
ALSO BY MICHAEL BOTUR

	

	Crimechurch-2020

	Loudmouth(poetry) - 2019

	True?- 2019

	Moneyland- 2017

	LowLife- 2017

	Spitshine- 2015

	Mean- 2013

	Hot Bible!-2012


  
    
      
    
  


Hell of a Thing: Sixteen Stories

	

	Copyright ©2020 Michael Botur

	

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

	Published in the United States of America.

	

	Cover Designed by Siori Kitajima, SF AppWorks LLC

	Interior design by Siori Kitajima, SF AppWorks LLC

	Formatting by Sergey Goncharenko

	

	Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book

	is available from the Library of Congress.

	ISBN-13s: 

	Paperback: 978-1-950154-13-5

	eBook: 978-1-950154-14-2

	

	Published by The Sager Group LLC

	www.TheSagerGroup.net 

	info@MikeSager.com


GLOSSARY

	Kiwi Slang and Māori Expressions in Hell of a Thing

	

	Hiding: a violent beating

	Skux: sexually attractive

	Lino: linoleum

	Pash: tongue kissing, making out

	Bach: beach house or holiday home

	Dux: top of school class

	Marae: Māori meeting house, similar to a temple

	Tupuna: Māori. A grandparent or any ancestor more remote than parent

	Kūpapa: Collaborator - Māori who sided with Pākehā or the Government during 19th century wars in New Zealand

	Whakatauki: Māori wisdom or proverb.

	Haka: Māori ceremonial dance or challenge

	Whanau: Māori for extended family

	Tokutoku: Māori pattern designs

	Tēna koe: Māori for “hello”

	Waiata: Māori lament song

	Kapa haka – Māori performing arts


HIDING

	1.

	You’re at the intersection where the road points north, thinking about how the Dutch have zero traffic lights and it’s entirely roundabouts and no crashes ever occur  when your steering wheel headbutts you. Your dashboard rears back for another assault and you’re rolling forward into the tulips in the centre of the doughnut and you’re ripping the handbrake up and running to the back of the car to check if Livvy’s okay in her black plastic shell and you can see a big cocky white Jeep backing away and the driver, a man with tattoos on his neck and a gold chain with a dollar sign, a man who looks about 24, 25, same age as you, actually, he could be a companion in another dimension, he’s about to drive away until you tell Livvy you’ll be right back and step in front of the Jeep waving your arms like you’re putting out a fire and bellow STOOOOOP.

	‘You hit us! What the hell? I have a kid in the back.’

	‘Shouldn’ta stopped all sudden, lady.’ 

	He’s chewing gum and staring ahead. Your car is half in the roundabout flowers, half on the road. You are blocking his way. 

	‘I was—I don’t know my directions very– we’ve only just moved here, and look I’m sorry if I did, I mean I just… Hang on. It’s a Give Way sign. You’re supposed to stop.’ 

	Jeep Man is a jaw and fingers high in the driver’s seat of a big white metal cube. His black-tinted windows are wound mostly up and he has thick black sunglasses on too. He doesn’t want to look at you. 

	‘You’re sposda just slow down at Give Ways, else peeps’ll rear-end ya,’ he says.

	‘But I have a baby in the back.’

	‘Yeah yeah. Heard you the first time.’

	‘DON’T YOU HAVE KIDS?’

	‘Listen, I gotta jet. Got clients to see. Back in ya car, already.’ He sounds his horn twice. 

	‘I’m pretty sure we need to swap, um, swap details, I mean—’

	‘So you lost a coupla chips off your bumper. Get yaself a can of spraypaint from Mitre 10, problem solved.’

	‘But—but I mean, don’t you need to hop out and, um, like, check for dents?’

	‘Did I stutter? You gonna move or what?’

	You ask Livvy for her patience, give your little girl a quick thousand kisses, promise you’ll make this horrible incident up to her, get back in your car and reverse with the hazard lights on. There must be ten, twelve cars waiting patiently at each mouth of the roundabout. You’re holding everybody up. A few hours into the day and already you’ve fucked up. Typical. 

	You drive thirty metres north, find a spot to pull over, race to the back seat to inspect Livvy. 

	Jeep Man follows, slowing as he passes you. He winds down the black passenger window. You duck as he aims a dark gunbarrel. It’s the man’s pursed lips. He’s blowing you a kiss as he tosses a business card out the window. Stiff charcoal card. Gold letters.

	CuzzyCutz. 12 John St. Get 5 haircutz 6 is free. 

	On the back are empty squares you can have stamped or clipped before claiming your bonus haircut.

	Livvy’s face is the pale yellow of wet bone and she’s saying she needs a ambliance, squeezing SuckyDucky’s neck. You pay for an hour in the underground car park beneath the bank, drive into the farthest, darkest corner. Your face stretches. Livvy begs Mummy to stop crying, be smiley, mum-mum. You sniff yourself dry, reverse carefully and cruise over to the Emergency Department. 

	*

	Anton is giving you and Livvy his updates through the MacBook positioned at the head of the table. A finger of steam curls into the air from Daddy’s cooling cannelloni. It took 40 minutes to stuff the tubes of pasta with the mince and herbs and cottage cheese. Hopefully he can smell the coriander. You went out of your way to buy the actual leafy herb for him instead of the powdered stuff, not that he’ll even eat it, all the way over in Sydney. Putting his portion on a plate is just a gesture to keep him appreciating you and Liv while he’s away across the Tasman makin’ money. You would’ve poured cheese sauce directly into the cannelloni tubes except you couldn’t get the sauce jar open, even by running it under hot water, even by using the rubber glove. Just one of the many things that need doing around here. The u-pipe under the sink is leaking, leaf gutters on the roof need scraping out, plus there’s some critter caught in the humane mouse trap you’re afraid to shake into the yard. 

	From his little goldfish bowl of a screen, Anton is giving you and Livvy a lecture about how his team are drilling a four inch cable-tunnel through a mountain of solid granite. They’ve got their soil samples approved, they have the permits, now Anton’s looking at a five figure bonus for every week the project is completed ahead of–

	Anton has frozen. Colored squares are eating his beard. 

	Livvy makes noise and looks at you from her high chair, choking SuckyDucky, her eyes big and terrified. She’s still pale from the crash. 

	‘Daddy’s fine, honey. He’s not hurt. See?’

	Anton wriggles out of his mosaic prison, asks what you and bubs got up to today. 

	Church play group, you tell him, then Wriggle & Rhyme, then the swimming pool. 

	All lies. 

	You waggle your bottle of unopenable sauce. ‘I spent half the day wrestling with this freaking thing, ha ha, wish you were here for that!’ 

	‘The relevance of which is… ?’

	‘You know. Cause you’ve got strong hands.’

	‘Anyway, pools, yeah, wicked, that reminds me,’ Anton says, doing a drum beat with his fingers, ‘We’ve been tryina get some fibre through these swamps and we made eeeeepic progress with the Parramatta council, right, they’re as invested in digital highway partnerships as we are, really putting some serious finance into this thing which means some tasty kays but what’s really eating me is getting the copper relayers in place by January else my arse is grass, so that’s us for the next few months, eh, if we’re going to land that 18 mil we promised the shareholders. We’re really forging ahead in terms of systematic lines revisioning. Exciting times, you oughta be here.’

	‘So are you coming home for Christmas?’

	‘What?’

	‘I don’t know anyone in this town. We need you here.’

	Anton’s face freezes in disgust. The signal isn’t lagging. He’s just unimpressed your life doesn’t move as fast as his. 

	‘I have to drop something important cause you can’t open some sauce jar on your own? Literally? Look: January I can pop over. Will that suffice?’

	Anton’s fingers get large as they reach to switch the camera off. 

	‘I got hit by a car today.’

	Anton frowns at the webcam. For a moment, you’re sure Skype has frozen again. 

	‘I don’t think I heard you right.’

	‘Well, not me. The car. Our car.’

	‘My car, if we’re being technical, since you don’t earn anything—but no, what in God’s name happened? Insurance haven’t phoned me. It’s my name on the papers.’

	You tell him about the crushed flowers, the chipped bumper. Holding up traffic, speared with embarrassment. Burning cheeks. Jeep Man’s gunbarrel lips blowing the deadly kiss. Jeep Man in his white metal armour. Don’t cry, Mum-mum. You get your kneepants wet.

	‘And you got his details?’

	‘I Googled… he does haircuts from home, he’s like a famous barber and everyone in town knows him and—

	‘How much is this gonna cost me?’

	‘It’s…. not? I dunno, the man said it wasn’t that big a deal and he just sorta drove off… .’

	‘But you’re not hurt?’

	‘I’m shaken. And you should’ve seen Livvy’s color, she was ashen, she was shaking on the drive home, she was— 

	‘JESUS. Please don’t frighten me like that again. We have insurance for a reason. I’m really busy, seriously, you’re lucky I scheduled you guys in. I got a report that won’t write itself. Liv: g’night, baby girl. Love you.’

	Livvy waggles her cup of juice at the webcam but the screen’s already black. 

	So is the inside of Livvy’s mouth as she screams four hours later when she wakes from the nightmare. 

	So is the inside of the car she swears she’ll never get back into because your baby has been traumatized. 

	2.

	You watch Livvy stack blocks in the barred pen in the corner of the waiting room beside a plastic Christmas tree. Usually she stuffs the toy cars with tiny dolls and rams them together. Today, she’s not interested in crashing cars. 

	Ahead of you in line to see the doctor will be Mrs. Lowndes, who sits with a Marian Keyes novel perched on top of her knees, glowering down at it. You can tell Mrs. Lowndes wants to ask about the jar of pasta sauce in your handbag. You know Mrs. Lowndes from church play group. She’s okay, and she’s the closest thing you’ve got to a friend in this ocean of strangers, though she asks about your husband’s job way too much. The only other person in the waiting room is an ex-con-looking man in his 50s. His skull is shaved shiny with silver speckles on it. His skin is dark with curls and twists of blue ink, skulls, slogans. His knuckles have spiderwebs on them. There’s a faded bulldog printed on his neck. While he waits, he crushes a pamphlet. Squinty eyes behind little glasses. One flip flop tapping the floor.

	At the ED Livvy was found not to have a concussion, but having your family doctor give a second opinion is essential. You’ve read that the symptoms of whiplash might not show up for a week. Livvy is the most beautiful wee schnookum in the entire world and she deserves attention and praise and concern. It’s annoying, actually, when the nurse comes out and tells you for the second time that the doctor’s late by another 15 minutes on top of the existing 15 minutes of lateness. Jesus Christ. Livvy’s brain could be bleeding right now. You could enroll with a better doctor if you wanted—the money’s not a problem. The only reason you keep coming to a clinic in the muddy, broken-fenced part of town where the streets sparkle with broken glass is because Dr. Tana is a good listener. Once you cried into her tissues while she stroked your knuckles and printed you a very generous scrip for Paxil and Lorazepam.

	Livvy reaches out and says your name. She needs help separating the pages of a cardboard book glued shut with something sticky. 

	‘She yours?’ the shiny dark man asks. 

	Strange question. Why would a person not have their own child? You suppose whatever culture this man came from, the children are raised by their village, or something.

	You tell him yes, Livvy is yours, two years old going on 16, ha ha, a little stroppy when her dad’s not around but she has a heart of gold, ha ha. 

	Gold teeth. Black windows. Gunbarrel.  

	The shiny dark man nods once as he processes what you’ve told him. He’s stocky and bulging with flesh and has jowls with white stubble. He wears a rugby league shirt and shorts even though he looks too old and squat to play any sport. He jiggles the single foot relentlessly. It’s freezing in here. The man must have thick skin. 

	‘Me, I had a couple nieces come stay after m’daughter died,’ the dark man says. 

	‘Oh, I’m so sorry. That sounds…. painful.’

	‘Yep. Gout’s bad enough as it is.’

	You play with your cellphone.

	‘I SAYS GOUT’S WORSE.’

	Mrs. Lowndes looks at you, tilts her book away from the angry ranting man and checks the time on her watch. 

	‘It was her time to go, anywho. Had some bronchial shit. What’s that expression—Make plans; God laughs?’ 

	God laughs? LAUGHS at your pain, your humiliation? End of conversation, surely. You smile, pull your scarf tight and tuck your head down. You read an email on your phone from Anton, stroking through his words. 

	‘Whatchu in for?’

	Anton begins his email with an apology for telling you what to do, reminds you that he honors the sovereignty of women everywhere who should never be mansplained to, especially after thousands of years of oppression, but having said that, he’s emailed you a list of services which you can use to find friends and hobbies. There’s the Women in Business club, the tennis club, the Women’s LARP League, macramé, Boxfit, SPS, which is the Solo Parents’ Suppor- 

	‘I SAYS WHATCHU IN FOR, MISS?’

	Mrs. Lowndes gets up and shifts into the hall, clutching her novel against her chest and tutting. 

	‘Sorry, I didn’t… I had a car crash—no, I crashed into another car and—actually, no, no, another man, he crashed into us, sorry.’

	‘Quit sayin sorry. Sign of weakness.’

	‘I’m just worried cause Livvy hasn’t been herself.’

	‘Is her head all fucked up?’

	‘Iiiii’m hoping to get an expert opinion on that.’ You move a seat closer to your daughter, then another, kicking your handbag deep under your chair. There is a thunk as the glass jar hits the wall. 

	‘D’you give ’im a slap?’

	‘Give who a slap?’

	‘That cunt what ploughed into you.’

	Even the receptionist has disappeared. There is no one around to help you get out of this conversation. Livvy is trying to cram a plastic T-rex inside a Sylvanian Families cot.

	‘Oh, ohhhhh—no it wasn’t that bad at all, no. Just a ding.’

	‘Was it ya enemies?’

	‘Oh no, no no no. A complete stranger. Just some local barber guy. Cuts hair and dings people’s cars, I spose, ha h– ’

	‘Cuzzy Cutz, oi? That guy’s a snitch. No one likes that arsehole.’

	‘Um, yes, actually, as a matter of fac- ’

	‘What’s with the jar?’

	Dark Man walks across the waiting room, squats, reaches between your legs, finds the jar of cheesy pasta sauce and hefts it like a brick. 

	‘I can’t open it. Sorry.’

	‘Shoulda got your man to open it, miss.’

	‘Oh, he’s at work.’

	‘After work, then.’

	If you run from this conversation, this insane person is likely to choke you. You look at your babygirl, but Livvy has no idea you’re drowning.

	‘He works overseas, mostly…. He’s not around.’

	‘Fuck kinda man leaves his woman all alone? Anyway: ding my ride, you fuckin die. Specially if my kids is in it. I’d’a given him the hiding of a lifetime. Put the fear of God in the cunt. Want me to fuck im up?’

	‘No, no it’s perfectly okay. It was my fault.’

	‘OI: it was not your fuckin fault. Y’understand?’

	You spread a Woman’s Weekly magazine in front of your face and block the scary man out. 

	BLOOSH.

	From outside a thud and the crack of broken glass. 

	You’re out of your seat and rushing to the window. It’s just an old man across the road dumping his recycling bin on the sidewalk but when you turn back, Livvy’s looking at you from the arms of the bald beast. She has a question in her eyes and she has started to bawl. 

	Dark Man waltzes your baby girl as he shushes her, roaming the room, not looking to see if his knees will bump the chairs. 

	‘Unkie Graeme’s gonna smash the bad man isn’t he, yes he is, yes he is,’ the scary man is saying to your daughter. “Graeme” he’s called, apparently. 

	A nurse appears and begins to announce your name. Then her eyes bulge.

	From beneath Livvy’s legs, four spiderwebbed fingers and a thumb emerge. In Graeme’s fingers is a cellphone. 

	‘Chuck your number in, I’ll text you,’ he’s saying to you, though his face is smiling down on your daughter, ‘We’ll go see Mr. Cuzzy Cutz, yes we will, yes we will.’ 

	3.

	You’re in your car five houses down from the house of the villain, Jeep Man, Cuzzy Cutz, waiting for him to return home. 

	Slumped low in your seat, you watch the white-Jeep-metal-tank pull into the driveway eight minutes after four. Out hops Mr. Cuzzy Cutz in a pure white hoodie with his black cap with a gold sticker on it and a stack of colorful boxes that look like pizzas with pink stripes. He approaches his front doorstep. 

	Graeme has told you you need to be close enough to “come in for a peep” as justice is served but far enough away that you won’t get spotted.

	You hear something like ‘Yoooooo, what up?’ as Graeme waddles up behind him. Graeme is sticking one hand out OH MY GOD THEY KNOW EACH OTHER, THEY’RE FRIENDS, OF COURSE THEY ARE, YOU’VE BEEN SET UP, CRANK THE KEYS AND GET OUT OF HERE then Cuzzy has his fingers out like a blind person trying to grasp air because he’s sinking, he’s dropped the boxes, which appear to have ribbons on them, and he’s searching for something to hold his weight as he faints and Graeme’s arm swings back behind his head and there is a hammer in his fist and he’s putting his fingers inside Jeep Man’s pants—all this publicly visible! Anyone could drive past!—and Graeme’s pulling Jeep Man’s keys off him and unlocking the house and dragging the floppy, rubbery, sleepy body of Jeep Man by his hood up the steps. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod. Graeme puts fingers in his lips and spits a powerful whistle down the street at you—oh my God, he can see you, you’re totally busted—then he hefts Cuzzy inside the house and disappears. 

	You open your car’s back door, flop Livvy into your arms and run with her as if you’ve stolen a paper bag of groceries, stepping over Cuzzy’s dropped pizzas wrapped with little tiny trains, teddy bears, unicorns.  

	Not pizzas. Presents. Presents for his children.

	This is not your place. You cannot be seen here.

	You get inside his house quickly, breathlessly. Graeme has told you ten times over the past week that this whole thing is in-out, quick as a flash. Hundred seconds and it’s done. 

	‘DOOR.’

	‘Sorry!’

	You seal the room and stand with your back against the exit, pulling a Christmas tree half-over your chest, trying not to knock over a mirror and table stacked with clippers and razors and combs in pots of blue disinfectant.

	Cuzzy is on his knees, burrowing between the legs of his dining table like a loose rat. Graeme is stalking the victim, hammer in hand, pulling the chairs out one by one then putting each chair immediately back, tidy and respectful. 

	Musical Chairs concludes after a few seconds when Graeme whacks the hammer directly into the centre of Cuzzy’s cap, stunning him. Graeme grabs the man’s gold chain, which snaps. He tosses it at you. ‘Catch. Souvenir.’ 

	Graeme gives three efficient smacks of the hammer on Cuzzy’s throat, nose and chin. 

	The victim has pulled his limbs into his body now like a dying spider. He’s small when he’s being bashed. Deflated. Scurrying in retreat. He bumps the wall and a photo of three kids slumps off its hook.

	Graeme pulls Cuzzy’s pure white hood over his head then gives a further three smacks into the skull. A purple stain blooms in the white fabric. 

	Graeme sets to work on the spider’s legs and arms, bashing ankles, toes, shins, kneecaps, elbows and fingers, any piece of bone sticking out of the bleeding bundle. The wet thplack of snapping celery. 

	Finally Graeme catches up to you, panting. He bends backwards and his spine makes a crick. ‘Whoo whee. Haven’t had a workout like that in a while! Here: want a whack?’

	You press yourself into the corner of the room and test the door handle. Livvy’s face is sickly pale again. You cram your fingertips behind her ears and press her face into your shoulder and joggle her. You pull a bauble off the Christmas tree, offer it to Livvy, who offers the bauble to SuckyDucky. 

	Graeme pulls an inhaler from his pocket and gives it a mighty suck. He puts his hands on his knees, and catches his breath. ‘We’ve gotta boost. Any last words?’

	It stinks like a longdrop in here, raw and salty, like farts and rot and cold dripping public toilets with shit splattered on the walls. There is a dark beetroot stain creeping through the fibres of the carpet. The crushed bug in a hoodie polka dotted with blood is jiggling as if something is electrocuting him. His fingers twitch. His head has withdrawn deep inside his hood like a turtle.

	You try to come up with a threat. 

	‘Anton,’ you begin, ‘I mean, not… .’

	Easier to shut up. 

	‘Get ya photos in now. HURRY.’

	You unlock your cellphone, aim and extend it like a slingshot.

	‘NOW, miss. NOW.’

	*

	Anton speaks through the computer screen over a steaming plate of ravioli and cheesy pasta sauce. He’s leading his cable into the fibre splicing station now that the shareholders have permitted a loan of two mil to lease a borer imported from Germany to get the tunnel dug ahead of schedule and Anton’s company’s next step will be to report to a committee of stakeholders who—

	‘Stop. Just stop.’ 

	‘I beg your—

	‘Stop. TALKING. Your boring. Work. SHIT.’ Livvy pulls the pasta bowtie out of her mouth and watches. ‘We need you here. So get back home already.’

	Anton checks the time on his FitBit and frowns. ‘I sacrificed a very important call with San Fran for this and if you think—’

	‘SHUT UP. SHUT. UP.’ You point your cellphone directly into the webcam like a knife. Your finger hovers over the Play triangle. With a single click you could show him. Show him what you are. Show him the power you’ve got in you. 

	‘You wanna be man of the house, be a man, and be in the FUCKING HOUSE.’

	You pick up the laptop, walk to the dark cold end of the table. Put Anton down. Shut the lid. 

	Livvy grins, cheese sauce on her teeth.


D__OUCH__E 

	1.

	Andi finds Lotus on the steps of Auckland Art Gallery. There are black paw-prints under Lotus’s shoes. She’s been playing in the fountain while she waits for Andi, who is late. God damn electric buses only run once an hour. 

	Lotus could’ve gone inside the gallery already but it’s too awkward, dealing with the guard-dicks on the door, plus she’s finishing her chamomile tea and you’re not allowed to take drinks in, so sayeth the authorities. Their title is minder, officially, these door-dicks. That’s one of the many things the girls hate—why does a painting need a chaperone? This is supposed to be a public gallery where courageous ideas can stand. Let it be free to view 24/7. Let it be an open air gallery. Let the art be unguarded and free. 

	Door-dick Marcus sees the girls entering and pulls a bollard close. He strokes the velvet rope. Secure. Now the girls have to stand in the lobby’s concentration camp of retractable seatbelt tape and chrome bollards. Marcus is a student too but he does this door-guard shit to try get a better chance of having his art on the walls here. 

	‘Tickets, please.’

	‘Gimme a break,’ Andi says, ‘This is a public place.’

	Marcus flops his weary head. His chins crease. ‘You gonna shoplift from us today, Andrea?’

	‘True artists don’t repeat themselves, sellout. I’m here to check out wall space. I’ll have a piece in here real soon, trust me.’

	‘Kay, well, you’d be the first. Students’ve never had their stuff on display in here, it’s a meritocracy ’n shit so…. Yay for ambition, lady.’

	‘Don’t call me lady, fatass. It’s an ARIStocracy. This place invalidates women of color, that’s the problem. It’s all white artists.’

	Marcus coughs into his fist.

	‘Dude, before you try to say I’m white, okay, I don’t identify as white, so fuck what you’re thinking. Will you let us past?’

	‘I still need to check in your bag; stuff’s insured for millions in there. Sup, Lotus.’

	Lotus blushes. 

	‘Why would I want to steal phallocentric white-o-cratic bullshit anyway?’ Andi pushes her backpack into Marcus’s shirt and tie and his fat jiggles. She’s nearly six feet tall, Andi, with shoulders like soccer balls and a thick neck. ‘Here’s my stupid bag.’

	Marcus attempts to rummage through the backpack. Andi snatches it out of his grasp and the girls sprint onto the golden parquet and begin catching up on the new artworks. Andi and Lotus have just 20 minutes until the gallery closes. 

	The girls love this place and hate it. They have to visit at least once a week to remain part of the conversation, though most of the artworks on the walls are conservative and deserve to be destroyed. The indigenous stuff needs to be repatriated to its homeland. 

	From the ground floor up to the mezzanine, the girls give Auckland Art Gallery a lightning tour, looking for new pieces to hmm over. Mostly it’s the same old stale pale males on the walls. They tally up what the value would be if it were all torn down. There is millions of dollars in insurance behind this art. Irreplaceable, sure, but overvalued, not to mention overrated. It’s hard to agree on which piece is the number one most offensive, actually. The ten square metre Jackson Pollock in the South Atrium is pretty undeserving—just another Caucasian abrasion. Then there are the Colin McCahons taking up far too many metres of wall. That wannabe Christ appropriated Māori culture and there’s never been redress. 

	The girls reach the Contemporary Art rooms which host works by some graduates of Elam School of Fine Arts. Pretty much every Elam-ite has spent a few years in Prague and Berlin then returned to the art school on Symonds Street to tutor, though Andi and Lotus have been told that’s not an option for them. Sellout suckups anyway, those tutors. Total Quislings. One Elam grad has a whole room to himself. His so-called masterpiece: an open bucket of paint on a pedestal. It still has the Bunnings Warehouse ‘SOLD’ sticker on the side. The bucket contains dried white paint solids frozen into a frisbee. The label claims the piece makes an introspective postmodernist statement about Syria. Really, the white disc of dried paint represents a contraceptive pill, the girls agree. A very subtle misogyny, though impossible to ignore. 

	Andi leads the tour, waving her dismissive fingers at each disappointing artwork. Lotus follows up with her tablet, live-Tweeting her outrage.  

	Just as bad as the Eurocentric art colonizing every level of the gallery is the Do Not Touch Please barrier frame on the floor around the Haisla totem pole in the Indigenous Suite, a totem built to honor forest god Tsoda who saved the Haisla people from smallpox. Lotus appreciates the font, a variation on Highway Gothic, very autumn 2010, perfect for the cover of the next edition of her zine, though the message spelled out by the gorgeously ironic font is impossible to stomach. Do Not Touch Please, it says. Like, literally? The frame around the totem pole is a square of gold poles lain in four sections a couple inches above the ground. The girls look at each other and wordlessly agree what needs to be done. They lift the four bars of the Do Not Touch frame, grunting, dismantle it and shunt it aside. In a corner of the ceiling, the security camera twitches. Andi feels it burn her neck. She points her middle finger at it. Fuck rules. Fuck Do Not Touch. First Nations peoples can decide for themselves whether they want to be touched or not. 

	Andi grabs Lotus’s wrist and checks the time on Lotus’s FitBit. Nine minutes till the place closes. 

	The Hubbard Room is the next travesty. Its centre is cordoned off with four road cones with caution tape around them, a wet floor sign, a coffee cup with an inch of blonde coffee with a milk-skin floating on the surface parked on the third step of a stepladder positioned under a displaced ceiling panel. Some wires are dangling down. The actual room itself becomes the artwork as people orbit the stepladder. The piece makes a statement about the purpose of art galleries in post-New World Order western cultures. It won this year’s Walters Prize.

	Andi swallows, saves her outrage for the Mackelvie Collection of imperialist racist shit upstairs. Seven minutes ‘til closing time. Better get to work. Lotus takes care of the Grade D offensive, following the plan they’ve agreed for today. Lotus lowers her glasses, ensures she’s not being followed then backs into the women’s bathroom. She visits every stall, pulls ten zines from her underwear and uses double-sided tape to stick a copy of Routon to the toilet walls. Routon is revolution without the evil. The plan is the zines will be spotted by patrons, assuming they actually bother to sit on the toilet. 

	The Grade D operation complete, Andi and Lotus get to work on Grade C. 

	Lotus trots diligently to the lobby and stands in front of Marcus, who has been pulling the tall blinds closed with a long rod. She doesn’t think of him as a door-dick. He’s a cog in a discriminatory machine, that’s all. Without saying a word—and Lotus hasn’t spoken in days, apart from Tweeting—Lotus twirls, showing off a skirt made of woven plastic fibre upcycled from plastic bags found on the beach at Mission Bay. Marcus asks to touch the dress, his canines creeping over his lips. Letting him touch the dress will buy her comrade a few more minutes. Lotus stands still and silent while he fondles her.

	In the Indigenous Room, Andi checks over her right shoulder then reaches under her right legging and pulls out knitting needles. From her left, she produces a mostly-completed woollen web. She moves outside the Indigenous Room, closes the doors, wraps yarn around the handles and with sixty seconds of twisting wrists and fingers links the door handles with knitted woollen yarn, woven tightly enough to hold the doors closed. Andi then reaches deep inside her skort, produces a one page A4 paper manifesto from the front of her underwear and holds it against the wood of the door. She dips back into her skort, under her knickers this time, puts two scooping fingers inside her labia, pulls a glob out and pastes the corners of the poster on the doors with four smears of blackberry blood. 

	Andi is confronted immediately, palms on her shoulders, fingers digging into her collar bone. As she is guided outside onto the street, she warns door-dick Marcus that if he puts a finger on her she’ll begin civil proceedings of sexual assault and will also lodge a compensation claim with the gallery. Marcus looks at little Lotus to see if she, too, feels harassed. Lotus shrugs.

	Fuck this place anyway. No point in patronizing it if it won’t support student artists. Andi bans herself. Lotus stays away in solidarity.   

	2. 

	They return within days, this time in black pants and white shirts and black bow ties. 

	Wednesday night’s fundraiser begins with the Manukau String Quartet playing Schubert while the tuxedo’d and ballgown’d sponsors stand against the six metre curtains waiting to applaud. Poised in the dark half of the room, with trolleys and trays, are Andi and Lotus and the other dozen catering staff. They were warned they’d be busy tonight. Lotus keeps the barrier arm open out in the alley while vanloads of food are delivered. The code to open the garage door is 5465. Amber Anderson repeats the code three times in Lotus’s face because Amber Anderson is too God damn busy to stand by and type in four simple digits, mmkay, and there’s a rule against writing it down. 5465. Got it? Yay. Hurrah. The code is good for a month; some of tonight’s staff will have to get up bright and early and come back here to pick up Amber’s platters and breadboards and keg and folding tables as the vans can’t take them tonight. Come down the ramp to the loading bay, enter the PIN, through the service roller door. The PIN opens the gate and deactivates the alarm. 

	Lotus nods and nods. She stoops lower than her five feet one inch of height. Amber Anderson runs off to yell at some moron who’s forgotten to dust powdered lime flakes on the oysters before carrying them out. 

	Reductions and nibbles and tasting platters are wheeled in, unpackaged, heated or iced, seasoned, lain on porcelain and silver and served to the hundred-odd people splashed across the floors, fora and stairs of the gallery. 

	The reason for tonight’s fundraiser is the unveiling of a half-paid-for Banksy discovered in an alleyway in Clendon, transported brick by brick and given the south wall position on the first floor. The gallery borrowed $2.2 million to buy the bricks, which has cut into next year’s budget, hence tonight’s whip-round. There is a Diamond guest list, a Gold guest list and Silver and Bronze integuments so the names and profile photos of likely donors are easily identifiable to members of the board who carve paths through the room, hit their philanthropic target, squeeze his or her shoulder, pump his or her hand and sell sponsorship and brand platforming rights. The Herald has sent its Spy photographer Ricardo. He’s paid to photograph each handshake. It helps turn a suggested donation into an embarrassing-if-it’s-not-confirmed donation. 

	Looking through the throng at her BFF, Lotus can tell Andi is pissed. Andi—half a head taller than most of the plebs here—is moving like a Terminator, nudging people aside with her big arms. Andi wants the night over. Andi wants the routon to kick off. 

	Secreted in a corner, cupping her mouth over a platter, Andi hoiks up a batch of her private reserve spit, the snotgreen phlegm at the back of her nostrils she has to pull down with an emphatic hoik and use throat muscles to force onto her tongue so she can perfectly spit the goo into the reduction of spinach and feta she’s about to serve to these creeps. She also spits toward the floor, waddles up to the Banksy and toes the spit onto the bottom of Banksy’s bricks so nobody notices and she doesn’t get told off. 

	Lotus sees Andi’s snot games but her attention is elsewhere. She’s staring past these fancy zombies, tallying the value of the paintings in the Mackelvie room. This whole desperate art student-resorting-to-catering-thing? It’s a front for the girls’ real purpose: getting deep inside the enemy’s base. 

	Not surprising, of course, is that the gallery tonight is staffed with Lotus’s biggest fan, the fatass door-dick with the tie and shoulderpads. He’s sidling through the throng and saying Wassup and—ope -no no no, no no no, please don’t do that—Marcus is leaning in for a kiss on the cheek. 

	Lotus grins 110 percent, forcing her cheeks outward so the ceiling lights burn Marcus’ saliva off and it doesn’t soak past the second layer of epidermis. After a couple seconds’ awkward silence, Lotus realizes no one is watching. She doesn’t have to pretend to hate him without Andi around. He can’t hear her tiny voice so he squeezes her arm and leans in. He’s talking about the artwork on the new Call of Duty game but she’s in sensory overload. She can smell his Listerine and count the number of chest hairs with zits forming where the follicles are blocked with grease. Kind of sexy, in a dorkish way, but Lotus has to get back to work. She can’t be distracted by fantasies of sleeping with the enemy. After serving lab-grown hamburger patties to Heart of the City board members Max Gimblett and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett as they deconstruct Ralph Hotere’s Godwit/Kuaka, Lotus is pulled aside by her boss, who’s so stressed that she is shaking. Lotus HAS to return in the morning to pick up two beer kegs and a stack of tablecloths with driver Willy. Lotus needs to open up and disarm because Willy isn’t trustworthy.

	Lotus nods to indicate she’ll be there. She wants to speak, but she’s saving her words for intellectual übermensches. She holds up the numbers using her fingers. 5465. Grin? Grin. Attagirl. 

	On the dais at the end of the room, Andi is shoving a prawn kebab into the hands of Auckland City Councillor Cathy Casey and shunting her to the right so she’s not blocking Te Whenua, Te Whenua, Engari Kaore He Turangawaewae by Robyn Kahukiwa. It’s one of the few pieces in the place worthy of respect and Andi wants to look at it without a fucking bureaucrat in the way.

	At the end of the night, Lotus passes Andi in the stainless steel kitchen and they exchange a few whispered words that mean everything. 

	Coming in at 7.30. Picking up the shit at 8. 

	3. 

	Andi enters Auckland Art Gallery, strides through the lobby and into the bowels of the building. Nobody stops her. She is in disguise as an ordinary aristocrat, after all. Andi wears a navy blue suit, bow tie and five colorful barrettes to draw attention away from her face. Lotus follows eight minutes later disguised in a thick raincoat with a pull-over hood. The girls waited three hours today for rain and in the end it was only a speckle, but the rain justified the disguise. The girls have something serious planned. 

	They’re hesitant to enter the Mackelvie collection at first. Just being in the room feels like a vote of support for Western supremacy. It’s all Edwardian and Victorian oils on the walls in here with three marble sculptures and four bronze. The oldest of the paintings dates to 1603. The most valuable is insured for 10 million Euro. All of the paintings are deeply problematic. There’s the Lawrence Alma-Tadema portrait of Cleopatra which appropriates Afro-Arabian cultures. Then there are the more subtle inflections—a bongo drum in the background of Bundy’s The Day of Sedgemoor; the body language of the male authority in Pope Makes Love To Lady Mary Wortley Montagu by William Frith.

	The girls crouch, creeping around the room, ready to sprint, keening their ears for the twitch of the ceiling cameras. If security knew what they had planned, they’d be arrested already. 

	‘D’you think Marcus is on shift?’ Lotus rasps. 

	Andi is momentarily speechless. Lotus breaks her silence only to waste words on some door-dick? 

	‘Who? That guard-boy? Yes, no? Who cares?’

	‘It’d be good to know,’ Lotus mutters. 

	‘The hell’s that supposed to—will you do your thing already?’

	Lotus takes her slingshot from her handbag and aims at the security camera. She unpackages the tampon Andi has wrapped in silver foil, puts the soggy crimson cartridge in the barrel of the slingshot, aims at the camera and launches the bloody bullet. It hits and leaves a smear of dark red juice on the camera lens.

	Andi reaches into her underwear, extracts a 110ml tube of spray adhesive from her vagina, peels off the $4.99 Gordon’s Art Supplies sticker then takes a scroll of A3 protest art messages from her left breast pocket. Each of the twelve A3s is lain on the public bench, quickly sprayed with adhesive then plastered over the chief white male imperialist in each of the Victorian artworks. First to have his face covered up with poster paper is the distasteful 1915 Simpson and his Donkey by Horace Moore-Jones, a truly sickening slapstick designed to manipulate the public into support for the modern-day Crusader conquest of Turkey. Other paintings are plastered with protest too. Posters over moustaches. Posters over tricorner hats. Excited, nervous, hearts hammering, the girls barely breathe. 

	The chiffon-wearing waif beside the swan pond in the Frederick Goodall painting from 1788 is now standing beside a square of white paper with some scandalous words. The diaphanously draped sister in John Godward’s Memories finds herself staring at a man with a staunch white poster for a head. Andi and Lotus plaster posters over every repressive male until the room is woke, then stand against the wall as the cops arrive. 

	Door-dick Marcus is glimpsed, pacing, pissed-off, conflicted, piles of blubber under his hunched elbows as he thinks about what to do. Two electric blue police constables ask the girls to come out to the street. There’ll be no force, no cuffs, no roughness. The girls put down their spare posters and adhesive and descend the stairs, sniffing. On the way out, before her arm is bent and she drops the pen, Andi produces a silver Sharpie from her cleavage and with three strokes draws a penis on the mouth of the portrait of Governor Grey.

	4. 

	Andi and Lotus fall into their flat at 4 am. They’ve managed to find an Uber with a Driver of Color. His headlights carved through the black and then he was gone. An IMMIGRANT has done the hard labour to drive them to KING’S land. So much significance in those words, significance doubled, no, TRIPLED by the wines they glugged in the pub after the pigs let them go. MAAAAAAhahahahaha. Jesus fucking Christ. The driver was a business student at AUT University, originally from Waziristan. His life story was utterly fascinating and the girls wish they could have more time to honor him. The girls don’t deserve this flat. Too spacious. You could fit fifty families in here. They stare out different windows, studying the towers of Kingsland lit like Christmas lights.

	Lotus wraps her duvet around her, yawns as if to say goodnight, but Andi slaps the island tabletop in the kitchen and announces a meeting. Don’t you dare go to bed, Lotus Chua. Revolution begins, bitch. This is no time to back away. 

	It’s been an insane night—day as well, actually. It was 3.04 pm when they were arrested. Lotus filmed the whole thing. The car ride to Auckland Central Station was eight minutes. They were each dumped in holding cells while police tried to get confirmation from Auckland Art Gallery’s chief executive whether she wanted charges lain. Fingerprinting and photographing the girls took 90 minutes. They were then returned to a holding cell, which Andi didn’t want to be released from as she was engrossed in conversation with an indigenous cellmate whose rights had been violated. The two were released after being given a formal warning, typed on a sheet of paper with an NZ Police letterhead. 

	The

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
OEBPS/Images/title-page.jpg
HELL OF
A THING

SIXTEEN STORIES

MICHAEL BOTUR





OEBPS/Images/HellofaThing_FC_R4F_SW.jpg





