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​PROLOGUE

THE DREAMS THAT WERE NOT MINE
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(Richard Walt. Older now, remembering.)

People think memories belong to the people who lived them.

That seems fair.

Most of the time it is true.

I remember my first bicycle.

I remember the smell of fresh cut grass.

I remember my father's workshop and the sound of spanners clattering across concrete.

I remember Spike.

I remember Mrs Rothwell.

Those memories belong to me.

The problem began when other memories started arriving.

At first I thought they were dreams.

Everyone dreams.

Some people dream of flying.

Some dream of falling.

Some wake remembering nothing at all.

But these were different.

I would wake exhausted.

Not because I had slept badly.

Because I felt like I had spent the entire night somewhere else.

Sometimes I would know where an object was hidden before I had ever seen it.

Sometimes I could describe people I had never met.

People who had been dead for decades.

As the years passed, the dreams became more detailed.

More convincing.

More difficult to dismiss.

I would dream of old Māori gardens hidden beneath blackberry and gorse.

I would dream of soldiers carrying equipment through bush tracks that no longer existed.

I would dream of women planting orchards where housing developments now stood.

I would dream of children laughing in schoolyards long before I was born.

When I woke, the details remained.

Names.

Faces.

Locations.

Fragments of conversations.

Sometimes entire afternoons.

The dreams felt less like imagination and more like memory.

The trouble was they were not my memories.

They belonged to people who had already lived.

And in many cases, already died.

I never told anyone.

Not properly.

What could I say?

That I remembered places I had never visited?

That I knew the location of streams hidden beneath farmland?

That I could walk through a paddock and somehow know where a fence used to stand fifty years before it was removed?

People already thought I was unusual.

The ghosts alone were enough to keep most conversations short.

The older I became, the more I understood something important.

Ghosts were not the strangest thing in my life.

Memories were.

Because ghosts eventually leave.

Memories do not.

The dreams followed me from house to house.

From Dinsdale.

To Northland.

From childhood.

Into adolescence.

And as they followed me, they changed.

The people inside them began noticing me.

At first they carried on with whatever they had been doing.

Working.

Fishing.

Walking.

Talking.

Living.

Then one night an old man stopped in the middle of a dream and looked directly at me.

Not through me.

At me.

I remember every detail.

The moonlight.

The smell of damp earth.

The sound of water moving through reeds.

The old man lowered his spade and frowned.

Then he spoke.

"You're early."

I woke instantly.

Heart racing.

Sheets tangled around my legs.

The room dark and silent.

Except for one thing.

From somewhere beyond my bedroom wall came the familiar sound of an old house settling.

A long slow creak.

The kind that sounded less like timber moving and more like somebody remembering.

Then a woman's voice drifted from the darkness.

A voice I had not heard for years.

A voice that should not have been there at all.

"Richard."

Mrs Rothwell had returned.

And she did not sound pleased.
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​CHAPTER ONE 

MEGA JUMPSTART
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(Age 9. Kaeo Primary.)

The first thing Northland taught me was that shadows were not empty.

Most people thought shadows were only places where light failed to reach.

I used to think that too.

A tree cast a shadow.

A house cast a shadow.

A person cast a shadow.

Simple.

But after we moved back north, I began to understand that shadows had texture. They had weight. They had edges, currents, hiding places, thin places, and sometimes, if you watched carefully enough, they had memory.

Kaeo Primary was full of them.

Shadows under the classroom blocks.

Shadows beneath hedges.

Shadows tucked behind the caretaker’s shed.

Shadows pressed into the corners of the library, where the books smelled like dust, glue, paper, and old raincoats.

I was older by then.

Old enough to know not everyone saw what I saw.

Old enough to lie when adults asked why I was staring at nothing.

Old enough to understand that some questions only made life harder.

But not old enough to stop being curious.

That was always the problem with me.

Fear could slow me down.

It could make my stomach twist.

It could make my mouth dry and my hands shake.

But it never seemed to stop me for long.

Curiosity always came back.

Like a dog scratching at the door.

Like Spike used to.

By the time I started at Kaeo Primary, Mrs Rothwell had been quiet for a whole month.

At least, I thought she had been.

That was the trouble with silence.

Sometimes it meant something had gone away.

Sometimes it meant it was standing very still.

Waiting.

The first weeks at Kaeo Primary should have been ordinary.

New classroom.

New teacher.

New kids.

New rules.

Same old feeling of being watched.

The school sat under a sky that seemed larger than the one I remembered from Hamilton. Clouds moved differently in Northland. They rolled over hills, caught on ridges, stretched thin above paddocks, then gathered again over the harbour as though they were deciding where to fall.

The air smelled different too.

Grass.

Mud.

Wood smoke.

Wet leaves.

Petrol from the road.

Sometimes the faint sour smell of possum fur drying in sacks somewhere nearby.

I liked it.

It felt rougher than the city.

Older.

Less finished.

As though the land had agreed to let roads and houses sit on top of it for now, but had not promised they could stay forever.

On my first day, the teacher read us a story about Māui and the sun.

I remember the room clearly.

The wooden desks.

The scrape of chair legs.

The heat gathering against the windows.

The restless coughs of children pretending to listen.

The teacher’s voice rose and fell as Māui and his brothers prepared their ropes. She told the story well enough, but in my mind it became bigger.

The flax ropes were not just ropes.

They were green and wet and twisted by strong hands.

The brothers were not just names.

They were boys and men with breath steaming in the morning cold, whispering and arguing as they crept toward the place where the sun would rise.

The village was not just a village.

It had fires.

Dogs.

Children.

Old people watching with tired eyes.

Women scraping food into baskets.

The sky before dawn had colour in it, deep blue and bruised purple, with the first gold bleeding along the edge of the world.

When the teacher finished, she told us to write the story as best we remembered it.

Most of the class groaned.

I picked up my pencil and began.

Words came quickly.

Too quickly.

I wrote what she had read.

Then I wrote what I had seen.

The damp earth.

The smell of flax.

Māui’s fingers closing around the jawbone.

The sun thrashing against the ropes.

The brothers shouting.

The world holding its breath.

I filled one page.

Then another.

Then another.

By the time half the class had finished and started whispering, I was still writing.

By the time the lunch bell rang, a small crowd had gathered around my desk.

“What are you writing?” someone asked.

“The story,” I said.

“All of that?”

I looked down at the pages.

Seven pages.

My hand ached.

The pencil had gone blunt.

The teacher came over, expecting nonsense perhaps, or copying, or some sort of trick.

She read the first page.

Then the second.

Her expression changed.

Teachers always had expressions they thought children could not read.

Surprise.

Doubt.

Concern.

Calculation.

She looked at me and said, “You like writing?”

“I told you I did,” I said.

I had told her.

I had also told her I had my pen licence at my old school.

She had said I would have to prove myself.

I did not argue.

Adults liked proof.

Children were expected to provide it constantly.

The next day she placed a brand new blue Bic pen on my desk as though it were a medal.

“There,” she said. “You’ve earned this.”

I looked at it.

It was nice enough.

But I knew the Two Dollar shop sold them in packs.

Still, I took it.

Sometimes victories were small and slightly disappointing.

Sometimes they were still victories.

The dreams began properly not long after that.

At first they were only fragments.

A hand pushing seeds into soil.

Bare feet walking beside a stream.

A woman laughing while pinning washing to a line.

A man sharpening a blade in a shed that smelled of oil, timber, and wet wool.

Then they lengthened.

I would fall asleep in my own bed and wake inside someone else’s day.

Not fully.

Not like being awake.

More like standing behind their eyes.

I could feel what they felt, but faintly.

I could hear what they heard, but muffled.

I could smell smoke, earth, sweat, salt water, damp wool, crushed grass.

Sometimes I knew things I should not have known.

The name of a paddock.

The bend of a
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