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It’s nearly dusk by the time I get Bum-Bum saddled. The air around the stables is still warm from the hours of sun, the day giving itself over to the dark. I should’ve been here an hour ago: Dion took bloody ages with the statement from the timber-plant bloke. A forklift stolen and ditched down by the bridge, laid out across the railway tracks. It makes me smile, thinking of the 4:55 from Wellington waiting for someone to clear the line, windows full of office workers staring out like jowly cattle. Kids, no doubt. The foreman reckons he’ll put up a camera facing the road, but who knows when he’ll get around to that. Anyway, a place like Masterton, there are worse things than a forklift joyride.

As everyone knows.

‘Easy, now.’ I set a hand to Bum-Bum’s stout grey neck as we come past a couple of mares huddled together over the fence. They’ll be having a laugh at his expense, I’d say. Either his name or his rider. ‘Easy.’

He had the name when I got him, obviously. He was a lawn decoration for some lifestyle-block types out near the boarding school at Langsford. Their little girl got fed up with him not going fast enough and tried jumping him in front of some mates. He threw her, breaking both her wrists. The parents were damn near giving him away. I’ve tried calling him Bertie, or even Bump, but he doesn’t come to it. So Bum-Bum it is.

They’ve been helping, these rides. A long afternoon in the police station file room, hemmed in by those leaning stacks of paper, and an hour in the saddle is quite the salve. The steady movement, the feeling of the animal under me. I’d never have managed it before last year, but my niece Sheena nagged at me to get the hip done, and I finally gave in at Christmas. The old ball joint’s still in the freezer, the poor suffering thing. It looks like a golf ball dragged under a car.

At the far edge of the hayshed, Roxy waves as she climbs into her ute, pointing to the bag of grain she’s left for me. She’s done with her lessons for the day, all the gear put away, every last private school riding student shuttled home by Mummy. The ute coughs to life, her headlights sweeping low over the grass bitten to stubble by the ponies. She’s giving me quite the deal, Roxy: half the usual grazing fees, and the grain for free. It’s because Bum-Bum’s a good influence on the others, she says. Calming. Not to mention Roxy’s Dion’s aunt. I’ve been keeping up my end of the bargain correcting the spelling mistakes in his statements.

We take another lap to finish, the horse ambling slow and gentle, and stop at the stile by the shed. I could climb down without it, but it’s best not to risk it. Jesus, sixty-five; the Chief’s threatened to buy a cake for the station. Bum-Bum stays good and still as I climb down, snorting at me to hurry up with his feed.

‘All right, young fella.’ I unclip the saddle, giving him a scratch where the straps have been rubbing. ‘Must be your bedtime, eh?’

Behind us, the road holds the usual trickle of cars and trucks, a steady stream of headlights golden through the sleepy grey. It’s only fifteen minutes’ walk from here to Rickett’s Circle; I’ll be home in time for the MasterChef special Friday challenges.

Then a wail of sirens cuts through the evening, low at first, building to a rude swirl of red light through the blue dark. An ambulance coming from my side of town, fast, gunning it for the hospital with a cruiser in tow—the Chief’s car. The old feeling moves through me for a moment, a shard of ice breaking away and falling through my chest. When they’re gone, I hear my phone buzzing from where my poncho’s slung over the fence. It’s a text from Sheena.

U about aunty? The bubble bounces onscreen. Tuck was asking if we seen his niece.

My fingers tap across the white glowing square. I’ve just hit send when Dion calls.



‘Another forklift?’ I chuckle. ‘You get all the important calls, don’t you?’

‘Chief said to call you,’ says Dion. ‘He’s on his way to…’

‘The hospital. Yep.’ I look towards the road. ‘Just saw him.’

There’s a stab of static in my ear, then: ‘They found a girl.’ He’s dropped an octave, his voice hushed and low. ‘Some tourists. Up in the Tararuas, near Holdsworth. A teenager, the Chief said.’

More ice slides through me. ‘Is she…? She’s not…’

‘Nah, nah. But not far off it, they reckon.’ I hear his cruiser spurt to life in the background. ‘He said to get there sharpish. You’re over at Roxy’s, yeah? I’ll come by.’

Across the fence, there’s the soft glow of the lights from the new hospital. ‘Faster to walk from here.’

‘Righto.’

The line clicks over, the white light dimming to black. I zip up my poncho and cut sideways through the gatepost and up the rise, fingers working the latch automatically, heart swelling like a sponge.

They found a girl. 

If the Chief’s driving was anything to go by, it’s serious. In the distance, the outline of the old hospital hangs in the air like a tall black door. I’ve rushed towards that shape a few times: when my sister Debbie was early with Sheena, and when dad’s heart finally went. Tonight, it’s the new hospital I’m heading for, the low white building with windows staring through the warm dark. Behind me, Bum-Bum stamps at the earth, snorting in outrage. He’ll have to wait for his grain, but my gut is telling me there are bigger things on the way. The air pulls close around me, a plastic bag drawn tight over everything. My horse gives a shriek and the sound follows me as I walk.







Chief Ambrose is in the hallway when I arrive, phone pasted to his ear. I see him through the wired glass, his head shining in the bright overhead lights. The nurse at the front desk nods and waves me through, keeping his eye on a thin stick of a woman muttering in the waiting area: a muddled soup of vowels as she leans forward with her head in her knees. It’s been this way these last few years, budget cuts and all. The emergency rooms are having to deal with headcases of all stripes.

‘Germans, I think.’ Ambrose holds a finger up for me as I approach. ‘Or Dutch? Sod if I know. Yep, yep. I’ll call you.’ He slides the phone into his pocket. ‘Dion reach you?’

I nod. ‘I was just across the paddock.’

He looks me up and down, frowning. ‘Ah, the horsies.’

Through the door to the intensive unit, I see bustling forms in green and white, reaching past each other and shunting machines about. Strange, the way television prepares you.

‘She’s in there?’

‘Yep.’ He shakes his head, his eyes clouding. ‘Cracked skull, the paramedics said. But the exposure’s the main thing.’ He pulls out his phone again. ‘Some trampers found her about an hour ago, near Atiwhakatū stream, coming down from Jumbo. Dutch, I think.’

‘Or German. Not an accident, then?’

‘That far out, with no gear?’ His mouth pulls tight in a buried yawn and he thumbs the phone open. ‘Wouldn’t say so. Look.’

I’m not ready for it. A long, slender shape, ginger-haired, wearing stubbies and an eggshell-blue hoodie. She’s in a hollow, spread out across the leaves, the thick trunks of mataī and beech beyond her. It was still light when the photo was taken, but you can tell the day was leaking away.

‘They took these before they moved her. Bloody smart, really.’ He swipes again, letting me see the girl’s face: her pale skin, the cheeks slack and red under the eyes. I grab the phone from his hand as he thumbs ahead to the next one.

‘Wait.’ I try to zoom in but it takes a while; my hand feels like a tuber. ‘That’s…that’s Jessie. Jessica Mowbrie.’ I squint. ‘My niece was just saying something about Tuck coming by. He was…’

‘Tuck Mowbrie?’ A thin stream of air comes through Ambrose’s teeth, his eyebrows lifting. ‘He’s her dad?’

‘Uncle.’ I look to the ICU door again, but get only disembodied glimpses through the doctors and nurses. Long white fingers, strands of bright hair stuck against a forehead. ‘She’s not far from Sheena’s. Pretty much just around the corner. Moko, Sheena’s man, he and Tuck used to…’

‘I know.’ His expression hardens. ‘I know about that lot, Lorraine.’

When his eyes go to the window again, I see a new shade of worry in them, mixing with relief. Worry at the name I’ve given him; relief at the side of town the name is from. He might have to juggle a few hot tempers, but he won’t be getting any calls from the papers.

That lot.

A place like Masterton, it’s easy to slot someone away, categorised and neat. Trouble, or no trouble at all. Worth keeping an eye on, or not worth the worry.

‘Moko’s well out of it now, Rick. Been straight this whole last year, pretty much.’

‘It’s the Mongrels, Lo.’ Ambrose shakes his head, his hands resting at his hips. ‘You think the patch comes off just like that?’

My skin feels hot; the lights in the hallway are too bright, all of a sudden. ‘Why don’t we just stick to the task at hand, eh? Leave my bloody niece out of it, for once?’

He looks down into me, making himself taller, but then some of the vinegar seems to drain out of him. ‘I suppose you’ll want to give Tuck a bell, then.’ He nods through the glass. ‘Or…Jessica, you said? That’s the girl’s name? Maybe you should be the one to call her mum.’

‘Me?’



‘They’re already asking Sheena about it, aren’t they?’ He nods, congratulating himself on the logic. ‘Probably easiest, I reckon. Rather than getting it from a stranger.’

‘You reckon, do you?’

My arms come across my chest. Mine has been quite the fluid job description lately. Fetching the biscuits for the staffroom, piecing together Dion’s spidery pages of notes into something the prosecutor’s office can read, covering the Chief’s updates to Head Office while he’s at Bunnings. Light child-recovery duties. And now, apparently, calls to next of kin.

Past the Chief’s uniformed shoulder, a doctor shuffles to the side, and I see the hospital bed in full.

Jessie.

It’s her, definitely. Mushroom-pale, her eyes red and swollen, and all that lovely long hair tucked down behind her, tamed. I’ve never seen her this small. She’s always looked so tall, coming past Sheena’s with her cousin, Michaela, the two girls moving in a single unit of giggles and screams, arms already reaching up and around, flailing in their shared story, always singing, always yelling. Those two, Sheena calls them.

Those two.

Then the doctor reaches sideways again, and my view through the glass becomes the same blur of shifting shapes. Green and white, the silver shine of tools and machines, the clear tubes ferrying liquids and draining others. An urgent dance, a sense of keeping something at bay. Some patient animal thing, a beast that could wait forever.

‘How long was she there, do you think?’ I speak to Ambrose with my eyes on the glass. ‘How long, in those trees?’

He’s quiet for a while. Then he clears his throat. ‘Paramedics reckon the night at least.’ His hand goes to my shoulder, his fingers pressing just enough to let me know he’s there. It’s new since last year, this whole physical contact thing. The Wellington version of the Chief I’ve known, a new thread of empathy in him. It takes me by surprise sometimes. ‘The nights aren’t too cold yet, lucky thing. A few more weeks into March and we’d be having a different conversation.’

Lucky thing. 

I breathe deep in my chest. My phone slides from my pocket; through wet eyes I see another text from Sheena. ‘I’ll ask my niece for Bea’s number. That’s her mum. Beatrice Mowbrie.’ There are voices mixing low in the hallway behind us. ‘You’ll want Dion here too, before they arrive.’

‘The mother too?’ Ambrose frowns again. ‘She a handful, like Tuck?’

‘Look at the state of her kid.’ I nod through the glass. ‘Anyone would be, mate.’


In the end, Sheena does my job for me. As soon as I tell her what’s happened, I hear her footsteps down the hallway, heavy even through the phone, and the confused voice of her boy Bradley—my great-nephew—asking what’s going on. Then the front door slams and the call cuts out. Bea and Jessie are only a stone’s throw; it’s not long before Sheena texts to say they’re on their way.



Tuck too? I text back, nodding to Dion as he pushes through the doors to the ward.

Micks. She was at Beas place. More bouncing dots. Tuck off on a late run up Napier ways. Seemed a little tense when I got there. 

A little tense. Sheen’s been getting a taste for understatement lately.

All right, I write. Thanks love. 

I pass the word to Dion and Ambrose. As soon as they learn Tuck’s not on the way—not immediately, anyway—their shoulders relax.

‘Simplifies things,’ says Dion. ‘Right, Chief?’

Ambrose nods, looking to me. ‘What else did your niece say?’

‘You’ll want to sort a room out, I’d say.’ I nod down the hall. ‘I’m not sure this is the best spot to be chatting and all.’

They stare at me just long enough to establish that they’re not being told what to do.

‘Just my two cents, Rick.’ I stare at the linoleum. ‘Up to you.’

After another pause, Ambrose nods Dion into action then pulls out his phone and starts flicking through the day’s headlines. I could tell myself he’s checking to see if any of the papers have picked up anything about the call, but I’m not feeling charitable.

‘Listen.’ I move closer, my voice held low. ‘Before the others get here, were there any signs of…ah…any signs anyone might have…’

‘None that they could see.’ The Chief gives a tight nod, breaking away from his screen for a second. ‘I called in the rape unit from over the hill just in case. If the mum gives us the go-ahead we can make sure.’

‘Okay.’ There’s a slackening in my chest. Strange, the relief that comes through me. A young woman, a girl, thrown down into those trees like an old log, given over to the birds and the mossy dark. But still, it’s something.

‘Don’t worry, Lorraine,’ he nods. ‘I’ll be here when they arrive.’

‘You’ll be here?’ My cheeks are boiling. ‘Of course you’ll bloody well be here, Rick. You’re the one running things.’

His jaw trembles, but before he can find anywhere to put his anger his eyes lift over my head to the door at the end of the hall, his expression widening. It’s Bea Mowbrie, in a tidy pair of jeans and a good fleece. Michaela’s not far behind. They’re both as pale as the paint around them.

‘Lorraine.’ Bea grabs my hand, falling forward into me; it’s all I can do to keep her upright. ‘Where is she? Where’s my…’ Then she looks past my shoulder, through the glass to that many-limbed medical anemone at work on her daughter, her tall and lovely thing made into an object on that bed, all those lights and machines at work beside the sleek watching surfaces of screens. She leans into me and a sob shakes from her, small at first. Then she lets herself fall, and I catch her. I have to.

‘It’s okay, Bea.’ Her forehead pressed into my shoulder pushes against the pins keeping my collarbone whole. There’s smoke on her, and worry, a sour smell like washing left in the machine. ‘They’re taking care of her.’



Ambrose backs away from us, leaving Michaela on her own, mouth open and slack, eyes pinned to the glass square. Micks. She’s shorter than her cousin but she still looms over me. I can see the full whites around her pupils, an expression in her I can’t quite place. Shock, but also the look of a question being answered, a suspicion confirmed.

Then Dion appears in the hallway behind her, catching my eye and mouthing with as much discretion as he can manage, ‘Room four.’ He gestures over his shoulder, keeping himself at a distance.

‘Come on.’ I move my hand across Bea’s quaking back. Unlike her girl in the room behind us, Bea is about my height: her head slots neatly into me. ‘We’ve got a room for you.’

‘We can chat,’ says Ambrose. ‘It’ll be easier in there, for all of us.’ He takes a tentative step forward, arms open, palms held out like he’s selling something. ‘This way, Miss Mowbrie.’

‘Who’s this?’ Bea looks to me with red eyes, dragging a wrist under her nose. ‘What do you mean, chat?’

The Chief’s mouth pulls tight; he looks to me like I’m throwing out life jackets.

‘We should let them do what they need to do in there, eh?’ I take Michaela by the hand. Her skin is hot. ‘Come on, now. We won’t be far.’

We move slowly away, leaving Jessica behind the glass with so many other bodies around her, so many strangers making her their project. Maybe it’s safer that way. Maybe strangers are what she needs.




There’s a couch, at least. We get Bea and Micks settled and I perch next to them within reaching distance as Ambrose gives them what we know.

‘I’ll go see about some coffees, eh?’ Dion hovers at the open door. ‘Any sugars?’

I catch his eye and he makes himself scarce. Next to the couch, Ambrose stands with his arms folded, looking like a bullock in the only dry corner of a flooded paddock.

‘I hadn’t heard from her all day,’ Bea sniffs. ‘Not since…not since yesterday arvo. You neither, right?’ She looks to Michaela, who drops her gaze to her knees and nods into her chest. I might not be a mum myself, but I’ve been an aunty long enough to tell there’s more in this girl that needs to come out. ‘She’s got the regionals next week, the debating and that.’ Bea scratches at her cheek, her manicured fingernails leaving a row of red marks. ‘She was going to do a practice run with me. With us.’ She looks to her niece again; Michaela steals a glance to the door. Ambrose gives me a nod. He’s picking up on it too, inattentive as he might be.

‘There are a few other things I need to run past you, Beatrice.’ He pulls a chair closer to the couch and flicks me a glance.

‘Run past me?’ Bea sniffs. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Come on, girl.’ I pat Michaela’s shoulder. ‘Let’s see where that useless sod’s got to with the coffees, eh? He’ll need a hand, knowing him.’

Her lost eyes go to mine. When I nudge her again, she stands.



‘Don’t go far, girl,’ says Bea. ‘She’ll want you close by when she comes to.’

The Chief gives me another quick glance, and I duck outside with the girl, pulling the door gently closed behind us. In the hallway light, I can see bits of horsehair hanging through the air where I’ve been.

‘Here, girl.’ My arm goes around her as we walk, keeping her close. There are bathroom smells on her, apricot scrub and sweet vanilla, but it’s not enough to mask something deeper: the acrid waft of old booze. A big night wearing long on her—no wonder she keeps looking at the floor. ‘I know it must be tough, seeing your cousin like that.’

She takes a big sniff, unsteady on her feet, and rubs a sleeve under her nose; it must be a Mowbrie thing. For a moment she looks ready to speak, and I wait but she stays quiet. I steer us past the muffled shrieks of the maternity ward, then to the chapel. I sat in here half the night with Sheena after Dad went. Mum was still in the room with him, stayed there all night until the funeral place bloke came in to sort him out. It’s even quieter in here than I remembered. It must be the heavy doors.

‘How about some water, love?’ She shakes her head. A good thing, too; I don’t know what they do to the holy supply behind the altar. I point us to the last row of pews, and we sit. 

‘Here,’ I dig around in my poncho for a tissue, finding one left under my last toffee. ‘Sounds likes it’s been a rough day.’

She takes it without looking at me, blowing her nose with a surprisingly avian honk, the sound swallowed by the thick carpet under us. ‘Sorry,’ she mutters.

‘You’re fine, girl.’

With the spent tissue clasped tight in her hand, her shoulders slump forward. I listen to her breathing, certain there’s something on the way, some information tucked just under her tongue. In all this quiet, all I need to do is wait. I stare at the wooden cross hung behind the altar, its deep colours muted and serene in this quiet light.

‘Where, uh…’ There it is. Steady, now. Steady. ‘Where did you say you found her?’

‘Not me.’ I squeeze her shoulder. ‘Some tourists were tramping the Jumbo loop, coming down past Atiwhakatū. You know the spot?’

Her eyes stay wide. Then she nods. ‘Dad took us up there, once.’ Another loud sniff. ‘The stream and that. We cooked sausages in the hut.’

‘Yeah?’ I picture Tuck, his barrel-chested shape stomping along the path with the two girls in tow. Good on him; not many kids get time out of phone reception these days. ‘Well, it wasn’t far from there. Paramedics reckon she’d been there most of the night.’ I let the information sink into her like rain into parched earth. ‘Thank god she had her hoodie on.’ My gaze stays on her face. ‘I think I’ve seen you wearing it, haven’t I? The blue one?’

She gives a small nod. ‘It’s mine. She borrows it.’

Her hand opens, and she turns the tissue over, looking for a dry spot, but it’s too far gone. I look around the chapel. There’s a dark folded cloth draped over the altar; I walk up and grab it, handing it to Michaela.

‘Go on.’

‘You’re sure it’s not, uh…holy or something?’

‘Everything’s holy in here, Micks.’ I shrug. ‘But they’re a forgiving bunch.’

She gives me the tiniest smile, then blows her nose into the cloth. ‘Thanks.’ Her fingers wipe across her cheeks again.

‘Look.’ I sit back down, turning myself sideways as best I can. ‘Your cousin’s going to pull through, I’m sure of it.’ I hear the confidence in my voice, the wall of words so smooth and steady, and I wonder where it comes from. ‘But to really help her, we need to know where she’d been. Then we can figure out what’s happened.’

She holds my gaze for a moment, then looks to her knees. ‘I…I don’t…’ She sniffs, lifting the cloth to her nose again. It’s already wet through; they’ll need something heavy duty to get it clean. ‘I’m not sure I can…I…’

‘Your aunty mentioned something about her coming over to your place after school.’ Slowly, now. ‘Said she took her bag with her and all.’ I watch her pupils dance. ‘Is that true?’

She blows her nose again. ‘Uh huh.’

‘All right.’ I rub her back. ‘So, practice finishes up at what, five-thirty? Six? Then what? It’s not so far to your place. River Road, down past Mākoura?’ Her chin quivers. ‘Did you walk home? I know your dad’s been driving the late shift, or else he’d have picked you up, eh?’

When she looks to me again, her eyes are glassy, and wider than before. ‘You can’t tell her, okay?’ A shard of darker colour moves through her face: a decision, a gamble. ‘She’ll only get mad.’

‘Who? Your aunty?’ I squeeze her shoulder. ‘She’ll be all right, girl. If it helps us put together what happened, she’ll understand.’

She takes a long breath, looking over her shoulder to the door. There are footsteps in the hallway. I hold my breath, and they head away from us. I hold myself still, waiting for her to speak. My stomach gives a long indignant gurgle. I sound like my bloody horse. ‘Sorry,’ I smile. ‘Past my teatime.’

‘The teachers had a planning day,’ Michaela whispers. ‘Today, I mean. We were just going to hang out at home for the night, make some clips or something. But Jess got invited to a party.’ She pauses, looking around as if the word itself will summon her aunt. ‘A woolshed party, out in Longbush.’

‘Longbush?’ There’s the old skip inside me. A cat’s paw in a hallway, an orange falling to the ground.

‘You know it?’ She squints.

‘A bit, yeah.’ I nod, trying to look unbothered. ‘We farmed out there, yonks ago. Near the coast, almost. Steep country.’ I feel moisture coming into my eyes; now isn’t the time. ‘Whose place was it?’

There’s a long pause. ‘The Kelsons,’ she says. ‘Stu Kelson.’

My heart skips again, longer this time. ‘The Kelsons, eh? Patrick and that?’

‘I dunno.’ She shrugs. ‘Is that Stu’s dad?’ I take an educated guess and nod, making my face into something gentle. ‘He’d been doing the debating with Jess. The interschool team and that,’ she sniffs. ‘It’s mostly boys from Langsford and a few Aquinas girls, but Jess got in this year. The top team, too. Aunty won’t stop going on about it.’ She shakes her head again, and the tiniest scowl pulls at the corner of her mouth. ‘Anyway, Stu and his mates were having some drinks, and he invited Jess. She told him she wouldn’t go unless it was both of us.’

I nod, listening closely to what’s between these syllables. It isn’t so long since Sheena was this age, making me sift through her tales of classroom drama and half-heard gossip for the hard true nucleus of whatever was really on her mind, the real obstacle she needed me to help shunt out of her way.

‘So, Longbush, eh?’ I nod. ‘The Kelson place is quite a way out. Someone would have picked you up, I’m guessing?’

Michaela takes another long breath. ‘A mate of Stu’s, yep. Tama. He…’

A voice sounds out in the hallway behind us, loud through the closed doors, making her pause.

‘Take it easy, mate.’ It’s Dion. ‘She’s probably just…’

With a loud rush of air, the chapel doors fly open, and the harsh hallway lights leap over us like a thrown net. A stout, stocky figure steps inside, boots heavy on the carpet. I feel Michaela go rigid in the pew next to me.

‘Dad.’ A loud sob leaves her.

‘Lorraine?’ Tuck squints, his eyes bright and hard under the edge of his beanie. Behind him, Dion balances two paper cups, his arms held aloft, towering over the shorter man. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’
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