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[Excerpt from Video Log]

Date: Monday, 19 November 1990

Time: 3:35pm

Location: Room 22, Margaret O’Bryan Mental Health Centre – Wellington, New Zealand

Patient: Vanessa Danté – 16yrs 

Therapist: Dr Betty Willis 

Dr Betty Willis had her logbook open on the table in front of her, pen in hand, brushing curly brown hair out of her eyes as she perused it. ‘So, how do you feel about your progress at the moment?’ 

Vanessa Danté sat across from her, playing with a brightly coloured Koosh ball, her slender fingers poking at it absentmindedly. Her long, dark, spiral hair framed her face, its contrast stark against the sterile white room. Her sapphire-blue eyes held a hint of sadness, glancing down at the ball.

‘I’m tired of being here,’ she replied, her voice tinged with frustration. Her diamond nose stud caught the afternoon sunlight streaming through the window, its glimmering surfaces complimented the natural beauty of her full lips, celestial nose, rounded chin and flawless skin.

Dr Willis nodded; her pen poised over her paper. ‘I understand. It’s a challenging process. How are you feeling about Rex?’

Vanessa’s grip on the Koosh ball tightened slightly. She stroked the stud on her nose with her free hand, her gaze dropping. ‘I miss him,’ she said softly. ‘It still hurts that he cut off contact.’

‘Do you blame him for breaking contact?’ 

Vanessa shook her head, her eyes shifting from the Koosh ball to the table in front of her. ‘No. I put him through so much and he didn't deserve any of it.’ She stared up at the painting on the wall hanging above the doctor’s head, one with abstract colours and shapes. 

‘How do you think he felt after what happened?’ 

‘He was hurt. Really deeply. I was messed up.’

‘And do you think you’re getting better?’

‘I hope so.’ Vanessa’s voice wavered. ‘And I know I have to come to grips with the fact I can’t see him ever again. And even if I could be with him again, I have to get over my emotional dependency because if we were separated again, I could fall apart like I did before.’

Dr Willis adjusted her spectacles. ‘Well... this is certainly a turnaround. Only last week you were sobbing and begging for his phone number. Even when I said we didn’t have it, you wouldn’t believe me.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘What do you think that would have achieved?’

Vanessa hesitated, pulling at the rubber strands of the ball. ‘I... I guess I may have upset him even more.’

‘What do you think it might have done to you?’

Vanessa exhaled deeply. ‘I would’ve got all worked up. Hearing his voice would’ve driven me crazy... that’s if I’d even got to speak to him. If he refused to take my call...’ she trailed off, her voice growing quieter, almost breaking. ‘I would've been devastated.’ 

Dr Willis paused for a moment. ‘How does it make you feel that he no longer wants to see you?’

Vanessa squeezed the ball harder; her knuckles whitening with the pressure. Then she turned her eyes to Dr Willis, her voice cracking. ‘It hurts. I’m not gonna lie. It breaks my heart.’ She circled a finger around the stud in her nose. ‘But I know I have to move beyond that.’

‘And what can you do to move forward?’

‘I need to distract myself...focus on other things.’ 

Dr Willis studied her for a few moments and sighed, leaning back in her chair. ‘You’re a very clever girl, Vanessa. You know exactly what I want to hear and you’re giving me all the right answers, but the problem is, you don’t believe what you’re saying. You’re simply trying to convince me you have things together again.’

Vanessa sat upright, jerking her eyes towards Dr Willis. ‘That’s not true! I’m trying to look at things rationally now.’

‘I wish I could believe you but I’m struggling.’ Dr Willis tapped her pen on her papers. ‘You have a nice collection of photographs of Rex. If you are pulling things together as you claim, then we can surely move on to the next step of the healing process. And that’s taking away those albums. What do you say?’

Vanessa’s eyes widened, shock and anger flickering across her face. ‘No bloody way!’

‘Now, you see—’

Vanessa threw the Koosh ball past Dr Willis’s head. It struck the wall with a thud and bounced onto the floor. ‘You are not taking my albums!’ Her eyes blazed with defiance.

‘Vanessa, I thought we were being rational here—’

She swiped Dr Willis’s notes off the table, sending them scuttling across the floor. ‘Don’t you dare!’

Dr Willis sighed and her face saddened. ‘Relax. I’m not going to take your albums. That was a test. I’m sorry, Vanessa. But obviously, we have a long way to go yet. We’ll end the session now and talk again next week.’

[End of Video Log Excerpt]
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​CHAPTER 1:
The Boy Who Didn’t Stink
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June 1983

Vanessa – 8 years old

Taukauri, New Zealand – Mid North Island 

Vanessa smiled as a fantail flittered around her, the sun's warm rays casting a golden glow over the grounds of Taukauri Primary. The constant buzz of cicadas filled the air, their song drifting from the pine trees that lined the edge of the playing fields. She was at one of her favourite spots, nestled among the sturdy Puriri trees beside the adventure playground, playing Step Forward/Step Back with her friends.

Keith Kahui stood with his back to everybody while they awaited his instructions. ‘Take one step forward if you can dance.’ 

Vanessa had been at Taukauri Primary for over two years now. Most of the kids in her class were seven, but her close friends were the same age as her since their parents had started them in school a year later.

‘It’s gotta be real dancing,’ added Keith. ‘Like Michael Jackson. Not just silly dancing.’ The curly haired Māori smirked. 

‘Michael Jackson is silly dancing!’ retorted Nicola Rogers. She was short but very pretty with long, curly, dark hair. ‘What’s with that stupid moon landing dance of his anyway?’ 

‘The moonwalk. And you know what I mean. Actual dance moves. Like on Grease.’

‘That movie is so lame!’

‘Take one step forward if you can do proper dancing like Michael Jackson and John Travolta,’ Keith clarified.

‘And Irene Cara!’ called out one of the other girls.

Vanessa’s heart swelled with pride as she confidently stepped forward, joined by Sandy Hopkins, her best friend, whose straight red hair flowed down to the middle of her back. Vanessa had been taking dance lessons for a year and had already performed on stage during school shows, along with Sandy. Her teacher told her she had a talent for it. Grace and style. Vanessa imagined one day being on a stage in a dance troop, perhaps in the center, shining as the star of the show. 

Her moment of triumph was short-lived as Keith's voice cut through her daydream. ‘Take a step backwards if you have no brothers or sisters.’

Disappointment flooded through Vanessa as she reluctantly stepped backwards, joined by another friend who shared the same solitary status. 

Nicola was way out ahead. It looked as though she was about to win, with only around two steps left to tag Keith. Vanessa strongly suspected some of her steps forward were lies.

‘Take a step forward if you like eating Brussels sprouts,’ Keith called out. 

Nobody moved. Despite feeling tempted, Vanessa refrained from stepping forward, not wanting to cheat. She despised Brussels sprouts. How could anyone like them? Their foul smell alone was enough to make her gag. Occasionally, her mother would plop one on her plate and insist she eat it. But Vanessa had a trick: she would hide it under her mashed potatoes, hiding the evidence and claim she’d eaten her fill. As long as she’d eaten her sprout, her mother didn’t mind. It worked every time.

She wished she’d figured that trick out ages ago with other vegetables she didn’t like. 

A shrill cry pierced the air, drawing their attention towards a commotion nearby.

An older boy, Craig Williams, had a younger boy in a headlock.

‘Let me go!’ wailed the boy. 

The younger kid was only about seven, while Craig was ten. He was one of the school bullies. He had curly brown hair, freckles dotted his nose, and his eyes were a little too big for his head. Plus, he always smelled of boiled cabbage. That was a smell Vanessa hated more than Brussels sprouts. Her grandmother, in particular, was guilty of boiling cabbage until it was almost white. 

Craig chortled as he kept the boy in the headlock, ignoring all the dirty looks he was getting from those around.

Vanessa’s heart raced as she looked around for a teacher, but none were in sight. Most of the kids stood frozen, watching the scene unfold with wide eyes. Whispers spread among them, but no one dared intervene.

Summoning her courage, Vanessa marched forward, her voice trembling. ‘Craig, let him go!’

Craig turned his head and smirked. ‘Get lost, weirdo!’ His voice dripped with disdain, and his glare sent a shiver down Vanessa’s spine.

Despite the knot of fear forming in her stomach, she didn’t back down. ‘No! Let him go. That’s bullying.’

With a dismissive snort, Craig released the younger boy and shoved him to the ground. He turned and smirked. ‘Who do you think you are, my mother?’

Vanessa wanted to retort with a witty comeback, but the intensity of Craig’s glare silenced her. She felt vulnerable, as nobody else had dared come to stand with her. They all stood wide-eyed and pale-faced, even the boys. She didn’t blame them, really. Craig punched people and he wasn’t beyond bullying girls, either. He’d yanked Sandy’s hair once. 

He took a step closer to her. 

She felt weak at the knees, but despite the odds stacked against her, she remained steadfast. 

She softened her voice, trying to reason with him. ‘He’s only Standard-1. You’re Standard-4. A ten-year-old against a seven-year-old is unfair.’

He repeated what she said in a mocking tone and then said, ‘Who cares?’

‘I do. It’s mean.’ 

Vanessa’s heart beat faster as Craig took another step closer. She could smell him now: boiled cabbage. She hesitated, about to back away, but then Craig’s demeanour shifted. The glare vanished, replaced by an unsettling smile. 

‘You know, you’ve got pretty hair.’ 

Vanessa squirmed, feeling increasingly uneasy under Craig’s intensive gaze. It'd be much better to have him scowling at her. ‘D...don’t look at my hair.’ 

‘Why not?’

She came up with the best thing she could on the spur of the moment. She placed her hands on her hips. ‘You’re not allowed to.’ 

Craig lurched forward and before she could react, he’d kissed her on the cheek. 

She shrunk back in horror and pulled a face. ‘Ewwww!’ 

Everyone was staring. Her skin crawled at the sensation - gross and slimy - like when her wrinkly old great-grandmother had slobbered over her face last year. That had felt like being kissed by a zombie, but still, she’d rather have that than nasty, smelly, cabbagey Craig kissing her. 

She turned back to Craig, twisting her face tighter. ‘Why did you do that?’

‘Because you’re pretty.’

She could feel something slimy on her face. Ewww. She wiped her cheek furiously. ‘Don’t you ever do that again or I’ll call the police!’

A gasp came from some of her friends. 

Craig drew back and then scowled. ‘I didn’t do anything bad. You can’t call the police.’

‘I will. Because that’s rape.’ She’d heard the word on TV.

‘What’s rape?’

‘When you...’ She wasn’t sure but it was something gross. ‘When you kiss someone who doesn’t want to be kissed.’

‘Oh,’ Craig mumbled, his bravado faltering slightly. But he stayed put, looming in front of her.

Vanessa shifted on her feet, wiping her cheek once more, feeling the sting of humiliation. Her friends stood by silently. It felt like the whole playground had gone quiet, waiting for what would happen next.

‘Go away!’ she insisted, her voice trembling with frustration.

‘Why should I?’ Craig glared and folded his arms. ‘I’m allowed here.’

It seemed like the only thing she could do now to get him to go was embarrass him. ‘Because you need to go take a shower.’ 

‘Why?’ Craig’s face reddened. 

She screwed up her nose. ‘Because you stink like farty cabbage.’ 

Laughter erupted from the surrounding kids. Craig’s face flushed bright red, anger flashing in his eyes. He lunged forward, grabbing Vanessa’s shirt and yanking her towards him. ‘I do not!’

‘Let go of me!’ Vanessa cried, struggling against his grip, but Craig held her tightly, his face inches from hers.

‘Make me.’ Craig taunted, his hold tightening further as Vanessa struggled in vain.

Vanessa turned to her friends and the other kids, hoping for help.

Jeffrey Shuster had his mouth agog and eyes wide with fear. His freckles almost seem to be scared, too. He was known as the class scaredy-cat, jumping at the slightest sound or shadow. Even Keith, her strongest friend, stood quivering. 

Just when it seemed like no one would step in, a boy suddenly appeared, stepping out from the side like he’d come out of nowhere. Vanessa had never seen him before.

He spoke in a calm but firm tone. ‘Let go of her, eejit.’ 

His eyes were a mesmerising deep blue, framed by long lashes, almost like a girl’s. He wore a neatly ironed blue shirt and black shorts, and his wavy but slightly scruffy dark hair added to his striking appearance. So good looking. 

It was a pity he hadn’t shown up before Craig gave her that disgusting kiss. 

Craig released Vanessa and turned to face the newcomer; his fists clenched. ‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ 

The boy met his glare, unfazed. ‘Scram! And don’t bother her again.’

Craig scoffed. ‘I don’t have to do what you say.’ He took a step forward, his glare intensifying. ‘Get lost or I’ll bash you up.’ 

The boy didn’t flinch. Instead, he gave Craig a cool, almost amused smile and pointed to his own chest. ‘Take a shot.’

Vanessa watched, fascinated. She’d never seen a boy so handsome and he wasn’t afraid of Craig like most were. Clearly, the newcomer didn’t know how tough and mean Craig was. He never backed down and never had to; he was too strong and too big - much bigger than this new boy. And probably older, too.

The new boy continued to stand there, beckoning Craig. 

He was so brave!

Craig took a swing. The new kid swiftly grabbed his arm, twisted it around behind his back and forced Craig to face the opposite direction. He shoved him, sending him stumbling across the grass. ‘That was dumb,’ the boy remarked coolly. 

Vanessa blinked. How did he do that? He’d moved so quickly. Even the other onlookers gasped.

Craig turned with a furious look on his face. He charged at the new boy, but the boy sidestepped at the last moment, stuck his foot out and tripped Craig, sending him tumbling to the ground, face-first. 

Vanessa couldn’t help but giggle and delivered the new boy a big grin. The other kids watching chortled, too. 

The boy caught Vanessa’s eye and flashed her a smile, causing her stomach to flutter. There was just something so different about him, unlike the other boys, and it wasn’t just his good looks.

As Craig struggled to his feet, fists clenched in anger, the new boy swiftly moved in, delivering a sharp blow to Craig’s gut. Craig doubled over with a grunt of pain, his face contorted in agony. The new boy gave him a gentle shove that caused him to keel over and drop to the ground. 

Craig squirmed, clutching at his midsection. ‘You punched me!’ 

Nicola retorted, ‘You tried to punch him first!’ 

Everyone watching murmured in agreement. 

The newcomer casually looked down at Craig. ‘Get outta here or I’ll give you another one.’

Craig painfully climbed to his feet and grimaced. ‘I’m telling on you.’

Vanessa felt a knot form in her stomach. She worried about what might happen next. Craig was unpredictable, and the new boy seemed unfazed by his threats.

‘Go for it,’ the new boy said. 

Craig ran off.

The newcomer scoffed and then chuckled. 

Vanessa’s concern deepened, and finally she found her voice. ‘He’ll tell the teacher.’

Her rescuer shrugged. ‘That’s okay. I’ll say I didn’t like what he was doing to you.’

‘He’s horrible. He’s always being a pest.’

The new boy’s eyes softened. ‘If he bothers you again just let me know, okay?’ He emitted a fresh scent, reminding her of being in a forest. 

All she could do was smile and nod. 

Her friends assembled around, greeting the new boy with smiles and positive comments about what he’d just done. He grinned at them, but turned back to her. 

‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 

‘Vanessa.’

‘Like Princess Vanessa on that cartoon.’

She giggled. ‘Yeah.’ It was one of her favourites and not just because it had a princess with her name.

‘You look like a princess too.’

She reeled. ‘I’m not one.’

He shook his head, his expression earnest. ‘I can’t believe that. By the way, I’m Rex and you are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.’

She stood there smiling, her heart aflutter. 

‘Wanna go play?’ he asked. ‘At the adventure playground. I’ll push you on the swing if you like.’

Vanessa smiled again. She liked that idea. ‘Okay.’ She’d play Step Forward/Step Back another day. 

Vanessa had a heap of fun and laughter hanging out with Rex at the adventure playground. She loved him pushing her high on the swing. He was so funny and smart and he wanted to know all about her, including her favourite things. They had a lot of things in common. They both preferred dogs to cats and English to maths. They both enjoyed being outside rather than indoors watching TV. 

After lunch, her spirit lifted even more to find he was in her class. Miss Cleaver, a skinny red-haired woman in her 30s, introduced him to them all. 

As Rex approached Vanessa’s table, Miss Cleaver intercepted him. ‘Rex, your table is over here in this group. This is where you’ll sit every day.’ She guided him to a table on the far side. He sat, facing in Vanessa’s direction, which allowed her to see his handsome face.

They were given worksheets with math equations to solve. Vanessa hated maths and found it hard to focus, especially with Rex sitting in her line of sight. She kept glancing at him, and he would regularly smile back at her, making butterflies flutter in her stomach. 

‘Vanessa,’ said Miss Cleaver, straightening the collar of her white buttoned dress. ‘Are you doing your work?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘I don’t think so. You seem to be too busy staring across the other side of the room.’

Vanessa’s eyes wandered back to Rex, who smiled at her again. She didn’t smile back because she didn’t want the teacher to know it was him she was staring at. 

Miss Cleaver spoke again. ‘Are you having trouble?’

Vanessa let out a burst of air. She deliberately spoke in a melodramatic tone of voice. ‘Oh, Miss Cleaver, Maths is so horrible. I’m sure it was created just to make kids suffer.’

The class erupted in giggles.

Miss Cleaver laughed. ‘Maths is maths. It just is.’

‘It’s the worst! It should be banned from school. It’s child abuse!’ Vanessa declared dramatically. 

The other kids giggled louder, but it was Rex’s laughter Vanessa was hoping for - and he was laughing too. Yay!

‘It’s just awful,’ Vanessa continued. ‘I think I might write a letter to Piggy Muldoon and demand he change the law.’

‘His name is Robert Muldoon. Not Piggy!’

Her classmates chortled again.

‘Everybody calls him that.’

‘Nevertheless, he’s our prime minister and you should show more respect.’

‘Well, whatever his name is, he shouldn’t be allowing this. How would you like it if I gave you a maths worksheet to do?’

Miss Cleaver laughed. ‘Hey, you think you’ve got it tough? I have to teach this stuff every day.’

‘You must be a masochist.’ 

Miss Cleaver raised an eyebrow. ‘How do you even know that word? You’re only eight years old.’

‘Television.’

‘Maybe your parents are letting you watch the wrong type of TV shows.’

‘Nuh uh, it’s what my dad says when I’m watching “The Smurfs”. He says...’ She put on her father’s voice. ‘You must be a masochist watching this. It’s sure to be destroying your brain cells one by one.”’

‘Oh, really?’ Miss Cleaver cocked her head to one side.

‘A-ha. So that means every maths problem you give me to do is killing a brain cell.’ 

This elicited hysterical giggles from the other kids.

Miss Cleaver snorted. ‘Vanessa, stop being so dramatic. It’s not killing any brain cells. If anything, it’s stimulating them.’

‘You’re kidding, right?’ Vanessa delivered her teacher a disgusted look, sneaking a glance at Rex to ensure he was still laughing. 

He was. 

It warmed her heart to know he thought she was funny. 

Miss Cleaver peered over in Rex’s direction. ‘What is it that has your attention over there... Oh... I see.’

Rex raised his hand.

Miss Cleaver sighed. ‘Yes, Rex?’

‘I can help her if she’s having trouble.’

The idea caused Vanessa’s heart to beat faster. It would be nice to have him sitting there beside her. Who knew when Miss Cleaver might stick some other boy next to her who she didn’t like, who stunk. 

‘You have your own work to do.’

‘I’ve finished,’ Rex said. 

Vanessa raised her eyebrows. 

Miss Cleaver frowned. ‘Really? That was awfully quick.’

Rex nodded his head. ‘I have.’

Maybe it could be true because, with spelling, Vanessa always whizzed through their regular, “Which word is spelt correctly?” multi-choice tests faster than everybody else. She’d have to sit there for five minutes doodling on a notepad, waiting for the others to finish. 

Miss Cleaver walked over to him and checked his worksheet. As she scanned it, her eyes gradually widened. ‘My goodness, you have and it all looks correct too.’

There were “wows” from the other kids.

So, he really was smart as well as good-looking. 

Her teacher turned her eyes up to him. ‘How do you know this stuff? Did you learn it at your other school?’

‘No, my mum taught me.’

Miss Cleaver scoffed and stared at his paper for a few more seconds. ‘She certainly got you off to a good start. I’ll get you a harder worksheet.’ She turned back to Vanessa. ‘Do you need me to help you, Vanessa?’

‘Ummm... yes please.’

Rex rose to his feet, took his chair and moved towards her group desk.

‘Rex,’ Miss Cleaver said sternly. ‘I didn’t say you could move.’

But Rex didn’t stop. He placed his chair next to Vanessa’s, flashing her a charming grin. 

‘Rex, no, you’ll just give her the answers.’

‘I won’t, I promise.’ 

Vanessa beamed at him. She hoped desperately that Miss Cleaver would not make him go back. She couldn’t shake the feeling of wanting him beside her, and the spot next to her was vacant because Margery Dawes had moved to a new town a few weeks earlier.

‘No,’ said Miss Cleaver. ‘I don’t think this is a good idea. I think you’ll distract her more.’ She stepped up and stared at them for a couple of seconds, a blank look on her face. Then a twinkle appeared in her eyes. ‘Very sweet. Okay, I’ll let you sit together. But Rex, you do not give her any answers and Vanessa, you’re to do your work, okay?’

‘I will.’ 

‘You’d better, or I’ll separate you both. As for you Rex, I’ll get you that worksheet to continue with.’

Having Rex next to her felt perfect. Every day from then on, he sat by her and helped her with the tricky maths problems, making jokes, usually whispered, that kept her laughing throughout the lesson. They played together at interval and lunch, becoming inseparable.

A few days later, during lunch under their favourite tree, Vanessa leaned in close to Rex and whispered, ‘You always smell so nice. The other boys usually stink. And some even smell like cabbage.’

Rex chuckled. ‘I shower every morning and wear deodorant.’

‘It smells so good. Like pine needles.’

‘I keep some in my bag to put on after running around and playing games. Dad told me to do that if I wanted pretty girls like you to play with me.’ He gave her a playful grin. 

Vanessa felt her cheeks flush at his words, as well as a flicker of excitement. ‘Do you really think I’m pretty?’ she asked shyly, meeting his gaze.

‘Oh God, yes,’ Rex replied. ‘You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen and so smart and funny. I swear on my heart!’

Vanessa felt warm inside. ‘You’re pretty awesome too.’

​​
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​CHAPTER 2:
Beautiful Princess
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Date: 2 March 1991

My beautiful princess,

It seems like an eternity since we last held each other. I cried two times this week, thinking about you.

How are you, my precious Vanessa? I hope you’re doing well. I hope the treatment you are getting is working. My sixteenth birthday is coming up soon, and it sucks that you won’t be here. But I guess I have to deal with it. I have to put on a happy face.

It’s been a few weeks since I got kicked out of Taukauri College, and I still can’t get over how the new principal expelled me. He was such a douchebag, going on old stuff that had happened before he came along. Even things you and I got up to.  

But honestly, without you there, I was so bored. I got into way more fights. Got into a lot more trouble with the girls... you know... the sort of stuff we always got into trouble for. Like our kissing game, seeing how many kisses we could sneak in before the teacher caught us. Those were the best.

My parents wanted to move anyway, so they didn’t make a big deal of it and let it go. 

Now I’m at a school that’s a lot bigger than Taukauri College. Over 400 students. People are a lot less friendly and a lot more close minded. But there are also a lot more girls vying for my attention. Not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing.

In Taukauri, everything reminded me of you - parks, the school, the lake, the community centre... all those places we used to hang out. I couldn’t even go to our special spot by the river anymore. It’s just a bunch of trees and a boring river without you. It makes me so sad knowing we won’t make new memories there. 

Now I’m in Te Arawa, and it’s worse. Nothing reminds me of you because we’ve never been here together. I don’t know. Maybe it’s better in some ways because I don’t get those bittersweet memories. But I still think about you all the time. Then I start crying, and I hate it. Boys don’t cry, right? Rex Cassidy doesn’t cry. But I’ve been crying so much since you left.

So now I have to make new memories. Memories without you in them. 

I don’t know how that’s gonna work because I want you in all of them. But I know it has to be this way for you to get better. At least I have the memories of the times we had together, even if it was too short. I still remember when I first met you. When I first found my beautiful princess...

––––––––
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May 1981

Rex – 6 years old

Taukauri, New Zealand – Mid North Island 

––––––––
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Rex had started school a year later than most kids. When he was five, he spent an entire year travelling around the world with his parents, visiting places like Japan, Italy, and America, and going on big cruise ships. His dad was a real estate developer, and his mum used to be a teacher. So she taught him to read and write when he was just four. 

‘When you do start school, you should be fine,’ his mother told him. ‘You’ll be up with the other kids and may even be ahead of some of them.’

He was six when he first started school in Wellington but, because of many knowledge gaps, he started in Primmer-1, so most of the kids were slightly younger than him.

Rex stood straight. ‘I’m one of the tallest in the class,’ he said to his father.

‘You’re tall for your age anyway. Which is good. Girls tend to like tall boys.’

‘Cool.’ Not that it mattered. He’d always got on well with girls. They seemed to like him. He even had some come to his sixth birthday party.

‘But being tall isn’t everything,’ his dad said sternly. ‘You have to be the gentleman too. Sit down and we’ll have a chat. I’ll give you a few words of advice...’

June 1983

Rex – 8 years old

Taukauri, New Zealand

Rex’s family moved to Taukauri when Rex’s father opened a branch of his company in Taupo. His parents wanted to avoid living in cities, so chose a country town not far from there. 

When Rex saw Vanessa for the first time, he thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world, with her dark spiral hair, sapphire blue eyes and tanned skin. There were other pretty girls at school, but Vanessa outshone them all, especially with her radiant smile.  And she smiled a lot. She had the sweetest personality; was kind, funny, smart and super brave, standing up to boys like Craig. She also smelled nice, like flowers. Rex didn’t know what type of flowers and he didn’t care. 

He loved to make her laugh. It was like sunshine upon him. He particularly loved her giggles. It warmed his insides whenever he heard them so he determined he would make her laugh and giggle as much as he could.

What was really cool about her was that she loved many of the same things as him. She even wanted to watch him play sports. He particularly enjoyed how she would go along with his jokes and come up with her own funny stuff to compliment them. When he played games with the boys on the fields, she’d come and ask to join in. Next thing, there’d be a bunch of girls there, following Vanessa’s lead. When she was involved, everything was a hundred times more fun.

One day, after playing a game of Hit and Roll, Rex felt extra brave. He leaned in and gave Vanessa a quick kiss on the cheek. Her big blue eyes sparkled and she beamed.

Rex’s chest swelled with pride at the sight, knowing he had brought that smile to her lips. 

‘Oh my god!’ someone gasped. 

A couple of them pulled faces.

‘He kissed her!’ said another. 

With a mischievous grin, Rex turned to face their classmates. ‘Yep. I kissed her because she’s awesome. And I’m gonna kiss her a lot from now on.’ A thought crossed his mind. He whipped his head back to her. ‘Umm...if...that’s okay with you.’

Vanessa giggled and nodded. ‘A-ha. Just as long as I get to kiss you too.’

One Saturday morning, Rex’s mother suggested he head to the community center a block away from their house. They were starting a monthly fun event for primary school kids, and since it was only a five-minute walk, she let him go on his own, packing him a lunch. 

At the community centre, there was already a heap of kids buzzing around. Plenty of activities were happening in the huge auditorium. There were also movies, outdoor sports, indoor sports, board games and plenty of other fun activities. As keen as he was to get out on the field to kick or hit a ball, the table tennis tables in the auditorium beckoned him. That was something he didn’t get to play very often. 

He eagerly approached. 

As he headed towards the tables, he passed some arts and crafts stations. That’s when he spotted her - Vanessa, sitting at a table, busy with glue and scissors. 

‘Vanessa!’

She spun around and, as soon as she saw him, her eyes lit up. ‘Rexy!’ she squealed, leaping from her seat and enveloping him in a hug. Rex felt warmth rush through him as they squeezed each other tight. After a moment, she bounced up and down on her toes. ‘It’s so cool you’re here. Come and see what I’m making for you.’ She grabbed his hand and led him over to the table.

Rex loved the feel of her soft hand in his. She was always so excited to see him, and that made him feel really good.

‘I’m making you a special card! It’s got glitter and felt animals and stuff.’ 

They reached the table and, sure enough, there was a colourful card with bright patterns she’d drawn using fluorescent markers, with felt cutouts stuck on with glue. She had a bottle of glitter and more cut-out figures ready to go on. 

‘That’s awesome!’ Rex said.

‘You think so?’ 

‘I love it! It’s so cool. You’re so great at making cards.’ 

‘Awwww, thank you!’ She leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, which got a few wide-eyed looks from other kids at the table. 

Rex’s cheek tingled pleasantly. ‘Ha, I like that there’s a dog on it and no cats.’

‘Yep.’ She grinned.

‘I can’t wait to see it when it’s finished. Have you done anything on the inside?’

She froze. ‘Ummm...’ Her cheeks reddened. ‘Yeah.’

‘Can I see?’

She hesitated, biting her lip. ‘Ummm... you... you won’t laugh, will you?’

Rex shook his head. ‘No, I would never laugh at anything you made for me. Unless it was supposed to be funny.’

A hint of uncertainty remained in her eyes. ‘Oh boy... I don’t know if I can show you yet.’ She grimaced. Even her grimaces were pretty.

‘You wanted me to see it a few seconds ago,’ he said, trying to ease her nerves.

‘Yeah, but I... I forgot...’ she mumbled, looking down. 

‘Forgot what?’

‘I... I just wanted you to see it so much.’ Her voice barely raised above a whisper. 

‘So can I see? I bet I’ll love it.’ 

Her hand trembled as she reached for it, but then she paused. ‘I should show you when I’ve finished it.’

‘Okay,’ Rex said. ‘I’ll go play table tennis in the meantime.’ He glanced over at the tables. 

‘No!’ She straightened. ‘I... I mean... well, you can go if you want but... but I really want you to stay.’

The invitation pleased him and made him feel warm inside. Table tennis could wait for another time. Spending time with Vanessa was way more appealing. Maybe he’d ask his parents for a table for Christmas. ‘Then I will.’ 

‘Ohhh... okay...’ She hesitated, then spoke again, ‘I’ll show you but you can’t be mean about it.’ 

Rex jerked back and stared at her. ‘Do you really think I’d be mean?’

‘Ummm... No. You’re really nice.’ 

‘Nessie...’ He ran his fingers over the back of her hand. ‘I’d never be mean to you, ever and I’ll bash anyone who is... if it’s a guy anyway. I don’t hit girls.’ He was never mean to girls. Even the ones who weren’t pretty or smart deserved to be treated nicely. His parents had taught him that. 

‘I was...’ Vanessa said. ‘I was gonna give it to you and run off because I didn’t want to be around when you read it.’ 

Now Rex was super intrigued. ‘You can go away and come back in a minute.’

‘But it’s not finished yet.’ She chewed on her lip.

‘So, I should go away and come back in a minute.’ He laughed.

‘Ohhhh, but I don’t want you to go.’ She stretched out the last word. ‘Okay, I’m showing you,’ she relented, her voice tinged with nervousness. ‘Don’t freak out.’

Vanessa slowly opened the card, revealing the inside. Rex gazed at it, his heart-warming at the sight before him. In the middle was a large red felt heart, surrounded by colourful heart stickers that shimmered in the light. At the center, written in brightly coloured pens, were the words: “I love you, Rexy,” each letter in a different shade.

Vanessa quivered and her eyes clamped shut.

Rex melted at the sight of her words. It was the most wonderful thing anyone had ever made for him. And to think the most beautiful girl in the world loved him. ‘Oh wow....’

Vanessa’s lips quivered. ‘You’re freaking out, right?’ she whispered, still not opening her eyes. 

‘Vanessa, no.’ He touched her shoulder gently. 

At his touch, Vanessa opened her eyes, meeting his gaze. 

‘I love it,’ Rex said. ‘I love it so much.’

Vanessa’s eyes widened, a radiant smile breaking across her face. ‘You do?’

‘Yes! It makes me feel so good. I’ve never had anyone make a card for me like that. It’s really special.’ His heart swelled. 

‘Awwww... thank you, Rex.’ 

‘It’s the most awesome card ever. Now I’ll let you finish it and I’ll make one for you too.’

Her eyes lit up. ‘You will?’

‘Yeah... with lots of love hearts on it.’ 

‘Yay!’

Around thirty minutes later, Rex put the finishing touches on his card. Vanessa had been helping him cut shapes in felt. There were hearts all over it on the front cover and on the inside with a big red felt one, just like she’d done. There was glitter and little heart and kiss stickers that glimmered under the overhead lights. All that was needed now were the words to finish it off. 

‘What are you gonna write?’ Vanessa asked, leaning closer with curious eyes. 

‘You know what I’m gonna write.’

‘Go on then.’ She nudged his hand with a twinkle in her eyes.

With a theatrical movement of his hand, Rex took a fluorescent orange pen and started with her name at the bottom in bold letters. “Nessie”.

He paused for a moment. It was time for a bit of friendly teasing just to keep her on her toes. ‘Hmmmm. I think I might write something different after all.’

She huffed. ‘Seriously?’ She folded her arms and gave him an indignant look, her nose scrunched and her bottom lip curled up in a pout. 

‘Yeah, something different.’ He picked up a green-coloured pen. 

‘Nuh-uh. You can’t write something different. That’s the rule.’ 

‘There’s no such rule.’ 

‘There is now.’ 

‘We’ll see about that.’

He wrote some more onto the card in different colours. The “I” and the “you” above her name. Then he wrote an L in between those two letters. 

Vanessa leaned in, whispering in his ear, ‘Love, love, love.’

‘Hey...’ he said with mock seriousness. ‘Are you sending me subliminal messages?’

‘Huh? Those are like secret messages, right?’

‘Yeah, it’s like when you’re in a big store and there’s music playing, but there’s a soft voice in the background telling you to buy stuff...’ He put on his official sounding voice, ‘Buy that packet of Sparkles, Rex. Oh, and see that carton of Snifters? You want that. Oh and that bottle of Mello Yello too.’ He returned to his normal voice. ‘It’s supposed to make you more likely to do it.’

She moved her lips right up to his ear. ‘Love, love,’ she continued to whisper. A giggle slipped in there.

He loved her beautiful face being so close and her warm breath against his neck and ear. It gave him a tingling sensation. He could smell the scent of her perfume or powder or whatever it was. Flowery. 

He wrote an O and then a small b.

Rex did his best to keep a straight face.

‘I lob you? This better be a joke!’ She folded her arms again and a burst of air came through her lips and then a giggle. ‘You can’t lob someone, you know? Not unless they’re Smurfs or something really, really small.’

‘So I could write “I Smurf you” instead?’

‘No! That could mean anything in Smurf language.’

He chuckled and added an E on the end. ‘How about that?’

She giggled hysterically. ‘Almost. Fix the b.’ 

Rex glanced around, seeing some of the other kids at the table looking their way with curiosity. He grinned. They were going to see what he was about to write. 

Vanessa moved her lips close to his ear again, whispering amongst giggles. ‘Fix the b, fix the b, fix the b, V, V, V, V...’

Rex screwed up his face, mainly to prevent himself from laughing. ‘I’m gonna have to use some Twink.’ He unscrewed a bottle and gently brushed over the curved part of the b. ‘I think I’ll erase the whole word actually and just put Smurf in instead.’

‘Don’t you dare!’ She gave him a friendly thump on the upper arm.

He put on mock pain. ‘Ow, that hurt.’ He clutched his arm where she’d hit him.

She drew back, her mouth agape. ‘I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to.’

He smiled. ‘Just joking.’ 

She let out a huff and giggled some more. ‘Fix it!’

‘Okay.’ Rex wrote in a V instead.

When he looked at her again, she had the most glorious smile he’d ever seen. 

The event ended mid-afternoon, and both of them, with their special cards packed away in their bags, prepared to head home. 

‘Where do you live?’ Rex asked, adjusting the strap of his backpack. 

‘Just down there.’ She pointed to a brick house a few sections down from the community centre. ‘The one with the big tree out the front.’

Rex's eyes widened. ‘I live only five minutes away!’

‘You do? Really?’

‘Yeah! On Vincent Street.’ Rex delivered her a huge smile. ‘We can visit each other. After school and on weekends.’

She bobbed up and down excitedly. ‘And holidays!’

‘Let’s visit each other whenever we can.’

‘Yes!’ she gushed. ‘Do you want to come over now? I’ve told my mum and dad all about you.’

‘Sure. Let me carry your bag.’

‘Ohhh, you are so nice. Thank you!’



​​
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​CHAPTER 3:
Girl Crushes
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November 1983

Rex – 8 years old

Taukauri, New Zealand

Rex loved living just around the corner from Vanessa. They spent every moment they could together. When they weren’t at school, he’d either race over to her house, or she’d show up at his. They’d play outside until their parents told them playtime was over and it was time to go home.

They never missed each other’s sporting events. Vanessa was always there for his rugby matches, her voice rising above the crowd as she cheered him on. Whenever Rex made a brilliant play or scored a try, she’d proudly declare, “That’s my boyfriend!” to anyone within earshot, even strangers.

In return, Rex attended her field hockey games. He hadn’t cared much for the sport before, but there was something about watching Vanessa zip around the field with her stick that turned him into an instant fan. He’d be on the sidelines, urging her on, hooting and hollering every time she scored a goal. 

He especially loved watching her dance. Whether it was on stage, or just fooling around on the floor at school events, her long, dark, spiral hair swung as she moved, and her sapphire blue eyes sparkled. Rex never missed a single performance she was involved in.

At school, they’d enjoyed hanging out together with their friends. Sometimes they’d come up with roleplay games, which caused some squabbles. One day, when playing Robin Hood, Vanessa was Maid Marion while Jeffrey Shuster wanted to be Robin.

‘I want Rex to be Robin,’ she said. ‘He’s the one I want to marry at the end of the game. No one else.’

‘You don’t have to get married,’ Nicola said. ‘Jeffrey could just end up being your boot cleaner or something.’

‘No way!’ Jeffrey blurted, his freckly face turning into a frown. ‘I don’t want to be a boot cleaner!’ He held a plastic lightsabre out in front of him as if he were about to attack.

‘It’s just a game!’

‘Rex is always Robin!’ 

‘Not always,’ Rex said. ‘I was the Sheriff of Nottingham last time.’

Nicola snickered. ‘Yeah. And when you guys came to rescue us from jail, Vanessa decided she wanted to remain the sheriff’s prisoner.’

Vanessa giggled.

‘She always does that sort of thing,’ Jeffrey grumbled. ‘Even when we play Star Wars and he’s Darth Vader and she’s Princess Leia. Luke, Han and Chewie come to rescue her and she tells them she’d rather stay with Vader!’

‘Plot twist!’ Vanessa declared with a grin. 

Keith Kahui crossed his arms, a staunch look on his brown face. ‘Rex, you should be Little John. You’re the tallest of us.’

‘I guess.’ Rex didn’t really care as long as he got to roleplay with Vanessa.

Vanessa rolled her eyes but smiled. ‘Fine. Little John, saves Maid Marion from Prince John and they get married.’ She grabbed Rex’s hand and swung it playfully.

‘What?’ Jeffrey pulled a face. ‘That’s not how the legend goes. You don’t have Little John marrying Maid Marion.’

Vanessa responded. ‘You don’t have lightsabres either.’

Jeffrey swished his weapon through the air with a smirk. 

‘I want to be Maid Marion this time,’ said Nicola. ‘And I’m not marrying anyone. I’m gonna be crowned Queen Marion after we kill Prince John.’

‘You were Marion last time,’ Sandy Hopkins protested, swinging back her long red hair. ‘My turn this time. Vanessa can be Calamity Jane.’

‘Okay,’ Vanessa said. ‘And Calamity Jane marries Little John.’ She swung Rex’s hand again. Rex squeezed it, happy to stand back and watch Vanessa handle things.

‘Wait, is Calamity Jane in the Robin Hood stories?’ Nicola asked.

‘Yes!’ Sandy replied. ‘She’s one of the merry women.’ 

Keith furrowed his brow. ‘There are no merry women.’ 

‘Says who?’ Sandy fired back.

‘Yeah, you sexist pig,’ said Nicola, swiping at his shoulder. ‘Who says there can’t be merry women?’

Rex chuckled. Poor old Keith was way out of his league with these girls, especially Vanessa, who always had him spinning in circles. 

Keith recoiled and rubbed his shoulder. ‘Robin Hood doesn’t have women in his band.’

‘Says who?’ Nicola challenged, crossing her arms.

‘I don’t know!’

‘Well, there are merry women now,’ Vanessa said. ‘And us girls should be the heroes this time.’

‘No way!’ Keith retorted with a snort. ‘You can’t have the merry women saving the merry men.’ He prodded a wooden sword in her direction. 

Rex swatted Keith’s sword away with his own sword. 

‘Why not?’ Vanessa asked. 

‘Because it’s the guys who are the strong ones. Girls are weak!’

‘That is so sexist!’ Sandy glared, her hands on her hips.

‘Yeah!’ said Nicola. ‘Stop being a sexist pig, you oinker.’

Rex jabbed his sword at Keith, who fumbled to block it. 

‘We can have a band of merry women led by Maid Marion,’ proposed Vanessa.

‘But that’s not how the story goes,’ Keith protested. 

‘Too bad!’ 

It was time for Rex to speak up. ‘Yeah, too bad. The girls should get to be heroes too.’

All the girls beamed at him, Vanessa the most, her smile stretching from ear to ear. 

Keith huffed but didn’t argue further. 

Later, Nicola complained to Vanessa, ‘How come you always get to be the one who marries Rex?’ She pouted.

With a mischievous glint in her eye, Vanessa replied, ‘Because one day we’re gonna get married for real, right, Rexy?’

‘Yep.’

‘Nicola, why are you complaining?’ Sandy asked. ‘You got to marry Rex two weeks ago when we played Star Wars. You were Princess Leia and Rex was Han Solo. You even got to kiss him on the cheek.’

‘You slobbered on him too,’ said Vanessa.

‘I did not!’ 

Vanessa giggled hysterically. 

Nicola placed her hands on her hips, her face red. ‘It’s usually you doing the slobbering.’

‘She doesn’t slobber,’ said Rex with a wry smile.

Nicola wasn’t finished. ‘When we played Superheroes, Rex was Batman and I was Batgirl. You were Wonder Woman, but it was you he kissed and then you got married.’

Rex responded, ‘That’s because Wonder Woman is so much prettier than Batgirl... on TV anyway.’ 

‘Batman and Batgirl should be the ones that get married,’ said Nicola.

‘Says who?’ Vanessa asked.

‘It’s supposed to be like that.’ 

‘Since when?’

‘Since the beginning of time!’

‘But Batman and Batgirl are the same type of superhero,’ Vanessa pointed out. ‘That’s like a brother and sister getting married, which is gross. So Batman shouldn’t marry Batgirl. He should be marrying Wonder Woman.’

Nicola’s brow furrowed. ‘Oh... okay...’ Then she jerked back. ‘But wait...you and Rex were Batgirl and Batman last time and you got married.’

‘Ummmm.’ Vanessa cringed. 

Rex jumped in to save her. ‘When we played that time, we were stepbats. That’s not so bad.’

‘Yeah!’ Vanessa folded her arms, nodding in agreement. 

That drew a lot of confused looks from the others. 

‘It’s still not fair,’ griped Nicola. 

Vanessa still had her arms folded. ‘It’s the way it’s supposed to be.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since the beginning of time.’

When Rex had his ninth birthday, his parents threw a huge party, and a lot of kids from school came to celebrate. The handmade card Vanessa had crafted for him at the community center sat proudly on his chest of drawers, right between his A-Team figurine set and his model of the General Lee from the Dukes of Hazzard. All his birthday cards were carefully arranged around them, but while those would come down in a few weeks, Vanessa’s card? That one would stay forever. He’d make sure of that.

One day, Rex and Vanessa hung out on the adventure playground. There was a fortress made up of climbing bars, ladders, slides, poles, bridges and monkey bars. Vanessa sat on the edge of one of the platforms, swinging her feet. She stared at an older girl moving effortlessly across the monkey bars. 

The girl was Rita, a ten-year-old with long, blonde hair that swayed as she moved. Vanessa seemed to be fixated on her and it wasn’t the first time, either. Rex had noticed her staring on other occasions, and he had a strong feeling she wanted to be friends with her, but was too shy to make the first move.

Rex sat beside Vanessa, letting his legs drop over the edge. ‘You okay, Ness?’ 

‘Yeah.’ She smiled at him and gave his foot a gentle kick. She then turned her eyes slowly back to Rita. ‘She’s really pretty.’

‘Should we see if she will play with us?’ 

Vanessa widened her eyes. ‘She’s a Standard-4. She won’t.’

Rex glanced across at Rita, who was now across the monkey bars and on their side of the fort. Their eyes met. He gave her a big smile. She smiled back and tilted her head. 

He’d come to know certain smiles. It was the type girls gave him when they liked him. 

His father had taught him a lot about that sort of thing. How to know when a girl liked you. Body language. The way they interacted with you. Smiles. He’d also taught him dos and don’ts. Always be nice, even if you don’t like the girl. Show confidence. Always be genuine. Flatter them, but only if you mean it. Never pretend to like one just to gain favour. Never threaten or physically harm a girl. Most important of all, be respectful of their boundaries. 

His dad’s advice had served him well so far but it also helped to know that his own smile caused hearts to flutter. His smile was one of his most valuable assets. It had certainly got his foot through the door of Vanessa’s heart and he planned to keep it there. 

‘I think she’ll play with us,’ he said.

The smile on Vanessa’s face told him she’d like that. 

He climbed back up. ‘Hi, Reets.’

Her eyes sparkled. ‘Hi, Rex.’ 

‘Wanna hang out with me and Vanessa? We’re gonna play a game.’

‘Sure. What’s the game?’

‘Chasies. But you have to stay on the adventure playground unless you go down the slide or pole.’

‘Okay. Sure.’

It worked like magic. Before long, the three of them were darting around the playground, with Rita and Vanessa laughing together like they’d been friends for years. 

A few weeks later, after returning home from school, Rex found his mother clipping the box hedges which lined the flower gardens along the driveway.

‘Ah, you’re home,’ she said in a rather stern tone. It was the voice she used when he’d done something wrong. 

She placed her secateurs down and climbed up to face him. ‘Over here.’ She pointed to the garden table. ‘I want to talk to you about something.’ Her eyes bugged a little, which told him it was going to be a lecture of some kind. 

Rex felt his stomach tighten as he followed her. They sat down, and she leaned in, her expression serious. ‘Your principal phoned today a little concerned with your behaviour of late.’

Rex braced himself, already anticipating what was coming. He’d been in a few scuffles at school recently, but in his mind, he’d had good reasons for every single one.

‘You’ve been getting into fights. Why?’

Rex folded his arms, his blood boiling at the memory. ‘John Spencer pulled Vanessa’s hair! I gave him a good thump!’ 

His mother flinched. ‘Was that really necessary?’

‘Yes! He got what he deserved.’ Rex still remembered Vanessa’s tears and the anger he felt towards John, his mocking laughter echoing in his ears. That laughter ended quickly when Rex got there and dealt with him.

‘There were others too,’ his mother said. 

‘Yep. Gary Collins and Joe Donner. They were both bullying Wayne Olongo because he’s black. When I stood up to them, they came at me, so I taught them both a lesson. They attacked me first, Mum! I never take the first swing. Dad taught me that.’ He lowered his head. ‘Except when it’s Vanessa being picked on. Then I kind of lose it.’

His mother’s expression softened, but her voice remained firm. ‘You need to be careful about that. I know you want to protect her but if you don’t keep your cool, it could get you into real trouble.’ 

Rex nodded, although he stayed quiet, not wanting to argue. He knew she was right in some ways, but he didn’t regret any of it. 

‘I really question whether Dad should have been teaching you how to fight at such a young age, but I know he wanted to make sure you could handle yourself if you ever got bullied. But you may be getting a little trigger-happy. Your principal also told me you gave another boy a blood nose.’

Rex narrowed his eyes. ‘Jimmy McIntyre was poking fun at Bella Wilkinson and made her cry.’

‘Bella Wilkinson?’ His mother’s eyes widened. ‘The Down Syndrome girl?’

‘Yes. He was calling her fat and ugly and making fun of her eyes. I got in his face, he tried to grab me, so I kicked his ass. He’s ten years old. Standard-4.’

His mother stared at him for a few more seconds. ‘So, you were sticking up for other kids? Even against older boys?’

‘Yeah,’ Rex replied, confused as to why she was asking such an obvious question. ‘Bullies suck and need to be stood up to. Dad always told me that.’

His mother considered his words for a moment. ‘You couldn’t have gone to the teacher instead of taking the law into your own hands?’

Rex snorted, rolling his eyes. ‘You don’t tell the teachers. Not unless you want everyone to hate you.’

His mother sighed and shook her head. ‘The schoolyard code. Right.’

Rex drummed his fingers on the table. ‘The teachers don’t do much. They give them a growling or put them in detention but the bullies still keep picking on the same kids.’ He straightened and peered directly at his mother. ‘And I’m not having anyone hurt Vanessa, ever. And I don’t care if I get into trouble.’ He’d do it all again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Vanessa safe and happy. 

His mother’s mouth twitched. ‘It’s very sweet of you to be so protective of her. But you’ve got to find a different way to deal with this sort of thing. I don’t want you getting into trouble for fighting.’

Rex didn’t respond. He knew not to argue, but it wouldn’t change anything. He hated seeing other kids getting picked on, and he wasn’t the type to stand by and do nothing. 

‘Fighting isn’t the only thing. You’ve been cutting class. Going to the shop down the road. You know you can’t do that. You’ve got to stay on the school grounds until three.’

‘It was hot. Vanessa really wanted an ice cream so I went down the road to buy her one.’ 

He thought back to the day in question. The sun had been beating down something fierce. Their teacher had taken them outside for a drama lesson on the wooden stage. There had been little shade and Vanessa’s face had been shiny with sweat, her hair sticking to her forehead. When she mentioned wishing she wanted an ice cream, Rex knew he had to get it for her. Her favourite; the Trumpet. 

His mother frowned. ‘Did she ask you to get her one?’

‘No. She never asks for stuff like that.’ He smiled at the memory of her wide eyes when he gave it to her. ‘She was just saying she wished she could have one. So I went and bought her one.’

‘With what money?’ 

‘My lunch money.’ 

His mother blinked and her mouth dropped open slightly. ‘Your lunch money? I normally only give you a dollar.’

‘A Trumpet cost about sixty cents at the dairy.’

‘A Trumpet? You couldn’t have gotten her a Choc-Bar or even a Jelly-Tip?’

‘She loves Trumpets.’

‘So you gave up almost all your lunch to buy her the most expensive ice cream in the shop?’

‘Yeah.’ 

‘What did you have for lunch?’

‘Just a donut.’

‘That’s not enough for lunch!’

Rex shrugged, not seeing the problem. ‘That’s okay. I just wanted to see her happy.’

His mother gazed at him for a moment, her expression softening. ‘You are such a sweet thoughtful boy the way you treat her.’

‘She’s a princess.’

His mother snorted. ‘No, she’s not, but I know you like to think of her as one. But you mustn’t leave the school grounds and I want you to have a proper lunch. I don’t want you going hungry all day.’

‘It’s fine, Mum. I can eat when I get home.’ Vanessa’s happiness was worth any sacrifice, even if it meant skipping lunch occasionally. 

‘Do you think she’d be happy knowing you missed lunch just so you could give her a treat?’

Rex let out a deep breath. ‘No. She’d feel bad I went hungry.’

‘And would she be happy about you getting into trouble for leaving the school grounds?’

‘No.’

‘Exactly,’ his mother said, nodding. ‘And remember, that was not your money to spend on treats. It was my money I gave you to buy your lunch. If you want to buy treats, whether it be for you or Vanessa, you need to do it with your own pocket money.’

Rex smirked. ‘That’s not what Robin Hood does.’

‘Robin Hood took money from bad guys. Is that how you see me?’

‘No,’ Rex mumbled, rolling his eyes.

‘From now on no spending your lunch money on ice cream and you’ll obey school rules.’

Rex sat upright. ‘Robin Hood didn’t obey the rules. He fought the law.’

‘You’re not Robin Hood!’

‘Some of the rules are stupid anyway.’

‘That’s beside the point. You can’t just do whatever you want.’

‘So I’m not allowed to be a gentleman and do nice things for Vanessa?’

His mother rolled her eyes. ‘That’s not what I’m saying. You can be a gentleman, you can stand up to bullies, but you have to do it without breaking the rules. Do you understand me, Rex?’

Rex slouched back in his chair, muttering, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ He’d just have to be sneakier next time. 

‘And another thing,’ his mother added, her eyes narrowing slightly. ‘Apparently, you skipped a detention, leaving the school grounds again, and were rude to one of your teachers. Poking fun at him in class.’

‘Mr Robinson, yes.’ He scowled at the memory of it. 

‘Don’t try to tell me that had something to do with Vanessa.’

‘It did.’

‘How?’

‘He put her on detention.’ He bristled at the memory, still angry with his teacher over it.

‘What for?’

‘Giggling too much.’

His mother turned up the side of her mouth. ‘Why was she giggling?’

‘I was making her laugh with jokes.’ It didn’t help that he loved her giggles and wanted to keep hearing them. 

‘In class?’

‘Yeah, it was boring.’

His mother let out a long sigh, rubbing her temples. ‘So let me get this straight. You were bored, you were making Vanessa laugh. She got a detention for laughing too much so you gave the teacher cheek?’

‘Yep.’ Rex folded his arms in defiance, his frustration mounting. ‘And he gave me a detention too.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ she blurted. ‘Was this when you skipped detention?’

‘Yeah, because it was bullshit.’ 

‘Language, Rex!’

Rex let out a sigh. ‘Sorry.’

‘You can’t skip detention. Both you and Vanessa skipped?’

‘Yep’

‘And left the school grounds.’

‘Yep.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘Down the road to buy an ice cream.’

His mother raised her eyes to the sky with another vast sigh. ‘So you gave up your lunch money that day too?’

‘Yeah, but this time I bought two ice creams. Cheaper ones. Jelly-Tips. One each.’

She shook her head. ‘The things you’ll do for that girl.’

Rex folded his arms in a business-like manner. ‘She’s my beautiful princess.’

‘Oh, quit with that.’ She grunted. ‘I don’t know what to do with you.’

‘Let me go. I wanna get cleaned up and go to Vanessa’s.’

‘I ought to ground you for all this trouble you’ve been in.’

‘No worries, she can come here.’

‘Grounding does not involve you having Vanessa over.’

‘It does for me,’ Rex said with a cheeky grin.

‘You wish.’ His mother snickered. ‘That wouldn’t be a grounding. That would be you still having fun.’

‘It’s a deal then.’

‘No, it’s not!’

Rex attempted to change the subject to the one he wanted to talk to her about. Maybe he could get her mind off punishing him. ‘Hey, Mum, Vanessa kind of gets a bit weird sometimes.’

His mother raised an eyebrow. ‘In what way?’

‘Well, she kinda just stares at girls sometimes. Like, she’s really shy around them. Normally she’s super friendly, but with some girls, she gets quiet. If I get them to play with us, she’s okay again.’

‘Mmmm.’ His mother stroked her chin thoughtfully. ‘Seems like your beautiful princess may have some girl crushes. But, hey at your age it probably doesn’t mean anything.’

Rex couldn’t help but smile as he thought of Vanessa. ‘Ahhh, Mum. She’s the loveliest, sweetest girl ever.’

‘She’s a real sweetie,’ his mum agreed with a warm smile. Then her face turned serious again. ‘But you’re still grounded. Until the end of the week, okay? And that means Vanessa’s not coming over.’

Rex groaned, slumping down dramatically. ‘That is so not fair.’

‘It’s only three afternoons. You’ll survive.’

‘But you’re punishing Vanessa too!’

‘That’s not the intention, but you’ll both get over it and you can make up for it on the weekend.’

Rex folded his arms, snorting. ‘So much for being a gentleman.’

––––––––
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​CHAPTER 4:
Kiss Chase
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Date: 29 January 1991

My beautiful princess,

I miss your sweet kisses so much. I cried three times this week, thinking about you...

Do you remember our first real kiss? I’m not talking about those quick ones in the back of a classroom, or the bike shed, but a real, proper kiss when it was just the two of us in our special place. 

It feels like yesterday, even though it’s been five years since that first magical moment. We were around eleven years old, but we were so comfortable with each other. 

Our special place. 

It was so cool that only you and I knew about that spot and the only way to get there. It was there we held each other and kissed like we’d never done before. We didn’t have to worry about our parents walking in, our schoolmates bugging us, or teachers telling us to stop. 

It’s been too long since we’ve done anything like that. Coming close to two years now. Two years without you. 

Two years without tasting that strawberry lipstick you love so much. 

Two years without running my hands over your smooth skin. 

Two years without being able to feel your body pressed against mine. 

It kills me that it’s over. No more exploring the bushes together. No more skinny dipping in the river. No more making love on the bank. No more passionate kisses.

I know it has to be this way because you need to get better. You need to move on and stay far away from me so that what happened never happens again. All that matters is you getting well.

As for me... I have to stay strong. Everyone expects Rex Cassidy to be strong. He can’t show weakness, even though he feels so weak. 

So very weak without you. 

Even though we can’t see each other again, I’ll keep writing these letters, even if you can’t reply. I need to do this or I’ll go crazy.

Until next week, my darling Nessie, keep smiling because your smile lights up every room. 

Love, your Rexy.

––––––––
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October 1985

Rex – 10 years old

Taukauri, New Zealand

At school one lunchtime, Rex sat with Vanessa and a few other kids out under the Puriri trees when Sandy and Nicola approached. 

‘Will you two play Kiss Chase with us?’ Sandy asked. 

‘Again?’ Rex asked. ‘We played that yesterday... and the day before... and every day last week.’ 

Sandy shrugged, undeterred. ‘Come on, it’s fun.’

Secretly, he enjoyed the game. So did Vanessa and she never seemed to mind the other girls kissing him, or vice versa. One time, she’d injured her foot and had to rest it, but still encouraged him to play. 

‘Pleeeeease?’ said Nicola. ‘Vanessa, you want to play too, right?’

‘Sure!’

One boy, Dennis, bounced a tennis ball between his legs and muttered, ‘You girls just want to kiss Rex.’

Nicola made a sour face. ‘We do not! You
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