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CHAPTER 1

Stooping unsteadily, he picked up his keys.

‘Are you sure you’re okay to drive, Keith?’

Turning slowly as he stood, he saw Melissa Palmer, the wife of the community leader, watching him from her back door. His keys in one hand, the other jammed into the pocket of his overly-blue pants, Keith Leslie forced out a short laugh. ‘I’m good. Besides, my car knows the way home.’ 

Arms crossed, she ran her eyes over him. Her community-prescribed full-length blue dress flapped around her ankles, though the breeze had no impact on her stiff, white head-scarf. Behind her the sound of raucous male laughter spilled from the door. 

‘If you’re sure,’ she said slowly. ‘Take your time. We’ll see you on Sunday.’

‘Sure thing, Mel.’

It was a warm evening, the wind strong and gusty. With a final wave, he walked consciously towards his Audi A4 sedan, letting out a long, alcoholic breath. It wasn’t a practical vehicle, but as the community’s accountant he spent time outside the community looking after Reverentia’s many and varied business interests. 

Behind the steering wheel, he let his arm hang from the driver’s window. In the rearview mirror he saw that Melissa had gone inside, rejoining the remaining elders at their regular end-of-the-week drinks. The Palmers’ impressive house sat on the lower tier of the community’s extensive property, closest to the church that towered God-like over the nearby buildings and multi-storey accommodation complexes. His position in the community allowed him a house on the upper level of the farm where he lived with his young wife, his second wife. His first wife had abandoned him and the community when their first child hadn’t survived. Those events had bitten deep but he kept himself to himself. It was what Reverentia men did. 

Looking up, he searched the stars. 

Nothing.

Alcohol quietened his mind. It numbed, but it enraged too. It wasn’t his new wife’s fault, but she was … convenient. He had loved her, his first wife. And she would have loved him, in time – he was sure of that. Was it really, as everyone kept saying, part of God’s plan? A test of him as a god-fearing man? It couldn’t be. It had to be something else, but what?

Gazing up towards his house, he started the car. When he arrived home his wife would be cooking dinner, steak perhaps, as she knew that’s what he liked. While she cooked, he would head to the shed with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s to keep the edge off.

Then, if she stayed quiet, if she left him in peace, the evening might play out smoothly. 

‘You still here Keith?’ The deep, throaty voice of Reverentia’s leader Nathaniel Palmer bounced over the gusts of wind. ‘Mel said she’d seen you off.’ Dressed identically in blue pants, a light-blue shirt and dark tie, he was a once-strong man run to fat. Walking awkwardly, he came over, leant on the car and looked in the driver’s window. ‘You okay, Keith?’

‘I’m great thanks, Nate. I was looking at the stars. Thinking about God – I guess.’

The large man reached into the car, a powerful smell of gin on his breath, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘He has his purpose for us, Keith. Never forget that. He will bless your marriage soon, I’m sure.’

The engine purred. 

‘It’s in God’s plan,’ said Palmer, pushing himself off the car. ‘And in God’s time. We’ll meet up next week and go through the accounts, there’s lots to, ahh … plan. We leave in a few weeks.’

‘True,’ said Keith putting on his seatbelt. Turning on the car’s headlights, he let the Audi ease forwards.

Holding his arm up in farewell, Palmer called out, ‘Drive carefully, you’re one of God’s chosen.’

As he drove onto the gravel road he inhaled deeply, breathing out slowly. Anger simmered as the powerful car crawled along the gravel road that led to the upper part of the farm. Leaning over, he tried to grab the near-empty bottle of spirits rolling around in the passenger footwell. Unable to reach it, he undid his seatbelt and, with a final lunge, grabbed the bottle. Carefully taking off the top, he drank deeply as the car rocked over the uneven surface. 

Before the road commenced its steep climb, he pulled over, turning off the car’s headlights but leaving the engine running. He often stopped here, hidden behind the church, before he made the final push for home. Closing his eyes, he sat still, listening, sensing. 

Nothing. 

More evidence that God had abandoned him. 

Yawning, he clicked his neck. It had been a long week of work, planning and drinking. Tonight, like most Fridays, was playing on repeat. After drinking again from the bottle, he recapped it, dropping it onto the passenger seat. Flicking the headlights back on, he pressed down on the accelerator. The tyres bit into the gravel as the Audi started its ascent. 




CHAPTER 2


Later that evening

‘Just take us through what happened,’ said the female police officer.

Joy Leslie, teeth clenched, dabbed at her eyes with a freshly laundered white handkerchief. 

She sat at her plain wooden kitchen table with three other people – two uniformed police officers, a woman and a man, who had introduced themselves though Joy had already forgotten their names. They had come in respectfully, taking their caps off, looking around curiously at the modest furnishings and bare timber walls adorned with a lone cross.

The final person at the table was the wife of the community leader, Melissa Palmer, sitting next to Joy, a supportive hand on her arm. The two women looked an unlikely mother-daughter combination, dressed identically in long blue dresses and white scarves. Noticeably shorter, Melissa was twice Joy’s age and easily twice her weight. Ostensibly she was there as a support person, but Joy suspected her motives.

Over the years, Melissa had assumed the role of a Rottweiler to Reverentia’s women, a role she threw herself into with gusto. Under the guise of ‘doing God’s work’ she kept the women working impossibly hard, helped by the fact that it was difficult to trust others not to pass on information to improve their standing.

‘It was a normal Friday.’ Joy spoke barely above a whisper, her hands wound tightly around the handkerchief. ‘He, my husband that is, worked in his office until about four, though he came out for lunch. I’d made him a steak and kidney pie.’ She looked towards the older woman who smiled without warmth. Joy looked back at the table, dabbing at her eyes.

‘What time did he leave for …’ The police officer checked her notes.

‘My house?’ interrupted Melissa. Turning to speak to the male officer, she said, ‘He arrived punctually at five. Keith was always on time. He was a good man. A reliable man.’

‘That’s right,’ said Joy. ‘It takes around ten minutes. He must have left around quarter to five.’

If the female officer was annoyed by the older woman’s snub, she didn’t let it show. ‘And what time did he leave your house, Mrs Palmer?’ 

Forced to look at the female officer, bristling she said, ‘Just after eight.’

The male officer followed up. ‘Three hours. How much alcohol had he consumed?’

‘I have no idea,’ she said. ‘My husband might know. It’s not my place to keep a check on how much the men drink.’ 

Joy looked blankly at her. The honest answer was heaps. It was always heaps. 

In the hours since members of the community had discovered the fatally crashed Audi upside down on the gravel road, Joy had experienced a range of emotions, but primarily shock. Shock that it had happened. Shock that she was … what? Free?

‘You must have some idea how much Keith Leslie had drunk?’ the male officer asked matter-of-factly. ‘Your husband told us you spoke to him before he left. Did he seem intoxicated?’

‘No.’

‘How about your husband,’ he asked. ‘Was he intoxicated?’

Joy dropped her gaze. Melissa’s face would be a picture, her double chin prominent when she raised her shoulders.

‘How dare you,’ she said. ‘My husband is a pillar of this community. He only ever drinks in moderation so he can be one of the boys.’

Without looking up, Joy said, ‘He drank a lot the last time we had the drinks here. You had to pick him up.’

‘You didn’t provide enough food,’ said Palmer eyeing her coldly. ‘It hasn’t happened anywhere else.’

Joy stayed quiet. Liar.

‘Did your husband usually come home drunk on a Friday, Joy?’ The female officer’s tone softer.

Joy nodded.

‘And did he drive?’

‘Always,’ said Joy. ‘I mean, it’s too far to walk.’

Through gritted teeth, Melissa said, ‘The men of Reverentia work incredibly hard all week, they deserve to relax. They keep our community running and safe. Without them we’d be destitute. All I can say is that when Keith Leslie left my house, he was capable of driving. I wouldn’t have let him go otherwise.’

Joy dabbed at her eyes. 

The male officer asked, ‘Did he usually drink in the car on the way home?’

‘I think so,’ said Joy. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, that explains it,’ said the older woman. ‘He must have been under terrible stress. Keith is … was, Reverentia’s accountant. My husband called him his right-hand man. It’s been a struggle lately, financially.’ Palmer paused before adding icily, ‘He possibly wasn’t looking forward to going home.’

Joy glanced at her.

‘What do you mean?’ asked the male officer.

An uneasy silence descended as Melissa Palmer hesitated, her face calculating.

‘It was common knowledge Keith and Joy were having difficulties conceiving,’ she said. ‘Keith was … disappointed that God had not yet blessed his marriage.’

Joy didn’t move. His marriage. Not hers or theirs. His.

The officer glanced at her colleague, who gave the slightest of eyebrow raises. ‘That’s all we need now, Joy,’ she said. ‘We’ll leave you information about where you can get help if you need to reach out.’

Intruding on their conversation, Melissa said, ‘Our community has its arms wrapped around Joy. She doesn’t need outside help.’

‘We’ll leave it anyway.’ The police officer’s tone was, for the first time, strained. ‘Joy may like to know about other options.’

A short, tense silence ensued before everyone stood.

‘I’ll come by tomorrow,’ said Melissa, hugging Joy with the least amount of body contact possible. ‘Nobody is expecting you at work, not until after the funeral. Take care. You’re in all our prayers.’

Joy followed them to the front door, watching the ungainly woman hurry to her husband’s ute, knowing the next time she would see her would be at the funeral. Not expected at work – that was a bonus she hadn’t anticipated. She wouldn’t have to get up at 5am tomorrow, what would that feel like? 

‘Thanks, Joy,’ said the female officer. ‘I know this is an awful time, but it will get better.’ 

The male officer solemnly nodded his agreement.

‘Thanks,’ said Joy. ‘It’s been a nightmare.’

‘The Serious Crash Unit investigators will be here tomorrow to make a detailed scene inspection.’

Joy drew in a quick gasp. ‘Why?’

‘It’s standard for fatal accidents, nothing to worry about. After they’ve finished, they’ll send a tow truck to recover the car. They’ll take it to the police yard, but as it looks like a write-off, you’ll need to contact your insurance company. That can all wait a few days.’

Joy nodded, dabbing at her eyes. 

Putting on their caps, the two officers walked to their patrol car. Joy watched Melissa drive through the gate and onto the gravel road that wound down the steep hill. 

I’m free. 

The joyful thought didn’t last. She clenched her fists tight, keeping her face blank as the police officers got into their patrol car. Melissa knew what went on, she had to. Was she too a victim? How likely was it that Joy’s husband – he – was the single bad apple? Nobody talked about it. The men, the women, even the children, all maintained a stoic silence. The community were complicit in each misery she had endured.

The patrol car’s lights snapped on.

The real Joy, who nobody knew existed, who they had failed to mould into a ‘Reverentian’, was free – but she had to get away. If she could escape, no longer would she need to suppress her thoughts, or feel guilty for thinking them. No more hiding books or ensuring she left no trace of her internet browsing on his computer. 

If.

Joy watched until the patrol car had disappeared, staring at the seemingly endless expanse of land and stars. This real Joy had to be smart, she had to hide for a few more days.

With her foot she pushed aside the triangular-shaped rock she used to stop the front door from banging, and shut the door. Had God blessed her at last?




CHAPTER 3

The day after the funeral

With a final look around the bedroom, Joy zipped closed the black backpack that contained all she was taking from this life. Clothes, a small framed picture of her and her siblings when she was ten, a soft pencil case containing rolled up banknotes and several miscellaneous items, each with a story. The money, over $8,000 in $50 notes, was cash her husband had kept hidden in the shed to take on business trips.

As she had expected, apart from her friends, the only elder to visit her before the funeral had been Reverentia’s leader – Nathanial Palmer. Dressed as usual in blue trousers, his belt straining against his stomach, a light blue shirt and dark-blue tie, he had spoken to her at the kitchen table. She had never been so close to him; his breath smelt of the onion soup they regularly served for lunch. His face was deeply lined, and through the thick lenses of his black-rimmed glasses, his eyes were red-rimmed and watery.

He had arrived with two men from the community who she didn’t know well. Dressed identically, but younger and fitter, they had packed up her husband’s computer and files, taking them away in two cardboard boxes. They had worked quickly, not looking at her as they removed her link to the outside world. After they had finished, they had waited outside while Palmer had assured her that the whole community was there for her. He had spoken gently, parentally, saying, ‘The speculation about the accident will die away in time.’ And, ‘When the time’s right, we will find you a suitable husband.’ She had looked down nodding, playing the part of the grieving wife – the grieving ex-wife.

Palmer had left seemingly convinced she was desperate to put this sad episode behind her, to become a leading light among the women of Reverentia. Because he believed himself one of God’s representatives on earth, it wasn’t hard to pull the wool over his eyes – he saw what he wanted to see. 

On his way out he had assured her that they would take care of the financial and insurance issues, she didn’t need to get involved in what he called ‘men’s business’. He had added that she would need to sign some documents but that it could wait until after the funeral – yesterday.

Turning off the lights, Joy locked the front door for what she hoped was the final time. She checked the time on her watch – his old watch before he came home from an overseas trip wearing an expensive watch, a gift from a client. It was nearly 4am. The sun was an hour from rising but there was enough pre-dawn light to safely walk down the gravel road. 

Dressed in the community-mandated blue dress and white headscarf – she had no other choice – with her long hair tied in a pony tail, she stopped at the front gate for a last look at what was and wasn’t her home. Turning away, she breathed in the cool morning air as she set off. From the top of the gravel road, she could see the long trek she had in front of her. Down to the farm’s lower level, quietly past the accommodation complexes where she had spent her childhood, then down the long driveway that led to the gates of the community. Then, in the outside world, she planned to walk the long, narrow road that led to the Waikato Expressway and Hamilton.

Reaching the bottom of the gravel road, she emerged behind the enormous church, its spire straining towards the fading stars. Walking stealthily, she hustled past the accommodation complexes. There were lights on behind a few curtains, people having started their brutally long day. Alarms for most of Reverentia’s community started blaring around 4:30am, pressing the compliant, unpaid workforce into action – cooking, farming, cleaning, preparing food, washing and folding laundry and caring for children. They were berated for any sign of slackness, and the work was long, hard and relentless.

Enticing aromas from the bakery were wafting over the community as Joy plodded forwards. At any time, she expected to hear her name called out, like a question. ‘Joy?’ If anyone did see her, the news would circulate faster than the wind. Her chance of making it to the expressway would become zero. Worse, they would then keep her on a short leash – this was her one shot.

Her thoughts swirled as she concentrated on each step, not looking back. It was an anticlimax when she finally stood outside the main gate. Turning, she looked at the community bathed in the weak morning light, the church’s spire glimmering like a beacon. The scene was picture-postcard serene. Shaking her head, she adjusted her backpack and headed towards the expressway.

The day was dawning bright, clear and warm. Although her backpack was heavy, each step outside the community felt effortless. Only one car passed her as she walked. She had stopped, holding her breath, but they had sped past taking no interest in her. Just after 6.30am, sweating after clambering through flax and over a wire barrier, she stood on the edge of the Waikato Expressway. 

Dropping her backpack, she smoothed her dress, straightened her head scarf and stood self-consciously with her thumb out. Her internet research had warned her that while hitchhiking was a cheap way to travel, it wasn’t without risk. Hitchhikers had fallen victim to abuse and assault. Even murder, though rare, wasn’t unknown. Adding to her nervousness, she recalled community elders constantly preaching that the men outside their community were beasts, waiting for their opportunity to strike.

The road wasn’t busy, cars speeding past at roughly thirty-second intervals. It was light enough for the drivers to see her but none had slowed; if anything they had increased their speed. Those drivers that did make eye contact looked surprised, shocked even. Time crawled as cars hurtled past, each one making Joy feel more exposed. Looking back the way she had come, she expected to see the lights of Palmer’s ute bearing down on her. 

Her despair was growing when a yellow and red courier van slowed, the bearded driver staring at her as he drove past. Its red brake lights shone brightly as it pulled over a short distance up the road. Joy stared wide eyed, expecting the van to drive away. Instead, orange lights started flashing. Throwing her backpack over a shoulder, she ran as fast as she could. 

She inhaled deeply as she reached the lowered passenger window. Before she could speak, the male driver, who was eyeing her sternly, said, ‘Jeez girl, you’re not allowed to hitch on the expressway.’ Dressed in a red and yellow shirt, the same colours as the van, the driver was a powerfully built Polynesian man. Bald with a trimmed, greying beard, he radiated concern.

Panting, she said, ‘I … It’s legal to hitchhike in New Zealand, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yeah, but not on the expressway, girl. Quick, get in before a cop sees us.’

Joy froze. She had seen Māori and Polynesian men before, when they came to help with shearing or to pick up stock, but she had never spoken to one. 

The driver threw his head back, his laugh a high-pitched chuckle. ‘Jeez, girl, I’m not going to eat you. I’ve two daughters though they’re a bit younger than you. Come on, throw your bag in the back. Are you heading for Hamilton?’

Mouth open, eyes wide, Joy nodded.

For years Joy had known the world outside Reverentia was nothing like how the community elders painted it. When her husband was away, the ability to access the internet, always using the incognito function, had allowed her to travel New Zealand and the world beyond. Prior to that she had been a frog at the bottom of a well; the Reverentia community was the world. Unlike the frog, who was at the bottom of the well through circumstance, she was there because the community had created a carefully crafted fiction. 

Cars flew by as she opened the rear sliding door, placing the entirety of her possessions in the van before cautiously climbing into the passenger seat. As soon as she shut her door, he accelerated hard, throwing her back in the seat.

‘Put your seatbelt on, girl. I’m Tana. What’s your name?’

‘Joy,’ she said breathlessly, buckling her seatbelt, as they flew towards Hamilton.

‘It’s good to meet you, Joy. I don’t get to talk to many people during the day. Where are you headed?’

‘Hamilton.’

‘I know that, where in Hamilton?’

‘I’m meeting a lawyer. The office is on Victoria Street.’

‘Really?’ His eyes flicked over her. ‘What’s your story?’

‘My story?’

‘Let’s start with your age. What are you, twenty-one? A bit older?’

Joy shook her head. ‘I’m seventeen.’

‘Whoa,’ Tana stared at her briefly. ‘No offence girl, but dressed like that you don’t look seventeen. I should know, my daughters are your age.’

Joy glared down at her ankle-length blue dress. It was ugly but it was all she owned. It was what all the women and girls wore. The elders had explained that it was to prevent expressions of vanity and to make the cost of making and maintaining clothes economical. She had kept on the compulsory head covering, a sign to the angels that she had placed herself in submission to the authority of her husband. It was stupid to wear it, but when she took it off briefly walking to the expressway she had felt strange, vulnerable.

‘You’re from one of those funny places, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘You know, a religious hoo-ha.’

She nodded, her face reddening as tears threatened. She hadn’t cried since she was seven or eight, not real tears.

In a quieter voice, he asked, ‘Are you leaving? You know, escaping?’

Again, she nodded, realising how obvious it must look. 

‘Are those all the clothes you have? Anything’ – he flicked his head towards her backpack – ‘in there?’

‘No, this is it,’ she said without looking at him.

They drove on in silence, slower now as the traffic grew denser.

Tana spoke into some sort of radio. ‘Bob, I’ve a family crisis, I’ll be a bit late back.’

Over the radio’s crackle, Bob swore. Tana chuckled with delight.

He looked over at her, serious. ‘I’m taking you to my house.’ 

Eyes widening, she said, ‘What? Why?’

‘Don’t panic, girl. You need different clothes, that’s all. My daughters are your size. Well, they were your size but they’re into their sport and they’ve shot up a bit lately. They always want money for new clothes. I tell them to stop growing.’ He giggled at his own joke and Joy relaxed slightly. ‘They have heaps they don’t need that you could fit, you can take your pick. They won’t have gone to school yet and they won’t mind helping you out.’

Joy opened her mouth but no words came out.

The driver’s face turned solemn. ‘You can’t walk around like that, girl. It’s like you’re wearing a sign around your neck. I’d take that scarf off too, if I was you. Nobody wears scarfs like that except …’

You lot. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. The few times she had visited town she heard people use that term. You lot. That lot. Worse.

Pulling off the scarf, Joy glared at it, her eyes moistening. She had left behind a dozen similar but subtly different scarfs. They were the one item of clothing that could set you apart, the smallest hint of personality. Throwing it at her feet, she looked at Tana. The community had preached that the man she was sitting beside had a devil inside him – but it was hard to see.

Smiling at her, he said. ‘That’s it, girl. You look years younger. Wait until my girls get a hold of you.’ He chuckled away to himself.

‘Thanks for giving me a lift,’ she said. ‘You might have saved my life.’

‘I couldn’t leave you there, you looked pretty tragic. We can’t take too long, that’s all, girl. But we’ll get you looking like a regular seventeen-year-old. Don’t you worry.’

He weaved swiftly around the streets, stopping in the driveway of a house on Vivian Street. It was a brick house with a wooden picket fence half painted white. Tana, who must have noticed her staring at the fence, said, ‘Don’t look at me. Catherine, that’s my wife, she’s the one who needs to pull finger.’ 

Joy didn’t get a chance to ask what that meant, Tana was already heading to the front door. 

It was a whirlwind half hour. Tana’s daughters, who were tall and stunning even in their unflattering school uniform, were delighted to help, using her like a dress-up doll. When she got back into the van, she was wearing tight white jeans, a light-coloured blouse, the first she had worn that hadn’t covered her neck, and a red cardigan. 

When she had taken off the hated blue dress, both Tana’s daughters had raised their eyes in alarm at her underwear. One had said, ‘Dad doesn’t need to know, but you’re not leaving in those thunder-pants.’ Joy’s cheeks had reddened when they gave her underwear that included a tiny item they called a thong – she hid it at the bottom of her backpack. When they had finished, they wished her luck and hugged her tightly, crushing her twice.

‘You look great,’ said Tana. ‘I told you my daughters have an eye for clothes. How do you feel?’

Joy stared at her legs, her feet in light-brown strappy shoes. They looked and felt as if they belonged to someone else. It would take time to feel comfortable in what was a new body. She turned to Tana, who was grinning. ‘I know I look great,’ she said, ‘but I feel weird.’

His head rocked back with laughter. ‘You’ll get used to it, girl. Life’s too short to be stuck where you were. Get out and enjoy yourself.’

Joy smiled tentatively. She couldn’t go back, that fact pleased and terrified her in equal measures. The only life she had known, her world, her family and friends, gone – as though they had never existed. The Reverentia elders would make sure no one ever communicated with her. Whatever happened from now, her life, short or long, would be different.

Tana dropped her in the middle of Hamilton outside a bank on Victoria Street. As she reached for the door, he asked, ‘Have you got money?’

‘A little,’ she said. ‘How much do you want?’

Tana chuckled. ‘Don’t be silly, girl. I just wanted to make sure you could buy something to eat.’ His face turned parental. ‘Take care of yourself, Joy. It’s a different world from where you’ve come. Not everyone’s a good guy, like me.’

‘Thanks, Tana.’ She wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words.

With a huge smile, he said, ‘Good luck, girl,’ and he roared off to catch up on his deliveries. As she watched his van disappear, she shook her head at what had happened. Was Tana one of the guardian angels she had heard so much about? Well disguised, but evidence of God’s divine plan? But the stories she had read online – Ben and Olivia Hope, Urban Höglin and Heidi Paakkonen, Mona Blades and many other names – they were surely evidence that there was no all-seeing God. Had she been lucky and they hadn’t?

‘Phwoah.’

Joy jumped at the voice that had shattered the quiet, putting a self-defensive hand across her chest. The scraggly, bearded young man in the passenger seat of a slow-moving ute was wearing a white singlet and black beanie. Hanging halfway out of the passenger window, holding a brown paper bag, he sang loudly, ‘Come on baby light my fire’, before giving her an enormous grin and disappearing into the ute.

The few people that were around took no notice of her or the scene that had taken place. In the reflective glass of the bank, she scrutinised herself – a stranger stared back, frowning. Seemingly taller, the stranger was slender and it occurred to Joy that she rarely saw the shape of her body, always hidden under the unflattering blue dress. Was she … pretty? Attractive? The stranger in the window gave her a shy smile before her frown returned. Did she want to draw that sort of attention? She stared hard. Who are you?

A feeling of vulnerability swept over her – she was on display. If the community was aware that she had left, they would be looking for her. She walked away quickly, eyes on the pavement. 

Her appointment at the lawyers was at 10am, over an hour and a half away. She spent the time nursing a large mug of coffee in a busy café whose clientele were mainly men and women in high-viz jackets. The elders had permitted coffee, but they frowned on women drinking it – it would apparently make them too excitable. Before she had married, she and her friends had used to secretly meet and drink black coffee ‘borrowed’ from the community kitchen. 

Joy spent the remaining time before her appointment in a state of delight – she found another café in a bookstore where she ate chocolate cake, read magazines and drank another coffee so strong it made her teeth buzz. She might be doubting God’s existence, but she had found heaven!




CHAPTER 4

‘Sit down, Mrs Leslie.’

‘Please, call me Joy,’ she said in a quiet voice.

Putting her backpack at her feet, she sat opposite Emma Blackburn, a lawyer in the Hamilton family law firm. In the waiting room, she had sat in a plush leather chair surrounded by walls of legal tomes that smelt dusty. When the receptionist had ushered her through the impressive book wall, Joy had expected to emerge in an old-world library, complete with a large eighteenth-century globe. What she found was a meanly decorated office that smelled of the same cleaning products the community used. Strangely, they had hung pictures that resembled art but featured random words like, Endeavour, Triumph and Leadership. They reminded her of images in the community, only without God.

Still feeling the effects from her last coffee, Joy opted for a glass of water in response to Blackburn’s offer of tea or coffee. 

Dressed in a coal-black suit with a light-green collared shirt buttoned up to her neck, the lawyer could have been attractive but her appearance was severe. Everyone looked different outside Reverentia and Joy found herself scrutinising women for looks she might try.

After organising Joy’s water, Blackburn knitted her hands together. ‘Now, Joy, what can I help you with? I must confess I was surprised you contacted our firm. Reverentia always uses its own lawyers.’

‘Is this conversation private, Miss Blackburn?’

‘Please, call me Emma. Do you mean privileged?’

‘Privileged?’

‘It means I can’t disclose what you say. You can talk freely.’

‘That’s what I meant then,’ said Joy. ‘This conversation is privileged?’

Blackburn smiled as she nodded

‘I’m leaving the church, Emma. I want nothing more to do with it or them. I want to settle everything so I can leave and never go back.’

Blackburn looked at her intensely. ‘What’s there to settle?’

‘My husband was killed in an accident.’

Blackburn’s eyebrows raised. ‘Oh. I’m sorry –’

‘It’s okay,’ she cut in. Don’t be. 

Taking a brown folder out of her backpack, she said, ‘I have all his personal papers here. He was insured for $100,000, but I couldn’t find a copy of his will. I’m not sure if he made one.’

Still staring, Blackburn said, ‘Right. First, let’s get you signed up as a client. That will allow me to look at your files and access information on-line.’

After the lawyer had explained the ins and outs of the contract, Joy completed the form, signing and dating it without asking any questions. For an address, she used Tana’s.

‘Do you post much?’ asked Joy as she had filled out the form.

‘The physical post? Hardly ever, it’s all electronic.’

Smiling, Joy handed the form back to her lawyer. Joy had an email account at Proton Mail, and if they communicated by email, Tana would never need to be involved. 

Taking the form, Blackburn pointed at Joy’s folder. ‘May I?’ 

Joy passed it over. ‘If you need more information, I might have it on this.’ She held up a small flash drive. ‘Do you want it?’

‘You keep it for now,’ she said as the firm’s receptionist brought in a glass of water.

‘Perfect timing,’ said Blackburn. ‘Finn, take Joy through to the visitor’s lounge. I’ll have a quick look at your files so I can get an idea of what we’re dealing with and what we’ll need to do. I’ll need to contact Reverentia’s lawyers; will that be a problem?’

Putting the flash drive in her backpack, Joy frowned. ‘What details of mine will they want?’

Blackburn shook her head. ‘Nothing. It’s about me getting all the relevant documents they may hold.’

‘Fine,’ said Joy shrugging.

They had decorated the visitor’s lounge in a similar style, minimalistic. Sitting at the table, she took out the notepad that she used to hide in her underwear drawer to make a list of what she needed to do.

At the top of the list was a place to stay. The entire focus of her planning had been on escaping the community. But she’d doubted she would succeed, so this was all new territory. She was making it up as she went.

In terms of money, she had her husband’s hidden cash which she doubted anyone in the community knew about. Although over $8,000, which sounded like a fortune, her internet research told her otherwise. But it should buy her enough time, if she stayed in cheap accommodation, though she didn’t know how long her lawyer would need to finalise her affairs. She hoped the life insurance would pay quickly – he was dead – and that she could use the money to establish herself in a new city. Settling his will, if he had one, would take longer but she wasn’t planning on waiting. Besides, apart from his life insurance what would he own? As far as she was aware, the community owned everything.

Clothes like the ones Tana’s daughters had given her were second on her list. New clothes were a luxury, she would shop in second-hand stores. The third and final item of immediate concern was food.

Under the heading Luxuries, she wrote cosmetics and alcohol. Tana’s daughters cluttered their rooms with a dazzling array of makeup, accessories and products she had never heard of let alone knew how to use. From her former home she had taken her toothbrush, toothpaste, two hairbrushes, a myriad of hair ties and a bar of soap – that was all she had ever used. As for alcohol, it was the one vice the community not only tolerated but encouraged. She had been sneaking drinks since her baptism and she looked forward to being able to drink in public – like a man.

Staring out the window at the grubby rear entrances of shops and restaurants, she remembered her baptism as though it was yesterday. She had been thirteen when she pledged her life to God, the elders dunking her in a freezing river on a glorious sunny day. It had been exhilarating – at the time, her parents watching with obvious pride. Or had they? It was hard to know what was real and what people did because they knew it was expected.

Like a dark cloud obscuring the sun, a coldness washed over her. Was it hatred? Anger? Or was it confusion? Resentment? Maybe it was all those and more. The day after she had married, the marriage her parents had helped arrange, her parents had become distant. Joy had eventually concluded that they must have considered they had done their duty, that she was on her own. They had her younger brothers and sisters to care for. So they had kicked her out of the nest, but not to fly. She became someone else’s property in a different flightless nest. The feeling of abandonment had bitten deep but Joy had to suck it up. No one would care, especially her new husband.

From the moment the idea had struck her that a different life was possible, her parents hadn’t featured in her plans. Their actions had made it clear that they had their own life. They must have known about Keith Leslie, what he was like – every adult in the community must have. They had left her with a violent alcoholic; she had left them to live their lives.

‘Emma’s ready for you.’

Joy jumped, startled by the receptionist’s reappearance. She hurriedly closed her notebook, tucking it in her backpack. 

Blackburn appeared serious as Joy again sat opposite.

‘I’m afraid, Joy, there’s not a lot of good news.’

She stared at the lawyer, her face pinching.

‘I contacted the life insurance company. They informed me that Reverentia has lodged a claim on behalf of your husband.’

‘My husband? How?’

‘The policy was owned by your husband.’

‘So?’ The word snapped out.

Holding up a calming hand, Blackburn said, ‘It means any payment goes to your husband’s estate, not directly to any beneficiary.’

Shaking her head, Joy said, ‘I don’t understand.’

‘It means your husband’s will determines how his estate, including any insurance money, is distributed. It also means it will take longer. The High Court needs to grant probate to recognise your husband’s will as valid.’

Blackburn paused but Joy could only stare.

‘There’s more bad news,’ said Blackburn. ‘I contacted Reverentia’s legal people about the will. They seemed’ – she pressed her lips together – ‘surprised to hear from me on your behalf. They were very guarded, but they told me they have a copy of your husband’s will.’

‘What does it say?’

‘I don’t know. I requested a copy, they said they’d send it in due course.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It usually means they want to strategise about how to deal with a circumstance they weren’t expecting.’

Joy again shook her head, her mouth open. 

‘This will take longer than I think you hoped, Joy. The conditions in your husband’s will – they dictate what, if anything, you’re entitled to. Then there’s the police.’

Joy stiffened. ‘The police?’ 

‘Their lawyer mentioned the accident is the subject of a police investigation.’

‘Why?’

Blackburn shrugged, a sigh escaping her. ‘I don’t know.’

Joy’s frown was intense. No, no, no.

‘I’ll keep the pressure on them,’ said Blackburn. ‘When I have a copy of the will, I’ll work out what next steps to take.’ The lawyer bit her lip. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask this, but this will all take time – and it might get expensive. Can you afford to retain our services?’

‘To pay you?’

‘Yes.’

‘When the will gets settled, yes,’ said Joy.

Blackburn grimaced. ‘That’s not how we operate.’

‘Okay,’ said Joy. ‘I have money. Can I let you know if I can’t pay anymore?’

‘That’s okay,’ said the lawyer. ‘We normally invoice monthly, but I’ll make sure you’re invoiced on a time and materials basis.’

Not understanding, Joy nodded.

With a smile, Blackburn said, ‘This hour, we’ll make that pro bono. I’ll call it “initial research” to keep my boss off my back.’ 

‘Pro bono?’

Blackburn almost laughed. ‘Free.’

As Joy walked back through the impressive reception area, Finn called out in a chipper voice, ‘See you again.’

She turned and gave him a warm smile, a smile that faded as soon as he couldn’t see her face. Walking slowly down the stairs, for the second time that day she had to fight back tears. 




CHAPTER 5

The backpackers, where Joy was sharing a communal room, was clean and cheap. When she first arrived, she had been the only occupant in a six-bed room but two German tourists, a couple, had arrived later that evening. In their mid-twenties, they spoke passable English and she was fascinated by their description of life in Germany. She was still getting her head around the fact that New Zealand was vastly different to her former home, let alone the world.

Since arriving her days had become ordered. After a life of regimentation, it made her feel in control. In the morning she visited the lawyer’s office to check for news. Finn would normally smile and shake his head when she arrived at the top of the stairs. ‘You need to get a phone,’ he would say and she would smile and reply, ‘When I can afford one.’ Apart from the cost, the truth was she had little idea how smart phones worked. The men had phones in Reverentia, not the women. 

After visiting the lawyer’s office, she would go to her favourite café and bookstore, treating herself to cake and coffee for breakfast. Next, she headed to the public library where she browsed the non-fiction books at random, reading them in a comfortable chair. That or she surfed the internet on their free computers. 

The last stop for the day, around 4pm, was the supermarket, the novelty of which hadn’t yet worn off. She tried to spend her money frugally, but it was hard to resist the temptations on offer – pies, cakes, pre-made salads, and the huge range of desserts and chocolate. On her first visit, she found she wasn’t old enough to buy alcohol. Flustered, she had said, ‘I’ve been drinking for years.’ The look that went along with the ‘Sorry, love,’ made her cheeks burn.

She ate in the backpackers’ communal lounge, conversing with people from a wide range of nationalities about their day, home and plans. If they asked about her, she would deflect by saying, ‘I’m between lives.’ It was a line everyone accepted at face value – they didn’t press.

After dinner she watched TV until she felt tired enough for bed. One night her German roommates asked if they could have a little “private time”. She knew what they would be doing, and although she was aware that her own sexual experiences weren’t likely to be typical, it surprised her that the woman seemed genuinely excited at the prospect. The constant messaging the community had delivered on sex, especially a woman’s role, would take time to unlearn.

When she was alone, she counted her money, working out how much longer she could stay, keeping aside enough to pay for her lawyer, though she hadn’t received a bill – yet. The money from the will, that was what she needed to come through, then she would … What will I do?

She was into her second week at the backpackers when her new life received twin body blows.

The first had occurred when she visited her lawyer’s office. Finn, expecting her visit, wasn’t wearing his usual friendly expression. ‘Emma would like a quick word.’

In Joy’s mind, the will taking longer to settle meant a few weeks, maybe a month. Blackburn had told her it would be months – plural. As the will was being contested, it could take a year. With her hand on Joy’s arm, Blackburn had said, ‘There’s no point coming in each day. When I have any news, I’ll be in touch.’ 

Joy had carried on with the rest of her day as usual, what else could she do? The only good news Blackburn had was that until she needed to act there would be no bill to pay.

Sitting in the communal lounge, having determined that she needed a job, the second body blow landed when two people, clearly not backpackers, arrived. They weren’t, as she had feared, from Reverentia. They were worse. 

It was around 4.30pm and she was watching a game show on TV. The owner of the backpackers, a solidly built man who dressed like a once-successful businessman, came into the lounge. Scowling, he pointed her out to a man and a woman who had come in with him. The man, older, his hair and beard greying, was wearing a dark suit, blue shirt and striped tie. The woman, taller as well as younger, wore black pants and a tight paisley blouse which accentuated her athletic build. They radiated confidence and importance.

Joy returned her stare to the TV, but she felt that she was back in the community, an elder about to publicly shame her. Her one hope, that they were looking for someone else, didn’t last long.

‘Are you Joy Leslie?’ asked the man as he approached, his voice low and accusing.

She stared at each of them in turn, nodding.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Jeffries.’ He angled his head towards the woman. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Kerr.’

Detectives? 

‘Hi,’ she finally managed. ‘Am I in trouble?’ Joy’s sole interaction with the police had been on the night of the accident. Now, towering over her, were two detectives.

‘Not at all,’ he said, his voice unconvincingly light. ‘We’d just like to ask you a few questions.’ Pointing at a dining table away from the TV, he said, ‘Do you mind if we sit there?’

‘Sure.’ As she stood, she asked, ‘Is it about the death of my husband?’

‘That’s right,’ said the female detective. ‘It’s about the accident that caused his death.’

‘I’ve already spoken to the police,’ she said as she sat down. ‘And how did you know I was staying here?’ She had tried to make the question sound as though she was mildly interested in their answer.

The detectives shared a glance, the male detective answering. ‘Your lawyer let us know.’

‘Oh,’ said Joy. Is my lawyer allowed to do that?

‘Let’s start with how old are you,’ said DI Jeffries.

‘Seventeen.’

The detective wrote the number down, adding an exclamation mark. ‘The Serious Crash Unit have reviewed the accident,’ he said stroking his beard, ‘we’re just squaring away a few details. We’d like you to take us through the events on the night of the accident.’

Tensing, she said, ‘It’s all a blur.’

They sat still. Keen. Eyes unblinking. Forced smiles. Silent.

Taking her time, she walked them through what happened – him not coming home, her getting worried, calling to see where he was, finding out about the crash. She kept her story plain, sticking to the facts. Besides, they wouldn’t be interested in what else was happening in her life, what would’ve happened, what always happened, if his car hadn’t gone off the road.

When Joy had finished, DS Kerr asked, ‘So, you were home all evening?’

‘I was making dinner.’

‘Was your husband abusive?’ she asked. The detective’s question caught Joy off balance. Her hand went instinctively to her jaw. Yes, he was a mean, abusive bastard. She lowered her hand casually, hoping the movement wasn’t obvious, knowing that it had been. ‘I’m … I’m not sure.’

The detectives stared at her like the elders used to when they were unsatisfied with an answer she had given.

‘I mean,’ said Joy, ‘I thought what was happening to me was normal.’
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