they didn’t really need. ‘Everyone just goes outside,’ she said.

Which was true. They all smoked and there was a small courtyard, cut off from the clients’ view by a stand of bamboo. When Duey and Carla started, some of the seniors still smoked in the salon, while they were cutting hair. All the clients still smoked. But the new woman was all about being professional, and smoking in the salon was not professional. She’d asked everyone who worked there to stop smoking in the salon. It sort of worked. No one really realised how addicted they were until they tried to apply their first colour without a cigarette.

The new owner thought that if she could get the apprentices trained as quickly as possible to apply colour and to process perms, it would leave the senior stylists free to see more clients. It was revolutionary at the time. She’d learnt about it overseas. In Britain. So she employed a whole bunch more apprentices, and retrained Carla and Duey. They were buddied up with a senior stylist and put to work. The owner liked Duey. ‘June,’ she said. ‘You’re a natural.’ Carla was cack-handed. It took her six months to learn how to braid. The new owner made friends with all the businesses around the area and the department store next door decided they would have an autumn launch. Of their clothes. A fashion parade, with drinks. For their valued customers. Everyone was marketing in those days. The stock market was running high and everyone had time to think about new ways of doing business. Everyone felt optimistic about this new thing, business. Everyone was professional and everyone thought what they were doing was making the difference, when really, when everything went to shit, it became clear it was just money. You really couldn’t do anything wrong when there was a lot of money around.

That night at the fashion show, they’d pulled back the models’ hair hard to make their faces tight and their eyebrows arched. At one point Carla looked over and Duey had her knee dug into her model’s back, pulling like a dentist. Everything took so long to explain. She couldn’t just say Gustl’s anymore, she couldn’t just say Milne’s. She had grown up in the far past. Like when Gustl would say to her and Duey, ‘There was one colour of hair dye in my day and it was bleach.’ Everything took so long to explain.

That was what the buns reminded Carla of, when she saw them last year on the train, and then they’d started doing them for photos. She looked up and down the train now, but they were all gone. The buns were over. The arch had even gone out of some of the girls’ eyebrows. They’d straightened their hair but they weren’t holding it at bay anymore – if it blossomed into a haze they weren’t as worried. Duey and Carla had seen it coming one day when they were sitting in the salon having a drink, watching people on the street.

‘Lot of natural curl,’ Duey had said.

‘And frizz,’ Carla replied.

Carla lifted her phone, high, so it still looked like she was working on it, and took a photo of the clutch of girls and their babies. The kids were singing now, all of them, ‘Heads, shoulders, knees and toes.’ This was generally where it started. They wore it on the streets in Glen Innes first, and on the train to Henderson. She didn’t have a car but really that was an asset. She could sell the semi-straighten back to Tommy, Cal and Kurt because none of them were ever on the train or the bus.

Carla looked at her phone again. Nothing. She rang Tommy and it rang and rang and rang and then went to voicemail. She left a message. She knew she’d left a trail of missed call notifications. If he was away from his phone he’d pick it up and the first thing he’d see was that he’d missed four calls. Four calls. Carla weighed it up. She didn’t want to look naggy. That was the worst thing a woman could look, especially an old woman. She needed to look calm and cool, like it didn’t really matter but also like she understood that it mattered a great deal. Would four calls look naggy? She decided it was too close to risk another call. She’d have to wait. She sat back. She rang Cal, then Kurt, talking quietly while the train ran over Orakei Basin and Hobson Bay – water on both sides so that the train seemed to become an aquatic vehicle. The tide was out, the grey mud looked like it could swallow anything. Cal and Kurt didn’t have Dominic’s number. Neither of them really knew Dominic. Could she call the agency? There wasn’t an agency on the back of his headshot, but Tommy had said they were both from 62. She called. The agency didn’t have a number for anyone by that name. She could just sit back and enjoy the train trip. That would not look naggy. She looked at her phone one last time. If he had it on silent it would hum and hum and hum to tell him there was a call coming through and then it would vibrate to tell him it had sent him a message, telling him he’d missed the call that was coming in. She’d ring once more.

Tommy could hear a wave cut through the radio his father had on. Someone was calling his phone. The radio was on talkback. Always talkback. To catch the temperature of the nation, Jerry used to say. Everyone on talkback agreed with his father, so the temperature, Tommy supposed, was comfortable like Samoa. But on a good day. Not too hot, not too cold, just perfect for him and his business and his friends.

‘Bombay Sapphire are making a gin and tonic perfume,’ his father said. Then laughed.

A 46-year-old had been convicted for masterminding an elaborate human trafficking scam.

‘I haven’t had a gin in years,’ Tommy said.

They were in his father’s office in Fort Street. The precinct had been redeveloped into shared spaces and laneways. Jerry had owned 64 Fort Street for a long time but it had really come into its own since the street had been overhauled. It used to be the foreshore, before they reclaimed the wharves. Jerry’s office was just round the corner from Duey’s work. Tommy wondered if he should drop in, talk to her again about being in the photos. His father had the newspaper open and was reading it. He didn’t look at Tommy much but when he did it was over the top of his reading glasses because he still had damn good long sight. ‘I just need longer arms,’ he’d joke at parties, holding out his glass like it was a book.

Tommy wasn’t sure why his father had asked him to come, but it had felt like he was insisting on it. It went like this. Tommy could sit for hours sometimes just watching his father read, listening to the radio, looking out the window. He was pretty sure his father just came into the office to do this every morning. Although he was also sure that he fulfilled some kind of figurehead function. Tommy suspected that people liked to know he was there. Investors, clients, they liked to know Jerry Hait was in the building, like Jerry still trusted it, believed in it like a sailor believed in an old ship.

Tommy’s father sold alcohol. Not personally. But the companies he owned did. There was a story in there somewhere that Jerry didn’t correct people about. A young man starting out working in an off-licence, weekends, late nights, dangerous times. Standing at the counter one night, looking around, wanting something better, and suddenly hitting on the idea of buying his own liquor store, or working his arse off to save enough money to buy a wine label or a brewery. Poor boy made good. Tommy looked at his father. Uncomfortably he came to the realisation that his father must be about the same age as Carla.

Jerry had never worked retail in his life. He’d come out of university with a PhD in Mathematics and Accounting, and his father, Tommy’s grandfather – the real poor boy made good, or maybe that was bullshit as well – had said to him, ‘Now what?’ And Jerry had shrugged. He didn’t know, but he liked booze. He said it jokingly, then he went away and read a little and talked to some friends and then he came back and laid out the proposal and Tommy’s grandfather gave him some money and it failed and Tommy’s grandfather gave him some more money and it failed again. Then Tommy’s grandfather died, so Jerry had all the money, and he made it work and it worked. Once it was going, once it lifted off the ground and Jerry had the motivation of not having a father to go to, it flew. This is what Tommy suspected, because one day he would have the same place in the world, the place where he didn’t have to come and ask, wouldn’t be able to. But not for a long time yet. His father just kept making more and more money and he believed in Tommy in a way that infected Tommy with hope and love.

Jerry looked up again from the newspaper. ‘So.’ Took off his glasses. Could he be the same age as Carla? And Duey and Sharona? He looked so much older, but every now and then Tommy did the maths. ‘You’ll be shooting the corporate line soon.’

‘Yeah. Once the samples arrive.’ His father liked that Tommy was in fashion. He liked it a lot.

‘That’ll be good.’

No, Carla must be 45, 46 at the oldest. Tommy had seen a photo of her in Pavement from 1992 and then she’d gone away for all that time and she’d been back for a while – six years? Tommy’s father was 61.

Dominic wouldn’t come to get his hair cut. Not tonight. Tommy knew he’d be at the party. There was a fundraiser at The Jefferson. Dominic would be there. It only occurred to Tommy when Carla was asking for Dominic’s number as the meeting broke up, as he was willing the samples into a courier van and into the workroom with his mind, with making sure one part of his mind was focusing in that direction, visualising it over and over again. Thinking at the problem. Your mind had the power to change things. But he had looked at his phone anyway and written down a number. Your mind could change things. It was only a haircut. The haircut could be done tomorrow.

‘We’re using Dominic for the shoot,’ Tommy said. Everything would be fine.

‘Derek’s boy?’ Jerry said.

Tommy nodded.

‘Is he a model?’

‘He wants to be.’ Tommy looked out the window. The sun had come out again. He thought it would rain, but it hadn’t. ‘He got some headshots done. They’re good. He’s good.’

Tommy tapped the folder he had on his lap.

‘Oh,’ said Jerry. ‘Let me see those. I forgot about those.’

Tommy had picked them up from Jerry’s accountant on his way over. They were the latest financial reports. His father had asked for more regular ones since last year. Tommy wondered if Kurt’s and Cal’s fathers were the same. He wondered if they all got together and had investor meetings. He doubted it. All the fathers got on but they were very hands off. Or they had been.

Tommy had met Kurt at school. The private school both their fathers had gone to. Kurt had been expelled and went to a public school that couldn’t say no. That’s where he’d met Cal, who had also been expelled from a private school shortly after his family moved from Hong Kong. It was odd being rich in a poor school. Tommy said so, once he finally convinced his parents to let him go to the public school. ‘Not that poor,’ Kurt had said. ‘Surely not in Kohimarama?’ Kurt had said something about ‘white flight’ and they’d laughed, none of them completely knowing what that meant, but understanding, in a way. They didn’t go to school much, not in the end; there didn’t seem much point. ‘I’m not the kind of person who will go to university,’ Tommy would explain to his parents. ‘I’m more of a divergent thinker.’ Jerry would nod. He talked enthusiastically about the next generation.

Tommy’s mother Rachel felt proud. She said that a lot. A creative in the family was something to be nurtured. Not everyone had one. She and Jerry both agreed maths could be taught but there was something especially particular about artistic ability. They often felt – when Tommy walked through one of their dinner parties on his way out – extremely proud. Like they had produced something exotic, some fresh breeze of new hope.

‘The way he puts himself together,’ one of the others would say.

‘It’s beautiful isn’t it,’ Rachel would say.

Tommy knew that in her heart his mother hoped he was still queer. Maybe, she thought, there was still time but for now he brought round women or no one at all and she kept asking him to shop for her. She’d make him spend hours with her, looking through website after website. Him telling her what to wear and what would need tailoring. To begin with, when he wasn’t so busy, he’d sketched her little look-books of how to put things together. If they bumped into each other while they were out, she’d make her way to him and say quietly, so only he could hear, ‘Did I do it right?’ then spin slightly so he could see all of her. ‘Wonderful,’ he’d say, because she always was. She was in good shape. It occurred to him, again, that his mother was younger than Carla. Or possibly she and Carla were the same age.

Jerry was looking over the spreadsheets the accountant had given to Tommy.

‘So the corporate line?’ It wasn’t a statement.

‘Will cover that.’ Tommy had no idea.

‘And the orders?’

‘Yeah. They look good.’

‘But you didn’t show it at Fashion Week?’

Tommy shook his head. ‘We showed in-season.’

Jerry made a small noise in the back of his throat which could have been in reaction to Tommy, or not.

‘Everyone did,’ Tommy said. It had been a party and the corporate line wasn’t ready. He and Kurt were still fighting. Kurt didn’t like the idea of the corporate line. But they’d had to do something.

Jerry looked up at his son with what Tommy recognised as complete acceptance and understanding. ‘Well done.’

He was always like this. Tommy always felt loved in his father’s presence, appreciated. It wasn’t that he hadn’t done things that disappointed his parents; he just felt there was some core part of him that they saw, and all the bullshit – the smoking drugs at school, the stealing cars – they recognised it for what it was, just a window dressing he’d put up in front of his true, good nature. How did people kill with this kind of love around them? How could people be bitter? It’s like they’d forgotten this love, like they didn’t stand often enough in the light of their parents. In the place where the love shone on them.

Jerry looked back at the spreadsheet. ‘I don’t know about this debt,’ he said, pointing at the paper.

‘It’s for the corporate line,’ Tommy said, although he wasn’t sure.

‘Then I guess you need to get that right.’ Jerry laughed slightly to underline how right they needed to get it. ‘Does it look good?’

‘It doesn’t really matter whether it looks good or not,’ Tommy said. His phone had stopped ringing. ‘As long as it looks good in the photos.’

‘Selling hope,’ his father said.

‘Selling a story,’ Tommy corrected him.

Jerry laughed and looked at his watch. ‘Have you got time for dinner, Thomas?’

The fundraiser started soon but it could wait. Tommy could make a donation on the website or be there next time. ‘Yeah,’ he said, looking at his dad, ‘that’d be great.’

‘I’ll call your mother.’ Jerry picked up the phone on his desk.

As his father talked to Rachel, Tommy heard his phone leap into a hum again inside his bag, which was sitting on the floor beside the chair he was on. It wouldn’t be Carla again. She wouldn’t be needy like that. She might be angry but she was different from his mother, she knew what to wear and what to say and she worked hard. Carla would find a way through. She could cut Dominic’s hair before the shoot tomorrow – Tommy had seen her do it before, had a feeling she liked the drama of it. Surely she could do that. That would be easy. He was sure of it. For one second it felt like if he could work Carla out, he could work anything out. His bag hummed. It was the tiniest of shakes. His father didn’t hear it. It seemed possible that Tommy couldn’t hear it himself. He was in a meeting, with an investor. An important meeting and then it stopped, and the bag sat still again.

Sharona looked at her phone. Her call had gone to Tommy’s voicemail. He probably didn’t want to know anyway. She looked at the empty space of the workroom. The absence of boxes. She was probably just ringing him to get some assurance, probably just to hear his voice and the confidence in it, or maybe just to remember what an idiot she thought he was. So she could remember that it didn’t really matter. Because it didn’t, not really. No one would die. ‘It’s not brain surgery,’ she told herself, out loud.

She swiped through her emails, just to check – again. The manufacturer had promised her the boxes would be there by 3pm. That they’d been in the country since Sunday. It was nearly five. She looked at the clothes rack against the back wall. Tommy had called her from the meeting. He could have come down, he could have shouted from the top of the stairs for her to come up, but he’d called. Sharona had made a small noise about maybe they should wait until the clothes arrived. That’s what he’d have called it when he spoke to the photographer. ‘Sharona’s making a small noise about waiting until the clothes are here, but it’ll be fine.’ Then he would have laughed, with the photographer and Carla. Carla would have laughed too – maybe – and then he’d say to her, as he looked at his phone to hang it up, ‘Ye of little faith.’ And everyone would have smiled again.

The workroom was nice when it was quiet. Sharona had sent everyone else home at four, with the understanding that if the clothes arrived and were bad and she needed the others then she’d call them back. Tommy had gone to a meeting with an investor.

She looked again at the rack on the back wall. They could use those samples. The samples on the rack on the back wall were not the real samples. They were the ones that had been left here. The real samples were in Indonesia, but they could use these ones. The ones that hadn’t been good enough to send to Indonesia. She didn’t want to move any closer to them because she knew they couldn’t use these samples. They wouldn’t work, they needed altering and there was none of the sample fabric left in the workroom, but she couldn’t quite face that. Not yet.

She looked at her phone again. The courier would come soon and if the courier didn’t come, say the courier didn’t come by ten, she’d take those samples, on the rack on the back wall, and make them like the ones that went to Indonesia. The ones that were in Indonesia, now. She’d have to fudge the fabric – most of the clothes were white. She looked behind her at the fabric store. There was a bolt of white cotton that might work. She looked back at her phone. Everyone else shot from samples. But Tommy had sent the samples away because he’d wanted to start manufacture before they shot the photos. The orders had been slow but he was convinced online sales would be better, that they needed stock for the online sales. No one else did this. But Tommy was sure they were leading, that they were on the epoch of a new kind of business and they needed stock – fast. So he’d convinced Kurt and Cal and sent the samples away for manufacture – the good samples – before they could make another set. Sharona wound through Facebook. She hated it so much. Only people she hated were still on Facebook and she hated it, but she couldn’t prise herself from it, because what if something happened? She flicked back to Twitter. It gave her a special kind of sickness. It felt like watching too much porn. How you start with the graze of a breast, an ecstatic look, then move to embraces, hands on waists, then before you know it, you’re looking at fisting Vines. Oozing vaginas and warmth. She swiped over to Tumblr. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d masturbated in the workroom. Sometimes she wondered if that was why she sent everyone away. She wondered if this was the only reason she stayed, so that she could masturbate late in the dark. She’d fucked people in here too. It was so fucking sad, she’d see them, they’d see her, they’d maybe know her, the younger ones, she wouldn’t want to take them home, she’d bring them here, then she’d fake a call or a text and say, ‘My boss is coming.’ And some of them would say, ‘Can I meet them?’ Girls loved Tommy, Cal and Kurt. They had this idea that men who worked with women’s clothes could see women in a way men who didn’t work with women’s clothes couldn’t. Maybe they could. Maybe.

As she wound through images of women, tied and suspended, most of them in high heels, her phone rang.

It wasn’t Tommy. It should have been Tommy. He’d organised a shoot for less than 24 hours from now and he had no clothes. It would cost him a fortune if he had to cancel it. It was Duey.

‘Are you coming to dinner?’ Duey said, before Sharona could say hello.

‘I’m, um. I’m ...’

‘Have they not arrived?’ She was laughing now. Sharona could hear Carla there too. The noise of the salon in the background, and Carla. ‘Carla wants to know, “Have they not arrived yet?”’

‘Um,’ Sharona was laughing now too.

‘Carla wants to know if you’re by yourself.’

‘Um.’

‘Carla wants to know if Tommy’s there? One of the models hasn’t shown up. Carla says Tommy’s phone is off.’

‘Um. Yeah.’ Sharona looked around the workroom. ‘Yeah. Nah.’

Duey talked away from the phone. ‘Sharona says, “Yeah. Nah.”’

In the background Carla shouted, ‘Where is he, Sharona?’

‘Carla wants to know where he is,’ Duey said.

‘Are you at the salon?’ Sharona asked.

‘Yup. But we only have one boy. Did Tommy say anything about the other boy?’

‘I should probably wait here.’

‘Carla says don’t stay there. She says the courier will call.’

‘Sometimes they don’t,’ Sharona said.

‘Are you masturbating?’ Duey said.

‘Not yet.’

‘Carla says, “Don’t let her stand us up for her fucking fist.”’

‘I better stay here. ’Cause they don’t always call.’

‘And you want to come.’

‘And I want to come all over this fucking place.’

‘Carla wants to know what we should do about the boy?’

‘If it was me, and it’s not, but if it was me, I’d resign myself to tomorrow being awful. I’d say to myself – I will most likely be cutting this boy’s hair at the shoot, tomorrow,’ Sharona said.

‘Is there a basin at the place?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Carla’s asking, “What about the bedroom?”’

‘They’ve got an art department.’

‘Oh. So not a real bedroom?’

‘No.’

‘Okay. Well, we might go, then. Do you want us to bring you some kai?’ Duey asked.

‘Um. Nah. They’ll be here soon.’

‘Or they won’t.’

‘Or they won’t’

‘Or they will and they’ll catch you wanking.’

‘Or they will and they’ll catch me wanking.’

‘Goodnight Sharona.’

‘Goodnight Duey. Say goodnight to Carla for me.’

Away from the phone again, ‘Sharona says goodnight.’ Then back at the phone, ‘Carla says goodnight.’

Sharona hung up. She knew Carla didn’t normally think of her. But when they had a job together she did. They’d been tight, in the 90s. The three of them. Then Carla had gone away. And then June had become Duey in plain sight, slowly, week after week. Duey had become Duey. Sharona had been there, Carla hadn’t. Sharona would see Duey out and they’d talk and have fun but they never quite arranged to meet each other anywhere, it was always by chance. For a while they’d gone and done different things, but eventually she and Duey were very close. So that by the time Carla was back, with her sore eyes and her bad skin, things were different. They were much older.

There’s a huge difference between 18 and 28, Sharona had decided. Some of their friends had kids. Sharona had a kid. Well, she’d given birth to a kid but she didn’t have it ‘about my person’, she’d joke. ‘Not with me.’ She’d left the baby early on – like six weeks in. Having a baby was awful. She didn’t like it at all. It was like the second the small girl took her first breath someone pushed Sharona off a cliff and she just flailed from then on. There was no control in it. She was expecting to be back at work in three weeks, but it was useless. The child needed her for everything.

She’d left early one morning, after a fight. Billy had run out to the car, baby in his arms, screaming at her. Then, finding Sharona in the car with the engine on, he’d lowered his voice slightly. Wouldn’t she stay just for the next feed? Wouldn’t that be fair? Just until the shops opened so he could get some formula? Sharona had looked at the baby and then at him and she knew it was a trick. Her stupid, young, 21-year-old self said to her, ‘If I do this, they’ll depend on me forever and it’s best if we start the way we plan to carry on.’ And she’d driven off. It was her car.

They hadn’t pooled their resources. They still split all the bills down the middle, so it was an easy extrication. He could keep the baby, she would take the car. When she thought about it now, 23 years later, she realised she must have thought she’d be able to go back for her clothes. That he’d get over it. That it would just be a door that would stay shut unless she needed to open it – for her clothes and the other stuff she’d left behind that morning. That she didn’t owe anyone anything. From here she could see how wrong she was. From here, the place after the family support claims, and the judgements people made, and the watching of the shambles he dragged that little girl up in, and the awkward coffees with someone who hated you so much for hating them when they were a baby, hating them enough to leave. Like really, the coffees were only for that, to give Alice a chance to show Sharona how much she hated her and to give Sharona a chance to sit across the table from someone who reminded her of how much she had perhaps got it wrong. But not really, it was never going to work.

Sharona looked at the empty space where the boxes should be. Maybe she had made it work. Maybe this was it, working. It wasn’t like she’d got off scot-free. The baby didn’t go away, it got bigger and louder, and Billy didn’t go away, he just got weirder and older and sicker. He’d just married a 28-year-old. She’d seen the pictures on Facebook. In his lounge. He’d been sick. He always had people around him who felt for him. It defined him, bringing up a small girl on his own. Having a teenager when most people were just starting to have children. She’d given him that. He would have gone. She was sure of it. It was like a game of chicken. She’d pulled away first, and he’d won. Although it didn’t look like winning at first, he’d won.

Carla had been away for it all. And June was gone. So Carla and Sharona didn’t get together much anymore. But when they were working together and when a model didn’t show up and Tommy had his phone turned off, Carla would call Sharona and have her on about masturbating, because she knew how much Sharona loved porn and how busy she was and the awful choices she made in sex partners.

Carla knew Sharona would wait all night, but she was sure the clothes wouldn’t come. ‘She should come and have dinner with us,’ Carla said. ‘You should have convinced her better.’

Duey didn’t hear her. The haircut was finished. The model had gone home. He’d arrived a bit in awe. Guy was earnest and wide-eyed. He’d kept saying ‘Cool, cool,’ and nodding his head a lot. As if he was pathologically interested and caring. Duey had made faces at him as she walked back and forth in the salon, out of Guy’s line of sight so only Carla could see.

Duey really hated some people. It was one of the things Carla loved about her. They were both old and people thought they were bitter. Carla was menopausal, probably, and people expected her to be an old wench, dried up and grumpy. She knew that was something they’d use against her, professionally, so she tried not to be like that. She matched Guy’s animation. Spoke softly and asked how his day was. Kind was the new cool, for the moment. Change was easy for her. She knew that about herself. It might be her superpower. She could always see the change coming. She would look at her surroundings and watch. Watch. Watch. What everyone was up to. How people were holding themselves. Most of the people her age had stopped; the ones who worked in fashion only looked at the clothes – at hemlines, silhouettes – and then they would say things like, ‘Oh, it’s the 80s,’ or ‘Oh, it’s like that Madonna blond – “Who’s That Girl” blond,’ and they’d reproduce it like it was last time. What Carla knew was that it was never the same. Not quite. Young people were smarter than that. A few years ago it was the 80s but it wasn’t one facet of the 80s; it was fluorescents and drop crotch pants – you wouldn’t have seen anyone in the 80s wearing both. She’d noticed it when the fluorescents came out.

‘It’s like all the worst bits of our youth,’ she’d said to Duey. They were sitting up in Raw Power at the window that looked out over Vulcan Lane, watching people eating burgers and walking around.

Duey said, ‘But those were good?’ She was pointing to the shape of a large jumper a woman was wearing. It was long and skinny, like a fisherman rib. Carla nodded.

It was like that with personalities as well. They never came back quite the same way. Other people her age would think, ‘Oh, Guy, he’s Ducky from Pretty in Pink.’ But he was also Blane. There was something Blane in his wealth and how sad he was in his privilege. He was slightly downcast in the eyes. He looked like the guy who would always be the girl’s friend, but he had something of Blane about him. The kind of concern he showed read a bit like condescension. Like at any stage he would say, ‘Oh. Poor you.’ That was why Carla had to change. So that she could say, ‘Oh. Poor you,’ to Guy before he said it to her. And so that when Elodie said, ‘It’s not anyone’s fault,’ Carla could match her in acceptance and lightness in a way that made it look like a belief that went to Carla’s core, like she too had the self-assurance of a loved child.

Carla had changed so much she wasn’t sure what she actually was but, she suspected, it was annoyed and angry because these were the things she was fighting most to suppress. That’s why she was glad Duey was here. She could have done the haircut somewhere else, but Duey, freed years ago of any menopausal future, did a great line in annoyed and angry. Something of the younger, less ambiguous Duey remained in these moments. The way she held herself. Something remains, thought Carla, and she knew how wrong it was to think this. How she could never share a thought like that with anyone.

The cut went well, though. She was happy with it. Duey had a look at it. Ran her hand from nape to crown. Carla raised her eyebrows at her and Duey said, ‘There,’ rubbing her hand down a bit further. And she was right. Carla had missed it, but Duey had found it. While she cut Guy’s hair, Duey cut three women and consulted on a colour and she was still finished before Carla. All three haircuts were better than the one Carla did.

Women loved Duey. Especially rich women. They came from miles around. Duey and Carla had been watching it all their working lives. The small communities of excitement around a male hairdresser. It started as a status symbol. The hairdresser would do stand-out work. The type of work that made people stop their clients in the streets to ask, ‘Who cuts your hair?’ Personal recommendation was a hairdresser’s gold. They always told you that at sales seminars, but no one needed to tell Carla or Duey. You could see it. You would start recognising a hairdresser’s work in the street, on television, at parties. People would talk to each other about it – especially rich people. It became like a clothing label. Duey was a remarkable hairdresser. She was at a point where she could do it all with ease. Not much threw her.

‘This is what you get when you stick at something,’ she’d say to Carla, although not so much now, because Carla would meet her with sarcasm and fury.

She’d never not done hair. While Carla was away, while everyone else went off and sold things or managed things, Duey cut hair. Carla had watched her finish up one of her clients today. The woman had been talking without pausing to breathe. Duey smiled, brushed her neck, gently took her cape off, smiling, always smiling. She knew when she was on. She knew how to make things easy for herself. Listened to their news, asked about their jobs. Duey contained herself through it. Only making faces when she was well clear of the extent of the client’s mirror view. Mainly making faces to herself but sometimes, if Carla was there, to her as well. A shake of her head, raised eyes, a shudder. Duey just wanted to be left alone. They left her alone faster if she just smiled and nodded, so she smiled and nodded and they left her alone.

Guy hadn’t heard from Tommy either, but Kurt had called him.

Carla messaged Kurt. ‘Are you sure you don’t have Dominic’s number?’

It only took a second for Kurt to reply. ‘No. Man. Carla. I wish I did. Have you tried Tommy again?’

That was it. Right there. She never knew where the line was until she was over it. She was nagging.

Duey came to the reception desk. Everyone was leaving. She looked at the screen, at her day tomorrow. ‘Where did Tommy say those guys came from,’ she asked, nodding towards the space Guy had left.

Carla shrugged, leaning on the other side of the reception desk, holding the headshots again. ‘They’re both supposed to be from 62 but no one knows Dominic and there’s no watermark on his prints.’

‘Friends,’ Duey said.

‘Friends.’

Duey laughed a bit to herself. This was why she never wanted to work in fashion again. She was finished for the day. Somewhere her wages and commission were being calculated and they would appear in her bank next Wednesday. Her ACC was taken care of, her tax. Her rent would come out automatically, and a bit would go into her savings account. Carla was looking at Dominic’s headshot like she could cut his hair from where she was, with her eyes and her frustration.

Duey looked at the booking screen again. Then out to the street, which was beginning to clog with cars and buses.

‘Does that look like a cowlick?’ Carla said, still looking at the photo.

Duey looked down the counter at the photo, hand still on the mouse. It did. It looked like the worst kind of growth pattern you could have for the haircut Carla needed to do. ‘Maybe.’

‘Fuck.’

‘What’s at the location?’

‘Not a basin.’ Carla held the print closer and closer.

‘Sharona said there was a basin.’ Duey clicked away.

‘She was only saying that to make me feel better.’

‘She’s odd like that.’ Duey didn’t really think it was odd but she didn’t want to get into a conversation about why Sharona would lie.

Duey could see Carla turning to her out of the corner of her eye. ‘Maybe you could come tomorrow?’

‘Where?’ Duey wouldn’t look up. Couldn’t look up. She knew things were tough. She knew things were awful. Tommy. The dog. The always wanting to go away again but not being able to. She understood all that, but she understood how things were tough for her, too. How she had worked long and hard for things to not be awful and how they could become awful again if she just took her eye off the ball for a moment. That was the price she paid for this – the calmness – constant vigilance. That was the price of her peace. Her tiny apartment, her car that drove, her safety.

‘You could come to the shoot.’ Carla was looking over Duey’s shoulder now, looking at her bookings for tomorrow. ‘Donella could do that colour.’ Carla was pointing at the screen. ‘You could pop in. You could drive us out there, help with the haircut, and drive back.’

Duey looked at the screen.

‘It would totally work.’ Carla was back, looking at the headshots. ‘Or I could bring him here.’

‘Would there be time?’ Duey asked.

‘No,’ Carla said, shaking her head. ‘No. Not at all. But, you know.’ She looked at her phone again.

Duey kept in mind that Carla had made the decision to go. She didn’t always tell it that way, but Duey had, and she’d helped her when she came back. More than Carla realised. She was pretty sure of that. Pretty sure she didn’t remember those first weeks.

Carla was waiting Duey out. She wouldn’t speak again. Duey knew the drill but she was afraid and she didn’t know what of. She knew Carla thought she’d let her down and maybe she had, but that was years ago. There was a lot of water under the bridge.

‘I have that cut as well,’ Duey said finally, pointing at the screen. ‘I can’t reschedule that. She’s only in town for a couple of days. And then she’s away.’

Carla nodded and they were friends again.

Duey took the headshot off her. ‘Why don’t you just, slick it back?’ she said. ‘Like really tight? Wouldn’t that work?’

‘I think they want it short.’

‘Yeah, but if they really wanted it short they would have made sure the model was here so it could be cut really short before the shoot.’

‘Elodie’s going to kill me.’ Carla looked out the window of the salon.

‘Elodie?’ Duey smiled like she’d said something ridiculous. ‘Elodie’s the nicest one out of all of you. Elodie’s dumb nice.’

Carla made a ticking noise with her teeth and said, ‘Aw. Elodie.’

Duey looked at her like, ‘Come on’, and they both stepped down.

‘Why don’t you do photographic work anymore, Duey?’ It was part of Carla’s routine. She thought it was funny but Duey didn’t.

‘Because of this’ – Duey indicated the photo on Carla’s phone – ‘because of the drama.’

‘We’d be an amazing team.’

Duey shook her head. ‘We’d kill each other in a day. Hate each other in a year.’

‘You say that,’ Carla said. ‘But I don’t know.’

Duey stood back from the desk. Arched her back slightly, looking at the ceiling.

‘You’re getting old, old man,’ Carla said. She was looking at her phone now. Never at Duey, it felt like, lately. Never at anyone. Carla was getting itchy again. This shit with Tommy, it got in her head and buried away in there. Duey could see her building a case. Reasons to leave again. There was never a ‘Cons’ list. Duey knew that. Carla had been back a long time but it felt like that meant she was closer to leaving again. Duey never could work out how she fitted into the list, but she was sure she did. They had been fine for years, almost a decade, but the last few weeks things had been weird.

‘I need to go home to Doug.’ Carla put her phone away, looked out the window at the street.

‘Now?’ Duey said.

‘Yeah.’ Carla started putting her coat on. ‘I shouldn’t have been away this long.’

Duey had known Carla longer than anyone else. Carla had never had a pet in her life. Doug had been a mistake. The story was a little bit legendary between the three of them. Sharona kept saying to Duey, ‘She should take it back. Say she just found it.’ But the minute the dog got in Carla’s car it was all over. Doug the anchor. Doug the thing to keep her here. Doug and Carla. Duey wondered if she’d wait until Doug was dead to leave. It was hard to tell. Most people would say yes but Duey had known her for longer than anyone else.

‘What about dinner?’ Duey asked. ‘We told Sharona we were having dinner.’

‘No time.’

‘I could come to yours,’ Duey said. ‘We can pick up some takeaways and wine.’

Carla shrugged.

‘Indian?’ Duey said.

‘The flat’s awful,’ Carla said.

‘The flat’s always been awful.’ Duey was shutting down the computer, nodding at the last hairdresser as they left the salon.

‘Yeah. But now it’s awful and there’s dog shit everywhere.’

‘It’d be an improvement,’ Duey said. ‘Anyway, I’ve been there during the period of dog shit. It’s fine.’

‘I’m not keeping quite as on top of it as I was.’

‘I’ll help,’ Duey said.

Carla looked at her phone again.

‘I’ll drive,’ Duey said. ‘Come on.’

‘Okay. But I’ll buy dinner.’

Duey left Carla at reception and went to turn everything off and check everything was locked. The staffroom was clean. The dishes done. The washing machine and dryer were off and there were plenty of new towels folded and ready for the morning. The colour bay was tidy and clean, everything stacked against the wall and on the shelves. The salon was quiet. Duey stood for a moment after she turned off the lights. The space of the salon always took her by surprise when it was empty. She and Carla used to joke that everything would stay so much tidier without the clients. But it felt like such a beautiful, quiet space at this time of night. The flat, shiny floors, the mirrors still, without reflection. When it was full there was a rush to the place, no one ran around, that wasn’t allowed, but everyone was watching clients out of the corner of their eyes, calculating their next move. Working out where the next problem was going to be. Adding up basins and client and chairs. It was so quiet now. It didn’t even seem to have any possibility in it. It was without anything. Duey often thought about staying the night here. Her apartment was nice, much nicer than Carla’s and more secure but she often thought the salon felt like home. The owners wanted her to manage it but she didn’t want to. She just wanted to be a hairdresser and be in this place.

The sun was low by the time Tommy and his father left the office. They walked to Jerry’s car. Tommy didn’t like to drive. He could and he was a good driver, he’d been driving since he was 15, but he didn’t like to drive. He liked to look out the window at the people on the street, in the other cars. He liked to watch the sky go past and the houses. His father drove along Fanshawe Street under the motorway and then under it again. The sea was close but you couldn’t see it for the buildings and the motorway. Tommy imagined people running, some pushing strollers, some talking with people as they ran.

Tommy did CrossFit four times a week. He was strong, getting stronger, always getting stronger. He went in the middle of the day, met his personal trainer and lugged things around. Is that how Cal put it? Cal did boxing and ran for miles and miles and miles. He’d never stop if he didn’t need to be somewhere else. Once he’d called Tommy to come and pick him up. He’d run a long way in one direction and wasn’t sure how to get back as a pedestrian. ‘I’m on one side of the motorway,’ Cal said, cars roaring past him. ‘But I’m not sure how to get to the other side of the motorway and I need to be on the other side of the motorway.’ Tommy was pretty sure Cal was sleeping with Elodie. Neither of them would admit it. Cal wouldn’t admit it. Tommy was pretty sure they were sleeping together though. ‘What’s your deal with her?’ Cal had said when Tommy asked him after the meeting.

Tommy just wanted her to be happy. He hadn’t meant to dump her the way he had. He thought he was sure but he wasn’t and she’d done nothing wrong. He wanted to keep working with her because she was great to work with but he thought it would be weird. When he talked about it with the others after he’d broken up with her a couple of months ago, they’d all agreed it would be weird. Was it already three months? So they decided to ask Carla to contact her. It seemed fairest to Elodie. But Elodie didn’t seem to mind at all. She was just the same old Elodie, like nothing had happened. So Tommy figured there must be someone else and, today, he was pretty sure it was Cal. Cal knew she’d lost her phone. ‘Nothing,’ Tommy had said. Then, ‘There’s no deal with me and her.’ So that Cal would know there was no problem, there would be no problem. Tommy had smiled when he said it, he’d laughed, patted Cal on the arm. Tommy was pretty sure he’d laughed, snorted at least. ‘I just wanted to know. I like to know.’ And he did. He liked to know.

Newstalk ZB was on in Tommy’s father’s car. The rail tunnel was going to cost billions more than it was supposed to. Phil Goff pointed out why he should be mayor. David Seymour said he believed very strongly in conservation, but fish could swim and the Kermadec Sanctuary affected fishing, so the ACT Party couldn’t support it. It was green-washing, he said, showboating. And everyone was angry that a young rich man wasn’t going to jail for punching a police officer. ‘Female police officer,’ Tommy’s father reminded him as they slowed behind a line of traffic climbing the Harbour Bridge.

Three years ago, Tommy was in Jerry’s car while people on the radio argued about rape and drunk women and the police, and whether they deserved it. Tommy thought at first they meant whether the women deserved it, but then he wondered if they might be talking about the police or maybe even the rapists. ‘Alleged rapists,’ his father reminded him. One of them was a boy Tommy used to hang around with. He was younger than Tommy. Into other music. But they had gone to the same private school and their parents were friends. Tommy still wasn’t sure how it made him feel. Or rather he knew how it made him feel but he didn’t want to feel that way so he feigned confusion. People talked about it at the time and even now, sometimes, people wanted to talk to him about it. When it first came out, he’d felt like people could tell the taint on him, as if the story had left traces on him. So if anyone asked, he found it easy to say he wasn’t sure how to feel. When it came up now he got the sense he was less implicated, because the story was older and everyone had grown up and got on with their lives. That made some people angry. It would have made Carla angry. But Elodie? He suspected Elodie wouldn’t give a shit. She would have just listened and nodded and smiled and listened. But Carla would have had something to say about knowing your own mind. She always had a fucking opinion.

Tommy stopped. He went through every current event – the tunnel, the fish, the rich kid – and tried to imagine how Carla would feel, and he had no idea. He realised he had absolutely no evidence to back his claim. That was what he hated about her. He realised it now. She never stood up on either side, she never had an opinion on anything but at the same time she gave an impression she had opinions that were important and made her important. ‘Should we shoot it from here, Carla?’ ‘Yeah. Yeah.’ ‘How about here?’ ‘Yeah. Yeah.’ She only looked invested. Elodie was always watching her. He saw it now – she was learning. He wished she wouldn’t, didn’t want Elodie to turn into Carla. Carla knew all the ways out. He’d have a word with the others tomorrow. They liked Carla. They all had. She did amazing work – but really, did she?

As his father drove and talked about the rail tunnel and the traffic, Tommy thought about it. Like, really. He hadn’t looked at his phone since he’d met his father today. If he could look at his phone he could have a look through the past few shoots. Did she really do good work? Or was that all Duey? Had Duey done those haircuts? What was up with Duey and Carla, anyway? He thought back. Maybe it was habit? Maybe that’s what was going on. Maybe it was all just too easy to keep calling Carla. There were other hairdressers. He’d talk to the others tomorrow. If they dumped her, would other people? Did he have power over her career? Quite possibly. It was a great responsibility but also, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it didn’t matter.

She was getting work everywhere. She was discreet but he suspected as much and he saw her name in a few places. She was probably working a lot more than she let on. That seemed like the sort of thing she’d do. It was becoming clear. Here. Now – in the front seat of his father’s car, without his phone. It was like his phone was keeping him fooled. He had been thinking about getting rid of it, for good. They used Instagram and Snapchat for work. But neither of those accounts was connected to his personal account. Kurt was popular on all that stuff. Maybe Tommy could just quietly opt out without anyone noticing. He was pretty sure no one took any notice, anyway. He laughed to himself, remembering his 5000 Instagram followers. People cared. They might not notice straight away, that was the nature of the thing, but they’d notice eventually, like in a few days, or a week or so. They’d try and tag him into something and he wouldn’t come up and they’d think he’d blocked them and would get angry for a minute and then they’d check and he wouldn’t be there and they’d think, ‘Wow. Bold move.’ Elodie didn’t have any social media accounts. He’d thought it was because she didn’t want anyone knowing anything about her, but then she’d said she preferred meeting people in real life. She didn’t even have Snapchat or Instagram for her work. She had an old-school website which was clean and had hardly any writing on it. She updated it regularly and people always talked about it.

‘Tommy?’

His father wanted an answer.

‘Maybe,’ Tommy said.

‘Excellent.’ His father looked so happy, Tommy worried for a minute what he’d just agreed to. He looked at himself in the wing mirror. He was more complex than he looked. He worried about things, hoped-for things. Things were tough, sometimes. Sometimes he got down.

Carla and Duey stopped at the Krishna temple in Panmure. It was down a back street in Pleasant View Road. ‘Did it ever have a pleasant view?’ Duey asked, looking around as they got out of the car. Carla laughed. It was dark now and they were flanked by practical buildings for shopping, for living. Across the road from the temple there was a fire station with a concrete tower. Govinda’s was a large white room with plastic chairs and tables. Sometimes you could hear singing from the temple next door. Pavanah pavatam asmi ramah sastra-bhrtam aham jhasanam makaras casmi srotasam asmi jahnavi. But all the lights were off tonight. There was a bain-marie outside covered with a tarpaulin, and the door was locked. Carla put her hands up to the glass door and looked in. Duey rang the bell beside the door. Carla stepped back and tried the doors again. Surely they weren’t gone. Carla looked at her phone. It was the 14th. Sri Vamanadeva appearance day and Sri Jiva Goswami’s but there was no one there. She’d heard, through the grapevine, from the people who still talked to her when she saw them on the street, that Srila Narayana Maharaja’s father was ill, that he’d gone back to India to be with him – but she hadn’t expected this.

As they walked to the car Carla said, ‘Of the swift moving, I am the wind, of all the wielders of weapons, I am Rama, of fishes, the shark and of flowing rivers, the River Ganges.’ Duey looked at her and they laughed.

‘Don’t laugh,’ Carla said, laughing, covering her mouth. ‘It’s a fucking big fish. It can swallow a whale. You don’t want to fuck with a fish that big.’ They climbed in the car and drove towards St Johns.

Behind the Carl’s Jnr and across the road from the supermarket was a row of shops. The Mexican place was gone but the bottle store and the fruit and vegetable shop would be there forever. Columbus Coffee had been renovated after the fire, and was busy every time Carla cut through to the bus stop during the day. She figured the new shops, here and at Lunn Avenue, said something – about the growing middle class, about gentrification – but it was hard for her to work up a strong argument when she walked down from the horrible set of flats she lived in. The Indian restaurant was all warm light and warm smells and they ordered curries and rice and bread which all came in see-through plastic containers in a paper bag. Carla paid and then screwed the top of the bag down and down so she could hold it in one hand. In Duey’s car, she put the food on the floor between her feet, leaning down to rip off some bread, which she passed to Duey as she drove.

At the door of the flat, Carla gave the bag to Duey so she could reach into her tote for the keys. She lived in a shitty place. She knew that. Duey’s apartment was so much nicer, and central. They’d both grown up around here, in the eastern suburbs, they’d both gone to Selwyn College, walked the streets, drunk in its parks, but somehow Carla was the only person they knew who’d ended up back here. Everywhere was expensive in Auckland. When she got back.

Once she got her feet back on the ground, she’d started off quite picky. She’d had a couple of nice places in Mt Albert, but the owners sold them and she got pushed further and further out. People thought it was different now, or that it had just started, but it had been rumbling since the 90s. Carla had moved out of home to live with Duey in a flat in Ponsonby. It was on a street that had a hard British name Carla couldn’t recall now, as she dug in her bag in the hallway in front of the door of her shitty flat which housed her terrifying dog who was planning on killing her and was now making low, growling warnings to that effect. Then Duey and Carla had to move out of that place. Their flatmate went crazy and took a knife to their other flatmate. Duey and Carla broke into Carla’s parents’ house and stayed the night before sneaking back to the flat during the day to grab their stuff. Which didn’t amount to much. A couple of suitcases of clothes, and some books. They left the mattress they’d been sleeping on. It all just seemed a bit hard, what with the flatmate and the big, floppy, impossible bedding. They took their sheets and blankets and started looking around for a place to live, immediately. They must have had a day off work.

‘Remember that flat?’ Carla said. Holding her set of keys up to the light, sorting through them.

‘Which one?’

‘The one with the knifey flatmate. Robert?’

‘Oh yeah.’

‘How come we didn’t have to go to work that day, after we left?’

Carla could feel Duey thinking about it, then she said, ‘Did we have a day off?’

‘That’s what I can’t figure out.’

‘Did we take a day off?’ Duey said again.

‘Did we ever take a day off?’ Carla asked.

‘Can’t remember,’ Duey said, looking at her phone.

Carla found the key and opened the door a crack. She pushed the weight of the pit bull back, shouting the whole way. Calm, assertive, she thought, but really the dog was biding its time. Waiting for both of them to come in. Duey was behind Carla and then they were both inside before Doug leapt at Carla, high, at her face, at her neck. Carla punched the dog and it fell against the wall and then whined back to a place beside the bed. Duey didn’t flinch.

This was how low her opinion had plummeted, Carla thought. Of her. Of the situation Carla had got herself into. Duey didn’t have an opinion. She wasn’t disappointed. It was just the next thing that had happened to Carla.

Carla looked around the room. The dog had tried to get out everywhere. Everything had her teeth in it and, if not her teeth, her claws dragged through it. Doug looked at Carla and her eyes flicked for a second to the kitchenette bench. Carla looked as fast as the dog did and realised Doug had been up on it while she’d been away. From up that high the dog could see out the window and onto the road. Doug wouldn’t have given away her vantage point if Carla hadn’t hit her so hard. They were pitched against each other. Only one of them would walk away from this. Carla had the upper hand, literally – opposable thumbs, bipedal locomotion, technology – but Doug had teeth and was only muscle. Carla could never kill Doug with her bare hands, she’d need a gun or a vet or a car. Carla wouldn’t kill her, though, and this was another problem. She wanted to, and wanting to seemed not to be enough. But Doug could kill Carla quickly.

Carla remembered Duey. She’d never forgotten about Duey, but remembered her again and that she could see the fucking flat. The disaster of the flat. The wreckage, and for a second Carla could see what her landlord would see, when it was all over and he’d come round to change the locks or dryclean the big bloody spot in the carpet where either Carla or Doug or both had died. Carla tried to imagine the conversation she would finally have with her landlord, or that Duey would have to have, and realised she couldn’t imagine it, not really, it would be different from anything she expected. That was the way things always were. Part of her felt so fucked off, not knowing what it would be like. She had very little money. She’d had to start again when she came back – from scratch. She earned money but it cost a lot, living, and the rent was crazy. She was paying so much.

She looked around as she grabbed Doug by the collar and dragged her towards the bathroom. It was an awful flat. She’d hated it from the minute she saw it, 18 months ago. She hadn’t thought it could get worse, but here she was pulling a dog across the carpet, keeping out of the way of its teeth, the same dog that was taking the place apart in a very non-methodical way – hauling it apart, digging and eating its way out of the flat, like it was the inside of a whale that had swallowed the dog whole. Knowing almost everywhere Carla walked had been shat on or pissed on, or vomited all over, it was hard to live in it. That’s what she found. The stuff she had to deal with was fine in the moment she was dealing with it, but the residue it left just did her head in.

She shut the bathroom door on the dog.

‘Okay,’ she said, trying to adjust back to human beings, back to Duey, who was holding the bag with the food in it. Carla watched Duey bring the bag into the kitchenette, watched her like she watched Doug. Why couldn’t Carla be a good friend? She hated herself every time she couldn’t answer the question with better action. It was a reminder of her worst self. The self she didn’t want to show anyone. The part of her which was just horrible. She hated herself largely because of how much she had learnt about herself. If only she hadn’t learnt anything. If only she’d just trudged through life, looking at her phone, watching telly, buying stuff. If she had money, she would. She liked work. Work kept her busy and made things feel okay. But this, the way she kept hating Duey – no, not hating her, but just being empty to her. It was almost unlivable. She had no idea how she would get through it.

‘Don’t you play music anymore?’ Duey was unpacking the food on the bench.

Carla hadn’t tried to make the flat look like home. Some of her clothes were still in boxes. It felt so close, all of it. Fuck, Carla hated the flat.

‘Hm.’ Carla always did this. Spoke like she wasn’t paying attention, like she was focused on something else so tightly. Everything was in such tight, fine focus and then she’d say ‘Huh?’ It was probably self-hate. Someone had said that before. Her mother. Her aunt. All of them, before they went away, died, or left New Zealand. She was seeing the world through a filter of her distaste at herself, they told Carla.

‘Music,’ Duey said. ‘Don’t you play music anymore?’

Carla nodded. She listened to music a lot. Had it been that long since they had been in a room together when they weren’t working? She got out her phone and went over to the small speakers beside her bed and plugged it in. She put on Public Enemy. It was a personal joke. They’d loved them. Completely.

‘Do you still listen to this?’ Duey said, licking the spoon she’d used to spread the dal all over her rice. The plastic containers were open on the bench. Carla watched her. She felt something inside her firing up. Why did they need fucking plastic spoons? Why did the world need such sophisticated delivery devices for food? She nodded.

‘Me too.’ Duey was balancing everything now, bread on top of the open container, a papadum, a can of coke under her arm. Duey had a huge appetite but stayed thin and flat-chested, slim-hipped.

The container would be in the rubbish tomorrow, later tonight, in like 20 minutes. There was no further use for it, except this one meal. It had been made solely so that Duey could eat out of it just once. Instead of the firing-up amounting to anything Carla walked over to the counter and got her meal. Duey was sitting on the edge of Carla’s bed, eating with a passion. Carla was fatter than she’d ever been. But there was something about being a man. For the shortest moment Carla hated Duey for being so completed, and then she didn’t. They didn’t drink as much now but they ate more and neither of them smoked anymore.

‘Do you miss it?’ Duey said.

‘Huh?’ Again with the vagueness, as if the vagueness was holding all the fury at bay, like anesthetic.

‘Smoking?’

‘How did you know I was thinking about smoking?’

‘’Cause I was.’ Duey dipped her bread into the dal. ‘I was thinking, I love food, and then I thought how both of us are fatter than we were and then I was thinking, why’s that? And then I thought about how much we used to smoke. Fuck, we smoked a lot.’

‘Fucking so fucking much.’

They would sit for hours. Sometimes in the salon they would smoke three cigarettes in a row. Back when you could still smoke in bars, they wouldn’t put them out.

‘We didn’t even put them out sometimes,’ Carla said, filling her mouth with papadum. It was dry and crisp and cumin. ‘Like we’d light one off the last one. Fuck.’

‘Fuck,’ Duey said. ‘Do you miss it? I fucking miss it.’

They both laughed.

Carla realised she hadn’t been here when Duey had given up. Had no idea whether she’d found it hard, or easy, or if she used nicotine gum or patches, or when it happened. When she came back Duey didn’t smoke. And Carla didn’t smoke, obviously, and that was as awkward as everything else. She looked at her feet. They’d never quite recovered. She couldn’t flatten the back of them fully to the floor. She was always on tiptoes. Her whole body swung back slightly if she wasn’t wearing shoes. She had dreadful balance. Had it ever been good? She was better in a heel – usually she wore wedged sneakers. In bare feet she would tiptoe around, which looked more hilarious the bigger she got. Carla had never been lightfooted. ‘I kind of miss it,’ she said now, to Duey.

Carla got Doug’s food out of the fridge. It was like Duey wasn’t there. She hadn’t forgotten Duey was there, but she felt like there was no point. She was exhausted. Tired of it all. What Duey thought was what Duey thought – there was no future for them. This was where their friendship would end.

Carla pulled out the bone. There was still some meat on it. The meat would have been pumped full of hormones. It looked like rage. The cow would have been male. Every time Carla fed Doug, she knew she was giving her more male. The dog huffed down the testosterone, the adrenaline that was locked into the animal’s body as it died, all tight inside Doug, and it ran the race of her as she sat all day waiting, plotting, trying to dig her way out of the flat. Once out, Doug would hunt her down, Carla was sure. Find her, jump to her throat and leave her to bleed.

Carla opened the bathroom door a tiny crack and threw the bone as far into the tiny room as she could and closed the door. Duey judged her. Carla could feel her doing it. She wouldn’t tell anyone because that wasn’t her style, but somewhere inside she was thinking about how this was how far Carla had sunk. Carla had no business getting a dog but no one else would take it and if she looked inside herself she had taken it to try and do the right thing. To try and show Duey. Showing Duey was over, now, though. There was no point. Duey had seen Carla. About a month ago she’d realised what was happening. Duey was making a study of her and, the study almost done, she could see all of Carla and there was no point in hiding any of it anymore.

‘Is that your phone?’ Duey said through a mouthful of dal. Carla turned to face her quickly. Doug sat heavily against the other side of the door – bone in paws, most likely. The room spun for a moment. She picked up her phone. It was Elodie.

Carla held it in her hand. ‘It’s Elodie,’ she said, hoping Duey would tell her what to do.

‘Oh,’ Duey said. ‘Will you answer it?’

‘I don’t think I want to,’ Carla said. ‘I’m not sure it will help. I mean, I only have bad news. I think I won’t.’ The phone rang on and on in her hand. ‘Do you think that’s the right thing to do?’

Duey shrugged. She was eating, she wasn’t thinking about work. This was her time off. Carla answered the call.

Elodie was engaged. Tommy looked at his watch. It seemed late for her to be talking to someone but maybe she was. Maybe she was calling him and it was just one of those strange things that happen. Two people calling each other at once, one half a second before the other. He was calling from his parents’ landline. He’d excused himself, picked up the cordless phone and gone out to the deck the kitchen opened onto. There was an outdoor lounge set beside the spa pool. It looked out over the large flat section, at the trampoline his parents wouldn’t get rid of, the fruit trees – huge now. The house was 200 years old. He’d grown up in it – in Cheltenham. Jerry and Rachel had a house in the Coromandel. Everyone expected them to sell the Cheltenham house, even now, after they’d had the other one for years. Tommy’s father still worked and his mother liked to be in Cheltenham, near the sea, near the village in Devonport which she could have in Pauanui but Cheltenham was also close to the city – the galleries, the shops. They divided their time between the two places – but they weren’t ready to move to Pauanui just yet. Tommy got out his phone and found Cal’s number. He liked using the landline sometimes. The weight of the cordless phone, the way he could cradle it between his jaw and shoulder. It didn’t heat up. He wasn’t worried about cancer. It was just nice occasionally to use a phone like this. He called Kurt while he was waiting for Elodie’s phone to be free, and then he thought he better call Cal.

Cal answered straight away and before Tommy could say anything said, ‘Are the clothes there yet?’

‘Well,’ said Tommy. He wasn’t sure how Cal recognised his parents’ number. ‘That’s kind of what I was calling you about. I thought we should all meet. At the workroom. Have a chat about the makeup. I’m rethinking the makeup.’

Cal didn’t say anything for a moment. Tommy could hear noise in the background. He was at a bar, maybe he was at the fundraiser.

‘Are you at the thing?’ Tommy said.

‘Yeah.’

‘Maybe you could bring Dominic.’ Tommy cradled the phone, looked around the property, the expanse of it. ‘Carla’s been calling.’

‘I know,’ Cal said.

‘Did she call you?’

‘Yeah. I said I didn’t know where he was.’

‘Why did you say that?’ Tommy asked.

‘Because he didn’t want to leave.’

‘Okay. Okay. Well, yeah, it’s just I’ve rethought the makeup and I think it would be good if we all meet at the workroom. We can see where Sharona’s at. Meet and have a think.’

‘About rescheduling?’

‘Not about rescheduling.’ Tommy hated the way Cal did this. He’d rung him straight after Kurt because he knew it would take this time. Kurt just said yes, but Cal wanted to know everything, how everything was going to fit. He had no faith. ‘About the shoot.’

‘It’s after nine. It’s night.’

‘Yeah.’ Tommy wanted a cigarette. He hadn’t had one all afternoon. He’d been with his father and now both of his parents. ‘Yeah, so I’ll see you and Dominic there at 10.15. And Elodie.’

‘Elodie’s not here.’ Cal said. ‘Why would Elodie be here?’

Tommy was sick of the landline. He texted Carla and Sharona then dialled Elodie’s number again.

‘Hi Tommy.’ She was almost laughing, but she always sounded like that, like she was happy and fine.

‘Hi, it’s Tommy.’ He’d decided on the greeting and wasn’t changing it for her. ‘Sorry for’ – he was going to say ‘calling so late’ but she interrupted. ‘I’ll see you at 10.15.’

Tommy looked at his phone. He’d thought it was Cal. He tried to reorientate everything to fit the new information. Tried to move through the fact he hadn’t known. That he had it wrong. ‘Is Kurt there?’ he asked, just so he had it right now, just so he wouldn’t get it wrong again. He rubbed one of his eyes with the hand that wasn’t holding the phone.

‘Sorry,’ Elodie said, which was enough to make Tommy stop.

‘Okay, so I’ll see you at the workroom in an hour.’ He hung up. None of his emotions had caught up. He’d acted on what he thought he knew and that was wrong, so what was the meeting for? He couldn’t cancel the meeting. He knew that. He just needed to readjust. Cal. Kurt. It didn’t make much of a difference. It made a huge difference. He felt like he needed to sit down but he needed to get to the meeting. The meeting was a good idea. They needed to have a meeting.

His mother and father were sitting in the lounge with large glasses of white wine, talking to each other. Everything in the house was slightly old-fashioned. His mother was always buying new things, but it was their taste – old money. Tommy wasn’t sure what they were talking about. When his father saw him, he said, ‘I was just telling your mother how well you’re doing.’

Tommy nodded, laughed a bit. He was doing well. Things looked good whichever way you looked at them. Except with Elodie but even that was working its way out. Maybe Kurt had texted her. Maybe they were in the same restaurant. It could have sounded like a bar. Maybe she’d gone to a quiet part of the bar. Perhaps that was what she’d done.

He often thought he’d been born with more want than other people. He suspected that was what made him so good at business. He wanted things more than other people. Other people would give up. Look at Duey. Duey had given up. Why would Duey work for someone else? And then Carla, who was nowhere near as talented, kept going. It wasn’t about talent. Talent helped, but it wasn’t about the most talented, it was about who wanted it most. And then, out of the people who wanted it most, it was about who had positioned themselves best to get it.

‘I’ve got a meeting,’ he said to his parents.

‘Oh Thomas, that’s a shame.’ His mother looked around like there was something hiding that would make it not so.

‘Yeah.’

‘No rest for the hungry,’ Jerry said, and got up to walk him to the door. ‘Do you want a lift?’ he said as an afterthought.

Tommy thought about it. He hadn’t really thought it through, not really, now that he traced it back. Now that he was forced to think about exactly how he was going to get to the workroom, he could see he’d just wanted to see Elodie. Would everyone else be able to tell that? He didn’t think so. He didn’t think even Elodie would be able to see it. Not really. And if she could see it, she’d forgive him. She was kind. All the way through. She always had been. His father said they’d all hung around together as kids. She was younger, seven, eight, maybe ten years younger. But Tommy couldn’t remember it. Jerry and her father went on holiday together.

Tommy was always surprised by how little he knew about Elodie. She’d left school early, become a hairdresser, then her hands had erupted and she went to New York to retrain as a makeup artist. He knew that. Kurt didn’t. Tommy knew it because he’d heard Carla talking to her, a year or so ago. It didn’t seem to matter that no one knew much about her. Everything she was was always on display – if you wanted to know anything about Elodie it was all there, all the time. When they were out, people would sometimes say to her, ‘Hey, don’t I know you?’ And she’d get a quizzical look on her face, like she was desperately trying to accommodate their belief, and say, ‘Do you?’ But they very rarely placed her. No.

He’d done the right thing. They’d all get together, look at it all in the workroom. Walk the models up and down a bit. Really think about what they had. He knew what they had, but he needed to show the others. He’d done the right thing. They were shooting in less than 12 hours. It would take him 23 minutes to walk to the ferry terminal and then he’d have to walk up Queen Street.

‘Yeah, actually,’ Tommy said, looking round the room, ‘a lift would be good.’

‘I’ll see if Bryce is available,’ his mother said, getting up.

‘Don’t forget these,’ Jerry said, passing a folder of accounts he wanted Tommy to look at.

Bryce lived in the flat above the garage and did the garden and kept the house clean. He wasn’t from anywhere exotic. That’s what Tommy knew. Bryce was from Blockhouse Bay. He was about the same age as Tommy’s parents. They’d advertised and got a lot of replies, but Bryce seemed like the right fit. Tommy had been over the night they discussed it and he’d agreed. It worked well for Bryce, too. His kids had all left home. He lived at Tommy’s parents’ house during the week and then stayed with his wife during the weekend. He often drove people around. That worked for Tommy, too. His parents drank quite a lot and the limits had been lowered. ‘God only knows why,’ was what his father said. But Bryce was free and Tommy started gathering his things together and said goodbye and that he’d be back soon and he’d look at the accounts, and they wished him all the luck for the shoot.

‘Oh,’ his mother said. ‘When is it?’

‘Later,’ Tommy said.

‘Can’t wait to see,’ his father said.







Sharona didn’t know why they were all coming to the workroom. No one would know, but she in particular didn’t understand why Tommy wouldn’t invite them up to the apartment. They didn’t have to come through the workroom. Most people came that way, but everyone coming to the meeting knew they could bypass the workroom by carrying on up the stairs and knocking on the other door. She looked around the deep, open space. The boxes weren’t there. She’d come out of a porn-induced haze to Tommy’s text. Looking around like a stunned animal, for the boxes, for the clothes, all pressed under plastic and on a rack. Not sure where she was, but absolutely sure, really, where she was. She looked at the text again. Tommy hadn’t asked if the boxes were there. They weren’t. She’d rehearsed it. But she didn’t need to rehearse it because everyone would be here in an hour or so and they would see it. It would be the first thing they’d see. She walked over to the rack at the back wall and pulled garment after garment off the hangers, laying them down on the high table and rotating them, pulling them, going over to the computer and checking the records and the emails she’d sent the factory, then she walked with purpose over to where the fabric was. There wasn’t enough of anything. She was moving assertively but with every step she said, ‘Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.’ She checked her hands were clean, then started pulling one top around the table.

No one would do this. No one. Anywhere she had ever worked. Anywhere in this city, any city. No one would do this. Tommy was insane. Kurt and Cal wouldn’t say a word. They really did just hang around. They had some ideas, but Tommy was like the funnel the ideas had to fit through. It was Tommy’s label. They had let it go on for too long. She had. ‘Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.’ She opened up a seam, pulling with just the right measure of force and restraint. She hadn’t even seen the models. Were the models coming? Was that what this was about?

She had three pins in her mouth and her scissors were open wide above the fabric. ‘Fuck.’ This was about Elodie. Poor Elodie. ‘Fuck. Fuck,’ she shouted, but it came out all wrong because she had the pins in her mouth.

She wanted to vomit but she couldn’t because all the pieces were white and there was no more fabric. They were supposed to be tailored pieces and she was whipping them up on a table at 9.30 on the night before they were going to photograph them for market. She went over to the cubbyholes and found the sketchbooks. They were her sketches. Tommy could talk about concept and muse and story, but the others needed to see what the armhole would look like, the collar, the fucking hem. Fuck. The way her life had turned out. The times she thought about how her life had turned out came closer and closer together as she got older. Like the walls were coming in, like being forced more and more onto a side road she didn’t want to do down. Squash, she thought as she flicked through the sketchbook, trying to find the pictures that corresponded to the shirt she was pulling apart to try to make it fall the way they’d decided it needed to a month ago when they made the other samples. The ones in Indonesia. Fuck. She’d never been able to work fast, but it was like she forgot every time and she spiralled and accelerated on the inside.

That’s probably what it came down to. Confidence. Everyone tells you that. ‘Just look.’ She was talking to herself now. ‘Just look. You had all night. You could have started this hours ago. Instead of living in the imaginary future you’d created. The boxes arriving. You unpacking them.’ She always talked to herself like this. It was constant. So constant that sometimes it was unnoticeable. Hum. Hum. Hum. Dumb. Stupid. But really – all of the kind, self-nurturing talk aside, the ‘don’t pay any attention to it’ talk, she really should have started hours ago. She was lazy. Really. That’s what it always came down to. Too lazy to succeed, really. In any real way.

There was some fabric left on the bolt. She held a small piece of it between her fingers. The hand of it had gone completely. It felt like shit. Who had chosen this fucking shit? It had been her. Of course it was Sharona. She didn’t even have the dignity to change her name. Who the fuck? Was there any of the rayon left? It needed to be crisper than this.

She flicked through the sketchbook again, scissors in her other hand, and that hand held up to her brow. Scissors open, like a bird. She moved the mouse around on the computer. What had been wrong with that collar? She looked at it. There was something wrong with it, but she couldn’t remember. Her mind was all in the leather and the fucking lace. She was all in next season, when she really should be thinking about this. She had no drive. If she didn’t have this job she’d still be in bed, probably wanking.

The world needed people like Tommy. People who got shit done. She looked at the sketch, the shirt, then back at the sketch, then at the notes on the screen. It was the break line. It was too high. Things were lower this season. Things at this place were lower. It had nothing really to do with the collar. Maybe she should wait for Tommy. Then she thought, no, this is a chance to show the new me. To not be lazy. She looked at the bolt of fabric. There was less than a couple of metres left. She laid the collar out, marked the break line and pulled the trousers off the hanger. She pulled out all the dress forms. There was one upstairs in Tommy’s apartment but they could get that later. She started dressing them up in possibles – what they had left, what hadn’t gone away. It wasn’t much, but realistically they didn’t need much. Not really. Not if Tommy was as sure as he’d sounded yesterday. He’d sounded really sure about what he needed. When he’d called her he hadn’t said much, but what he said sounded good, when they’d talked about it later. After Carla went, it sounded fine. Maybe this was going to be her hour. Maybe she would see this through in a way that would make a difference.

‘I’ll drive you,’ Duey said.

‘Could you?’ Carla said, putting combs and sectioning clips in her bag. ‘That would be amazing. Sorry.’

‘Sweet as.’ Duey started tidying up the plastic containers and putting food in the rubbish. As she did so, she saw Carla look at the bathroom door where Doug was. She was pretty sure Doug would be gone soon. Hoped she’d be gone soon. They’d been great friends, Doug and Carla, she thought, in a lot of ways better friends than she and Carla were now. But that wasn’t fair. They were trying so fucking hard. The two of them. Duey could see how hard Carla was trying and she could feel how hard it was from inside. How hard it had been for years. So many times, after they’d been with each other for a day, after they’d looked at each other in that way like neither of them really knew what the next right thing to do was, she thought about how crazy it was. They had nothing in common. Hadn’t had, since she came back. Carla had left when they were on their best terms. Duey was sure they were only keeping this up now out of fear.

Actually she had no idea why they were keeping it up. She suspected it wasn’t good for either of them. They bit at each other so politely. Doug had been a kind of reprieve for them. In the beginning they took Doug for walks together. Then it got hard and they went back to their corners for a bit and by the time they were back in each other’s houses, Doug was mean. Before, when they’d sat together and Doug had sat with them, their conversation would fall to her, their focus shifted to what Doug needed, what Doug looked like, what Doug might think about things. And now? What would they do without Doug? That was the worst thing Duey had thought could happen – ‘without Doug’. Duey wasn’t sure she could cope with it going back to the way it was. But then Doug had turned, Carla had turned her, and now ‘without Doug’ seemed like an easier option. The terrible Doug. The Doug who terrified Duey and she wasn’t able to say anything about. The Doug she had to pretend was the same.

‘Shall we take Doug?’ Duey asked.

Carla looked at her. That look. She was always so surprised by Duey. Are you still here? Duey was sure it wasn’t good for either of them.

‘I can drop you off after.’

Carla shook her head. ‘You don’t need to drop me off after, but I could do with your eye on that model.’ She was packing her hairdressing case. Squinting out of her glasses, exhaling so her cheeks puffed out.

‘I could do that.’ It was always like this. They both would give and give and then get fucked off. It was like they had seen a friendship once and had been impersonating it ever since Carla got back.

‘That’d be great.’ Carla checked the bathroom door was really shut. She stood in the middle of the flat again and checked her case and then closed it.

‘Fuck,’ Duey said.

‘Hate this job,’ Carla said.

‘It’s a shocker,’ said Duey. Carla should just come back to the salon. Duey had no idea what she was trying to prove. She watched Carla checking her bag. Squinting, limping, scratching at the blotchy skin on her arms that were always covered any time they weren’t in the flat. Duey was the only one who ever saw her arms. It was a weird tic of intimacy that didn’t fit anymore, that stuck out like a circus come to town. She could see Carla trying to work out what the next thing to do was. She was always reading everything. It was like she didn’t think anymore – she only felt. She wasn’t even checking in with a memory, or a thought; she just kind of sniffed the air. That drove Duey the craziest of all.

‘Did you talk to Tommy?’ Duey asked.

‘Just Elodie.’

‘Had Elodie talked to Tommy?’

Carla huffed a bit, like Duey was fucking her off. ‘Elodie’s with Kurt. Tommy rang Kurt.’

‘These people.’ Duey hadn’t meant to say it. She had to concentrate on so much around Carla. Not mentioning this. Mentioning that. Duey looked at the bathroom door. ‘This is not the best way for you to make a living.’

Carla was like an animal. A dumb animal. Always moving forward unless it was time to go back. Duey and Carla were meant to have been on equal footing, sharing everything, laughing in cafés on Sunday mornings. Maybe one of them would have kids.

‘Sure ain’t,’ Carla said, and sniff-laughed.

Even this – this pretend communicating. Carla knew all the motions but there wasn’t ever anything meaningful. She was responding to sensors, not to people. Duey was giving up. She needed to. Why were they doing this? Duey had other friends, plenty of them, she had Sharona. She was well liked. There were people who wanted to spend time with her. Long afternoons, evenings. With Carla it was some stupid game of numbers. Time.

She looked around the flat. There was nothing there except Carla’s bed. Duey knew the bathroom was the same, that the things in it could be collected in a heartbeat – or left behind. She was pretty sure Carla never cooked here. Carla had the best wardrobe of any woman Duey knew. There were retrospectives now, now that New Zealand had a fashion history, and curators would contact her to ask if they could just borrow this, or just borrow that.

‘Where did you keep your clothes while you were away?’ Duey asked. Who was the animal now?

‘Are you sure you’re okay to drive me?’ Carla asked.

‘Yip.’

‘Could you come up and see the model?’ She was a bit whiny.

Duey laughed. ‘Does anyone else hear that voice?’

Carla laughed. ‘I’m fucked without you, Dew,’ she said.

They never touched anymore. But they sort of moved the air between each other. Duey suspected it had something to do with the memory of an intimacy neither of them could erase. Both knew so well what the other one felt like – like really, skin on skin. Maybe they had used up all their touching. They didn’t cut each other’s hair anymore. Duey’s was short, she’d get an apprentice to do it. It never looked good. Carla joked that Duey was so good-looking it didn’t matter. Her hair looked ironic, like she was wearing ugly as an accessory. ‘You should always get the hairdresser with the worst haircut in the salon to cut your hair,’ she’d say. ‘Because they’ve done everyone else’s.’ Carla was wearing hers long. Uncut. Every now and then Duey imagined that Carla would bend at the waist, leaning her head forward, and cut vertically into what fell. Her hair always looked good. It was long and dark and going grey a bit now. She didn’t dye it. ‘Who has time?’ she’d say if Duey mentioned it. ‘Who has time?’

Duey found herself driving them round the bays. The motorway would have been faster, especially this time of night. They hadn’t said a word since they left the flat, so it wasn’t that she was distracted. It was like she’d been pulled this way. It wasn’t until she saw the sea wall that she realised which way she’d come.

‘I should have brought Doug to tear up the workroom,’ Carla said, staring out at the water, out at Rangitoto, out at the sky.

‘Are you asking, or promising?’ It was a horrible joke, it sounded like it came from a sitcom, but she’d gone near the sea without thinking and it was her responsibility to keep it light. There were people in the café at St Heliers. The fountain at Mission Bay was going, the water, the water, the water. Carla looked away from it and down at her phone. In Duey’s periphery it looked like she was diving into the sea. The horizon was playing tricks, and the streetlights, and Carla.

In the end Tommy decided to take the ferry. He got Bryce to drop him off at the movie theatre so he could walk down. The restaurants were all closing up and the ferry terminal mall was like an apocalypse – empty and long. He could be a little bit late, he decided. It was unlikely everyone would be there on time, but he wouldn’t get angry. As a leader you needed to choose your battles. His father had taught him that. The city always looked magical from Devonport. It was amazing what Auckland was. It was amazing what New Zealand had done. When Tommy’s parents were at high school, neither of them would have believed they could be a designer. But look at it now, New Zealand was making clothes, it was making films, it was making everything. His label was being sold in New York and London. The boys had been to Sydney, Singapore, they loved them in India and Japan. He thought about Cal and Kurt, how this had to be the best job in the world. How you got to work with your friends. He thought about a photo of them on the social pages of Metro a couple of months ago. Lined up in front of a sponsor’s board. Or was it a fundraiser? He’d have to check the press file, but they were hugging, caught mid-laugh, what had the joke been? Kurt had his sunglasses on. Kurt always had his sunglasses on – such great sunglasses too. Antique aviators. They had been his uncle’s. His uncle had been in Vietnam. He was an American. When he wrote back to tell his parents he was marrying a New Zealander, they went to a library and all they found were pictures of bush and mountains. Now look at us, Tommy thought, as the ferry arrived and people got off, with bikes, with briefcases, tailored suits. He looked at the hugeness of the city across the harbour from him. Now look at us. If they looked up New Zealand now, they’d find a picture from The Lord of the Rings or Flight of the Conchords, something global like that. Something they’d probably seen in a theatre down the road. It felt like Auckland had arrived. He’d say that, in the next interview. Maybe that would be the story of the next collection. ‘We have arrived.’ It was like the world was getting smaller, like oceans didn’t separate them anymore. Weightless export, he thought. Those clothes being made in Indonesia didn’t need to come back to Auckland. He, Kurt or Cal could go there to do quality checks.

He got out his phone and made a note as he walked up the gangplank. Some people carried notebooks. He liked his phone better. He saved everything to the Cloud. He liked that he was part of the global conversation. Talking and talking and talking, not just with words but through the clothes, through photos, through advertising – they were speaking with the world. They were doing that.

He liked to get on the boat with the other people – there were only five of them. It was late. That’s where Carla had him wrong. He liked the way they all moved with purpose, he liked to look at what everyone was wearing. He liked to watch people younger than him. To see what they were doing. He liked how the gangplank meant that when it was busy everyone had to wait or get close. He felt like it said something really good about the future, about how humans really were kind, at the core, in their animal selves. Deep inside. He liked the way they communicated with one another, the way a touch or just the heat that came off someone when you got close enough acted like a kind of energy that told you where you ended and the other person began.

The feeling of certainty returned. Tommy decided he’d sit outside. Normally only tourists did that, but he wanted to see the city come into view. The Sky Tower was lit in the royalest of blues, so blue it was almost purple. The collection was really something. It summoned their coming of age. Everyone thought Cal, Kurt and he wouldn’t last. Everyone hoped they wouldn’t, but here they were with suits and shirts, all so fine and crisp. He and Cal and Kurt had gone to India for the cotton. It was magnificent. In his heart he knew the boxes wouldn’t arrive, not in time, but he knew Sharona would fix it. Knew she’d been around him long enough for some of his drive to have washed off on her. She’d be there now. She would have been there all night. She never contacted him when she was there, but he knew she was there.

He didn’t get Carla at all, but he felt like he got Sharona. Cal and Kurt used to hassle him. Say he had a crush on her. Blame some sort of Electra complex. He would love to be close to her. He knew that. He didn’t mind them saying it. But it probably wouldn’t happen. His mother looked badly on men who went out with older women and she’d be disappointed. He had so much potential. That’s what she’d say, but it was more about how it would look. How she thought he needed a good-looking woman on his arm. She was the only person who ever used a phrase like that. She’d liked it when he’d gone out with boys. She really had. He was sure she thought it said something about her and her liberalism and her youth. She’d never liked Elodie. It had been a hard time for her, a mother saying goodbye to her rainbow parent status. She was still on the Trust, though. She still thought of him as queer. Far more than he did himself.

He felt like a failure. People were very disappointed. People said dreadful things. Cal and Kurt were fine with it. They understood, but other people were very disappointed and all of them blamed Elodie. Of course, it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. He’d tried to explain to his mother as if he was explaining it to everyone. It was just one of those things. He wondered if Duey would be there. Probably Carla had just done Guy’s hair at Duey’s and probably they’d gone for dinner and probably Duey would have driven her back into town.

Tommy loved the way Duey looked – everyone did. She was stunning – slim, tall, tattooed. If only Tommy could go out with someone like Duey. Everyone would be happy. Except Tommy. She would have been perfect for the corporate line. He’d talked to her about it. It was one of the first conversations he’d had with her without Carla being there. Duey had laughed. Two women had come outside to where Tommy was sitting. They were wrapped up in coats and scarves and taking photos of the lights. Tommy looked at the water as it lapped at the side of the boat, like a road. He’d never liked swimming but he liked being up here because it felt like there was nothing underneath. Motoring on it like this negated what was underneath, and that was what he was scared of. He’d lived by the beach his whole life and never liked the sea, being in it, under it, with all that was on top of him, the pressure, the water, the fish. He liked the ferry. This was a good idea. He could walk up from the ferry building. Queen Street was more interesting than it had been for years. It was alive. It had died so hard, but now people lived in it, ate in it, worked in it, and it was alive again. He always thought about Carla, Duey and Sharona, and how they had killed Queen Street for so long. They left it and went underground into small clubs and places to drink, so that by the time he and Kurt and Cal were ready to hang out there was nowhere to go except each other’s houses. Elodie was younger, reaping the rewards of what Tommy and his friends had done. That’s why their parents needed such big houses. Because there was nowhere for their kids to go and the kids wanted to be at home as well. Not like all that bullshit rebellion that seemed to propel Carla, Duey and Sharona. Tommy, Cal and Kurt respected their parents – they didn’t feel threatened. They listened.

That was why Tommy’s generation looked back to the 90s now – to inject some kind of joy into them. To cleanse them of all that sadness and doom and blame. The fashion was so fun. Look at Kurt Cobain. Look at him. It was fun and they just wore it down and down until it was serious and suicidal. They were children. That was the real problem.

He got off the ferry. Walked under the brick of the ferry building. Stood for a moment at the lights. He could wait. Carla, Duey and Sharona, they were kids – narcissists. Sharona even had a kid that she’d never looked after. They all just ran away and away. His generation was expected to fix everything that Carla, Duey and Sharona had fucked up. The square was gone. There were still builders working on the new buildings that stood in the hole where Downtown used to be. On the step of the train station, a man had his sweatshirt laid out on the ground with a small, handwritten cardboard sign. Yeah, it was up to him, and Cal and Kurt and Elodie, they had to fix all this. New Zealand was falling behind. New Zealand needed to work harder. They all knew it. Everyone his age knew the responsibility that was on them. The planet was dying, there was poverty. This was what they’d left them. These 45-year-old hairdressers and pattern cutters. None of them had ever grown up. They were too busy whining and revolting. It was up to him and his friends.

He walked past the Deloitte building. It was so high, he liked to look up at it to remind himself. There were lots of people on the street. Going places. Tommy and his friends were up to it. That was the biggest joke of all, the biggest surprise, the thing that seemed to fuck Carla off more than anything. They were doing it.

Her and her age had burnt everything to rubble and then cried and handed it to the Tommys and they hadn’t missed a beat. Instead they had picked it up and started putting it in order. And it fucked all the older ones off. Which was crazy. Not his father or mother, the older ones like Carla – the ones that never grew up. If anyone younger than them was happy and blasé, like Elodie, they would gravitate to them, like metal sand, saying, ‘Yeah, totally, relax. It’ll all work out,’ misunderstanding Elodie’s conscious, hard-won ambiguity for something closer to their own slackness. But if they worked hard like he did, like Kurt and Cal, if they were careful and realistic and thought about one step at a time and had fundraisers, they got angry and acted like it was a personal affront. Like he and Cal and Kurt were somehow going to destroy a world that was already fucking ruined. And then they would send an invoice. That was the kicker. They would bitch and moan about the way they ran things and where did they go to get paid? Not to each other. Never to each other. Duey wasn’t paying Carla. Carla wasn’t paying Sharona. He paid them. That was his final thought as he opened the white door at 12 East Street – the building that held his workroom, he reminded himself, and his apartment. This was where he lived. Not in Glenn Innes, not miles down south – here, in Auckland city, the heart of it all.

‘Hold on.’ Carla stopped, and so did Duey. ‘I really couldn’t.’

They’d parked in Galatos Street and now they were hiding in the shadows of the church, watching Tommy go through the door of the building. They waited a beat. He looked like he was muttering to himself. Carla suspected he did self-improvement. Like affirmations and tapes that told him he was loved by the universe. But everyone had moved on. That was the sort of thing you did in the 90s. She knew that. Now everyone was mindful.

‘He doesn’t look good, does he?’ said Duey. Tommy had come back out of the building and was pacing slightly. Maybe it wasn’t pacing, maybe it was just walking slowly in circles. Then he looked at the sky, his hands on his hips. Then went in again.

After a minute Duey said, ‘Is he coming back?’ They both laughed a bit. Couldn’t help themselves. Duey was probably laughing at Tommy but Carla was laughing at how ridiculously shallow the whole venture was. For fuck’s sake, you’d think they were flying a heart in from Guatemala. But she had to catch herself because, in a lot of ways, it was that important. If she didn’t do the right thing, if she wasn’t easy and proficient, she wouldn’t get paid and if she didn’t get paid she couldn’t pay rent for the flat that kept Doug safely inside, for now, and even if she did get paid, Tommy would talk and talk and before she knew it her phone would go quiet and she would be out of work and despite what Duey said, she wasn’t sure she could work in a salon again. Wasn’t sure that anyone would have her. Duey had forgotten about all of that. ‘Yeah, I reckon we’re right,’ Carla said, still laughing, but it had become a jerky kind of hiccup which she tried to calm.

They took the stairs. Carla went first. They could have walked side by side but Carla knew exactly the distance away from her that Duey was comfortable at, and the width of stairs didn’t allow it. They both took the stairs slowly. Carla’s body was developing new kinds of aches. With each one she was reminded that she’d gone away. It was as if that time revisited her. Like the going away had lain in wait inside her joints and muscles, for the day when she – almost at home again here – was walking up a flight of stairs like this one, built when people’s legs were shorter, their gaits were shorter. They were all changing, getting bigger, taking up the space the things they wiped out used to – giant rats, koala lemurs, moa. She walked ahead of Duey because she knew the way better than her, or because they were there on her business, not Duey’s, and she opened the door.

Carla was carrying everything. When they walked in everyone turned and almost in perfect time looked from her to Duey. They looked like a nest of something.

They looked at her, then Duey. If they caught themselves in that moment they would think they all did it out of basic interest – to see who was with Carla. Then, having seen Duey, being intrigued, let their glance wait on her for a bit, because she was pleasant to look at. But Kurt had led the action by a split second and from some part of their peripheral vision that they couldn’t even comprehend they saw him move, and they moved too, to see what he was looking at. Following him like a round, like a wave, Carla thought, and laughed to herself. All of them thought they had free will, that they were really walking for themselves, stepping out, but Carla knew. Everyone was just responding to stimulus, even Kurt was. Kurt hadn’t seen Duey. At first he’d seen a dark shadow next to Carla, but he wasn’t afraid of it because Carla wasn’t afraid of it. Tommy didn’t figure in it.

When a door opens and shadows walk into a room from behind this door, and no one knows who’s inside the shadows, this flock of people take their lead from Kurt. Kurt is who they follow. Kurt is who will fight or fly. He was sleeping with Elodie. Tommy didn’t figure. Tommy was leading from behind, where Kurt could keep an eye on him. It was that fickle, Carla thought. If Kurt changes his mind about Tommy, that will be the end of Tommy. She looked down, and laughed.

Then, Tommy was talking. Then, everyone was talking. Carla was talking, waving, saying hi. She hugged Sharona, who was still working at a bench, away from where the action was. Dominic was there, of course he was – you could always tell the model in a room. He was talking to Tommy. Cal slapped him on the back. He had no idea who Carla was, that she’d been calling him all day. He knew who Tommy was though and had probably been with Cal all night. Things were a blur of colour and bridled voices, even though everyone was shouting. What Carla really watched, as she went through the paces of it all, what she noticed was Duey. Cal offered Duey a beer and she took it. And she sat in the corner just outside the circle of people who were talking about the work they had to do in the morning. Then the door opened again and Elodie came in. Carla watched Duey. She was looking up and then she was looking back at her phone. Days ago this would have worried Carla, that she’d misread how uninterested Duey was in Elodie but now, as if it had all sunk in and split new cracks, she wondered if she’d overstepped a boundary by asking Duey to be here. It was like their friendship was being inundated. Things floated that used to be stable. It had probably been happening for months but now it was hitting some high-water line. She shouldn’t have let Duey see Doug, see her with Doug.

She was in a different part of the room now, putting a cape round Dominic’s neck. Duey was beside her, talking about how to cut the hair. They were talking to each other, and she occasionally talked to Dominic, to keep him relaxed, make him feel good, make it easier, less likely he would make a fuss. Don’t make a fuss. A fuss was not what she wanted. It was late. Duey handed her the clippers and then walked to the wall with the cord to plug them in. Duey might have been angry. For months, Carla thought she could do something differently but this really was just the end. The petering out. It happened all the time. It had happened to them both all the time. People came and went. They weren’t as close with Sharona as they had been. What made it different was the way they were both holding on to it for grim life.

One night back when neither of them had any money, when they were young, before Carla had gone away, she and Duey had found a small door beside the toilet in a bar on the second floor of a building in High Street. Duey had rattled the handle and it opened onto a flight of stairs. It looked like a fire exit. Duey looked at Carla, Carla looked at Duey, and they both smiled, looked behind themselves and climbed the stairs, closing the door behind them, not checking if it would open again from the inside. They climbed and climbed, bumping into each other and misstepping, coming up short or falling again onto the step they’d just left. Finally Duey hit her head on another door. It was unlocked as well and they found themselves on the roof. They looked at the view and Carla got out a cigarette. They walked round the roof and eventually found a place they both wanted to sit and watch the sky.

‘It’s going faster than it looks,’ Duey had said. Carla knew what she meant. If you just looked at the sky and really concentrated hard you could tell it was faster than it seemed.

Neither of them had a watch and cellphones hadn’t been invented yet, but when they talked about it, over the 25 years that followed, or even now, 25 years later, they both agreed they were up there for about an hour, talking, smoking, being kind to each other. ‘We were up there for about an hour,’ one of them would say, and nothing else.

Eventually, they decided to go back down. Carla always said it was Duey who’d said they should go. Duey would nod and say, ‘Probably, that sounds like me,’ but before they left, they looked out over the city and instead of looking ordered and fine, it was terrifying. Deep, deep below them, from that roof and only on this one night, the city looked like the worst and most violent assault.

Carla said, ‘Excuse me,’ to the model and walked over to where Duey was.

‘Remember that night?’

Duey had her phone out but she was looking at the socket in the wall where she’d plugged the clippers in. She nodded.

‘I can never see it like that again,’ she said.

Duey nodded.

‘I’ve been up to the exact same building and it just won’t shift. I know it in my heart, I understand, but I just can’t seem to see it again.’

They didn’t look at each other.

Duey switched the plug on and the clippers in Carla’s hand vibrated softly into life.

‘That should do you,’ Duey said, and looked at her. Carla suspected it was a form of politeness, a visual cue to let her know she had finished the sentence, but they were both looking at each other now.

Carla dropped her comb and as she leant down to pick it up she whispered, close at Duey’s ear, ‘I think Doug’s going to kill me.’ Then she stood up and looked at the clippers, winding the lever that adjusted the blades up and down. From horizontal to vertical and back again.

‘I have to cut this hair.’ She pointed the clippers behind her shoulder towards Dominic.

‘Yip,’ Duey said, but Carla wasn’t sure to which statement. They were back here again. It wasn’t a conversation. It was noises. It wasn’t even noise anymore. It was the way they touched each other, now. She walked over to Dominic. In one hand she held her comb, in the other the clippers. She took his head in both hands and bent it on the hinge of his neck. She ran the back of the hand with the comb in it over the back of the model’s head, felt his scalp and down to the bones, wiped down, once, twice, then laid the comb flat on his neck. She was fine now. Duey had told her, and now she was fine.

Another night – it was late, all the clients had left – Carla and Duey shaved their heads. They were cleaning up, alone in the salon. Duey had been oiling a pair of clippers. They weren’t that drunk, but they felt courageous. They stood next to each other in front of the big floor-to-ceiling mirror, a cape around each of their necks, clippers in their hands. Neither had said anything like ‘Ready, set, go’, but it had felt like that. Large sheets of hair slipped over their shoulders and down the capes. They checked each other for missed bits. There was a three-inch stripe of missed hair on the crown of Duey’s head. They both stood facing each other, running their hands over each other’s smooth head.

‘Your head is fucking flat,’ Duey said.

Carla rubbed it, like she was trying to coax it into a rounder shape.

‘Fuck,’ Duey laughed. ‘Did your parents sleep you on your back as a baby? Man.’ Duey patted the back of Carla’s head and walked out the back to get a broom.

‘Thank you,’ Carla said now, to Duey. Too late to thank her for plugging the clippers in, too early for being there to help with the haircut. Maybe just so Duey couldn’t complain. Maybe just to remind everyone that she had somehow fucked it, that this is where they were – back here, making this noise. Clumsy, falling over.

‘Huh?’ Dominic almost looked up but he didn’t, that’s how strong Carla was. There was stuff going on, she could hear the work of the workroom going on. Duey was outside it all now and she was back inside. She could sort of hear Tommy but for now she was doing this. Happily.

Tommy stood close to Sharona as she held the garments up one by one. Cal was on the other side of her but was standing at a good distance. Kurt was looking from across the table, which made it hard because she had to keep turning the pieces round so he could see them and when she did that she couldn’t see the garments and she wasn’t sure if they looked the same as when she’d shown the other two and herself. Kurt nodded a lot and smiled. They all did. She was pretty sure that while everyone was smiling and nodding things were going okay.

‘They look good,’ Kurt said, and Tommy nodded.

‘I’m just not sure about the T-shirt,’ Cal said, and Tommy and Kurt nodded. ‘Yeah, just the’ – Cal reached out and waved around the collar, and his large gold watch rattled – ‘I think it needs to be lower. Is it lower or higher? It’s not quite right.’

The others nodded and Sharona saw it. They were right.

‘Can we get it on one of the models?’ she asked. ‘It’s just. It’s late and I can’t quite get my head around which way it needs to go.’ Something so fundamental but she’d been working for hours.

‘Good idea,’ Kurt said.

‘How long will you be, Carla?’ Tommy shouted.

‘Not long,’ Carla said.

‘Can I see him, though?’ It was Elodie.

‘Could you look at him with the T-shirt on?’ Kurt asked.

‘Um. Yeah. Yeah. I could do that.’ Elodie had the female model on a chair and was testing bases on her.

‘I don’t think he’s going to need much,’ Tommy said.

Elodie laughed.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Tommy turned to face her.

‘It’s your national anthem,’ Elodie said, and she started singing with her hand on her heart. ‘“I don’t think they’ll need much at all.”’ She had both her hands down now, she’d stopped working. Sharona could see her behind Tommy’s back.

Sharona put the T-shirt on the table for Dominic and held up a jacket. Tommy turned back to look at the jacket but Sharona could see Elodie, tools down, singing at Tommy’s back. Lips pursed like she was howling at an imaginary moon. Then there was the slightest shift in her eyes to Kurt, and Kurt looked up at her and she lifted the eyeshadow palette and stroked her brush into it, with less force than Sharona had expected. In her mind Elodie always morphed into Sharona’s daughter. No, maybe it wasn’t her mind. They were similar heights and similar ages but Elodie was happy and Alice was angry. Like light and dark – a black queen and a red queen, or were they knights?

Sharona often tried to talk with Elodie, to try and get a handle on it – so she could get some kind of insight into why Alice was so angry, but she couldn’t. Maybe it was a money thing. Maybe Elodie was happy because she had money and ease. That’s what Sharona thought at first. At first she thought it was a defence thing. That’s how she’d read it in Alice as well – she tried to map Alice’s anger onto Elodie’s agreeability, like that would work. A defence mechanism – like anger was masking all the other unpleasant things, but that just didn’t fit with Elodie or Alice. Alice was genuinely angry. She had every right to be. Maybe Elodie was genuinely happy. But then Sharona would see her look at Kurt like she did and she’d wonder again if she was happy as some kind of disguise. She looked again at Elodie watching Kurt. He’d looked away, but she was throwing the odd glance in his direction that made Sharona realise she was keeping as much from Tommy as she was from Sharona. But she had no idea why. There was no point in working any of it out. What she knew about the world and love and sex didn’t even figure now, with these people. She felt worn out, and at the same time intently interested. Like not knowing was an itch. So she started to rebuild it again. Elodie was sleeping with Kurt, and Tommy didn’t like it. That was all she had. Did Tommy still like Elodie? She didn’t think so. Did Tommy and her never sleep together? Had Elodie been some kind of beard? No. That didn’t scratch the itch at all. She took one more look and Elodie was looking at Carla now. Applying base with a brush but looking at Carla cutting Dominic’s hair.

Cal and Tommy were touching the jacket Sharona held up. A lot of her job was holding things up. Holding things up and reassuring people. She almost laughed. When she was bored, she liked to listen. She could hear the hum of the clippers, Tommy and Cal talking, Kurt agreeing from across the table. It was the worst, meetings like this, the intense boredom mixed with nerve-electrifying stress. It had become very clear that this would not be Sharona’s time to shine. She knew what she had to do and if this went like every other meeting, nothing about that would change – but the time it took was unbearable. The smiling, holding things up, moving them round, dressing grown men, saying it looked great. Pretending to compromise. Then she remembered.

Still holding the jacket, she pulled her arm down to look at her watch, then said, ‘Fuck.’ Cal pulled Sharona’s arm back up so the jacket was straight again, without talking to her. He was still talking to Tommy. Alice was flying to Bali. Like now. Fuck. Sharona had said she’d give her some cash, some spending money. Fuck. She was like a parody of the awful parent. It was like she really tried hard to meet every stereotype. Fuck. It had all been a test really. Like fucking everything. In reality Alice was probably happier that she’d forgotten. Much happier. It would be awful if Sharona started being reliable or caring. Sharona really didn’t care. That was what struck her in moments like this. At first she’d made excuses about being busy and then one day she thought, It’s not busy, it’s prioritisation. It’s not that I was too busy, it’s that I put other things above her. That’s who I am. And as ugly as that realisation was, it gave Sharona complete permission to carry on, as if her mind and conscience said to each other, ‘We know who we are. We have learnt something about ourselves.’ She felt too old to change. Which was bullshit. Maybe she was just lazy. It looked like that so often. Sheer fucking laziness.

Cal and Tommy were coming to the end of their conversation. They were happy with the jacket.

‘So,’ Kurt said. ‘That gives us the jacket, the shirt, the T-shirt, the trousers.’ He was counting them off on his fingers, one by one.

‘There’s the shorts and the other trousers,’ Sharona said. She looked down at the sheet and then at Guy. ‘The shorts might need to come in a bit, if he wears them, but we could just clip them on the day.’ She was talking to the stylist now. Sharona wouldn’t be at the shoot, thank god.

‘Hmmm.’ The stylist was looking around. ‘I know it’s not my place, but, I’ll say it anyway. I think you need one more. I’m not sold on the T-shirt.’

The T-shirt was Sharona’s favourite. It was subtle. The cotton had a nylon mix in it and the fabric fell long and still. It was so white as well. Like Jesus-in-heaven white. She hadn’t made anything that white in her life. It was the only garment in the actual manufacture material. They were going to have to blow the colour out of the others in post because they weren’t quite right, but she felt like they could truly pitch this one. It was white. She loved the sleeves on it. The sleeves were a fucking revelation and the yoke fell over the shoulder at an angle that she thought was pretty good. She loved the play, the risk of having a T-shirt in the corporate line, she thought it made a statement about who Tommy thought they were. She picked it up again and held it up for them. ‘It’s not much until it’s on,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ Tommy said. ‘We’re going to try them on. Is this too much like that one?’ He pointed at a big blow-up of the photo from last year’s shoot. He wasn’t talking to Sharona. He was talking to everyone else in the room, well, all the people who had penises.

They stood and looked from the poster to the T-shirt in front of Sharona’s face while she made fuck-off faces behind it. She looked up and Duey was smiling at her and when they met eyes, Duey looked down and nudged Carla slightly, who looked up from her work and met Sharona’s eyes, too. Sharona was mouthing, ‘Fucking kill me.’ She was holding the T-shirt high so none of the men could see her face.

‘Duey,’ Tommy called out. Duey started. ‘Come and look at this T-shirt.’

Tommy wasn’t really looking at Duey, so she was able to make a face to Carla and Sharona, who both at almost the exact time mouthed ‘Traitor’ and smiled.

Duey picked up her beer and walked over to the clutch of men.

‘Duey,’ Tommy said, ‘what do you think of this T-shirt?’

Duey wiped the mouth of the bottle and took a sip from her beer and looked at the T-shirt. ‘I like it,’ she said. ‘I like it a lot.’

‘Does it feel fresh enough?’ said the stylist.

‘I like the width of the sleeves,’ Duey said. ‘And I think the colour is brighter than any white that was around last year.’

‘It’s a white T-shirt,’ the stylist said.

‘It’s a fucking great white T-shirt,’ Duey said, and walked back over to where Carla was. Tommy watched her walk away and then the deciders looked at one another. Sharona had to imagine it all because she couldn’t see from behind the T-shirt. She was still holding it in front of her face. She didn’t want to be part of it, any of it. She checked inside herself. She did this occasionally, checked if this was it. If this was the moment she would stop caring so much, where she would want out so badly that she’d walk for the door. But it wasn’t today. She could hear them all moving around, repositioning themselves around the workbench. Drawing the battle lines, standing out their allegiances. ‘I like it,’ said Kurt, finally.

‘You should get it on someone,’ said Elodie. She’d walked over and was standing close to Tommy, shoulder to shoulder. She hadn’t been invited, but she’d smiled her way over. ‘Once it’s on someone you’ll see how awesome it is.’ She picked a piece of hair off the shoulder of Tommy’s sweatshirt, then pointed at the T-shirt. ‘That is the best piece. That is what you’ll be showcasing. Look at those sleeves.’ She walked back to the model. ‘You’ll see when you get it on someone.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Tommy, as if Elodie had said nothing. ‘Maybe he has a point. Maybe it is just a T-shirt.’ Sharona’s arms were getting tired. She sank into the pain of them. Let that become the new normal. That was the problem, she thought to herself. Everything becomes bearable. Eventually.

‘Are we a label that does a white T-shirt?’ Tommy asked.

‘We did last year,’ said Kurt. Sharona could see his silhouette through the white cotton. He’d moved slightly, so he had the light behind him, he was pointing towards the poster on the wall. She could hear Carla blowing behind her. The clippers had stopped, there was the small shist shist of a hand quickly wiping a neck, trying not to rub the hair into the skin, trying only to get rid of it, then Carla blew again and the clippers started again. She imagined Elodie standing up now at her full height. Invisible again, but completely in control of it.

‘Are we a label that makes a white T-shirt every year?’ Tommy said, like it was war he was leading them into. Like it was war and he was telling them which side they needed to be on, like he was Zig fucking Ziglar, like he had written How to Win, like he was a leader amongst men, like he was Donald Trump, like this was The Shark Tank.

When they were young – Carla and Duey and Sharona – any kind of caring was frowned on. That’s what sets us apart, she thought, watching the light come through the tiny weave of the cotton. They care too much. They care crazily about things that no one gives a fuck about – or should. That was why they ran the world.

She turned her head slightly so she could see Duey and Carla out of the corner of her eye. I mean, look at us, she thought, look at the real estate we take up. It’s fucking nearly midnight and we’re holding up T-shirts and cutting hair in places where there isn’t any light. Fuck. If only they had cared more. If only they had given a shit about absolutely anything. That was the speech that needed saying. That was their speech. That was the speech she should be given. If she could be arsed, she thought, and laughed again. She would have to remember to tell Carla and Duey, when this was fucking over, after they decided they would go with the T-shirt.

‘You see,’ said Tommy, ‘now that I doubt it, I can’t help worrying that I’ll always doubt it. That tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, I’ll look at the T-shirt and think, “Should we have gone with that T-shirt?”’

Sharona breathed out. Sometimes things were like this. They felt tougher than they were. Blocked in behind the T-shirt, the only window showing nothing but the dark of night, she lost all perspective. It suddenly seemed so much more important than any of it was.

‘Better to regret something you did do than something you didn’t,’ she said. Hoping that some of its lightness would lift her out of whatever this was. This heaviness, this wake. But her voice shook when she said it. It gave her away. And no one listened anyway.

‘Huh?’ Cal said. He could have been looking at his phone but most probably he was looking at the T-shirt. They were all forgetting she was standing behind it. Not overly surprised by the talking T-shirt, but slightly put off their stroke.

‘Regret,’ she said. ‘You know? How they say, “Better to regret something you have done than something you haven’t.”’

‘What does that even mean?’ asked Elodie. She wasn’t making a point; she genuinely wanted to know. She’d walked over again, leaving the model with eyes closed, heavy-lidded, mascara drying.

‘What do you think, Dominic?’

It was Tommy. His voice was giving him away as well. Everyone was heavy with what they weren’t saying, Sharona thought. Playing her eyes between the whiteness of the T-shirt and the darkness of the window, like it was a tennis match. Trying desperately to remember what did matter and why this didn’t. Desperately trying to put herself somewhere else. In her imagination.

To a time and place when she was happy, comfortable. She was sure there had been one. Her life. She thought. Her fucking life. She got like this. She hated it when she did but she got like this. It wore her down. Which was understandable. Carla had said so, would say so, surely they would all go out for a drink after this. Surely. Working so hard, getting no credit for any of it. Sore arms, sore head, sore eyes. Her eyes were playing up something awful. She’d been to the optometrist, who had said, ‘Time to get some reading glasses.’ Like it was inevitable, like Christmas, like that time had come. Sharona had said, ‘I don’t really read.’ And the optometrist had laughed, then talked about close work. Sharona had had her last clear, unaided view of something up close. And that was the end of that.

The T-shirt was almost touching her nose now. Her arms were losing their oomph. She felt like she was melting, shrinking. She thought about morning optimal height, how everyone was taller in the morning. Would someone say ‘Time for shorter trousers’ soon? Old people shrank, she knew that. Her daughter had been obsessed with it for a while. Early on. When they first met, well, met for the second first time. Alice was seven – obsessed with shrinking people. She explained it often to Sharona. ‘Bones compress,’ she said. ‘Bodies change.’ Sharona hadn’t been around children at all. Once she got rid of her own she didn’t see much point. People around her had children, sure, but she had no interest at all. None. Duey said it was a defence mechanism. Sharona doubted that. ‘I highly doubt that,’ she said. She just didn’t like them. Fuck, if she couldn’t like her own what on earth made Duey think she’d like anyone else’s. That was probably why they all stayed in touch. Their shared hate of children. The fact none of them had any.

Her daughter got better. Not the personality – she was always awful to Sharona, always hated her, they were chalk and cheese – but the visits got easier, less boring. She never wanted to play with Sharona, generally there wasn’t any time. They generally met in a supervised place. Sharona hadn’t done anything wrong, Alice’s dad just wanted to make sure she knew that it wasn’t going to be easy. That it was what their daughter wanted. But Sharona completely doubted that. It would have been him. Just to show Sharona. What a good job he’d done, how hard it was.

‘What are the other options?’ It was Dominic, he’d taken a long time to reply to Tommy.

‘I’m not sure,’ Tommy said. ‘Sharona?’ He sounded more reasonable than he had all night, which meant the T-shirt was going.

And just like that she was called back, back to work. She could have gone anywhere, in that small time given to her while they thought about the fucking T-shirt – a beach, a mountain, a restaurant, but she’d gone there – how shitty she was as a mother.

‘Well,’ she said, drawing it out. ‘There isn’t a lot that’s got the same story as this. Like, this shot, with Dominic, it’s the pants eh? And like there’s a lot going on with those pants, and yeah, I just feel like the T-shirt works to balance that.’

‘Is there not enough going on?’ Tommy literally had his hand to his chin.

Sharona wouldn’t speak again. She’d saved up her speaking. Kept quiet all fucking season and now, this is what she’d chosen to say. It sounded defensive. It would be taken as defence. No one had mentioned it but they all noticed the space where the other samples should have been. Surely this would all be over soon. She had another shirt. She wasn’t even sure why she was fighting for this one. She had other shirts. The shirts were easy. There was a singlet.

‘We have the singlet, eh?’ Kurt asked.

‘The singlet is tricky for the story,’ said Tommy. ‘The singlet shows a lot of skin. Have you got the button-down close, Shar?’

She put the plastic bag back over the top of the T-shirt and went to the rack to pull out the singlet and the button-down. It would need another steam. The fabric was close and it would be easy to mimic it in the photo, but it wasn’t exactly what she’d promised them. She wasn’t sure at this time, and in this light they’d notice, but she would let them know so they could decide for themselves.

‘It’s not exactly the same material,’ she said, pulling the plastic bag up and over the coat hanger and the cotton shirt.

‘In colour?’ Tommy said.

‘In colour,’ Sharona said, weighing it up. ‘I can’t guarantee it, because I haven’t seen the finished pieces, but I think it’s pretty close.’

Tommy called over the photographer and he assessed it.

Sharona brought over the sample book. ‘Things can change, though,’ she said. It sounded defensive again. What exactly could she guarantee?

‘What exactly can you guarantee, Shar?’ Cal had a smirk on his face. He was trying to keep everything light. Sharona wanted to say it wasn’t her fault.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘At this point. I think we need to look at solutions. That’s what I’ve given you.’ She waved her hand behind her at the rack. ‘So, yeah, I think you need to get your head into that kind of frame. It’s the story that’s important, and I feel confident that this tells a story consistent with your original vision.’

‘She’s right.’ Tommy didn’t look up. He looked from fabric swatch to singlet. ‘We can pump it up or down afterward. We’re shooting some black and white tomorrow, for the tattoos, and I feel like we can get it. I like the button-down better than the T-shirt.’

‘Yeah. I think it’s good. But I still like the T-shirt.’ Cal was talking now. He was like this. Quiet for a lot of the time, almost seething, and then he would talk and it was like someone else had taken over his voice, like he was a puppet, because the only way he ever talked was calm and measured. ‘Bring the T-shirt as well. Let’s get these fuckers into these clothes. It’s so fucking late.’

Carla was wiping the back of Dominic’s hair. She wouldn’t get rid of all the hair with her hands but she wiped anyway. Duey watched her selling it to herself – the evenness of the hair, the way it snapped back as she passed over each millimetre of the real estate on the precious boy’s head. Duey looked around the room. They were all precious, loved, cared for. Tommy called Dominic over. Carla followed.

‘I can’t get rid of all the hair,’ she said. Just to Sharona.

‘Hm.’ Sharona was opening the neck of the singlet. ‘There’s a sink in the kitchen.’

‘But then he’ll be wet and possibly full of hair.’ Carla looked around the room.

‘Yeah.’ Sharona carried on opening the singlet, winding it up into itself like something aquatic. ‘Dry hair’s easier to get rid of.’

Dominic took off his sweatshirt, revealing a torso covered in dark and bright tattoos. It took a lot of effort for him to act like he didn’t know the tattoos were there. They sat heavy on him, drawing people in. Everyone in the room tried not to look. Duey looked at her phone and tried not to look.

When Duey, Sharona and Carla had been teenagers, tattoos were something a drunkard uncle might have, or a fat aunt. Then Duey started getting them on her arms, then her hands, then her neck. Some of them were nearly 20 years old now. When she got her first one, her mother told her it was an abomination. That God owned Duey’s body. She’d said the same, earlier, when Duey cut her hair short.

Duey looked at Carla, who met her eye. Whenever they saw tattoos like the ones Dominic had, worn the way Dominic wore them, Duey was pretty sure both of them were thinking about the same thing. In the 80s, when they were still at high school, a friend of theirs or maybe a person whose path they crossed occasionally, someone they wanted to call a friend, a small mousy girl, possibly still at high school like them, probably at Selwyn College – she was around, and then she went away for a while and then she came back with a full face of tattoos. They were Norse. There was a small spiral on the bridge of her nose and heavy, black, elongated triangles running from her hairline down her jaw. Nothing else about her had changed, just her face. She didn’t dress differently, she didn’t have anything extra pierced or stretched, just this face full of tattoos, dark black tattoos, the type that went green eventually. They took your breath away.

That was what Duey and Carla had said. Sharona was there too this time. Maybe they were at Sharona’s flat. They were somewhere high, but Duey could remember the sound of the city, so maybe they were down low, street level. They had all agreed – it was impossible not to take a sharp intake of air when the girl walked in the room. They were probably smoking and drinking, the bars must have closed, it was late. That was what Carla had said when they’d first talked about it again, this decade. It was late. Everything was probably shut, but none of them were ready to go home and Sharona hadn’t scored a boy. ‘Thank God,’ Duey said, and nudged Sharona’s arm to say that it was a friendly ‘thank God’, because she knew her that well. Carla would have thought it was for her benefit. That Duey wanted some unknown audience to think she knew Sharona that well. She thought about it now – the only audience had been Carla. That was what Carla would have thought she was doing, because Duey was sure that at that time Carla didn’t like something about her. Carla couldn’t place what it was, but she kept taking stabs at it, even though it was right in front of her – she would see it and think, ‘Surely not that.’ Duey remembered that Carla had said, with awe, ‘Imagine being that sure that you never wanted to work in a bank.’ And they’d all set about laughing, except Carla, who had been serious. Who was always serious. Who wore the world like a lead coat. And who wished beyond anything else that she could be sure, that she could stay some kind of course.

Duey looked at her from where she was standing now. Carla was hovering around Dominic. She was worried about the white, she wasn’t sure she’d got rid of all the hair she could. ‘Not sure.’ That would be on her gravestone. Why did they hate each other so much? And then it struck Duey in a horrible, slow, creeping way, that maybe Carla didn’t hate her at all. Maybe she still felt fondly.

People thought they understood. People who were at any proximity to them thought they understood. There were certain sorts of relationships in the world – a finite number – and people thought they knew where Duey and Carla’s sat. Tommy had asked, once, ‘How long did you and Carla go out for?’ People assumed, no matter how much information they had. They would assume they understood what was going on. But they tended to be wrong, because they only thought in binaries – together, apart, woman, man, love, hate, mild, strong – and it was more complicated than they could understand. They couldn’t see what it had been like and what it was like now. The most imaginative ones gave up. But then maybe no one even thought about Duey at all.

Duey slid down the wall to sit on the floor. Why did she stay? Everyone was standing around Dominic now. She could see Carla standing back, pushing her glasses up her nose, pulling her jeans up, she’d had them tailored and they fitted perfectly, it was a tick, it was like pulling things into her – my jeans, my glasses. Elodie fought her way out of her shoes and was in bare feet now, like the manic pixie dream girl she was. The T-shirt looked good. They’d tried it on Guy, despite discounting it. That’s how this worked. They talked together about it, that all happened in the air, but it was like another conversation was taking place, silently. Like the T-shirt itself had a say. Sharona was pulling it down at the back, just so people remembered she was there, but that wasn’t really true, that’s how it looked to someone like Tommy, but Duey could see Sharona was doing it so she didn’t say anything. She’d made a profession out of shutting up. Duey leaned down and thought about Doug.

Then she was thirsty. She could get herself a glass of water. She walked to the kitchen. There was an assortment of cups in the cupboard above the sink. She wasn’t thirsty at all, she just needed to get up, but now it was weird. She should just go home, but she’d have to tell Carla she was going and then there’d be a scene. An interruption to the standing around and the pulling of the T-shirt.

She walked back into the workroom with a cup of water in her hand and sat back against the wall. Then she looked out the windows. It was so late. How could they work this late? It was a stupid question. Her brain warbled on and on sometimes for no reason.

Carla was shouting. Duey turned around. But it wasn’t Carla, it was Sharona. She was shouting and poking Cal in the chest. Meek little Cal. Duey could hear her shouting. How had she missed it? She was a faulty eye. She was always in the wrong place at the wrong time. Hadn’t she missed all of the lead-up to Carla’s going away? Hadn’t it taken her by surprise when she was gone? Wasn’t it always like this? Duey thinking about Duey, wondering about things, watching the inside of her mind play over and over. The fight had come from nowhere, she thought. Nowhere, except the lateness, and the tiredness. And the years and years of Sharona being told what to do. That was it, Duey thought, this is the spark in everything. This is Sharona fighting back. Like in Working Girls, like in lots of movies if she thought about it.

She stood up. And halfway through standing up she felt obvious, naked, like everyone was looking at her. Sit down, her body said, but she was halfway up now. I’m halfway up, she screamed back at her body, and it shouted, Now she’s done it. Look at her, now she’s done it. Now we’re stuck halfway up and halfway down and look at her, everyone.

Carla was standing back. Elodie was on a high stool. Legs swinging, sipping from a water bottle, her work finished for the night. She was always so calm, she just did what was in front of her and that was all she needed to do. She wasn’t ever put off. They asked and she delivered. That’s why everyone liked working with her. Duey wasn’t sure she could be relied on as much as everyone thought. Young women were strange.

No one was talking except Sharona and she was quickly heading towards shouting again. She was escalating, getting louder and louder. Duey couldn’t hear what she was saying, despite the fact she was talking very loudly, loud enough to be uncomfortable. Everyone looked uncomfortable. Duey looked to Tommy, to the photographer, who was looking at the ground. Tommy had somehow been caught looking in the general direction of the fight as it broke out.

What the hell had Cal done? Cal. It seemed so unlikely. So wrong. Should she walk over? Duey thought about walking over. But she just stood there. Eyes wide. Why couldn’t she hear what Sharona was saying? Why wasn’t she shouting more clearly? Then they started moving. Cal backing up, Sharona moving forward. Him in retreat, her on attack. By the time they were close to Duey, Sharona had stopped shouting and was just pointing at Cal. Run out of puff. But Cal moved back one last time and they were right beside Duey. Face to face still. That was the thing. Cal was walking backwards but he wasn’t looking away. Maybe that was the thing always with Cal. He looked like he was standing down, like he was small, but he was big in it.

‘Are you finished?’ Cal said.

Duey was stuck. She couldn’t stay where she was but she couldn’t move.

‘Are you finished?’

‘No.’ Sharona looked at Cal. He was not giving an inch.

Elodie was looking down, playing with a brush – smiling. Duey was sure she was smiling, not awkwardly but in some kind of glee like she was seeing something for the first time. Duey could see her behind them both. She was laughing.

‘Well, hurry up.’ Cal put his hands on his hips. He didn’t have all day. He moved his eyes away from Sharona’s. Looked behind her, around the room.

Did he just win? Duey looked at Carla, who shrugged in a way that looked like a yes.

Sharona flicked her pointed hand in the air above her head like she was waving away something annoying her. But Cal didn’t move. He wasn’t going anywhere, because he’d won. Duey looked at Tommy. It wasn’t Tommy who was running the show. Then she looked back at Cal and saw it. Cal looked up at Kurt, who looked up from his phone at exactly the same time, but didn’t meet Cal’s eyes. Kurt looked down again, almost immediately, then nudged Elodie to look at something on his phone, which she smiled at.

Cal stepped down. ‘All good,’ he said. Patting Sharona on her arm, above her elbow. ‘All good.’

Sharona still looked angry, but she also looked surprised it was over. She looked completely unsatisfied. Completely. It was completely not worth it. Duey suspected that was where her shame came from. Not in the outburst, but in the complete waste of time it had been. It changed nothing. Sharona was looking around, lost. She wouldn’t be able to explode like that again. Not for years. She’d been working here for years and had never done it and now she’d done it and it had been for nothing. They were all like that – Duey, Carla, Sharona – letting themselves down, completely incapable of productive conflict. Sharona shook her head and walked back to the workbench and started hanging up some of the other clothes.

Tommy looked at her. ‘Are we ready?’

Sharona nodded. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

If Tommy had been quiet it would have been better, but he wasn’t. He turned away from her and said, ‘It’s late. We’re all tired.’

Carla was looking out the window now. Was she just watching all their reflections or was she looking at the sky? Duey could never tell anything with her. Nothing. It was like Carla stopped where her skin began and then she left the room. Suddenly, Carla grabbed the key for the toilet, which hung on a hook by the door and was attached to a soft toy. It looked like a horse. Elodie noticed Carla leave. Duey saw her notice Carla leave and jump down from the stool she was sitting on and follow Carla out the door.

Carla heard Elodie’s footsteps on the wide concrete stairs.

‘I’m not going,’ Carla said, not turning round. She held the key out behind her to Elodie, so the My Little Pony swung like it had hanged itself.

‘Me neither,’ Elodie said, smiling. ‘I just haven’t talked to you in a while. How are you?’ Elodie’s hand was on her shoulder, which Carla didn’t like. She couldn’t shrug it off, though.

‘Yeah.’ Carla turned so they were facing each other, so Elodie had to move her hand. It was like Taekwondo.

‘Bit of a night.’ Elodie had nowhere to put her hand, so she ran it through her hair, awkwardly. She was so young.

‘Sharona?’

‘And the boys,’ Elodie said, in a pitying way. ‘I bet you find that hard.’

Carla had no idea how she did it. When she first met Elodie she’d thought it was some kind of thing. Like Guy. Some personality trait that was more about fashion. This season’s attitude. But the longer she spent with Elodie the more she realised she never knew where the nice-nice ended, or if it ended at all. She made Carla feel old. Maybe that was why she did what she did. No one else made her feel old. Elodie was younger than Tommy and Cal and Kurt. Maybe this was it for Carla? Maybe this was the generation that would leave her behind. Maybe this was the generation she wouldn’t understand? But then Carla had sought out others. Purposefully. That’s how far into her mind her thing with Elodie had got. She’d purposefully found people Elodie’s age, and then found out that she could read them like she could read everyone else, everyone but Elodie. Even now, standing here in front of her – it was like a magic power. Elodie should seem patronising, awful. But instead she was attracting. Carla wanted to talk to her.

She laughed slightly. ‘It’s a bit exhausting.’ It was like a slam to the guts. She wanted to believe that Elodie was as exhausting as the rest of them, but she wasn’t. She just seemed to radiate something that made Carla want to jump in. It was real.

‘I can see why you’re tired of it.’ Elodie walked beside Carla. Carla couldn’t quite look at her. She was frightened of the glare – that it was real, and not put on. That Elodie was genuine. That there was no excuse for Carla’s behaviour. ‘Where are you going?’ Elodie said.

‘Outside?’ Carla hadn’t really thought it through to completion. She’d just left the room. This is how this sort of thing happens, she thought to herself.

When Duey and her were in their 20s, their boss had brought two hairdressers out from Germany. Their boss went on and on and on about how good these two men would be, on and on. Carla and Duey were going nuts with it. To them it was just two more people between them and being on the floor. And they weren’t that good. Duey and Carla could see it. They weren’t that good at all. Then, one Friday, a fucking busy Friday, the hairdressers from Germany went out to ‘grab some lunch’ and no one saw either of them again. Ever. Duey and Carla had one of the worst days of their working lives. The salon was crazy. The manager wouldn’t believe the men were gone and didn’t cancel any of their clients. Saying ‘They’ll be back soon’ and ‘Just hold your fire’. Carla remembered it right inside her body. Her head had felt like it would ring off its neck. She remembered throwing up, then cursing herself because it took vital seconds out of the day. And they had to do it all with a smile. Every time Duey and Carla ran past each other out the back, they’d hurl abuse about how the manager needed to start cancelling clients and how the other wasn’t working fast enough. It felt like there would be no end. Colours were processing. At one stage, Duey was taking off four colours at once. One of the senior stylists came over and said to Duey, ‘Don’t you fucking dare put a treatment on my fucking colour,’ as if Duey didn’t know. But there was no time to get into it. Carla saw that. She learnt from the way Duey just said ‘Okay’ and carried on. It was one of many moments that day where she saw how they were different. It changed the whole salon forever, that day.

There was an older guy, Mark, who worked there. His whole book was sets and blow waves and he never spoke to anyone. When he was in the staffroom – he always booked himself a lunch – he’d just read his paper. He finished every day at 5, or 7.30 on a late night, and he loved rugby. He never worked Saturdays. That day though, when he saw the shit-storm that was happening around him, he quietly came off lunch and started shampooing and rinsing, getting cups of coffee and sweeping. Still without talking. It was the only time Carla ever saw him at the basins. He never washed his own clients’ hair, but he did that night.

Donna was another senior stylist they drank with. They’d go out to Alfies on a Thursday, after late night, and she wanted them to know she was their friend. That day she kept looking past them, didn’t lift a finger to help. She wasn’t busy at all, she kept going to the appointment book and looking at it. They were paper in those days, filled with pencil and rubbings-out and arrows, and she just stood there looking at it, intently, while Mark shampooed, Mark, who didn’t even sweep his own station. It was an awful day.

Every time she thought about it, Carla expected she would remember the end as a triumphant credits roll kind of scene, but she didn’t. Donna had asked if they wanted to go out and both of them said, ‘No.’ Mark didn’t mention it. He just kind of left, like he always did. There was no deeper bonding. And she wasn’t sure if this was just her brain immortalising it, combining one very awful day with one very awful event, but it was the first day she noticed how empty everything was and wondered about leaving it all behind.

‘Is Sharona all right?’ Elodie pulled some chewing gum from her pocket and started chewing it. They were outside now, under the single streetlight, like in a noir film. There’d been a night service in the church across the road but it was gated now. A light shower had dampened the footpath – maybe there would be more rain.

‘Yeah.’ Carla didn’t want any chewing gum when Elodie offered it to her. She’d left Duey upstairs, but Duey would hold her own, and Sharona. Duey would look after Sharona because Duey was kind and patient and not like everyone else. Not like Carla. Not angry. Duey was understanding. Patient and kind. Duey knew who she was, because who she was was hard-won. But was that right? Maybe it was more that Duey knew who she wasn’t.

‘Duey’s lovely, eh?’ Elodie said. It surprised Carla that people still chewed gum. It was odd to her. People always looked so strange when they ate. Especially young people. She couldn’t put her finger on why they looked strange, but they did. It wasn’t any kind of judgement. Like they should know better. It was more to do with – well, just the way they looked. In a fashion workroom, around photographers and models, food looked like some extinct thing. And yet, here was Elodie, chewing, right here. Why didn’t she smoke?

‘Sorry?’ Carla couldn’t stop looking at her.

‘Duey.’ Elodie flicked her head back towards the door, the stairs, the workroom. ‘What a catch.’ Then she laughed.

Carla nodded. This is how it was. She finally saw she had swapped Duey for this. Saint Duey, for Elodie. But this wasn’t Duey, this was Elodie. She had to say it to herself over and over again. She suspected this was why she had fucked Elodie. To cement it into her head that this was Elodie, who she had fucked. Not Duey, who she had not fucked. Not even 20 years ago, when their friendship was so easy and good and filled every part of her. This was Elodie. Elodie, who was also sleeping with Tommy and Kurt, Elodie, who was soft and fey, who you could put your hand right through. And I, she had thought to herself as she went down on Elodie, am a sad old woman.

‘You didn’t return my call,’ Elodie said.

‘I did.’ Carla went back over her day. Had she returned the call?

‘Nuh uh.’ Elodie shook her head. ‘I wanted to see you. When I asked Kurt where you were, he said, “Usually with Duey.” That’ll be on your headstone.’

‘You were with Kurt.’

‘Doesn’t mean I don’t want you to call me back. You should call me back.’

‘But I thought we talked about the shoot being tomorrow and the’ – Carla went back over all of it. Of course she’d returned Elodie’s call.

‘I’m playing with you,’ Elodie said. She walked over and kissed Carla. Held her head for a moment, held their faces together.

Carla wanted to hate her. Wanted to hate Duey. Wanted there to be a reason to make it okay to hate them both. There wasn’t one, except that Carla was awful.

Elodie had her phone out. She was looking at her face in the camera. ‘Do I look a bit like Duey?’

‘You don’t understand,’ Carla said.

‘You say that. Like it’s something that the world has never seen before. But I totally understand. Completely. Maybe you don’t understand.’ Elodie was smiling. It was like she was running backwards through an enchanted wood, pulling Carla in.

‘It doesn’t really concern you.’

‘No.’ Elodie was swiping through her phone. ‘No. It certainly doesn’t. I’m just saying. She’s a saint. She’s going to make someone so happy one day. It must have been good to know she was here when you went away. To know she knew where you were.’

‘Not you,’ Carla said.

‘What?’ said Elodie, smiling, interested.

‘She’s not going to make you happy one day.’

‘Who knows?’ Elodie said, but it wasn’t a question. She was swaying now, still looking at her phone. ‘Like, if we’re honest with ourselves. Who really knows?’

Carla smiled. Looked at her feet.

‘Maybe people never saw this coming,’ Elodie said.

‘You and me?’ Carla shook her head. She felt every ounce of shame throughout every inch of her body. Everyone wanted Elodie. Except Duey. Duey didn’t want a bar of it. Fuck. She felt all her 45 years. She was wearing the same type of clothes as them, she listened to the same music, she knew exactly what they were talking about, but right now she knew she was old. Not cute, cool old, just very old and she had slept with Elodie and she felt old and desperate. She tried to look at her now, tried to look deep into what the fuck it was that had slain her. There was nothing there because it wasn’t something that could be separated from Elodie. Elodie had integrity the whole way through. If Carla had been drunk it would be a funny story. If Carla had been drunk it would be one of those stories where everyone can feel a bit impressed about what was impressive, but also forgive her for what was shameful and desperate. If Carla had been drunk she would be able to tell Duey, and laugh about it. ‘No,’ Carla said. ‘I think everyone saw you and me coming.’

She felt like a predatory old lesbian. She never used that word about herself. Never. But right now she could see who she was, what she looked like to the imaginary other version of herself keeping score in her head. And through it all, the hard work, the ridiculousness of the photo shoot tomorrow, she could almost see what Elodie saw. Elodie saw a way to listen in. She’d somehow bought Carla, who’d been cheap as chips.

Carla looked down the street. She’d have to go back and get Duey. She could message and get Duey to meet her somewhere. That would be the end of it. She could go and get a job, like a proper job, like the sort of job a 45-year-old gets. She could get a better flat, a car. She looked down the street. It was so late, there were hardly any people around. And as she looked at Elodie she remembered what she was like at Elodie’s age. The way, every now and then, her black-and-whites would bleed into grey and she would become bemused. Baffled. It wasn’t far from here, where she and Elodie were now, that Carla had said goodbye to Duey before she went away. Not thinking there would be any consequences. Thinking Duey would just say, ‘Okay. Cool. See you soon.’ Which she might have. And when she’d come back, long-haired and barefoot, Carla expected to pick up where they’d left off. Expected Duey to be uncomplicatedly happy to see her. For years, they’d danced like this, but the air was coming out of it now.

‘Well,’ Carla said. ‘Best be getting back.’

As she walked slowly up the stairs behind Elodie, Carla’s actions and this end that she and Duey seemed to be sliding towards settled beside each other until they looked like cause and effect.

The first person she saw in the workroom was Duey. She was sitting, legs out, oiling and aligning Carla’s clippers. It was nearly midnight and Duey was there. And Carla realised Duey had forgiven her and she hated her and saw she was capable of it all over again, that she could leave anytime she wanted – without Duey, without Elodie, without anyone. But the worst thing was there was nothing to be done. It was just the end of her and Duey’s friendship. Carla was hurt and broken at a deep level and all her time away had done nothing to change her because, she realised now, she hadn’t gone away to make any kind of transformation. She’d gone away for herself. But none of it mattered. It was the friendship that was giving up, the thing that arrived when Duey and Carla were together. Neither of them had done anything wrong, and therefore there was nothing either of them could do. It was the worst possible outcome and maybe that was what she had come back for. Maybe it created the exact conditions that she needed to go away again – properly.

He was only keeping everyone here now so they would be sharp tomorrow. He didn’t want anyone thinking they were finished but Tommy was pretty sure he was finished. He felt like he’d been finished as soon as he saw the T-shirt. The T-shirt was magnificent. If he was honest with himself, which he was, he had nothing to hide from, he’d only really started the company so he could make one beautiful T-shirt, and this was it. The stylist didn’t know what he was talking about. Stylists never did. All he needed in a stylist was malleability and contrition. Tommy knew the look and the story and he could put it together, but they needed a stylist. Cal and Kurt needed a stylist. It gave the impression of an impartial fourth. He was playing all of them. That was what people did, great people. He was a people person. That was the thing, everyone thought businessmen and artists were business people and art people, but really what everyone needed to be was a people person. It was all about that. His merchandise, really, what he made, was people.

He stopped for a moment. The others were talking and talking and he just thought for a moment about that. That was a great line. He was interviewed a lot, especially round Fashion Week, but he would save that. Maybe he would write a book. Fuck, he thought, I sound like a fucking Bond villain.

He was getting tired. Kurt was yawning. It had been a long day and now Elodie was gone. Probably her and Carla were having a meeting about the hair and makeup – probably. He wanted to go home all of a sudden, upstairs, he wanted to lie down and watch something on TV.

‘Is there anything else anyone needs?’ Tommy said it quietly but everyone stopped and looked towards him and nodded. Carla had just walked back into the room and she nodded too. Elodie just smiled. That was enough, though. That was enough. ‘I think we should call it a night.’

Sharona would have to stay but that was okay. He often found her in the morning, drinking coffee, usually in new clothes but with the same hair-tie in her hair. Tommy had a spare room, but there was no way of having that conversation and she wouldn’t want it anyway – the conversation, or the bed. People, he thought. That was really what it was all about. He looked over at Cal and Kurt. They understood the money and the market and the selling and what was needed. The corporate line was their idea. It was Tommy’s father’s idea, but they’d been the ones who had agreed with him first. But he understood people, how to get it all together. How to make it happen. He looked at Carla. The others often asked what was going on in her mind. ‘What is up with her?’ they’d say, after a meeting, after she’d been quiet and strange in a meeting. ‘Isn’t there anyone else?’ they’d ask, when they were meeting before the meeting, deciding on a team. They would go through names, they’d go through portfolios they’d been sent, they’d look online but they always came back to her. Carla was their hairdresser. Carla got the story. There was no getting round it. Tommy wasn’t sure why they worried. He knew how to handle her. He knew how to get the best out of her. And Sharona, he looked at Sharona, she was unpicking something. Always. Always. But not tonight. Tommy thought about what had happened tonight, ran the whole fight over in his head and assimilated it with what he knew about Sharona – he grew it.

He was a keen observer. That was what the others lacked. That was what made him the right choice for head of the company. People. In the end there was business but business was nothing without people. He’d be fine. The company would be fine. They could bring the corporate collection to the next meeting with their fathers, their investors. Tomorrow morning he could take them the Polaroids from tonight. Explain they were shooting today. Why they hadn’t waited for the samples. Explain how the online market was different. They were getting so mature. He looked at Cal and Kurt. Kurt had had long hair forever, but it was thinning now, he’d have to cut it soon. He joked about how it was the business that had made it thin. Would they be doing this at 40?

He looked at Carla and Duey laughing privately with each other while they packed up Carla’s stuff. You can’t be an enfant terrible in your 40s. He might start with that, at the meeting with the investors. Elodie would be leaving with Kurt. They’d try to cover it up by leaving separately, or maybe they wouldn’t, maybe that was where it was at. That place where they lay in bed looking at the ceiling, saying things like, ‘Poor Tommy,’ and ‘But really, we don’t need to think about Tommy’s feelings. We’re all grown-ups.’ When he looked at Elodie, like dwelled on her, he didn’t feel very grown up. She hadn’t left in a huff, there wasn’t any shouting, he’d just said it wasn’t working for him and she’d smiled and left and then not come back. It was so ridiculous, how he was around her. Tommy could see that.

The room moved around him. Everywhere they were moving. The models stood in the middle of the room while everyone took photos of them with their phones. Then Sharona came over and, bagging the T-shirt out so it didn’t touch Dominic’s skin, lifted it carefully over his head. He stepped out of the trousers and stood for a moment in his underwear. Like a professional, he was probably thinking, like his body was the thing he had made to sell. Surely Tommy wouldn’t be doing this at 40. Surely.

Carla looked at the image in her phone and then at Dominic in his underwear. She took her phone over to Duey.

‘Is that right?’ she said. Pointing at the nape.

Duey took the phone and looked at it. ‘Yeah.’ Then she looked at Dominic. ‘It’ll look different tomorrow, anyway. He’s a hairy boy.’

‘But’ – Carla leaned over Duey and spread her index and third finger to enlarge the image – ‘but.’

‘Don’t do that.’ Duey pulled the phone away from her. ‘That’s not the way they’re going to look.’

‘If they’re on a poster they will.’

‘If they’re on a poster they can Photoshop it.’ She batted Carla’s hands away. ‘Stop it.’

Sharona’s breathing sounded bad. Did it? Was Sharona any more upset than she had been when they’d all arrived? Carla couldn’t tell. She looked at the photo on her phone in Duey’s hand. She’d taken the sides and nape off to the skin, but Dominic was a hairy man and the hair at his nape grew in all directions so she’d shaped it into a hard square line. Fuck the nape. Maybe Duey was right – maybe the nape could sleep. No one was going to die if the nape wasn’t right. Fuck the nape. Sharona hadn’t raised her head since she’d shouted. For a moment Carla felt angry at her. Why didn’t she leave? Why didn’t she shut up? She couldn’t have it both ways. None of them could. Not even Duey. Duey thought she was freer than Carla and Sharona. She thought she was living the self-determined life, but she wasn’t. None of them had the money to do that. It was money. She was haemorrhaging money at the moment – Doug was ripping everything to pieces. And that was only the beginning. She’d lose her bond – she couldn’t see a world where anything else would happen, and then she’d need a new flat and there was nothing. She’d been looking. There was nothing at all and her landlord wouldn’t give her a reference after what Doug was doing to the flat, what she was doing right now to the flat, so really it wasn’t even worth looking. She put her stuff in her bag. The tub of putty felt light, like it was confirming everything she was thinking. ‘Yup,’ it seemed to say, ‘you need to buy more putty.’ Tommy and Kurt were talking and Elodie was smiling in the back, waiting for Kurt, taking a long time to do a task that should have taken a short time. Putting each brush carefully back in its pouch, but not before running her fingers through it.

They’d be slow to pay. They always were. Carla should bring her invoice tomorrow, hand it to them as they all left. Make a point. She would email them and then not hear from them for a week, then she’d have to email again, like she was begging, nagging, and they wouldn’t reply for another week, and then they would and it would be to say she needed to talk to someone else and that they’d find their name. She was pretty sure this was how it worked everywhere. It was all high gloss, high glamour out the front. But inside, not far below the surface, hardly any distance, it was ghetto. That’s what they’d call it, but none of them had ever lived in a ghetto, possibly never been to a ghetto. It was their way of reminding each other it wasn’t so bad. ‘We know how ghetto it is,’ someone would say to Carla, probably the woman she would finally contact about the invoice. ‘We know it’s not all spangles and catwalks. But yeah, you just need to be patient.’

At least you’re not living in a ghetto, she was saying. At least it isn’t as bad as that, there are people suffering, like, real people – real suffering, don’t bring me your ‘How do I invoice for the workbook shots?’ Don’t give me that.

Carla wasn’t sure how Tommy made his living. She presumed it was through the company. She went to a small business seminar once. The IRD sent her because they were sick of her paying her tax in so many different ways. Every year they owed her a lot. That’s what she suspected. She kept saying to them, ‘But it’s legal? The way I’m doing it? It’s legal, eh?’ And, ‘Yes,’ they said, they had to admit that it was legal, but not the best use of anyone’s time. Wouldn’t she rather have the money in her account? Earning interest? She’d been in trouble with them before. Just before she went away. She didn’t think she did want her taxes sitting in her own bank account, because the way things were going it wouldn’t be in there when it was time to pay them. She’d spend them and then when the end of the year came, no matter how she managed it, she would be in trouble with the IRD again. Sometimes she wondered if that was really what they wanted.

Duey was looking around. Checking they had everything. They had everything. Why did she not just leave? Should Carla give her something for coming? Did Carla need to pay Duey for tonight?

‘You don’t want a drink, eh?’ Duey asked.

‘Nah. I’ll get a taxi,’ she said. She lived like a queen.

‘I could take you. I’m starting late tomorrow.’ Saint Duey.

Carla shook her head. ‘What about that nape?’ But Duey would say it was fine. Carla knew it wasn’t, knew it would give her hell tomorrow, knew that Duey knew that, but she’d say it was fine.

Duey nodded, stuck her hands deep into the pockets of her jeans. ‘Yeah. That nape is going to give you hell.’

‘I don’t think I could have done anything else with it tonight, though.’

‘Nah. Absolutely. If you’d tried to fix it tonight ... yeah, you have to wait for that overnight growth.’

Carla watched Duey leave. She didn’t really say goodbye. Just gave a wave and everyone kind of shifted slightly in their task to let her know they knew she was going and that Carla was by herself. Everyone liked Duey.

At the tax course, they had said you should always pay yourself a wage, not just use the business account as a personal account. Your wages were part of the equation. Carla did not run her business that way. Did she even have a business? She didn’t want to have a business, but the way she worked it was: she paid her taxes and then she ran for her life. She looked at everything she needed to pay and made decisions about who could wait. Rent could never wait, especially at the moment. If she let her rent wait at the moment, the landlord would be over very quickly, and she would be kicked out sooner.

Tommy said, ‘Oh well, see you all tomorrow,’ and waved, and then said, ‘Oh, actually. Elodie. Can I talk to you?’

Everyone else left, saying goodbye to Sharona. She hardly noticed because she was already on to the next thing. Tommy talked to Elodie, but Sharona couldn’t hear what they were saying from where she was. It looked like business and she didn’t give a fuck anymore. She was tired.

After about ten minutes, Tommy finished, and Elodie left, then Tommy went upstairs to his apartment. Finally, Sharona was by herself again. Looking at the garments on the forms, knowing now that they also needed a belt. She rang Alice but it went to voicemail because she would still be on the plane because it took a long time to get to Bali. But she rang anyway.

‘Alice,’ she said. ‘Hi, it’s, um, Sharona, here. Look, sorry. Work. But anyway, have fun.’ Then there was nothing to say, because there was nothing left to say, because Sharona was a heel and her daughter was away and she was the worst type of mother, the type who left her daughter places and it didn’t even matter. It didn’t even touch the surface, because Sharona had all the samples to get finished. And that seemed so important right now. Maybe her perspective had gone. Maybe it was because she hadn’t left the workroom all day. But what was important right now was that she got the alterations finished and pressed the clothes and got rid of any of the mess that Elodie and Carla had left on them.

There was a sprinkling of tiny black hairs in the collar of the T-shirt. Sharona went to her bag and dug deep into it, finally dragging out her makeup bag. She let it flip open and found her tweezers. She stopped, holding the T-shirt and tweezers in either hand, looking at her reflection in the window. She looked like she was about to do needlepoint. Like a peasant woman from an old painting. She laughed.

Sharona turned from the window, pulling her glasses up to her eyes, and leant low over the white T-shirt so she could pluck out the hairs one by one.

Carla would text her. She could phone, but despite the way it would look, she didn’t want to wake Duey up. They’d be shooting in nine hours.

She typed ‘You up?’ into her message app.

It would look like a booty call. She knew that. That was the ironic joke she was making. Duey would get it. Carla could just keep trying. Trying new things like this. Maybe this was the type of friends they were now. There was really very little to lose. She was walking along Symonds Street, working her way to Courtsville, to Duey’s apartment. It was automatic. There were taxis on Queen Street but Carla had walked up K Road and down Symonds Street towards Duey’s place. She looked at the text again and deleted it so she wouldn’t send it.

She stopped outside the Langham. Their cocktail bar closed at midnight. She’d be pushing it but she walked in anyway. The lobby was busy and she didn’t really want to buy a drink so she smiled at the concierge and sat in one of the armchairs. Her hairdressing bag made her look like a tourist. She and Duey used to drink in the hotel bar when it was the Sheraton. It was open late during the week. Carla loved working. Sometimes she would meet friends of hers who were still school students at Alfies. She loved paying for drinks with money she knew she’d earned.

It wasn’t that it was cold in the lobby, more that Carla was tired and agitated and hadn’t eaten. She thought about Doug. She should get home, but the fucking nape. She needed a hairdresser. She wasn’t sure what she could do about it now. Nothing, short of waking Dominic up and shaving it off. Shape, fade, she wasn’t sure. But she really wanted to talk to Duey about it. Maybe she needed to talk to Duey.

It was 1.30. Why would Duey be up? She had work in the morning. On her phone Carla brought up the photo of the nape again. It was ballsy to keep it hard like that. She couldn’t tell if it was cool or awful. That was pretty much where she operated. Was it old-school or old-fashioned? Were they in that phase? The one where you could play a visual pun like that? Like, whoa, what happened there? ‘That looks like 1987’? It came instinctively most of the time, but lately, in the last few weeks, in the last day especially, she was questioning everything. It was like swallowing wasn’t a reflex action anymore. She had to concentrate in a way she hadn’t had to for a long time.

Was it that phone call? When they’d called Sharona? Hassled her. Asked her to come out for dinner. Wound her up. Was it too much like the old days? Something had made it happen and now she couldn’t get it out of her head. Everything looked like the old days. She needed to talk to Duey. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe Duey was part of it. Maybe Duey was all of it. Duey. She relaxed in the chair and looked at her phone again, but agitated, undecided, no idea what to do next. She needed to get home to Doug. That was it.

She sent Duey the photo of the nape. If she was awake she could send her a message; if she was asleep it could wait until tomorrow. Doug. Terrifying Doug. Then her phone beeped in her hand. She fumbled and looked at it and it wasn’t Duey. It was Elodie. ‘You home?’ the message said. ‘No,’ Carla replied. No. No. And now she would have to make it true because Elodie was sweet and she didn’t want to get caught out lying to Elodie. ‘No. Just seeing Duey about that haircut.’ And she sent it and then she wrote another: ‘I’ll probably stay in town,’ and she sent it and back came ‘k’ and Carla settled into the seat, waiting for Duey to text back.

When her phone vibrated, she thought it might be Sharona wanting her to drop round some food or get something else for her. Or it might be someone from work. God knows why. No one from work would call this late. Not on a Wednesday. When she saw it was from Carla, Duey couldn’t believe she’d thought it would be from anyone else. Who else would message at this time? Like really. Carla worried about herself a lot and she seemed extremely worried about this fucking haircut.

Duey didn’t care anymore. She was up watching TV, not able to sleep. Carla could have come round, but Duey just didn’t want her to. She wanted to watch TV in her track pants and drink tea and eat toast and just not think about anything. This was usually how she slept. How she spent the sleeping hours. Up, watching TV. She watched a lot. At the moment she was watching Friends from the beginning. Joey had just said, ‘How you doing?’ for the first time. Ross and Rachel were not together and she was pretty sure Monica didn’t have a job – or maybe she did. Everyone said none of them worked. Duey had said it. ‘They have that amazing apartment and none of them work.’ But now she was watching it again she saw she was wrong. They were all working. Work was an important part of most of the storylines. It was just a misremembering. A thing people said and then it became true. That seemed to be the most important factual commodity these days – anecdote. Opinion. Feeling. The American people were sick of experts. Elodie’s dad was sick of analysts – he didn’t know anything about that study, he hadn’t read the report, any reasonable New Zealander would see it his way.

A couple of weeks ago Duey had been looking at the weather. It was 13 degrees in London and 13 degrees in Auckland. Fuck, what a fucking shambles. The world was ending. Duey could tell. It wasn’t just cynicism, or because she was old. It felt like the end. They’d all be underwater, soon enough. There was nothing anyone could do about it. She could have recycled the containers from dinner – but recycling was just relocating. The power lay very firmly with the people who didn’t want to do anything. People like Tommy and Elodie didn’t want to do anything. They’d been born into a dying world, and now they just accepted it. Wondered about the possibilities it would bring. So Duey stayed up, holding the world together with her worry. Trying to make it keep spinning through some kind of observer effect. Surely it wouldn’t end while she was watching it. Maybe she just wanted to see it end.

She had half an eye on the clothes in Friends, the hair. Carla and Duey had learnt to cut in the year of the Rachel. They’d missed the Lady Di completely, railed against it even, but then everyone wanted this. It was tricky. Duey never fully got it right. It was deceiving. It looked like long layers. Just very, very long layers but now that she saw it again – it was disconnected in a way that the salon they learnt to cut in just wouldn’t allow. Most of the senior stylists were Sassoon-trained. That was kind of what held the place together in the 80s, after the crash. A cut was often all people could afford and they didn’t mind paying more for it if it lasted as long as possible and didn’t require any product to convince it into place. For it to last, everything needed to grow out in a supported way. The Rachel was disconnected – no one taught Duey how to cut a disconnected haircut. One part couldn’t take off on its own, on some errant plan.

Sassoon had been a freedom fighter. No one had really known that until he was given an award a few years ago. Duey had known it. She wasn’t sure how, but when everyone started talking about it she found she already knew.

Joey’s, Chandler’s and Ross’s hair was always bad. It changed all the time. One episode Joey could have a loping mop and the next it was short and worked down with a shitload of gel. There really wasn’t a lot else but gel when Carla and Duey first started. Then there was Dax wax, then there was Fudge. Duey had always loved cutting men’s hair. She and Carla had been taught that there was one haircut for men, and all haircuts were adapted from it. Don’t ever layer unless he’s going to wear it forward. Don’t ever promise anyone anything their hair won’t do. It was this that set the hairdressers at the salon apart; it kept their books full, which meant they could keep the product shelf at the front of the salon the same size, while all the other places took out chair after chair and loaded it up with shampoo bottles. People don’t want to be sold at. They just want to sit down, have a cup of tea or a glass of wine and have their hair done. It had been a privileged position. People don’t like to be sold at, but hairdressers like to be sold, and so do owners. Owners who weren’t hairdressers. Owners who were businesspeople, who understood profit margins and upselling. A butcher who reinvented himself as a hairdresser. People leaving other retail to run a salon, then two salons, then three. That was the problem with growing. It was never enough.

Phoebe was stroking Rachel’s hair and saying, ‘Pheebs.’

‘That’s your name,’ Rachel said.

‘Oh,’ Phoebe said, jumping back in that way she did. ‘Oh. I thought that was just what we called each other.’

Duey laughed. She held up the phone again. Dominic’s nape looked bad. She couldn’t quite work out how Carla had managed to make it look that bad. That took effort. That’s what she would have said to Carla before, when things were easy. ‘Whoa,’ she would have said. ‘Wow.’ And they would have nodded and laughed with each other.

Duey spread the photo larger, looked more closely at the nape. She could hazard a guess at what Carla was up to, but it had been way too late to be trying anything like that. Duey couldn’t imagine they’d be shooting it from behind, but sideways would be tricky now and you never wanted to have to stand there and watch every angle to try and protect your work. They could probably Photoshop it away. But would they even understand it needed to be Photoshopped? Every hairdresser in town would see it and talk about it. It wouldn’t destroy Carla, but people always wanted to say she was getting old. There were so many people who wanted her work.

Men’s hair was so much harder than women’s. Carla was scared, or maybe distracted. She had the dog to worry about and the change in date and the pressure of Tommy being there while she cut and she’d had to cut it in the awful light of the workroom. It was understandable that the nape looked bad. The rest probably didn’t look that great either, but she’d only sent a photo of the nape. Duey would message her in the morning. Carla would be on her way home by now. Duey looked at her watch. Carla might be asleep. She could probably message her now but she didn’t want to risk it. ‘Looks fine,’ she’d say in the morning, and Carla would know she was lying. Why did they play the game? She turned her phone off and then there was a key at the door. It was Sharona.

‘Are you sleeping?’ Duey spoke without moving her eyes from the TV.

Sharona grunted.

‘You should sleep.’ Duey had given her the key last year. Sharona was living well out of town now but she stayed so often at the workroom, and Duey was close.

‘Just a shower,’ she said.

‘You should sleep.’

Sharona grunted again and walked into the bathroom, dropping her bag at the door. Sharona was like this every time. She would grunt, wash, sometimes sleep for 30 minutes, say thanks, and leave. Every now and then she’d bring wine and leave it on the kitchen bench. Duey could hear the shower, now. Ross was an arsehole. Phoebe was Duey’s favourite – she was everyone’s favourite.

The bathroom filled with steam quickly. It was large because it was an old apartment. Sharona took off her clothes and they fell around her in piles. She was tired but there was no coming back from that fight. What a waste. She looked at herself in the mirror. She was thick – menopausal thick. There were more and more fat women around, but they were young and fat in the right places – and tight, somehow. All of the plus-size models she’d worked with were nearly six foot tall, so they kind of looked exactly like a five-foot-six size eight. There wasn’t a part of her body she could rest on anymore. Not one bit that gave her any kind of pleasure. She hated all of it. Every time she spent any time naked in front of a mirror, there was new hell. She had never wanted to be like that – it felt shallow, but confronted with her naked form she always got a shock. She understood the mechanics of clothes completely. They lied. They made people feel like their bodies were better than they were, but also they pretended to guard against intruders, which, generally, they didn’t.

Duey’s shower was the best shower in Auckland. Everyone had turned the pressure down when they’d started metering the water, but Duey had fitted a water-saving shower rose which meant there was no loss in pressure. Sharona had almost told Carla about it as she left, when she’d asked if she needed anything. ‘I might pop round to Duey’s shower in a bit.’ It was on the tip of her tongue, but she knew it wasn’t right. Sharona had talked to Duey about it and knew it wasn’t right to let Carla know about the shower. At the moment things were tricky, Duey had said when they’d had breakfast that morning, before Duey started work.

Sharona looked at her watch – that had been yesterday morning. Duey and Carla were like fucking high school students. They were all probably closer to death than high school but this just kept going on. Like they would never grow up. She let the water batter her shoulders, it was so nice to be warm, she felt the blood come back to her. Before the meeting she’d decided to take the morning off, but everyone was still antsy about the clothes, so she would have to be there and work and drink coffee and eat sugar and stare into space vaguely until someone wanted something specific, when she would need to pretend she’d been paying attention. Dominic had weird shoulders. Weak shoulders. The T-shirt would need pinning up at the back, or she could put large tacking stitches into it. They wouldn’t be using it again. Then she realised she wasn’t tired anymore. She was in the grip of a second wind. She turned the shower off, dried herself quickly and dressed, pulling hard on her jeans over the fat squeaky skin of her legs. She was lucky she could sew. Nothing fitted her anymore, it all needed tailoring. It was like she was growing into some new, strange species. Everything out of normal human proportion, normal mannequin proportion.

Duey was still watching TV. She was always watching TV when she wasn’t working.

‘Don’t you sleep?’ Sharona said, and they both laughed. She stopped for a minute by the door.

‘Good meeting?’ Duey didn’t look away from the TV.

‘Cal wanted to cut the hem off the T-shirt, he wanted to see what an unfinished edge would look like.’

‘Scandalous,’ Duey said. There was nothing in her voice but the lateness of the night.

‘It’s a weft-cut knit.’

‘He deserves a bullet.’

‘He walks out with those clothes and he doesn’t even know you can’t leave an unfinished edge on a weft-cut knit.’

Duey shook her head. ‘I don’t know why you bother.’

Neither did Sharona, but she suspected Duey meant ‘at all’, while Sharona meant, ‘in fighting him’. ‘Okay, thanks for the shower.’

‘Best shower in Auckland.’

‘Best shower in the world.’

Sharona had the door open when Duey turned around. ‘Did you see Carla’s cut?’

‘On Dominic?’ But she knew.

‘Is he the one with the slope shoulders?’ Duey asked.

Sharona nodded. ‘Yeah, I saw it.’

‘Will she get away with it?’

‘Not the way they’re going to light it,’ Sharona said. ‘Not the way they’ll have to shoot the shitty, shitty samples they have.’

‘Should I call her?’

‘Nah. She’ll work it out. That’s why they get her, because she always works it out.’

Duey turned back to the television. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Yeah, you’re right. Those shoulders.’

‘Tell me about it. It’s me you should be worried about.’

‘Get him to reach for something in the photo.’

They both laughed, and Sharona left, pulling the door shut as she crossed the threshold.

Duey looked at her phone then turned it back on. If it had changed to bad this quick, maybe their friendship could change back just as quickly. Maybe with some care it could be better than it had been. ‘Come round,’ Duey typed in the reply field, and then she looked and looked at it.

Sharona had gone somewhere. Tommy hadn’t heard her in the workroom downstairs for about 20 minutes. He was lying on his bed, fully clothed. He hated it when she was working late. When she moved around it was like a ghost of her was in his apartment. It threw him. He wished the workroom wasn’t under his apartment. He thought about it a lot, what it would be like to be able to ‘go home’ from work. But it made financial sense. That’s what he thought, really. He understood about the money. His father never gave him enough credit, but he understood about the money. No one gave him any credit for a business mind. It happened a lot with creative people he knew. But how could you grow up the way he had, surrounded by money and talk about money, and not have at least some of it wash off on him? Kurt and Cal were the same. He knew money and he knew people and most importantly he knew fashion. He was unstoppable.

Everything would be fine. He wished he’d made up his mind about the T-shirt. Or at least he wished he’d made up the others’ minds. He was sure. The T-shirt could stay or go, it just wasn’t an issue. He liked it, but these wouldn’t be the last photos they took. They were only the first photographs, and the orders were in – not all the orders. Some orders were in. They’d launch the corporate line again – at a party. He was sure of that. That’s where their point of difference was. Other houses just photographed, all the time, but they had parties. They’d always had parties. Long before everyone else had parties. He could remember some from the first year. They were chaotic and fun. Elodie would come to the parties, but none of her friends who were her age. They’d know soon enough. That was the thing with young people. They’d know soon enough. You can’t stay 20 forever.

He didn’t want to go to sleep, but he didn’t want to get out of bed, either. The accounts his father had given him to look at as he left their house were in his bag in the other room. He should look at them. It wasn’t that he hadn’t looked at them; he just hadn’t looked at them.

The workroom door opened. Sharona was back. He got out of bed before he realised he had. Pulled on his shoes and walked down the stairs. Sharona’s hair was wet, she was facing away from him, but he knew she’d heard him come down. She was sewing something by hand. Small, winding movements. The thread was short. Tiny stitches. He walked over. ‘Is that the jacket?’

Sharona nodded. ‘He’s got’ – she lifted her hand, the thread, the needles and the jacket, and made downward waves over one of her shoulders.

‘Yeah,’ Tommy said. ‘Yeah. Probably for the best.’ He picked up the trousers of the bench, then smoothed them back where they were. ‘Everything’s tailored now, I suppose.’

‘Always was,’ said Sharona. She bit the thread off high above the jacket. She smelt like soap and warm water. Tommy couldn’t tell if she was angry at him, if she respected him, and if, now that everyone was gone, this was how she really felt or if this was the play. She had glasses on. All of them wore glasses, now. They bought beautiful glasses but they all wore glasses because their eyes were getting worse, with age. Sharona held the jacket up in front of her, then lifted her phone. Tommy suspected she was looking at the time because she made a small, calculating face.

‘Will you call the other sewers in early?’ He was winding up the conversation.

Sharona shrugged. It could have been a tired shrug, it could have been disrespectful. He couldn’t tell.

‘Is there much left to do?’

She looked at the workbench, then over at the rack, and didn’t answer.

Tommy liked that they’d have one-offs to shoot tomorrow. It wasn’t orthodox. But they’d been doing it for a long time now and it felt nice to feel like you could do things a bit differently. Sharona was threading the needle again. She hadn’t answered his question, but he didn’t care. He was only asking out of something to ask, somewhere to be. He didn’t want to be in his bed. Didn’t feel like sleeping, but didn’t feel like working, either. ‘Oh, well,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Then he turned back. ‘Do you want a cup of coffee or something?’

Sharona pointed at the kitchenette. There was a plunger half full of coffee on the bench.

‘Oh, okay,’ he said and left.

It wasn’t that Sharona was angry, just that she was working. ‘I’m just working,’ she said as he walked back upstairs. ‘I can’t really talk and concentrate.’







Elodie left East Street after everyone else. Tommy hadn’t had much to say. Mainly, he was worried the girl was going to be too ‘done up’. Elodie had never done anyone up in her life.

‘Yip,’ she said, smiling. ‘Totally.’

‘Yip.’

‘Aha.’

‘You’re not wrong.’

He’d only kept her so that Kurt would have to leave without her. She was walking by herself down Queen Street now – past Topshop. All the lights were on. There was so much stuff. Garments and garments, squashed into racks. Some on sale because the season was over. All over town, there were huge posters up for H&M, which was opening in Sylvia Park. H&M were the worst – they turned everything around, constantly. Most of it wouldn’t sell and then where would it go? Topshop felt like a sad goodbye. The whole of Queen Street did.

Elodie told herself she had no idea where she was going. As if practising for what she would tell a reasonable person, if they asked, if she was caught wandering like this, here, on Queen Street in the middle of the night, with the lights from the stores shouting out. Carla wasn’t really to blame. She’d tried to go away. Elodie looked down Queen Street, where she was heading, now. But Carla had come back. That was what she had to live with. She’d got away. Extricated herself from all of it and then come back. Cold, wet, naked. Quietly, without any attention, and she’d fit back in again, eyes fucked, skin awful, bung feet. She’d come back, washed away the salt, got dressed, and fallen back in line. Behind Tommy, behind Cal, behind the shampoo company she styled for – and the others. She came back and worked for money, tried to fit herself back into Duey’s life, which had worked for a while but Elodie was pretty sure wasn’t going to help her ignore this. Elodie pointed with her mind across the road into the window of Glassons. Pointed like she was telling the story of what she saw happening before anyone else did.

She walked with purpose now, even though she had no idea where she was going. She told herself she had no idea where she was going but she knew exactly where she was going. The street was still busy. Wednesday was student night. There were people sleeping in the street because this is how it was, now. The bright, bright shops keeping the merchandise warm and the people outside them under cardboard and newspaper.

Elodie had been to London with her parents ten years ago and there were people sleeping in the streets there and when she came back her mother had said wasn’t it great there were no people sleeping on the streets in New Zealand? There were people sleeping in the streets, now. Elodie wanted to shout, but there was no point. Every time she shouted she eventually stopped. Carla had told her she was thinking about de-barking Doug. But it was Elodie who was de-barked.

She stopped outside the Louis Vuitton store. There were colourful spheres in the window, like planets, orbiting three bags. There were no overstuffed racks in Louis Vuitton. They filled the shop with space, with scarcity. Elodie knew they were manufactured next door to where the bags for Topshop were manufactured – like directly adjacent, on a neighbouring conveyor belt. She’d been to the factory, with Tommy, in Indonesia. They’d never tell anyone, but she’d seen it with her own eyes and Tommy had laughed about it. It was an awful trip. She’d hated him from the minute she saw him but that was how she lived her life. Wandering, like a shell. Like an automaton. There was a bright light shining from beside the store and Elodie realised there were people working inside. They were building a white, white hallway. The light burnt at her eyes like a final, bright sun. No one came out. She didn’t need to talk to anyone.

A gust came up Queen Street, moving Elodie’s hair. She turned towards it. She was close to the water, she could smell it. She looked behind herself, up Queen Street, to the taxi stand, where she could get a taxi home and then sleep and get up. Be ready for the photo shoot in the morning. Then she turned back. When she smelt the sea, she could feel everything falling away. She’d been trying to pull it from herself because she wanted to go away so badly – wanted to be the type of person who could go away. She’d pulled away everything that was holding her here. But it fell from her now, almost without any effort on her part at all. She felt an odd ecstasy, a recognition of the brightness and the quiet and the tide. Elodie walked to the gutter and sat in it. Feet in the road and the rubbish – paper and leaves and dirt and exhaust. She sat for a moment, slowing her breath.

She’d been at a meeting a few weeks ago where the photographer had asked if the model could lose, say, five kilos, six; ten would be good – and she had. Bodies changed all the time. Carla was never going to tell her. Elodie was tired and the thought of trying to find out from Duey exhausted her.

She stilled herself. Looked. Really looked for a sign that tonight was the night she would leave, with or without the information she needed.

A week ago, she’d sat on the steps of Britomart Station and watched them build inside the hole where the mall used to be. She’d thought she’d seen it then. People working through the night under lights to build something high and metallic – it seemed like a sign, her boarding call. She’d stood and walked across the street, along the strong metal fence and towards the wharves, through an open gate. She walked through acres of cars, then she came to the containers that were bigger than houses. More cars? Elodie wondered, and kept walking towards the smell of the sea.

She had looked at her feet. Her shoes felt like a disease, like some kind of rash that had grown up over her. They surprised her, she didn’t know how they had got there. It was a shock. She tried to walk out of them, pulled at the backs of them with opposing feet, but it didn’t work, they were buckled up. She knew she couldn’t stop walking. So Elodie hopped, tripped, unbuckling her shoe first with one hand then the other. The shoes had cost a thousand dollars and she threw them as far away from herself as she could. It wasn’t far. She walked in her bare feet across the asphalt and in between the containers. She ripped her jacket off and let it slide to the ground.

She’d wanted to call Tommy, that night, and tell him. She wanted to call all of them. Instead she took her phone and threw it. It went high so that when it landed, just behind her, it smashed on the ground. Exploded apart.

It had been a calm night, much calmer than the night she was in now. Elodie had knelt at the sea wall, panting, knowing she wasn’t going anywhere. She’d stood and turned, picked up her handbag and walked back barefoot. She told them she’d lost her phone, had to get a new one, could they send their numbers to her. They’d laughed at her and touched her shoulder, her head. ‘Poor wee dopey thing.’ She realised now she’d never been serious. She’d carried her bag the whole way.

So maybe tonight was just another night of going nowhere, she thought, as she sat in the gutter outside the store while the men worked in the white, white tunnel, and she looked and looked for a sign. But in the end it was inside her, the rage gone sad, the quiet falling away of the pit of her stomach to let the loss flow in. The streets are only here for me to say goodbye to, she thought. All the progress we’ve made – not just for money – but for life, for art. All this progress unchecked. All this sweet hope lost. Lost to time, to dust, to heat. Like the dinosaurs’ hopes, like the fish that left the sea, like the fish that stayed in the sea knew they wouldn’t see one another again.

She was going back to make everything right. To try to reset it, but just for her. The time for saving everyone was over, but she could save herself. Everyone could. Everyone could save themselves. Would save themselves. As long as she left now. Everyone could find themselves a safe place. One fish at a time. One fish at a time. Then she remembered Doug, and it made her breathe in sharply and everything clicked into place. It was Doug.

She didn’t need Carla. Or Kurt. Or Duey. She just needed Doug.

Elodie pulled her equipment bag onto her lap, not taking it off her shoulder. She pulled out a tiny pair of scissors that she used to cut fake eyelashes. She looked behind herself and looked at the Louis Vuitton window. The planets weren’t even trying to be real planets – not from this solar system anyway. She got up and as she walked to the window she pulled the blunt blade and the point blade in opposite directions, an eye-ring in each hand, and as she reached the window the scissors came apart at the wing, spitting the screw to the footpath. She leant her cheek against the window, and holding the blade in a fist she scratched in her tiniest writing, ‘Good buy’, because it was. The men working in the doorway had earmuffs on and no one noticed her anymore. That was her reward for living her invisible way.

She stepped back and smiled at her work. She grinned and grinned, because she was so happy. She got out her phone and messaged Carla, ‘You home?’ Then waited, one one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand, and the ‘No’. No. No. No, and the rest, and Elodie messaged back ‘k’ without even looking and when she sent it, she placed her phone on the ground beside the window and walked to the taxi stand and got into the first car and gave the driver Carla’s address.

He was from Iran, and New Zealand was better than Iran and Kiwis didn’t understand. He drove her up Queen Street, where she’d just come from, then over Grafton and through the Domain. Elodie asked him questions all the way, interested questions about Persia and poetry. She wasn’t finished quite yet. So when they got to Felton Mathew Avenue, he didn’t seem to mind that she’d dragged him all the way out to the Eastern suburbs. There was a pub at Stonefields and one at Lunn Avenue, but it was Wednesday night and they weren’t Wednesday night kind of places, but someone would want to go into town. The night was young.

‘Thanks,’ Elodie said, and she smiled as she handed over more than the fare, handed over all her money and put her wallet in the pocket in the door beside her. But he was already checking his display for another ride. She’d been to Samoa once. For work. Petrol had been really expensive and the taxi drivers would push their taxis from job to job. They’d only use petrol when they had a fare. Petrol was cheap, now. The Americans were hauling it from the ground. She checked Carla’s letterbox, but it was empty. Her neighbours hadn’t emptied theirs for months, they overflowed with paper.

She walked across the parking lot to the main door, which was broken and open. She walked up the stairs to Carla’s flat. She had no key, but Doug had almost destroyed the door so she pushed low, with all her weight, and the door opened like a can. The flats were quiet, which didn’t usually happen. There were 13 other flats in the building and whenever Elodie had been there she could hear people moving around. Coming home from work, getting up for work, coming home from the pub. But she felt like the flats were sleeping this morning. Quiet as the bottom of the sea, she thought. Quiet as a bath. Quiet as being away from everything. She heard Doug. The terrifying noise of the terrifying dog. Growling, barking. Barking so hard it was like there were two dogs, more, in the bathroom. Elodie walked through the open door and across the room. The flat smelt like Indian food.

She knelt beside the bathroom door and Doug ran at it and into it and then into it again and again. Elodie felt the door give but not all the way.

‘Doug,’ she whispered, smiling. ‘Doug, we’re going for a walk.’ From low where she was, she could see a leash under the bed. She slid towards it, like she was climbing a rock, and pulled it back towards the door. It occurred to her she might not have long. That one of the neighbours might hear Doug and call the police. Might phone and say, ‘I heard a door breaking and then the dog.’ They might start waking up, turning on lights, banging on the walls, on Carla’s ceiling which was their floor.

‘Doug,’ she whisper-called through the bottom of the door. ‘Doug, we need to go.’ Doug ran at the door again, hitting it hard.

‘Doug,’ she said, assertively, standing. ‘Doug, I’m opening the door, now.’ She turned the handle so the latch bolt would free itself, but she kept all her weight on the door. ‘Doug,’ she said. Doug growled. ‘I’m going to open the door a little bit.’ She eased the door ajar and it flew with Doug behind it. Elodie grabbed Doug’s collar as she flew past and was dragged hard to her knees, then further, one hand slamming the floor but the other never letting go of the collar. Doug snapped and shouted and tried to bite Elodie’s arm. But she really wanted her face.

Elodie scrambled fast to her knees. She pulled Doug and Doug snarled, but Elodie pulled the dog closer, taking its large head in both hands and pulling it close to her own face. Doug struggled but Elodie pulled the dog’s face back each time it tried to get free, tried to pull away so it could get a charge at Elodie’s face. Elodie whispered and reassured as she pulled the dog again and again so they were face to face, nose to nose, teeth to teeth. But Doug wouldn’t listen. Biting at Elodie, hitting fresh air, missing each time. Doug lunged, biting the sleeve of Elodie’s top, then the neck. Elodie was silent, and then, judging the moment perfectly, she struck, biting deep into Doug’s battle-cropped ear, almost ripping what was left of it clean off.

Carla would never tell Elodie how to get there, how to leave. Elodie had tried. She thought she was going to have to talk to Duey, had sounded that out tonight, at East Street with Carla, but in the quiet that came while she was sitting in the farewelling streets, Elodie realised it was Doug. It had always been Doug who could take her where she needed to go. Carla never would, neither would Duey, but Elodie remembered now, the first time she saw the dog. As she watched Carla drag Doug to the bathroom, through the crack of the front door where Carla had made her wait, it had struck her that a dog like Doug could run. Run and hunt and kill. Elodie needed a dog like Doug. And now she saw that she needed exactly Doug; no other dog would do because Doug could show her the way. Elodie wiped the blood from her mouth while Doug whimpered and licked and wept. ‘I’m sorry,’ Elodie said. ‘I’m sorry Doug but I need you to come with me.’

She attached the spring hook of the leash onto the ring of the collar. Carla would be pleased the dog was gone, but that didn’t matter. Elodie was looking after some bigger part of everyone now. Now that Elodie had Doug, her small acts of kindness were giving way to the largeness of what she would give to everyone. Everything she’d done for any of them was inconsequential. All those things had led her to Doug, so she had no further use for that sort of kindness. She stood and pulled at the leash.

‘We’re going now,’ Elodie said, and she walked Doug out the door and down the stairs. Despite the struggle, the dog had been waiting. Elodie could tell. Waiting for someone to take it away. The dog had recognised Elodie the first time she saw her. That much was clear to Elodie, even from behind the front door. Even through the bathroom door. That first time when she had come to sleep with Carla, the dog knew who she was and knew she’d be back and knew she would bite her ear off so she could put on a leash, so they could walk.

They started walking up the street. It was quiet and empty. There were lights on at the roofing factory, maybe people were still working. There was a makeup factory behind them, further towards Glen Innes, but it was only for distribution. The company maimed animals. So people could look more tanned. So everyone could look younger, or at least look the agreed version of younger. Elodie thought about telling Doug so that she didn’t feel so bad about the ear. Doug pulled heavily, but Elodie didn’t give her an inch. She’d seen people moving other people around like this – tethered. All the other animals were slaves. People just wanted to own everything. But now Elodie had stolen the dog. The dog looked up at her. ‘We’ll be happy now,’ Elodie said. ‘All the time.’ Doug’s hackles were raised. ‘There’s nothing but happiness ahead for us. That’s how you’ll remember the way, Doug, follow what makes you happy and we’ll be there.’ She looked away from Doug and looked at the sky, which was suggesting more rain.

The houses near the factories had all been converted into flats. Elodie and Doug passed one that Elodie’s friend lived in. He was a video editor. They’d worked on a film together and then he’d gone back to making reality TV. She’d worked on reality TV too, but they never saw each other, what with her in production and him in post-production. Sometimes she did the makeup and thought it was like a letter to him. Like when people write ‘HELP’ on the sand of a desert island. But she didn’t think it much. Not really. The flat the editor lived in was in a place built as a big house for a family of four. Now it was four flats. Four rooms. Tiny rooms. There was a small portable stovetop that sat on the bench over the basin where you washed your dishes and brushed your teeth. There was a shared bathroom with several showers in it. When Elodie’s aunt left home in the 90s she’d moved to a place in Ponsonby. Four of them lived in a villa, paying $60 a week each. Then Ponsonby had got too expensive and they’d moved to Grey Lynn. Now no one could afford to live in Grey Lynn.

‘This is nice,’ Elodie said to Doug, smiling down at her. ‘Isn’t this nice? A brisk walk in the early morning.’ Doug jackknifed, trying to bite her hand, but Elodie pulled it away and then brought it down hard on the dog’s head between her ears. ‘Isn’t this nice?’ she said through the grit of her jaw that she’d needed to gather the force to hit the dog hard enough.

There were airing frames and shoes at the doors of the flats. Everything she saw made her feel she needed some space. As she walked up the hill, away from the factories, the houses got flasher. Several were for sale. She’d been in a jewellery shop a couple of weeks ago, picking up some pieces for a shoot. The owner made eyes at Elodie that said, ‘Just a minute.’ She was closing a sale. A $4000 necklace. ‘Oh, I’ll take it,’ the woman said, turning herself this way and that in front of the mirror. ‘I’ve just sold my house.’ Everyone in the shop laughed. Elodie didn’t get it until she was walking back to the studio. Everything was going up. That was the only strategy anyone had. There were blocks of homes empty in Albany, waiting to be ‘flicked off’.

Elodie came up over the top of the hill and then she could see the Sky Tower and the city and everything looked wrong. She could hardly breathe. She was in the wrong place. She didn’t recognise any of it anymore. She’d always come the other way, up from the bays through Glendowie. It was like she’d walked up the hill and through some strange door and now she was here. She stopped, but Doug didn’t. She couldn’t recognise anything except the pull from Doug to turn right. So she did. They crossed the road to where the horse paddocks were and walked northeast down St Johns Road.

The road was quiet. The odd car drove past but this was as quiet as it got. It was the lull between the end of the day and the beginning of the next one. Elodie and Doug kept walking. As she walked past Stone Direct, the Sky Tower disappeared, or she stopped noticing it. It would be back. There was nothing surer. Carla had been alive before the tower arrived but when Elodie asked she couldn’t remember what the view had looked like. She couldn’t even remember when it went up. Whether it was exciting or not. She was probably away. Carla was probably away when it went up. That was how she answered anything about Auckland – she was probably away.

Carla had never gone anywhere after she got back. Never. Not of her own accord. She’d been to Sydney once for a shoot Tommy had organised. She hadn’t wanted to go. She’d tried everything to get out of it, but it got ridiculous, so she just went. It was late when she finally committed. Elodie had been on board at the meeting, that’s how late it had got. When Cal finally asked Carla straight, Carla was sitting looking down at the table, rubbing something off it with her hand, and she’d said it was complicated. Cal asked her again, using the same words, and she’d looked at him and realised and said, yes, she’d go.

Once they got clear of the stone place and the motel and some more horses, there were just houses and it was Kohimarama Road. One thing was very clear in Elodie’s mind. If she went away. If tonight was the night she went away and it was looking increasingly like it was. When she went away. She would never come back.

‘You don’t buy new fashion because it runs out or wears out, you buy new fashion because fashion changes – on a whim.’ She said it to Doug now, in a low voice through smiling lips, so it sounded like a growl. ‘That’s why it’s the worst. Everything goes to the sea or into the ground – it doesn’t just finish. Especially the plastic clothes.’ They were bleeding dye into the waterways. Most of the clothes that came over were stored in formaldehyde. ‘That’s poison,’ Elodie growled. ‘We fucking poison our children.’ She didn’t want to howl at the moon. She dragged Doug closer, but Doug won the tug-of- war. Elodie didn’t frighten Doug. ‘Nothing frightens Doug,’ Elodie said, scruffling at her neck in a smoochie cutie voice. In one movement she unhooked the leash from Doug’s collar and the dog sprang into a fast run, the stumps of her ears high. I’ll have all the dogs, Elodie thought.

They were going downhill now and as she looked to the right Elodie saw Rangitoto rise up over the roofs of the houses, then the water, the sea. All of them a different depth of dark, the island interrupting the brownish, cloudy sky. The sky. ‘Who cares about the sky,’ said Elodie, knowing she would soon, when she was alone. But for now, who gives a fuck about the sky. Elodie looked at all the houses, the streetlights. It was rubbish night and there were hundreds of wheelie bins lining the footpath, each loaded with thousands of pieces of rubbish. Just look at all this, this fucking shambles. It was possible that every planet had this, a tiny window of opportunity where a race like hers blossomed and demised and this was just the latest. So a view of the sky just didn’t matter much.

Elodie’s mother had one doll as a child. Now Elodie could have whatever she wanted. Everyone could. Even Carla. Carla wasn’t rich. Carla was poor but she could get anything she wanted. From anywhere she wanted. She never needed to do anything she didn’t want to again. Doug ran ahead and Elodie marched on, looking as the sea went away again.

It was only a matter of this. She’d been waiting for quiet. Ever since Carla told her about the water and the way in and the way out and the way back in again.

Carla had been fuckstruck, whispering into Elodie’s hair, holding her so the warmth didn’t get out. Talking like she was in a trance. The ocean and the island and the only way there. Elodie wanted it so badly. As soon as she met Carla she knew she had the way, locked up inside. She recognised it in Carla’s eyes, squinty and tight behind her glasses, and the way her feet never quite sat flat when she was sitting – how Carla was slightly taller than she should be. But Elodie had misunderstood. Carla made it sound like something you came to in a rage, but it gave too much of your hand away. No one can be angry and a pioneer. Now, though, as they passed the school that just got bigger and bigger, and the shops at Kepa Road, Elodie watched Doug lead the way. As she and Carla fucked in Carla’s awful flat, Doug had banged at the bathroom door. Banging out the coordinates. The sound of the men working in the doorway tonight had reminded Elodie of the knocking noise Doug had made. Carla was successfully trying to forget, but Doug never would. Doug knew and hadn’t forgotten and would tell Elodie, even when Carla wouldn’t. It was Doug she needed, even though she’d thought it was Carla. Doug had found Carla and Carla had told Doug, or Doug had overheard it – maybe Elodie was right, maybe Carla talked to Duey about it, maybe she talked to everyone about it. Elodie wasn’t special and that might be her saving grace – that she meant nothing to Carla and even if she’d got more out of Carla she would never tell Elodie all the truth and Elodie would have wasted more time. But Doug had heard it so many times and dreamed of going there, like Elodie did. Doug had been plotting her escape and now Elodie had helped her she would take her the whole way. All the way to the island.

Doug charged ahead, barking, looking back only occasionally, running back even less often, only to make sure Elodie was still there. Elodie laughed at Doug every time she turned back. Doug’s held-back lips looked like she was smiling, huffing them both to the water. None of them – not Duey or Tommy or Carla – could get Doug there in such joy. This new joy would get them there. Carla tried to say it was rage but it was joy. As the dog ran back and jumped at her throat, Elodie laughed and batted the dog away with her forearm.

They passed Thatcher Street, and Elodie wondered about the weather and reached for her phone. But it was gone. She’d left it on Queen Street. She faltered. She could go back. But she couldn’t, didn’t want to. She couldn’t seem to turn from where she was walking – it held such promise, she would be the first one there and there would be a small piece of space that would always be above the hightide line, that she could get ready for everyone. A small place of their own. It was the New Zealand dream.

Where was she walking? All these houses. Elodie knew there was sea to their right, but Doug kept heading straight ahead, past Eastridge, past more horse paddocks. Why were there so many horse paddocks? They could have built high and buoyant on a horse paddock, but there was no wrenching the paddocks from the horse owners’ hands. Past the grass in the middle of the road that the cars went round. They could have built an island on a traffic island – but no one was giving up an inch. It was like she was vacationing in a part of town she’d never been to. Everything looked different, walking. She never came here. Never. Why would she? Everyone she knew was rich. She wished she had a battering ram that she could break into every house she passed – she’d piss on the floor, make it hers. She thought of Sharona. Of Sharona’s daughter. Sharona’s daughter was not a nice person. Doug had been a good dog. Doug hadn’t done a thing wrong. Sharona, Carla, Duey, they just ruined things. They would all end up in the sea. Elodie was just an early adopter. Carla even earlier. She began to smell the sea, and on her left was the lagoon – she could hear roosters. People dumped them here and they lived in the poplars, in between the feet of the horses. Doug was coming back more and more often, sometimes walking metres behind Elodie, then in front. There was one more hill – it was further than it felt. She worried for a moment there would be people there, but Doug knew the way. She was sure Carla had told Doug the way, and now Elodie had Doug. She would be the first into the water.

Doug wound around and around ahead of her now, scouting, hunting. Head up, eyes ahead, alert. It was dark and Doug was nowhere in sight but Elodie could hear her. Her padded feet, her claws and her breathing. Doug was panting. She barely looked back at all now. Elodie considered getting on all fours.

She imagined everyone she knew would ride it out. To the bitter end, but not her. She had youth on her side. She laughed out loud for all of them. She would get it ready for them, for when they were finally ready for the new world. Then suddenly Doug headed off the footpath and down through the trees to the lagoon. It wasn’t the way Elodie wanted to go, she’d imagined standing on the rock wall and leaping, a dramatic goodbye. She stopped and waited for Doug to come back, but then there was a bark from deep, deep inside the tangled bush. She waited a minute longer and there was a bark again and Elodie turned and bent under the barrier and into the scratch and tear of the bush. The ground was dry and it slipped under her, the branches cracked as she went down to the water. And when she was out of the bush there was Doug standing in the grey mud, looking for her. Waiting for her. Growling deeply. It was as dark as the night would get. Doug slopped her way back to Elodie and pulled at the fabric of her trousers. Elodie crouched beside Doug, her face close to the dog’s again. They were both panting now. She could feel everything she’d needed so far subsiding. Both she and Doug breathed themselves calm, but the adrenaline still ran through them. The fight with Doug at Carla’s flat had made Elodie light again. It had given her the chemicals for the next part. She’d come here with a wild dog, and now they were here. She and Doug looked at the lagoon that would take them. It slopped at the mud. Doug stepped forward, she was unsure of herself, but she wanted to go forward. It was like everything behind them was gone.

There was wind. Elodie felt it for the first time that night – ever. She wondered if even as a child she’d felt it. Like this. This soft breeze playing at her cheeks. Running through the hair on them. She could feel all the hair on the exposed parts of her body. In all the places she thought it wasn’t. And then she took her hair out of its ponytail and let it fall. Doug watched her and then looked out again to the water. It was flat and limited and uneventful. Elodie had hoped for a bigger farewell, but the two of them walked forward, sinking further and further into the mud. Elodie giggled as she pulled her shoeless foot out from knee deep. ‘My shoe’s in there,’ she said to Doug, who growled at the sinking. Doug climbed Elodie when she was close, scraped at her legs, catching her claws every now and then in the thread of her clothes, and then they were in wetter and wetter mud until the water was its own, until it was separate from the mud, and they kept walking. Doug was swimming sooner than Elodie, but eventually Elodie pulled her foot from the suck of the land for the last time and fell forward into the hold of the water and for the strongest time felt the pull of the bigger sea. Elodie smiled and laughed as Doug swam around her, splashing the dog, and then dived under to get all of her wet. ‘We’re on our way,’ Elodie said to Doug as the dog gummed and snapped at her face on the way past. They swam towards the open water because the current wasn’t strong enough to get them there.

They were quite a distance from the sea, but the way the planet arced meant they could see the water lift and fall at eye level under the bridge an occasional car sped over. Doug barked out of the blue and Elodie jumped slightly and laughed again. Now they were swimming, the adrenaline from the walk and the excitement had nowhere to go. It just surged around and around her system – jumped her out of her skin almost. Elodie was happy. There was nowhere to go back to. They were on their way, finally, after all the looking and asking and listening and smiling and working – they were off. She was sure if she looked back there would be nothing, but she didn’t look back. Doug huffed and moved towards the bridge. Doug knew the way. There were rocks around the bridge. Rocks put there by men. Large flat-sided rocks. Everything was reclaimed. Pushed and piled. Empty, final, purposeful. Doug stopped for a while – trod water and watched Elodie for a moment, then looked back out to sea and made her way. Out to the wide, wide sea. The bridge framed the sea like a picture. Elodie couldn’t see Rangitoto and she knew they needed to pass it – maybe, maybe that was the way. She could see North Head a long way in the distance. They might be better leaving from North Head or Gulf Harbour. Elodie looked but couldn’t see past the bridge. They could have left from further north. But they didn’t. But it was fine, Doug knew the way.

This was Doug’s choice. This was where they were leaving from. This was it. Elodie looked at Doug, waiting again, looking at her, and realised from her poor, confused, tired face that Doug hadn’t been leading the way at all. Elodie laughed loudly. Her wet hand covered her mouth and she sank a little, not finding ground with her feet. Floundered, the water coming in her eyes, nose, flooding her, choking the laugh out of her. She regained the surface and, smashing the water, shouted, grinning, ‘Good. Good.’ It wasn’t going to be easy. During the months ahead, she would look back on this dunking and pray for it. Good. Doug was huffing away in front of her, looking back at Elodie but behind her as well. Weighing up the shore and the distance to the rocks. Doug didn’t know the way. She’d been moving forward not to the water just to the smell of something.

‘There’s nothing back there,’ Elodie reminded Doug out loud. ‘Nothing, puppy. Not a feather.’ She looked to her right at the rocks, then to her left at the boats. The boats. There was nothing behind them. But there were boats still in swimming distance. There would be for a while yet, but she laughed at them. She was aquatic. Everyone knew. She was residually hairless, descended larynx-ed, encephalised – her fingers were wrinkling right now. She was of the water. Doug’s fur was getting wet and heavy. Doug had too many limbs. Doug needed a boat, but not Elodie. Elodie had her boat, she’d been living in it her whole life. She could feel the weight of the big body of water more and more the closer she got to the bridge. She would go under the bridge. When they got to it Doug swam, desperate, and scrambled up onto some rocks. Elodie could leave Doug, let her wander home, dry in the wind, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t send Doug back into incarceration. Not now she’d been free.

She swam to the rocks and pulled herself up. Wet clothes, wet hair. Doug made room for her. Then she walked to the side of the rocks that looked out on the sea, trying to find a way back to the road. Elodie followed, slipping on the uneven surface. Already angry at her useless legs.

The water was a long way away. If she jumped back in from here she wouldn’t clear the rocks. They would need to climb down and lower themselves in. Doug looked behind herself again and for a moment it seemed like she had found a way back to the road. But before she could, Elodie grabbed her and threw her, one-handed – more a shove than a throw – along the rocks and back into the water. Doug struggled to get back onto the rocks but soon Elodie was in the water again too. So inauspicious, she thought. This last shift from land to sea. No one to say goodbye.

Elodie imagined Carla had left from a beach, the sand in her feet, letting herself leave the ground gradually. Maybe that’s what made her come back. An easy start. Elodie would never come back. She was going now. Swimming. Swamped by the waves. Doug beside her, paddling, yelping, biting at her clothes, trying to pull her back. There was nothing behind them. As they moved away, it had disappeared like a mountain falling down. But Doug couldn’t see that. Doug tried and tried to climb onto Elodie, but Elodie batted at the dog, punching her in the snout finally and sending her reeling for a moment. Doug had to keep up. That’s what Elodie knew. If Doug came then maybe Carla would follow. But there was no point in thinking about Carla now. Carla had made her decisions. Doug and Elodie were leaving. Elodie spat.

The waves came from everywhere, there was no rhythm to them and every time she thought there was they’d surprise her. She was making better progress than the play of the waves would suggest. She was cold, but if she kept moving and below the water she was fine. Doug was falling behind. Further and further. Elodie didn’t look back for the dog but she could hear the dog was getting further and further away. Doug’s bark sounded like she was calling out for Elodie to wait, but that was probably just Elodie making things up, trying to attach herself to something when really she mustn’t be tethered – the dog knew she couldn’t slow down. Momentum was vital. She needed to stay warm and moving. There was only so far she could go invisibly. The sun would come up eventually.

The water held Elodie. Her hand slid past a piece of hair. Long human hair. Lost from someone on shore. Maybe someone out this far (Elodie’s feet wouldn’t touch the ground again), maybe someone walking on the street, running. People liked to run like they were still hunters. She couldn’t hear Doug behind her anymore and she knew straight away that Doug was done. She wondered if the dog would wash up on some shore close to where Carla was. That was it. The last tie to Carla’s journey. The last piece of Carla, the last thing that could help her. Elodie’s was a maiden voyage now. In her head she still held the story of the trip, but now Doug was gone. Doug, who Carla had only had for a short time but who had been told the story more times than Elodie had. Doug, the guide dog, gone. Sinking.

Human bodies weighed more than water. This was the problem. She’d stopped swimming now. The shore was getting further away. The tide must be going out. She didn’t know what that meant, but she was going out with it.

The harbour was busy sometimes. Elodie had seen it. There were other swimmers, temporary swimmers. But not tonight, although it was probably morning now. There was no one for her to say goodbye to now that Doug was gone. But there were boats and buoys and plastic bags and a comb and an oily feeling which kept her warm. The surface of the water was thick with a rainbow of gasoline and grease that she could see even though it was dark. The moon was waxing gibbous. It was growing like a stomach in the sky. The greasy layer held the water down, but the waves broke through it and the birds wouldn’t be stopped. The sea was no clear thing. Elodie’s arms didn’t look the same, her legs were so far below, she leaned back, brought them out in front of her, to make sure they were still there. They were. The bump and the swell of the sea was interrupted by the wake from the dangerous goods ferry going to Waiheke, and a boat far off which was going fishing before dawn because the fish were biting. She looked up, lay back and the sky rolled over her. She looked for a long time until she was dizzy, rocked to and fro and up and down and round and round and round at speed and she dived down, for the first time, there was more hair, a single strand of someone else’s, pulled loose from the shore, it was attached to an elastic band, so it wasn’t the water that had pulled it loose, it was a hand, after swimming, when the wet hair tried to hold on but the hand said no and pulled it free with another handful of wet hair as well.

Underwater, there was also a fishing line bobbing, its hook was still attached to a float, holding it up but without commitment. It’ll still catch something, she thought. Do I want it? Should I take it?

Her hand reached for it and she had it and she played it over in her hand, underwater, watched it in the gloom, how it was when it was held down deep, when its float was useless. In the water she would be useless. In the water she deserved an advantage. She would need to eat. Not now, but soon. She would need to drink. She looked behind her, to where she thought the shore was, she was still underwater so there was nothing to see except more of the oily thick water and the sting it left in her eyes. She would be hungry and thirsty and she couldn’t drink salt water and she would sting and her skin would rot, so, surely she needed this small advantage? And then she needed air and she swam up, kicked hard, and gasped and another wave came, and she looked at the hook and it was so small and the float was so weak and she let it go and it was swamped by the next wave that came. She looked at the sky again and tried not to hear the hum of the traffic on the bridge and how it was becoming quieter.

‘I was pretty surprised myself,’ Carla had said that night, half drunk on sex, half asleep. The sea didn’t make any sense to Carla at all, but it made all the sense in the world to Elodie.

There was no other place Elodie should have been at this exact moment. It was a dark night, but not cold.

It was steamy when Carla had left – summer. Carla had laughed a little as she told it. An explosive laugh. Maybe that was all it was. That night she’d told Elodie, she’d had her eyes shut. Elodie knew it wouldn’t have mattered if she hadn’t been there at all – that this wasn’t a conversation, but a very intimate story Carla was telling herself. ‘If it was just the heat,’ Carla said, ‘and some muscle memory about the beach on a warm day. Imagine if it had all been for that? Imagine if it had all been for that. For a bit of a dip, read wrong in a state of wildness. In a state of thinking something meant more than it did.’ Life was strange, but Carla’s seemed like the strangest. But maybe not. Not when she talked to other people. So the beach it was. The beach. The beach.

Elodie had loved her. Loved her when she first met her. Found it easy to be light around her, dizzy, naïve, kind. But hated the ease with which Carla ran off the event of her adventure. Hated that she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. Wouldn’t keep it to herself. Was telling Elodie this easily. Carla’s deep, dark secret. The only thing that Elodie wanted to know, and here it was, after one quick fuck – laid out in all its glory. Elodie was angry at herself for not going to Carla first. She wondered if Carla told everyone. If it wasn’t as secret as she thought it was. Then she hated herself because she realised, maybe, just maybe, and she couldn’t be sure of this, that she, Elodie, was actually the only one who didn’t know. Maybe when everyone said ‘when Carla went away’ they all knew exactly what they were talking about.

She went to all of them one by one. Tommy, Kurt. And listening to Tommy and Kurt – infiltrating them, watching them sleep, going through their things, curling them up quietly in her compliance, in her easiness – she had been led to Carla. ‘Carla went away,’ they all said – Tommy, Kurt, Sharona – and the way they said it made her think what they were really saying was ‘Carla got away’. They’d all be underwater soon. But not Elodie. Elodie wasn’t going to wait. Elodie would be there waiting for them. She’d seen Water World. Everything about how everyone was living terrified her. She wouldn’t miss a thing. That’s what Carla showed her. They all did, first Tommy showed her a little, then Kurt showed her nothing, but finally, having got nothing from Kurt, Elodie went to Carla and Carla showed her where to go. The sea would be the only thing left. And they were all from fish.

Carla wasn’t called to it. Elodie had to understand, it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t like some siren called her in. It was just an instinct. She had been driving once, Carla explained, in the South Island and suddenly she couldn’t remember which town she was in. It wasn’t like the town she was in looked like another town, just that the part of her that usually told her where she was switched itself off for a moment. It was as unusual and as usual as that. Like taking an eyelash out of a glass of milk. Elodie listened, seething. That was the way they all did it, everyone Carla’s age. Her mother did it. Just wandered around. Wandered into things. While she and everyone her age had to measure each thing. There was no space left for mistakes anymore, everything was held in the tightest balance. Elodie was thinking. Her body was swimming and she was thinking, thinking that thinking would stop her from noticing how deep she was, how she was swimming and her body wasn’t used to it and the dog, who was way stronger than her, had drowned. She breathed in a mouthful of water. But hadn’t she beaten the dog? Hadn’t she beaten the dog in a dog fight? Didn’t that mean she could beat the fish?

As she coughed, sank, choked, Elodie could suddenly feel it. Like some old memory of how she used to be millions of years ago. As she struggled for air, some part of her, deep under the part of her brain that said nothing but ‘you need to breathe, you’re in trouble’, at the moment of crisis, that non-verbal, ancient part of her translated the sea as home. She stopped struggling, trod water, and stopped caring that she couldn’t breathe. Breathing would take care of itself. Bobbing still in the tide, not moving at all, still choking, feeling the weight of herself, sinking slightly, she started to take off her clothes because she knew she wouldn’t need them for a long, long time. Clothes weren’t right for her. They didn’t belong to the animal she thought she was. The animal she was becoming, the animal which was uncovering itself under her. She wasn’t choking anymore and the sea lifted and dropped her, still with no more care, but she was quieter in it, anonymous, and it couldn’t find her.

Her trousers caught on her feet. ‘Parts of my feet will never hit the ground again,’ she thought. Then she raised her arm out of the water to take off her sweater and thought, ‘Parts of me have never felt the air.’ She was living in a shell. And what of the other body? The one inside her. She tried to listen deep inside, but listening was pointless. She tried to feel for the liquid and softness that was under her skin. Why so wet? She tried to remember the rocks and how dryness felt.

Her geography was awful. She had no idea where this body of water she was in went to. Where something dropped here would end up. Her mind had let her down. She tried to stop it for a moment, to feel the weight of the fleshy thing that made her thoughts. The fluid that moved around it. The bone that held it in. She shook her head from side to side, quickly, seeing if she could make her brain hit the sides of her skull. Maybe she could shake it out, make it quiet. But it was soft and safe. All of her was. The dry air she breathed in.

She had tried to hold her breath once. Once, when she’d given up on suicide. She’d got too depressed for even that. The effort it would take: running a bath, finding a hose. So she lay in bed late, and tried not to breathe, but you always breathed. The body is stronger than the mind. The mind is a result of the machinery of the brain. The by-product of it running. The extra energy. As soon as she passed out, she would start breathing again. It was like that. Life.

The water was cold. It had held onto the heat of the sun for a while, but it had let it go now. The air was dark, or what her mind called dark. Her pupils dilated without her needing to think it. Thinking did not control her eyes. She could feel the hairs on her arms lifting against the cold and then flattening under the weight of the water. Or what her mind called water. What was the use of that? She said ‘cold’ and everyone heard ‘cold’. What was the use of that? She wanted to be away from her mind. She wanted to be in her body.

Carla had said this was at the bottom of it: that she didn’t trust her mind anymore and she didn’t want to live like that anymore. The sea seemed like the only place she could be away from her mind. If it was hard for her body, then her mind would shut up. Elodie doubted this. It seemed too easy. It sounded like a mind’s answer, not an answer a body would come up with. It was an answer bogged down and trapped for all the years Carla had had to think about it.

Naked, now, Elodie kept swimming away from the land. The water was so close that closeness became a useless word. It wasn’t just in the larger holes – nose, eyes, ears – but between each strand of hair and then, microscopically, inside her skin, in the creases where her fingers bent, and under her nails. A wet face wiped with a wet hand, scraping the water away from eyes, and then a wave came and her eyes were squinting again, closing against the sting, but she was desperate to hold them open, needed them to work – to change. So she could see the next wave, but it was too late and from another direction. It came across, rocked her side to side with a rhythm she couldn’t quite catch. ‘One, two, three,’ she counted. ‘One, two, three.’ And was unsure whether to swim or lie back. I’ll need air, she thought, but what was thought? Did her animal need air? Or her lungs, or her heart? Did her kidneys need air? What was air?

Another wave came and this time wasn’t ready to break, so it rolled her high and then low again, where another wave broke over her – eyes, ears, nose – the back of her throat, burning up high in the wrinkled place where she thought her nostrils ended, but she didn’t look back. It’ll be gentler deeper, she thought. The surface will be smoother. There’ll be nothing for it to break against. She could see it. The swell, like something underneath it was trying to get out, like it could barely hold everything that was under it, pushing. Is that a shoulder? The shoulder of a very large woman. The shoulder and the top of her arm, pushing against the surface. Somehow the giant woman under the sea was not strong enough, but it was never a problem of strength. It was will. ‘Push,’ Elodie shouted. ‘Push! I’ll show you with my arm. See how easily it comes out of the water and into the air. It slides out, from being held tight to held by nothing. The air. Not even noticing it, my arm.’ The end of her arm and her hand, her watch still on but not working anymore, all its works inundated. No other jewellery. Her arm and her legs below her, treading, strong and tossed in the oily swell. She could still hear the land. Someone was shouting. They had lost someone, it could be their dog. They shouted and shouted and shouted for it, and they got quieter, maybe because the dog was found, maybe because they were walking away, maybe they were running and Elodie was further out now. She wouldn’t look back. She looked forward to helping the big woman, the huge woman break the surface. She must be 50 feet tall, she must be huge. It must be deep where she was. Elodie didn’t know anymore. But this was the place of very big women. Her face stung – her eyes. But not for long. She was sure of that.

She couldn’t summon the land, or anything from it. At first, looking back seemed like it would be dangerous, might open a gap for doubt to come in. And then it seemed there was so much for her attention in the moment that there was no risk of it. No. It wasn’t her mind Elodie was escaping from. She wasn’t running from anything. She was running to it. To the new way. The new animal they would all need to be. All she had to do now was stay alive. And not even that. All she had to do for now was come to the surface again. Every time she was swamped she needed to come to the surface again. One time. And then the next time. Doug was dead. Doug had sunk. Elodie needed to not sink.

She was freezing now, but it would get colder. She was making slow progress – maybe she was making no progress. But Elodie didn’t need to worry about progress anymore. All she needed to think about was coming to the surface. Coming to the surface would change her to what she needed to be. The sea knew what it needed her to be.

The water was salty. It bit at her but it held her up too. That was the thing. That was why she mustn’t escape from her mind. Her mind was her friend. Look at what had happened to Doug. Doug had sunk. She was a different type of animal and liquid thing. A thing that had been shaped by just getting up one more time. There was an animal deep inside her, growing at the same time as the animal Elodie dragged around her terrestrial life. While she wasn’t paying attention, an animal had been getting ready for the water and then she’d met Carla. And that animal – the wet one – had heard what Carla said. It had stirred to it, and remembered.

She could feel something changing in the sky. Not a lightening in colour but in weight, lifting up above her. She would need to look back. She needed to be far enough away from the coast. When the sun came up she was pretty sure she would still be invisible but she needed to be sure. She would need to turn around. Ahead of her was Rangitoto but she couldn’t gauge where she was and how far she’d come without looking back. So she looked back for the first time, and it was fine. She wasn’t as far as she wanted, but she was too far out to go back.

Looking in front of herself now, then to her right and left, she worked out which way she needed to go. She needed to get out of the harbour. She began to swim. Freestyle, one stroke, then the next, then she’d breathe. Most of the time when she turned her head the water would meet it. So she quickly turned to the other side, gasping, coughing, but she didn’t need to stop anymore. She could feel her skin puckering, changing, to improve her grip. She would need it when she was hungry, when she decided it was time to fish. Her body knew what to do, it had held on to what it needed for centuries – hundreds of millions of years. The only sting was from the cold, but she could feel her hands weathering. And her arms kept moving. For a rest, she swam underwater for a while. Then came to the surface to breathe and it seemed better. She could use her arms and her legs underwater and the swell was so much less. She didn’t have to be in the double world, part dry, part gravity, part sea. She felt like underwater she could move further and the breathing became a natural part of the stroke. Occasionally when she came to the surface she could hear gulls. They screamed at her. But she knew it wasn’t her. They were just everywhere getting on with their business. She wasn’t special out here. That was the mistake humans always made, they thought they were special, but out here she was hopeless. The sun would come up soon, and then she would have that to contend with.

She was thirsty, but it would rain again. She didn’t need to think about that. All she needed to think about was under water, surface to breath. Under water, surface to breath. She wanted to be out of the harbour before lunchtime. Elodie hit herself in the head. She needed to stop doing that. Time was over and the sun wasn’t even up yet. It could be earlier than she thought. Then one more stroke, and there was an emptying out of below and her stomach dropped like it did when she was on a swing as a child. The water was deeper. All thoughts about how and when and which direction left her for this one true realisation. She was in a channel, perhaps. She took a deep breath and let herself sink, eyes open. Her eyes couldn’t see much but they could feel the change, the water was colder, there was more depth underneath her. She looked down. There was only blackness with the odd hint of movement. Her hair told her she was moving, being carried along. It wrapped around her face and then worked its way free. It wasn’t her that was moving, it was the water around her. She was sure it was going out to sea, where she was going. Where she wanted to go. Then she came out the other side of the deep channel and there was another drag. The land seemed to attract the water and she would be in between land for a while yet. She needed to navigate her way out, sure that the deep held the key. On the surface she wiped her face, legs keeping her above water, always moving now, unless she was on her back. Her legs wouldn’t rest for long again. Wouldn’t sit or lie – perhaps on her back. Perhaps she could float on her back. Busy. Busy. Busy. She couldn’t think herself alive. There was no survival in that.

She was too far from shore to get any real bearing but she was sure, now. The lights of Devonport. Tommy’s parents asleep in their large bedroom, curtains open so they could see the sun come up. Their sun. A sunrise only they could see. Boats moored close by.

Elodie would need to decide again soon. Would she take a boat? She knew she had a long way to go. Knew her body wasn’t ready, wasn’t able to make it. She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live, but live aquatically. Like this, primitive, back to the water so that as the ocean levels rose she would find a new home in them. A boat would help. But there was something about the boat that troubled her. It would be easier to begin with, but that half in, half out life wouldn’t do in the long run. She needed to be in the water, of the water. She wasn’t sure she could make it work on the water. All of a sudden she would be worried about being forced into the water. That the boat would fail somehow. But at the moment she was there – where the failing boat would leave her – and there was no fear of it. There was fear of what would happen later in the water, of what was in the water, but the fear of being in the water was gone and it seemed like the biggest fear, the one that had held her back for all this time. After Carla told her.

After she knew this was a way, she’d gone to a swimming pool, thinking she would get in shape, get ready, but it terrified her. As soon as she realised she couldn’t reach the bottom of the pool she’d thought of the edge of the pool and panicked and sucked for air before her head was turned and found only water and gasped and then tried to stand up and couldn’t and that was why she didn’t want a boat. She was moving faster. In the channel, she could take time to lie back and rest, watch the sky go by, and she felt happy.

On a boat she would always think about turning back. On a boat she wouldn’t fully surrender. On a boat she would still be an out-of-the-water thing – terrestrial. But where she was now, the gulls sounded different in her ears, she was where she was most scared of being and nothing could touch her. Everything could touch her, but only if it had gills, slimy skin, or teeth, only these things could touch her, and the fishing boats and helicopters. But she knew that.

And now finally she realised she couldn’t go back. The current had her. Lying on her back, she was being pulled out to sea. Out of the corner of her eye she saw North Head and felt herself slip through the points of land that pushed into the sea. As if they were the jaws of a bird or a large reptile, she felt herself come out of them, free from the stomach, like they were spitting her out into the large, cold water. Then her body turned a corner and she was in between Rangitoto and the North Shore beaches. Her ears were underwater, she let her arms fall below her, she kicked occasionally but only to stop her legs from sinking. What she heard was the water but in it she imagined what she couldn’t hear. Noises from houses. Alarms going off. The sunrise was still so far away. The noise of the people sleeping. She still pictured them.

She didn’t understand the new creatures she lived with. She was frightened. She wasn’t animal enough. They were everywhere, she suspected. Her heart would race every now and then when she thought of them. Pictured them far below the greens. Everything felt safe when it was black, but she knew they didn’t sleep. They didn’t care about the change in light. They lived so far down, some of them, that light wouldn’t even touch them. They felt changes in the tide, not changes in the light.

Her eyes were useless here. Her eyes had been so important, her eyes had fed her and clothed her and given her the self-respect she needed to understand how bad it all was. Her eyes chose the right tone of base and the right shade of lip. They would be useless here. She would need her ears. She would need her skin to tell her how deep she was, which way the current flowed. And it flowed.

As the sun came up she was coming out the other side of Rangitoto. The dawn bloomed pink, the water lightened and lapped. There was a choppy wind that woke up the surface, spitting it into whites in some places. Elodie was cold, deep inside. Her blood had given up on her extremities and had gone deep inside her, pooling around her organs, but it was no use, she was freezing. It felt different from how she had expected it would. When she first came into the water it was sharp, like the pricking of hundreds of tiny sharp things. Then it had dulled to an ache. Her joints shrinking and hardening into a vice grip which hummed and shouted out if she stopped moving. Now it was over. She would never be warm again. She was shivering. Her brain was changing, making her shake. Her breathing, even her deepest gasps were shallow, but she stayed awake. Her body was tired but she knew if she just kept swimming, she would keep swimming. She went below the surface, looked around. A school of fish swam close by, could they not hear her shudder? It was like her body was shouting out to them, ‘Over here.’ ‘Cold human over here.’ ‘Meat, in desperate shape.’ But, they swam past, on their way, in their work. If she just kept swimming too.

She should have got fatter. She could see that now as she looked around the water. Thought of the bigger mammals. She was fat, but she should have eaten more. Maybe she needed to be older. She should have eaten more. But the time for that was over. She shuddered as she came to the surface and couldn’t remember for a second which way she was going. Then she went down again. Confusion. Confusion was going to get her. There was a piece of her calling out to the rest of her, from far away. Millennia back. ‘She was doing all she could now.’ That was what this part of her wanted to say from under all the rest of her brain, from underneath millions of years of evolution.

She was moving to warmer water. This was why she needed to be so cold. Being this cold, she would feel the slightest change in temperature. She would feel it and she would go towards it. There was seaweed underwater that waved her on. Her hair would keep her warmer. It would keep growing, the hair on her head, she could wrap it round her throat. Keep that part of her warm. So the blood going to her brain would be warmer. Somehow her core was heating up. The shivering would come and go, her old brain said. But she wouldn’t die, because she knew how to be here. At least, part of her did. It would be fine. Elodie swam on, stronger. She could feel north in her heart, feel it pulling her towards warmer water.

She was cold for a reason. It had always been for a reason. In the city, on land, it hadn’t seemed that way. When she was upright she would go inside, put a jacket on, pull it over the front of her. Her heart, her liver, her lungs – parts of her that just ticked over as she moved around. Parts of her that were never in danger. Now they screamed for attention. There were no thoughts, only the gasping for breath and the way her heart pounded just inside her ribcage, trying to fibrillate itself over the shaking, trying to regain order. Now soft. Trying to force every other organ into sleep, pulling blood from other parts – it was a bully. It tried to run the show with its pulse, pulse. It withdrew support and harped on. Elodie’s arms kept pounding on, her legs were slower but her arms kept rotating in their joints, pulling her through the water, holding her above it. Her body was heavier than water. This was what she had to overcome. If she wasn’t able to get to the air, everything else wouldn’t matter. The lungs told the heart that. They swelled big and wide, taking up more and more room. Falling into a rhythm. Elodie drew deeper and deeper breaths. The oxygen pushed the blood and the blood kept her arms wheeling and her head turning for more air. The wind had picked up. She hadn’t seen a boat for a long time. She pushed her way through a flock of gulls bobbing on the surface. They called out at her, loud red beaks, flapping wings, and when she didn’t react they settled again. Some flew just above her, dived at her arms, then her head. Sharp claws caught in her hair. Without stopping her kick she swiped at them with one hand. The gull worked its way free. Barked at Elodie to call herself out, to make the noise that told them what she was. She had no voice – no noise that needed to be made here. She dived down and swam deep, eyes open. Through green and murk and more fish splitting their school for her to swim through. She would never be alone again. There was so much of everything, here.

The dust that floated past her was teeming with small geometrics that expanded and contracted in the tide then were eaten by something bigger. She opened her mouth and let some of them in, swallowing the salt water with force, pushing it into her stomach. When it rained she would need to drink. She could feel she was sweating, her salt was leaking out into the salt water. She was made of salt. The changes were so small, she just needed to creep herself up slightly on the pH scale, then she could drink salt water. She didn’t need to worry about that. There were some things she could change and some things she couldn’t and she knew that, realised she had always known that. Some things could change in a lifetime, some things couldn’t. There were easier ways to kill herself, so she knew it wasn’t about that. She was hungry.

She dived, still moving forward, still moving towards the warmer water, still going in the right direction. She wouldn’t falter. Didn’t need to. Wouldn’t be still, wouldn’t stop. Her eyes stung but were becoming better underwater. She looked around and down for the first time. The water was deep. The light only got so far. There were animals all around her. Small, but swimming together so they looked large. Was she a hunter? They came close sometimes. If she floated very still, they came very close. But she wasn’t fast enough. Maybe she would be one day, but right now she was sure she wouldn’t be fast enough. One school in particular seemed to be swimming with her and her gut told her it was good to keep them close, not chase them away, for later, for a time when she was fast enough. But she was hungry now. She opened her mouth again. The water was dusty. She closed her teeth on each other to form a grille and forced the water out of them and then in again, swallowing when her mouth was at its emptiest. People ate dirt. She’d seen it. Some people didn’t stop eating, ate everything they wanted, and some people ate dirt. The ones that ate dirt got small and their stomachs swelled but she wouldn’t eat dirt for long. There were some living things in the water, and she could move and eat like this. She could swim and eat all day like this and that would be enough.

The cold was gone now. She knew it was still there but it wasn’t distracting like it had been. The shiver was part of her rhythm and her teeth, now engaged in sifting food, didn’t chatter anymore. Slowly, everything she’d had to try hard at, to concentrate on, was becoming automatic. The wrong and unusual was becoming normal. Like it did for the people who ate dirt. Like the people who safety-pin their eyelids open so they can keep their jobs in the factories. Like the people circled by drones. Everyone gets through. There’s an animal in all of them that wants to survive. Elodie could feel hers. All the other things were stripping away, the standing upright, the wearing clothes, the work – her arm swung past her ear, this was the real work. What they were made for, really. The new comfort. The machinery of the body. The hump, hump, hump of the arm, the moment. This was how the real work was. So little mattered, but what did matter mattered a lot.

The sun was high in the sky. She stopped for a moment above the water to look around. Her eyes were worse out of the water now, but there was nothing around her. She had left land at last. For a moment the fear in her fought upwards, clawing to get out of her stomach, tapping loudly, trying to get a line to her brain. Be afraid, it tapped out, in a code from the land. For fuck’s sake. But even it knew it was too late, and softened. There was no way she would get back to land.

Elodie breathed out, let herself sink upright, her feet falling, knees over ankles, hips over knees, ribcage, neck – an extension of her spine, head. Arms falling gently beside her. She sank but stopped when the water hit her forehead, just above her eyebrows. This was how heavy she was, slightly lighter than water. But it was absolutely useless. She couldn’t sleep like this. But she wasn’t tired. The cold energised her, the movement. She felt like the dust in the sea had fed her. Her skin had stopped stinging, or had it swelled so much and stung so high that it had pushed over into another sensation? She wasn’t sure she could read pain anymore. Like time and cold had no meaning anymore. As she bobbed upright, she looked at her hands. They were bloated and wrinkled and it was hard to bend them. The skin was cracking open at her knuckles. It excited her to see her blood. She sucked at it, it was warm and tasted of iron.

If she got very hungry she could eat one of her fingers. She didn’t need all of them. Or her toes. They were useless. A flat foot would be better for kicking. There would be more power in a foot without toes. But she wasn’t hungry. The old part of her that worried about later, that tried to plan, it was fusing with the new part of her. Any time she thought about the future she came up with the strangest ideas. She was sure she could breathe the sea. She would be fine if she sank. It would be slow and would drift away. But she wasn’t tired. Something solid brushed past her leg. Was this it? ‘Is that you?’ she called out underwater. ‘The thing to kill me? My food chain mother?’ It was large, then small, then large again, and close and then far, then it swam past her again. It wasn’t hungry, either. Its eyes were shining slightly. She watched it again, and again it came close. Then she realised they were looking at each other. Neither really recognising the other.

She should be with mammals. Humans made friends with dolphins. Whales. But the octopus was the first thing she had met that was bigger than her. It was going in the same direction. It swam away, then circled back and looked at her again with one of its eyes. It reached out an arm and worked it over Elodie’s skin, her arms, her chest, her face. Then it released its touch and turned and swam away. Whether it would eat her, or drown her, it was time to swim again. She would follow the octopus but only if it was going in the right direction. As soon as she stopped feeling the warmth growing she would stop and feel and change direction towards the warmth again.

She didn’t need the octopus, she just liked the way it moved. It was big, then small, taking up all the room, then none. She could sleep on the octopus. She was caught slightly in its wake. She worked her way closer and closer to the brown. It swept through the water, throwing its body into a star then hauling it in again with hardly any effort. Then it pulled itself into a smooth half and glided, like it was flying. Elodie watched it calm its way through the water, and she slowed her mind. Blew bubbles out her mouth, went to the surface evenly for air then returned again with full lungs and empty mind. She held her legs close together, began to move them from side to side, like her legs were a tail. Her muscles called out against it. There was a long muscle that ran from her hip to her ankle and it stung with every pass, but she kept going. Holding her arms at her side so she could engage her whole body. She moved much faster. The change in stroke helped, but she was sure the calm mind helped more. The octopus could see her. She was sure of it. Every time it pulled to the full extent of its squeeze and skinniness, Elodie was sure she was in its eye.

She found herself waiting to be seen. It reassured her she was still there. In the sea, going in the direction she needed to be going. She hoped Doug made it to shore. In the shape of this new stroke she hoped Doug made it to shore. The water was light where she swam. The sun cut into it when she dived down. It strobed as she and the octopus moved through it. Cut over the body of the octopus, lighting it in stripes, but the octopus swam through them like they weren’t there. Elodie wanted to stop, wanted to be in the light, which was exactly what would get her lost. This stopping in the light. She needed to follow the octopus. The octopus didn’t stop. The octopus kept going. She needed to keep going. She needed to keep her mind open and whole. All the other fish had gone. The octopus was by itself, except for Elodie.

Then something changed in the water. Something tightened between them. The octopus’s skin raised into a landscape of hills and valleys. Elodie couldn’t smell it and couldn’t see it, but something changed in her skin – told her the distance between them had changed. She could feel it somewhere. The octopus changed direction quickly, dived, and Elodie fought to keep up but it was on the shark before she could reach it. The shark was by itself. It was small and now Elodie saw what she had felt – it was struggling, swimming on only one flipper, slow. The octopus wrapped arms around the shark, holding against its struggle before Elodie could get there, but she was able to hold its tail from smashing. She held on and on and the octopus squeezed and squeezed, bit and poisoned. As the shark died, Elodie sank her teeth into it, ripping off a piece of flesh. The octopus reached out to take it out of her hands but Elodie hit it and screamed at it – a wall of noise and bubbles. The octopus looked at her through the whiteness of the rising air, and when her lungs were empty Elodie turned back to the meat and ate it. Her teeth weren’t as strong as the octopus’s, and she had to use her hands to pull the meat into small enough pieces for her to eat. Cycling her legs to keep herself under the surface. The octopus circled her, staring. Still eating the shark. Elodie reached out, struck out at the octopus, trying to get more of the shark, but the octopus batted her away with two arms and she knew if she kept it up she’d lose the meat she already had. So they were still, and watching each other eat under the water.

Elodie watched the octopus dismember the shark in its beak, cutting and grinding it. The octopus watched Elodie tear the meat into smaller pieces with her hands and push it into her mouth. Elodie looked at the meat in her hands. When she finished eating, then she could keep swimming. She wasn’t chewing much now, it was pointless, chewing with her flat back teeth wasn’t making the meat smaller or any easier to swallow. So she used her front teeth and her hands. She ripped the meat into the smallest pieces she could, pulling muscle fibre off in strings that she could swallow. She could rely on the acids of her stomach to squeeze out what she needed. She ate underwater. It was like the eating meant she didn’t need to breathe as much. The octopus finished the lion’s share of the shark before Elodie finished her morsel, then it moved far away and then came back fast. Elodie locked its eyes but didn’t move. At the last minute it swerved and passed her.

The water formed a rip. It was going at such a speed and Elodie tumbled with it, but kept eating, ripping, pulling, swallowing, and then the meat was all gone and she swam to the surface. She breathed, and the cold, dry air hit her face and she realised she was more comfortable underwater, which was a reason to be happy, because there was a lot more underwater than there was air. Or at least air she could reach. The octopus brushed past her foot. It came up in front of her and pulled her with an arm. The octopus was right, it was time to go. Elodie’s face was cold again from the air. She felt for the warm water, the faraway warm water, and swam in that direction. It was murkier after the fight and there was still blood and flesh in the water, which Elodie sifted through her teeth and swallowed as she and the octopus swam. She wouldn’t need to eat again for a while. Every now and then she vomited into her mouth, then chewed the meat again and swallowed it. Her body knew what it was doing – some prehistoric part knew. She didn’t have the word for cold anymore. She searched through her mind but it was gone. She just had the body shape of it. The shake and the numbness, no words. What could she trade for words out here? Could she eat words?

She swam, the octopus in her vision. And the water got dark. It would rain soon and she would drink. She could see it every time she came to the surface for air. The heavying sky. Getting fuller, darker, greying to black in some places. Like it would fall. She dived down just as a wave broke heavily above her and for a moment she thought it was the start of the falling sky and she could see, through the sting and the fug ahead of her, that she could go deeper than the sky. That if it did fill to a point of collapse, she could dive away from it. She pushed her kick hard, as if to prove it. She was pushing against her own buoyancy. That was another enemy in this place. The way the air pulled her up. It was the fat in her. She needed the fat to stay warm, but it floated. The fat would pull her to the surface every time, unless she was deeper. There was a place, her bones knew it, where her buoyancy would shift, where she would be rewarded for her depth with sink. Where she would just sink without trying.

Suddenly she was tired. Her eyes, her head, and this is how it was for the next little while. The rhythm of the swim, the beat, beat of her arms, the kick of her legs. From her hips, sometimes from her knees and then she was somewhere else – a lounge, a café – drinking something, and suddenly she was awake in the water. It would rain soon, or the sun would go down. Time didn’t mean much here, but light did, and so did rain. Elodie was thirsty and awake again in some comfortable dry place and then awake again in the place she really was in. Then she fell even into that rhythm – the dreamed, the real, the dreamed, the real. Then she found there was extra propulsion in the switch.

Her lungs wouldn’t let her drown. The gasp for air would wake her up each time. The octopus circled back. The octopus would sleep, nestle down into something tiny, and sleep. Elodie couldn’t sleep like that. Not yet. Some part of her would need to stay awake. But surely some part of her could sleep while the other took care of living. Maybe these parts could take turns? So she carried on like this, each time waking up to darker and darker water. A smack of jellyfish was a metre away, then she was at the supermarket, then among the jellyfish, all around her, none of them stinging. Then she was beside the sea – on the sand, then the jellyfish were behind her and the octopus was circling back again, nudging her back on track, nudging her towards the warmer currents, which she couldn’t feel now. Then she was on a bike. Was she younger? Or was it some imagined version of her now-self? Riding through Auckland Domain, the wind, the smell of trees.

Then she was against something hard. And again, and again. Then awake, in the ocean, caught up against something, her cheek banging gently into it every time the swell lifted and dropped. She felt it with her hand. It was dark. There had been no rain. The moon was out but smudged to a welt behind the clouds. What Elodie pushed against was like a wall. It was long and wood and dark in the dark water. Rough, splintering paint, splintering wood. It wasn’t huge, there was probably a way around it. She wiped her face again and went underwater but it was deep, and as wide as it was on the surface. Elodie looked up. It was high but it ended. She pulled herself along it for a few feet and found a handhold. There was a way around it, probably not for a couple of metres, but here was a handhold.

She looked to one side, then the other, and thought of the way it went down. The boat was small. She could see the end of it on either side, it didn’t sit that deep in the water. There were nets on the side of it wound up so they looked like buoys – the type they used for mussel farming. Elodie knew nothing about mussel farming, she’d seen something on TV. The swell kept pushing her against the boat. It was rough and scratched her each time she rubbed past it. Sometimes the waves would lift her high and drop her a long way, so she would scrape the whole side of her arm. Her skin was so weak now. Every time the sea threw her, she found her way back to the handhold.

She hadn’t wanted to leave the water again. She was worried that if she did she’d lose the gains she’d made. On ground the changes might revert, her terrestrial body might submerge them. Submerge the new hold of her lungs. The new point of her feet. Her eyes were working better underwater but her skin was collapsing. Softening, opening up. Under the blisters, the openness of her flesh would be better in the water. The other fish, the octopus, the rays, the jellyfish, were slippery, mucusy, she was sure if her skin opened up it would be better in the end. Above the handhold, she was sure there was another, and another. If she climbed the boat, would her skin dry out again? She wiped her face again and looked again at the way the boat had an end on either side of her. An end she could easily swim to.

She leant her ear to the wood. There was no noise inside at all. No engine, no noise of people. The octopus was back. Elodie needed to move on. It grabbed her with two of its arms. Elodie peeled them off and it headed away from her again. Out to sea, and down. If she met anyone on the boat she could kill them. She was not afraid of the octopus or the shark or the dog and she was not afraid of anything or anyone she would find here.

She decided.

She could walk straight across the deck to the other side. In a straight line, as if it was any other barrier. Like she was climbing a mountain. The boat was so quiet.

Her skin was dissolving away. Her legs hurt. Her breathing would surely run out. The boat rocked towards her, away from her. Then she felt the octopus again, coming towards her very quickly, so fast, and it ran into her, slamming the air out of her lungs. It reached for her with more of its arms, wound and wound and wound, and pulled her down. It reached for the boat to anchor itself but it didn’t find purchase. Elodie pulled her knees up and rolled, head over heels, again and again. The octopus flushed white and raised up its skin. Elodie didn’t know it in the wash of bubbles, but she kept somersaulting and was thrown back against the boat. She stopped, dizzy, and waited for the float in her to pull her to the surface. She was cold. She found another handhold on the side of the boat – a place where the wood had worn away. Then she reached up. The octopus was almost on her again, and her foot went to the original handhold as the tide lifted her up and then she fell again, and again. The octopus reached for her, grabbing at her, stronger, brighter, rougher. But Elodie was out of the water now and the octopus hated the air. It loosened its grip and swam away. Elodie pulled herself up again, and this time found foot, hand, foot, hand, until she was at the nets. And it was easy – she was over the side and unmarine again. Lying on a hard surface that ended. Pushed into it, panting at the sky.

She was still. She smiled, laughed. The things she wanted, minutes ago, she didn’t want anymore. She wanted to sail the boat back to land, have a shower, get dressed. She could ring Carla. Ring her and apologise. Say she’d been ill. The enormity of what she’d done held her down on the deck, on her back. The octopus reached up the side of the boat again. Elodie wasn’t laughing anymore. She’d been crazy to get in the water. Maybe she did want to die? Maybe this was elaborate? Maybe this was the moment where she could come to her senses and turn around. Maybe this was her waking up. Some kind of divine intervention. She felt her stomach. Her skin felt paper-thin – like it would rip if she breathed too deeply. How would she get home? She let her head fall to one side, laid her forearm over her eyes, then moved it slowly away.

There was a body under the awning of the bridge, on its side. Most of its skin was gone. It had no eyes and its clothes were rags. Elodie rolled to face it, then lifted herself up onto her elbow, resting her head in her palm, like she was a teenager in an American movie about the 1950s. ‘Do you think Randy likes me? Like, “like me” likes me?’ The body rocked with the movement of the boat, but it was so completely lifeless. It looked closer to food than a person. Everything it had been was gone. Everything it had hoped for. The only purpose it served now lay in the material of what was left. It was object, weight, space. Elodie looked behind her, then around. There were another three bodies on the boat. All fallen, in various stages of breaking down, various stages of undress. All the mouths fallen open, most of the eyes were gone, some of the hair was left. Elodie looked up and saw a flag, also ripped to bits. It was clear that if she wanted it, the boat was hers. She could throw the bodies overboard. She could do that. They didn’t mean anything, anymore. This was just the waste, just what we leave behind. The octopus probably wouldn’t even eat it. The bodies were old. She looked from one to the other. They all looked the same. She looked at her own arm. All of them looked the same. She couldn’t tell how old the bodies were, only assumed they were men because generally, in the world, she knew it was men who went out like this. Men who left home. Men. Or boys. Boys would also leave home for wild adventures. Women stayed home and were raped. Elodie laughed again. Raped for real, but also raped by jobs and raped by money and raped by the need to be skinny.

Elodie wasn’t skinny. She’d never been skinny. It was the thing that upset everyone the most. That she was fat. That she dared to take up the space she took up. That she came into dressing rooms and salons and said ‘Hi’ with her head held up. It irked them so badly. Like she was hiding some secret. The secret to the golden goose. The secret that was keeping them employed and happy and rich. If everyone thought they were okay, then how would they keep making money? She didn’t care. She liked the bony girls just as much as the fat ones. The thing that fucked them off most, especially Tommy, was that he still wanted to fuck her. Maybe he wanted to fuck her so he could put her back in her place. So she would realise she needed to be smaller. If her body wouldn’t be smaller, then he needed to bring it down a tone or two. She needed to stop being so goddamn big.

The bodies on the ship were small. In some places only their bones remained. In some places their skin had slipped completely off. In others it stayed, held tight. There seemed to be no logic to where it fell and where it stayed but Elodie knew that there was, that this was uninterrupted nature – cause and effect.

The octopus hit the boat again.

Elodie did not want to be a body like this. The water was teeming with life. But up here, in the dry, on the overly buoyant, there was nothing but death. She walked to the side of the boat, looked back one last time, and dived into the water. The sting of it electrified her skin. The octopus was waiting, suspicious, and as he circled close, Elodie smashed him in the nose, because now she knew he was a man, but that didn’t matter here. He was different from her, and that was what mattered. Here she needed to be big. Bigger than him. He swam away and then came back again and when she was ready she followed him to the place they were going. To the place where everything ends up, where everything starts again. Where she would start again. Not in some symbolic way, but for real, just like Carla had promised – build a new house, build a new life and wait for everyone else to come.

Elodie stopped swimming for a moment and surfaced and looked back at the fishing boat. As the image of the deck played over in her mind, she was sure she’d seen it. She wiped her face, blowing hard, sharp and short so water flew from her mouth. She looked at the boat. She wanted it. She looked at her hands and the skin raking off her wrists, it was possible she needed it, possible she wouldn’t get there if she didn’t have it. She’d solved the food, the breathing, she didn’t want to be undone by her wretchedly weak skin. She shouted, ‘Hold on,’ to the octopus, at the water, to the sky, to the version of her that was already swimming towards the horizon, and swam back towards the boat.

It was the first time she’d gone backwards. She was swimming against her own current. A small part of her was scared that if she got on the boat again it would be too much for her, she’d stay there. In her head she imagined the octopus thinking the same thing. But the octopus didn’t think like that. The octopus didn’t care what she did. The octopus was keeping her in his sight because he knew how dangerous humans could be. And how delicious, Elodie thought. Assumed. Even being on the boat for a short time had started the big machine of her mind again. Like it was driving in the safety of above water. Like it was in a house, under a roof, behind walls with wood or brick or steel between it and the elements. Her mind had lapsed, after the time on the boat, into thinking there would be more time on boats. That somewhere there was a house waiting for her. A small bungalow with something other than raw fish meat and ocean dirt. Her mind was thinking about what the octopus was thinking about, so really Elodie was at her most vulnerable, because she was thinking and projecting that thought onto everything – she’d forgotten her body and the sea and the way things worked. The octopus could get her now, but then, head down, freestyle arms circling over and over, Elodie hit the boat.

She climbed it again. She was unafraid, all of a sudden, which was dangerous. She climbed over the rail and started to look frantically, knowing the comfort of the boat would catch up with her again. She shifted the body that was on the bridge, rolled it so that more of it fell apart. And there it was. There was no reason for a wetsuit to be on a fishing boat. She was sure it was a fishing boat, now that her brain was trying to take over again, trying to be boss. No reason at all, but here it was. Too big for her. She grabbed a filleting knife from the belt of the body and cut the legs of the wetsuit short. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t need her feet. If it came to that. The octopus didn’t have feet – or the shark, the fish – she would probably swim better without them. And her hands? She would need her hands, she couldn’t rip up the fish without her fingers. She couldn’t catch what the other animals left behind and she was pretty sure the dirt floating past wouldn’t keep her alive. She needed her hands to climb onto the place when she got there, to build, but there was nothing that could be done about that. She listed the things she needed: she needed her legs and her arms and her hands and the trunk, where all of her organs nested. She needed her head, it held her mouth and her ears and her nose. The brain she needed sat underneath the other brain in her head. She needed the skin on her head, and the skin on her hands. The wetsuit wouldn’t help with that but she could wash her face regularly when it rained, maybe her hands as well.

She stopped. She needed it to rain. If she got into the wetsuit wet in salt as she was, it would all be useless. It would be like being in a skin-dissolving container. She looked at the sky. She’d have to wait. She looked towards the horizon. She’d have to wait. She didn’t understand how the clouds worked but she needed fresh water to shower in.

Did she? Was she fooling herself? I’ll just stay until it rains. I’ll just stay until I dry. I’ll just stay. She was sure she needed to get rid of the salt water. Pretty sure. But she’d been sure before. Sure Carla would come with her. Sure the dog could swim. Sure. Sure. Sure. She was her own worst enemy. No one lied to her like she did. The deceiver, she thought. But was this deceit? Did she not actually belong on the boat? Was she, in fact, not the woman who could do this? She would have to wait until it rained.

She knelt on the deck, looking around at every sound that came. Hugging the wetsuit to herself. Perched, so she didn’t get comfortable. Like an anorexic. The bodies lying around her. Not cold. Beyond cold, but drying out. Drying out. The wind. The air was so dry. She had never noticed it before. She stood and looked out to the east again and then she saw it. A slow, huge mass of fog moved towards her and the boat. It could be rain but it was so close to the sea. She put her hand over her eyes. The sun was begging for a turn but the sky was still overcast. The mass moved so slowly but directly towards the rocking and the creak of the wooden boat. It was moving faster now. And then she was wet. Soaked, and completely inside it. Everywhere she looked was grey. The water tasted fresh. She was soaking. The fog rolled on, hitting everything in its path, and then it was gone. She watched it as it went. She pulled a T-shirt off the body on starboard side and rubbed away the fresh water. The T-shirt was wet too but it still took some of the water off her. Then began the struggle to get her wet body into the wetsuit. When she pulled it up her legs it took off another layer of skin in places. She just about dislocated her shoulder reaching back into it. Her arm was at an impossible angle, like the wing of a bird. Waving around trying to catch the hole in the wetsuit where the arm went. She stopped, exhausted. Checking again with herself if she needed the wetsuit.

She played with the thick rubber. This was her skin now. The boundary between her insides and the outside where everything lived and breathed. If her skin went away completely, then this was her new skin – this is what would hold her insides in and keep the outsides out.

She pulled her arm back again, further this time, twisted her neck right from where it started halfway down her spine, saw the armhole and threaded her hand, then wrist, forearm, elbow, bicep, until her armpit came to rest in the sleeve opening. It pushed on her. It wasn’t as big as she’d thought it was – or maybe she was bigger in comparison. It had been taller than her but now it was on, it was tight. It compressed her back into herself. All the open sores were contained now. Nothing oozed out anywhere except the opening on her head where she had run into the boat – this still bled slowly. She could piss in the suit but would have to work out something when she needed a shit. It would probably be all right. Everything had gone to liquid, the salt ran through her.

Remembering liquid, she bent to the deck of the boat and licked some of the condensation the fog had left. She looked at the bodies again as she lapped up the water that sat in drops on the deck. Everything too still to break the surface tension and free the fresh water to puddle.

There was nothing useful left in the bodies. All nutrition, all liquid had gone. The birds wouldn’t touch them and she shouldn’t either. Eating a dead one of yourself seemed wrong. She licked the deck again, shifting her gaze to a centimetre in front of her nose.

Perhaps she should wait until it rained properly. Get her strength back. Quench her thirst. People died of thirst long before they starved to death, long before the elements got to them. She could be warm. She had conquered the cold but she needed water. Fresh water. She looked out over the sea that stretched out in all directions. So much useless water. She sat down. She had the wetsuit on both her legs and one arm. The free arm soaked in the air, knowing it would be the last time until Elodie reached the island. Until she lay on that, walked on that, felt dry in its air. Maybe she was too tired to go on. Maybe she should stay on the boat, throw the bodies overboard, and then sail it to a shore somewhere. A refugee in a wetsuit. She’d be given one call and she’d call the embassy. That’s what people did in these situations. Or she’d call Carla. Carla would organise it all. Or maybe Elodie would ring Tommy, because Tommy had the money to sort it out. She looked at the sky.

The fog had passed. She could see it if she craned her neck, lifted herself at her core. She should stay on the boat. She stood and looked over the rail. The octopus was gone. She couldn’t see it anywhere. She was alone. Finally. She stretched her last arm back and it slid through the wetsuit sleeve. She bent, rounded her body like she was ashamed, and fitted the pin of the zip into its box, struggling slightly with her swollen, messy hands but getting there and pulling the zip up. Straightening again to standing as the zip did up. There was no reason for the wetsuit to be on the fishing boat, but it was, and now it was on her. She didn’t believe in anything but fate and natural selection. Species that survived took advantage of things. She wasn’t going to be tricked into wondering what it meant that the wetsuit was there. She wouldn’t be lulled into a false sense that something was looking after her. The only thing that looked at her was the dispassionate sky and it looked at everything with the same gaze. If something could be looking after her, then it could be looking after the octopus and the water that wanted more than anything to drown her and drop her to the bottom of the sea, to increase its height by the tiny displacement of the space her body would take up.

There was nothing there but the wetsuit. Nothing. She spat at the boat, to get the foul taste of the air out of her mouth. ‘Fuck you,’ she said to the bodies, to the boat, to herself, and dived into the sea again. She noticed straight away that the wetsuit gave her more buoyancy, and she didn’t miss the octopus at all. Her face was still open to the water so she could still feel the warmth that was miles away. Distance had no meaning. Not even the word, distance – it sounded strange in her head. She didn’t need to think anymore, she was in the water now. The quiet, vast sea. As she dived under, her ears stopped and all she had was the sound water makes as you swim past it. She swam through a large pile of seaweed that had come free from the bottom. It would grow again. She knew that. Someone had told her. It was still alive even though it had been pulled out.

She knew they were in a bad shape. She had to see the island for herself. It had a mystical quality – when she asked other people about it, people who should have known, there was real confusion. So many different versions. Some said it was there, others said it wasn’t true at all. Carla was the only person she knew who had been there and she’d said it was real, she’d said it was there. She’d said it was huge; it’s ours, she told Elodie, we need to own it. Elodie and Carla were the only ones in the room when she said it. That’s what she’d meant by ‘we’, she’d meant it belonged to Elodie and Carla. No one else. It was theirs. But Elodie couldn’t wait for Carla. Carla had promised Duey she would stay, probably. Carla was comfortable. Making money, paying rent, buying things, working – adding to it all. So Elodie would go by herself. Get the place ready for everyone. Be its first architect, its first city council. Someone had to do it, but it wasn’t a chore. She wanted to go. Her arms swung over her head. None of it mattered, just the swinging. Not the getting there, just the splash, splash, splash, breathe.

But it was better to dive and then surface – like a dolphin or a whale. She’d seen them on YouTube. Seen them coming to the surface, blowing hard, getting rid of the water away from the holes in their heads that they breathed through. She did it now as she came to the surface. Blew hard out her nose, then spat out her mouth and breathed in, and then they would dive again and she dived again. Not as deep as she had been. The wetsuit made her float more, she had to kick hard to get down as deep as before. Kick very hard. So she stayed close to the surface. Occasionally the birds would come back again. Ducking at her. One bit at her head with its beak as she was swimming. She was travelling very high in the water and it wouldn’t do. The clouds were clearing and the sun was coming out. She could feel it warm on her head and her shoulders. Her arms weren’t out of the water long enough for them to get warm. She slowed every now and then. She would need to eat again soon.

That was her head. Her body wasn’t hungry at all. She needed far less than she thought. Her mind wanted food, warmth – more than what she needed. The whole of Auckland relied on it. More food. More clothes. Clothes were the worst. Food was shat out when it was done but clothes, they changed just because it was time to change, just because the season was over, and then they lay there, going nowhere, clogging up the world. Everyone relied on it. Tommy, Kurt. Elodie.

Elodie relied on it. There was money all around Elodie. Elodie’s father was a politician. He’d been a rich banker before he became a politician. People wondered why her father had left banking for politics. People had theories, most of them involved love of power. But she suspected her father liked being well known. He loved being liked and he was very well liked. People wanted what he had. He was a smart man. A self-made man. His mother had been a refugee. She’d come a long way. Not by sea. Probably by sea. Elodie never knew her grandmother, or not that earlier version of her. Elodie knew the perfectly tailored, dark version of her grandmother. The one who wore soft wool suit jackets, her hair black and long, while everyone else’s grandmothers had theirs short, set and tidy. Her grandmother set her hair, too, but in heated rollers. Her hair fell past her shoulders. Elodie’s mother wore her hair long as well, but it was gentile-thin and a clean, cool brown, so much lighter than her grandmother’s. Elodie’s grandmother would have had opinions about Elodie’s mother’s hair.

Elodie kept her hair blond for years. Maybe that was where it started – the pulling away, the sideways glance of distaste. She was never photographed with her father. Even though he insisted. She’d say, ‘You don’t want that.’ And if he pushed further, she’d lightheartedly brush it off. ‘Tell them there is no daughter. Tell them I’m dead.’ And she’d peck her father on the cheek and walk out the door. There was money all around her. A better woman would have tried to do it by herself. But she wasn’t that better woman. Hadn’t been. She’d asked and asked and was given to and given to. And then pretended like she hadn’t. That was the worst thing about her. It probably wasn’t the worst thing about her, but one of the awful things about her was that she hated Tommy. Hated him. But their fathers went to Honolulu together. Sailed in the harbour in the summer. She was exactly the same as him. She would become a politician too. When she got to the island, when the others got there, she would be the prime minister. No one expected it from her, but she’d have it. She’d smiled her way into the background of every important conversation. Got Tommy to tell her Carla had got away. Got Carla to tell her where she went. Got Doug to show her how to get there.

That was her superpower. Making herself invisible and unimportant. She’d gone to the same expensive private school as Tommy’s sister, but in the glare of her kindness and joy, he’d forgotten. No one remembered where she was from. That was why she didn’t want to be photographed with her father.

Her hair was dark now – it had been for months. No one noticed. It was long. It swam around her head. In front of her eyes, often. Sometimes when she went to the surface it would almost choke her. It was brittle now when it was in the air. In the water it swam around her like seaweed, but in the open air, when she stopped or came up for a breath she could feel it swelling and hardening to breaking. Nothing changed in her outlook – water, sky – but as she got used to it she noticed it changing, so she came up often to rest, to see what it was up to. In the nights she began to distinguish the multitude of shades of dark, to hear the sea sleeping, to know exactly when the dawn was about to break. During the days she felt the way the sea warmed slightly on the surface, and it told her how much longer the sun would be up.

It would be good if all her hair broke off. None of the fish around her had hair. Hair was for the land. Whiskers, maybe, or spines, but hair was useless in the water. It was keeping her cold, not warm, and she had no feeling in it. No control over where it went, how far it reached out. Cats’ whiskers were as wide as the widest part of them. That’s how whiskers worked. The shark was smooth. Octopuses could fly. Fish that swam in schools past her were rough with scales one way but smooth if they went forward. The crabs stayed low, the jellyfish flugged. She was wrong in the water. But she deserved it. It was worth it. All things told, she was wrong on the land as well. They had to build houses and cars and didn’t walk and wouldn’t eat what was in the ground. They had to make changes there, too. Needed technology so badly, so why not be here? Away from all that. Food-like substances. That’s what they ate.

Food was just a chemical. Her mind was hungry but her body was strong. She was living off what the octopus didn’t want. The dirt she sifted through her teeth. She needed so much less than her mind told her. She hadn’t looked at a cellphone since she’d left hers on the street. She had no shoes, no clothes. She’d taken the wetsuit but ... but ... she had no excuse for the wetsuit except she did not want to die, wanted her skin to stay on her body. She’d found the wetsuit and ripped it from the ghost boat and put it on, but she’d found it. Her mind tried to justify it but it didn’t need justification. The wetsuit was on her and was hers. It had been there and she had had the means on that day, at that time, to take it, and it was hers now. Wasn’t that how things worked? Wasn’t that the way the whole system was placed? If you had the means, you could have it. If you didn’t have the means, you had to change things around you until you did have the means. That was how it worked. That was what her father stood for, and her mother. Her grandmother was less sure, had seen what happened when people with the means took things.

Elodie swam, arm over arm. If she ever told this story to anyone that is what it would be: I swam arm over arm. I swam for a long way.

The water changed. It was so much deeper than it had been. She could feel the pull of the deep and when she looked down she could see the darkness was so dark. Her splashing was tiny. Things came past and past. Occasionally she thought she was there but she wasn’t. She would swim, arm over arm, without much interruption. Day. Night. Day. Night.

She was getting faster and the darkness the wetsuit gave her gave her a new presence in the water. She could lie in the water very still and the fish would come close. Not all of them, just the ones on the outsides of the schools. Were they slower than the others? She could catch them. In her hands. Her peeling, weeping hands. She did need them, but then she snapped her head forward and caught a fish with her mouth. Were they sick? Is that why they were at the edge? Is that why they trusted her? Had they seen a human before? Did it even matter?

Her ears became accustomed to the water. She heard better now. If the water moved rapidly enough past her nose she could smell it. In the air the insides of her nose stung. She relied less and less on her eyes. There was really no need for them. Her face, so ruined now by all the elements, felt everything. Even the parts of her which were covered in the thick wetsuit could gauge pressure so much better. She could feel when there were fish close. Through all the swell. She was reading the movement in the water better than any of her other senses. When the octopus came back he didn’t surprise her, she could feel him coming well before she could see him. She wasn’t so concerned now with which way was up. She had felt quite sick to begin with, the not being able to find down. The loss of down. The complete lack of any geography. No hills. Nothing but horizon. Nothing but nothing. And even that was changing. She was starting to understand the travel of the sun, the play of the wind. Even the waves started to get some semblance of a shape, a ground. A map. There was no pattern to it. It wasn’t like that, but they were distinct. Each one different in size but similar in shape. She was able to adapt her swimming rhythm to each variety. Some she could swim under. Others were better to stay on the top of. Some swamped her regardless, but she wasn’t as worried about them as she had been. She was becoming part of the sea again. Carla hadn’t said that would happen, but she had all but insinuated it. Carla was gone now, though, and Tommy, and Elodie was here in the sea and swimming to find them all a new home.

The night came again and she swam. Her arm hit it before she saw it. That was the way things had been going. Seeing less and less. Her eyes worn and dry and swelling and only good for shapes. It hadn’t felt soft. It had felt full of water. She swam to treading, and looked to see what it was. It was a body. She looked around. There were lots of them. Maybe thirty, maybe more, but they were all lifeless. Except for one. Its breath was small but it moved the still water. All the bodies were different ages and sizes. Some had life jackets on. Most were floating face down. It was a swamp. Even the fish were avoiding it. Elodie wanted to avoid it but the tiny waves that the tiny breath made kept coming. She looked around, then slid splashlessly under the water and came up very smoothly beside the child. Its eyes were closed, maybe it was a year old. She touched one of its feet, still pointed and fat – it hadn’t walked yet. It sank into the life jacket it was in, but by some luck of physics and float its head had fallen backwards and faced the sky, so it breathed. Elodie shook it but it didn’t wake up. ‘You’re early,’ Elodie said, as she swam round the baby. ‘You all are,’ she said, looking around her at where they had all come to. ‘I’m not ready for you yet.’ She swallowed down and down, she couldn’t afford to cry. She couldn’t swim and cry. ‘I’ll take this one with me,’ she announced to the floating crowd. ‘For the next generation. But’ – she grabbed the belt of the life jacket in one hand and began to swim, towing the baby – ‘I need to leave the rest of you.’ Her voice cracked and she swallowed again. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. But before she was clear of the group the baby was dead, so she let it go and slid into the water again, swimming well below the surface, then rising, only her mouth to the air, arching her head right back.

The next time she came up she was a long way away but she could hear someone, a woman, shouting for help. Elodie’s ears were always full of water now so what she heard was like it was coming from several floors down. She was a long way away now, and there was nothing Elodie could do. Where she was going, the woman wouldn’t want to go. The woman wanted the boat. The boat was a long way away too. Anyone in the water, except Elodie, wanted to get out. The best thing Elodie could do was leave her there. Leave all of them. That was what everyone else had done. That’s what Elodie would do. There was something dreadful about the decision but that’s what her body did anyway. It swam away. That was the way she was moving. Away.

So Elodie kept moving and moving. Arm over arm. Every now and then the waves would happen in the particular way that she felt the woman still shouting. She should stop shouting, thought Elodie. Stop shouting and try to drown herself. That is the best thing. Fast. Elodie could show her how to eat, but she wouldn’t want that. She would be appalled. She didn’t want that. She wanted home. A safe place. Away from where she had been. In the ocean was only meant to be a means to an end. Everything that came to the ocean came for a reason. Some of it stayed, some of it was just passing through. But everything ended up here in the sea. The wind would pick up plastic bags from the land and blow them and blow them until they eventually ended up here, in the water. Elodie had seen them. She’d swum through them billowing at the surface, or sunk and playing in the currents. Bigger, then smaller, winding round and round on themselves, making small circles. Flapping with no brain, no nervous system, just flapping. Trying to fly. Perhaps trying to animate themselves into life. Perhaps they would. Perhaps the sea would wake them up and make them alive. Give them hope, brains, a purpose, a way to move and be and carry on.

Nothing was stopping the plastic, though. Nothing. The plastic would carry on forever. That was how it had been made. That’s what made Carla’s plan so failsafe. That’s what kept Elodie swimming. There were smaller pieces. Sometimes Elodie would swallow them. Sometimes when her mouth was open and she was siphoning for food, something would catch in her throat. Get stuck, and she’d cough, water coming out of her nose and then into it again as she gasped. She would swallow harder, and the plastic thing would go down. It made sense there would be more and more plastic the closer she got. That if she followed the warm and the currents and the plastic, she’d find her way to the island. Carla had not said this. Carla had been tired and boozy and fuck drunk, murmuring at best. But Elodie had heard every word she said. Listened as careful as she could. Taking it all down. In her head. Not on paper. She was sure it was a message. Possibly not from Carla. Possibly from something using Carla. Elodie came from a long line of people who believed in seizing the day, taking the opportunities that life threw you by the balls.

This place. This place. Maybe Carla had read about it. Once Elodie started looking, lots of people were talking about it – it would be crowded, soon. This was why she had needed to go now. To be the first. So that when everyone else arrived, tired, wet, pushed out of their homes by the sea, living in the sea but not aquatic – Elodie would be there to welcome them, to show them. She’d help them into the property market. That was it, really. There were no houses left, none that anyone could afford, and all of them would be underwater soon anyway, but this was new land – she was the coloniser of this new land – she was prime minister, developer, real estate agent.

Carla had talked about it and read about it, but she had been there too. Elodie was sure of that. Carla had been there as well. She had got in the water at Mission Bay one night in the 1990s and swum out and gone there and this was why she was telling Elodie, because she knew – it was a hot real estate tip. Ponsonby, Grey Lynn, Avondale, Mangere Bridge – they’d all been hot tips before they’d been hot suburbs, increasing in value by the hour. Elodie listened to everyone she knew. She was always listening out for it. She knew nothing her father or mother talked about held anything for her, but she listened to them just in case they let it slip. She listened to her brother. Her brother the DJ. She listened to him – and she listened to Tommy. She tried not to ask too often, because then she’d only get the answers for the questions she already knew. What she was looking for, she needed to listen for. It was listening that would get her what she wanted. So she listened. Quietly, invisibly, made invisible by kindness and smiling – no one was wary of an optimist. Pessimists were smart and wiry and people stopped talking around them, but someone who was smiling was like a big ball of acceptance – like a big hug that they just wanted to talk into. So that was Elodie. She found a job where she could listen. Stand back and do her job, but listen. And there had been a lot of hopeful leads. High mountains. Charity work. One of the models was raising money to give a woman in Africa a fistula repair operation. She talked a lot about it. She made Africa sound big and deep and safe and empty. Elodie worked with the model a lot, so she heard a lot about it, and for a while she wondered if this was it. She’d taken some of the money from her trust fund and sent it to the organisation, and one woman in Africa had fistula repair surgery, but it wasn’t what Elodie was looking for. In the end, even Africa would sink.

Elodie found that if she gave people what they wanted they would talk more. A smile worked well, but sex worked better. Tommy had given her nothing. He talked about money, he talked about aesthetics. He talked about the way the world of fashion worked. He didn’t seem to know anything about land or making a home – he already had a home; anyone who had a home didn’t understand how to get a home. But then he told her about Carla and about how Carla had gone away. He’d thought religion, but then Carla had gone down on Elodie and then Elodie had gone down on Carla. And Carla had started talking about the ocean. ‘If it was floating past us out there, we’d do something,’ she said. And she was probably right.

The people Elodie had been listening to all seemed to take a lot of notice of what was directly in front of them, and diminishing amounts of notice of the things that were further away. Unless they had family somewhere else, which seemed to change things. It always changed things.

Elodie knew that. Elodie swam on. Not thinking about how far away it was, thinking about how she was here, and here, and here. Exactly where she had wanted to be.

Her whole life had led to this. Being here. Meeting Carla. Being here. All this was bullshit. It was just the noise her mind was making as she splashed, arm over arm in the wide, deep sea under the bright clear sun while life exploded around her. The sun was shining through the sea.

She stayed quite high in the water now, for a while, but then something caught her attention well below her. The water was pitch black after a point, but the large object came in and out of the dark. It was like there was a separate sea below Elodie. A dark endless sea that the light didn’t hit. It was like she was flying. She gave up the arm over arm when she realised the object was going in the same direction as her. She went back to swimming underwater and coming to the surface for air. Trying to draw the intervals between surfacing out more and more. Whenever she did this, there would be a point where she asked herself if she still needed air. Because it felt like, at this moment, if she just relaxed, took the pressure off her chest, she would have everything she needed in the closed system of her body. But then she would surface again. Because she didn’t trust her body. Not after so long on land. She’d been a long time in the sea by now, but outrunning the long time she’d been on the land would be tough. Her body didn’t know what it was doing – not really.

This was her mind.

Her body knew exactly what it was doing. Exactly. But she would surface, then drop down again. Each time trying to get deeper, closer to the dark other sea. The large object would bring its large grey body up and then dive again into the dark. Like it was playing with her. Humans always thought like that. Like everything wanted to make contact with them, like everything they hunted and ruined wanted to be friends. Humans were stupid.

When she was driving at night, on a long drive after a hard day’s work she would often find herself convincing herself that she could close her eyes for a moment. Have a brief sleep. Just for a moment. Driving. In her car, as it spewed out all that trash. So she could get from one place to another. So she wouldn’t have to walk. Now she was swimming under her own speed. The wetsuit would have caused some awful waste when it was made, but it had already been made when she found it. It was going to sit on the boat and do nothing for a long time. It was good she was wearing it, good she’d taken it. Her skin felt better. She would let her mind tell her whatever it needed to, so she could keep the wetsuit. She didn’t want to die. Not like that; her insides seeping out of her rotting skin. So she listened to her own press – the justification of the wetsuit already there. Maybe if she hadn’t taken it, the wind would have taken it instead and dumped it into the sea, where a fish would suffocate on it. The higher good of her taking the wetsuit hid the selfishness of her not wanting to die, ever; that was the truth.

The grey was large. She suspected she’d known what it was the first time she saw it, and now she was certain. It was Moby-Dick. A grey version of the white whale. The whale is a he, the boat is a she. The octopus is a he. She was swimming with a whale. It was huge. She could see now how it stayed away from everyone. It was so deep and so smooth. There were probably hundreds of them, moving around all the time, and here was one. Why was there only one? Then she looked behind her and saw there were more. She realised she hadn’t surfaced for a long time, and realised the whales hadn’t surfaced for the whole time she’d been following them, or were they following her?

She relaxed and it was like she had everything she needed in her body, for a lot longer than she thought she did, so she made the decision to go deep. It took a lot of kicking, because her body, too heavy to float completely, was too light to sink completely. Which made it useless, of course, but it was all she had to work with. This body, these legs, these lungs. She kicked and kicked, then she was deep, and then she was in the dark. She was pushed and then again, as the huge animals slid past her body and then she needed air and it was dark all around and she didn’t know which way to go. Which way was up. She blew bubbles out of her mouth and they floated past her lips, her chin, past her neck. She was completely upside down. She somersaulted and followed the bubbles, and then she was in the light again but still a long way from the surface and her lungs were aching, but pain was just resistance to sensation. Pain was only really good as a warning but because she knew the situation she was in – knew the exact nature of where she was and who she was – pain was of no use at all. So she ignored it and kept kicking towards the surface and the sun and the air that was a prison. The whales had turned and were swimming away. In the distance she saw them surface, too. They were shackled to the air, like she was. Like they were sisters. Stuck in the rhythm of the break of the surface and the deep breath. One of them breached and slapped its huge tail on the surface to say goodbye. To warn her. To remind her she wasn’t welcome. Elodie watched for a moment as they went away. She knew she wasn’t wanted. There was a part of her that knew the truth, and it knew she wasn’t wanted, and she spat at the whales. Well, she was here and they would have to live with it, or kill her, all of them would. The octopus, especially. She was moving in. Making a home.

The rage was short-lived. Everything that came from her head was. Her body took over. Her mind just rattled on and couldn’t be trusted. It was her body she needed, and she identified more and more with it. It was her, now. It was louder than anything. It was repairing as fast as it could. The openings in her skin, the burn of the salt on her insides. It was working hard to repair and change. She’d been living for so long in her head. Listening to everything it said, like it was the truth. But it wasn’t the truth now. Her body was the truth. Her body and the sea. As her arm folded over one more time, it hit something. She stopped. It was something from home. A plastic bottle. She looked at it bobbing. Floating just in front of her, and she knew she was close.

In her thoughts, she used to play with the possibility of it. In the thought experiment she used, she would come to it and swim under it and then see a column of bright, shining light coming through a gap and she would climb up. Her legs would be sore and unused to climbing but she would pull herself up by her strong arms and fall flat on its strong surface. Welcomed home by all the things from home. She imagined arriving with no clothes on, but she imagined there would be clothes there. Blown out to sea. Brought to the Gyre. And she would collect the clothes. Pulling them on as she walked around on the surface. Seeing all the things from home. Coke bottles, water bottles, the lids off bottles. Containers for having lunch in. Sushi containers. Cords from things. Fishing lines. She hadn’t thought about it much while she was swimming, but now, as the waste became more and more, she remembered the dream of it. As her hands hit more and more, bottles, bags, it all swam with her now in the current like a flotilla. She began to think about it again. To summon it in her head like Carla had said it was. ‘There’s an island of rubbish,’ she’d said. Lazily. ‘All the waste in the world.’ Elodie thought about it as she swam. Closer and closer. She’d find them all a home there.

Carla had come back. Carla had never been away, probably. Elodie laughed as the water became soupier. Really, it had been all Elodie. Really. She’d looked it all up. Taken the dog. Left the shore. Dived into the water. Carla most probably never got this far. Carla probably went away somewhere else. Probably, if she’d asked Duey, Duey would have said, ‘The sea?’ and laughed softly. ‘No, she was with Krishna.’ And the thought experiment would have been over. That’s why she had never talked to Duey. Duey would end everything. Probably it was all Elodie’s idea, probably she had collected evidence to make it work. Probably.

Elodie knew she was never coming home. She would find a home on the island. She could fish. There was so much waste and it all belonged to her now. It was the only way forward. Everyone was trying to stop it – they charged for plastic bags in supermarkets, now – but really, they wouldn’t stop it. People loved throwing things out, people loved using something once and throwing it out – it made them feel like they were rich. Her father wouldn’t change it. ‘There’s no island of rubbish.’ He was convinced of it when she’d asked him over dinner one Sunday. ‘And if there is, someone will find a way to tidy it up.’ Someone new, someone young, someone Elodie’s age. But Elodie knew better. Elodie would live on it and wait for everyone else, because it wasn’t going away and neither was the heat. Maybe she would make a house. She would definitely have shelter, and it was growing. That was the thing. It was growing. It was the only thing that was. It was all about growing. That’s what it was all about. Growth. And growing. And growing.

That was what it was all about and she would make a home for them all on the thing that was growing the most. There might be people on it when she got there – maybe a small child like the one she’d left, maybe a woman like the one who was calling out for help. Maybe there would be a family already. It made sense, because real estate was getting ridiculous. There were so many people on the land. So many people that surely some of them had to come to live on the sea, on the new island. The water got soupier and soupier, and it was harder and harder to swim. She swam down and looked up. It was like a roof of plastic. The sun played at it. She swam up again to where she thought there was a break in the roof the island made. It wasn’t a break, but she pushed through it easily. She couldn’t see much. There was rubbish everywhere and she was tangled in something. A large piece of packing polystyrene floated past and she pulled herself high up on it so she could look around. All around her was plastic, floating and floating.

But there was nothing solid. Nothing enough to stand on. There was no island. She pushed the polystyrene like a kick board through the grime. There was a jelly-like algae on everything. Everything was slippery. Slimy. Tiny pieces of plastic floated past her. Fish had been caught in the lines and the things that hold cans together. There was a dreadful smell. There was nowhere to stand. It was a mess. This was her new home. But other places had not been like people had expected them to be. Look at Dunedin. Dunedin had been planned in Edinburgh by someone who hadn’t even seen it. It would be okay. She could make it work. She was committed now, and it would be okay.

She started pulling things to her. She tied some plastic bottles to the polystyrene using rope and a fishing net. Then some plastic bags bloated up with the warm air coming off the sea. Finally it was big enough for her to kneel on, and she pulled other things to her and tied them. The wetsuit was hot and the sun was hot and she was hot, but she worked. And before long it was stable enough to stand on. She had to swim underneath it to make it stable below the shift of her walk. She was still moving as she built. Still drifting. The octopus came past and then left – in disgust, she expected.

Later, when the sun went down, she pulled up one of trapped fish and sat on her raft and watched the sun go down all the way for the first time. There was nothing left to do but wait. There would be high waves and there would be storms and the wind would blow hard. There would be rain and she would drink again. She was like an axolotl, she thought. But then she ate, and she didn’t think anymore. She laughed.
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