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This book contains mature themes intended for adult readers, including strong language, alcohol and drug use, homophobic harassment, physical assault, anxiety, dissociation, and memory gaps. The story is told in a conversational, diary-style voice, where humour and strong language are sometimes used as coping mechanisms alongside heavier subject matter.
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Last Day of Easy Mode
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“Kia ora. Ko Dink Rosser taku ingoa.”

Laughter.

Kids calling out, “He doesn’t know his own name, sir!”

Why didn’t I just say, “Hello. My name is Dink Rosser?”

It had never let me down before.

I was standing at the front of the classroom with a piece of paper in my hands, but the paper was damp. Not from rain. From me. From the sweat on my palms. From the sweat rolling off my forehead.

Everyone was staring at me.

Not aggressively. Worse than that.

Waiting.

Like they expected me to mess up and were being patient about it.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the teacher said.

My ears started doing that thing. That rushing sound thing. Like I’d shoved my head underwater, except it was inside my skull. I could hear my heartbeat. It was loud. Trying to drown out all their voices.

I knew this. I knew this.

The words were there, lined up neatly in my chest. I’d practised. In the shower. In the mirror. In my room with the door shut. I’d practised it in front of my twin.

My mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

Noise returned. Someone coughed. A chair scraped. My head felt like it was warming up from the inside.

“Go on, David,” the teacher said again, smiling like he was helping.

Ko...

The first word stuck. My tongue felt thick. My heart kicked harder.

What was the name of my village again?

“Ko Te Kuha te marae,” I said, and the words sounded wrong the second they left my mouth.

Not completely wrong. Wrong enough.

Te marae? Tōku marae?

I should have just said, “Te Kuha is my sacred place,” but that would have been too easy.

The rushing in my ears got louder.

Another sound.

Someone whispering, “dumb pākehā.”

I glanced sideways without meaning to.

Braden was sitting there, relaxed. Arms folded. Watching. He didn’t look embarrassed for me. He didn’t look smug either. He genuinely looked interested.

My stomach dropped.

I kept going because stopping would be worse.

“Ko Ngāti Ruapani te hapū...”

Another line I could have replaced with, “Ngāti Ruapani is my sub-tribe.” But no. Dink Rosser didn’t do easy. Dink Rosser did public humiliation with cultural seasoning.

My hands were shaking. The paper stuck to my fingers. Sweat ran down my spine.

“Okay, that’s fine,” the teacher said too quickly.

Like he was rescuing me.

Fine.

He wrote something down and didn’t look at me.

“Thanks, David.”

David.

Ugh.

More kids laughed this time. Properly. Quick, but enough.

Something else cut through the ringing. Not loud. Close. A word I knew. One I hated. Half-formed. Half-swallowed.

Acting like he’s one of us.

It landed anyway.

They couldn’t see me for me.

My ears rang so badly it hurt.

The room tilted.

***
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Great start to the day.

Nothing like waking up from a dream where your childhood decides to punch you in the throat before breakfast.

I was hoping Auckland would be far enough away from all that shit.

I’m about to start my first year at university. Auckland, of all places. A long way from Wairoa. A long way from people who knew every embarrassing thing I’d ever done and still somehow had the energy to invent new ones.

I’m doing a Bachelor of Health Sciences.

I worked hard enough in high school to get in, which was a surprise to some people and a personal attack against others. I was told I couldn’t do it. I was called a loser, a dreamer, a try-hard.

And that was just from my twin brother.

Braden.

Technically, he’s my identical twin. Emotionally, he’s a tax audit in human form.

He’ll be studying music, which is very non-surgical of him. I’m not judging. I’m just saying if someone’s cutting into my body one day, I’d rather it be me than a guy who spent three years learning how to look thoughtful near a piano.

My old school guidance counsellor suggested I write in a journal as a coping device.

A coping device for what?

Honestly, everything. Fucking everything.

So now you get my thoughts and rantings. Congratulations. You’re basically a bin with pages.

Last year was a bit shit. Final year at high school. Exams. Anxiety. Moving away from the olds. Braden being a dick daily, which was less of an event and more of a lifestyle.

It’d be brilliant if I made new friends. Real ones. The kind who don’t call you David unless they’re trying to start something.

We’re all searching for that sense of belonging.

Gross sentence. True though.

Sacrificing my social standing for academia paid off in the end. It was a hard slog that felt unrewarding until the very last second, when my exam results arrived and I realised I hadn’t destroyed my social life for nothing.

Apparently a journal can help “ground” me.

I don’t know if that’s true, but we’ll see by the end of the year. If it doesn’t work, at least I’ll have evidence that I did things. Which is basically therapy.

Probably.

I’m not a therapist. I wouldn’t know.

Braden’s moving up to Auckland with me. We’re both staying in halls, but not the same one. We decided that we shouldn’t live in each other’s shadow.

By “we,” I mean him.

He doesn’t want me getting in the way of his love life. Apparently girls won’t date him if they think he’s the gay twin.

I’m more concerned about leaving a town so small you need to find out if you’re related before asking anyone out. That’s one problem I won’t have in the big city.

We’re identical twins. People can’t tell us apart, which is dumb because I’m obviously the good-looking one and he’s the stuck-up selfish arsehole prick.

I’m not vain. I’m accurate.

We used to be tight, me and Braden. Basketball every chance we got. Didn’t even need to talk. I’d move, he’d know. He’d fake left, I’d already be where the ball was going. People hated playing us. Beautiful stuff.

Then high school happened.

He got polished. I got louder. He cared about how things looked. I cared about not turning into him.

So there’s that.

Braden’s moving into a place called Wankerville or some dopey name. It might be Wayne Kerr Hall. I’m moving into Tennyson Brown Hall, not too far from the University of Auckland.

They all sound pompous to me.

Give me a good old Māori name any day of the week. Like Waipā. Or Taumatawhakatangihangakoauauotamateaturipukakapikimaungahoronukupokaiwhenuakitanatahu.

I learnt that one through a TikTok video where they turned it into a song. That’s the only reason I know it. Don’t test me beyond that.

I’m looking forward to O-Week. I know there are free events around Auckland, and those are probably the ones I’ll be sticking with because I’m not a bank.

Not yet.

I can’t afford to get on the piss every night all around Auckland. I better check if my hall does a toga party. I heard from my bro Rawiri that those things are off the chain.

He’s a pretty unreliable storyteller though, so I’ll have to see for myself.

Rawiri, or Ra for short, started uni last year. He’s living in the same hall I’m moving into, so it’ll be good to catch up. He can show me around. He looked like he had Auckland sorted within weeks. Like he owned the place by April.

If that’s confidence, then I’m clearly doing something wrong.

I’ve packed most of my stuff. I wanted to take my comic collection, but I’m quite sure I won’t have time to read once my courses start.

I’m going to miss my little Border Collie.

The dog in the comics, I mean. Not a real-life one.

Our actual dog is Eric, a tiny Jack Russell arsehole with all of the waha and none of the kaha. His bark is worse than his bite, but his bite still ruined my favourite shoes, so let’s not give him too much credit.

Braden’s calling me to the kitchen.

Mum made us a farewell dinner before the road trip tomorrow. I better show my face, which is redundant since Braden’s already out there showing it.

Tomorrow’s the big day.

New city. New hall. New people.

Same face, unfortunately.
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The Rossers Do A Road Trip!
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It was a long way to Auckland.

We’d been on the road for just over an hour before we stopped at Bay View for garage-gourmet pies and overpriced bottles of weak-as-piss flavoured water. Dad refused to take the Ōpōtiki route, which would have had us driving north through Gisborne. He insisted on Napier and Taupō instead, which meant travelling south to go north. Roads were clearly invented by people who hated logic.

The parentals seemed happy enough in the front of the station wagon. Braden and I were wedged in the back, nearly injection-moulded into place by bags and boxes packed so tightly we both needed assistance to get out for a piss.

Was that how it felt to be a Funko Pop?

I was already starting to miss Eric.

Stupid-arsed Eric. Tiny Jack Russell arsehole. Yappy, psychotic, shoe-destroying menace with all of the waha and none of the kaha. I hated him. But I liked him. Not enough to say love. Ugh, no. You lose enough shoes to that little mutt and the only time love comes to mind is when you say, “I loved those shoes, you senile little prick. They were my favourite ones.”

Anyway, I missed the twit.

Which was genuinely disgusting to admit.

L.A.B’s “Ocean Demon” blasting through my AirPods helped pass the time, especially once we hit Tirau.

Holy shit on a stick. What a town.

Corrugated iron animals everywhere like that was normal. Sheep, rams, dogs. Even the public toilet looked like someone had a vision and nobody stopped them. If I had money, I’d live there. I’d open an op shop, shoot the shit with locals, and waddle my drunk arse home from the pub every night. That sounded like the life for me. Why was I wasting my youth going to university when I could skip straight to my golden years?

Braden laughed at my dream life.

“You wouldn’t last a day in that town, Tee-row.”

He only said it like that to piss me off. He knew how picky I got about correct pronunciation.

I’d last more than a day. I’d last an entire decade. Probably.

We weren’t moving into our halls that night. We were a day early, so we were staying at Mum’s sister’s place in Parnell.

Aunty Myra’s house.

Which meant one more night of pretending rich people were normal.

The houses on Brighton Road were mansions compared to back home. Clean lines, straight edges, glass everywhere, pools, manicured lawns, fancy cars, the list goes on.

I knew I had given my heart to Tirau, but would it really miss me if I changed my mind and chose to settle down with a rich person in Parnell?

Surely not, yeah?

No matter where I walked in Aunty Myra’s house, on one side there were views of yachts on the water, and on another there were hillsides stacked with fancy homes. This was too much for me. I felt like I was in one of those expensive hotels.

But it was a house.

This five-bedroom, mansion-like megastructure was somebody’s house.

My aunt’s house.

I was sure she had been waiting years to rub it in Mum’s face.

Myra, with her fake smile, nasally voice, shiny necklace, and half-filled glass of red wine, floated around the place like a tour guide, pointing at everything like it came with a price tag.

I could tell by the look on Mum’s face that she didn’t want to be there either.

Braden walked beside Aunty like her little pet. Maybe he was making up for the fact neither she nor her husband had kids. He was too busy with work, and she was too busy keeping up appearances.

I was still surprised Braden didn’t want to live with her.

They were two peas in a pod.

The whole place reeked of privilege.

That stupid word.

The one my classmates used like it explained everything about me. Dad worked at the meat works. Mum was a teacher. We didn’t get everything we wanted. We just kept going. Apparently that was enough to count.

I spent half an hour on one of the many balconies in silence with Uncle Gray. He had more money than he knew what to do with, but he was quiet. Hardly talked. He left all of that to Aunty Myra.

He spent most of our time out there puffing away on his expensive cigarettes. I spent most of that time staring at the tennis court and pool behind one of the houses in the distance. Occasionally, noises came out of his mouth that almost sounded like words.

It was up to me to make our time together almost productive.

I asked him how work was.

He made a few grunt sounds and laughed before patting me on the shoulder.

I knew to grin and smile. It was easier than asking him to repeat himself with actual words.

Dad came out to greet us. He got lost trying to figure out which balcony we were on. It was dark by the time he arrived. We all settled into the expensive-looking balcony chairs.

Gray sat opposite Dad. He threw Dad his packet of Zig Zag papers. Then he pulled out a sandwich-sized Ziploc bag and tossed it at him.

They were both smiling like excited teenagers.

Ironic really when I was the teenager and I wasn’t smiling.

I knew what was coming.

“Son, go and see what the others are up to, eh?”

Which meant, “Fucketh offeth and don’t tell your mothereth.”

I recognised that look.

By nine, we were all around the large dining room table. A huge spread was laid out in front of us. Pork roast, roast potatoes, mashed potatoes, piles of peas, gravies and sauces, and things that looked like vegetables but could have been something from another planet.

The low-hanging chandelier above the food gave off a bain-marie vibe.

There were even candles and decorations on the table.

Did Aunty Myra Uber Eats all of this food and burn the takeaway containers?

Mum rested her face on one hand while her other hand picked at the food on her plate. She was trying to keep herself awake and look interested while her sister continued her hoity-toity speech about everything that was out of reach of people on our income band.

Braden fit in perfectly. He was on the edge of his seat.

Chew. Listen. Swallow. Repeat.

Dad and Gray had their own thing going on between them. They were communicating with grunts and giggles. No words were exchanged. Their cheeky grins said enough.

“What’s for dessert?” Mum piped up, cutting off Aunty Myra.

Braden, the good boy scout, also known as the family, brown-nose, headed into the kitchen to pull out the best part of any meal.

The sweet stuff.

Uber Eats didn’t disappoint.

There was caramel slice, pistachio tiramisu, crème brûlée, Black Forest cake, and gourmet baklava. I was happy to overlook the sickeningly posh fakeness of the entire situation for a taste of each of those tooth killers.

I’d sell my dignity for that tiramisu.

And I was already selling my dignity for uni, so.

After dinner, Mum went for a walk around the suburb with Aunty Myra and her new sidekick Braden, which gave me time to focus on the next day without the noise and pomposity.

Dad and Gray were back on one of the balconies, continuing their smoke session like it was a shift. I could hear their laughter echoing through the house. I couldn’t even tell which floor it came from. It bounced off the marble walls, and the smell drifted through the bedroom window.

My laptop lit up the dark room.

Despite being on dark mode, the intense whiteness of the campus map PDF almost burned holes in my retinas like a magnifying glass on an ant.

Something I have never done in my life and never, ever will.

It was wrinkling my brain trying to decipher the class locations. I knew a lot of my time would be spent in the Biology building. Lucky the library was only around the corner.

Not lazy. Just grateful the bus stop was nearby.

It was nice to see where the parking areas were, and I would absolutely take advantage of that when I bought my first car sometime in the near or distant future. I should have checked with Rawiri to see if our classes were physically close together.

I didn’t want to get lost trying to find all my rooms. It was hard enough trying to decipher the building codes and numbers.

Sleep was calling my name.

Well, not really. That would be crazy.

Or would it?

Yeah, nah, it would.

I parked up in the bed Aunty had allocated for me. Braden and I had our own rooms. This would be my last night living under the same roof as him. We hadn’t shared a bedroom since primary school, but still.

It was a harsh reality to face on top of starting uni.

He was a dick, but he was my dick.

Oh, piss off. You know what I mean.

Stay out of the gutter.

Tomorrow would be the day I got my new key.
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The First Day Of The Rest Of My Life

Braden couldn’t wait to start his new life at his student hall. You could feel him vibrating in the car like the Energizer bunny.

We did his drop-off first.

It was the usual: quick photos out front like we were a happy little brochure family, Mum going full Mama Bear with a hundred instructions and a thousand kisses, and me and Dad carrying boxes like we were his personal moving company.

Braden walked ahead of us, of course. Empty-handed. Leading the way like he was a tour guide for his own ego.

His hall was fine. Nice. Too nice, probably. The type of place where people said “lovely” unironically. It wasn’t my vibe. Too conservative. Too neat. Almost American college-like.

I could feel the side-eyes from posh-looking students passing us by.

Braden relished in it. He knew where the looks were being aimed. Not him. They were aimed at me. Because of course they were. The scruffy-haired short kid who’d never used an iron or hair conditioner before.

Jeans, ironic T-shirt, white sneakers. That was my style.

He was prim and proper. Hair slicked like a 1950s meme. Buttoned polo shirt. Khaki chinos. Polished brown leather shoes. Side by side, we looked like the before and after shots for a shower-gel infomercial.

There were some hot guys amongst the sea of stuck-up trust fund babies. Definitely worthy of a wolf whistle from this guy. Even if they stared at me like I didn’t belong.

Braden didn
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