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IT’S MORE RAIN than I’ve ever seen, all the summer’s hidden water coming down at once. The river’s breached its banks down past the netball courts, and there are eels, slick black shapes lurking in the gutters. Thirty years in Masterton, and that’s a first for me. 

I’m almost at Sheena’s, wading through the leafy mush covering the footpath, the warm wind grumbling at the edges of my poncho. It’s only fifteen minutes from the station, but I’m soaked down to my littlest toe. The rent money is dry, though. Sheena’s landlord will come by Thursday, and we can’t have last month again.

I step over the deepest part of the gutter, half an eye out for stray river life, then through the space where Sheena’s wooden gate used to be before someone destroyed it a few parties back. I’m going slow, mostly by memory; the path is uneven under the soup of grass cuttings and branches, and the last thing my bad hip needs is another fall. Her awning’s still intact, thank Christ. 

There’s a light on inside. Beneath the steady thrum of water, the pulse of music. Sounds like UB40—enough to bring back the old shearing days and the oily feel of wool between my fingers. I always preferred Bob Marley but he was a bit much for some of the blokes, especially the locals we had to partner up with out on the coast. The mere thought of a sweating brown body was unsettling enough for some of those guys, let alone having to listen to brown tunes. UB40 was always a safer bet.

Before I can knock, the door swings open. A wall of body in a black singlet blocks the hallway. 

‘Lorraine.’ Keith’s got his shades on as usual but I can tell he’s taking me in; those scarab ovals moving slowly over me. ‘None of your lot at the station thought to give you a lift, eh?’

Your lot. These tiny demarcations, the daily lines drawn. Us and them, that and this. It’s always there. In this place, anyway.

‘I don’t mind the walk.’ I look to the driveway but his truck isn’t there. One of the other patched guys must have dropped him around. ‘Bit of rain won’t kill me.’

I try for the smallest smile but there’s no point. His face is without expression, his mouth flat and waiting. I nod over his shoulder.

‘My niece about?’

He shrugs.

There’s a break in the music and a voice calls from the next room, hazy, but Keith keeps staring. I wonder how much of my last conversation with Sheena she passed on to him. For now, I keep my eyes on him. His fingers are dark with soil. An afternoon spent out back, probably, tending to the greens before the storm came in. There’s a reason why Sheena’s patch always yields more than mine.

‘Aunty.’ A voice behind him, a hand coming up to rest against his shoulder. ‘Love, it’s fine. Really.’

It takes a few long moments, but eventually he turns away into the house. Sheena squeezes my arm as if to reassure herself it’s really me. Behind her, Keith’s footsteps rattle the hall.

‘You’re bloody well soaked through. Time for a drink? Cuppa tea or a quick gin?’ She shifts her hair out of her eyes, her fingers quick and shaking.

‘I’m okay, girl.’

I go to reach inside my poncho for the money but think better of it. Keith might be Bradley’s dad and all, but he doesn’t need to know every little thing. I smell it, then: that musty waft between burnt sugar and vinegar. I get it whenever I walk past the evidence room at the station: all those shelves of scorched lightbulbs and tiny plastic bags stacked and numbered, waiting in the dark for court appearances. Sheena sees what my eyes are doing.

‘It’s not mine,’ she says. 

I nod her outside, and she follows me with a quick look over her shoulder. The two of us stand close inside the awning’s dripping halo.

‘Is Bradley in there?’

‘He’s off running around.’ She looks down. ‘I’m careful.’

‘Careful? It’s only three weeks since the Kīngi girl went missing. Don’t tell me about careful.’ My arms come across my chest. ‘It’s only a few towns over, Sheen. You don’t think it could happen here?’

She looks past me into the silver static. ‘They’re all together, Hēmi and them. They’re just playing, Aunty. The cops said we had to…’

‘I know what they bloody said.’

I think of all those posters I printed downstairs in the station file room. Those stacks of pages, thin paper to keep costs down. The chief’s always worried about that. It was tough going finding a decent photo of the missing girl, Precious Kīngi. Her mum didn’t have much on hand. In the end we called Featherston Normal for last year’s class shot, Precious right in the centre row with a wide smile, her ponytail nice and neat. Everyone looked happy to be there. Happier than I ever remember being, anyway. Even the teacher was beaming, tie flat against his chest, hands clasped at his front. And now think of her: disappeared on her way home one afternoon. Just gone, like someone snapped their fingers and carried the girl away into the sky. 

Three weeks. Anything can happen in three weeks. Nobody’s saying it but the knowledge is there, tucked between our other words—reports sent up the chain to Wellington, briefings to the papers. Nobody expects good news. 

‘You’re coming on Saturday, right?’ Sheena sets her fingers on my elbow. ‘I told Bradley you’d come.’

‘I’ll be there, girl.’ I nod past her. ‘Just don’t let Keith get too comfy, all right? Remember what we talked about.’

Her eyes drop, scolded. Amazing how quickly we slip back into old patterns. ‘It’s a visit, Aunty. That’s all. He’s mostly out Castlepoint ways now.’

Mostly. I lean forward with a kiss. ‘Saturday, then. I’ll bake a cake.’

I move back into the rain, and the door shudders closed behind me. In the gutter, a grey fin twists between the wheels of Keith’s junked Ford, curling through the water. 

With each step, more of the tension leaves my shoulders. My mind is on home, on a dry room. Patty will have let herself in from next door to get a pie in the oven, some buttered peas and mint, and a couple of strong gins for the Villa Wars semi-final on One. Our favourite couple made it to the last round, and we fancy their chances. Someone might be out snatching kids, but there are still renovation shows.

‘Look!’ A childish squeal. Across the road, a clutch of thin bodies crouching behind a ute, some in T-shirts dark with rain, some bare-chested and shining. ‘There!’

A boy I recognise, Hēmi Larkin I think, points down into the gutter mush, his mouth taut in an expectant O. A flat-cheeked girl steps forward and shoves a garden fork hard into the water. When she brings it up, there’s a black rope twisting itself around the tines, the eel’s mouth open and tasting the air. The other kids all whoop and slap at each other as she holds the eel high, a long-limbed Neptune with her fishy mascot.

Despite all the commotion, they see me. Even now, my hair greyer than I care to notice, body more like a marrow each year, children see me. I might be invisible everywhere else, but not to them. Kids notice everything. 

‘You’ve got him, love,’ I call across the street. ‘But what’s the plan now, eh?’

There’s a detonation of glee in the girl’s eyes. ‘How’s about we ram it up your hole, lady?’

The kids all fold into each other with delight, moving as a single animal. Maybe Sheena’s right: in a group, they have each other. 

The girl jiggles the eel in my direction. I see Bradley with them now, clutching a supermarket bag alive with thrashing shapes. He gives me the tiniest wave, undetectable to the others, and smiles just to me. Then, with quick hands, he grips the eel by the head and slides it off the fork, knocking it again and again into the bonnet of the parked ute as the others watch. A stock truck clatters past through the water, its steel belly tight with the last summer lambs on their way to the knife, wheels sending little waves out across the street. When it passes, the kids are gone, eel and all. Vanished into new mischief with a flash of a limb around the corner and a last shout before the rain replaces them.

Home, then. I shift myself forward, my hip giving me just the smallest twinge, but nothing unmanageable. Ducking between cars, I step across the road on the way to Rickett’s Circle, my mind on the glow of bad television in easy company. There’s a wet screeching behind me and I start to turn and my heart leaps as a vehicle roars and brakes and shudders in a wall of spray. 

A station wagon, apple-red, its wipers working overtime. 

Whoever it is, they’ve stopped just short of knocking me down. I raise a hand to see inside but I can’t make anything out. I step across the lanes, and the car crawls forward past me, then turns down Sheena’s street, headlights shining into the flood like buttery swords. It must be someone from around here; you’d need to know the shape of the road to be out in this mess. 

The light starts to thin around me, early for February, the rows of houses damp and watchful as the low sky swallows the day.




JUST LIKE LAST time, the radio has it first, the bulletin clicking on as the morning light knifes the curtains. 

I went to bed with brighter thoughts, the renovation semi-final and Patty’s generous hand with the Gordon’s helping to erase the bad taste of Keith and the near-miss with the station wagon. Now the old black cloud closes in again.

Hēmi Larkin. Eight years old. Missing. 

I’m in the kitchen before I know what I’m doing, phone tight inside my palm, dialling for Sheena. Bradley was with Hēmi; if anything has happened to him, it’ll be my whole world finished. The waiting tone fills my ear.

‘Pick up the bloody phone, girl.’

She’s not answering. Part of me wonders whether it’s more than just her usual nights on the bottle; whether she’s back on that other shit again. Keith’s horrid stuff surging through her blood, turning my niece into someone else. But there’s no time to think. I fire off a text and pull on my gumboots, wading through the streets still submerged under the grey murk. It’ll be useless stopping by if Keith’s had a night on the bags. The best thing to do is get to work and see what’s what. 

The station carpark is empty, though a couple of guys from the local paper are already hanging around out front. They’ll probably assume I’m the cleaner. Just in case, I buzz in through the back. 

Straight downstairs to the file room. I check the case report in the system: it’s the same Hēmi, all right: the Larkins down the end of Colombo Road, the place with the missing step and the gutters coming off in a long strip of rusted metal. The report only lists the one child missing, and I’m ashamed of the slackening in my chest. I close my eyes for a second and listen to the computer’s faint hum.

The phone rings on my desk. I snatch it up.

‘Sheena?’

‘Did you hear?’ Patty. She sounds out of breath. ‘It’s ghastly, just ghastly.’

‘I’m reading the file now,’ I say. ‘Jesus, Patty. I only just saw the kid.’

‘The Larkin boy? You saw him?’ I can hear her sit up straighter. ‘Where?’

‘With Bradley and them, last night.’ I try to picture the boy’s bright face, his arm outstretched and pointing. Everything is a wet blur. ‘They had a bag full of eels.’

‘The mother was on the news, the poor thing. How they get themselves into these situations, I just don’t know.’

They. Other times I’d be liable to pull her up on this talkback radio stuff, these creeping sanctimonies about poor life choices and level playing fields. This morning’s no time for that.

‘Listen,’ I say. ‘I need to keep the line free. My niece.’

‘Oh, sure, sure.’ There’s the slam of a kitchen drawer in the background. ‘I’m on afternoons at the claims centre this week. I’ll be around after.’

It’s my turn to get dinner. ‘Could be a late one, I think.’ There are footsteps upstairs now; Ambrose’s heavy heels, and a lighter step I don’t recognise. ‘I’ll try to pick something up.’

‘Righto.’ 

I check my phone: still nothing from Sheena. I run copies of the new report and bundle them with the most recent briefing packs on the Kīngi case. There’s a new urgency in the footsteps upstairs, and rightly so. You can ignore one missing kid if you try hard enough. But two? Two’s something else. Even with names like Precious and Hēmi, two gets attention.

Right on cue, Ambrose rattles down the last few stairs and into the file room. Full dress: buttons shining and ready for inspection. Those new footsteps upstairs must be Wellington feet.

‘I assume you’ve heard?’

I hand him the box of papers. ‘It’s all in there. The latest on the Kīngi girl, too.’

‘Did you fix the machine? The boys couldn’t read the bloody things last time.’

‘It’s single-sided,’ I say. ‘They’ll be fine.’ He picks up a copy to check for himself. ‘Listen, chief. I was…’ My phone vibrates in my pocket. Sheena. 

Whats wrong aunty? U ok?

I let out a long breath, one hand on my desk.

‘Don’t let me keep you, Lorraine.’

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s…look, the boy. I saw him. Hēmi Larkin.’

‘When?’ His head is a furious egg. ‘Last night?’ 

‘He was with my nephew on Church Street. Must’ve been six or just after.’ I picture the last flash of limbs around the corner, hearing again the screech of the station wagon on the road behind me, the wipers sliding in inscrutable motion. ‘They were playing in the rain.’

His expression narrows. ‘That’s Keith Mākara’s boy, right? Your nephew?’

‘That’s right.’ 

There’s information turning in his eyes. I can guess what it’ll be: Keith’s full, and Sheena’s half, so what does that make Bradley? It’s the kind of calculation he makes automatically. Shit, it wasn’t so long ago he was still writing ‘half-caste’ in his reports.

‘We’ll talk after the briefing,’ he says. ‘For now, we’re running low on trim. There’s some change in my top drawer. Some gingernuts if you can manage it.’

With a last scowl, he stomps off upstairs, leaving me to the hush of my stacks and boxes, my desk in the corner with its dim monitor waiting. His footsteps recede into the quiet guts of the building, and a door clicks closed. I wait until he’s out of earshot and pick up the phone to try Sheena again.

I’m coming back from the petrol station, the sun burning away the moisture around me, the milk bottle nice and cold in my hand. The reporters are gone now; Ambrose probably gave them what little he has already. They’ll be back, though. I buzz in past reception, and Tania stares blankly over her crossword through the bulletproof glass. The same old spidery feeling comes through me as I step past the munitions room—even now, so many years later. I pour some coffee and head back downstairs, thinking ahead to the files I’ll need to check.

‘It’s Lorraine, isn’t it?’

‘Jesus.’ I lift a hand to my chest, and some coffee slops across my fingers. There’s a man at the end of the hall. Thin. Scruffy hair. Dressed like a stork that’s fallen through a wardrobe. There’s more fatigue in his face than the drive from Wellington would suggest; he looks like he hasn’t slept in days. 

‘I’m Justin.’ He steps forward and lifts a hand. ‘From over the hill.’

‘I figured as much.’

His eyes stay on mine. ‘You don’t come to the briefings?’

‘Me? Not usually, no. I sort out the papers and all that, but the chief prefers to keep things pretty contained in there.’

‘Two missing children, one for weeks now.’ A click of the tongue. ‘I wouldn’t have thought this was the time for containment.’

I give a shrug. ‘Did you need anything? Coffee?’

‘One of the guys in there mentioned something about the Larkin boy’s father.’ He scratches at his stubble. ‘An assault charge a couple of years back, something about a shovel.’

‘Jason Larkin?’ I feel myself frowning. 

‘They’re thinking there could be a connection somewhere,’ he says. ‘As in, this could be payback, maybe.’

I have to shake my head. ‘I wouldn’t say so.’ It’s Dion, most likely; of all the constables, he’s the one with the fanciful notions. ‘The other guy’s in Rimutaka. He picked up three years for armed robbery last summer. And it was a broom, not a shovel.’

‘A broom?’ He gives me the ghost of a smirk. 

‘He and Jason Larkin were in the same roading crew, and they got into it one morning. Jason gave him a whack with a yard broom, and the supervisor was daft enough to call it in.’ I picture the stacks downstairs, all those lines of text summing up this town. I’d written the report up myself; Dion was off helping Ambrose get his boat sealed. ‘I don’t think we bothered with a charge in the end.’

He nods to himself. ‘Anything else you can tell me? About the Larkins, or anything else, for that matter?’

I think of Hēmi under the rain, his mouth open in a wide circle, tucked in close with the rest of his mates. ‘They’re not far from me, really. Just down the road from my niece.’ A moment passes. ‘I saw him, actually. Last night.’

‘The missing boy? You saw Hēmi Larkin?’

The door to the briefing room swings open, and a burst of brash laughter comes into the hall. The chief’s eyes hold a laddish twinkle but they go hard when he sees the two of us. ‘I see you’ve met our file lady, detective.’

Hayes turns to him. ‘Did you know she’d seen the boy last night?’ 

There’s a blank expression on the chief’s face. ‘We, uh…’

‘I didn’t get the chance to mention it yet.’ A pause. ‘I’ve been on the phone to Sheena all morning. She knows the Larkins, and she’s a bit shaken up. Her boy was with Hēmi and the others.’

Hayes glances between us. ‘How many children were there?’

‘Five, I think. Maybe six. They were eeling.’

‘Eeling?’ 

‘It’s that part of town.’ Ambrose sets his hands to his hips. ‘They carry on a bit like that. The kids especially.’

The detective narrows his eyes. ‘We’ll need to see them, in any case.’

‘My niece already spoke to Bradley,’ I say. ‘He doesn’t know anything. Said they split up right after they saw me, and Hēmi walked home by himself.’

Ambrose huffs. ‘She would say that, wouldn’t she?’

‘What do you mean?’ Hayes crosses his arms.

I sigh. ‘It’s Bradley’s dad. Keith. He’s patched.’

‘Not just patched,’ says Ambrose. ‘This past year he’s pretty much been running the local Mongrels chapter.’

‘Doesn’t mean it’s anything to do with Sheena.’ I keep my voice even. ‘Or Bradley.’

Hayes turns to me again. ‘Any chance you could tell me the Kīngi address?’

‘In Featherston?’ I look between the two of them, feeling the chief’s expectant gaze. ‘They’re down Underhill Road. On the way to the camping spot, the swimming hole and all that.’

‘Detective,’ Ambrose lifts a hand between us. ‘It’s all in the papers, there. My boys are across it. Why don’t we just…’

‘And the parents?’ asks Hayes. ‘What about them?’

The chief pats Hayes’s arm. ‘Bruce and Cass Kīngi are on file too, mate. We’ve got all the details we need.’

I trace the swirls of linoleum under my feet, waiting just long enough to be heard. ‘Cath Kīngi. Bruce drives trucks for Grey’s Haulage, out of Carterton. Mostly building supplies.’ There’s a sting in the chief’s eyes. ‘Cath’s been seen around the tinny house on Waite Street from time to time, but she doesn’t buy. The dealer’s her cousin.’

Hayes turns to the chief. ‘Your records clerk needs to be in on all briefings.’

‘Records clerk? You mean her?’ Ambrose jabs a thumb at me. ‘There’s really no need. The boys have the papers.’

‘I’ll have to insist.’ The detective holds his eye. ‘She’s given me more on the spot than your whole team managed in a half-hour briefing.’

The colour drops out of the chief’s face.

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘Really. I’ve got my hands full downstairs anyway.’

Hayes squints. ‘You know we’ve got two kids missing, right?’

‘Of course I bloody well know.’ I look towards the stairway, a low boil coming through my hands. I could tell him about all those nights walking past Sheena’s at two, three in the morning, the cool air clothing me as I kept vigil in the empty street, looking for strange cars. ‘Look, all I do is keep my ears open and type what I’m given. The Larkins are just down the road from me. Our part of town, everyone knows each other.’

‘That’s right,’ says the chief. ‘That’s all it is, mate.’

The detective keeps his arms folded, his hands poking out of rumpled sleeves. I haven’t been onside with the chief in years; it’s like I’ve put my shoes on back to front. 

‘You’re in all briefings from now on.’ Hayes looks at his watch. ‘Starting with our two o’clock. Until then, try to pull together anything else that might be relevant. The Larkins, their neighbours, anything you can think of.’

With a clacking of footsteps, they move away, Hayes’s thin scraggly form next to the chief’s rounding shape. I can see the tension in Ambrose’s shoulders, the nerves all bunched and coiled. Next time he has the chance, he’ll make sure I get some horrible job to do—defrosting the evidence freezer or laying rat traps behind the pipes again. 

My phone buzzes in my pocket. Patty.

Everything all right there, Lo?

She always seems to know when I need a word. I don’t have to respond; it’ll be enough just to talk when I get home. I slump my way downstairs into sanctuary, and my blood speeds inside me.
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