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Rain tapped softly against the bedroom window, soft enough to become part of the dark. The city outside was mostly lights and blur, Auckland reduced to a wet glow beyond the glass.

Inside the room, everything was warm.

One side lamp sat dark on the bedside table. The duvet was tangled around two half-hidden bodies. The air still held the faint scent of shower steam, laundry powder, and Joe’s overused sandalwood hair product.

Under the sheets, Kai and Joe were wide awake.

Not talking properly. Just little sounds. Breath. Laughter swallowed into skin. Kai disappeared under the duvet and came back up grinning. Joe caught him around the waist. Kai squirmed, laughing into the pillow, then shoved back at him under the covers with a muffled, “Oi.”

Joe bit his shoulder through the sheet.

Kai snorted. “Mm.”

“Shut up.”

Joe pinched lightly at his side. Kai jerked and kicked back under the duvet, and that only made Joe laugh harder. Somewhere below them, one of the tenants in the apartment underneath thumped once against the ceiling.

Neither of them stopped.

Kai came up just long enough to grab another condom from the bedside table.

Joe made a low, pleased sound under the covers.

Kai grinned. “Yeah, yeah.”

Then his phone began to buzz.

He ignored it.

The buzzing stopped.

Joe’s hand slid down his back under the sheet. Kai let out a breathy laugh and shoved at him blindly. The duvet shifted, knees tangled, somebody’s elbow got trapped in the blanket, and Joe ended up half folded into the mattress, laughing into Kai’s shoulder.

The phone started again.

Kai still ignored it.

Another thump came from the floor below.

Joe laughed harder at that, which made Kai laugh too.

The buzzing stopped.

Kai surfaced again, hair a mess, mouth soft and stupidly happy in the dark. He reached for the ashtray, found the last of the spliff by touch, and said, “Wait, wait.”

Joe was still laughing.

Kai lit it, took a drag, then handed it back behind him without looking. Joe’s hand emerged from the blanket, two fingers closing around it.

That made Kai grin.

Then the phone buzzed again.

This time he looked.

Tama.

His smile slipped.

He checked the time.

1:00 a.m.

Joe put the spliff in the ashtray, reached out from under the blanket for the condom Kai had dropped, and vanished again. 

Kai let out a breath through his nose. “Shh.”

Joe’s shoulders shook under the duvet.

The phone kept buzzing.

Kai dragged the sheet a little higher over himself. Tama didn’t know about Joe. Tama didn’t know he was gay. At one in the morning, with Joe under the covers and the room smelling like sex and smoke and sandalwood, that suddenly mattered.

He cleared his throat and answered in his usual straight-brother voice.

“Brother, what’s up?”

For a second there was only static and breath.

Then Tama’s voice came through, rough and flat.

“Bro.”

Kai twisted and shushed Joe again. “Shh. Shush.”

Joe was laughing silently now, face buried somewhere near Kai’s ribs under the sheet.

Another beat of static.

Then Tama said, “Dad’s dead.”

Joe lifted the spliff toward Kai automatically from under the blanket.

Kai waved it away.

His whole body had gone still.

“Say that again, bro?”
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By the time Kai crossed to the window, the bedside clock read 1:09 a.m.

The side lamp was on now. 

Joe sat opposite him on the built-in ledge with the sheet wrapped low around his waist, bare shoulders lit amber on one side and shadowed on the other. The bed behind him was a wreck of twisted duvet and kicked-off warmth. The ashtray sat on the bedside table with the dead end of the spliff crushed into it. The torn condom wrapper lay half crumpled near the lamp like evidence from another version of the night.

Rain traced silver lines down the glass between them.

Kai leaned his forearm against the cold window and stared out until the city lights beyond the rain looked melted.

His father was dead.

It should have landed harder than this. Or maybe cleaner.

Joe looked at him for a long moment. “Are you okay?”

Kai let out a slow breath. “I don’t know.”

Joe nodded once, not pushing.

Kai sat back against the wall beside the window and rubbed his palms together. “I thought I’d know.”

Joe tilted his head slightly. “Know what?”

“What I’m meant to feel.” Kai glanced away toward the wet lights of the motorway. “But I don’t.”

Joe stayed quiet.

Kai pressed his lips together. “I’m not sad.” He paused. “I want to be. But I’m not.”

Rain hissed faintly against the glass.

“I just...” He looked down at his hands. “Have we got any weed left?”

Joe’s expression softened. “We just finished the last of it.”

Kai let out a dry little laugh. “Great timing.”

“Yeah.”

Kai leaned back further against the wall.

“I hated that house. It was where happiness went to die.”

He swallowed.

“I always wanted to leave. Even as a kid. Didn’t have a plan. I just knew I wanted out. Before uni, the longest I ever ran away was a couple hours when I was nine. I got as far as the riverbank under the Main Road bridge near the Four Square.” He lifted one shoulder. “I only went back because I got hungry.”

Joe’s mouth twitched.

Kai ignored the smile. “I would have given anything to leave that place forever.”

“He hated that,” Kai said after a moment. “Any sign I wanted more than Clive. Or more than him. Or more than whatever life he’d decided was enough.” He looked down. “I left and I never really went back. Went once after I moved away. In and out. Only a few minutes. Even that felt too long.”

Joe nodded. “What happened when you went back?”

“Nothing.” Kai rubbed at his thumb knuckle with the nail of his index finger. “That’s the thing. He wasn’t even doing anything. He was just there. In the shed. Fixing his engine. Always fixing that stupid engine.”

Joe was watching him now. Not staring. Just there.

Kai drew one knee up and rested his forearm on it. “He was a dark cloud over all of us. Everything bent around him. If he was angry, the whole house knew. Me and Tama just knew the dishes had to be cleaned and tea ready by the time he got home from the pub.”

A pause.

Joe asked softly, “And now?”

Kai looked out at the city again. “Now he’s dead. And I have to go back there.”

Joe stayed quiet.

“Tama’s there,” Kai said. “The arrangements won’t sort themselves. There’ll be all the family stuff. The marae. The house. Aunty Vee will help with a lot of that.”

He stopped.

Joe waited, then asked, “What are you scared you’ll find back there?”

Kai looked at him for the first time since sitting down. Joe’s face was open, not prying.

“I don’t know,” Kai said. He searched for it. “Memories. I left them behind for a reason.”

Joe considered that. Then said, “I’ll be there with you.”

Kai gave a humourless little breath. “Stay here. There’s no point us both being miserable.”

Joe smiled faintly.

They sat with the rain for a while. The room was quiet except for the occasional tyres hissing on the wet road far below.

Eventually Kai said, “I’ve got to tell Maia.”

“Not by phone.”

“No.” He already knew that. “I’ll go over in the morning.”

He looked back toward the lamp. “I’ll ring Finn before I go. Tell him not to say anything until I get there.”

“That’s good.”

Another pause.

“I’ll need to call work too,” Kai said. “Tangihanga leave.”

Joe nodded once. “Good.”

Kai was quiet. The practical tasks were already there. Call work. Call Finn. Drive to Panmure. Tell Maia. Pack. Drive to Clive.

After a while Joe stood and crossed the short distance between them. He did not try to pull Kai back to bed. He just set a hand on the side of Kai’s neck, thumb warm against his skin, and left it there.

Kai leaned into it.

“Go see Maia in the morning, babe,” Joe said quietly.

Kai closed his eyes. “Yeah.”
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By the time the motorway signs started shifting from the city centre routes to the eastern suburbs, the rain had eased into something finer. Auckland in the morning looked washed but not fresh. Grey light clung to the roads. Wet roofs shone. Everything seemed half-awake.

Kai had rung Finn just after six.

Finn answered on the third ring with the voice of a man who had seen the time, seen Kai’s name, and already known the day was not going to be normal.

“Kai?”

“I need you home.”

“At least buy me breakfast first, brother-in-law.”

The gentle joke was enough to wake him properly. Kai heard him sit up, heard the sheets move.

“What’s happened?”

Kai tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Can you just stay with Maia this morning? Don’t tell her anything yet.”

A pause.

Then Finn, quieter. “All right.”

“I’m coming over now.”

“Okay.”

That had been the whole call.

Now, forty minutes later, Kai pulled up outside their place in Panmure and sat in the car for a moment before turning the engine off.

The house was one of those newer boxy builds tucked into a tidy row of similar homes, all timber slats and pale brick and narrow planting strips that somehow still looked alive despite the weather. Nothing grand. Just clean and thought-out. Big windows. Curtains open. Warm light spilling onto the wet driveway.

A good house.

A house built for the future instead of out of spite.

Kai sat there for another few seconds with both hands on the wheel, staring through the windscreen.

Then he got out.

Finn opened the door before Kai reached it. He was in a dark green hoodie and track pants; hair still flattened at the back from sleep. His face held the careful alertness of someone trying very hard not to ask the question too early.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

Finn stepped back to let him in. The house smelled like coffee, toast, and the faint powdery sweetness of a toddler. Little shoes sat by the entry mat. A bright red toy truck was parked under the hallway console. Somewhere deeper in the house, a cartoon character was talking nonsense at television volume.

Kai took off his shoes without thinking.

Finn closed the door behind him. “She’s in the shower. Ezra’s awake.”

“Okay.”

Finn searched his face. “Do you want...”

Kai shook his head once. “Not yet.”

Finn nodded. “Sweet.”

He headed toward the kitchen. “Dink, we got a visitor,” he called.

Ezra was on the living room rug in dinosaur pyjamas, one sock on and one sock missing, surrounded by blocks and two plush animals who looked like they had been through things. He looked up as Kai came in, blinked once, then lit up.

“Untle Tai Tai!”

Ezra was deep in a phase where K sounds had become T sounds.

Kai crouched automatically as Ezra launched himself forward. The little body hit his chest with full commitment. Kai caught him and stood, Ezra wrapping himself around him like an octopus.

“Morning, my little man.”

Ezra leaned back in his arms and stared at him suspiciously. “You’re wet.”

Kai looked down at the rain darkening his jacket sleeve. “Quite right.”

Finn snorted softly from the doorway.

“Did you see Jesus?” Ezra asked Kai while trying to look behind his back.

“No, my boy.”

Kai carried Ezra through to the kitchen. It was bright in the way only lived-in homes were. Not pristine, but orderly.

Bowl in the sink. Kindy newsletters under a fruit basket. Maia’s handbag on one chair. Law folders stacked beside a laptop on the bench. A tiny sippy cup abandoned near the toaster.

Finn handed Kai a towel. “Coffee?”

“Please.”

Finn pressed icons on the machine. Steam rose. Grinding filled the kitchen.

Kai set Ezra on the changing table back in the lounge and started undoing the dinosaur pyjama top where it had ridden up. “Does Dink need a change?”

Ezra thought about it. “Taore.”

“Kaore?” Kai lifted him by the waist and immediately identified the lie. “I think yes, little man.”

Ezra let out a cheeky laugh.

Finn smiled into the cupboard.

By the time Maia came into the kitchen in a robe with wet hair wrapped in a towel, Kai had changed Ezra’s nappy, negotiated him into fresh clothes, and lost twice in a game that mostly involved being handed random plastic fruit and told what each one was really called. Ezra was now sitting cross-legged on the floor making traffic noises with the truck, wearing a look of deep concentration.

Maia paused in the doorway and took in the scene.

“Kai? No work today?”

He looked up from where he was crouched beside Ezra’s blocks. “Hey.”

She frowned, not because she minded seeing him, but because he was not normally there at this hour on a weekday. “Everything pai with you and Joe?”

“Thought I’d come say hi to the little man.”

Ezra shouted, “My fire trut!” as if proving the point.

“That one went exploring in our wardrobe the other day and pulled out the box of Tawhai and the Taniwha comics,” Maia said as she reached for a coffee cup. “Guess who’s become his favourite character?”

“The dog?” Kai guessed.

“Yep,” Maia replied, rolling her eyes. “Dink the dog.”

All three adults shared a sadness at the thought.

Maia’s eyes moved from Kai to Finn and back again. She was too sharp not to notice the weirdness in the air, but she said nothing yet. She went to the bench and reached automatically for the coffee Finn had set aside for her.

Kai straightened. “How’s work?”

She gave him a look. “That’s your opener?”

He shrugged. “Was curious.”

Finn handed Kai a mug. “You’re being a very mysterious brother-in-law.”

Maia’s mouth twitched, but only slightly. “Law’s good. Busy. Full-on. But good.”

“No promotion yet?”

“Mm.”

He nodded toward the folders. “Still loving it?”

“Yeah.” She glanced at the stack and then at Ezra. “Ask me again next week when I’ve submitted my brief and had a full night’s sleep.”

Kai huffed a small laugh and looked around the room again. “Place looks good.”

Finn followed his gaze.

It did. Clean white walls. Light timber floors. Wide windows catching the wet morning. A dark blue couch with exactly one cushion on the floor where Ezra had obviously launched it. Plants still somehow alive. Family photos, but not too many. Framed shots of old friends from their university days. Warmth without clutter. It felt cared for.

“Thanks,” Finn said. “We like it.”

Kai nodded. “Nice neighbourhood.”

“It has its good points,” Finn said. “Good for us. Good for him.” He glanced toward Ezra. “We get by.”

Maia took a sip of coffee, still watching Kai over the rim of the mug. “Okay. What’s going on?”

Nobody said anything.

Ezra drove the truck across the floorboards and made a long screeching noise with his mouth.

Kai set his coffee down very carefully.

Finn looked at Maia once, then away.

Something shifted in her face. The kind of stillness that came before fear chose its shape.

“What is it?”

Kai looked at her, and in that moment he hated having to be the one to do it. Not because he did not love her. Because he did.

“Dad died last night.”

The room did not explode.

No mug shattered. No chair scraped back. Maia just stood very still.

The towel wrapped around her hair had begun to slip, one dark strand falling against her cheek. Her eyes fixed on Kai’s face, then drifted somewhere just past it, as if the information needed space to land.

Ezra made another truck noise and looked up at no one in particular.

Maia put her mug down.

She crossed the kitchen, bent, and lifted Ezra into her arms.

“Haere tāua?” he said.

“Ae, my darling. Let’s go,” Maia said in a fake cheerful voice. “E haere tāua ki waho.”

Ezra went willingly, looping both arms around her neck and dropping his head onto her shoulder as if this were the most normal thing in the world. He copied her words as he did it.

“Haere haere.”

Maia did not look at either of them. She walked through the ranch slider into the backyard and sat on the outdoor bench beneath the eaves.

Kai stood in the kitchen with his hand still half-curled around nothing.

The rain had stopped completely now. The grass in the backyard shone dark and wet. Maia sat with Ezra on her lap, one hand rubbing slow circles across his back. She looked out at the fence, not at the house.

Finn let out a breath through his nose and picked up Kai’s mug, handing it back without a word.

Kai took it.

For a while they stood in silence, both looking out through the glass.

Eventually Finn said quietly, “She never took Ezra to meet him.”

Kai kept his eyes on the backyard. “No?”

Finn shook his head. “Not once.”

The statement held no judgement. Just weight.

“She never really talked about him either,” Finn added. “Not to me. Not to Ezra. Nothing beyond broad strokes.”

Kai nodded once. “Yeah.”

He understood.

There had been no place for Mo in this house. Not because Maia had ever announced it. Just in the simple fact that Ezra had never
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