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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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Support and Resources

The Dink Diaries explores difficult subjects including bullying, harassment, assault, grief, anxiety, dissociation, substance use, identity, and other experiences that some readers may find distressing.

If any of these themes affect you personally, support is available. You do not have to be in crisis to reach out.

1737
Free, confidential emotional support, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
Call or text 1737 to speak with a trained counsellor or peer support worker.
Lifeline Aotearoa
Free and confidential support for anyone experiencing distress or struggling with their mental health.
Call 0800 543 354 or text HELP to 4357.
Suicide Crisis Helpline
For support if you are thinking about suicide.
Call 0508 828 865.
Safe to talk
Free, confidential, 24/7 support for anyone affected by sexual harm, including people seeking support for themselves or someone else.
Call 0800 044 334 or text 4334.
If you or someone else is in immediate danger, call 111.

These services are based in Aotearoa New Zealand. Readers elsewhere should contact an appropriate crisis, mental health, or emergency service in their own country.

THE DINK DIARIES

BOOK ONE

Dink: Diary of a Wairoa Boy

Auckland’s Newest First-Year

By Benji Reid

Act 1
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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.

I knew what I wanted to say. 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, though.

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.

Great start to the day.

Nothing like waking up from a dream where your childhood comes back for one last punch 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 Science, Health and Physical Education.

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. It turns out that 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 pretty 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. Its bark is worse than its bite, but its bite still ruined my favourite shoes, so let’s not give her 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 her. But I liked her. 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.

Except it wasn’t a hotel. It was my aunt’s five-bedroom megastructure, which somehow made the whole thing worse.

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. 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.

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. I was 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
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Braden couldn’t wait to start his new life at his student hall. He was practically vibrating in the car. He couldn’t wait to get there.

We did his drop-off first.

Mum went full Mama Bear at the front door. A hundred instructions and a thousand kisses. Dad and I carried the boxes while Braden wandered around like we’d been hired to move him in.

Braden walked ahead of us, of course. Empty-handed, showing us where to go as though the rest of us couldn’t read signs.

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 revelled 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. Standing next to each other, we looked like two completely different people had been told to wear the same family name.

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’t take too kindly to that part.

A couple of them looked like they wanted to go full hall monitor on me. Braden stepped in each time, calm as anything, moving them away before they got brave. My protector, though I don’t think he wanted to be. He gave me a hardened glare afterward.

I took that as my cue to stop being a dick.

Always was.

Mum gave him the usual “call me if you need anything” speech. Braden gave her that patient look like she was the one moving in and not him. Dad did his stoic bloke thing where he pats you on the shoulder and hopes that counts as an emotion.

Then Braden disappeared into his new room looking so bloody excited I felt sick.

I wasn’t even sure what I was feeling.

Jealous, terrified, probably both.

After that, we were back in the car and on our way to Tennyson Brown to do the same thing for me.

There was a bit of room in the back for me to stretch my arms. My legs were still cramped thanks to the front seats being pushed back. At least there was no twin to keep kicking me back onto my side.

Why wasn’t I aware that my hall was on a one-way street? I thought I had all the map locations memorised. How did we even get on and off Symonds Street?

After a few hiccups and newly invented curse words from everyone in the car, we finally reached Tennyson Brown Hall.

The driveway was chaos. Cars everywhere. Families everywhere. Trolleys, suitcases, pillows, those massive warehouse boxes people use when they’ve brought half the house with them, and parents marching around checking everything.

There were signs. So many signs. Arrows pointing in different directions like some kind of psychological test where you picked the wrong one and ended up living in the laundry room forever.

Mum was already in organisation mode. Dad was doing his calm face. I was doing my “I’m fine” face, which shared a lot with my “I’m in deep shit” face.

I was fluent in both.

“Right,” Mum said. She sounded like she was about to coordinate a military operation. “Where do we check in?”

Somewhere in there was my new room.

A room that was mine.

Nobody else’s.

Also, somewhere in there was a complimentary UoA keychain, which I was looking forward to more than any normal person should. I’d read up on what to expect. Keychain. Travel mug. Useful university-branded objects that would make me feel official.

But more than anything, I wanted to know where Rawiri was.

He hadn’t answered any of my texts or phone calls.

The map showed the admin building being west, but the signs were pointing east.

“Hello, Mama and Dada Rosser!”

I recognised that voice.

Rawiri.

That was new. A grand entrance, except he’d come up behind us.

There was my scruffy old school mate, striding towards us with all the swagger he could muster. He dressed differently now. Back home, he dressed down. Nothing that stood out. Flannel and ripped tees. Here though, he was decked out in some pretty groovy threads. A mix of city, retro, what looked like polyester and...

What the fuck were those on his feet?

Red Bands?

He looked like he’d walked out of Anchorman, then remembered he lived in New Zealand and put on gumboots.

This guy.

Mum gave him a big hug. He gave Dad a bear hug.

“How’s it going, cuz?” he said, pulling me in for a bro hug.

I don’t think we’re related, but when it comes to small-town Māori boys in a big city, we’re definitely whānau, whether it’s by blood or bond.

I was almost speechless.

Almost.

He reeked. Bloody hell, did he reek. Like beer, cigarettes, and Dad’s mancave on a Friday night.

“Did you just get back from the 1970s?” I asked. “Is that why you’re late?”

Rawiri laughed at the very idea.

“Nah, Uce,” he said. “Misplaced my car keys. Spent the morning retracing my steps.”

He held up his car keys like he’d won first prize in a treasure hunt.

Someone clearly hadn’t slept yet. He looked tired and wired at the same time.

Ooh, an oxymoron. One of my favourite things.

Like yeah, nah.

I’d never heard Rawiri say “Uce” before. Had Auckland citified my guy that much already? Was that going to happen to me too? Would I start saying things like “Queen Street energy” and filming cringe TikToks with the Sky Tower in the background?

On the topic of cringe, Mum pulled out her phone and ordered us to stand together for a photo.

I swear, that woman’s phone storage must have been full of photos and videos. She didn’t even have Spotify on there.

What?

Rawiri led us to the actual admin building so I could pick up all my new shit and become a thread in the fabric of this society.

Ooh, that sounded cool.

I bookmarked it for later.

The giant orange Welcome sign above the doors inside reception was a nice touch. What else was a nice touch was receiving my keycard.

And my room key.

Oh, my room key.

The reason I was given a keychain.

Duh-doi.

Rawiri offered to show me around before lunch. “Show” was generous.

He gave us what he called “the premium tour,” which mostly involved walking too fast and pointing down corridors without slowing.

“Laundry’s there. Dining hall’s over there. Study room’s somewhere around here. You’ll find it. Or you won’t. Either way, character building.”

He held up two thumbs and gave me the cheesiest grin I’d ever seen.

I stared at him.

“That’s your tour?”

“That’s the deluxe version, Uce.”

Everything here needed a card, a code, or a rule I hadn’t learned yet. Rawiri acted like he’d been born knowing them, which was annoying because I was relying on him to explain things properly.

“Don’t forget to always have your campus card on you,” he said, whipping his one out of his pocket. “You need it for kai. You need it for doors. You need it for basically existing.”

Kai: one of my favourite words.

If eating were a pastime, it would be my ultimate hobby.

Rawiri held his card up to show me the permanent-marker graffiti across it.

“Write your name on it big,” he said proudly, displaying his sloppy penmanship. “These things are gold. Basically money. If somebody steals your card, they’ll get to eat instead of you.”

“But what about the photo?” I asked, holding up my fantastic face laminated in plastic. “Isn’t that a dead giveaway?”

Rawiri held his up again. “Easier to identify from a distance. I’ll know my tag anywhere.”

Mum gave the most hilarious look when she heard that. Imagine an older woman extra in a TV show overacting every movement. That was her. Right then. I would have pissed myself laughing if I hadn’t been standing in reception.

My high metabolism lets me eat what I want and not gain weight, which is lucky, because if someone stole my campus card, I’d starve. Braden could easily steal it since our ID photos would look the same.

I stared at the card again.

My face. My name. My access to food, doors, and whatever else Auckland had decided needed scanning.

Rawiri looked perfectly comfortable.

That was the weird part.

The clothes weren’t the weirdest thing. Neither were the Red Bands or the smell of beer and cigarettes hanging off him before lunch.

He moved through Tennyson Brown like he already belonged to it.

I had my key in my hand, my parents beside me, and my oldest mate grinning at me with two thumbs like he hadn’t changed at all.

But he had.

I just didn’t know how much yet.
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Popular People and Their Mysteries
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How did it take all these years for me to clock that Rawiri and I were both named David?

If you’re in the future and stumbled across my cute little time capsule of a diary, quick catch-up. My name is David Marlon Rosser.

Shut up. Marlon’s a fine name.

I named myself Dink after the coolest comic book dog in Aotearoa, which is much better than walking around being called David like I’m about to sell insurance or join a boy band from the early 2000s.

Rawiri is the Māori word for David.

So, technically, Rawiri and I shared a name. Sort of. Spiritually. Linguistically. Whatever. The point is, we were more alike than me and Braden. Rawiri and I actually liked hanging out with each other. Is it possible Braden was adopted and just happened to look like me? Maybe he and Rawiri were switched at birth.

I look nothing like Rawiri. He’s taller for starters. The top of my head reaches his chin.

Still possible.

Like in a multiverse way.

Mum and Dad left about an hour after Rawiri turned up. They were spending another night at Aunty Myra’s before making the nine-hour trip back to Wairoa. Mum hugged me for too long. Dad did the shoulder pat again. His usual move when someone was emotional. Pat, nod, job done.

Then they were gone.

That quickly.

Their car disappeared down the street, and I stood there with my keycard in my hand, trying not to think about the fact home was now a place I had to travel back to.

Rawiri filled in the bits his premium tour had skipped earlier. Where to eat. Where not to steal cutlery. Where people left laundry baskets like abandoned children. How to avoid paying twenty-five bucks because I forgot a key.

“Two free lockouts,” he said. “After that, they charge.”

“What if someone comes in and steals my undies?”

Rawiri snorted. “Who’d be that hard up, Uce?”

Fair point. Still not leaving my door unlocked.

The Meal Room food was okay. Nothing to write home about, but it served its purpose of keeping students alive. Salad islands existed, which I acknowledged respectfully from a distance. Main courses were at the back, where sensible people went.

After lunch, Rawiri showed me room 552 properly.

The room was beige as hell. Single bed, wardrobe, desk, pinboards, mirror, window. There were two plastic boxes as well, one for rubbish and one for recycling. If I wrecked them, apparently I’d be charged.

Were they made with gold-plated machinery?

Rawiri leaned in my doorway while I stood in the middle of the room, flipping my keycard between my fingers.

The room felt quiet after Mum and Dad left.

Doors shut. Someone laughed down the hall. A trolley squeaked somewhere. Pipes grumbled in the wall.

Still, it felt properly quiet.

This was my room. My new home. I knew one person in the whole place.

Oh, I forgot Braden.

Two people.

I knew two people in this whole city, and one of them was a dick.

“Cheer up, brother from another mother,” Rawiri said, grinning from the doorway. “It’s O-Week. You’re gonna get fucking mental, bro. Shit-faced, psycho, you name it, you’ll be it. I promise.”

“Don’t promise something like that, buddy bud. Mum might tear us a new one from nine hours away.”

He laughed. That seemed to be the whole point.

I understood what he was trying to do. Sort of. I think he could tell I was starting to spiral and decided the cure was alcohol, noise, and whatever the Aucklander lifestyle involved.

I probably did need to let my ultra-short hair down.

Metaphorically.

There wasn’t enough of it to do much else.

Rawiri picked me up just after nine.

Right on Rawiri time.

He leaned out the driver’s window of his car like he was in a music video. It was a decent car. Too decent. Clean. New. It still smelled new, with that faint mix of factory and the Friday nights we used to have back home.

“Hop in, Uce,” he said. “We’re already expected.”

“Expected where?” I asked, opening the passenger door.

He grinned. “Everywhere.”

That didn’t clear anything up.

The car was his dad’s doing. A uni present from last year. Rawiri had mentioned it casually once, like it was a hoodie or a pair of socks. I clocked it because my parents’ idea of a uni present was a farewell roast and a “don’t forget to ring your mother.”

He knew every shortcut. Sudden turns. No hesitation. Music low, bass humming through the seats. His fingers tapped against the steering wheel.

“So, what’s the occasion?” I asked.

“Party.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

He laughed. “Nah, like... party party.”

I nodded like that helped.

We pulled up outside a place that looked like it had been rented specifically to be trashed. Lights spilled out the windows. People everywhere. Music vibrated through the concrete. Someone laughed too loud on the steps.

Rawiri parked like rules were a suggestion.

“Stay close to me, bro,” he said, already halfway out the door.

Inside, it was chaos in layers. Every room had its own soundtrack. People packed shoulder to shoulder. Heat. Sweat. That sticky smell of booze and deodorant fighting for dominance.

Rawiri didn’t stop.

He moved through it like water. People clocked him instantly.

“RAAA!”

“Brooo!”

“Oi, it’s you!”

Hands clapped his shoulders. Drinks appeared in his hands and disappeared again. Someone kissed his cheek. Someone else yelled something I couldn’t hear over the music. He laughed, pointed, nodded, kept moving.

I followed, trying not to lose him.

“This is what I meant,” he said over his shoulder. “Guest of honour.”

I looked around. “Did you graduate or something?”

He laughed harder at that. “Nah, Uce.”

“What then?”

“You wouldn’t get it.”

That stung a bit.

Or maybe I was just tired already. I felt oddly underdressed in my printed tee, ripped jeans and beanie.

He ducked into a room off the hallway. I followed. Then he ducked straight back out, handing a guy a hug like they’d just reunited after war.

“Two secs,” he said.

Then he was gone again.

That became the rhythm.

He zipped in and out of rooms like he was doing rounds. Each group reacted to him differently. Some loud. Some quiet. Some relieved. Some urgent. I didn’t catch the words, just the energy.

Everyone seemed happy to see him.

So happy.

I ended up on the balcony without really choosing it. Needed air. The night was cool, cutting through the heat stuck to my skin.

A scrawny guy about my size stepped outside next to me to smoke a joint. I knew I’d end up with a second-hand high if I stayed there much longer. He seemed okay. Not someone I’d write home about. Hell, he wasn’t even a quickie under the stairs. There was something unsexy about a guy smoking weed.

Another guy stepped onto the balcony.

Stocky. Dark bomber jacket. The gait of a giant penguin. His eyes locked onto me.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

He just stopped and stared. His gaze was intense.

Perhaps he had better gaydar than me, because I wasn’t feeling anything, but he must have been.

He gave an eyebrow nod, then said something in Māori. The general vibe was, who are you here with, white boy?

Not one to pass up an opportunity to speak my native language, I responded in kind.

That got a grin out of him.

“Aw true, bro?” he said.

He grabbed my hand and pulled me in for a hongi.

Rawiri came to the rescue a minute later, cigarette already between his fingers. He handed the dude a joint, ushered him into a far corner away from me, leaned on the railing, exhaled, and stared out at the street like he was checking something.

“Ignore him,” Ra said. “He’s a softie, that fulla. He always does that to new people.”

I watched him light up.

The smell hit me.

Smoke. Peppery. Familiar.

“Bro, you smell like my dad,” I told him.

He smiled without looking at me. “Old school, eh.”

“Since when do you smoke?”

“Since always,” he said, then corrected himself. “Since Auckland.”

I leaned beside him.

“So,” I said. “How’ve you actually been?”

He opened his mouth to answer, then someone pushed the balcony door open.

“Ra, bro...”

“Inside,” Rawiri said quickly, already turning. He guided them back in with a hand on their shoulder. “I’ll come find you.”

The door shut again.

He took another drag and flicked ash over the railing.

“You were saying?” I tried.

He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, all good.”

Another head popped out.

“Oi, Raw...”

“Give me five,” he said. “Five.”

They nodded like that meant something and disappeared.

I stayed out there longer than Rawiri did. He kept getting pulled back inside. Every time he came out, he apologised with his eyes before his mouth could catch up.

I ended up talking to randoms.

Some girls from Dunedin. We both had a love of IVY, an impressive band from Otago. There was a guy who kept trying to sell me on the idea of crypto. Someone else asked if I knew Rawiri from before.

“Yeah,” I said. “Before.”

Eventually, my legs got heavy. My head too. It must have been that contact high I was trying to avoid.

Rawiri came out again, looking a bit wrecked now. Less shine. More tension.

“Sorry, bro,” he said. “Didn’t mean to ditch you heaps.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “You’re just... popular.”

He laughed.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s it.”

We stood there in silence for a bit.

“I might head off,” I said. “Bit knackered.”

He frowned. “I’ll drive you.”

“All good,” I said. “I’ll walk.”

He hesitated. Looked back inside. Looked at me.

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

He nodded. “Okay. Sweet.”

We hugged. Quick. Tight. Like he was in a hurry and also didn’t want to be.

“Sorry again,” he said.

“It’s fine,” I said again, because it was easier than figuring out what it actually was.

He watched me head down the stairs, then turned and disappeared back into the house.

The music swallowed him whole.

I walked home alone, hands in my pockets, trying to convince myself there was nothing weird about the night. Rawiri was popular. He got busy. Auckland was Auckland.

A car crept past at walking pace, its engine barely above a grumble. The headlights flared white and wide, bleaching the footpath ahead of me.

I kept my eyes forward, shoulders loose, pretending I didn’t notice.

It rolled by slow enough to feel deliberate. The windows were too dark to read. A soft burst of laughter leaked from inside, then cut off.

The engine dipped once, a deeper note, and the car took off down the road, sound fading quicker than it should’ve.

My phone buzzed once in my pocket.

A message from Rawiri.

u sweet uce?

I didn’t know where I was.

I stood at the bus stop for a long time, staring at routes that didn’t mean anything yet.
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I was standing outside my new favourite Chinese takeaway, eating a container of every flavour trying to overpower each other, when it happened.

Somewhere in the distance, a low engine grumbled.

I paused without meaning to.

They approached me in daylight.

That somehow made it worse. At night I could’ve blamed shadows, empty streets, all the usual creepy shit. Walking straight up to me in daylight took confidence.

“Hey,” one of them said. “You know Rawiri Tanga... Tanga...”

“Tangiora,” I corrected him. His stutter was too painful to let continue. “Yeah. Who’s asking?”

They had Eastern European accents. That stood out because that’s what movie villains sound like in my head. Not all of them. Just the ones you don’t want to meet twice.

“We’re in his study group,” the other one said quickly.

Too quickly.

One of them giggled, like he’d surprised himself.

“We need his notes,” said the first guy.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll tell him.”

The first guy leaned in.

He wasn’t threatening me. He was close enough that I got the point.

“Tell him Kostya and Luca are looking for him.”

I held out my hand.

They looked at it for half a second.

Neither of them took it.

My hand stayed there a moment longer than it should have, hanging in the space between us like an idiot.

Then they walked off, like they’d asked for more than just a message.

“Thanks for keeping me hanging,” I muttered to nobody.
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Oh Look, It’s The Shit Twin
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We had a rule. He wouldn’t visit my hall; I wouldn’t visit his. Neutral ground only. Usually a bus stop.

I sat at the Whitaker Place and Symonds Street stop, watching buses come and go with people who seemed to know exactly where they were headed.

When his bus finally arrived, there was no hello. Just a cold “Come on” as he walked off without looking back.

“I’m good, Minkus. Thanks for asking,” I muttered.

My new catchphrase.

This was my twin. Same face. Same womb for nine months. And he didn’t want me around.

Dinkus and Minkus. Our nicknames since childhood, but never said in front of others.

Braden marched ahead, arms rigid like a soldier on parade. I followed with my usual loose swagger, pretending not to care.

Uni was supposed to be a reset. An escape from the slow life of Wairoa to the hustle and bustle of Auckland.

So why did it feel like the same rut?

I reread his text, hunting for a conversation starter.

Meet me at the bus stop near Whitaker Place and Symonds Street at 9 tomorrow.

That was it.

So, I filled the silence myself.

“Dink, you want to hang out today?”

“Yeah, that’d be awesome. I miss hanging out with my twin.”

“I always feel like something’s missing when he’s not around.”

“Same, bro. We know how to complement each other’s...”

“Dick!”

I lunged and grabbed him as he stepped into traffic.

Red light. Cars flew past.

He glanced at me, then back at the lights.

That was the conversation.

From the outside, we probably looked telepathically linked. We crossed when the light changed, still silent. If we’d worn dresses and pigtails, we could’ve passed for the twins from The Shining.

But we didn’t, so don’t even think it.

We walked for ages through February heat when we could’ve caught a bus like normal people with functioning brains.

“Wait here,” Braden said.

“I forgot to pack my leash.”

He squinted, confused, then disappeared inside.

I wandered around, reading uni posters, pacing in a lazy circle.

One caught my eye.

An O-Week piss-up.

Six bucks. For a beer.

Was that cheap? Was it expensive? Was I going to need a student loan just to have a personality?

I called my best mate to see if he wanted to come with me later.

“Sorry, bro. Not my thing,” Rawiri said. “I’m second-year, Uce. Gotta go.”

Click.

Wow. No goodbye.

Feeling the love, bromeo.

When Braden finally came back out, he was carrying a ridiculous stack of prospectus folders.

“You need a hand?” I asked.

“Nup.”

He didn’t even slow down.

Seven words total for the day. For him, that counted as a personal best.

He started heading back the way we’d come. I wasn’t doing that trek again, so I turned towards Anzac Street instead. There was a bus stop up there.

My bus stop.

He hesitated. Not enough to stop, but enough to show he wasn’t following blindly.

I cleared my throat.

“I’ll shout.”

That was basically the speech.

It worked.

My stop came first. Still a walk, but better than crossing campus on foot.

As I got up to head to the exit, I heard him mutter, “Sit down.”

“Nine!” I shouted, pumping my fist.

I ignored the looks from the other passengers.

It was my joke. I’d earned that punchline.

“Sit down,” he said again.

Stern this time.

“What?” I paused. What was he doing? “Why?”

Hoping for a few more words, I sat back down beside him.

“This is my stop,” I said. “I’m not walking home from your place.”

“Let’s get some lunch.”

Braden was a man of few words.

But this?

“Seven-fucking-teen,” I said under my breath.

“You’re shouting,” I told him.

The rest of the bus ride was awkward.

We settled on a poncy little cafe in a side alley in Posh Town, Auckland. Very artisanal. Dried flowers hung upside down from the ceiling. Of course they did.

I ordered the apricot chicken in filo pastry and a lime milkshake.

He ordered a mince and cheese pie.

“And a quiche,” he added. “But bring it out in twelve minutes.”

“Twelve?” I said, confused by the specificity.

His eyes darted to me and back to the server.

“Ten,” he conceded.

Which was odd, considering he didn’t eat quiche. He hated cheese and eggs together. Quiche was a favourite of mine.

He knew that.

We were a very cultured pair of twins.

Almost as cultured as yoghurt.

He was just as quiet here as he was on campus.

I folded the foam into my milkshake with the straw. I guessed that if it worked for egg whites, it would work for milk.

Spoiler: it didn’t.

Braden slouched against the back of his seat. He was more focused on his watch than he was on me.

“How was your day, Minkus?” I asked.

Nothing.

“Oh, that’s right,” I continued. “I was there. Good point, Dinkus. Well done.”

Talking to him was like talking to a brick wall. A brick wall that smelled like some expensive fragrance I couldn’t remember the name of. That shit lasted for days.

I was happy with my cheap Eau de Armpit.

I leaned back on my chair to mirror him and looked at my pretend watch on my naked wrist.

A few more moments of silence passed, filled slightly by the muzak playing from the ceiling speakers.

“This is nice,” I said.

I stood up.

“Sit,” Braden said.

I didn’t sit.

I just stood and glared at him.

“We’re the same age,” I reminded him. “Talk to me like a human, not a dog. I’m not Eric.”

Braden stared at his watch again.

“Am I keeping you from something?” I asked. “You brought me here.”

Whatever it was, it wasn’t me.

“Talk to me, dick,” I said.

He groaned, stood, and headed for the door.

Rude prick.

I followed him outside. My blood felt like it was boiling.

He finally stopped. He turned to me, very calm. Scarily calm.

“Dinkus, I’m heading home,” he said. “Don’t leave without the quiche.”

“I don’t want the quiche,” I told him.

He left.

He fucking left.

And I stood there confused.

“Was this foreplay?” I shouted after him. “Minkus! Were we doing foreplay?”

The arsehole didn’t stop.

My arms flailed. My feet stomped. People stared.

Shame?

Fucking shame indeed.

The wasted hours made my walk home even more frustrating.

I could have done so much in that time. Written a novel. Knitted a sweater. Performed Romeo and Juliet with my neighbour.

He’d be Juliet, of course.

People were staring at me in the hallway.

I wiped my mouth.

No milk moustache there. I would have felt it on the walk from the bus stop.

I stopped in front of one of my neighbours. The round one with pink hair. That felt important to mention. I’d been here long enough to have learned people’s names, but I hadn’t.

“Have I got a zit?” I asked her.

She slowly turned her head in the direction of my door.

That’s when I saw it.

Well, almost saw it. It was still a bit of a distance.

There on my door, pinned down with a thumb tack.

A note.

Large letters. Terrible penmanship, but legible and foreboding enough for my neighbours to notice.

“GIVE US OUR MONY!!!”

The typo didn’t make it any less threatening.

Beneath it, in smaller writing and just as grammatically horrendous, were the words:

“we told u wed be cumin!”

I didn’t remember having that conversation.
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The Third Twin
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Rawiri had always been there first.

That was just him.

When Braden and I started kindergarten, Rawiri was already there. He knew where everything was. The sandpit with the broken toys. The shady spots teachers didn’t look at properly. The kid who bit people when the adults turned around.

Useful information, honestly.

In primary school, he taught me handball. It was more of a grown-up kid game, but I picked it up fast. You hit the ball, it ends up in someone else’s square. That was basically it. I was good at it. That helped.

By the time I was one of the big kids, Rawiri had already trained me up for it. He knew who to avoid, who you could mess with safely, and where to stand if you didn’t want a teacher noticing you existed.

That sounds bad when written down.

But it worked.

High school was the same. He got there before me. Same protection. Same guidance. Same Rawiri, always slightly ahead and somehow already knowing how everything worked.

We were inseparable, even outside of school. If I told people I was a twin, they’d look at Braden, then at Rawiri, then back at me with the most confused looks on their faces.

“I’m the third twin,” Rawiri once said.

Just once.

But it stuck.

He said it like a joke. I kept it like a fact.

He was always there. And I liked that. I liked knowing he’d be around. I liked knowing someone had already worked out the rules before I walked in.

So, when I got to uni, I guess I assumed it would be the same.

I don’t know why.

He’d already been in Auckland for a year by then, and he was different. Tighter somehow. More wound up than I remembered.

I found him sitting on the floor outside my room when I got home.

He wasn’t leaning on the wall or scrolling his phone.

Just sitting there.

Waiting.

Or hiding.

I couldn’t tell at the time.

He kept looking down the hallway like he was expecting someone to come around the corner. Or hoping they wouldn’t.

“Alright, bro?” I said, unlocking my door.

He stood up way too fast. Itchy. Eyes wide. Like he’d had too much coffee.

Or something else.

“I’m all goods, Uce,” he said.

Then again, like I hadn’t heard him.

“All goods.”

He wasn’t.

He went straight past me through the open door before I could say anything.

The note from my door was still on my desk. I’d dumped it there because I didn’t know what else to do with it. Frame it? Send it to a spelling tutor? Start a shrine?

I dropped my bag and sat on the end of my bed.

Rawiri had already pulled my study chair out and was sitting in it, bouncing his leg like he was in a hurry to be somewhere. His eyes moved around my room. Shelf. Bed. Desk.

Then they stopped.

On the note.

“What’s going on, bro?” I asked.

He didn’t answer straight away.

His eyes stayed on the desk.

I didn’t wait for the silence to get weirder.

“We should go out,” I said. “O-Week stuff. It’d be cool if you came with me.”

He scratched at his cheek. I’d asked him earlier and he’d turned me down.

“Yeah, Uce. Too good,” he said. “That stuff’s for first-years though, eh.”

I knew that.

But he was always the one who took me places first.

O-Week didn’t feel that different.

“I want you there, Ra,” I said. “We’ll check out the bars down Elliott Street.”

That did something to him.

His eyes went wide for a second.

Just a second.

Then they dropped back to the desk like nothing had happened.

“Sweet,” he said. “Yeah. That’s cool.”

He reached over and picked up the note.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Someone left that on my door the other day.”

I let out a laugh because the alternative was not laughing, and that sounded less fun.

“I did not expect that level of shit spelling at a university.”

He put the note down too quickly.

Not neatly.

Just down.

More scratching. More bouncing.

Then he stood up and headed for the door.

“I gotta go,” he said, still not looking at me.

I didn’t notice him swipe the note off my desk.

I was distracted by him grabbing all my instant noodle packets off the shelf on his way out.

Rude prick.

I was going to eat those.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

When Is A Mirror Not A Mirror? When It’s A Window!

[image: ]


His phone battery must have died, because all my calls to Rawiri went straight to voicemail.

“Thanks for coming with me,” I said to my inattentive phone.

Elliott Street was buzzing. Neon signs flashed over the footpath, and music came out of every doorway. The bar I’d picked had a queue wrapped around the corner, bodies packed tight and already swaying before they got inside.

I didn’t fancy standing at the end of it. Especially not if it meant another bus ride just to get there. I headed straight for the door instead, planning to at least peer inside before committing.

Somewhere behind the music and traffic, a low engine grumbled past, slow and uneven.

I didn’t know cars, but that particular engine noise sounded familiar.

The bouncer was attractive. Annoyingly so. Tall, broad, dressed in black, the reason mirrors were invented.

Before I could open my mouth to ask about the cover charge, he nudged me inside.

No questions.

No ID.

“Okay, thanks,” I said, already past him.

Inside was all colour and movement. Lights flashed everywhere except above the bar, where clean white beams cut through the chaos. Makes sense, I guess. You can’t pour drinks if you can’t see who you’re pouring them for.

A live band was pumping. Not L.A.B. or IVY, but good enough to keep the floor alive.

I pushed forward, weaving through people, head down, elbows tucked, just trying to reach the bar without losing a limb.

Then someone brushed past too close.

I stiffened and turned, ready to throw a look sharp enough to qualify as self-defence.

The guy had already moved on.

He didn’t apologise or explain.

Gone.

That’s when I noticed him.

He stood near the far corner of the bar. Tall. Clean-cut. Euro-handsome in that catalogue-model way. He wasn’t talking. Wasn’t drinking. Wasn’t moving.

Too still.

Like the music was background noise to something else entirely.

Our eyes met.

Just briefly.

He smiled.

It wasn’t friendly or flirty.

It was the smile you give when you already know how something ends and you’re waiting for your mate to catch up.

I looked away first.

Big mistake.

I turned straight into a girl with offensively bright orange hair, caked-on makeup, and confidence to burn. We looked about the same age. She was pretty. Not enough to change my worldview, but still. Pretty.

She pressed a drink into my hand.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Drink it,” she said. “You’ll love it.”

I glanced back towards the corner.

The guy was gone.

Of course he was.

I took a sip. It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t good either. But it was free, and it definitely had alcohol in it.

“Thanks,” I said. “Nice to meet you. Bye.”

She grabbed my hand before I could escape.

Bold.

She pulled me into a gap in the crowd barely big enough for one and a half people.

“This is awkwardly intimate, eh,” I said.

“Anyway,” she said, leaning in. “I’m doing Health Sciences.”

“Oh, snap,” I said. “I’m Health and Physical Education. Close enough.”

At least I wouldn’t be wandering around Grafton like a lost child.

“That’s great,” she said. “That’s really great.”

“And why are we talking about this?”

She winked.

Except only one eye closed.

And it stayed closed.

“Okay, nice,” I said.

“I’m Dink,” I added, finally.

“Persephone.”

I blinked.

Her parents had a lot to answer for.

“Can I call you Steph?” I asked.

“No, I’m not Steph,” she said. “I’m Persephone. Steph’s...”

“Persephone.”

“Persephone. Yeah.”

One of her fake eyelashes was clearly staging a coup. Heat, sweat, glue. It had stuck halfway, giving her the haunted look of a malfunctioning doll.

“It’s nice to meet you, Steph...”

“What the fuck are you doing hitting on my date?”

The voice hit before the face did.

Braden.

Of course it was Braden.

Everything clicked at once. The bouncer. The no ID. Her confidence.

She thought I was him.

“She came onto me, bro,” I said quickly.

He wasn’t listening.

“It’s always the same with you,” he snapped. “I go to the toilet for five minutes and you can’t just leave me alone?”

I stepped back.

“And cheers for the quiche, by the way,” I said, bringing us back to our awkward encounter at the cafe.

Braden’s face almost imploded.

“Bro
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