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			I cocked my head to one side, listening intently. There it was again, and this time there was a light metallic click. There was a hunter in the forest.

			 I forced my body to stay still. I told my heart, which was racing, to calm down. I took long, deep, slow breaths, and waited...

		

	
		
			 

			Reviews

			“… totally compelling. The wit, the humour, the characterisation and the flow of the novel are strong traits of all Falkner’s novels, this is no exception. I was mesmerised from start to finish and you will be too … My book of the year so far.” — Bob’s Books Blog

			“I was totally swept away with Egan and his life. Falkner’s quality writing made these people very real. This is certainly a story with a difference and one that will be enjoyed by many teen readers for its action and great characters … [W]ould make a good movie.” — booktrailers4kidsandYA

		

	
		
			 

			For Molly

			So wonderful, so bright, for such a short time.
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			Introduction

			I’d like to think of myself as Egan’s best friend.

			A lot of people know him as ‘Bush’ Tucker, but he never liked that, so I’ll avoid it.

			I volunteered to put together this edition of his diary, complete with some of his paintings and drawings, as well as other associated material, because Egan’s kind of busy right now. I think he’s currently visiting the Leaning Tower of Pisa (where’s that postcard, Egan?) and after that, NASA have something cool planned for him. 

			He’s pretty hard to keep track of nowadays, while I’ve got … well … a little bit of time on my hands.

			There are always critics and haters. Some people have said some not nice things about Egan and his code of honour.

			I hope this book sets the record straight.

			J.T. Hunter, 26 September, 2016 

		

	
		
			Court Transcript

			IN THE HIGH COURT OF NEW ZEALAND

			HC 7/2016 [2016] NZHC Trans 10

			Hearing: 18 July 2016

			Court:	 Slaydon J

			Appearances: E J Lacy for the Appellant, F E Milton and W C Johnson for the Defendant

			CRIMINAL PROSECUTION

			MR LACY

			Please state your name and occupation for the court.

			WITNESS

			Jeffery Thomas Hunter. Motivational Trainer.

			MR LACY

			And a former member of the New Zealand defence forces.

			WITNESS

			Yes, sir.

			MR LACY

			Please elaborate.

			WITNESS

			Royal New Zealand Special Air Services, One Squadron.

			MR LACY

			Your rank at the time of discharge?

			WITNESS

			Staff sergeant, sir.

			MR LACY

			And you first met the boy, Egan Ray Tucker, and his mother, Moana Ruth Tucker – when? 

			WITNESS

			I met Egan on December third last year. I never met his mother.

			MR LACY

			And at that time Egan was living in a small stone hut in the Coromandel forest. And to the best of your knowledge he had lived there, with his mother, his entire life?

			WITNESS

			I believe they sometimes lived in a nearby cave during the colder months.

			MR LACY

			But he had lived in the bush all his life?

			WITNESS

			I believe that to be true, sir.

			MR LACY

			And under what circumstances did you first meet the boy?

			WITNESS

			We were shooting stars, sir. And he got one. 
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			December 1st

			Captain Cooker in vegetable garden overnight. Lots of damage.

			Moma said not to hunt the pig. Too dangerous.

			Fixed the pig fence.

			Dinner: 

			Potato stew (again!)

			Book I am reading: 

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’ by Ernest Hemingway.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			The pig.

		

	
		
			December 2nd

			Pig came back last night. Lots more damage.

			Must be a big one.

			Fixed the fence again, and made it stronger.

			Moma said not to hunt pig.

			Dinner: 

			Turnip soup.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			The pig.

		

	
		
			December 3rd

			Captain Cooker came back again! Smashed the new fence.

			Moma said not to hunt pig. Did it anyway. 

			Met a soldier. I hope he doesn’t tell anyone.

			Dinner: 

			Pork roast.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’.

			Things I am not afraid of: 

			The pig.

		

	
		
			December 1st (again)

			Moma read my first two diary entries and said I wasn’t trying hard enough. Not enough detail. So I’m starting over.

			Moma is the one who told me to do this. She said if I wanted to be a writer then I should keep a diary. She said writers keep diaries to record their memories and bare their souls and also it was a good chance to practise my writing skills.

			Moma also said not to worry that anyone else will read it. Just write it for myself. But I think that’s stupid. Even if you don’t intend anyone to read it, what about when you are dead? Someone will read it then, for sure. So I think a diary should be written for others to read, even if you don’t want them to. 

			I guess that means you. Hi! Whoever you are. Please stop reading my private diary.

				Yeah, like that was ever going to happen. And does that mean, if you are reading this, that I am dead? If so, I hope I lived to be 120 and was a millionaire and travelled all around the world and ate pizza.

			I should write a list of things that I am going to do when I turn 18 and can leave the forest.

			Top of that list will be that I want to be a writer. A famous one, like Ernest Hemingway. He writes really good stories. I have a whole collection of books. Moma gets them from the general store down in the town. She says it’s important to read because that’s how I’ll learn about the outside world.

			Today I am going to write about the big pig. And about the soldier. He was the first person I have ever spoken to (apart from Moma). It was scary, but he was nice. But that doesn’t happen until Tuesday.

			So I’ll start with the pig. A big Captain Cooker. In America they’d call him a razorback. I know he’s a boar, and a big one, from the hoof prints in the vegie garden. They are deep. He is also strong enough to knock down the pig fence.

			We lost potatoes, turnips and carrots, and he trampled all over the silverbeet and the lettuce. He didn’t touch the tomato plants. I guess he doesn’t like tomatoes. I don’t either. So the pig and I have something in common.

			Captain Cookers have big tusks and a bad attitude. The big boars are hard to kill and a sow protecting her piglets is just nasty. Believe me, I know!

			I want to go and hunt it anyway, but Moma says it is too dangerous. I know she’s right. My last dog Chunder got killed by a Captain Cooker when I was twelve, and it nearly got me too. 

			We fixed up the garden as best as we could and repaired the fence and propped it up with a few extra branches to keep the pig out.

			I could say I wasn’t scared of this pig, but that would be a lie. I’m pretty afraid of it. 

			Moma says that if I am worried or frightened about something, then I should write it in my diary. That way, I can look back later and see that there was really no need to be worried or frightened. So:

			Things I am afraid of: 

			The pig.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘The Old Man and the Sea,’ by Ernest Hemingway. 

			I really like the way Mr Hemingway just tells it like it is, with no messing around. I’d like to write stories like him.

			Thought for today: 

			I am glad Hemingway didn’t call the book ‘The Old Man And The Ocean.’ Because if you took all the first letters it would spell ‘tomato’. Ha! I really don’t like tomatoes.

		

	
		
			Wish List

			Things I am going to do when I turn 18 and can go out into the world.

			1. Be a famous author, like Ernest Hemingway

			2. Fly in an aeroplane

			3. Drive in a car

			4. Fly in a space shuttle (any kind of space-craft will do)

			5. Drink Coca-cola

			6. Drink Coca-cola on a space shuttle!

			7. Eat pizza

			8. Visit the leaning tower of Pisa

			9. Eat pizza at Pisa, ha!

			10. Eat deep-fried ice-cream balls

			11. Visit the Grand Canyon

			12. Visit the Auckland Harbour Bridge

			13. Go in a submarine

			14. Swim in the ocean

			15. Watch a television

		

	
		
			December 2nd (again)

			The Captain Cooker came back overnight and it did even more damage than yesterday. Moma was very upset. 

			I am still really afraid of the pig, but I am also angry with it. The pig upset my Moma. I don’t like to see her upset. But she told me not to hunt the pig, and I promised I wouldn’t.

			We spent the day rebuilding the fence.

			The problem with our fence is that it has to be strong enough to keep out a 100-kg pig, but if any hunter or hiker walks into it, it has to seem like a natural part of the forest.

			So we have grown gorse bushes intermingled with some strong shrubs to make a hedge, but not in a straight line – just a random, weaving course. Then inside that, we built a fence of tree branches, jammed into the ground so they look random, but they are actually cleverly interwoven to stop any animals from pushing through the gorse.

			Not cleverly enough, I guess.

			Anyway, we got some big, heavy branches that I had been saving for firewood and we jammed them into the existing web of shrubs and branches, trying to make them look natural and random … although by the time we had finished, it didn’t look random or natural at all. It looked like a fence built by an escapee from a lunatic asylum.

			Still, that doesn’t matter as long as it keeps the pig out.

			I went for a swim in the waterhole after that to clean off the sweat and mud and scratches. It’s really warm this time of year.

			Moma went later. She likes to bathe alone. I under- stand that. She’s a woman.

			When she came back she smoked a cigarette. She does that sometimes when she is unhappy. I asked her if I could smoke one but she said no, smoking is bad for your health. So I asked her why she smoked and she said it was a bad habit she had picked up when she was younger, and she didn’t want me picking up the same bad habit.

			I don’t really want Moma to do something that is bad for her health, but I do want her to be happy. Things like the pig digging up our garden make her feel sad. And sometimes she just feels really sad, for no real reason. The cigarettes make her happy. And a bit giggly. 

			I want her to be happy.

			Book I am reading:

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’.

			Thought for today:

			I think I will put Moma’s code in my diary. Not in the order that she gave it to me, but when it seems to suit what happened that day. Or maybe I’ll just put them in random order. Or alphabetical order. I haven’t decided yet. I’ll see what happens each day.

			Moma’s Code #17

			Always keep your promises.

			Or you will turn friends into enemies.

		

	
		
			December 3rd (again)

			There is so much to write about today.

			Today I went pigging with Jack. We found the old boar. But I didn’t kill it. The soldier did that.

			But if I want to be a writer like Hemingway someday, then I should tell it the way it happened, from the beginning.  

			The Captain Cooker came back overnight. Pushed right through our fancy new (escapee-from-a-lunatic-asylum) fence and did even more damage than yesterday. This is a BIG PIG.

			Moma cried when she saw what happened. She told me not to hunt the pig and I didn’t say anything. I was too angry.

			Besides, if I said I wouldn’t then I did, that would be a lie.

			Moma was too busy trying to fix up the mess in the garden to notice that I didn’t answer. Or maybe she just figured that I had already promised not to hunt it. 

			But that was yesterday. And I didn’t hunt it yesterday.

			After we had cleaned up – again – and fixed up the fence – again – I took off towards the waterhole. But really, I doubled back to the hut and got the knife and the crossbow. And Crackerjack, my dog. Jack for short. (He’s three. He’s brave and strong. Moma bought him to replace Chunder.)
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			With a smaller pig I’d just use the sticking knife, but this Captain Cooker was clearly way too big for that. Usually I only used the crossbow for deer, and very occasionally. Never during hunting season. I didn’t like to be out on the trails when there were hunters around.

			For one, they might see you. For two, they might mistake you for a deer and shoot you. Hunters are stupid like that.

			I knew that when I didn’t come back from the waterhole, Moma would know where I had gone. But by then it would be too late. So I’d take my punishment when I got home.

			I guess I could’ve just stayed up in the garden that night and waited for the pig to come back. But the last thing I wanted to do was to take on a 100-kg Captain Cooker in the dark.

			When I got out the pig collar, Jack went a little crazy. He loves going pigging and he’s got the scars to prove it. I gave him the ‘shut up’ sign so Moma wouldn’t hear and figure out what we were up to.

			Moma would be angry, but she wouldn’t be worried. Maybe a little. But I often went off into the bush with Jack. He was trained to run home if ever I got hurt, and to bring Moma back to where I was. I don’t know how Moma trained him to do that. She has a way with dogs. But as long as Jack didn’t turn up, she’d know I was okay.

			There was rain coming. I could tell by the look of the sky and the smell of the air. Good rain too. Not just a summer shower but a proper watering for the garden.

			I stripped naked and put all my clothes in one of the plastic bags from the general store to keep them dry, then put the bag in a secret hole I knew in a tree. I don’t mind being naked in the bush. I actually prefer it when it rains, especially in the summer when the rain is warm. I like the feel of the water on my skin. I don’t like the feel of wet clothes. And it’s not like anyone is going to see me. (Even if they did see me naked, so what? They might see my pee-pee gun. I’m sure it is just the same as everybody else’s.)

			 In the forest I am like a ghost. I know where to put my feet. I know how to move without rustling the leaves on the cabbage tree or moving the fronds of the ponga. The bush is my home. Nobody sees me, nobody hears me, even if they pass right by me.

			(Except for the soldier. He saw me.) 

			I want to write about rain for a moment.

			There’re two kinds of rain when you’re in the bush. When you’re in a clearing, the rain just falls in straight thin lines, but when you’re under the forest canopy, the rain accumulates in the foliage before splashing down like dragons’ tears. 

			Like the tears of a sad dragon. A melancholy dragon. A grieving dragon.

			Is that like something Hemingway would have written? I think it is too poetic for him. I wish I could write like Hemingway.

			But I quite like the last one. Like the tears of a grieving dragon.

			We started at Go and followed the hoof prints all the way up to Marylebone Station.

			I guess perhaps I should explain here that Moma and I named different parts of the forest around our hut after squares on our Monopoly board. It was too hard saying “up by the old tree that hangs over the stream” and stuff like that all the time. So we gave places names.

			‘Go’ is the main entrance to our little kingdom. It’s a gap in the scrub hedge that’s easy to push through if you know where it is, and almost impossible otherwise. 

			Marylebone Station is a flat patch of rock next to a bend in the stream. I might draw a map of all this to make it easier to understand.

			Anyway, we had good hoof prints and other pig sign all the way up to Marylebone Station, but the prints petered out on the rock. I looked for tree scrapings and droppings, but there weren’t any, so I let Jack take over. He’s a good dog, Jack. Never runs off ahead. Just follows the scent with his nose to the ground, looking around to check that I’m keeping up with him.

			He followed the trail up through The Angel Islington (a small clearing) and along Vine Street (a hiking track). At Pall Mall, which is a small swamp, I put my nose next to the water and smelled it. He’d been here all right. I could smell his pee. There were clouds of mozzies around the swamp, but they don’t bother me. They don’t seem to like me.
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			There was a rustling in the undergrowth behind me just then, but I didn’t even turn. It was something small, a ground-bird probably. The Captain Cooker would make much more noise. 

			I finally got a real indication of his size at an old kauri tree just a few metres from Pall Mall. He’d rubbed himself on this one – and by the height of the rubbing, he was huge. At least 150 kilos. Suddenly the crossbow and the sticking knife seemed very small. I tightened Jack’s collar around his chest.

			The crossbow bolts were sharp. I had sharpened them myself. But even with the crossbow, I knew I’d have to get close. If I missed his heart then he’d either turn on me or take off, and I’d lose the bolt.

			There was a tui singing in a tree nearby. They used to call it a parson bird because it has a little tuft of white under its chin. I was happy to see it because tuis bring good luck. I whistled back. They like it when you do that.

			The pig seemed to be heading towards Piccadilly, where two hunting trails cross. I nearly got caught by some bush lawyer following him there. It’s a vine with curving thorns. Stings like anything and it can take ages to disentangle yourself. I saw it just in time and we skirted around it. It’s bad enough on clothes, but horrible on bare skin.

			We finally saw the pig at Trafalgar Square, just along from Piccadilly. It’s a small clearing around a rocky shelf. He was up on the shelf and, jeez, he was big. Biggest pig I have ever seen. Gotta have respect for a pig like that. Two hundred kilos I reckon. Cook some, smoke some, salt some, he’d feed us right through winter.

			I gave Jack the stay sign and he lay down straight away, resting his muzzle on his paws, looking up at me out of the corner of his eyes. I knew what he was thinking: When is it my turn?

			The pig was higher than me, rooting around in a patch of mud. That gave me a clear shot at his heart, and I knew that if I missed I was going to have one seriously angry 200-kilo tusker on my tail.

			I crawled into the middle of a fairly dense patch of bush, where he wouldn’t see me. A couple of wood pigeons warbled their warning tune to each other, but the pig took no notice. I loaded the crossbow silently. I had already tensioned it, so just had to slot in the bolt…

			He turned around as I did that. I waited. I wasn’t going to shoot him in the arse – for lots of reasons.

			A helicopter flew overhead as I was waiting. I see them occasionally. Sometimes dragging deer carcasses out of the bush, sometimes dragging tourists from Auckland around on sight-seeing tours. I don’t know which kind this was. I couldn’t see it, just hear it through the trees. It didn’t seem to disturb the pig, he just kept grunting around up on the rock.

			Eventually he turned again and I lined up carefully, allowing for drop, but not for breeze. There wasn’t enough wind to make a difference at that range.

			Jack stayed still, he’s a good dog like that.

			Just as I was about to fire I heard a noise, not of the forest. My finger froze on the trigger.

			I cocked my head to one side, listening intently. There it was again, and this time there was a light metallic click.

			There was a hunter in the forest.

			I forced my body to stay still. I told my heart, which was racing, to calm down. I took long, deep, slow breaths, and waited.

			It would be a shame to miss out on all that pork, but the main thing was to keep him out of our garden. It didn’t really matter to me who killed the pig.

			I hoped the hunter would be a good shot. If not, then the pig would run, and I’d have to spend all day tracking him again. Or, worse, he’d be wounded and attack.

			Something else occurred to me as I waited. Up until that last moment, I hadn’t heard the hunter. Normally I hear them a mile off. But this guy was perhaps thirty metres from me and I hadn’t even known he was there until just now.

			Maybe I was concentrating too hard on the pig, or maybe the sound of the helicopter had masked his movements. But I didn’t think so. This guy was good. 

			I crept backwards silently, hiding even deeper in the patch of brush. I gave Jack the ‘shut up’ sign. Twice.

			There was no sound or movement at all. 

			The pig lifted its head, sniffing at the air. He was a clear, easy target. Why didn’t the hunter take the shot? What was he waiting for? It wasn’t one of those photo hunters; I’d seen plenty of them, traipsing through the forest with a camera instead of a gun hanging from their shoulder.

			But the click I had heard was the click of a safety catch on a rifle.

			Still no shot.

			I wondered if the hunter was stalking something else.

			But there was nothing else around here to stalk, I was certain of that. If there was a deer, or another pig, I’d have heard them.

			Then I realised. There was another animal in this part of the forest and that was what he was stalking.

			He was stalking me. 

			Moma’s Code #4

			Never tell a lie. 

			The consequences of telling a lie are always worse than those of telling the truth.

		

	
		
			December 3rd (continued)

			(I made this like a new chapter. When a writer leaves you hanging at the end of a chapter, like I just did, that’s called a cliff-hanger.)

			I stopped moving. Movement makes noise, no matter how careful you are.

			I didn’t think the hunter could see me.  I was well concealed. I don’t know how he knew I was there, but I was sure he knew something was there. 

			I gave Jack the stay sign. He watched me without flickering a muscle.

			Whoever this hunter was, he moved like a soft breeze through the trees, barely a murmur in the forest. But that was enough for me. I knew where he was now. He was circling around to my right. 

			The sounds stopped and there was silence apart from the natural sounds of the forest. 

			He was doing what I was doing – listening. That was good news. It meant he didn’t know where I was. I could stay still and wait for him to move, or I could move and hope that he wouldn’t hear me. Normally I’d just move, but this guy was good. Maybe he’d grown up in the bush, like me.

			I waited. He waited.

			I waited some more, then I heard him move.

			As soon as he was moving, so was I. He wouldn’t be able to hear me while he was moving. I crept out of the bush on the opposite side to where I had heard him. 

			I had been concentrating so hard on the hunter that I had completely forgotten about the pig. He saw the dog, and Jack saw him and growled, despite the ‘shut up’ command that I gave him.

			The pig could have turned and run at that, but this pig was not afraid of one little dog and a scrawny human kid. It snorted a couple of times.

			I wasn’t sure whether I was more afraid of the pig, or the fact that the hunter was hearing all this.

			It was the pig I should have been afraid of.

			He put his head down and charged.

			I had no time to take a shot, and even if I had, it was the wrong angle. I jumped up, turned and ran for the nearest tree, no longer worrying about the noise I was making. 

			Jack ran with me.

			I had almost made it when I got hit from behind and went flying into the trunk of the tree instead. I bounced off, dazed, and hit the ground, but rolled away automatically … and just as well, because those huge tusks ground into the dirt right where I had landed.

			I scrambled backwards on all fours, trying to put a tree in between me and him but he charged again and this time the only thing that saved me was Jack. He did what he had been trained to do. He lunged up and bit onto the ear of the pig and pulled down with all his strength.

			That stopped the boar in his tracks. He couldn’t run with his head twisted around to the side like that. Instead he snorted and tossed and tried to throw Jack off, but Jack was having none of that, he had a grip and he wasn’t letting go for anything.

			The boar managed to flick Jack up, and got a tusk to him, but it glanced off his thick pig collar, a leather collar and vest that covered all his vital organs.

			The pig advanced on me, dragging Jack with him. With my back to the tree I was going nowhere. He tossed his head one more time, loosening Jack’s grip, then lunged forward at my stomach.

			I didn’t have a leather collar to protect my vital organs. I didn’t even have clothes. I just managed to twist out of the way, but he pulled back and lunged again.

			This time was his last.

			Jack was still pulling him down by the ear, twisting his head around, and suddenly two long legs were straddling the boar, one hand lifting the boar’s muzzle up away from me, widening the neck even further, and then in went the knife.

			I was gasping for air so my mouth was wide open and I got a mouthful of hot pig blood.

			The pig still fought, but only for a few seconds, growing weaker and weaker until he went limp.

			The hunter stood and pulled him to the side so he wouldn’t land on top of me. Then he stuck out a hand to help me to my feet, hawking and spitting out the blood.

			Jack still hadn’t let go of the pig’s ear, not sure if it was dead. I gave him the ‘stop’ sign, then the ‘sit’ sign, unsure if he would have a go at the hunter next.

			The man and I stood and looked at each other for a moment.

			He was tall and looked strong. He had a bushy beard but was almost completely bald. He wore a green Swanndri and old jeans that had been torn off into long shorts. He had a small camo-coloured rucksack. There was a weathered look to his face and he looked like he belonged in the bush. He looked tough and hard. 

			I wondered what he thought of me.  A scrawny, naked, fifteen-year-old kid, brown from the sun, wet from the rain, red from the pig’s blood. Unshaven, with wild hair pulled back in a ponytail. 

			Whatever he thought, he didn’t comment. He unslung his rucksack and opened the flap. “Put this on,” he said, handing me an old scratchy, holey woollen jersey. 

			“I’m not cold,” I said. “And it’ll get dirty.” Covered in blood, I meant.

			“It’s not for cold, it’s for shock,” he said.

			I didn’t like the look of it, and I wasn’t going into shock, but I took it and put it on in case my nakedness was making him uncomfortable.

			“What are you doing all the way out here, at this time of the day, in the altogether?” he asked.

			By ‘altogether’ I think he meant nude.

			“It was raining,” I said. “I didn’t want my clothes to get wet.”

			That answer seemed to satisfy him for a moment. Then he asked, “But what are you doing here? Are you camping nearby? Did you get lost?”

			I shook my head. “I’m not lost. I was hunting the pig.”

			“You’re a long way from anywhere,” he said.

			I just nodded.

			“Where are you from?” he asked.

			“I can’t tell you,” I said.

			He looked intently at me. “Why not?”

			“Because I would have to lie,” I said. 

			I expected that to lead to a whole lot more questions, but to my surprise he just nodded. “There’s no lie that’s worth telling,” he said. “I respect that. But you’re okay? You don’t need any help?”

			“No,” I said. “How about you?”

			He laughed. “I’ve been hunting in these forests for years. And before that it was the forests of East Timor and the deserts of Afghanistan. I think I’ll be okay.”

			“Were you a soldier?” I asked.

			He nodded.

			“Afghanistan!” I said. “That sounds really cool. Was it?”

			“Yeah … nah,” he said after a strangely long pause. “Not really.” After another awkward silence he said, “I love it here. It’s so quiet.”

			I didn’t know what he was talking about. The sun was going down so the birds had all started up. The crickets were going mad and the wind was shifting branches against each other. The bush was alive with sound. It was so loud that I could hardly hear myself think. But I didn’t want to argue, so I just nodded.

			“J.T.,” he said, holding out a hand.

			I didn’t know what to do with his hand, so I held mine out the same way and said, “Egan.” 

			He took my hand in his and lifted it up and down a few times. I think this is called shaking hands. I have read about this.

			“And this is Jack,” I said.

			J.T. held out a hand to Jack, who licked it vigorously. He doesn’t know how to shake hands.

			“Did you have a line on him?” J.T. asked, looking again at my crossbow, then over at the dead pig.

			I nodded. “Woulda took him too, but I heard you and held off.”

			He didn’t ask why.

			“You’d have to be a good shot to take him down with that thing,” he said.

			“I am,” I said.

			“I bet you are,” he said. “Where’s your campsite?”

			“Coupla hills that way,” I said vaguely, nodding my head in completely the opposite direction to our hut.

			“You won’t make it back before dark,” he said. “You want to borrow a flashlight?”

			“No sir,” I said. “There’ll be a good moon tonight.”

			He seemed surprised at that and looked up at the sky, before nodding. “Yes, there will. But not for a couple of hours.”

			“I can wait,” I said. It wasn’t safe to travel around the bush in the pitch black, even for someone like me.

			“My camp’s just down the hill,” he said. “Are you expected back for dinner?”

			“No sir, not really,” I said. I was, but I didn’t want to tell him that.

			“Okay,” he said. “Let’s cook up this old grunter while we wait for the moon.”

			We dragged the Captain Cooker down to J.T.’s camp. It was heavy, but easy with two of us. His camp was by the stream, at the bottom of a shingle slide. Rather than lug the pig all the way down, we just pushed him off at the top and he took himself most of the rest of the way. Jack was running along behind, barking, as if the pig had suddenly come back to life. He grabbed it by the ear at the bottom of the slide and held it there, waiting for us to catch up. He looked up at me, excited, as if he had caught the pig by himself. 

			I said he was brave and strong. I didn’t say he was smart.

			J.T. started preparing a fire. I took a moment to thank the pig for his life, and to apologise for killing him. He was a fierce warrior and had fought bravely. 

			Moma taught me to do that.

			(But to be honest, I was actually thinking about his crackling skin on the fire the whole time.)

			J.T. made a rough spit out of some branches and a thin metal pole. He let the flames die down a bit while he butchered a leg and impaled it on the pole.

			While he did that, I took off the jersey and cleaned myself up in the stream. Then I rinsed the jersey, wrung it out, and put it back on to dry it out.

			Looking around at the camp it was clear that he intended to stay a while. There was a tent set up by a tree and a cache of supplies hung from a branch where animals couldn’t get to it. It was a good place for a camp: right by the stream for water, with a wide shingle area where you could safely make a good fire.

			We talked a bit while the leg was cooking, but I can’t really remember what about. Just shootin’ the shit, as Moma says sometimes.

			I did find out that he is a deer culler. Apparently the deer population has been exploding in this area. The DOC (whatever that is) didn’t want to wait until the roar, when all the amateur hunters come out, so they had sent in a culler.

			I did ask him how he knew I was there. That was peeving me, because I was being really quiet.

			“Birds,” he said. “You upset a couple of pigeons.”

			He was right about that. I just hadn’t thought he would have been smart enough to know their different cries.

			“I was worried you were going to shoot me,” I said.

			“Yeah nah,” he laughed. “I thought you were a deer, but I’d never pull the trigger until I was certain. You were safe. Unless you’d put on a brown fur coat and stuck antlers on your head.”

			I laughed and tossed a bit of meat to Jack.

			We had a farting contest after we ate. It started when I let one go. Moma always said not to fart in front of other people but there have never really been any other people so I forgot. Anyway, I blamed Jack, which was what we always did at home for a joke.

			“Crackerjack!” I said. “Pooh!” He gave me a disgusted look.

			“That’s awful,” J.T. said. “Was that the dog?”

			I couldn’t lie so I admitted it was me. I was a bit embarrassed but J.T. just laughed. 

			“Pardon me, number three,” I said.

			“Number three?” he asked.

			“You don’t know about number threes?” I asked. 

			“Like number ones and number twos?” he said, so I told him Moma’s little rhyme. “Number one, use your gun, number twos, those are poos, number threes make a breeze.”

			J.T. laughed again. He lifted a leg and let out a much bigger, louder fart, then stared at me. “Now that’s a number three,” he said.

			So I squeezed a bit and cocked my leg and let go a long, whiney one. It really stank.

			J.T. laughed and waved his hand around to disperse it. Even Jack looked disgusted and wandered off upwind.

			“Wouldn’t want to aim that one at the fire,” J.T. said. 

			I am not sure what he meant, but I laughed anyway.

			Then he did another big one, huge and long and stinky.

			“Oh man, I think you just invented number fours,” I said. 

			I tried again but I only got a little peep.

			“I win,” he said.

			“Only ’cos my mother’s not here,” I said. That set us both off laughing.

			“You know what would go down real well right now?” J.T. asked.

			“No sir, what?” I asked.

			“Vanilla ice cream,” he said.

			I’ve never had ice cream, but I didn’t want him to know that so I just nodded and said, “Yes sir, that’d be swell.”

			He saw me looking at his rifle and asked if I would like to know how to use it. Of course I was mad keen, so he showed me how to load the magazine and how that slots into the rifle and where the safety catch is and how you aim and fire it. It was so cool! Much better than the crossbow, and it shoots a lot further. But it’s too noisy. With the crossbow, nobody hears you. 

			I know this because he let me shoot it.

			He wasn’t going to, but I kept asking and asking. Eventually he said okay and I aimed the rifle at a tree, but J.T. said no. He said it was too dangerous to fire into a forest at night. There could be campers or other hunters.

			“But I am aiming at a tree!” I said.

			“What if you miss it?” he said. “No. Never fire a gun anywhere if you can’t see where you’re firing.”

			I was going to say that I wouldn’t miss, but then thought it was best not to argue.

			“Aim up at the sky,” he said.

			“At what?” I asked.

			“At a star,” he said.

			I looked up. The rain had stopped and the night was clear. It was really beautiful. We were up on the hill and so I could see lots of stars. I lifted up the rifle and took careful aim, the way he showed me, at one of the stars to the east where it was darkest.

			“Don’t pull the trigger … squeeze it,” J.T. said.

			I tried to keep the gun on the target, but it kept wavering around. So I took a deep breath, held it, and when the sights settled back on one of the stars I slowly squeezed my finger and thumb together the way he said.

			There was a huge bang and the gun kicked back against my shoulder and it hurt like anything and Jack started barking but I didn’t really notice any of that. Up in the sky, just where I had fired, a star was falling. It flashed across the sky and disappeared behind one of the hills to the north.

			“I got one!” I cried, and we both giggled for a long time like Moma does when she’s been smoking her cigarettes.

			I really like J.T. I wonder if this is what having a dad is like.

			“I wish I had a dad.” I said what I was thinking without thinking what I was saying. Moma says I do that a lot.

			“What happened to him?” J.T. asked.

			I had to be careful here, because I didn’t want to say anything that could give away who I was or why I was here. 

			“He doesn’t live with us anymore,” I said.

			“And you don’t see him at all?” J.T. asked.

			“We’re afraid of him,” I said, and wondered if that was too much information.

			“He hurt you?” J.T. said.

			He had already seen the scar on my arm, and I couldn’t lie, so I nodded. “He broke my arm when I was nine months old.”

			“You remember that?” he asked softly.

			“No sir,” I said. “My mother told me the story.”

			“You want to talk about it?” he asked.

			“No sir,” I said. I’d already probably told him too much. “I’d better get going. Moon’s up.”

			“Don’t forget your pig,” he said. 

			The pig still sat on the other side of the clearing, watching us with accusing eyes.

			“Too big for me to carry,” I said. “Anyway, you killed it.”

			“But you were going to,” he said. “If I hadn’t blundered into your hunt.”

			I shrugged.

			“Can you carry half a pig?” he asked.

			I’ll spare you the next bit, it’s not for the squeamish, but I was just about to hoist the front half of the pig up on my shoulders when J.T. said. “So you’re not allowed to lie. What about stealing?”

			“No sir,” I said. “You should never take anything that doesn’t belong to you.”

			He just looked at me.

			“You said I could have half!” I protested.

			“Not talking about the pig,” he said.

			That was when I realised I was still wearing his jersey. I went to take it off, but he held up a hand. “Keep it,” he said. “I’ll be around here for a few weeks. Drop it back to me some time.”

			“Can’t,” I said. If I went home wearing it there would be hell to pay.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Can’t tell you,” I said, stripping it off and tossing it to him over the remains of the fire.

			Moma knew exactly where I’d been, even before I turned up with Crackerjack yapping around my heels, half a pig carcass slung across my shoulders, and my clothes in a plastic bag.

			“He’s a big’un,” was her first comment. I knew she was angry.

			She was right to be. I was just about killed. Then all of this would have been for nothing.

			“Where’s the rest of him?” she asked.

			“Too big to carry,” I said. That was not a lie.

			She helped me clean up the carcass and store it in the meat locker. Tomorrow we’ll make up some brine and start salting the pork. Then we’ll store it in the cave.

			After we cleaned up I waited for my punishment, but all Moma did was to get out her guitar and we sang some Beatles songs.

			She even did her wacky rain dance around the clay oven. I joined in, because as long as she was going crazy like that, she wouldn’t go crazy about what I did.

			It didn’t seem like a punishment.

			But I wonder if somehow I was getting punished in a way that I don’t understand.

			Book I am reading:

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’.

			Thought for the day:

			Reading back, there are too many exclamation marks.

			I must stop writing so many exclamation marks!!

			Things I am not afraid of: 

			The pig.

		

	
		
			December 5th

			I’ve been thinking a lot about J.T.

			I suppose that’s only natural. All my life there has been only one person that I could talk to or do things with. I know that most children have at least two people, their mother and father. Most kids also have brothers or sisters, and they have friends.

			I don’t have a father or a brother or a sister, and my only friend is Crackerjack. So it was a pretty major event in my life the day I actually spoke to another person. The first person ever, apart from Moma, to see me and talk to me.

			Actually that is not quite true. There is an old Maori lady. She and her husband run the general store down in the town. She has been to see me once or twice, maybe more. She is a healer, and when I was really, really sick, Moma would go and get her and she would make me well.

			She was there the night we got Chunder – and I think she may have suggested the name.

			I have never seen the old lady. Well, that is not quite true either. I have vague pictures in my mind of a brown face, old and lined, and thin, silvery hair pulled back in a bun. The face emerges from the shadows in my dreams and whispers soothing things and there is something cold on my forehead. I drink something, and the face fades back into the shadows.

			It is like a dream, but it is not a dream. It is the old lady visiting me on my sickbed.

			Anyway, I have been thinking about going up to the shingle slide where J.T.’s camp is. Just to hang out with him for a bit. But I have to be careful.

			I often go off for long periods of time, Moma is used to that. And if she asked me where I’ve been, I’d just tell her. But if she asked me if I saw anyone, I’d have to tell her about J.T. and she’d ban me from going to see him again.

			I really think J.T. is okay. I don’t think he would tell on us. But Moma is right. If he said anything to anyone, that could bring our world crashing down.

			I need to think about this some more.

			In eleven days, on the 16th of December, there is going to be a partial eclipse of the sun. I am really excited about this. That is when the moon, which revolves around the earth, gets in between the earth and the sun and makes a shadow. I can’t wait! It will look as though someone took a bite out of the sun.

			My astronomy book says the moon is 384,400 km away. I know how much one kilometre is, but I can’t really imagine 384,400 of them. 

			Moma also says that men once flew up to the moon and landed on it, then came back down to earth. It doesn’t say anything about that in my astronomy book, so I think Moma is confused about that.

			She wouldn’t lie, but maybe somebody lied to her and she believed it. She said when I leave the forest, I can look it up on the ‘Internet’. Whatever that is.

			I am writing a story. It’s all about Moma and me when we first came to live in the bush. I am trying to write it like Ernest Hemingway, but it is really hard. I am thinking about calling it ‘Moma and the Skiff’ or maybe ‘The Young Woman and the River.’

			I heard shots today. Pretty sure it was the same rifle that J.T. was using. 

			Maybe I should take him some tomatoes or something. You can’t just eat meat, you need vegies too. And we have lots of tomatoes.

			As I am writing this, Crackerjack is cuddling his bunny. 

			Bunny is a soft toy rabbit that I loved when I was a baby. I lost interest in it after a couple of years but when Jack was a puppy he pulled it out of a corner and used to sleep with it all the time. Funny thing, anything else he would tear to shreds (my good blanket, my winter jersey, my copy of ‘Treasure Island’ by Robert Louis Stevenson – but never the bunny). He chews on it all the time, but somehow does it gently, so he doesn’t hurt it. Try and take it away from him and he’ll grab it and shake it out of your hand. Bunny is his second favourite thing in the world (after licking his balls).

			He’s funny, Crackerjack. Toughest dog in the world, I reckon. Thinks nothing of grabbing a 200 kg Captain Cooker by the ear, but goes to sleep cuddling a toy bunny.

			He must know I’m writing about him because he’s jumping up on my lap and giving me the sad eyes, which means he wants me to scratch his tummy.

			Good boy, Jack.

			Thought for the day:

			I don’t really understand what the Internet is. Moma has tried to explain it to me. She says it is lots of computers, which are thinking machines, like brains, but electrical, all connected together all around the world. None of that makes any sense to me.

			I don’t think Moma understands what the Internet is either.

		

	
		
			December 6th

			Went up to the shingle slide today. The camp was empty, but Jack picked up J.T.’s scent and followed it up to Pentonville Road, a disused kauri trail.

			I waited in the open at the entrance to the trail. I didn’t want to blunder into the middle of his hunt and disturb his quarry. And I didn’t want to get shot either, although I didn’t think that would happen. I think he’s too careful for that.

			We sat on a rock on a small hilltop and waited.

			He showed up about an hour later and didn’t seem surprised to see me. He was carrying a string of deer tails.

			“Gidday Egan,” he said.

			“Howdy,” I said. “Good hunt?” 

			He nodded. “Yeah mate. Place is damn near overrun. Can hardly turn around without falling over a red-tail.”

			“Do you collect the tails?” I asked.

			“Gotta show the tally to my boss,” he said.

			“What happens to the carcasses?” I asked. “Do you helicopter them out?”

			“Yeah nah,” he said. “Too costly. I just have to leave them. I make sure they’re well away from any water supplies though.”  

			I didn’t say anything but it made me realise how much venison was being wasted. Too much for Moma and me to eat. But rule number 24 is ‘Don’t be wasteful’.

			Moma says that in the outside world there are many people going hungry because there is not enough food. So I really don’t understand J.T.’s job.

			We hung out for a bit. I gave him some tomatoes. I think he likes tomatoes.

			Later we played the dilemma game. It is one of the games I often play with Moma, especially in summer when the evenings go on all night. One person gives the other person a hypothetical dilemma and the other person has to answer it honestly.

			A dilemma is a situation where you have two choices and often both are bad, but you must choose one of them.

			Like, would you prefer to lose an arm or a leg? (A leg.)

			Would you prefer to be blind or deaf? (Deaf.)

			If you could only eat one food for the rest of your life would you prefer tomatoes or potatoes? (Potatoes!)

			Things like that.

			Moma and I have asked just about every question a person could think of, so the game has got a little boring with her. But it was fun playing it with a new person.

			We were sitting on the side of the stream, skimming stones, just killing time.

			I asked J.T. the blind/deaf question and he said deaf. Like me, he couldn’t stand to lose his eyesight.

			Then he asked me if I had to give up my sense of smell or my sense of taste, which one I would give up. I think he expected me to say taste, because without it you would never enjoy food again. But I said, honestly, smell. In the bush, you depend on your sense of smell almost as much as your eyes and ears. Without that, I’d feel blind. 

			And I asked him if he had to give up cheese or potatoes which would it be.

			He said cheese. Potatoes are nutrition but cheese is flavour. Then he asked me which my favourite kind of cheese was, and I said goat’s cheese. I think he was surprised at that, but it’s the only kind of cheese I’ve ever eaten!

			It was his turn at Dilemma, so he asked me if I had to give up TV or the Internet, which one would I give up.

			That gave me a different kind of dilemma because I have never seen one of them, and don’t understand what the other one is. So I said the Internet. You don’t miss what you don’t understand.

			Then I asked him if he had to lose his arms or his legs, which one would he prefer, and suddenly he didn’t want to play the game anymore. I don’t know why.

			Tonight I finished the story I have been writing. I think it’s quite good. 

			Moma says that people don’t believe in God any more. She says that’s okay. She doesn’t believe in God either. She says a real God would not allow all the bad things to happen that happen in the world. 

			I’d like to believe in God, but I’m not really sure what God is. Moma says God is everywhere all at once and can see everything and hear everything.

			I think it may be something like the Internet.

			Moma says when people believed in God, they followed a religion, and that religion gave them a set of rules by which to live their lives.

			Because most people don’t follow religions any more, they don’t have any set of rules to guide them. So they just do anything they want, and treat other people however they want, and this makes everybody unhappy.

			So a few years ago Moma and I sat down and worked out a list of rules that I should live my life by when I eventually get out of the forest. It’s like a guide to help me make decisions and do the right thing when I’m not sure. She calls it The Code. We started off with 12 rules, but she keeps thinking of new ones. We’re up to 30.

			Often at dinnertime we talk about The Code. We discuss one of the rules, what it means and how to use it in everyday life in the outside world.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘The Old Man and the Sea’.

			Thought for the day: 

			If someone was deaf since they were born, what language would they use to talk to themselves inside their head?

			Another thought for the day: 

			I think everybody should have a code to live by.

			Moma’s Code #24

			Don’t be wasteful.

			Not with food, not with money, not with your affections.

			Not with anything. There will always be times when you wish you had been more frugal.

			Things I am afraid of:

			The outside world.

		

	
		
			The Young Woman and the Skiff

			BY EGAN TUCKER

			(A true story about my mother)

			She was a young woman who had been born in a forest, and it was to the forest that she returned when it all turned bad. 

			Her mother had been moss collecting with her father when little Moana decided she wanted to see the world, five weeks earlier than the doctor had predicted. Perhaps that was why she loved the native forests so much, although it might just as well have been that she had two older brothers and spent her childhood hunting and fishing with them on the rugged west coast of the South Island of New Zealand.

			Even during her short but fruitful marriage, she liked nothing better than to spend a day hiking through the Waitakere ranges, or a week in a tent exploring the wild areas of the Coromandel peninsula while her husband was overseas playing rugby. That was where she found the old stone cottage. An old gumdigger’s hut she called it, although it was just as likely to be a kauri logger’s hut, or even that of a gold miner.

			The walls were stone – river stones, fitted together as neatly as a jigsaw puzzle and cemented so well that they had survived for over a hundred years, although the bush had crawled up and over them, claiming the cottage for itself with fingers of green and brown.

			The roof was long gone. Rotted, along with the door and the floor, if there had ever been one. The cottage was tiny. Barely large enough for one person, let alone two.

			No one knew the cottage was there. The camouflage of the enveloping bush meant that a hiker could walk right past it and never see it. But somehow Moana found it on one of her hiking trips, and she knew how to find it again when she needed it.

			That day came when her baby was not yet twelve months old. 

			Moana went to extraordinary lengths to ensure that when she and the baby disappeared, they disappeared properly. Without a trail or even a trace. Erased from the face of the earth.

			The night before the baby’s father was due to take court-ordered custody, Moana gathered up as many of her possessions as she could carry in a backpack, picked up supplies, wrapped the baby in a blanket, placed him on the back seat of her car and drove.

			Moana was a woman of thirty-three years, but had the skin of someone much older. Her face was permanently creased with worry lines, deep and hard, like the corrugated, moss-covered hills where she was born. Right now her face was also bruised and her lip was cut in two places. She had a black eye.

			The car ended up under water, in a place where nobody would think to look. The rest of the trip was by boat, purchased a week earlier under a false name. 

			The night was mostly clear with cloud, high and light, carelessly spilled across the sky. The moon was out, but its light was softened by the haze of clouds.

			Moana stopped the outboard motor a kilometre or so from the shore, in case the noise carried to the tiny settlement of Te Mata, just to the south. The motor was a Yamaha. It was small but quite powerful, and almost new.

			In the meagre, silvery light she unclamped it and pushed it off from the rear of the boat. “You are a good motor, but I have no use for you,” she said, as it sank with barely a bubble.

			She rowed the long boat the rest of the way, straining on oars that were really there just for emergencies, while the baby lay on the blanket in the stern, one arm still lightly bandaged. 

			The shore approached and Moana, peering over her shoulder in the darkness, aimed for the gap in the vegetation that she knew was the mouth of the inlet. She rowed for hours as the inlet became a river, then a creek. Finally, the hull scraped on the mud and she could row no more.

			She tied the boat to a tree then rigged a block and tackle between the boat and a stout rimu on the first bend in the creek. She found a place to brace herself, and began to pull on the rope.

			The twin pulleys – one attached to the boat, the other to the tree – lifted and strained as the rope tightened, but they did not moan or squeak. She had oiled them well the previous day.

			The boat, the supplies, and the baby, shifted a little then began to move, a few centimetres with each palm-blistering pull on the rope. She fed the loose rope into the boat to keep it from getting wet. Wet rope was rough on hands, and did not run as easily through the pulley.

			The creek was her friend and her enemy. The flow of the water pushed against the hull trying to send it back down towards the inlet. But it also provided a small amount of floatation. Not enough for the boat to float in that shallow part of the creek – it rested on its keel – but enough to take a little of the weight.

			Her hands were red and sore from the rope before she had gone ten metres, and some people would have given up at that stage. But Moana was not ready for that.

			She began to talk to the baby, telling him what was happening. She did it in a low voice, because although there was nobody around to hear, there could be people hidden in folds of the hills and sound has a strange way of moving through gullies and ridges at night.

			“See, little one?” she asked. “See how easy this is? If I had to pull the boat by myself then I could not do it. But this is my friend, the pulley. He helps me move the boat. He does half the work for me so really I am only pulling half a boat, and that is much easier than pulling a whole boat.

			“I will succeed because I have determination. And because, if I fail, then we will be discovered and then I will never see you again, little one. So for that reason also, I will succeed.”

			The baby did not speak back to her. But he did not cry either. Perhaps he knew that the sound of his wails would be heard around the dusky hills and bring disaster.

			Each pull on the rope moved the boat forward. Sometimes just a few centimetres, sometimes more. There were kilometres to go.

			When the boat reached the tree, Moana untied the pulley and took it forward, lashing it to another stout tree. Then she started all over again. 

			And as she pulled, and as her hands bled, she thought of her husband and his rich family and their powerful lawyers who had declared her an unfit mother. 

			“See me now,” she said to the lawyers who were not there. “See what I can do. See what I will do – for my son.”

			She hauled the boat over trees that had fallen in the water. She hauled it over proud rocks in the creek bed that rose up, gouging at the aluminium hull. She hauled it beneath the branches of low trees that stretched clawed hands down towards her baby.

			“You see how easy this is, little one?” she lied. “I have strong arms and a strong back and strong legs. A gift from my father and mother, who made me, and from my brothers, who beat and chased me. Perhaps they did it knowing that one day I would have to pull you and this boat up this creek.”

			How simple it would be, she thought, to leave the boat in a quiet bend of the stream. For that was what it was now, just a stream, having branched off into tributaries. She could cover the skiff with branches and hope that no one would find it. But hikers and hunters used this stream, and they would find the boat. And in the morning, when the alarm was raised, there would be people looking for her and the boat would be too close to the hut. They would find her, and it would all have been for nothing.

			So she moved the block and tackle to the next tree and started all over again.

			The rope had been white, flecked with blue, when she started. A woven nylon cord thicker than her thumb. Now the rope was blotchy and red, although it looked dark brown in the moonlight.

			She cursed her hands for being so soft and she cursed the rope for being so brown and she cursed the boat for being so heavy and she cursed her husband who had played rugby for New Zealand and she cursed the lawyers with their shiny ties who had gone to school with her husband and she cursed the judge who had probably been to school with all of them.

			Then she came to the rapids. 

			She always knew they were there. Just as she knew the old cottage was there, so she knew she would have to pass the rapids to get to it. It was not a high fall, just a rise in the stream where the water bubbled as though it was boiling hot, even though it was icy cold. Where green, moss-covered rocks were scattered haphazardly. Where sheer rock faces on both sides rose higher than her head.

			As far as rapids go, they were not spectacular. A kayaker would barely notice them. Going up them with a heavy boat was a different matter.

			Moana rested below the rapids where the stream widened out again and soothed itself on a wide blanket of flat pebbles. She tethered the boat to a tree. She fed the baby, then drank some water. She refilled her bottle, taking the lifeblood of the stream to replenish her own.

			She ate from a bag of nuts, chocolate and dried fruit and rested some more.

			“Come on you, lazy one,” she said to herself. “This boat will not climb by itself.”

			 She stood and looked at the short section of rapids.

			“I am not afraid of you,” she lied to the stream. “I am stronger than you.”

			She clambered onto the green and slippery rocks on one side of the stream and crawled on all fours in the moonlight until she got above the rapids. There were no trees here to tie the pulley to, so she made a loop out of rope and secured it to a large rock in the middle of the stream. There was no longer any hope of keeping the rope dry. It lay in the water, winding through the boulders.

			She climbed carefully back down, untethered the boat, then climbed into it.

			The baby slept, full-bellied and content.

			Moana stood in the bow, bracing herself against the gunwales. She began to haul in the now wet rope. It was harder than before. Harder because the slope was steeper and the stream bed rougher. And harder because the wet rope did not run as easily through the pulley.

			But the boat moved. The bow lifted as it ground its way across a concealed rock. The boat rocked, tilting to one side.

			Still Moana pulled on the rope, ignoring the burning pain from the wet rope scraping on the raw flesh of her hands. The baby murmured in his sleep.

			“Ha,” she said. “You think this is painful for me? I gave birth to you, little one. I squeezed you out into the world. Now that was pain. This is just a shower against the rainstorm when I gave birth to you.”

			The whole way she had been hearing the call of the native owl, the Morepork, echoing through the trees. Now one landed on a flat rock to the side of the stream, with something in its claws. Perhaps a mouse. It watched her for a moment before pecking at its prey. The meal squawked and feathers fluttered.  

			“You, Morepork, leave that bird alone,” Moana said.

			The owl glanced at her briefly before tearing again at its food.

			She looked away.

			Fish ate fish. Birds hunted birds.  And people preyed on people. It was nature’s way.

			In the distance the moonlight danced across the top of a row of low hills. Round-tops without names, just great scoops of the Earth laid in an untidy row. 

			Moana hauled on the rope and the boat slid upwards between two large green boulders.

			Another large boulder divided the stream near the top of the rapids. Moana had taken the rope around the wider side, but even so the boat would only just fit between the boulder and the sheer rock face of the cliff.

			The boulder scraped the side of the boat. Moss dislodged and fell onto the plastic tarpaulin that covered the stash of supplies. The bow wedged for a moment, then came free as Moana rocked the boat from side to side. The owl stopped eating and watched.

			In the distance, filtering through the trees, she heard voices. Hikers or hunters. If she was close enough to hear them, then they were close enough to hear her. But there was nothing she could do about that.

			She pulled and the bow rose high into the air, trembling as it topped the rise in the streambed, then came crashing down as the centre of gravity of the boat shifted. One side of the hull landed on a steep rock, invisible beneath fast-rushing water, tipping the boat sideways.

			Moana fought for balance with one foot up on the gunwales. She teetered, holding the rope with one hand, waving her free arm wildly for balance. Then she fell.

			She landed in the stream, gashing her knee on a sharp stone. It sent jagged splinters of pain up through her spine. A hand that would no longer do what it was told, let go of the rope.

			The free end whipped upstream towards the pulley, cracking like a whip. The boat fell backwards. The stern hit a rock which shunted it sideways, tilting it up again. The supplies jolted and slipped from under their cover and fell into the stream.

			So did the baby.

			Moana clamped her lips together, stifling a scream, not from the pain, that was terrible enough, but from the sight of her child, her first and only born, disappearing into the dark and rough waters of the stream.

			She scrambled after him, slipping and sliding over rocks, tumbling through churning water.

			But the gods of the forest were kind. The water shielded the baby, turning him carefully away from sharp rocks that would have cracked open his soft skull. He landed in the calm at the base of the rapids in water no more than knee deep. And as babies do, through some strange innate baby reflex, he began to swim.

			Arms, strong with desperation, plucked him from the water and held him for a long time, not minding the red rivulets that ran from the hands, staining the baby clothes. 

			The baby stretched out his good arm and put his finger up Moana’s nose. He blinked away water and laughed.

			Eventually those strong arms laid the baby on a flat rock, well away from the water, while they rocked the boat back and forth, quietly unwedging it from where it had jammed. The voices in the distance had faded. Night hunters passing by, Moana hoped, their voices brought to her by a freak of the geography of the hills.

			Those same arms, now shaking with fear and pain and exhaustion, collected up all the sodden supplies she could find, even the ruined bags of sugar and flour and salt, securing them firmly back under the tarpaulin.

			Then with the baby this time strapped to her back, Moana re-rigged the block and tackle and started all over again.

			It took three tries to get the skiff up over the rapids. The hull of the boat was damaged. Supplies were lost or damaged. Moana’s body was battered in ways that her mind would later erase from her memory. 

			But she made it.

			And she made it the rest of the way to where she had to leave the stream and drag the boat across the dirt floor of the forest, to the gap in the foliage where the old hut sat patiently, waiting for them to arrive. At times she had to empty the boat and tilt the hull onto its side to ease it between trees.

			After she reached the hut, and made the baby safe inside, she went back, retrieving lost packages and erasing the marks of their passage with a leafy branch, broken from a tree. Then she returned to the hut, picked up her child and held him tightly and tenderly.

			And, as the dawn broke gently over the hills that had no name, she began to cry.

			She wept for what was lost.

			And she wept for what was found.

			* * *

			(That’s pretty much how it happened, even if I am nowhere near as good as Hemingway at telling a story. 

			Over the coming days, using the block and tackle, attached high on a nearby tree my Moma raised up the boat, flipped it over, and laid it back down on the top of the hut to create a roof.

			Whenever I get angry or frustrated with Moma, I just think of how she once hauled a 5-metre skiff up rapids, at night, with a baby strapped to her back.)

			 

		

	
		
			December 7th

			Nothing much happened today. One of our chickens got killed by a stoat, but that’s about it. So instead of writing nothing I am going to write about the CSC.

			I am a member of a club. I started it a few years ago. It’s called the Coromandel Spy Club (the CSC) because we live on the Coromandel Peninsula and we are spies. And we’re a club.

			There are only two members. I am the founder and president, and Crackerjack is the vice president. Chunder was the other founding member but he isn’t allowed to be a member anymore because he’s dead.

			We do cool club activities like exploring places we haven’t been before, and spying on campers to make sure they don’t come anywhere near the cottage.

			Once Jack and I saw four campers, two men and two women, and they weren’t wearing any clothes and it wasn’t even raining. I didn’t spy on them because that would have been invading their privacy, which is a kind of breach of rule #6.

			This afternoon I painted a cover for my story. I have a book of famous paintings and there are some amazing pictures in it. I especially like the pictures of John Constable, who painted landscape pictures set in England. I tried to paint a picture of Moma hauling the skiff up the rapids, in the style of Constable. But it didn’t really come out the way I saw it in my head.

			I might need a better paint set. Mine only has ten colours and came with a free colouring-in book.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘Of Mice and Men’ by John Steinbeck.

			Thought for the day: 

			There are some things I don’t talk about in my diary. Like when I pee or when I poo, and other stuff that is no business of yours, and of no interest to me. Sorry if you were expecting something more intimate or revealing or salacious.

			Another thought for the day: 

			I think I should have a word of the day. A new word that I have learned, or like to use. It should be an interesting word.

			Word of the day: 

			SALACIOUS

			Meaning: Scandalous or sensational

			Moma’s Code #6

			Treat other people the way you’d like them to treat you.

			Whenever you are confused about how to act, ask yourself, how would I want them to act towards me? Show them the same respect you want them to show you.

		

	
		
			December 8th

			Only six days till the solar eclipse (partial)!

			Some exciting news: the CSC has a new member! J.T. is now officially a member of the Coromandel Spy Club. I told him about the club and asked him if he wanted to join and he said yes. We had a swearing in ceremony (that I made up) and he is now a member so is sworn to secrecy about everything. 

			J.T. says words like ‘awesome’ and ‘gidday’. He calls me ‘mate’. He laughs a little when I say things like ‘howdy’ and ‘swell’, although he tries not to.

			Still, I don’t mind. I think he’s awesome.

			I really like J.T. I wonder if he and Moma could ever get together. 

			I know my Moma is terribly lonely. It makes me sad to see how sad she is sometimes. A woman needs friends – and a boyfriend. But Moma gave up all of that for me.

			It’d be cool if J.T. met Moma and liked her, and she liked him too. Then he’d be like my dad. That’d be awesome. I’ll have to find out if he is single.

			I told him about our next club activity, which is to watch the partial solar eclipse. He was really interested, so on the 16th I am going to get up early and head up to his campsite so we can watch the eclipse together (and Jack too, of course – the other member of the club.) 

			He said you can’t look directly at the sun, even during an eclipse, because you will damage your eyes. He showed me how to make a pinhole projector eclipse viewer using two sheets of cardboard. J.T. knows lots of stuff, he is awesome.

			I also told him about writing a story, which was dumb because now he wants to read it, and I can’t let him read it. Then he would know everything. I might write another story, about something safe, and let him read that.

			I told him that I tried to write the story like Hemingway. He said that was good, as long as I didn’t shoot myself in the head.

			I asked him what he meant. Apparently, Hemingway killed himself.

			That is seriously not awesome.

			Word of the day: 

			AWESOME

		

	
		
			December 9th

			J.T. is single. I know because I asked him. I asked him if he was married and he said no. So I asked him if he had ever been married, and he said nearly. Whatever that means. But it still means no. So I asked him if he had a girlfriend and he said no.

			Now if only I could find a way to get him to meet Moma. That will be difficult because if Moma finds out about him she will kill me. She won’t understand that he’s a member of the CSC and sworn to secrecy.

			I think he’s a little younger than Moma but true love should not be thwarted by age.

			I am going to have to think on this.

			Ernest Hemingway is no longer my favourite author. I could never respect anyone who killed themselves, no matter what their reasons. I still like his stories but I have lost respect for the man who wrote them.

			Book I am reading: 

			‘Of Mice and Men’ by John Steinbeck.

			John Steinbeck didn’t kill himself. I checked in the encyclopaedia.

		

	
		
			December 10th

			A week ago the total number of people I had met, was one. (If you don’t count the old lady.)

			When I met J.T. that number doubled.

			Well today it more than doubled again.

			Including Moma, I have now met five people.

			I went back to J.T.’s camp. No reason really, I was just bored. J.T. was brewing a billy and he asked if I wanted a cuppa. I said yes.

			While he was making it, I heard footsteps. Actually Jack heard them first. His ears pricked up and he looked downstream.

			I followed his gaze and listened carefully. Someone was coming up along the shingle bank. More than one person, from the sound of it. City people have no idea how to move in the bush. They make enough noise that you could hear them a mile away. They wear boots. How can they feel the forest through thick leather soles? I never wear shoes. I don’t even own shoes.

			I automatically stood up, ready to run back into the cover of the bush, but just then J.T. turned around with a mug of tea and handed it to me.

			I took the mug and sat down again. This was a real life dilemma. If I dropped the mug and ran into the bush, J.T. would think that very strange. If I stayed, then a bunch of people were going to see me.

			In the end I couldn’t decide, so did nothing.

			I sat and sipped my tea, hoping they would pass by with just a friendly nod and wave.

			“We’re going to have some visitors,” J.T. said.

			“Cool,” I said, as if it were no big thing.

			They came around a bend in the stream a few moments later, crunching along the bank. They were hunters, three of them.

			There are generally two types of hunters I see in the forest. There are serious hunters with well worn, but well-loved rifles and a weathered look about them as though they had spent a lot of time in the bush. Then there were the rich hunters, with shiny, fancy rifles with expensive telescopic scopes, whose boots were clean and who wore camouflage clothing with bright orange safety vests over the top so other hunters wouldn’t mistake them for deer.

			These were the rich kind. There were three of them. They came trudging along the bank in single file and for a moment they looked like the seven dwarfs in my old picture book (although not as short, and there were only three of them).

			They waved as soon as they saw us and J.T. lifted a hand in return. After a moment I copied his gesture.

			The noise they made as the three of them approached would have scared off any deer in the vicinity, in my opinion.

			The first one had glasses, and a beard but no moustache. He was quite fat and I thought he actually looked a bit like the dwarf named Doc.

			“Hey there,” he said.

			“Gidday,” J.T. said.

			“Seen any deer?” Doc asked.

			“Yeah mate, a bit,” J.T. sipped at his tea.

			The next one had a sour expression on his face, so I nicknamed him Grumpy. He didn’t say anything. He just looked sour.

			The third one was quite unusual looking. His face seemed too big for his body, as though he had been given the wrong head. I called him Dopey, for no good reason except that I had already given the first two names.

			He spoke next. He was staring at the string of deer tails that J.T. had drying on an old rotten tree trunk by the stream edge.

			“Damn,” he said. “You leave any for us?”

			“There’s plenty there,” J.T. smiled.

			“You killin’ just for fun?” Grumpy spoke now. He sounded as sour as he looked.

			“Aren’t you?” J.T. asked.

			“If you ain’t gonna eat it, don’t shoot, it, that’s what I always say,” Doc said cheerfully.

			I wondered if he ate everything he shot. He was fat enough.

			“We don’t hunt for sport,” Grumpy said.

			He sounded disdainful, like J.T. was some kind of pond scum.

			“Seems to me that’s just what you’re doing,” J.T. said.

			“No, sport is what you’re doing. You and your little boyfriend, killing everything in sight, ruining the hunting for the rest of us,” Dopey said.

			“I’m not his boyfriend,” I said. I knew what that meant.

			They seemed surprised to hear me speak.

			“He’s not my boyfriend,” J.T. said. 

			Grumpy looked at me then back at J.T. and raised an eyebrow as if to say he didn’t believe him.

			“He’s my son,” J.T. said.

			That was a lie, and you should never tell a lie, even though I understood why he said it. 

			J.T. stood and walked to the stream where he tipped out the dregs of his tea and rinsed out his mug.

			I don’t think the hunters realised how tall he was until he stood up. But they noticed the way he walked. The way he held his head, and the straightness of his back.

			 “You in the military?” Dopey asked.

			 “Yeah, nah,” J.T. said.

			“But you used to be,” Dopey said.

			J.T. walked back, sat down and looked at him before giving a single nod.

			“I knew it,” Dopey said. “You can always tell.” He looked around at the others. “Told you. I can always tell.”

			I saw Grumpy roll his eyes at Doc behind Dopey’s back.

			“Yourself?” J.T. asked.

			Dopey straightened as if he was standing to attention and said proudly. 

			“Army Reserve, Second Lieutenant, Three Six RNZIR, Hauraki Company.”

			I know about the Army Reserve. They sit in offices in big cities all week, and a few times a year go out to play soldier. I know this because a whole bunch of them once got lost in a rainstorm near our hut and we had to huddle inside for hours while they blundered around outside, hoping they wouldn’t find their way through our fence.

			I expected J.T. to laugh. He was a real soldier. He had been to Afghanistan. But he didn’t.

			“Always pleased to meet a fellow grunt,” he said.

			Dopey looked strangely pleased to be called a grunt. “You regular army?” he asked.

			J.T. nodded. “I was.”

			“Sorry about the crack about your boy,” Dopey said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

			“Not me you should be apologising to,” J.T. said. 

			“Sorry kid,” Dopey said.

			I shrugged but said nothing.

			J.T. was fishing around in a pocket of his swanndri. He pulled out a small rectangular card, made of plastic. He showed it to the men.

			“Department of Conservation,” he said. “Culling the red-tails around this area. If you’re looking for stags, I suggest you head on up to Hawke Ridge. The shooting I’ve been doing around here is probably making them a bit skittish.”

			“All the way up there?” Grumpy asked. “Have we got time?”

			“No way,” Doc said. “Got to be back before dark. Storm’s coming in overnight.”

			“Bad weather coming?” J.T. asked.

			“Cyclone,” Doc said. “Could be a rough one too. You didn’t know?”

			J.T. shook his head. “Bad radio here, I have to get up out of the valley to get reception.”

			“You’d better pack up and get out for a couple of days yourself,” Doc said. “It’s going to be wild.”

			“We will, thanks,” J.T. said, including me in ‘we’. “You guys might like to try around Lawson’s Creek. I haven’t been down there yet, and it’s on your way back to the track.”

			“Sure, thanks,” Doc said.

			Dopey pulled out a map, wrapped in plastic and after a little quiet discussion they turned and headed back in the direction they came from, still in single file.

			Heigh ho, heigh ho, it’s off to hunt we go, I thought.

			Dopey turned back after a couple of strides, stood to attention and saluted.

			J.T. tiredly raised a couple of fingers to his forehead and watched them until they were out of sight around the bend. “I’m going to check with my boss about the cyclone,” he said. “Probably catch a helicopter ride out of here. You guys had better get out too, if there’s a big storm coming.”

			“Yeah, we’ll head home,” I said, as if we had a nice safe warm house in the ’burbs to head home to.

			“It’s been good to know you,” J.T. said.

			“You too,” I said.

			When I got home I had another dilemma: how to tell Moma about the cyclone. The last time one came through we had no warning until the winds started to shake the old cottage around. Moma got scared and we made a run for the cave. By the time we got there we were clinging onto trees to avoid getting blown over.

			And that one was just a mild cyclone, according to the newspaper that Moma picked up a few days later. According to Doc, this one was supposed to be a bad one.

			In the end, I told Moma most of the truth. I said I had seen some hunters going up the stream (true). I said they had been talking about a cyclone coming tonight (true) and it was going to be a bad one (also true).

			We spent the next few hours gathering up important things, like our food stores, and my books, and Moma’s locked box where she keeps her valuables and secret stuff, and ferrying it all to our winter cave where we sometimes stay when the winter nights turn really bitter. The entrance to the cave is quite overgrown and hard to find, and a few years ago we planted a few more vines and pongas to hide it even better.

			We tied down the old skiff that is the roof of our hut, using the same old, brown-stained rope that Moma used to pull it up the river all those years ago.

			It was already raining and the winds were building by the time we made our way back to the cave for the night.

			I am writing this by firelight, sitting on a bed of ponga leaves in the back of the cave. It is a big cave, much bigger than our hut, but not as comfortable. It branches off into a few smaller caves and there are some vents in the ceiling in the main cave that let smoke out and water in, so we have to stay in the side caves when it rains heavily.

			In some of the side caves there are drawings on the walls that Moma says were artworks of ancient Maori people. There are also some old bones of a big ancient bird called a Moa. Moma says if historians ever found this cave they would be very excited, but of course we can’t tell anyone about it, because it is our secret winter hideaway. 

			The wind right now is whipping past the entrance. It has been getting stronger and stronger by the hour, you can tell by the howling sound and the shaking of the trees and shrubs outside.

			I think I will try to sleep.

			It is now much later. I did doze off for a while, but the wind outside has got even more intense, it is really shrieking. I have never heard a wind like this in my life. I hope our hut will be okay.

			Moma seems a little scared. I will go and give her a cuddle.

			Thought for the day: 

			I know he didn’t mean it, but J.T. called me his son.

		

	
		
			December 11th

			Stuck in the cave all day. Have been writing a new story to pass the time. It is about how I broke my arm. 

			Only three days till the eclipse. I hope the cyclone goes away before then. 

			It died down around midday and I was hoping it had moved away, but I knew that really it was just the eye of the storm, the big hole in the centre of a cyclone where things are calm. It will be back, and it will be worse.

			Moma and I took a quick trip up to the hut to check that everything was okay. The ropes lashing down the skiff had come a little loose so we fixed them up. Moma seemed quite worried, so we took another couple of loads of belongings back to the cave. Just cooking pots and old clothes. I’m not sure why. It wouldn’t matter if that stuff got wet.

			The eye stayed for a few more hours, but by mid-afternoon it was full on again. I am sure that I heard trees blowing past the cave and the wind is blasting inside through the entrance. 

			We have moved to the deepest, smallest cave at the back, where the wind is less. It is so cold that it is like winter, even though it is summer.

			I am using a flashlight to write this, because we can’t have a fire in this part of the cave. I have to stop now. Moma says I am wasting the battery.

			Thought for the day:

			Writing is my favourite thing.

			Another thought for the day:

			This is my life. I’m sure it’s not like other people’s, but it’s mine.

		

	
		
			December 12th

			This morning I sat near the entrance of the cave where there was more light and worked on my story. Nothing much else to do.

			The winds finally started to die down late morning and the rain stopped about the same time. By the time we got up to the hut, the sun had come out.

			I almost wished it hadn’t. I didn’t want to see what I saw.

			One of the trees by the hut had fallen down. It was one of the trees we had tied the skiff to. The skiff had been blown clear off the top of the hut and either it had pulled the tree over with it, or the tree had let go, and crashed into the skiff and knocked it off.

			Everything that was left inside the hut was now outside the hut, spread out through the forest, completely saturated.

			It looked like a disaster to me and I expected Moma to have a fit, but she was really calm about it. “Right. Let’s get to work,” she said.

			It’s really late as I am writing this because we spent all the rest of the day cleaning up. Moma still has the block and tackle and we had to rig it to a tree and haul the skiff back onto the roof. Some of the river stones had been knocked out of place by the tree and it took both Moma and me to pick them up and push them back into position.

			I really wished J.T. was here. He is so big and strong. He could have lifted one by himself.

			Anyway, we managed to get the skiff back on top. It wasn’t easy and it took a long time. I cannot imagine how Moma ever did that by herself when I was a baby.

			We gathered up as much stuff as we could find from the nearby forest, and hung everything up so it could dry in the sun.

			Then we started ferrying everything back from the cave.

			Afterwards Moma seemed quite pleased, which surprised me. I am starting to think that she likes adversity. That she is happiest when she is facing a challenge. 

			I can understand that.

			Thought for the day:

			This is my life. It’s a good life.

		

	
		
			December 13th

			I heard a helicopter go overhead today, and later on heard gunshots. Around 4 pm, when J.T. usually finished hunting, Jack and I went haring up to the shingle slide to see if he was back. He was. He seemed very surprised to see me.

			“Gidday J.T.!” I said.

			“I thought you’d gone home,” he said.

			“Yeah, nah, we bugged out for a couple of days,” I said, “but came back when the weather cleared.”

			All of that was completely true. He looked doubtful, but didn’t question me further, which was good.

			“Looks like it got pretty rough around here,” he said. 

			There were trees down on both banks of the stream and a lot of leaves, branches and other debris slowly washing down from upstream.

			“Looks like it,” I said.

			“Did you hear about Thames?” he asked.

			“Yeah, nah,” I said.

			“It was all over the news,” he said. “I don’t know how you missed it. Thames got hit hard. Lots of damage. They haven’t had any electricity for three days.”

			I hadn’t had any electricity for fifteen years but I didn’t say that.

			He made a fire to put the billy on, then turned back to me, thoughtfully. “I really didn’t expect to see you again,” he said, “but I’m glad you’re here. Someone to shoot the breeze with.”

			“Yeah, mate, me too,” I said. “I like talking to you.”

			He nodded. “But there’s something that you’re not telling me, and it’s bugging me. Why did you come back so soon?”

			This was that awkward moment that I had been dreading since I had met him.

			“Can’t tell you,” I said.

			“Without telling a lie,” he said.

			I nodded.

			“I’m not disagreeing with you on that,” he said. “I hate liars.”

			That was a bit strong, I thought, seeing he had lied about me being his son. 

			He continued, “But at least tell me why you can’t tell a lie.”

			“It’s the code,” I said, after thinking about it for a while to make sure I wasn’t telling him too much.

			“You mean a secret code?” he asked.

			“Yeah, nah,” I said. “It’s like a set of rules so I know how to treat other people, and how to behave properly and how to live a life I’ll be proud of.”

			I almost said ‘when I get out into the world’ but I stopped myself just in time.

			J.T. made me go through all of the Code items, one by one, and he ended up writing them all down on a roll of toilet paper. (He has this soft paper to wipe his bum with after he has had a poo! Ha!)

			He said everybody should have a code like mine.

			I felt really proud that I had one.

			He said that when he was in the army there were rules about everything he did. But when he got out there were no rules and he felt lost. 

			He read the Code over and over as if he was memorising it and at one point I would swear that he wiped away a tear. I don’t know why. It seemed strange for a big tough guy like J.T.

		

	
		
			December 14th

			Two days till the eclipse!

			I learned some stuff about J.T. today. I asked him about him nearly being married, just to make sure that he was free to marry Moma. He said he didn’t want to talk about it, but I said that members of the CSC shouldn’t have secrets from each other.

			It turns out that he was in the SAS, which is a really top group of soldiers. And they were fighting in Afghanistan. His fiancée, whose name was Fifi – or Fiona, I think – was also in the army, in the Engineers. She was in Afghanistan too. They were helping build schools or bridges or something like that.

			Something bad happened to her. J.T. didn’t tell me what, and I didn’t press him because it was making him sad.

			I did ask him about Dopey. “That hunter we met who was in the army reserve,” I said. “I thought you were going to make fun of him, but you didn’t. He was just a part-time soldier, and he seemed quite full of himself. You’re a proper soldier. But you were real nice to him.”

			“Listen, Egan,” J.T. said. “That guy was a fancy pants lawyer or stockbroker or something like that who spends one weekend a month trying to be a soldier. Exercising, training, learning … stuff like that.”

			“Yeah?”

			“So who’s better?” J.T. said. “Him, or some fancy pants lawyer or stockbroker who doesn’t spend one weekend a month doing training and exercises and trying to challenge himself?”

			“I guess,” I said.

			“What’s number nineteen on your code?” he asked.

			“Don’t judge other people,” I said, without needing to think. “Oh. Right.”

			“You don’t know anything about that guy,” J.T. said. “His mother could be dying of cancer. He might have just got divorced, he might have just lost his job. Everybody has stuff like that going on in their lives, but they don’t talk about it and it’s not tattooed on their foreheads. So take your mum’s advice. Don’t judge.”

			It was the first time #19 had ever meant more than just one of Moma’s rules. 

			It put a totally different perspective on things.

			Then J.T. asked me where I lived when I wasn’t camping in the bush. I wasn’t going to tell him but he said that members of the CSC shouldn’t have secrets from each other.

			He had me there.

			I was squirming around on my seat and staring at anything except him, but he kept looking at me without speaking.

			So eventually I had to tell him about Moma and my dad and everything else. It took over an hour and he kept asking lots of questions as if he didn’t quite believe it.

			Then I asked him to promise not to tell anyone what I had told him, and not to do anything about it and he promised he wouldn’t. Just to be safe, I made him repeat the oath of secrecy for the CSC.

			J.T. looks at me a little differently now. I am not sure why.

			I hope he doesn’t think less of me because of what I told him.

			I’ve been thinking about this some more. J.T. said something strange. He said we had something in common. I asked what it was and he said that we were both hiding away in the bush from something we were afraid of.

			I don’t think that makes sense. J.T. can go back to the outside world anytime he wants to. 

			Moma’s Code #19 

			Don’t judge other people.

			You don’t have that right. And they don’t have the right to judge you.

			Thought for the day: 

			There’s more to people than what you see on the surface. 

			Another thought for the day:

			I don’t know how I can be a great writer if I don’t know what love is. I love Moma, but that’s a different kind of love. What I have never experienced is romantic love, like in books. And there’s not much chance of that, stuck here in the forest. When I am eighteen and leave the forest I must look for great romantic love, the kind that makes your heart sing and your blood race. I need to know what it feels like so I can write about it honestly.

			Word of the day: 

			FANCY PANTS

			Ha!

			PS: I finished my story.

		

	
		
			Of Mince and Men

			By Egan Tucker

			(A true story about my mother and me.)

			Just north of Auckland the bustling suburbs taper off into farmland, into which the city is slowly seeping. Soft green fields and patches of native bush are segmented off into neat divisions by harsh new wood and wire fences.

			Here the houses are less meddlesome than in the ’burbs where they peer over each other’s back fences and block each other’s sunlight. Here the houses sprawl on lifestyle blocks. Rich men’s micro farms, where a few head of cattle or sheep is a status symbol, a sign that you are actually living the life, and not just wearing it like a badge.

			A river runs past many of the blocks, providing irrigation where needed, occasional danger, and an extra zero on the property prices.

			Not far from the little township called Coatesville, on the low side of the main road, at the end of a long, winding, gravel driveway, lies a property like many of the others. A large white house with pillars along the front to make it seem important, although they don’t hold anything up. A barn: shiny iron and dark painted wood, architecturally designed to look old and rustic. A pond near the front door with an old hand pump that actually works although nobody ever uses it as the house has a town water supply.

			Wild geese sometimes wander up from the river that runs behind the house, honking and chasing any humans that dare to inhabit what they regard as their territory.

			The winter chill of a clear blue June sky seems to freeze the tableau, even the leaves on the weeping willows that line the driveway, and that get agitated in the lightest breeze.

			Then, movement breaks the perfection of this Constable-esque painting. A car on the highway, slowing as it approaches the driveway.

			The driver gunned the engine unnecessarily as the car wound down the gravel lane that led to the house, sliding to a halt in front of the house, spraying stones into the carefully tended flower beds.

			A man emerged. He did not seem to be in the hurry that his driving had suggested. He wore stylish designer jeans, carefully distressed by the manufacturer to look old and worn. His shoes were brand name running shoes and his shirt was tailored to show off the muscles of his shoulders and upper arms. 

			He was tall, and moved with the co-ordinated ease of a professional athlete. His chin was broad and strong, but scarred. His nose had been broken, more than once. His ears were mashed into the shape known as cauliflower ears. There were no smile lines around his eyes although he was old enough to have earned them.

			He picked a jacket out of the back seat of the car and pulled it on against the cold. He looked around at the property, nodding his head lightly in approval, before making his way to the front door of the house.

			Inside was the smell of food, spiced meat, vegetables and the tang of melted cheese. The man sniffed as he entered and what little smile there had been on his face faded to a tight-skinned blankness.

			A glass of wine sat on the dining table. Next to it a bottle of wine, chilled, rivulets of condensation running down and pooling on the placemat. There were lipstick marks on the rim of the wineglass and it was half empty. So was the bottle.

			The woman that greeted the big man did so with affection, wrapping both arms around him and pressing her body into his. It seemed too much, as if she was trying too hard to be loving – and to be loved.

			She was an attractive woman in her thirties. Light brown of skin and a little wide of nose thanks to the percentage of Maori blood which flowed in her veins. Her long, black hair hung down over one shoulder, held together by a loose ribbon.

			He endured the hug for a moment then pulled away and crossed to the faucet at the kitchen sink, not bothering to use a glass, just lowering his head and drinking from the stream. Water flowed down his chin and splashed onto his jacket and onto the kitchen bench, but it did not seem to bother him.

			“How was your day?” the woman asked.

			The man ignored the question. “Whatcha cookin’?” he asked.

			“Food,” the woman smiled. “Old family recipe. I think you’ll like it.”

			“I asked whatcha was cooking, Moana,” the man said.

			“Ray, you’ll love it,” Moana said cautiously. “It’s my mother’s shepherd’s pie recipe. It was my favourite meal growing up.”

			“Mince,” Ray said dangerously, his voice had become a low, threatening growl.

			“There’s mince in it,” Moana said, throwing a bright smile at him. “But – ”

			“Mince an’ potato an’ cheese,” Ray said. “That’s what you cooked me for my dinner.”

			A baby, lying on a blanket in a wooden playpen by the television, began to cry.

			Moana was genuinely frightened now. It showed on her face and in the small darting movements of her hands. She wiped her palms on her apron and crossed to the playpen, picking up the baby.

			“You know ow much money I earn,” Ray said. “I’m not some dumb-ass factory worker like me old dad. I’m important. You get that? We can afford steak. We don’ need to eat mince.”

			“Wait till you try it,” Moana said. “You’ll like -”

			She never finished the sentence. Ray crossed the room in two quick steps and his huge hand slapped the last words out of her mouth.

			She didn’t make a sound, just raised a hand to her reddened cheek. She turned a little, putting herself in between her husband and their baby.

			“You stupid bitch,” Ray said, shaking his head. “Gimme Egan.”

			The cowering stance straightened. Her head raised up and she stared him straight in the eye. “No,” she said.

			“Gimme my son,” Ray said.

			“Leave him alone,” she screamed. “Leave us alone!”

			That earned her a back-handed slap on the other side of her face and her grip on the baby loosened for a second.

			“You almos’ dropped him,” Ray said. “Stupid bitch. Gi’m ta me.”

			“No!” Moana shouted. She turned, heading towards the door that lead to the bedrooms, but his huge hand closed on the back of her neck and jerked her backwards. At the same time he grabbed at the baby’s arm. The baby slipped from her grasp and dropped, hanging by just one tiny arm in the maw of the big man.

			There was a snapping sound and the baby started to shriek.

			This was no hungry cry. No, ‘where’s my mama?’ seeking of attention. It was not a ‘can’t sleep’ wail or a ‘colic’ howling. This was a primal scream of pain and both mother and father looked in horror at the unnatural angle of the baby’s arm.

			“You crazy bitch!” Ray shouted. “Look what you done!”

			He wrapped his other hand around the baby, cradling it, tucking the dangling useless arm across its chest.

			“You bastard!” Moana shouted. “I’m going to kill you!”

			She rushed at him, but he fended her off as though she was an opposition rugby player, sending her crashing into the television set.

			By the time she disentangled herself, he was in the car, the baby shrieking hysterically in his lap, and the wheels sprayed gravel again as he spun around and headed back up the driveway.

			The emergency department was bright and white. A clock on the wall with a large white face had two black hands and a sweeping red second hand. It ticked relentlessly.

			Around the walls sat a variety of people with the stunned look of people who did not expect to be sitting in this place at this time. Some had bandages, or were clutching at parts of their body. Others looked uncomfortable, concerned, worried; these were friends and family. 

			A nurse sat behind a counter: a stout woman with sensible makeup and blonde hair cut in a tidy bob. She was talking on the phone and shaking her head. She had a light Scottish accent. A dark-skinned orderly sat on a plastic chair in a corner, waiting for instructions. A gurney sat against another wall in a specially marked spot.

			Double swing doors at the rear led into the depths of the building and two more to the left opened onto the main hospital reception.

			The second hand on the clock ticked relentlessly. The friends and family murmured comforting things to their sick and injured.

			Sliding glass doors hurried open as a big man ran inside, a baby enveloped in his huge arms. The admitting nurse looked up. Her eyes widened with recognition then narrowed in concern at the sound of a baby screaming from somewhere in the midst of the man mountain.

			Around the outside of the room the quiet conversations changed. Hey that’s that guy … He used to play … Isn’t that Ray Tucker?

			An emergency doctor, a slender Pakistani woman entering through the swing doors at the back of the admitting room, was first to reach Ray.

			“What happened?” she asked, wincing as she gently touched the swollen, broken and discoloured skin of the baby’s arm where a white spear of bone protruded through.

			“Arm’s broke,” Ray said.

			“How did it happen?” the doctor asked.

			There was silence for a moment.

			The orderly hurried over with the gurney, many times too large for the baby, and the doctor carefully plucked the baby out of the giant man’s arms and laid him on it, examining him further.

			Those seated around the room had either the horrified awe of a bystander at a traffic accident, or the pained indignation at being subjected to the inconvenience of the baby’s screaming.

			“My wife,” Ray said at last. “She dropped ’im.”

			“She dropped her baby?” the doctor said sceptically.

			“She’d been drinkin’,” Ray explained. There were genuine tears in his eyes.

			“This’ll have tae be reported,” the nurse said, earning a sharp glance from the doctor. Not now.

			“It was just an accident,” Ray said with tears rolling down his cheeks. “She din’t mean ta do it.”

			“Aye, but it still has tae be reported, Mr Tucker,” the nurse said, knowing his name despite him not having mentioned it.

			“I’ll take him into the surgery,” the doctor said. “You’ll need to fill out the admitting forms. The nurse will bring you through as soon as they are done.”

			“She din’t mean ta do it,” Ray blubbed, to sympathetic and disapproving nods from the audience in the chairs around the room.

			* * *

			(To try and write like Steinbeck I needed all the tiny little details so I quizzed Moma for hours. She didn’t want to talk about it at first, but she eventually agreed, and when she read the story she cried. There’s a lot of stuff in this story that I don’t really understand, but Moma says I got it all right, and it’ll make sense to me once I get out in the world.

			I don’t think my father actually speaks like that, but I wrote it that way to make it more like the way Steinbeck wrote.)

			 

			Thought for the day: 

			“The ancient commission of the writer has not changed. He is charged with exposing our many grievous faults and failures, with the dredging up to the light our dark and dangerous dreams for the purpose of improvement. Furthermore, the writer is delegated to declare and to celebrate man’s proven capacity for greatness of heart and spirit – for gallantry in defeat, for courage, compassion and love.” —John Steinbeck

			If I can figure out what he means by all that I think I will be a better writer. 

		

	
		
			Wish List #2

			Things I am going to do when I turn 18 and can go out into the world.

			1. Be a famous author, like John Steinbeck

			2. Fall in love

			3. Eat ice cream

			4. Ride a motorbike

			5. Join the SAS

		

	
		
			December 15th

			Today Moma saw a cloud in the shape of a canoe. This is a big problem. She pointed it out to me and asked me if I saw it too. It did look a little like a canoe.

			I said, “Yeah, nah.”

			“Which,” Moma asked. “Yeah or nah?”

			“A little bit,” I said. (I must be careful what I say to Moma in case she asks me where I heard it.)

			Moma definitely thought the cloud was a canoe.

			The old Maori lady who runs the general store in the town with her husband, has been very ill. Moma found that out when she last went to get supplies a couple of weeks ago.

			Moma says that the canoe in the cloud means that she has died. Moma says there will be a tangi, which is a Maori funeral, up on the marae at Kennedy Bay. She says we both need to go.

			But tomorrow we had our club activity planned to see the partial eclipse. J.T. knows I was really excited about it. If I don’t show up, he will wonder why. He’ll be worried about me and might even come looking for me.

			I don’t know what to do.

			Moma wants us to travel all the way up to Kennedy Bay, which is a two-day trip, risking meeting hikers, hunters and campers, all because she saw a cloud in the sky.

			But I can’t say anything, and I can’t argue.

			I bet when we get there, there won’t even be a tangi, and the old lady will still be back serving ice creams behind the counter of her little store.

			Things I am afraid of:

			Missing the eclipse.

			J.T. thinking I’ve deserted him.

		

	
		
			December 16th

			We walked halfway to Kennedy Bay today. 

			I was really angry with Moma because of missing the club activity and letting J.T. down. But I couldn’t let Moma know any of that. So I had to pretend to be nice, even though I was feeling really angry. 

			We walked all day. We didn’t talk much. 

			In any case, the eclipse was a big disappointment. It was cloudy all day and I never got to see anything. It did get a bit dark around the time the eclipse was supposed to happen, but that was just like a heavy cloud going across the sun. It wasn’t exciting at all.

			A Maori tangi is a long affair, according to Moma. The old lady’s body will lie ‘in state’ on the marae for at least two nights and people will come from all over New Zealand to see her. They will address her body, talking to her and reminding her of things they did together. Sometimes they will sing to her.

			I hope we don’t have to stay for two nights.

			Oh, and a marae is like a communal meeting place for Maori people, with a meeting hall and a dining hall, stuff like that.

			PS: Moma is not as silly as I sometimes think. 

			Before we started walking all the way to Kennedy Bay she went to the general store. I hid in the bush nearby, and she went in. When she came out she was calm, but sad. 

			The old lady died this morning.

			But Moma saw the canoe yesterday.

		

	
		
			December 17th

			Today I need to write about the tangi.

			It wasn’t what I expected. I really want to try and describe this as best as I can. It was really awesome.

			We found a vantage point on a hill overlooking the marae. There must have been hundreds of people attending the tangi and the sound of women wailing carried clearly up the hillside to us. One would start, then another would join in, and their voices would entwine and others would join in, knitting a fabric of audible grief.

			Cars and buses were coming and going, dropping off more and more people. I have never seen so many people in one place before. Smoke was rising from cooking fires in large pits. I could hear singing mixed in with the wailing. People were milling everywhere.

			Then Moma sang too.

			I had been so entranced by the scene in the valley below that I had almost forgotten she was here. She stood up, behind me. The wind that was bringing us the sounds from the tangi was riffling through her hair. She stood with her hands upturned, slightly raised in front of her, as if she were addressing an audience.

			She began to sing.

			I don’t know what she sang. The words were Maori. I don’t speak Maori and I didn’t know that she did either. In fact I don’t think she does, I think she just knows the words to these songs.

			She sang softly at first, then at full throat, belting out the songs to the people in the valley. If not for the wind blowing in our direction, and the symphony of noise coming from that direction, I would have been worried that they would hear us.

			She sang with feeling. With raw, ragged emotion that howled from her voice and dripped from her eyes.

			When she finished singing, she was silent for a while.

			I said nothing, and did nothing, sensing that this was a private moment for her.

			Then she began to speak, still as though she was addressing an audience.

			“When my boy was sick, you came,” she said. “You gave him life. When I could no longer carry on, you carried me. When I hungered, you fed me, when I thirsted you brought me water.”

			Her eyes were shut now.

			“You asked no questions and never judged me, or the boy,” she said. “Yet your strength was always there. Without you, I would not be standing here today, talking to your spirit.”

			Then Moma told some funny stories about what the old lady was like when she was younger. Some of the stories were not very complimentary either, and some, I thought, were quite mean. Perhaps brutally honest is the best way to put it. But overall it was clear that she loved the old lady and the old lady loved her.

			Moma’s eyes opened again.

			“You loved without condition, and you kept silent despite what it cost you. You were the best of us. Now Egan and I are the last of us. Haere ra- toku whaea,” she said. “Goodbye, my mother. I will not miss you at all. You will visit in my dreams and you will see the boy turn into a man and what a great man he will be. Haere ra- toku whaea,” she said again. “I will see you in my dreams.”

			When she finished she was silent for a long time.

			I rose and stood beside her and took her hand. She looked at me with red wet eyes.

			“I did not know the old lady was your mother,” I said. 

			“She was my aunty,” Moma said. “But she raised me since I was five. She is the only mother I can remember.” Then she cried for a long time.

			I felt bad that I had been so mean to her (in my thoughts) about the eclipse.

			Moma stood on a hill and sang and cried and spoke to the spirit of the woman she thought of as her mother. She could not attend the funeral, because of me.

			When we made camp tonight, she said “Now it is just us, Egan.”

			When she is not so sad I will ask her what she meant by that.

			I gave her a big hug. Even mothers need comforting sometimes.

		

	
		
			December 18th

			Last night we spent another night at Kennedy Bay. Many cars came and went, and the singing and wailing and laughing carried on till late at night.

			I wrote a sonnet about the old lady, like Shakespeare used to write. I don’t know why. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

		

	
		
			Sonnet

			A face I see in dreams of sweat and fear

			A knotted hand to cool my fever’d skin

			The touch of life when death’s hook hover’d near 

			The soft dawn of your new day now begins

			I knew you, though I knew not of your name 

			A mother to my mother, you did bear

			Our secret, without judgement, fear or shame 

			O! Angel bringing light in darkest air

			Unlike weak flesh this truest love can’t die

			Of mother for her daughter, she for I 

			As mourners sing and wail and ask Him why

			The great canoe now takes you to the sky

			You kept us safe from those who wished us ill

			And now you sleep, and keep our secret still

				 

			After that Moma took her water bottle, she washed her hands and made me wash mine. Then she sprinkled water on both of our heads. She did not explain why.

			I painted a picture of the old lady, the way I remember her in my dreams.

			I showed it to Moma.

			She cried.
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			December 19th

			We walked home. 

			We held hands much of the way.

			We camped on the stream bank, less than a kilometre from where J.T. is camping. We must be careful to avoid him.

			I asked Moma about the old lady. If she was her aunt, then is the old man at the store her uncle?

			She said no. Her uncle died many years ago and her aunt remarried. She doesn’t think he will keep the store now that his wife is gone.

			I think Moma is a little worried about this. It may make it more difficult for us to get supplies.

			Moma is deeply sad. I think her heart is broken. I don’t know how to fix her.

		

	
		
			December 20th

			Got home tonight. Too tired to write.

		

	
		
			December 21st

			I finally finished my new story today. I took my story book and went up to the shingle slide to show it to J.T. I also wanted to tell him all about the tangi, and the canoe that Moma saw in the cloud, but he wasn’t there.

			There was nothing there. His campsite had been completely cleaned up, like it was never there. Except for the ashes in the fire-pit he’d made in the shingle.

			J.T. has gone. He never said goodbye.

			I am a little upset by this.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			That J.T. will tell everyone about me and Moma and the police will find us.

			That the new people at the general store will report Mum to the police.

			That I will never see J.T. again.

		

	
		
			December 22nd

			It is Christmas in three days.

			I always get a Christmas present. Moma buys something at the general store and wraps it in newspaper so I won’t know what’s inside, although I can usually guess from the shape and the weight.

			It is usually a book, but sometimes it is chocolate. I like chocolate, but usually it only lasts a couple of days.  And when you’ve finished it, you can’t eat it again.

			A book lasts much longer, and you can read it as many times as you like. (I have read ‘Of Mice and Men’ about six times, but I still always cry at the end.)

			The books Moma buys from the store have always belonged to someone else. Sometimes there is a name written inside the front cover. It will say something like: This book belongs to Bernie Collins. When I see that, I always wonder who is Bernie Collins (or whatever their name is).

			Sometimes I make up stuff about them, what they look like, things they like to do, who their friends and family are. I don’t imagine that I get it right, but it’s fun to try.

			Sometimes there are things left in the book, like a bus pass or a Lotto ticket, which is a game where you can win money, according to Moma. She says it’s a silly game and a waste of money, and people who spend money on Lotto should save their money and spend it on important things.

			But both times I found a Lotto ticket I kept them and hid them in my secret place. 

			When I am 18 and go out into the world, I will play the game and see if I can win some money.

			Other things I have found in old books:

			A shopping list

			A receipt from a shop for a wheelbarrow

			A yellow post-it note with some numbers written on it

			An empty Durex packet (Moma explained to me what that was, but I don’t want to write about it in my diary)

			I was thinking about J.T. a bit today. I’m glad he’s gone. Now things are back to the way they used to be. To the way they ought to be.

			Book I am reading:

			‘The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe’.

			Thought for the day:

			Christmas is my favourite thing (after writing).

			Things I am afraid of:

			1.	The same things as yesterday

			2.	Ravens

		

	
		
			December 23rd

			Nancy is our goat. She doesn’t do much except eat and poo and make milk which Moma sometimes makes into cheese or soap. The cheese is nice. The soap doesn’t taste too good.

			I tried to make ice cream today. Usually I think it is made from cow’s milk, not goat’s milk. We don’t have a cow. 

			I found a recipe in a magazine. I didn’t tell Moma because I want to surprise her on Christmas day. So I waited until she went off to the town to get supplies. (And my Christmas present!)

			Anyway, I heated up some goat’s milk (thank you Nancy) on the paraffin stove and stirred in some sugar. I was supposed to add glucose syrup but I don’t know what that is, so I used honey. I whisked some egg yolks (thank you Frances) then added those into the mixture. Then I took the pan all the way up to the Water Works, the spring where the water comes straight out of the ground and is icy cold, even in summer. I put the pan in the little rock pool at the base of the spring and just kept churning while I waited for it to turn into ice cream.

			It was supposed to freeze, but it never did. I guess the water wasn’t as cold as I thought.

			I ate it anyway, so today I had my first Ice Cream, although it was actually quite runny. I don’t see what all the fuss is about.

			I don’t think I will make it for Christmas.

			Thought for the day:

			Ice cream is not my favourite thing.

			Things I am afraid of:

			Moma still isn’t back from the town. I am a little worried. She is always back before dark, and it is after eight. It will be dark soon.

			At sunset I saw a cloud that looked a little like a canoe.

		

	
		
			December 24th

			Moma said when you are frightened of something, write it in your diary. Then, later on, you can look back and see how silly you were, and how there was really nothing to be frightened of.

			But today I am terribly frightened that Moma has been hurt – or worse – and I don’t know if writing it in my diary is going to help. She went to town yesterday for supplies. She has still not come home.

			Maybe the new people at the general store told on her to the police. Or maybe J.T. told the police.

			Maybe she just decided to leave me, like J.T. did.

			Moma has been very sad lately. More sad than I have ever seen her before. Ever since the tangi for her aunt. I hope she hasn’t decided to leave me. 

			I am trying to remember the cloud I saw yesterday. Did it really look like a canoe, or was that my imagination?

			Tomorrow is Christmas.

			Things I am afraid of:

			That the police have arrested Moma.

		

	
		
			December 25th

			Walked to town looking for Moma. 

			Found skid marks on the road just past the rail tracks.

			Found a brown patch on the dirt.

			Pretty sure it was a blood stain.

			Walked home.

		

	
		
			January 1st

			I didn’t write anything in my diary last week. I was so upset about Moma.

			I wasn’t even going to write anything tonight, but I had to. I think the only way I can make sense of what is happening to me is to write it down at the end of the day. That way I can sort out my thoughts and feelings in my mind.

			I did write a letter to Jesus last week. 

			I haven’t had a reply yet.
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			January 2nd

			I am going to leave the forest.

			I have to go and find Moma.

			I have been making a list of everything I think I will need in the world:

			•My knife

			•The crossbow

			•Some cans of food

			•Dried venison and pork

			•Jack’s bunny

			•Money

			•My Edgar Allen Poe book

			•My paint set

			•My old Lotto tickets I found in the books

			Our money is locked away in Moma’s locked box where she keeps her secret things.

			She keeps the key on a chain around her neck. I will need to break into the lockbox. I think I can do this with the axe.

			If Moma comes back she will be very angry about this.

			I might wait a little longer.

		

	
		
			January 3rd

			I broke the lock open using the axe and opened Moma’s secret box. I have never opened this before, and Moma has never let me see what was inside.

			The box is small, about the size of a block of fire-wood.

			Our money was in a small tin box on the top of many things. There is exactly $615 dollars. That sounds like a lot of money. In ‘Of Mice and Men’ George earned fifty dollars a month. So that would be a whole year’s pay for him.

			I wasn’t going to look through the other things, but then I thought there might be some clues that would help me find her.

			I may have to rewrite this page because I keep crying and it is making the paper wet.

			I’m sorry about that.

			In the box were many things. These are some of them:

			•A soft toy – a clown in a black and white costume with a tear stitched below one eye. This must have been Moma’s ‘bunny’.

			•Photos of a little girl, I think it is Moma, playing the violin. (I didn’t know she had learned the violin.)

			•Photos of her with the old lady from the store, except the old lady is a young lady, and very beautiful.

			•A photo of Moma at school, sitting in the front row of a class of children, her knees together, her hands clasped into fists and resting on her knees.

			•A ticket to a concert of a singer I have never heard of.

			•A love letter addressed to Moana with hearts drawn all over it. I did not read it. But I looked at the bottom to see who sent it. It was not from my father. It was dated when Moma must have still been in school.

			•A photo of Moma and a man, my dad I think. She is wearing a big white dress and he is wearing a black suit. I think it is a wedding photo. They look happy.

			•Photos of me when I was a baby.

			•Some Get Well Soon cards, addressed to me, dated when I was nine months old.

			•Moma’s birth certificate.

			•Moma’s driver’s licence.

			•My birth certificate.

			•A letter addressed to me.

			•A letter addressed to someone named Acacia Kavanagh. I don’t know who that is.

			It took me a long time to open the letter. I kept worrying that Moma would come back and find that I had opened her locked box and opened her sealed letter.

			Then I realised how silly that was. I would love to be in trouble with Moma for opening her private stuff. That would mean she was here, and okay.

			I read the letter three times.

			I am a good speller, but I guess I got that from reading books. I certainly didn’t get it from Moma.

		

	
		
			Moma’s Letter
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			January 4th

			Today I untied Nancy and let her go. She’ll be fine. She’ll hang around the hut for a while, then if she runs out of food, she’ll move on. She’ll become a wild goat. She’ll be free.

			Then I went to the store.

			I know that Moma’s aunt is no longer there, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I thought I might talk to her husband and show him the letter and maybe he would be able to help me find Moma.

			If she is hurt, then she may be in hospital.

			Or maybe she has been arrested by the police.

			Unfortunately the man was not there.

			A new couple was running the store. They are much younger. I think they are from India because the man wears a cloth around his head that I have seen in books on people from India.

			They told me that the man had gone, but they had an address for him. His name is Simon Kavanagh and he lives in Auckland. That is the biggest city in the country and over a million people live there.

			I am very worried about going to Auckland but I don’t know where else to go.

			I asked the shopkeeper how to get to Auckland, and he seemed a little surprised that I didn’t know.

			He said there are two ways: by bus or by ferry boat. Coromandel is a peninsula and the quickest way is by ferry boat. To go by bus you must go all the way down to the bottom of the peninsula, then all the way back up to Auckland. This is what I found out.

			To catch a ferry boat or bus I must go to Coromandel town, which is about six hours walk north. The ferry boat ticket costs $57 but only $34.50 for me because I am only fifteen. The ferry leaves each day at 3 pm. 

			The bus seems very complicated, with stops and transfers, and it takes much longer.

			I decided to catch the ferry.

			It only took five and a half hours to walk to Coromandel Town, even though I stopped to eat some beans, and gave some dried pork to Jack. We found a stream and both drank a lot because we were very thirsty.

			I asked a very nice Japanese lady where to buy a ticket for the ferry, and although I don’t think she spoke English, she understood ‘ticket’ and pointed at a small shop.

			“Here ticket. Here ticket,” she said. (I think she was Japanese, but she wasn’t wearing a kimono so it was hard to tell.)

			So I bought a ticket on a ferry boat that goes to Auckland.

			I should mention that I had my crossbow with me, but it was dismantled. The bow comes off the stock and both bits fit into a special carrying case. If I hadn’t put it in the case I think people on the ferry might have wondered why I was carrying it. I didn’t want to scare anyone, or attract any attention.

			The ferry was a very big boat and the sea was very calm, so I quite enjoyed sailing on the ocean for the very first time.

			We disembarked at a ferry terminal on the Auckland waterfront. 

			I could never have imagined it looking like this.

			I have read about skyscrapers but there are buildings that literally seem to scrape the blue off the sky. They go up and up and up until you think they would run out of up.

			And there are so many of them. It’s not just a building here and another one there. Every square metre of the city is covered in huge concrete or brick buildings. 

			It’s actually a little overwhelming.

			After just a few minutes I needed to find some-where green.

			I could see a lot of trees around a hill, not too far away. I was quite surprised to find a forest in the middle of a city, but I knew straight away that it was where I wanted to go. 

			To get there I had to cross a couple of roads. I am surprised Moma didn’t tell me about roads. They look very dangerous. Cars are big and hard and go very fast.

			I stood on one street for a long time before I saw some other people cross the road at the corner.

			They pressed a button on a pole and after a few minutes all the cars stopped moving and there was a little green man light on the other side of the road. The green man was walking and the people started walking across the road too. I walked along behind them. I think this is some kind of system to let people get across roads without getting hurt. It seems like a good idea to me.

			When I found the forest, it was not what I was expecting. The forest where I lived was a big jungle of plants all growing over the top of each other. This one was very neat and tidy. There were lots of trees but around them was grass. There were few places to hide.

			I found a patch of shrubs that offered a bit of concealment and crawled inside.

			It felt like home.

		

	
		
			January 5th

			I have lost my diary. 

			Am writing this on some paper I found in a trash can. 

			I found a pencil in a shop called TAB. They had lots of free pencils. I don’t know why.

			I am very upset.

			I had spent hours and hours writing in my diary and now it is gone forever. All my work. All my writing, my stories, my feelings. 

			I feel sick, almost the same way I feel sick about Moma disappearing.

			Here is what happened today:

			I went back down to the wharves so I could wash in the ocean. The ocean didn’t look very clean to me, with lots of rubbish floating around. I guess it must have blown out of the rubbish bins when there was a strong wind.

			I got Jack to look after my rucksack and my crossbow while I went in to wash, because I know that Moma said not to trust people in a city.

			To get into the water I had to climb down some stone steps next to a big long concrete wharf. Then I jumped in. It was colder than I thought it would be. Nobody else was swimming here, although there were lots of boats around. Maybe because it was so cold.

			I gave myself a quick wash, but I heard Jack growling so I climbed out.

			There was a group of kids, about my age, standing around, looking at Jack, my rucksack and my crossbow.

			They were all looking at my pee-pee gun when I got out, so I quickly put my clothes back on.

			One of them was a girl, so she might not have seen a pee-pee gun before.

			“Gidday,” I said.

			The girl, who was quite short but very pretty, said, “Who are you?”

			“Egan,” I said. “Who are you?”

			“Who’s asking?” she said.

			I didn’t quite know what she meant by that, because I had already told her my name. So I said it again.

			“I’m Egan.”

			“What you doin’ here?” one of the boys asked. He was bigger than me and looked quite strong.

			“Just washing,” I said. “I needed a bath.”

			“In there?” the pretty girl screwed her nose up. It made her look even prettier in a funny way.

			“What you got here?” the big boy asked, looking at my rucksack.

			“Just my stuff,” I said.

			“You on the street?” another boy asked. He had all his hair cut off except for a strip on top of his head. He looked like an Apache from the Wild West.

			I was standing on the street, but I don’t think that is what he meant.

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“Jeez you’re an egg,” he said. “You don’ know nuthin’.”

			Jack growled at them again. Funny thing, he had never growled at J.T. Not once.

			“Come here,” the pretty girl said.

			“Why?” I asked. I was getting a little uncomfortable with these kids.

			“I want to talk to you,” she said.

			She backed away a little from the others as she said it.

			“You can talk to me now,” I said.

			“Come here, I’ll give you a kiss,” she said.

			I didn’t feel comfortable with kissing someone I just met. “I don’t want a kiss,” I said.

			“Just come here,” she said. “I’ll show you my tits.”

			I couldn’t believe she said that. In fact I thought I didn’t hear it right. I think she might be ‘easy’. Moma warned me about girls who are ‘easy’.

			“What did you say?” I asked.

			“I said come here and I’ll—” she broke off mid-sentence, turned and began running.

			I heard a noise from behind me and then I realised what was happening. She had been drawing me away from my rucksack and crossbow. 

			One of the boys, the smallest of the three, had my crossbow and was running in one direction and the Apache boy had my rucksack and was running in another direction.

			I went to run after the Apache boy, because all my belongings, including my diary, were in there, but the big boy caught my arm and pulled me down to the ground.

			I don’t know if he wanted to fight with me, or just slow me down so I couldn’t run after the other kids.

			He was bigger and heavier than me, but I have wrestled enraged 150-kilo boars with big tusks. He tried to punch me but I grabbed his arms and twisted him around like I would a wild pig. Before I even realised what I was doing, my knife was at his throat, just like I would stick a pig.

			I stopped myself though. I was quite shocked at how close I had come to hurting someone.

			I let him go and he ran off and I don’t blame him. He called me some names like “Four Q” and “freak”.

			Jack was barking and snarling at him too, chasing him off, but I grabbed his lead. “This way, Jack,” I yelled, running off in the direction in which I had seen my rucksack disappearing.

			He picked up a scent straight away and we ran.

			Running in a city is not like running in the bush. There is nothing to trip over, nothing to push through. Just flat concrete pathways and asphalt roads.

			We came around a corner and I saw the Apache kid disappear around the next corner. He didn’t have a chance of getting away, not with Jack on his scent.

			When we got around the next corner I saw both of them, the Apache and the boy with my crossbow standing next to a concrete wall, comparing what they had got. I don’t think they expected me to show up so soon, because they both got a shock.

			There were lots of cars going really fast up and down the street on the other side of the wall, but that didn’t seem to worry them. They jumped over the wall, dodging in between cars. There was a lot of sound which I think was the tyres of the cars stopping suddenly and horn sounds.

			I reached the wall and jumped over, but stopped just in time as a huge truck whizzed by in front of me at an enormous speed. I tried again, but there were so many cars going so fast. I still don’t see how the other boys had done it without being hit and killed.

			They climbed over another wall on the other side of the road and disappeared around a corner.

			After a while I climbed back over. Jack was waiting for me, jumping up and licking me. I walked back the way I had come. There was no way I would ever get across that road.

			My rucksack and crossbow were gone.

			So was all my food, my money and my diary.

			Thought for the day: 

			This is the world.

			I don’t think I like it.

			Moma’s Code #7

			Never, ever hurt another person, unless it is to stop them hurting you.

			And even then, only if you have to.

		

	
		
			January 6th

			I don’t know what to do.

			I can’t go to see Mr Kavanagh. I don’t have a map.

			If I had some money I could buy one from a shop. But I don’t have any money. And I don’t have any food. I have water because it has been raining, and the rain makes little streams down the sides of the road. It doesn’t taste good, but at least it’s water.

			I tried to ask some passers-by for some help, but they all ignored me and wouldn’t look at me.

			Except for one lady who told me to leave her alone or she’d call the police.

			I left her right alone, because the last thing I want to do is be arrested by the police. They would take me to my father.

			I can’t even go back to the bush, because I don’t have the money for a ferry boat or a bus.

			Moma always says that the night is darkest just before the dawn. This means that when things seem really bad, good things are on their way. I believe her. But I can’t see how.

			In the bush I was never hungry. 

			I have been starving for two days. And the water in the little road streams tastes gritty.

			Moma’s Code #21

			Never despair.

			The night is always darkest just before the dawn. If things are really dark, that means dawn is on its way.

		

	
		
			January 7th

			I found some food in a trash can today. There was nothing wrong with it. Someone had taken two bites out of a sandwich and thrown it in the trash.

			That breaks rule #24, don’t be wasteful. I don’t think it can be stealing, because whoever owned it threw it out.

			I felt a bit better after I ate, and I went around looking in other trash cans to see if there was more food. I found lots of things, although I got some strange looks from people, so I guess it’s not a polite thing to do.

			One of the trash cans was on a street corner near a big building that was shaped like a ship. I found an apple that was only half eaten and when I turned around I saw something amazing.

			There was a sign on the building on the corner that said Department of Conservation Visitor Centre.

			J.T. works for the Department of Conservation – I’d heard him tell the hunters that. 

			I went to go inside, but a lady frowned at me and pointed at Jack, so I tied him up outside. Then I had to wait in a line of people who all wanted to ask questions.

			When it was my turn I asked the lady (a different lady) if I could talk to J.T. She had a name badge that said ‘June’. She had sad eyes. She didn’t know who J.T. was.

			“He works for the Department of Conservation,” I said. “He is a deer culler.”

			She said she wouldn’t know anything about that. She was quite brusque. She obviously wanted me to leave, but I wasn’t going to give up so quickly after finding the office by some huge coincidence.

			“I really need to talk to him, it’s an emergency,” I said.

			I didn’t think that was a lie. I really did feel like it was an emergency.

			She looked sternly at me and said, “You are holding up the queue. If I could help you, I would, but I can’t. I am going to have to ask you to move on.”

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			“What do you mean?” she asked. She looked quite offended. I hadn’t meant to offend her. 

			I said so, and said, “It’s just that I know most people have stuff going on in their lives that they can’t talk about. You looked sad, so I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			June looked at me for a while. “What’s your name?” she asked at last.

			“Egan,” I said.

			“It’s an emergency, you say,” she said. I nodded. “I’ll see if I can find out for you.”

			She made a couple of phone calls. Each time she shook her head at me. “Sorry,” she said after the last phone call. She sounded like she really was sorry.

			“That’s okay,” I said. “You tried to help. Most people don’t do that.”

			“They don’t, do they?” she said. “Not nowadays.”

			“My mother always says that it’s really sad,” I said, then corrected myself. “She always said that it’s really sad.”

			She looked at me for a moment then asked, “What happened to your mother?”

			I had to fight to stop from tearing up. I just said, “She’s gone away.”

			“Wait a minute,” June said. She stood up and went to a little door in the back and knocked. A man came out. He was thin and wiry and wore a suit, but one half of his shirt was not tucked in properly. He had a weathered look about his face, like I have and like J.T. has. I think he wasn’t really comfortable wearing a suit in an office. I liked him straight away.

			“Bob, this is Egan,” June said. 

			“Gidday,” I said.

			June said, “He’s looking for a DOC deer culler named J.T. Any ideas?”

			“Jeffery Hunter,” Bob said immediately. “Used to work for me down in Coromandel. He quit about the same time I moved up here.”

			“J.T.?” June asked.

			“J.T. Hunter,” Bob said. “I don’t know what the T stood for, he never said. Ex-army guy.”

			“That’s him!” I said with great excitement. 

			“He quit,” Bob said. “I don’t know where he’s working now.”

			“Do you have like an address or a phone number for him?” I asked.

			“We can’t give that information out, I’m sorry,” June said. “But if you give us your phone number we can pass it on to Mr Hunter, and if he wants to get in touch with you, he will.”

			All my excitement disappeared. “I don’t have a phone,” I said.

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” June said. “I’ll try and get hold of him, and if I do, I’ll tell him you dropped in. Come back tomorrow and if I’ve managed to talk to him, I’ll let you know how to reach him.”

			“Thank you thank you thank you!” I said. 

			J.T. will sort everything out. I know he will.

			June leaned forward just before I left, and lowered her voice. “My husband was in a car accident a week ago,” she said. “He may not walk again.”

			“I’m really sorry to hear that,” I said.

			“Everyone asks me how he is,” she said. “But you are the first person who asked me if I was okay.” 

			Thought for the day:

			Rule #21 is right. The darkest part of night is just before the dawn.

		

	
		
			January 8th

			I went back to the DOC office today.

			June saw me waiting in the queue and shook her head.

			I gave her a big smile and left. I hope her husband will be okay.

			I found a huge rubbish bin out the back of a restaurant where there were mountains of food being chucked out. There was a whole meat pie in a cardboard box. A pie is pastry filled with minced beef. It was enough to feed a family.

			I don’t think anyone could ever go hungry in Auckland. It’s like the bush. You just have to know where to look.

			When I went back to the trash bin later, it was empty. Then I saw a big truck with two metal arms that went around picking up the trash bins and emptying the contents into the back.

			I have been thinking about this.

			Just along from the wharves where I go to bathe, there is a bigger wharf where huge ships come in and unload huge metal boxes. Trucks come into the city and unload food and other stuff at the back of shops and warehouses.

			It seems to me that the city is like a huge, hungry beast. It needs to be fed constantly, and that’s what all the trucks and ships do. They bring in food and other stuff that the city needs.

			Then the rubbish trucks take it away again.

			That is like the city’s poos, or perhaps I should say, number twos.

			Sometimes, when a big truck goes past, I think I smell the city’s number threes.

		

	
		
			January 9th

			Big day today. Big, big day. I don’t have time to write about it so I’ll do that tomorrow.

			Okay, now it’s tomorrow (I mean January 10th), but I am writing about yesterday. In my diary!!!

			Yesterday I made a Get Well Soon card for June’s husband. I saw some in a shop, but had no money to buy one, so I took one of my blank pieces of paper and drew a happy picture on it and wrote Get Well Soon at the top. 

			I went down to DOC and got another shake of the head, but I just walked up past the queue and put the card on June’s counter and walked away.

			I was walking back to the forest when Jack started going crazy. He was sniffing at something. I let him follow the scent trail and we went along all kinds of streets. I tried to remember which way we turned so we wouldn’t get lost, but I wasn’t too worried. There is a big tower in the middle of the city that you can see from just about everywhere. I can use that as a landmark to find a small park that I know, and it’s not far from there to the little forest where I sleep.

			Anyway, Jack was following the scent trail along a busy road, and then up ahead I saw the girl. The short, pretty one who I think may be ‘easy’. I thought if I followed her she might lead me to where she lived and I might find my stuff.

			I gave Jack the ‘shut up’ sign and tried not to get too close in case she turned around and saw us.

			We turned a lot more corners and sometimes I couldn’t see the tall tower, but I knew that I would be able to find it somewhere. A lot of the buildings here were made of brick, and looked quite old. Some were very dilapidated and unused.

			The girl crossed the road, but I stayed on the other side. There weren’t any crossing lights (the little green men) here, and anyway I thought she was less likely to see me there.

			Three boys were sitting in a corner of an empty lot. It looked as though there had been a building there, but it had been pulled down, leaving just the bones.

			The boys were a bit older than me. They were passing around a large glass bottle of something. I presume it was some kind of alcohol, but was too far away to see.

			When the girl crossed in front of the section, one of them jumped up.

			“Hey, Reggie,” he said, walking towards her, holding the bottle.

			“Four Cough,” she said. That was obviously his name.

			I don’t know the names of the other boys, but one of them was quite skinny so I will call him Slim (a character in ‘Of Mice and Men’). The other one had his hair cut so short he looked bald. I’ll call him Curly, who was another character in the book.

			“Hey, Reggie, want some voddy?” Four Cough asked, holding up the bottle.

			“Naah,” Reggie said.

			“Give you some voddy for a squeeze,” Four Cough said.

			“We over, you dumb-arse,” Reggie said. “You go arks your new skank for a squeeze.”

			I am writing these conversations exactly as I remember them. I didn’t and still don’t understand most of what they were saying. I think these kids use their own kind of English.

			“Aw, me and her broke up, eh,” Four Cough said. “She gone back to the world.”

			“Go squeeze yourself then,” Reggie said. “You getting no squeeze from me.”

			She kept walking while she was talking and was now past the empty lot, which Four Cough seemed reluctant to leave.

			“I’ll give you some weed,” Four Cough said.

			“You ain’t got no weed,” Reggie said.

			“Yeah I do,” Four Cough said. “I can get some.”

			“Don’t want your weed no way,” Reggie said. “Got my own weed.”

			She was well past the lot now, leaving Four Cough standing on the corner. 

			“No you don’t,” he said. “You can’t afford weed.”

			Reggie just kept walking.

			“You a skanky ho,” Four Cough said. He waved goodbye in a way that I haven’t seen before.

			Reggie looked back and waved goodbye using the same finger.

			She turned into a side street and I had to cross the road to follow her. There was no crossing light, but there were no cars on the road either, so it was easy to get across.

			But when I turned the corner after her, she was gone.

			Here the buildings were even older and the glass windows were broken. Some were covered with wood, but others just sat empty and black, like staring eyes.

			I wasn’t worried that I couldn’t see her. I knew Jack would find her. He led me down past a couple of derelict buildings to one that had a large door made of corrugated metal. I think it went up and down, instead of opening sideways like other doors.

			It was shut, but looked loose and Reggie’s scent trail led straight to it.

			I hesitated a moment, unsure what to do. Was this where she lived? It didn’t look like a house to me. I needed her to lead me back to where she lived, so I could find my stuff.

			But then I heard a shout, like a kind of scream, come from inside the building, so I pushed on the door. One side pushed open, enough to slip through.

			Reggie’s trail led up a concrete ramp and through a doorway.

			To my surprise, there in a room were Curly, Slim and Four Cough. They must have known a back way to get to this building. They had surrounded Reggie, trapping her against a brick wall which was covered in paint. Strange pictures and rude words.

			Four Cough was pressing his body against Reggie, pinning her to the wall. He kept undoing the zipper on her jeans, but she kept pulling it back up.

			They didn’t hear me at first and I saw Curly grab her arm to stop her fighting him. Slim held the other arm.

			“Give it up you skanky ho,” Four Cough said. 

			“I’ll kill youse,” Reggie shouted. “Four Qs!”

			“Shoulda said yes before, then I woulda given you some voddy,” Four Cough said. “Now you can give us all a turn, for free.”

			It was clear that they were trying to hurt her. Rule #8: Do not look the other way.

			I was about to say something when Jack said it for me. He growled … and it was his nasty growl.

			All of them looked around and saw us by the doorway.

			“Gidday,” I said.

			Slim, the largest of the three boys, let go of Reggie and stepped forward, watching Jack warily. I held the lead tightly in case Jack went for him.

			“What you want, bro?” he asked.

			“I think you should leave her alone,” I said. 

			“This not your business,” he said.

			“Yeah, go find your own business,” Curly said. He was looking a little nervously at Jack.

			“It’s wrong to hurt people,” I said. “And I can’t look the other way.”

			The three of them looked at each other and laughed. Reggie looked even more frightened than she was before.

			“It’s wrong to hurt people,” Curly said, mimicking me.

			“And I can’t look the other way,” Slim laughed.

			I sensed that these boys did not live by a code.

			“You watch out, fellas,” Reggie said. “That’s the dude that tried to stick Junior, but Junior was too quick and got away.”

			“You a pretty big man when you got a knife and a animal to protect you,” Four Cough said. 

			There was a metal bolt sticking out of the wall by the doorway. I tied Jack’s lead to it. Then I took out my knife and put it on the floor right in front of him. Jack growled and snarled and jumped at his lead, but the bolt, although old and rusted, was strong.

			I don’t know what he meant by a ‘big man’. I’m not that big. The reason I tied Jack up was because I didn’t want him to bite them. And the reason I took my knife out was that I was scared of what happened last time I had it. I put it in front of Jack because I didn’t want them to get it either.

			Then I turned back to the three boys. 

			Four Cough stayed where he was, holding Reggie. She didn’t try to break away. I think she was a little freaked out. Or maybe she was just scared of me. 

			It was Curly who was the most dangerous one, I thought. The same way you know whether a pig will run or fight, he was ready to fight.

			There was a glazed look to his eyes as well. I think it was something to do with the stuff they were drinking. I think they were also taking drugs. Drugs are bad. It’s not part of the code, but Moma told me never to take drugs.

			Slim came up on Curly’s left.

			“Let her go, Four Cough,” I said.

			“You Four Cough,” Curly said. That didn’t make sense. I wasn’t Four Cough.

			“Let her go,” I said again.

			“Or what?” Curly said. “You going to beat up all three of us?”

			“We’ll kick your arse, man,” Slim said.

			“Yeah, four Q zup,” Four Cough said. (What is this language they speak?)

			“I’m not allowed to hurt you,” I said.

			“You’re not allowed to hurt me?” Curly laughed.

			“Yeah nah,” I said.

			Without any warning he stepped forward and punched me in the stomach, as hard as he could. 

			I considered that. I was allowed to fight back if someone was hurting me, but his punch hadn’t hurt. Not really. Not compared to falling out of a tree or getting gored by a tusker.

			“Still not allowed to hurt me?” Curly asked, and now all three of them were laughing.

			I shook my head.

			“Hit him again, hit him again,” Reggie was chanting from over by the wall. She seemed to be on their side. I don’t know why. 

			Slim stepped forward a bit then. I think he liked this game. He was left-handed. He swung a big roundhouse punch that I could easily have dodged, but I took it. It knocked my jaw sideways and cut my lip. It didn’t really hurt though.

			“Can you hurt me now?” Curly asked

			I shook my head.

			Curly tried again with a punch right to my nose. Blood flooded into my mouth and I saw black spots in front of my eyes. It hurt like wasp stings.

			“How about now?” Curly laughed.

			“Yeah mate,” I said. “Now I can hurt you.”

			I took out Curly first. I still thought he was the most dangerous, and you can’t really fight three people at once. I grabbed him around the neck before he could do anything about it, and twisted him around in front of me so the other boys couldn’t get to me. Then I kicked him in the back of the knees, which made him fall down, and as he was falling I pushed him into Slim. They both tumbled backwards and I spun around to Four Cough, who had let go of Reggie and was moving towards me.

			I didn’t wait for him to come to me. I rushed at him and wrapped my arms around his, pinning his arms to his sides, then I smashed him in the face with my forehead. Now it was his nose that was bleeding all over the place.

			Reggie started screaming.

			I let Four Cough go and he fell down, sitting on his backside with blood streaming through his fingers. He didn’t look like he wanted to get up.

			I had thought that Curly was the most dangerous. I was wrong. It was Slim.

			While I was head-butting Four Cough, he had untangled himself from Curly, who was holding his knee and screaming. He came at me with a piece of wood with a rusty nail in it. It had been sitting against the wall but I hadn’t thought much of it.

			I have never had a pig come at me swinging a length of wood before, but they’ve come at me with their tusks, and it was much the same thing.

			I waited until he swung the wood, so I could see where it was going, then ducked out of the way. He swung past me with all his strength in the swing so I punched him hard in the armpit. I’ve been hit there before, and it hurts like anything.

			He dropped the wood and came at me again, scratching and clawing like a feral cat. I took a quick step backwards and kicked him in the stomach to keep him back a bit, but I must have kicked him harder than I thought because he went down in a heap, gasping for air.

			“Stop making me hurt you,” I said.

			Then I noticed that the screaming had stopped. Reggie had gone. I saw her legs disappearing out through the door.

			I forgot about the boys. I picked up my knife, untied Jack and we ran after her.

			She was disappearing out of the metal door as we ran down the ramp. 

			We caught up with her on the other side of the road.

			There were red and blue flashing lights at the end of the street and I could hear a loud siren. Someone must have heard all the screaming.

			I grabbed her by the arm. “Where’s my stuff?” I asked.

			“Don’t hurt me,” she screamed.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “It’s wrong to hurt people. I just saved you from those other boys.”

			“You don’t understand nuthin’, do you,” she said.

			“Just give me my stuff back,” I said.

			“Come with me,” she said, twisting out of my grip.

			I grabbed her arm again.

			The flashing lights were getting closer.

			“Come with me,” she said, “Or the pigs’ll get us and then you’ll never see your stuff.”

			Pigs?

			Moma’s  Code #8

			Do not allow other people to get hurt.

			Do not look the other way. 

			All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing.

			Do not let evil triumph. Not to speak is to speak. Not to act is to act.

			Do this, whatever it costs you.

			I think she borrowed this from someone else.

		

	
		
			January 9th ... continued

			They weren’t really pigs. That’s a word that Regina and her friends use to talk about police officers. Which was good, because I had visions of carloads of Captain Cookers!

			By the way, her name is Regina, pronounced Re-gee-nah, but everybody calls her Reggie. She doesn’t like Regina, because lots of people pronounce it wrong and then it sounds a bit rude.

			We ran away from the police for a long time.

			Eventually Jack and I followed Reggie alongside a big concrete wall. Up on top of the wall was the really fast road which I think is called a freeway. Then she came to a bridge. She looked around to make sure that nobody was watching her, then quickly turned and went under the bridge, which was where one freeway crossed another.

			There was a wedge-shaped gap underneath that, and we went in there. 

			“Shit!” was the first thing I heard.

			The floor was dirt and covered with cardboard boxes. There were tufts of weeds growing up through them here and there. In the corners were piles of bottles. I think they were mostly beer bottles. Others had labels saying Vodka or Gin.

			There was a strange smell, which seemed to be coming from a plastic bag filled with a gooey substance. The people under the freeway were passing it around and breathing in and out of the bag.

			The big boy that Reggie had called Junior was the one who said, “Shit.”

			There were two others. Apache, and the boy who stole my crossbow.

			My rucksack was in a corner, open, and my belongings were scattered on the ground around it. My crossbow was out of its case. It looked like they had tried to put it together, but couldn’t work out how to do it.

			Jack was snarling at them. 

			“What you bring him here for?” Junior asked.

			“I want my stuff back,” I said. “You stole it from me.”

			“It’s ours now,” he said. “What you gonna do, steal it back?”

			That stopped me in my tracks for a moment. Was it stealing if I took it from them? But it was mine in the first place. I said so.

			“It’s not stealing if it was mine in the first place,” I said. “Give it back to me.”

			“Four Qs,” he said. (I must try to find out what this means.) 

			“He cool,” Reggie said suddenly.

			“No way,” Apache said.

			“He cool,” Reggie said again. “Tonto and his numb-nut mates just tried to get the squeeze, but this egg jumped in and stopped them.”

			Junior looked at me and clearly didn’t believe her. 

			“That’s bullshit,” he said.

			“Nah bro, you shoulda seen it. He’s like Batman or something,” Reggie said. “Man they gonna be sore till next week. And he didn’t even use his knife neither.”

			The three boys looked at me for a few moments, then Apache held up the plastic bag he was holding. “You wanna sniff?”

			I shook my head. I was pretty sure that was drugs.

			Even so, it seemed like I had just become part of their little gang.

			Junior went and got my stuff and gave it to me. I checked the money. There was about a hundred dollars missing, but I decided not to ask about it. If it was gone, it was gone. It wasn’t coming back.

			“Anybody else tries to take that off you, we’ll put the hurt on them,” Apache said. “Big time.”

			Apache’s real name was Mohawk. The little boy who stole my crossbow was Allan.

			“Where you staying?” Reggie asked.

			“I got a place,” I said. I didn’t want to tell them about my secret hideaway in the bushes in the forest.

			“You can stay here with us, if you want,” Reggie said.

			“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m quite happy where I am.”

			“You talk like a pooftah,” Allan said.

			“You shuddup, you,” Reggie said. “He ain’t no pooftah. You shoulda seen him go all ninja and shit on Tonto and his bum buddies.”

			“I didn’t mean nuthin’,” Allan said.

			“I have to go,” I said. Now I had my money (or most of it), I could get a map and a bus ticket. Finally, I could get on with finding Moma.

			“See ya round,” Reggie said. “You cool. And thanks for saving my arse.” She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.

			Thought for the day:

			There is so much in this world that I don’t understand.

			Word of the day: 

			FOUR Qs

			I still don’t know what this means.

			Moma’s Code #10

			Forgive people when they do bad stuff to you.

			They will. Not everyone lives by a code of honour.

			Forgive them, not for their sake, but for yours. It will eat you up inside otherwise.

		

	
		
			January 10th

			Today I got to see Simon Kavanagh at last.

			I have been in Auckland for more than a week and am no closer to finding Moma, so first thing in the morning I tied Jack to a tree, gave him the silent sign, left him some dried meat and a plastic bowl of water. (I found an old plastic bowl in a trash can. I think it used to have ice cream in it.)

			Then I caught a bus to Avondale.

			A sour-looking woman answered the door of the address that I had been given. Two children who looked exactly alike, both girls, were standing behind her in matching clothes with the name of a school on it. They were about thirteen years old. They were looking angrily at each other as if they had just had a fight.

			“Yes?” she asked. I sensed that she was in a hurry.

			“Gidday,” I said. “I am looking for Simon Kavanagh.”

			“Why?” she asked. 

			I found her very abrupt.

			“That is a private matter,” I said.

			“I’m his daughter,” she said. “You can tell me.”

			“No I can’t, I’m sorry,” I said. “Is he here?”

			“No he isn’t,” she said. She seemed angry with me. “He only stayed for a couple of weeks.”

			“He’s moved to a home for stupid old people,” one of the girls said, earning a dirty look from her mother.

			“Can you please give me the address?” I asked.

			“Only if you tell me why you want it,” she said.

			I thought for a while about what to tell her and eventually settled on: “He’s like my grandfather.”

			What I meant by that was that he was like a grandfather to me, because he married the lady who was like a mother to Moma. She seemed to take it completely differently. I think she thought I meant that he really was my grandfather.

			“Of course he is,” she said. She went to a little table in the hallway and fished around in a drawer. Then she handed me a piece of paper. “Good luck.”

			She closed the door before I could say anything else, and I heard her yelling at the two girls, something about school.

			The paper had the address and phone number of the retirement village. It was in a different part of Auckland, which meant another bus ride and it was nearly midday when I finally walked up a long, curving driveway between some pretty gardens to reach the front door.

			There was a big roof over part of the driveway where people could get in and out of their cars without getting wet if it rained.

			I don’t think people in Auckland like the rain. I guess they can’t run around with no clothes on when it rains, so I understand that.

			Two glass doors slid open all by themselves when I walked up to them. I don’t know how they knew I was there, or maybe someone saw me walk up and pressed a button.

			A lady behind a counter smiled at me when I walked up. I told her who I was looking for.

			“And you are?” she asked.

			“Egan,” I said. 

			“Yes, but who are you to Mr Kavanagh,” she said. “I need to put it in the visitors’ book.”

			“I’m like his grandson,” I said. 

			She interpreted it the same way as the daughter had. I hope it wasn’t lying to say it that way.

			“Please take a seat,” she said, and picked up a telephone.

			I went to sit on a large sofa in the waiting room, and looked up at a painting of horses running along a beach for a few minutes.

			While I was waiting, a man and woman came storming out through a door at the back. 

			“Tight old prick,” the woman said. She was nearly in tears, but they were tears of anger and frustration, not sadness.

			“I’ll talk to them,” the man said. “They can’t be that unreasonable.”

			Then they were gone out through the sliding glass doors which opened all by themselves.

			The lady behind the counter waved me over. “Down the hallway, room one-one-three on your left,” she said, pointing to the door the couple had just come out of.

			Simon Kavanagh was older than I thought he would be. Or maybe he just looked older. I don’t really know how to tell the age of old people because I don’t know any of them.

			His first words when he opened the door were, “You’re not getting anything.”

			“I don’t want anything,” I said, which seemed to confuse him.

			“I don’t care who you think you are,” he said. “Some illegitimate brat thinks he deserves a piece of the pie, you can get away with you.”

			“I quite like pie,” I said. “I found a whole one in the dumpster. Not even touched. But I don’t want your pie. You can eat it all by yourself.”

			He seemed flabbergasted, but stepped backwards and allowed me inside. He followed and sat down in an armchair.

			The room was small and decorated with photos – of his family, I presume. One of the pictures was of Moma and the old lady.

			I sat down on the edge of the bed because there was nowhere else to sit.

			“Who are you again?” Mr Kavanagh asked.

			I pulled the letter addressed to Acacia Kavanagh out of my rucksack and handed it to him. He stared at it without opening it.

			“I’m looking for Moma … I mean, my mother,” I said. “I was hoping you could help.”

			“This isn’t addressed to me,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“It’s addressed to my wife,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“She died a few weeks ago,” he said.

			“I know, I was at the funeral,” I said.

			He looked sharply at me. “No you weren’t,” he said. “I didn’t see you there.”

			How he would recognise me, with all the hundreds of people who attended, I did not know, but I just said, “Moma and I were there. We stood up on the hill and watched.”

			He seemed shocked. He dropped the letter. I picked it up for him. “That was you?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			“I may be old, but my ears are still good,” he said. “I heard her singing, and when I looked up there was a woman and a boy up on the hill. I wondered why they didn’t come down and join us.”

			“That was me,” I said. “And Moma.”

			Something seemed to click inside his brain. “Moma is Moana,” he said. “You’re Moana’s boy.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“You know that the police – and your father – have been looking for you for years,” he said.

			I nodded. “Please don’t tell anyone that I came to see you.”

			“Like hell I will,” he said. “Your secret is safe with me. What do you mean you are looking for your mother?”

			“She disappeared,” I said. “Just before Christmas. She didn’t come home. I looked in her lockbox and I found this letter. I know that your wife has passed over, but I hoped that you might be able to help.”

			“Why didn’t you just open the letter?” he asked.

			“It’s not addressed to me,” I said.

			“It’s not addressed to me, either,” he said.

			“But it is addressed to your wife,” I said. “So I think it’s okay for you to open it.”

			He looked at it for a moment, then pulled it slowly open. He read it. More than once, I think. Then he looked at me. “When your mother was younger she used to come and stay with us at the shop,” he said. “She’d help out a bit, and take off for long hikes in the forest. She loved the forest.”

			“She really did,” I said.

			“You’re really not looking for anything from me,” he said.

			I shook my head. “I only want to find Moma.”

			He nodded. “All the rest of them, they … I’m not dead yet and they just seem to see me as some kind of buried treasure. Except instead of digging me up, they’re going to bury me.”

			“I don’t understand,” I said.

			“I don’t think I can help you,” he said. “You can read the letter for yourself. Your mother wrote it in case of an emergency. She asked Acacia, my wife, to take you in, and hide you until you were eighteen. But she is gone and I’m in here, and all that’s left for me is to endure the squabbling over my few pieces of silver. I miss her terribly, you know.”

			He was staring at a photo of her as he spoke.

			“There’s nothing left for me,” he said. “I am just waiting to die so those rabid dogs I sired and their grasping, manipulative bitches can fight over my bones.”

			It was then that I sensed the true extent of his grief. This was true love, I thought. This was what writers wrote about. A love so powerful that when one person was taken away, the other did not want to live.

			“I can’t help you,” he said. “I don’t have any clue where your mother might be, and I can’t even give you any money without lawyers for both my sons jumping over every last cent.”

			“I don’t want any money,” I said. “I just want to find my mother.”

			“I know,” he said. “You are a good soul. I can see it in you. My wife used to disappear at night sometimes. She wouldn’t say anything, and she wouldn’t tell me where she had been. I think she went to see you.”

			I remembered the old lady’s face disappearing into dream shadows.

			“I think she only went in an emergency,” he said. “She was always afraid of being watched. She said he – I mean your father – had spies everywhere.”

			“She was a special lady,” I said.

			“Go and find your mother,” he said. “She will be out there somewhere. I don’t know why she left you and I don’t know why she hasn’t contacted you. Try the hospitals. Perhaps she is ill or injured. Try the local newspapers. They usually know if there has been an accident or anything like that. Go and find her, Egan. And tell me when you do. I want to know how this story ends.”

			“I will,” I said.

			“And for now, leave an old man alone with his misery,” he said. He looked at me, then looked at the door.

			I didn’t move. “Can I ask you another question?” I said.

			“If you like. I don’t promise to answer it,” he said.

			“Moma always said that I should live a good life. That I should never do anything I would be ashamed of,” I said.

			“Good advice,” he said.

			“She said that life was about making memories to keep you happy when you are old,” I said. “She said I should be able to look back and be proud of the way I have lived my life, and to remember all the good things that happened.”

			Mr Kavanagh was silent.

			“You are the first old person I have ever met,” I said. “Is that really what it’s like?”

			He said nothing for a long time, and then he didn’t answer my question. He just said, “I think you should go now.”

			When I walked back down the driveway, it took me past his window. I could see him, still sitting in the same armchair. He was staring at the photos that lined his table and his wall.

			I think he was remembering.

			Moma’s Code #25

			Respect your elders.

			They know more than you think they know, but they’ll let you make the same mistakes they made if you don’t want to listen.

			Word of the day: 

			FLABBERGASTED

			This means surprised and confused. Today was the first time I have been able to use it in my diary.

		

	
		
			January 11th 

			I went back to the freeway cave today with Jack.

			All four of them were there. They were just lying around on the cardboard boxes looking bored.

			“Here he is,” Reggie said. “I told you he’d come back. He saved my arse and I give him a kiss. Now he thinks he’s getting a squeeze.”

			They all laughed.

			“Not going to happen, wild man,” Reggie said.

			“Not going to happen, wild man,” Allan echoed.

			“I was hoping you might help me,” I said.

			“Help him get a squeeze,” Junior said, and they all laughed.

			“Help me find my mother,” I said.

			They all went silent.

			“Why you want to find your mum?” Mohawk asked.

			“She went missing,” I said. “She left home and didn’t come back.” 

			There was a sudden quiet in the little concrete cave and I had the feeling that they all had stories like that. Mine was no different. Why should they bother helping me? 

			“Bet your old man gave her the bash,” Junior said. “Can’t handle the jandal, eh.”

			The only old man I knew was Mr Kavanagh, so none of what he said made sense. 

			“Shut up, youse fellas,” Reggie said. “It’s really stink when that happens.” She stood up and put a hand on my arm. “I’ll help you.”

			“I think she’s hot for him,” Mohawk said.

			“Four Qs,” Reggie said. “He just lost his mum. Have some feelings, man.”

			“Have some feelings, man,” little Allan echoed.

			Mohawk looked away.

			“I was told to try hospitals and newspapers,” I said. 

			“I’ll take you to the library,” Reggie said. “You can check newspapers all over the world there. And they got phones, free for local calls. We can ring the hospitals. Can’t take your mutt though.”

			I apologised to Jack as I tied him up to a post and gave him some dried pork. The three boys edged a little further away and looked at him nervously. 

			Reggie took me down the main street of the city, which is called Queen Street. We turned up a side road and there was a big building with the words ‘Auckland Public Library’ on the front.

			Inside were more books than I imagined existed in the world.

			There were thousands of them, all lined up in big metal book cases. Row after row of them.

			We went up a moving staircase and there was another floor and it too was filled with thousands of books. And there was another moving staircase that went up again!

			I didn’t see how anyone could ever read so many books.

			We didn’t read any books. We used a computer. It is the first time I have seen one and it was nothing like I imagined from what Moma told me.

			I told Reggie that we had lived on the Coromandel Peninsula and she checked a newspaper called the Peninsular Post, and another one called the New Zealand Herald.

			I still don’t understand quite what she did, or how, but she was able to show me pictures of the newspaper as if I was holding it in my hand, but it was in the computer. It was very confusing.

			We checked all the newspapers going back to Christmas Eve for any stories about car accidents or anything that might explain Moma’s disappearance, but we didn’t find anything.

			I thought that was good. If she had been hurt in an accident, that would probably be in the paper. Reggie thought that if she had been arrested that would be in the paper also. So that was good news too.

			Then she rang the Thames hospital, which is at the bottom of Coromandel, and asked if a patient called Moana Bailey had been admitted. (After my mum left my dad, she went back to her maiden name, which was Bailey. But because my birth certificate says Egan Tucker, I am still Egan Tucker.)

			She also tried two more hospitals in Auckland.

			Nobody had heard of Moana Bailey.

			Then she rang all the hospitals back and gave a description of Moma, which I gave her, and asked if any unnamed patients had been admitted matching that description, but none had.

			Reggie is really clever at this stuff.

			But after a couple of hours, I still didn’t know anything more about what had happened to Moma.

			We gave up at two o’clock. I know this because there was a big clock on the wall. Moma taught me to tell the time when I was very young, but it never really meant anything to me until I came to the city. Before then it was just night or day. I ate when I was hungry.

			I was hungry.

			“Are you hungry?” I asked Reggie.

			“Yeah, heaps,” she said. “I ain’t had nothing all day. But I had some sniff this morning so I was okay.”

			She hadn’t eaten all day? I had at least had breakfast.

			I thought of taking her down to the dumpster where the restaurant threw all its food, but usually they did that at night. After a hot day I thought anything in the dumpster would be really disgusting by now. Anyway, that wasn’t the place to take a young lady for a meal. And I had money now.

			“Do you want to go somewhere and eat some lunch,” I asked.

			She turned her head to the side and looked at me carefully.

			“You looking to get something from me?” she asked.

			“No, I’m just hungry and I wanted to thank you for all your help,” I said.

			“Oh, chur bro,” she said.

			“Where do you want to go?” I asked.

			“You’re paying?” she asked.

			“Yes, of course,” I said.

			“Then Maccas,” she said.

			So we went to Maccas, which turned out to be a restaurant called McDonalds where they sold beef sandwiches called hamburgers, and fried potato strips called fries. They sold some other stuff too, but that was what we had. I also had an ice cream, which they called a ‘soft-serve cone’ but I know it was ice cream. It wasn’t like I expected. 

			The food was really nice, and they even gave me a plastic toy for free!

			We talked while we ate. “Why do you live here, and not with your family?” I asked.

			“Home was real stink, eh,” she said. “Didn’t like it there. On the street I got my crew to look after me.”

			“What was wrong at home?” I asked.

			“My stepfather was always wanting the squeeze,” she said.

			If that meant what I thought it meant, that was shocking and horrible, but she said it as though she was telling me that the fries weren’t cooked properly.

			“Why didn’t you do something?” I asked. 

			“I did,” she said. “I told my mum. She just said I was lying. But she knew I wasn’t lying.”

			“That’s terrible,” I said. 

			“Nah, that’s nothing,” she said. “You should ask little Allan why he’s on the street.”

			She considered that for a moment then said. “Nah. Don’t ask him. It makes him go all freako when he talks about it.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“Don’t be,” she said. “How ’bout you? Why you on the street?”

			I thought that was obvious. “You know why,” I said. “My mother disappeared.” 

			“Stink,” she said. “What about your old man?”

			“You mean Mr Kavanagh?” I asked, a little confused. 

			“I mean your father,” she said. “He still around.”

			I shook my head. “No. He beat us up, so we ran away.”

			“Happens a lot,” she said. “Real stink.”

			“Real stink,” I said.

			“Did you and your mum go to the refuge?” she asked. “My aunty is there now. The one on K Road.”

			“I don’t know what that is,” I said. I considered whether or not to tell her about my life in the bush, but then decided that it wasn’t really a secret any more. And she certainly wasn’t going to tell the police.

			“We went to live in a forest,” I said. “In an old cottage. Where he couldn’t find us.”

			“Awesome,” she said. “That’s like Tarzan or something. How long were you hiding there?”

			I think she expected me to say how many days, or even weeks, I was there, because when I said, “Fifteen years,” her mouth dropped open and her eyes opened wide.

			“Are you shitting me?” she asked.

			I shook my head. 

			“What’s your name?” she asked.

			“Egan Tucker,” I said without thinking. Then I wondered if that was telling her too much. There was something about her that made me want to do that. Something about her and me when we were together. It made me feel safe and warm. 

			When we left McDonalds she put her hand on my arm and gave me a quick kiss on the lips and said thanks for lunch.

			“See you, Reggie,” I said, a little unsettled by the kiss.

			“You sure you’re not just after a squeeze?” she said.

			“I’m sure,” I said.

			“’Cos if you were, that might be okay,” she said.

			“No. No,” I said. “I just like being with you.”

			She looked at me strangely. “You serious?” she asked.

			I nodded. I didn’t say anything. I could taste her on my lips and I didn’t want to lose it. Although, in hindsight, that might have been a bit of sauce from the hamburger.

			“I never met nobody like you before,” she said. 

			Words of the day: 

			Chur bro

			I think this means thanks, or something like that.

			Thought for the day:

			I wonder if this is what love feels like.

			Another thought for the day:

			Ice cream is my new favourite thing.

		

	
		
			January 12th

			Today I went to the DOC office and got my usual shake of the head from June.

			After that I stayed in the forest, which I have learned is called the Auckland Domain. I really wanted to go and see Reggie again, but I decided that would be too much. She would think I was weird if I turned up again.

			I think tomorrow I might go and walk in that direction, in case I happen to bump into her on the street.

			I painted a picture of her. It’s not very good. It’s a bit like a Picasso.

			But I wasn’t trying to paint like Picasso.

			I forgot to say yesterday, that when Reggie and I got back to the cave, little Allan was playing with Jack. Not only that, but he had somehow found Jack’s bunny in my rucksack and they were playing with that.

			Jack has never let anyone touch bunny before. Not even me!

			Thought for the day:

			I really miss Moma.
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			January 13th

			Shake of head from June.

			Painted another picture of Reggie. I did it like the Mona Lisa by Da Vinci.

			I went for a walk near the freeway but didn’t see her.

			Went to the museum, which is at the top of the hill in the Domain. It was free to enter, but there was a box for donations so I gave them an apple and the plastic toy they gave me at McDonalds. It wouldn’t fit through the slot, so I just left it on the top.

			There is so much stuff inside the museum. I still can’t quite believe it.

			So many things that I have read about in books, like elephants (not a live one) and Maori canoes and …

			I think I will write a list of all the things I saw, so I can remember them. It was awesome!!

			For a while I forgot about how much I miss Moma.

			Thought for the day:

			I still really miss Moma.

			Things I am afraid of:

			That she is never coming back.
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			Things I Saw at the Museum

			There were hundreds of things, but these are the ones that most stick in my mind:

			•A volcano

			•Polar bears (not live)

			•Elephant (not live)

			•A giant New Zealand bird called a moa (it’s extinct, so definitely not live)

			•Maori carvings of men with really big pee-pee guns

			•A clay pot from ancient Rome

			•A fighter aeroplane from World War 2

			•Dinosaurs (live… nah, just joking)

			•A village of how settlers lived when they first came to New Zealand (This made me sad because it reminded me of home)

			•A Maori canoe which looked a lot like the cloud I saw in the sky that day (This made me sad because it reminded me of Moma)

		

	
		
			January 14th

			I saw Reggie today.

			I also got chased by the police and lost my home and nearly drowned.

			But I saw Reggie today!

			I am writing this sitting in the entrance to the cave. That’s what I call the dark place underneath the freeway where Reggie, Junior, Mohawk and little Allan live. It reminds me a bit of our winter cave in the forest. But it’s not as warm, and it’s much noisier.

			In fact it’s so noisy that I don’t know how anyone could sleep here.

			Cars have been driving on the freeway above us all night. They drive really fast and there are lots of them. It’s like a huge droning sound.

			When a big truck goes over it vibrates the walls. And there are often sirens which are either:

			•Police cars

			•Ambulances

			•Fire engines

			It also gets quite cold in here at night, even though it’s January. Reggie and her crew wrap themselves in blankets made from old sacks and cardboard boxes. Except little Allan. He has a real blanket that Reggie stole from a shop for him. 

			Stealing is wrong, but these kids don’t live by a code, so I guess they don’t know that.

			Allan is crying as I am writing this. He cries himself to sleep most nights. That is one of the reasons the kids sleep here. There are better places in the city. Old buildings, which are quieter and warmer. There are even shelters set up for street kids by a group called Friends of Auckland Street Kids.

			But the other kids don’t like it when Allan cries at night. So Junior, Mohawk and Reggie all live here with him. They look out for him.

			Allan doesn’t talk much. When he does, he usually just copies what someone else is saying as if he is not confident enough to come up with something on his own. But he always seems to be drinking everything in, sitting in the corner with eyes that are far too wise for a 13-year-old.

			Right now Reggie has gone to cuddle Allan to help him sleep.

			Okay. About today.

			I was woken up very early this morning, well before it was light, by shouting and barking. There were lights everywhere and a helicopter flew overhead with a huge spotlight that was like the sun had come out at night.

			I think they were chasing someone, but I don’t know who or what.

			One of the police dogs ran right past us and, before I could stop him, Jack barked at it, and next thing there were lights shining in my little bush hideout and I was being told to come out of there.

			I grabbed my rucksack on one shoulder, my crossbow on the other, then slithered out the opposite side of the bushes from the policeman and ran for it.

			Next thing I was being chased by a police dog, and the police dog was being chased by Crackerjack and somewhere behind him was a policeman chasing the lot of us.

			I think police dogs are trained to jump up and grab you by the arm and pull you down because that’s what this dog kept trying to do. He was a big dog too, brown and black, and he was twice the size of Jack.

			But he couldn’t jump up and pull me down because Jack wouldn’t let him.

			I also think the police dog must have been trained not to get in a fight with another dog, because he kept ignoring Jack. But before he could get a grab of my arm Jack would jump up on him. Then I’d yell, “Down Jack” because I didn’t want him to get in a fight with the police dog.

			Not because of the size of the thing. Jack might be smaller but he’s hunted down some pretty big pigs and he can be a whole bucket of nasty when he wants to be (even if he does go to sleep cuddling a stuffed toy bunny). I just didn’t want the two dogs to get in a fight because that would slow us down, and the policeman wasn’t far behind.

			I was worried that they might shoot me too. (Although I found out later that police officers in New Zealand don’t carry guns. I was quite surprised!)

			We ran across a few roads without even looking for cars, so it was lucky it was so early in the morning and the streets weren’t busy yet.

			I realised we were heading down towards the wharves, so I went straight for the place I usually go to bathe. I ran down the concrete steps and jumped in, holding the rucksack on top of my head to keep it dry. It was really hard swimming like that, but I didn’t want to ruin my diary or my paintings. Jack’s a good swimmer and he kept up with me easily. The police dog stayed on the steps.

			On the other side of the wharf there was a boat just moving out, so I swam across to it and grabbed hold of a rubber ball thing on the side that stopped the wharf from scratching it.

			I got there just as it was about to take off.

			I had one hand holding on to the rubber ball thing, one hand holding my rucksack out of the water and one hand holding Jack’s collar. Haha, nah. I’m just kidding about that.

			On the back side of a big wooden pillar, I had noticed a huge rusted metal bolt, and I hung the rucksack and my crossbow on that. It was well out of the water, unless the tide came in.

			Then the boat took off. I grabbed Jack’s collar and held him next to me.

			We started off really slowly, but as soon as we were away from the wharf, the boat picked up speed. The wake along the side of the boat was hammering at us. If I hadn’t got my hand hooked in the rope that held the rubber ball thing, I would have fallen off for sure. The water was coming over my head and I was swallowing it and it was really hard to breathe.

			Then I got worried about where the boat was going. Maybe it was going to Australia! It didn’t seem like a big enough boat to go to Australia. It was a lot smaller than the ferry I had been on. But I don’t know a lot about boats.

			I saw a flashing light out on the water – a buoy. It must have been moored there to show the boats where to go.

			It wasn’t far away, so when we were as close to it as I thought we were going to get, I let go of the boat, which disappeared into the darkness.

			Then Jack and I swam across to the buoy.

			I was quite tired and winded from all the running and swimming and getting dragged by boats, so I just clung onto it for a while. I put an arm around Jack and held him up so he wouldn’t have to swim all the time.

			Back on the shore I could see flashlights around the wharf where I had jumped into the water. They were looking under the wharves and around the wharves and in the water near the wharves. 

			They didn’t think to look out where we were. I guess they didn’t think we could have got so far so fast. All their activity seemed to be around the wharf where we had gone in and the wharf on either side, so after I had rested for a bit, Jack and I swam to the west where there was a big hotel right on the end of one of the wharves.

			We got out of the water there – and just in time, because a police boat with flashing red and blue lights came along the waterfront, shining a big spotlight everywhere.

			If we had stayed on the buoy I am sure they would have found us.

			We kept moving, to get as far away from the wharves as possible.

			We stayed away till the afternoon, and only when I was sure there weren’t any police around did I go back and retrieve my rucksack and crossbow. That was a close thing.

			I didn’t think I could go back to the domain, so instead I went to where Reggie lived.

			She and the boys didn’t even seem surprised to see me, although they asked why I was so wet.

			I told them about the police chase, but I am sure they thought I was making it up. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, so I just stayed there.

			The boys all had a snooze in the afternoon, but Reggie was still awake. She came and sat next to me. “When you said you liked being with me,” she asked quietly, “was that true?”

			“Of course it was,” I said. “I can’t tell lies. I really like you.”

			She didn’t say anything, she just looked at me.

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			She nodded. “I just never had nobody say that before. Not without they wanted something.”

			“Then they were stupid people,” I said.

			That made her cry for some reason.

			I don’t think I understand women yet.

			“Why can’t you tell no lies?” Reggie asked a bit later when she had stopped crying. “Is it like a curse someone put on you?”

			I shook my head. “It’s a code I live by.”

			“And you couldn’t hurt Tonto and his dickhead friends until they put the bash on you,” she said.

			“That’s right,” I said. “It’s wrong to hurt other people, unless it’s to stop them hurting you.”

			“Is that part of your code too?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I said.

			I realised that Junior, Mohawk and little Allan were all listening too.

			“That’s all stupid shit,” she said. “Don’t tell no lies. Don’t give nobody the bash. Man, you wouldn’t survive coupla days on the street like that.”

			“You wouldn’t survive coupla days,” Allan said.

			“I’ve survived two weeks so far,” I pointed out. “There’s some other stuff too.”

			I listed some of the other code stuff for her.

			“Why?” Mohawk asked.

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“Why? Why you wanna bother?” Mohawk said. “No other brother does. You act all good and shit, world still going to beat you down. You can’t change the world.”

			“You a stupid arse,” Reggie said. “Of course you can’t change the world. You just some dumb-arse street kid. Every brother sister got to change themselves.”

			“Every brother sister got to change themselves,” Allan said.

			Allan has stopped crying and gone to sleep. Reggie is sitting beside me with her head on my shoulder. I like that.

			She wants to know why I spend so much time writing in this book, so I explained. She wants to read it but I said not till I’m dead. She laughed. I like her laugh.

			It’s hard to write though, so I will continue tomorrow.

			Reggie is da bomb. She da coolest sister on da planet.

			Reggie wrote that last line.

			Egan is strange but he cool.

			She wrote that too.

		

	
		
			January 15th

			I found out what a shower is.

			It is a little room in a bathroom in a house where water comes out of the ceiling like it was raining inside the house. You can make the water warmer or colder just by turning a tap.

			It is awesome!

			I found this out when I told Reggie I was going down to the ocean to have a bath. She said not to swim in there, it is polluted.

			I didn’t know that and hope I haven’t caught some horrible disease from all the other times I have been down there.

			I asked her if she bathed, but she seemed to think I was being mean.

			“Of course I wash,” she said. “Every week. Even if I don’t need it. What, you saying I smell?”

			I shook my head. “Where do you go for a wash?” I asked.

			“There’s toilets in Albert Park, but better ones down at the train station,” she said. She seemed to think about something. Deciding whether or not to let me in on her confidence. “But I know a secret place. Hot water and everything. Don’t smell like old piss or nothing neither.”

			Her secret place turned out to be an apartment building down on Federal Street. One of the apartments was empty. It had electricity, hot water, everything. But nobody lived there. Reggie thought they lived overseas and kept the apartment only for when they were visiting New Zealand. Somehow she had found a key. 

			First we went to Maccas and took heaps of paper towels out of the bathrooms and stuffed them under our clothes. Reggie said that wasn’t stealing because they were free.

			At the apartment building we had to go up lots of flights of concrete stairs that had signs saying ‘Fire Exit’. Reggie said there was an elevator, but she didn’t want the other residents to see us, and they never used the stairs. On the very top level of the stairs, she used a plastic card to open a big heavy door. (She checked inside first through a small glass window.) Inside was a corridor with numbered doors. There was a red door labelled ‘Fire Hose’ on the wall and she opened that and felt around at the back and found a metal key.

			She let us both in to the apartment, after first knocking to make sure that no one was home.

			This must be what they call luxury.

			There was a separate room for cooking, which had an electrical oven that got hot just by turning a switch! There was an electrical jug that made water hot the same way.

			Forget lighting fires and burning charcoal. This is way easier!

			There was another room for sleeping in (two of those actually) and a room for washing clothes and the bathroom with the shower (the thing where water falls out of the ceiling).

			Reggie was quite surprised that I had never seen any of these things before and I think she quite enjoyed showing me how everything worked.

			She had the first turn, and she made me get out of the bathroom while she showered.

			I understand that. She is a woman.

			Then I had my turn.

			I think having a shower may be my most favourite thing ever. It’s like warm rain and I used soap (which was really soft and smelled flowery) to clean myself and then I just stood in the shower feeling the water on my skin until the water began to get cold and Reggie yelled at me to get out.

			I dried myself with the paper towels and then washed my clothes in the basin next to the shower. I wrung them out and hung them on the shower rail to dry. 

			Then I walked out to where Reggie was waiting.

			“What you doing?” she said. “Put some clothes on, man. I don’t wanna see your dangly bits.”

			I am pretty sure she meant my pee-pee gun. “You already saw my dangly bits,” I said. “Down by the ocean that day.”

			“Just ’cos I seen ’em don’t mean I wanna keep looking at ’em,” she said. “Damn bro, get some clothes on.”

			So I had to put my wet clothes back on, although they did dry quickly, because it was warm.

			Then we had to clean up the bathroom perfectly spotless. Reggie said that if the owners came back, she didn’t want them to know anyone had been there.

			I was a bit worried that this whole thing was like stealing, but as Reggie pointed out, we didn’t take anything. 

			So I guess that is okay.

			Thought for the day:

			Showers are my new favourite thing!

		

	
		
			January 16th

			I have been learning a few things. 

			It is called a motorway, not a freeway. (That may be the American word for the same thing.)

			Also:

			His name is Tonto, not Four Cough. His mates are Too Skinny (Slim was quite a good guess) and Top Gun. 

			Four Cough is actually something very rude.

			So is Four Qs.

			That is all I am going to say on this matter.

		

	
		
			January 17th

			I went back to see Mr Kavanagh today. There was no real reason, I just had nothing else to do.

			He seemed surprised, but pleased to see me. He seemed much happier than the last time I saw him.

			We had a cup of tea together, and he told me stories about my mother, when he had known her. Then he told me stories about his wife. Then he told me stories about lots of other things: countries he had been to, pets he had had, a war he had been in. 

			I hardly said a word the whole time.

			When I got home, Reggie gave me a news article. It was from the New Zealand Herald, which is one of the newspapers we looked at when I was searching for news about Moma.

			She used a printer at the library to print out the article. It had photos, and a story about me. The photos were of me as a baby, and of Moma, and one of my father.

			I think it is recent because he looks older than he did in the wedding photo.

			I am not sure how I feel about this.

			I will stick it in my diary for now.

		

	
		
			 

			NZ Herald Article 

			Search continues for baby Egan

			Five years after the disappearance of baby Egan Tucker, his father has not given up the search, and has offered a $10,000 reward for information.

			Raymond ‘Ray’ Tucker is a former rugby international, regarded by many as a national hero for his game-saving tackle in the 2004 Bledisloe Cup final. Mr Tucker was awarded custody of his baby son Egan after a bitter court battle with his wife Moana, who had been diagnosed with clinical depression. The night before he was due to take custody, Moana and baby Egan disappeared.

			Initial fears for their safety were alleviated when it was revealed that Moana had taken money, food and other belongings with her. Police at the time described her actions as those of someone who wanted to hide, not those of someone wishing to self-harm.

			Extensive searches in New Zealand failed to find any trace of the pair, and the search was later extended to Australia and the Pacific Islands.

			Despite several promising leads, no sign of Moana or Egan has ever been found.

			In an effort to re-stimulate the search, Ray Tucker has now offered a $10,000 reward for information leading to the location of Moana and Egan.

			Egan would now be five years old, and a computer-generated image of what he could look like now has been released by investigators.

			If you have any information regarding the location of Moana Ruth Tucker (née Bailey) or Egan Ray Tucker, please phone the Auckland Police.

			 	 

		

	
		
			January 19th

			There is a lot to learn when you live on the street.

			I guess there is a lot to learn when you live anywhere. Take any of these street kids and throw them in the middle of the Coromandel forest and they would starve to death in a week – if they didn’t get gored by a Captain Cooker or die of exposure first.

			But the same applies to me. There is a lot I have to learn about living in a city. But my crew have been teaching me.

			Homeless people are one of the dangers here. Not all of them, not by a long shot, according to Reggie. Most of them are kind, gentle, unfortunate people who have had something go really badly wrong in their lives. Some of them were successful business people. Some were lawyers. Some were even teachers.

			But there are some who have had their brains totally fried by alcohol or whatever drug they have been using. Too many years living on the streets, shoving junk into your brain, and it can short-circuit a lot of the internal wiring.

			So you’ve got to learn which ones to watch out for, the same way you’ve got to learn which pigs will have a go and which will run.

			There’s the crazy old cat lady down by Victoria Park. She thinks she has a cat. But she doesn’t. You can see her stroking it and talking to it. She even feeds it, but the crumbs just drop on the ground. And when she gets her benefit money and takes it to the liquor shop, she always tells them she is buying medicine for her cat. Sometimes she wakes up and can’t see the cat (which isn’t even there) and she panics and starts screaming that someone stole her cat. But it always comes back. The cat that isn’t there. She’s loud but she’s harmless.

			Up on K Road there is an old man who looks a bit like Santa Claus (if Santa Claus was a homeless, dirty drunk). He has long white hair and a white beard, except where it is stained with whatever it is that drools constantly from his mouth. He’s one of the dangerous ones. He thinks that street kids are undercover policemen who have come to arrest him. He has a broken old umbrella and if you go too near him he will chase you and try to hit you with it. He can’t really run very fast though. Or very far. So I guess he’s not that dangerous.

			Slinky McStinky is the worst one. He’ll actually act like he is asleep to try and catch you. He’s a thin-faced, ratty looking man who never wears more than a disgusting old dirty singlet and a pair of torn wool pants, even in winter. He is really strong, Reggie said, despite his looks. And fast. He’s like a snake, lying coiled on the pavement. You’re safe as long as you stay well away from it, but get within range and it will strike, tearing at your clothing, biting your arms and legs. Reggie says he probably has some nasty diseases too.

			I wanted to give some of these people some money (rule #26) but Reggie said not to. She said if I want to help them, buy them food. Give them money and it would go on booze – or methylated spirits if they couldn’t afford real booze. They strain it through bread to remove some chemical that makes them vomit, but it makes them blind and then later it kills them. But they don’t care. Buy them food, however, and they would eat it. They are always hungry. Especially Slinky.

			The police move him on regularly, and he disappears for weeks on end, but he always comes back. Just like a song Moma used to sing to me – about a cat who kept coming back.

			I still think the city is like a big hungry beast, but now I have a better analogy for it. (An analogy is something that us writers use to help explain things to the reader.)

			The city is like a fire. It burns constantly, and it needs a constant supply of firewood to keep it burning. Stop the firewood, and the city would slowly die away to nothing.

			Where Moma and I lived, we didn’t need much. We were like a tiny little fire that takes just a few twigs to keep it burning and it will burn for a long time on a few chunks of firewood.

			But the city is like a huge bonfire that burns and burns and needs massive amounts of firewood just to keep going.

			There are cities all over the world.

			It’s like the whole world is on fire.

			Moma’s Code #26 

			Always be kind and generous to people less fortunate than you. 

			Help them in any way you can.

		

	
		
			January 20th

			(I am writing this on January 27th.)

			I have not been able to write for a week because my hand swelled up so much I couldn’t bend my fingers. I vaguely remember someone stomping on it.

			In any case, my head has been really sore and really fuzzy for the last few days and I don’t think I could have written anything if I wanted to. Most of the pain is in my left side and I think I have a cracked rib. My face still feels like raw meat.

			Junior said that I had to go to the hospital but I said no, and Reggie, although she clearly thought so too, made them promise they wouldn’t take me there. That would involve the police.

			They said I should take some drugs to make the pain go away, but I don’t want to take any drugs. Reggie went to a pharmacy and bought some painkillers, but they all agreed that pharmacy medicine wouldn’t do much.

			Mohawk went and bought some cigarettes that he said would help, but I also promised Moma that I wouldn’t smoke, so I said no to those too. So they smoked them. They shared the cigarettes. By coincidence, it always seemed to be when the pain got really bad.

			They are not polite smokers either. Moma always used to smoke outside the cottage, and away from me. But the kids sat in a circle around me and smoked. They kept blowing the smoke in my face too, which was really rude, but I was too ill to say anything.

			Usually the pain would reduce after a few minutes, or maybe I was just light-headed from the cigarette smoke.

			Funny thing, they smelled like the same kind of cigarettes Moma used to smoke in the forest.

			I am feeling better now, it has been a week, and the swelling in my hand has gone down enough for me to write.

			So here is what happened: 

			I’d been down to do my daily walk by the DOC office and then on to my favourite dumpster to see what was for dinner that day. (I think it was a noodle dish, but can’t really remember.) Then I went home.

			I knew something was wrong as soon as I turned the corner of the street towards the motorway. There was a crowd of people around the entrance to our little concrete cave.

			Junior, Mohawk, Reggie and little Allan were all standing in the entrance. Even from here I could see that they looked frightened. All except Mohawk. He looked angry. But that’s what he looks like when he’s frightened.

			At the front of the crowd, which I estimated at ten or twelve people, were Tonto, Slim and Top Gun.

			I was terrified. Not for me, but for Reggie. Well, maybe a little bit for me.

			Okay, a lot for me. But I knew I had to get involved. Rule #8. Do not look the other way.

			I turned down an alley and tied Jack to a drainpipe. I thought this might get ugly and I didn’t want him involved.

			When I came out of the alley, Tonto was waving his arms around and talking loudly. It’s easy to talk loudly when you’ve got ten or so people to back you up. I moved up quietly behind them, standing at the back of the group as if I was one of them.

			“Youse guys been spending up big time,” Tonto said. “You got seen. So we know you got money. I reckon you owe us.”

			“We don’t owe youse nuthin’,” Junior said.

			“Yeah youse do,” Tonto said. “Me and the boys were talking to Reggie the other day, and this freako dude came by and gave us all the bash. He was like six foot two and built like Arnold Schwarzenegger. Top Gun ended up in hospital. I reckon youse owe us for that.”

			“Youse was trying to rape me,” Reggie said. “That ain’t cool.”

			“You say,” Tonto said. “We was just having some fun. And you wanted it.”

			“Four Qs,” Reggie said.

			“We don’t got no money, bro,” Mohawk said. “We had some, but it’s all gone now.”

			“Truth?” Tonto asked.

			“Church,” Mohawk said.

			“Then we take Reggie instead,” Tonto said.

			“You ain’t getting none of this,” Reggie said.

			Junior and Mohawk, and even little Allan, moved in front of Reggie, protecting her. I thought it was time I said something.

			“Leave them alone,” I said.

			Everybody turned and looked at me.

			“Aw, that’s that freako dude,” Top Gun said.

			“Who?”

			“That guy?”

			“That ain’t no Arnie.”

			“That runt gave all three of youse the bash?”

			“Yeah, but he knows like kung fu or something,” Tonto said.

			A space cleared around me real quick smart.

			 “Get out of here, Egan,” Reggie said. “This ain’t your fight.” She looked really scared. 

			I was hoping it wasn’t going to be anybody’s fight. Some of the kids in Tonto’s gang had bits of wood.

			“You come to the wrong place at the wrong time,” Tonto said. “You gonna die today, fella.”

			“If you beat me up, you’ll leave them alone?” I asked.

			“No!” Reggie cried out.

			“Sounds fair to me,” Too Skinny said. “He’s the one that gave us the bash.”

			“Sweet as,” Top Gun said.

			Tonto walked right up to me so we were nose to nose. His breath smelled bad but I felt it was the wrong time to tell him.

			“Last chance to run like a girl,” he said loudly.

			As I noted earlier, it’s easy to talk loudly when you’ve got ten or so mates to back you up.

			“You leave them alone,” I said.

			He nodded slowly, then head-butted me the way I had done to him.

			I saw flashing lights in front of my eyes and my nose started bleeding.

			I didn’t do anything.

			Too Skinny kicked me on the thigh, that hurt even more, but I didn’t do anything.

			I figured I was going to get beaten up anyway and if I fought back it would just make it worse. As long as they didn’t kill me, I would heal. I have healed from some pretty nasty stuff.

			Someone hit me in the back of the head, and I was suddenly looking up at all their faces from the concrete. They started kicking, but it all seemed a bit of a blur. I think I must have been a bit dazed because it didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would.

			Just when I thought it was going to get really bad, it stopped.

			I could hear someone talking.

			It was little Allan.

			He was reciting the code. Moma’s code. Word for word, all the stuff I had told them a few nights ago. Number 1, number 2, and so on. Don’t lie. Don’t hurt. Don’t despair. When he finished he just started again.

			“What’s all that bullshit?” Tonto asked.

			“The street-kid code of honour,” Mohawk said. 

			Allan was standing next to me now.

			“What the freak you talking about?” Tonto said.

			Allan just kept saying the code, over and over.

			“You such a dickhead, Tonto,” Reggie said. “It’s tough out here. We got to look after our brothers and sisters. The pigs and the parents and the rest of the world is down on us, so we got to stick together. We gotta live by a code.”

			“The street-kid code of honour,” Mohawk said.

			“We protect each other. We don’t bash on each other,” Junior said.

			Little Allan stopped reciting and started crying.

			“That’s such bullshit,” Tonto said. He gave me a kick for good measure.

			“I don’t know …” Top Gun said.

			There was a lot of murmuring in the group.

			“She’s right. We ain’t got nobody else,” Too Skinny said. “Just each other.”

			“A code of honour,” Top Gun said. I could see he quite liked that idea.

			“Who told you this code?” Tonto asked.

			“He did,” I heard Reggie say. I couldn’t see her from my vantage point on the ground under their boots.

			“That’s bullshit,” Tonto said. “He ain’t even one of us.”

			That caused another murmur through the crowd.

			“Yeah, he is,” Reggie said.

			“No, he ain’t,” Too Skinny said.

			“Yeah? How long you been on the street?” Reggie asked.

			“I don’t know man, more than a year, for sure,”  Too Skinny said.

			“How ’bout you, Top Gun?” Reggie asked.

			Top Gun answered, “Two years, plus some.”

			“Yeah, well this dude been on the street fifteen years,” Reggie said.

			“That’s bullshit,” Tonto said. “He’s only about that old.”

			“Thaz right, dumb-arse,” Reggie said. “He been on the street his whole life.”

			“No way,” I heard someone say.

			“Church. He and his mum ran away when he was a bubby. He been on the street ever since. How does that stack up?” Reggie asked.

			That wasn’t quite true. I’d been living in a forest, not a street, and yet she was right in a way. It was just the colour of the landscape that was different.

			Reggie was still going: “That Tonto there, he ain’t even for real. He a part time street-kid. Lives with his olds in a big house. Only comes down here and hangs out with us because he think it cool.”

			“That’s true, bro,” I heard someone say.

			Junior pushed through the crowd of them and grabbed me by both my arms and lifted me up. Everything hurt when he did it. Everything.

			“Think about it, dumb-arses,” Junior said. 

			Then he helped me walk back through the crowd, who were all completely silent, back to the cave. My legs didn’t seem to be working properly.

			“Jack’s in the alley,” I remember saying, over and over.

			Thought for the day:

			Although that happened a week ago, my writing on this page is really hard to read because my hand keeps shaking.

		

	
		
			January 28th

			I spent the morning with Mr Kavanagh. My crew were spending the day sniffing because Mohawk had stolen some really strong glue from a construction site.

			To the street kids, it seems that Rule #4 (Don’t steal) means don’t steal from other street kids. Everybody else is fair game.

			I stayed away because I don’t like to be around when they are sniffing.

			Mr K was really worried when he saw me because I am still covered with bruises and half-healed cuts. He asked me how I got them, and I had to tell the truth, so I told him I got attacked by a bunch of street-kids when I tried to stop them attacking a girl.

			“Just like Moana,” he said. I don’t know what he means by that.

			He thought I should go to the police, but I can’t go anywhere near the police and he knows that too. He said he was proud of me.

			I guess I am too. I stuck to the code, despite the fact that I was frightened, and it all worked out kind of okay.

			I really enjoy spending time with Mr K. I love listening to his stories. And he loves that I love listening to them.

			Things I have learned from Mr Kavanagh:

			•He was a pilot in the Australian Navy.

			•He flew an aircraft called a Firefly in the Korean War.

			•Acacia was his third wife.

			•His two sons came from his first wife.

			•His second wife died of food poisoning on their honeymoon.

			•A Chevrolet Impala is the most beautiful automobile ever built.

			•He once owned a Chevrolet Impala.

			•Elvis Presley is the greatest singer that ever lived.

			•It is true that men landed on the moon. (Moma was right about this!)

			When I got back, I checked to see if my crew were still sniffing. They weren’t. They were all just lying around, wasted.

			There was a noise at the entrance to the cave and Too Skinny poked his head around the corner. 

			“Hey Skinny,” Junior said. He got up and walked over and they grasped hands and bumped their right shoulders together. This is some kind of greeting that I have not yet learned. It means that they are friends, which seems strange, because it was only about a week ago that Too Skinny and the others were going to put the bash on Junior and the others.

			“Sup,” Mohawk said. He didn’t get up. His eyes were really glazed and his voice wasn’t steady. 

			Too Skinny had to wait until a really loud truck had finished grinding its way overhead before he could speak.

			“Just letting youse know to be careful. Look out for the pigs for the next couple of days,” he said.

			“What’s the story?” Junior asked. Little Allan repeated the question, as he often did.

			“City Council crackdown on street kids,” Too Skinny said. “Police task force and everything. Tonto heard it from his olds. He’s not allowed out for the next coupla weeks, just in case.”

			“We’ll be careful,” Reggie said.

			As Too Skinny nodded and disappeared, I said, “Chur bro.”

			He stuck his head back around and said, “Sweet as, bro.”

			Thought for the day: 

			I think it’s real stink when my crew sniff glue or drink alcohol. But I never do anything about it. Is it because I don’t think I should interfere in their lives? Or is it because I am a coward?

		

	
		
			February  1st

			The days seemed to be blending into each other.

			I started writing this tonight and realised that I haven’t written anything for three days. Where did those days go?

			Each day seems the same. We wake up, go scrounging for food, usually my crew sniff some glue or drink some alcohol and then they lie around doing nothing. 

			They always offer me some of their drugs but I always say no. I promised Moma.

			They listen to music a lot of the time. They all have little music players with earphones, and it’s quite funny sometimes because they can hear the music but I can’t, and they are nodding their heads or tapping their feet and it looks strange because you can’t hear the song that is in their heads.

			They dance a lot too. Mohawk is the best dancer I think, but little Allan can do some really cool stuff called ‘popping and locking’. Reggie sometimes does ‘krumping’ but I told her she looks like she’s having a fit. She didn’t appreciate that and wouldn’t talk to me for half a day after I said it. But Mohawk and Junior laughed heaps and Junior gave me a high five.

			I sometimes just go wandering around the city with Jack. Exploring, I suppose, although I think in the back of my mind I have this fantasy where I will see Moma walking down the other side of the street.

			I know that can’t happen. It’s a really big city, and she might not even be here. Maybe she went back to the West Coast of the South Island, where she grew up.

			If I could afford a plane ticket I would fly to the West Coast and look for her, but a return ticket is over $500 and I don’t have that much left.

			I could buy a one-way ticket, but then, if she wasn’t there, I’d have no way to get back. And, let’s be honest, this now is my home.

			Often at night after Reggie has cuddled little Allan to sleep she will come over and sit with me. Often we fall asleep like that. 

			Thought for the day:

			Reggie is my new favourite thing.

			Another thought for the day:

			Does this mean we are sleeping together?

		

	
		
			February 2nd

			I went to the DOC office today. June shook her head like always, but I waited in line anyway.

			She was busy with a Japanese couple and I had to let other people go ahead of me when some of the other counters came free.

			Eventually the couple left, holding a few brochures.

			“Still nothing from J.T.,” June said. “I’ve left lots of messages.”

			“I figured that,” I said. “I just wanted to know if there had been any news about your husband.”

			She gave me a big smile. “There has,” she said. “I spoke to David’s doctors last week. They say the swelling on the spinal cord has reduced, and he has definite feeling in his toes. He’ll need a lot of physio, but they expect him to make a full – or nearly full – recovery.”

			“That’s awesome!” I said.

			“It is, and thank you so much,” she said.

			I couldn’t understand why she was thanking me. I didn’t do anything. It should have been her doctors she was thanking.

			Thought for the day:

			This is my life.

			It’s okay.

		

	
		
			February 3rd

			Some facts:

			•I am in hospital.

			•There is a policeman sitting on a chair outside the door.

			•I have borrowed some paper and a pen from the nurse to write this.

			•The paper has the name of the hospital in the top corner.

			•I am really stupid.

			The police came this morning, just after five o’clock.

			They were searching under all the motorway bridges and on-ramps, I think. 

			Allan woke up and saw the lights and we all just started running.

			Jack was running along at my heels. He brought his bunny. Strange dog.

			But I guess he’s smarter than me because I left my rucksack behind with all my stuff in it, what’s left of my money, my diary, my crossbow, everything!

			I followed the others because they seemed to know what to do. But I wasn’t quite as fast as they were, because I was still injured and limping.

			They ran up a bank and climbed over a fence and, before I really thought about what I was doing, I climbed over after them.

			Then I realised that Jack was stuck on the other side of the fence. The police and their flashlights were coming up the embankment behind him and there was no time to do anything, so I gave him the run and hide sign. That’s a special sign we had in the forest in case there were hunters or someone chasing us.

			For a situation just like this, I guess.

			He disappeared, still with bunny in his mouth, and I turned to follow the others. They had jumped across a concrete barrier wall and were running across the motorway, dodging cars.

			There were horns and screeches of brakes and people shouting stuff.

			I clambered over the same barrier – I still wasn’t fit enough for jumping – and ran after them.

			I am really, really stupid.

			They have grown up in a city. They understand roads and cars and what to do.

			I know how to find water in the forest in a drought, and how to smoke pork and which forest birds make the best eating.

			I don’t know cars.

			I remember a huge screeching sound and strange smoky smell and then I was rolling up over the bonnet of a car and flying through the air and hitting the ground hard on the other side.

			Then there was another screeching sound and a big truck wheel stopped just centimetres from my face.

			I tried to get up, but one of my legs wasn’t working and I kept falling down.

			Then there were lots of flashing lights around me … and the next thing I remember I was here.

			There is a plaster cast on my leg to keep it straight, because one of the bones is broken. The small one, not the big one, according to the doctor, which is better than the other way around.

			But now I am in hospital. I haven’t told the police anything. Not even my name. But I can’t move far and as soon as the police read my diary they will know who I am and everything about me, and they will get my father.

			Stink.

		

	
		
			February 4th

			I want to be a writer, but I don’t even know where to start writing about today.

			I want to write it as a story, but I don’t know what style to use. For now, I think I will just write down what happened. What I saw, and what Reggie told me afterwards.

			It started just after breakfast.

			The police were going to come in and question me again, and I think they were going to move me to prison, or to some special prison for young people. I am confused about that part.

			Breakfast was a kind of cereal called corn flakes, which taste nice, but are very dry. Fortunately I was also given a little cup of milk so I poured that on the corn flakes and it made them much easier to eat. I wonder why nobody ever thought of that before.

			I had to use the toilet after that. A nice orderly took me in a wheelchair. I have a pair of crutches but I haven’t quite got the hang of them.

			The policeman outside my door (a different policeman from last night) had to follow me to the bathroom and stay outside the door until I was finished, then follow me back to bed.

			We got back to the room and I got up out of the wheelchair and had just hopped back across to the bed when there was all this yelling and screaming from down the corridor.

			The policeman looked startled and started talking into his radio, which was hanging from his collar. Then he told me to stay where I was, and told the orderly to take away the wheelchair and the crutches so I couldn’t go anywhere, and he went running off down the corridor.

			The orderly did what he was told and I was left alone in the room.

			Next thing, the door burst open and Junior and Mohawk were there.

			“Come on, you egg,” Mohawk said, and when I pointed to the cast on my leg, he and Junior came over and joined their hands to make like a seat, and I sat on their hands and they carried me all the way down the corridor.

			When I looked back down the corridor I saw street kids running everywhere. Kids I had never seen before in my life, but I knew they were street kids. They all had that look.

			Reggie was standing by a door labelled ‘Fire Exit’, holding it open. It was making an alarm sound. 

			“What’s going on?” I asked her.

			“Number eight,” she said. “Look after your brothers and sisters.” (I guess that is what number eight is all about, really.)

			I saw the policeman who was supposed to be guarding me. He was trying to force his way back down the corridor, but all the street kids had linked arms and blocked it up. Too Skinny and Top Gun were at the front of the crowd.

			Then we were through the door and down and out through another door that little Allan was holding open.

			Reggie told me later that by the time police reinforcements got to the hospital, all the street kids had scattered like cockroaches.

			Those were her words. Like cockroaches.

			There were police cars cruising everywhere after that, but street kids really are like cockroaches. They have hundreds of little hiding holes they can disappear into.

			Junior and Mohawk carried me along little side streets and back alleys until we got to the old building where I had rescued Reggie from Tonto.

			They had already found some cardboard boxes and laid out a sleeping area for us on an upper level of the building.

			Jack was tied up to a door handle. He started jumping up and licking when I was carried past him. Mohawk had found him wandering around the streets near the motorway cave. It needed Allan to bring him here though; he wouldn’t come for anyone else.

			Then came the biggest surprise.

			Little Allan lifted up his shirt and pulled out a tattered old exercise book. My diary!

			I had fallen asleep writing, so it wasn’t in my rucksack. He was quick thinking enough to gather it up even while he was running for his life. (Well not quite for his life, I guess.)

			I tried to give him a hug because I was so grateful, but he pulled away when I went to touch him.

			He doesn’t like to be touched. Unless it is Reggie, when he is trying to sleep.

			Final score for the day: 

			Police: 

			1 rucksack

			1 crossbow

			1 knife

			Some dirty old clothes

			About $400 in cash

			1 copy of the Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe

			1 paint set

			Egan:

			My diary!

			My dog! (and his bunny!)

			My freedom!

			I win!!!!

			Thought for the day:

			I really must stop using so many exclamation marks.

		

	
		
			February 5th

			Today my crew brought me a pile of clothes, because all I had were my hospital pyjamas.

			I was really worried that they had stolen them, but they said no. They were all donated by some of the street kids. 

			Reggie had taken them to the apartment and washed them in the electrical clothes washing machine, because she said some of them were a bit smelly.

			I also now have crutches and am learning to use them. They belong to Tonto’s brother, who broke his leg skiing. I have to return them when my leg is better.

		

	
		
			February 9th

			Have not been writing much in my diary. Sorry diary. Not much to say. One day is just like the next. 

			Until last night.

			Reggie and I stayed overnight in the apartment. We bought a blanket from the discount shop to spread over the bed so we wouldn’t get their fancy sheets dirty. 

			I still have a cast on my leg, which made some things a little awkward.

			That’s all I am going to write about last night.

			It’s too private for a diary that other people might read.

			Instead I am going to write a love poem for Reggie. I once read one by Robert Burns. I might try to write something like that.

			Thought for the day:

			I am sure I love Reggie. She really is ‘da bomb’. I want to spend all my time with her. I think about her all the time.

			I am sure hope this is true love.

			Another thought for the day:

			I have a new favourite thing!

		

	
		
			February 13th

			I had pretty much given up on ever hearing from J.T., but today I happened to walk past the DOC office. When I say ‘walk’, it is more of a hobble with my broken leg, although I am getting pretty good at using the crutches.

			Anyway, as I was passing the DOC office, June saw me and waved frantically.

			I went to stand at the back of the queue, which was especially long today, but she waved again to make me come up to the counter.

			“Please excuse me,” she said to a large lady who was standing at the counter in front of her, “but this is urgent.”

			The lady did not look happy but went back to stand in the line.

			“What have you done to your leg?” June asked.

			“Broke it,” I said. I didn’t elaborate. 

			June picked up a telephone on her desk and dialled some numbers. She listened for a moment, then handed the phone to me.

			“Sup,” I said.

			“Is that Egan?”

			It was J.T. I recognised his voice straight away, even though it sounded strange on the telephone.

			“J.T.!” I said. 

			“What happened?” he asked. “Why are you in Auckland?”

			“Moma disappeared,” I said. “She went out for supplies and never came back. It’s been more than a month. I’m really scared about what might have happened to her.”

			“Shit,” he said. “Egan, I’m in Australia. That’s why I didn’t get your message until today. I will cancel what I’m doing and catch the first flight back. I don’t think it will be until tomorrow. Will you be okay until then?”

			“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I got a place to stay and I made some friends.”

			“I’m glad to hear that,” J.T. said. 

			After a slightly awkward pause, I said, “I went back to your camp. We’d been away for a funeral.”

			“I’m real sorry I wasn’t there,” J.T. said. “I waited for three days but when you didn’t show up, I figured you weren’t coming back.”

			“I thought that was what had happened,” I said.

			“I’ll be there as quickly as I can,” J.T. said. “I’ll come to the office that you’re at right now. Just go there in the morning. I’ll ring June and tell her when I know my flight details.”

			“Thank you, J.T.,” I said.

			“No, thank you, Egan,” J.T. said. “You have no idea what you’ve … Look, I’ll tell you all about it when I see you.”

			I said goodbye and handed the phone back to June, who did something strange.

			She walked around the front of the counter and gave me a big hug, in front of everyone.

			Tomorrow is St Valentine’s Day. That is the day for lovers. Tomorrow I will give Reggie the poem I wrote for her, and then she will know how I really feel about her. I think it is important that she understands that I love her. Too many other people in her life have just used her. I don’t want her to think that is the kind of person I am.

			My poem is not perfect, I have been struggling with the rhyme in the last verse. It’s kind of cheating to rhyme a word with itself.

			But I don’t think she’ll mind.

			I am going to give it to her tomorrow.

			I hope she feels the same way I do.

			Thought for the day:

			Every writer has to experience true love.

		

	
		
			Regina

			My love is not a sweet red flower

			In vase of crystal clear

			No playful melodie is she

			A’tickling on the ear

			My love, my love is but a weed 

			A’sprouting in the street

			In cracks that line the concrete paths

			Beneath good people’s feet

			You would not sing her song, my friend

			’Tis harsh and has no rhyme

			You would not give her aid, my friend

			You do not have the time

			My love she is a broken thing

			A’wrecked upon life’s shore

			In midst of all, she’s lost, alike

			the raven, nevermore

			But still she is my one true love

			And I can see within

			The tortoise shell that she has grown

			Soft flesh beneath hard skin

			She is my very opposite

			The missing part of me

			A creeping weed beneath your feet

			A sweet, sweet flower to me

		

	
		
			February 14th - St Valentine’s Day

			I am terrified. 

			I have locked the door and pushed some furniture against it. I tried to climb out the window, but it has a metal arm that stops it from opening more than a few centimetres.

			If I survive the night I will write more in the morning.

		

	
		
			February 15th

			It is morning. I am alive. There was no danger during the night, and in the light of day my fears seem a bit unnecessary.

			Here is what happened yesterday:

			I went to shower in the apartment. I thought I should try to look my best when I gave Reggie my poem. (It’s funny. When I lived in the forest I was always cleaner than here in the city. We had the stream to wash in every day, and Moma’s goat’s milk soap.)

			It’s really awkward having a shower with a cast on your leg, because you are not allowed to get the cast wet. (Junior told me that.) So I had to have a shower with one leg sticking out of the shower door, and a towel to stop water running down onto the cast. It wasn’t easy.

			 I had just got out of the shower when I heard the front door open. I immediately thought it must be the owners come to check on the apartment.

			I got dressed as quickly as I could, which was also difficult because of the cast. I was looking for a place to hide when I heard Regina’s voice. I was really excited. I bet nobody has ever written a poem for her before.

			“Through here,” she said.

			Through here? Who was she talking to?

			I opened the bathroom door cautiously, not even bothering to clean up the bathroom like we always agreed.

			A man stood in the hallway, Reggie was standing a little behind him.

			He was a big man. He almost filled the hallway, and in my memory, which is probably a little exaggerated, his head seemed to nearly touch the ceiling.

			I recognised him. I had seen his face in the wedding photo and the newspaper article. He is easy to recognise with his broken nose and cauliflower ears.

			He is much older now.

			It was my father.

			I stared at Reggie for a moment in shock. She had brought him here? Perhaps he had forced her to – but the look on her face was one of excitement, not of fear.

			I stared at Reggie for a bit and she must have seen the horror on my face because she dropped her eyes and mumbled, “Sorry”.

			Ten thousand dollars. That was the reward, according to the newspaper. That was the price on my head. And my love sold me out!

			I wanted to turn and run (on crutches!) but behind me was only the bathroom and that had no outside window.

			“Hello, Egan,” my psychopathic evil father said.

			Strangely, he didn’t say it in an evil voice, the way I had always imagined it. His voice was soft and gentle. It sounded odd coming from such a big man.

			I was too stunned to say anything at first, and so he spoke again. “Hello son,” he said.

			“Sup,” I said. 

			“I’ve been looking for you for a long time,” he said, in that same gentle voice.

			I was looking for a way out, but the only way was past him, and he pretty much blocked the hallway.

			He must have seen what was in my mind, because he said, “You are free to go, anytime you want. I’m not going to stop you. But if you’ll give it to me, I’d like five minutes of your time.”

			 “Why?” I asked.

			“I want to tell you some things that you don’t know,” he said. “After that, what you do is up to you.”

			“I don’t want to hear anything from you,” I said.

			“Don’t be too quick to judge me,” he said. “There’s more to your story than you know.”

			He got me with that one. Don’t judge. I had been judging him all my life. 

			“Let me buy you a cup of coffee,” my father said. 

			Strangely, the main thought in my mind at that moment was how wrong I had got his voice when I had imagined it for the ‘Of Mince and Men’ story. 

			He had a cup of coffee. A fancy one made in big fancy Italian machine. I had a glass of water. I don’t like coffee. He asked me if I wanted anything to eat, but my stomach was churning and I said no.

			After that he didn’t say anything until the waiter brought the coffee over. All that time he just looked at me. Taking in everything. I guess he hadn’t seen me for fifteen years, and that was a long time.

			Finally he took a sip of his coffee, which left some foamy stuff on his upper lip. He wiped it away and said, “Your mother was very sad after you were born.”

			“I know,” I said. “She told me. So what?”

			“More than sad,” he said. “She suffered from something called ‘post-natal depression’. Have you heard of it?”

			I shook my head.

			“It is a … an illness, I guess. A kind of mental illness. Your mother suffered from it terribly after you were born. It wasn’t your fault. It just happens. She dealt with it through alcohol at first, and then drugs.”

			“If that’s true, then why didn’t you stop her?” I asked.

			“I didn’t know,” he said. “I mean, I knew about the alcohol, just not how much. And I had no idea about the drugs. It was my fault, Egan. I was away a lot of the time, playing rugby.”

			“So what are you saying?” I asked.

			“Egan, I don’t know what she told you about me, but I’m going to guess that it wasn’t very nice. And I can promise you that it wasn’t true. Most of it, anyway.”

			“She told me how you broke my arm,” I said. “I know what happened as if I was there.”

			Actually I was there, but he knew what I meant.

			“Again, I don’t know what she told you,” he said. “So let me tell you about that night, and you see how it fits with what she said.”

			“Go on,” I said.

			“I came home from a training session,” he said. “Your mother was on her second bottle of wine. I confronted her about her drinking. I guess I could have handled that better, but I was quite angry. I told her she was endangering our baby. She was quite drunk and just started swearing at me. She went to pick you up and dropped you. Your arm got caught in the side of a wooden playpen and broke. I had to twist it free to take you to the hospital.”

			“That’s not what happened,” I said.

			“Yes it is,” he said. “There’s a police report, if you want to see it.”

			“She told me the police didn’t investigate, because of who you were,” I said.

			“I bet she told you a lot of things,” he said gently. “And maybe they seemed true to her. But you have to remember that she was depressed, drunk a lot of the time, and taking drugs.”

			“I don’t believe you,” I said. “She always told me that drugs are terrible, and to keep away from them.”

			“Of course she did,” he said. “She knew the dangers first-hand. Egan, a lot of people cared very deeply about you, wanted to help you and your mother, but we never got the chance.”

			“She’s gone,” I said, hardly able to believe that I was saying this to my father.

			“I know, Reggie told me,” he said. “But she didn’t know where your mother went missing. If you are prepared to tell me then I will have the police scouring the area with a fine tooth comb.”

			“What is that?” I asked. I don’t usually comb my teeth.

			“It means a detailed search,” my father said. “They’ll find her … or find out what happened to her.”

			“Really?”

			“Really, Egan, and it would have happened much sooner if you hadn’t been afraid to come and talk to me,” he said.

			So I told him exactly where Moma went missing. I didn’t tell him where the hut was though. In case I still needed it.

			The reason I told him was because I am so worried about Moma. Not because I believed everything else he said.

			About all the other stuff? I think he’s lying.

			I hope he’s lying.

			I really, really hope he’s lying.

			If he’s not, then my whole life has been a lie.

			Thought for the day:

			Stink! I forgot to go to the DOC office. J.T. would have been waiting for me.

			Some days I am really stupid.

			Another thought for the day:

			Love is stink. 

			Pain is all I feel when I think of Reggie.

			I don’t like this pain.

			I hope I never see her again.
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			February 15th - continued

			It is evening now. I am at my father’s house.

			I don’t really feel frightened any more. Maybe my father has changed. He seems okay to me.

			Today I met my new mother. I think that is how you say it. She is going to marry my father, so I guess that will make her my new mother.

			But that still seems wrong somehow. Moma will always be my only real mother.

			Lauren is a very attractive lady with blonde hair. She is quite skinny but has big boobs. They seem almost too big somehow, but I haven’t seen a lot of boobs so I am not really sure about this. They look nice.

			Lauren really likes Jack and he seems to like her too.

			I don’t think he likes my father much, he growled at him.

			He’s funny about who he likes. He didn’t like Reggie much when he first met her, but now they get on fine.

			I must stop thinking about Reggie.

			Apparently Lauren was here last night when I arrived with my father, but she kept out of sight. She thought I needed to spend time with my father before she ‘complicated’ things.

			I think I get that.

			My father has been polite and kind. He seems to care about me and he also seems to genuinely care about finding Moma. 

			But to do that he says he has to involve the police, and he isn’t going to do that until I am ready.

			I don’t think I am ready, but I really want the police to find Moma, so I said it was okay.

			Tomorrow we will go and see the police. I hope they don’t arrest me for running away from the hospital.

			Speaking of the hospital, my father asked how long I had had the cast on my leg. I worked it out, and it was about two weeks. He said we should get it checked so we went down to the medical centre and they cut the cast off and examined it. Then they did an x-ray of my leg.

			They said it was healing well, but I would need another cast for a week or so.

			Yay.

			There were lots of other people in the waiting room at the medical centre. Some of them wore little speakers in their ears and listened to music. Some sat silently and wouldn’t look at me when I tried to smile at them. Others were staring at their portable telephones the whole time.

			People here are strange.

		

	
		
			February 16th

			Today we went to the police station.

			My father bought me new clothes to wear so I wouldn’t look so ‘scruffy’. Actually, Lauren chose them, but my father paid for them with a plastic card. (I wonder if he knows you can open locked doors with it.)

			I also shaved this morning, using a special plastic razor that is much easier and safer than my old bush razor. I washed my hair with special soap called shampoo, which I didn’t like because it smelled funny. But my hair did feel clean afterwards.

			I tied it back in a ponytail like I used to do in the forest, only this time I used a special rubber band for hair that Lauren gave me.

			In the afternoon, we drove to the police station.

			My father said he had made an appointment with a detective, but there were two of them waiting for us.

			We went into a small room with a round table in the middle. There was a video camera in the corner. I know what it was because I asked the detectives. They said it wasn’t on, so I didn’t have to worry about it.

			I hadn’t been worrying about it until they told me not to worry about it.

			Then I worried about it.

			One of the detectives was completely bald on top of his head, although he looked quite young. The rest of his hair was cut really short.

			The other detective had really smart hair that didn’t move even when he turned his head quickly. My hair gets like that sometimes when I haven’t washed it for a long time. I guess he needs to wash his hair more often.

			The detectives both wore special jackets that were the same colour as their trousers, and they had a strip of cloth around their neck. I asked about this. It is called a tie. I thought it was a good idea. If you needed to lash some branches together, or make a tourniquet or a sling, it would come in very handy, and it was a good place to keep it, around your neck.

			They laughed when I told them my ideas, but stopped laughing when they realised I was serious.

			Both of the detectives seemed to know my father, although he didn’t know them. I think they liked him very much.

			For the first ten minutes all they talked about was rugby.

			I guess my father is kind of famous.

			Then my father explained who I was, and I could see that both the detectives were very surprised. They wrote lots of notes on their little notepads.

			My father also explained about me escaping from hospital, and I apologised for doing it. The detectives said not to worry about it, they would take care of it.

			Then my father told them all about Moma, and how she went missing.

			I had to tell them exactly where and when she disappeared and they promised they would get onto it straight away.

			I believed them. 

			Tomorrow I am going to have a DNA test. This is to prove if I really am who I say I am. (Of course I am!)

			I am not worried about this test.

			Moma gave me a lot of tests. Maths, spelling and so on and so on.

			I am sure I will do well on this test.

			Afterwards we went back to my father’s house.

			I forgot to say yesterday that it is almost exactly the way I described it in the story. Moma gave me that description, so I guess the house hasn’t changed much since she lived here. The only difference is that the back yard has a fence, which I didn’t know about, so maybe she forgot to tell me about that, or maybe it’s new. 

			My father says Jack has to stay outside in the back yard, but it’s okay because he can’t run away because of the fence.

			As if Jack would run away.

			I don’t think my father likes Jack very much.

			We had pizza for dinner!

			Word of the day: 

			SCRUFFY

			Thought for the day:

			Pizza is my new favourite thing!

			Another thought for the day:

			My father said it was not polite for me to keep staring at Lauren’s boobs.

			There is so much to learn here.

		

	
		
			February 17th

			I have my rucksack back. My crossbow too.

			The detective who doesn’t wash his hair brought them both around.

			He doesn’t drive a police car. Just a big silver car. I was going to ask him why, but I was so excited to see my stuff that I forgot.

			He seemed a bit reluctant to give me the crossbow. My father said he would get a permit for it.

			The detective said we didn’t need a permit, he just wanted to make sure that I understood that it was a dangerous weapon, and I couldn’t walk around the streets with it.

			I promised I would be really careful with it, and he gave it to me.

			My father asked if there was any news about Moana, but the detective said no. He said local detectives are working on the case and there is a search team being assembled.

			He said they will find her.

			I also had my DNA test today. Dad had one too. I didn’t have to do anything. 

			A lady, who I think was a nurse, poked a long white stick inside my mouth and scraped it along the inside of my cheek. It didn’t hurt or anything.

			That was it.

			Seriously.

			That is a DNA test.

			I asked if I passed the test, but she said they wouldn’t know for about a week.

			There is going to be a ‘news conference’. That is where a lot of reporters for the newspapers and the TV and radio, and Internet come to one place to ask questions.

			Apparently my coming back to the world is ‘big news’. I don’t know why.

			I don’t know why it is anybody else’s business, or even why they would be interested, but my father says people are like that. He says lots of people are famous just for being famous.

			That makes no sense at all, and I will have to ask him about it later.

			He said that there was a lot of interest in my story, but there was no pressure. I wouldn’t have to come to the press conference until I was ready.

			I was actually quite afraid of going to a press conference, but rule #20 is ‘face your fears’. 

			So I said I was ready.

			Thought for the day:

			They are going to find Moma!

			The detective promised!

			Moma’s Code #20

			Confront your fears and problems.

			Things you are afraid of will not go away if you ignore them.

			Problems will remain problems if you avoid them.

			Worry is wasted energy.

		

	
		
			February 18th

			We had the news conference today.

			My father said that I needed to be there, but I didn’t have to say anything.

			Lauren thought we should wait until we found out about the DNA test, but my father said he was sure. He said I looked like Moana and I knew too many things about her to be making it up.

			Lauren also thought that I might need more time before facing a ‘gang of rabid paparazzi’ (her exact words).

			They had a little fight over that. There was a bit of shouting.

			I used to fight with Moma sometimes. It’s no big deal. She always said it was okay to fight as long as you made up afterwards.

			I am sure that my father and Lauren will make up afterwards. (In fact I think they are doing it now. I am going to go and close my bedroom door.)

			Back to the news conference.

			I had visualised a gang of rabid paparazzi as being like a swarm of wasps or a feeding frenzy of tiny sharks. (Actually, that wasn’t too far from the truth.) But really it was just a bunch of news reporters with cameras and microphones.

			My father had said that I didn’t have to say anything; he would answer all the questions.

			It started off like that, but all the reporters kept asking me things, and after a while it got really awkward and embarrassing ignoring them.

			The whole thing actually became kind of a blur. But when I got home Lauren told me she had ‘taped’ it so I could watch it. I had no idea what she was talking about, but she explained it all to me. So I got to see myself on television – even though I was on the television at the time!

			First thing, I can’t believe what I look like.

			I have seen myself in mirrors, and in water reflections, so I thought I knew. But I was amazed and a bit shocked when I saw me. At first I wondered who that scrawny kid in the funny clothes was who was walking in next to my father, then I realised it was me.

			To give you an idea how it went, I have copied a bit down from the ‘tape’.

			Lauren stopped and started it lots of times so I could copy the words accurately.

			Reporter #1: So you’ve never seen cars, aeroplanes or houses before?

			Me: Yeah nah. That’s not true. We lived in a little house, and I used to see helicopters sometimes and I’d see cars driving along the road if I went down near the town.

			Reporter #1: But you’d never been in a car or an aircraft.

			Me: I still haven’t been in an aircraft.

			Reporter #1: What do you think of all these things?

			Me: I think there are too many things. It’s very complicated and confusing.

			Reporter #1: It doesn’t make you unhappy that you’ve missed out on all these things all of your life?

			Me: I don’t think you need a lot of things to make you happy. I was happy living in a stone hut in the middle of the forest. A lot of the people I’ve seen in the city don’t seem to be very happy. Especially those ones who want more things.

			Reporter #2: What was your overall impression of Auckland when you first arrived?

			Me: What do you mean?

			Reporter #2: How did you feel about it?

			Me: (after quite a long pause, thinking) I remember thinking that it was like a big bonfire.

			Reporter #2: What do you mean, a bonfire?

			Me: A little fire can burn for hours with just a little wood. But a big city is like a big bonfire. You need a lot of fuel to keep it burning.

			(I remember saying that, and after I said it, the reporter wrote it down really quickly as if I had just said something clever. But then all the other reporters saw, so they all started writing it down too. I don’t think you have to be particularly smart to be a news reporter.)

			Reporter #3: So what do you think of city people.

			Me: I think they must be scared of each other.

			Reporter #3: Scared?

			Me: Yeah, scared. When I was in the forest, I had no one to talk to except for Moma and Jack.

			Reporter #4: Who is Jack?

			Me: My dog. But he don’t talk much. 

			(They all laughed a little too loudly at my joke.) 

			Me: I would have loved to have had other people to talk to, but I never did, until I met J.T. People in the city don’t talk to each other. Some of them listen to music so that they don’t have to talk. Some don’t look at anyone in case they try to talk to them. Lots of them stare at their portable telephones the whole time. Almost everyone I’ve met here has been really nice. But they’ll never know it because they are too frightened to talk to each other.

			Reporter #5: Who is J.T.?

			And on it went. The press conference lasted for an hour. I think they were hoping for something deep or profound, from the ‘boy from the bush’ but I’m a pretty simple person, and I didn’t have anything to give them.

			J.T. was standing by the doorway when I hobbled out, trying not to hit any of the reporters with my crutch (I am using just one crutch now). I looked back, but my father was still tied up in a crowd of people.

			“J.T.!” I said.

			He reached out to shake my hand, and I shook his, but then he put his other hand on top of mine, and then he said, “Stuff it,” and pulled me in and gave me a big hug. I hugged him back as best as I could with one arm.

			“I’m really sorry I didn’t turn up at the DOC office that day,” I said. “I just kind of … all this happened.”

			“I completely understand,” he said. “Is everything okay?”

			“Yeah mate, I think so,” I said.

			“How has he been?” he asked, with emphasis on the ‘he’ so I knew he was talking about my father.

			“Sweet as, so far,” I said. “Everybody says that he is a really nice person, and that it was Moma who was wrong. She was mentally ill.”

			J.T. nodded. “It was a bit strange to go and hide in the woods for fifteen years,” he said. “But if you have any kind of problems, any problems at all, you call me.”

			“Chur bro,” I said.

			He gave me a small rectangle of cardboard like the one he had shown the hunters that day, but not made of plastic. It had his name on it. At the top it said “New Zealand Warriors” with a picture that looked a little bit Maori. Underneath his name it said ‘Motivational Trainer’.

			“You know the Warriors?” J.T. asked.

			I shook my head.

			“They’re a rugby league team,” he said. “I quit my job with DOC and came back to Auckland. Found me a job with the Warriors. Got a new girlfriend too.”

			A pretty girl with long black hair tied back in a ponytail was standing just behind J.T. She was very slim and fit and had really nice boobs although not as big as Lauren’s. She looked very huggable. 

			I already knew it wasn’t polite to look at her boobs too much so I didn’t.

			She stepped forward and held out a hand. I gave her a hug instead. 

			“This is Angel,” he said. “She works with me at the Warriors.”

			“Hi Angel,” I said.

			“And it’s all thanks to you,” J.T. said.

			“I don’t see how,” I said.

			“I’ll explain it someday,” J.T. said, looking behind me.

			I looked around. My father was standing there.

			J.T. put out his hand again. “Ray, it’s an honour,” he said. “Jeffery Hunter. J.T.”

			My father shook his hand, but didn’t try to hug him. “You’re the one who met him in the bush,” he said.

			“I had no idea who he was,” J.T. said. “If I had known …”

			My father held up both hands. “You couldn’t have known,” he said. “But he thinks the world of you. Thank you for being his friend.”

			“Stay in touch,” J.T. said, as my father and I pushed our way through the crowds to get to the taxi.

			I smiled back at him, and put his card safely in my pocket.

			When we got home, Jack was missing. 

			He’d dug a hole under the rear gate and run off over the little bridge across the river and into the reserve, which is like a small forest. Somebody reported him and the dog catcher caught him. (It took two of them!) 

			I was lucky to get him back. Dad rang the dog pound and they identified him by his description. 

			We are taking him to the vet tomorrow to get some shots and he needs to be registered with the city council. 

			Life in the city is complicated.

			Thought for the day:

			I have been getting lots of hugs lately.

		

	
		
			February 19th

			I am a famous writer!

			That’s kind of a joke, but I am a writer (although not a published one) and I definitely am famous.

			Although I think I am like my father said, famous for being famous, because I haven’t actually done anything to be famous for. I haven’t had a book published. I haven’t had a painting exhibited in an art gallery. All I have done is hide in a forest for fifteen years.

			But I definitely seem to be famous.

			I see my face on the television and in newspapers and on the Internet and on the radio. They call me Egan ‘Bush’ Tucker, or just Bush Tucker.

			I don’t know who thought of that. It certainly wasn’t me.

			Today a news company called CNN came to interview me. They wanted to know all about my time in the bush and what it was like to live without electricity or running water etc etc etc.

			Then they wanted to know how I was adjusting to living in the real world.

			I said I was doing okay thanks.

			They wanted to know how. So I told them about the code. About how my mother had driven into me over and over again all these rules for how to act and how to treat other people in the outside world.

			So they made me go through the code. Every item. Explaining what it meant to me.

			Actually the whole thing got a bit boring. But they said people all around the world would see the interview, so I guess that means I am now famous.

			We took Jack to the vet to get his shots today. He didn’t like it much. When we got home he kept giving me the sad eyes and I had to keep scratching his tummy. Then he went to sleep cuddling his bunny.

		

	
		
			February 20th

			I have a Facebook page.

			Funny to think that a few weeks ago I didn’t know what the Internet was, let alone Facebook. Now I have a page.

			I didn’t make it. Someone else did that, I don’t know who.

			It is all about me, and all about Moma’s code. According to the page, if people follow the code, they will live better lives.

			I suppose that is true.

			My Facebook page has about 4000 ‘likes’.

			Thought for the day:

			I must find out what a ‘like’ is. 

			PS:

			I was wrong about people not talking to each other. They do. This is why they all stare at their portable telephones. But they are not talking to the people around them. They talk using their thumbs on their telephones. This is called ‘texting’. I have seen Lauren doing this. I wonder if she will show me how.

		

	
		
			February 21st

			Okay. This is getting a little bit silly. Now I have to do interviews with:

			•60 Minutes

			•Fox

			•TNT

			•CBS

			•ABC

			•Some other letters that I don’t remember.

			Everybody seems to want to know all about me.

			And I haven’t done anything to be famous for!

			Lauren turned on the television today to show me something she thought I would be interested in. She had taped it earlier. It was a news reporter interviewing J.T.

			He didn’t seem very happy about being interviewed. He said they should leave me alone and let me get on with my life.

			They asked him if he knew about my code.

			He was a bit quiet for a moment on the interview then he nodded his head and said yes.

			They asked him to elaborate but all he would say was that I had changed his life.

			He says some funny things, J.T. 

			I didn’t change his life. He did that.

		

	
		
			February 22nd

			I can text!

			I asked my dad and Lauren about texting. Lauren said I needed a phone of my own. So my dad bought me a portable telephone that fits in your pocket. You can message people by pressing letters on a keyboard and sending them to their number. (Everybody in the world has their own number.) You can also talk to them by pressing a different button.

			Lauren is really clever with this stuff.

			My dad bought me the phone so he could call me if he wanted to know where I was, and I could call him if I needed anything. That was a cool thing to do.

			Later, after Lauren had gone out shopping, my dad took the phone back off me for a while. He did something to it. Now he can find where I am, he said, in case I get kidnapped. He said New Zealand is a really safe country, but with his fame, and all the publicity about me, we need to be careful.

			So he put a special something on my phone that lets him know where it is all the time. He told me not to say anything about it to anyone. That makes sense, because if a kidnapper knew about it, they would just throw the phone away, or put it on a bus driving to Wellington or something like that.

			Safety is very important to my dad.

			Thought for the day:

			I wonder if Lauren has this on her phone too. I’d ask her, but I promised I wouldn’t mention it to anyone.

			Moma’s Rule #17

			Always keep your promises.

			Or you will turn friends into enemies.

			Facebook page update:

			I now have 116,832 likes.

			That is awesome! That is more than a hundred thousand people. I can’t even imagine that many people.

		

	
		
			February 23rd

			I got my DNA results today. I am my dad’s son. That’s good, although I never had any doubts about it.

			The other thing that happened today was that Lauren caught me looking at her boobs.

			Some days I just can’t take my eyes off them. They are big and round, and seem to pop out of the dresses or blouses she wears.

			Some days I am talking to her and I should be looking at her eyes, but I find myself staring at her chest, and have to quickly pretend that I was just thinking about something complicated and didn’t realise where I was looking.

			But today she caught me good. She was wearing a low cut t-shirt and some long necklaces that hung down and got trapped in the valley between her boobs.

			“Enjoying the view?” she asked.

			I immediately raised my gaze and stared at her eyes. “Sorry, Lauren,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking what I was doing. But yes, very nice view.”

			I added that last bit in case she was expecting me to give her a compliment. I still don’t understand women. (And I wasn’t lying. It was a nice view!)

			“So it should be,” she said. “They cost your dad a lot of money.”

			I guess she must have thought I was looking at her necklaces.

			Ha! She thought I had been looking at her necklaces.

			I got away with it that time.

			Thought for the day: 

			Lauren’s boobs are my new favourite thing.

			PS: 

			Just joking!

		

	
		
			February 24th

			Lauren took me to the library. Not the huge big library in the city, but a much smaller one in Albany. Even so, it has thousands of books.

			A digression:

			There are no books in our house, except for a pile of copies of a book called ‘Rucker Tucker’ which is all about my dad. On the cover it says that he wrote it, which would make him a famous writer too, except he said he didn’t really write it. Someone else did that, he just told them stuff.

			I read that book and learned lots of really cool stuff about my dad. Some of the stuff I learned:

			•He played rugby for the Northcote Club when he was a boy.

			•He was one of the youngest ever to play for New Zealand.

			•He played in over a hundred international tests.

			•He stopped an Australian rugby player from scoring a try in a very important game in 2004 and we won the game because of it.

			•He is a body builder, and a couple of years ago won the national amateur bodybuilding championships for men over the age of forty.

			•He is an ambassador for the Child Cancer Foundation and gives up his time to talk at charity fundraising events for them.

			•He has also boxed in a charity boxing tournament called ‘Fight for Life’ which raises money for cancer.

			There was also a whole chapter on Moma and me, and his decade-long hunt for us. Apparently he spent a fortune on private detectives after the official police search ended. For ten years the search consumed his life, and it has only been in the last five years that he had given up hope of ever seeing me again.

			And then I popped up out of nowhere. It must have been an incredible moment for him when Reggie tracked down his phone number and rang him out of the blue.

			Lauren saw me reading ‘Rucker Tucker’ and asked me if I liked reading. I told her that it was one of my favourite things.

			“I love reading too,” she said.

			She pulled a book out of her handbag. She always keeps a book in her handbag apparently, or on her bedside table. It was by an author called Nicholas Sparks. I have never heard of him.

			“It’s light and frothy but sometimes that’s what you need to take your mind off your problems,” she said.

			I doubt that she has any real problems, but I said, “Yes! Like Mark Twain.”

			“You’ve read Mark Twain?” she seemed surprised.

			“Yeah mate,” I said. 

			“I love Mark Twain,” she said. “When I was young, he was my favourite author. After the Brontë sisters.”

			“I really liked Jane Eyre,” I said, “but I thought Wuthering Heights was a bit melodramatic.”

			“No way!” she said. “Wuthering Heights is beautiful. You know that Charlotte edited the manuscript after Emily died of tuberculosis?”

			I shook my head.

			“How do you know all these books?” she asked. “Locked away in a forest all those years.”

			“Moma used to buy them at the local store when she went for supplies,” I said. 

			I had to struggle to keep my voice steady. Any mention of Moma was upsetting.

			“What else have you read that you liked?” she asked.

			So I started rattling off authors. 

			•John Steinbeck

			•Ernest Hemingway

			•Alistair McLean

			•Enid Blyton

			•Roald Dahl

			•Margaret Mahy

			•Charles Dickens

			And so on

			It turns out that Lauren loves reading. She said that while reading a book you became a different person, and you lived their life with all its ups and downs.

			I agreed. I said that a book was like a different world and once you started reading you lived in that world and forgot about the world around you for a while. I lived in a lot of different worlds over the last fifteen years, even though I never left the forest.

			Anyway, to cut a long story short, Lauren said she hadn’t read any of those books since she was at school, but now she really wanted to read some of them again, and that’s how we ended up at the library.

			I now have a library card, which is like a credit card, and I think it would work at opening locked doors too. With it I can borrow books from the library and I don’t have to pay anything for them, as long as I take them back in a couple of weeks.

			I was a bit worried that this was like stealing, but Lauren says it is just borrowing.

			I borrowed three books:

			•‘David Copperfield’, by Charles Dickens

			•‘Around the World in Eighty Days’, by Jules Verne

			•‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’, by J.K. Rowling

			I don’t know who J.K. Rowling is. I have never read any of his books. But Lauren says it is really good.

			Lauren borrowed ‘Jane Eyre’, by Charlotte Brontë. She said she will read it when she finishes the Nicholas Sparks book.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’.

			Thought for the day:

			Dad searched for me for ten years. He must have really loved me.

		

	
		
			February 25th

			My cast came off today. Yay!

			I was getting so sick of hobbling around on a crutch all the time. The doctor said it has healed well, but he still wants me to be careful for a few more weeks.

			Dad is very concerned about security. I guess Auckland is a dangerous place to live. For our safety he has video cameras in the front of the house, at the back of the house, and in lots of places inside the house so he can see if any burglars or kidnappers come.

			Lauren doesn’t seem to like the cameras, I often see her glance up at them and frown. But I think it is cool to be safe.

			I asked Lauren what she did for a career. I thought she might be a hairdresser or a beautician or something like that.

			I was quite wrong. She is a translator. She speaks fluent Italian and works from home translating novels and scientific texts from English to Italian or from Italian to English.

			That explains why she is on the computer so much.

			She told me how to say hello in Italian. It is ‘ciao’. This will come in useful when I go to visit the Leaning Tower of Pisa. 

			Perhaps I should also learn how to order pizza in Italian. Ha!

			Thought for the day:

			I don’t know why I thought Lauren was a hairdresser or a beautician. You should never judge people by what they look like.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’.

		

	
		
			February 26th

			I found out why Dad is so big and muscly. He goes to the gym every day – sometimes more than once.

			We have a gym at home where he goes and lifts heavy weights and does exercises on machines. But most days he also goes down to another gym in Albany. He says it is more fun working out with other people than just by yourself all the time.

			He wants me to come to the gym with him when my leg is stronger, but I don’t think I would be interested in that. I am much fitter and stronger than any of the city kids I have met, and I’ve never been to a gym in my life.

			I went with him to the gym today to see what it was like. All the people in the gym came crowding around. They wanted me to sign my name on bits of paper.

			I don’t know how to ‘sign’ my name, so I just wrote ‘Egan Tucker’ on the bits of paper.

			A lot of the people at the gym were using walking machines. I asked Dad about them and he said they are called treadmills. They have a rubber belt that you walk on and electricity makes it go around and around and people walk on it.

			I couldn’t understand why they didn’t just go and walk outside.

			Thought for the day: 

			I don’t think I need a machine to do my exercise for me.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’.

		

	
		
			February 27th

			My life is getting freako.

			Today Lauren took me to the supermarket, which is a really big general store, to buy groceries. She said I could choose whatever I wanted.

			There was so much stuff that I couldn’t believe it. For example, there were 17 different kinds of goat’s cheese. We only ever had one kind. Nancy’s kind. (I wonder how Nancy is. I am sure she is fine, wandering around the bush, eating everything in sight!)

			While we were in the supermarket some people started pointing at me and whispering behind their hands, which I thought was quite rude. Then a whole bunch of people started following me and Lauren down the aisles as we were shopping.

			When we came out of the supermarket there was a huge crowd of people waiting. They were all taking photos with their phones. We had to push right through them to get back to Lauren’s car. 

			Lauren’s car is made by a German company called VW. It is very quiet and comfortable. But what is really surprising is that she can push a button and the whole roof slides off and disappears into the boot. Then you can drive around without a roof on the car!

			We didn’t take the roof off today because of all the people who were surrounding us.

			Also because it was starting to rain.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’.

		

	
		
			February 28th

			The last day of February.

			It has been really sunny up till now in Auckland, but today it poured with rain.

			I was really excited and I took all my clothes off and went out the back of the house, near the little forest which is called a Bush Reserve. I ran around in the rain for a while, loving it.

			Dad saw and he told me to come inside and put my clothes back on. He said he couldn’t understand what my mother had been teaching me. He was quite angry, which I don’t understand. I was just running around in the rain.

			Then Lauren came out too and told him to leave me alone, that it was making me happy, which was true.

			Then they had a huge argument about how to ‘raise’ me.

			Dad called her some mean names.

			I didn’t want them to argue, especially not over me, so I came back inside and put my clothes on and went upstairs and read a book for a while.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets’.

			Lauren took me to the library to get it. I really want to know what happens to Harry, Ron and Hermione. I will read the other books later.

			Word of the day:

			PERVERT

			Thought for the day:

			Lauren is not a pervert. I looked up on Google to find out what this means. She just wanted me to enjoy myself in the rain. I think Dad was being quite mean to her.

			Facebook page update:

			839,827 likes.

		

	
		
			March 1st

			A lady from a publishing company emailed me today. She wants me to write a book.

			I was really excited and offered to send her some of my stories and poems. But she didn’t seem very interested in that. 

			She wants me to write a book about my code. But it’s not my code – it’s Moma’s. And the whole code would only take up two or three pages even if you wrote it in really big letters. So how could you make a whole book about that?

			I said I will think about it. 

			I thought about it.

			It’s a dumb idea. 

			I might send them some of my stories anyway. Perhaps they will like them.

			Thought for the day:

			A whole book about Moma’s code? What were they thinking?

			Word of the day:

			OMG

			Lauren said this when she saw my Facebook page likes. It is an expression of great surprise.

			Book I am reading:

			‘Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets’.

			Facebook page update:

			994,050 likes.

			That’s almost a million! I wonder if it will make it to a million.

		

	
		
			March 2nd

			Finally, a report from the police!

			The two detectives came out to the house today. They sat down with us at the dining table. The police have been searching around the Coromandel for two weeks. They have not found anything. 

			I am very upset about this.

			I know their names now too. The bald one is called Detective Sergeant Holland, but everyone calls him Dutch. He asked me to call him Dutch too. I think he thought this would make me less nervous of him. But I wasn’t nervous of him in the first place.

			The sticky-hair detective is Detective Constable Parore. He said I could call him Doug.

			Dutch said, “We have been interviewing possible witnesses, and there was a security camera in an ATM at the front of the store, but we really don’t have much to go on.”

			Doug said, “We have set up a mannequin to represent your mother outside the store, dressed in clothes like you described, and wearing a wig that matches her hair colour and style. We are hoping this might jog someone’s memory.”

			Dutch said, “We checked hospitals and morgues but turned up nothing.”

			I didn’t say anything.

			Doug said, “We did find the blood patch, and initial tests show that it is human blood. That might not be good news, Egan.”

			Dutch said, “But the fact that there has been no sighting of her in a hospital or a morgue might be very good news. If she was seriously injured or killed, I am sure we would have found her by now.”

			Doug said, “Especially if she was dead.”

			Dutch told Doug to shut up.

			I was still too upset to speak.

			Dutch said, “With your permission, Egan, we are going to compare your DNA sample with DNA from the blood patch, and see if they match.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked.

			Doug said, “It will prove whether or not that was your mother’s blood.”

			I said, “Then you have my permission.”

			The detectives also kept asking me where the hut was, in case she went back there. But I refused to tell them. (I think they have been searching for the hut, but the forest is big and the hut is very well hidden, and away from any tracks. So I don’t think they’ll find it.)

			As they were leaving, I said, “Please, please find her.”

			Doug and Dutch smiled at me, but they didn’t say anything.

			Last time they promised they would find her.

			After they had gone Lauren gave me a big hug and I cried on her shoulder so much that she had to go and change her dress. It got pretty wet and snotty. But I appreciated it. I needed it.

			Dad tried to give me a hug too, but that just felt awkward.

			What if they are right?

			What if Moma came home?

			What if she is now living in the hut, and wondering where I am? She must be beside herself with worry.

			That surely is where she is. I don’t know why she went away for so long – maybe she was sick. But after she got better, she would go back to the hut.

			But the only way to know is to tell the police where the hut is. And then I won’t have it in case I need it.

			I need to think about this.

			I will decide tomorrow. If Moma is there, then she will still be there tomorrow.

			Thought for the day:

			Of course that is where she is! Why didn’t I think of this earlier?

			Word of the day:

			DNA

			It’s not really a word, it’s an acronym.

		

	
		
			March 3rd

			I used my phone and called J.T. today. He answered straight away. “Gidday Egan, how are you doing?” he asked.

			“I’m okay, but not great,” I said. That was the truth.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“The police can’t find Moma,” I said.

			There was a moment’s silence on the phone, then he said, “I’m very sorry to hear that, Egan.”

			“It’s pretty stink,” I said.

			“Is there anything I can do?” J.T. asked.

			“Yeah mate,” I said. “The police think Moma may have gone back to the hut, and be waiting there, worrying about me.”

			“That’s a good possibility,” J.T. said. “Have they searched it?”

			“Yeah nah,” I said. “I won’t tell them where it is.”

			He understood straight away. “In case you ever need a bolt-hole,” he said.

			“It kept me safe for fifteen years,” I said.

			“That is very true,” he said. “Do you want me to go and check it for you?”

			“Would you?” I asked.

			“Of course,” he said.

			“I’ll need to tell you how to find it,” I said.

			“Egan …” he paused. “I can’t tell a lie. I learned that from you. I already know where the hut is.”

			I was a bit surprised. “How?” I asked.

			“I was out hunting one day and I saw you,” he said. “Just out of interest I followed you, and you led me back to the hut. I saw the secret way you get through that hedge and everything.”

			I was silent for a moment. I felt that he hadn’t been totally honest about that.  But really I think I was more upset that he had been able to track me through the forest without me knowing.

			But I was glad too. He could go and find Moma and then I could tell her that my father has changed. He is not like he was before. He is really nice. Then she can come back to the world too.

			“Would you do that for me?” I asked.

			“In a heartbeat,” he said. “Let’s just both cross our fingers and pray that she is there.”

			Crossing your fingers is a superstition. Praying is a religious thing. It seemed strange to do both, but maybe that way I was covering both bases.

			Tonight, before I started writing my diary, I crossed my fingers and prayed to Jesus to let her be okay and in the old stone hut.

			J.T. is going down there tomorrow.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			That she won’t be there.

			Word of the Day:

			BOLT HOLE

			A place to hide away.

		

	
		
			March 4th

			Still waiting for J.T. to telephone. 

			Lauren took me to the doctors today. Dad was busy.

			The doctors stuck a lot of needles in my arm. They are called inoculations. Apparently I should have had them when I was much younger, but I never did, and without them I could get very sick or die.

			The needles didn’t hurt much, but I didn’t like the idea of people sticking things into my arm.

			Lauren said I was brave. So I said she was brave too.

			She seemed confused.

			What I meant was about her boobs. I found out that she’d had an operation on them. I thought she was brave to have had an operation on her boobs.

			But when she asked me why she was brave I got kind of flustered and didn’t say anything.

			So she just smiled. She’s nice like that.

			Afterwards she asked me if I wanted to go and have some lunch with her. I said yes, and told her my favourite restaurant was McDonalds.

			This made her laugh, I don’t know why. She suggested a different restaurant with a fancy name.

			She said she would call Dad so he wouldn’t worry about where we were. I said she didn’t need to worry because he would know where I was.

			She was a little confused about that, so I explained about the phone. I forgot I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about that. But it was only Lauren, so I’m sure it doesn’t matter.

			Then we went to McDonalds after all.

			PS:

			Still waiting for J.T. to ring.

			Word of the Day:

			Inoculations

			Injections that stop you getting sick. I never seemed to need them before, but now I need them.

			Things I am afraid of:

			That Moma won’t be there.

		

	
		
			March 5th

			J.T. rang today.

			Moma wasn’t at the hut.

			It took him longer than he expected to find the hut. (I could have given him directions, but he said he didn’t need them!!!) By the time he found it, it was getting dark, so he had to camp for the night.

			He didn’t have a radio, only a phone, and they don’t work in the middle of the forest.

			This morning he hiked out and called me as soon as he could. He said that she wasn’t there … but, more worryingly, that she hadn’t been there.

			I am not quite sure how he knew that. But he said that he could tell nobody had been in the hut for months, probably since I left.

			He said he was going to look around and see if he could find anything. He said he has ‘some skills’ that might be useful. This makes me at least a little bit hopeful.

			He also said there are lots of tomatoes on our vines.

			Yay.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			That I will never know what happened to Moma.

			Word of the Day:

			I don’t have a word of the day today.

			Facebook page update:

			1,739,827 likes.

			OMG

		

	
		
			March 6th

			J.T. texted me today.

			Still nothing. He just wanted to let me know he was trying. He will ring when he has some definite news to tell me.

		

	
		
			March 7th

			I have been invited to go onto an American television talk show.

			I am really confused as to how this happens and quite frightened of the whole thing. And I am even more worried about Moma than I was before. So I said no.

			The police can’t find Moma, and J.T. hasn’t found Moma and he has been looking for two days.

			But the TV lady rang back after about half an hour and said that the host of the show wanted to talk to me herself.

			Her name was Helen, and she was really nice. She said that she thought millions of people might live better lives if they heard me talk about my code and by me being on television I would be doing a lot of good in the world.

			Rule #13 says to try and do good things for people. So I said yes.

			The television show is filmed in America, which is a long way away. I will finally get to go on an aeroplane!

			They are sending two tickets, so I asked Dad if he would come with me.

			He can’t. He is too busy with his work.

			I asked Lauren and she said she’d love to come with me.

			I am still quite frightened of going on a television show, but it is also quite exciting.

			I hope that the police, or J.T., find Moma while I am away.

			We go to America on April 3rd. I need to get a passport first. Lauren is going to help me apply for one.

			Word of the Day:

			TALK SHOW

			A TV show where people just talk about stuff.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			I can’t remember what Moma’s face looks like. I feel she is slipping away from me.

			So much is happening in my new life that I am forgetting my old life. 

		

	
		
			March 8th

			I saw Regina today.

			It was very painful for me.

			We went into the city to have my photograph taken for my passport and to take the passport application form to the passport office. We had already downloaded and filled in the application form. We could have posted it all in, but Lauren thought it would be faster if we took it directly to the office.

			When we walked out, I saw Junior, Mohawk and Reggie walking up the other side of the road. Little Allan wasn’t with them.

			They didn’t see me and I didn’t call out or anything.

			I still couldn’t believe that she would do what she did.

			Maybe she was right to do it. I don’t know.

			And what I have learned, because of Regina, has turned my life upside down. To find out the truth about those fifteen years hiding away in a forest. About Moma’s mental state.

			Is that why I feel so much pain when I see Regina? Because she forced me to confront the truth?

			Or is it because I trusted her and she betrayed me?

			For money.

			After that Lauren and I went to visit Mr K. He was really happy to see me, and very pleased to meet Lauren.

			We sat with him for an hour and had a cup of tea, and he told us stories about the Korean War. He didn’t take his eyes off Lauren’s boobs the entire time. She didn’t seem to mind.

			I guess it must be okay when you’re old.

			Word of the Day:

			BETRAYAL

		

	
		
			March 9th

			J.T. texted me again today!

			He said he has found some information that may help and has passed it on to the police. That is all he will say.

			He did say not to get my hopes up because it might lead nowhere.

			I showed Lauren the texts and she gave me a hug and told me it was okay to keep my hopes up.

			So I am keeping my hopes up.

		

	
		
			March 10th

			Today I asked Lauren if she will be my new mum when she marries Dad. 

			She said no. Moma would always be my mum no matter what happened. No one could ever replace her.  

			I said that was sad. Because she was really nice and if Moma couldn’t be my mum then I wished Lauren could have been. 

			That made her really sad for some reason and then she hugged me really tightly.

			Thought for the day:

			Women make no sense to me at all.

		

	
		
			March 11th

			Dad and Lauren had another fight last night. I hope it wasn’t over me again. 

			Lauren came down into the living room where I was watching TV. I asked her if she was okay.

			She seemed angry with me but I hadn’t done anything wrong. She asked me if there was anything in my stupid code (her words) about dealing with idiots. 

			An idiot is a stupid person. So I told her about rule number 26: Always be kind to people less fortunate than you. 

			That didn’t seem to be the answer she was looking for. She grabbed the car keys off the hook in the kitchen and stormed out.  

			Then Dad stormed downstairs and asked where she was. 

			When I said she had gone out, he started to get really angry but then he stopped himself. It’s good that he can control his anger. 

			Moma said everybody gets angry sometimes, but a wise person learns to control it. 

			I don’t think Dad controlled his for very long though, because he went upstairs and I heard him shouting on the telephone. Then he went into his study to find out where she was, using the computer. Then he said he was going out to buy some groceries – but I think he really went to find her. 

			It’s good if he and she can work out their problems. 

			Moma’s Code #26 

			Always be kind and generous to people less fortunate than you. 

			Help them in any way you can.

			Moma’s Code #28

			Talk your problems through calmly.

			Reasonable people work out their problems without resorting to shouting or violence.

			Facebook page update:

			3,753,764 likes.

			OMG!

		

	
		
			March 12th

			I am writing a new story.

			I haven’t written anything except my diary since I was living in the forest. Except for my love poem for Reggie. I am writing a story about a boy wizard who lives in a forest all by himself.

			Lauren saw me writing and asked me what I was doing.

			I told her that writing is one of my favourite things and she wanted to read some of my stuff.

			That was a bit awkward because the only stories that I have with me are a bit mean about my dad. I feel a bit guilty about those stories now, but I didn’t know any better at the time. 

			So I showed her my love poem for Reggie.

			She said she really loved it! She said I was a really good writer and she wants to show it to a friend of hers who works for a publishing company. She also wanted to know who Reggie is. So I had to tell her.

			I thought she would feel my pain when I told her that we broke up and I was heartbroken.

			But all she said was that young love is a fickle thing. (Her exact words.)

			I let her make a copy of my poem to show her publisher friend.

		

	
		
			March 15th

			Haven’t been writing my diary for a couple of days, because I have been working on my wizard boy story. But this afternoon I heard a shout and a bang from the kitchen.

			When I walked in, there were cans of food all over the floor and Lauren was sitting in the middle of them all with a hand over one eye.

			“Bugger!” she was saying.

			“Are you all right?” I asked, rushing over to her.

			“I’m fine,” she said. “Bag of groceries just split and I tripped on a can of beans. Banged myself on the cupboard door going down.”

			“Let me see,” I said.

			“I’m okay, Egan,” she said.

			“Let me see,” I insisted. I’ve had a lot of bruises and cuts in my life.

			She removed her hand. Her eye socket was bruised and she had a small cut on one eyebrow.

			I had never seen someone bruise up so fast.

			“Looks nasty,” I said. “It’s already turning black and blue. Better get some ice on that fast.”

			Ice wasn’t something we had the luxury of in the forest, but the cold water of the stream was the next best thing.

			“Thanks Egan,” she said. “You’re a very caring person.”

			I smiled. But I saw something else odd before she put her hand back over her eye. There was dried blood on the cut.

			Thought for the day: 

			People are keeping things from me.

			Word of the Day:

			BUGGER.

			An expression of annoyance or anger.

		

	
		
			March 16th

			My facebook page has hit five million likes.

			Lauren says if it keeps growing at this rate it will be in the top 25 Facebook pages.

			There are videos all about Moma’s code on a website called ‘Youtube’. I watched a few of them. Most of them are pretty silly.

			Someone has put Moma’s code to music and made a song out of it. That’s really silly. But I have had the tune stuck in my head all day.

			Also there is a

			Oops. I forgot what I was going to say there.

			Lauren just came in to talk to me. Her publisher friend wants to meet me! I am so excited about this!

			I have been working really hard on my story about the boy wizard. I haven’t written that much because I keep thinking it’s not good enough, so I screw it up and start again.

			I can’t wait to meet the publisher. Her name is Anna-Grace Rose. She is a commissioning editor which means that if she likes my stories she can make me an offer for them. Then I will be a published writer!

			Got to stop writing this and get back to my story.

			Word of the Day:

			YOUTUBE

			A place where people put videos of cats. And other stuff. I don’t really understand why.

		

	
		
			Jonathan Hogan

			A novel by Egan Tucker

			Chapter One: The Boy Who Lived in a Forest

			Jonathan Hogan was a very special boy, although you wouldn’t know it to look at him. You really wouldn’t think that there was anything unusual, or odd, and especially not magical, about him if you saw him in the street. But you wouldn’t usually see him in the street, for Jonathan – Jon to his friends – did not live on a street, but deep in the dark, cool forests of New Zealand.

			On the day of the disaster, which also happens to be when our story starts, Jon was up in a very tall tree that overlooked the river, hoping to avoid Cookie, who was a fat pig.

			You might think that is a rude way to describe a person, but in this case you’d be wrong, because Cookie was in fact a pig, and he was quite fat.

			They say that a little knowledge can be dangerous and that is certainly true in the case of magic, and Cookie was a good example of what can happen when you use magic without really knowing how it works. Cookie wasn’t a very nice person when he was a person, and he wasn’t a very nice pig now that he was a pig.

			A pair of tui flew past Jon and landed on a branch not far from his head.

			“Have you seen him?” Jon whispered.

			Both tui shook their heads in unison.

			“I heard him grunting around up by the shingle slide,” one of them said. 

			“But when I got there he was gone, and I haven’t been able to find him,” the other one said.

			Then the tui sang a pretty tune for a while, which is what tui do. Except these tui used to be a girl named Virginia and they could sing in harmony, which tui normally don’t.

			“Try and be a little quiet,” Jon said. “I really don’t want him to find me. You know what he’ll say.”

			Virginia nodded both her heads and sang very softly.

			Jon was able to fix most of the people he rescued, or they just got better all by themselves. The only current exceptions were Cookie and Virginia. 

			Jon had tried everything to turn Cookie back into a merchant banker, but nothing had worked and he showed no sign of reverting by himself. Jon could have fixed Virginia any time, but she had had a very difficult life in the real world and quite preferred being a pair of tui, flitting through the trees in the forest without a care. (Although she often said she was sick of eating nectar and insects, and would absolutely die for a hamburger.)

			Finally satisfied that Cookie wasn’t anywhere nearby, Jon climbed down from the tree. He could have flown down by turning himself into an owl, which was what he usually did when he wanted to get around the forest in a hurry. But it seemed a waste of energy just to get down from a tree, even if it was a very tall tree.

			After checking one more time to make sure Cookie was not near, Jon went to the London tree and carefully opened the door that was not a door.

			A blast of noise, petrol fumes and cold rain hit him and he quickly cast an umbrella spell (which was not like an umbrella at all, but rather like a bubble that surrounded him, keeping him dry and warm even in the worst thunderstorm).

			Then he stepped through the doorway onto Piccadilly Circus, closing the door behind him quickly, in case Cookie was lurking somewhere nearby.

			Cookie couldn’t open the doors by himself, not even the door in the Los Angeles tree which was low and small and very easy to open. Cookie would give anything to get back to the world, and wouldn’t listen when Jon told him that being a pig – and a large juicy one at that – would mean he’d probably end up as bacon and pork chops.

			London was cold, blustery and especially dreary this day, which in some ways was a portent of the unimaginable disaster that was only a few hours away.

			Jon did not know that, of course, and hummed as he turned towards Coventry Street, heading for the garden in Leicester Square 

			It was dark in the garden. The streetlights were not working.

			Jon tutted to himself and looked up, looking right through the dark clouds as if they weren’t there, to find the moon. It was a thin crescent. He brightened it into a full moon with a twist of his mind, and stopped for a moment to admire the clusters of shooting stars that exploded like fireworks in the sky whenever he did that.

			Now able to see, he walked into the garden. Somewhere here was a squirrel who needed his help.

			 	 

		

	
		
			March 17th

			I talked to Regina today.

			First things first.

			Lauren took me to the meeting with the publishing company.  Dad said he would have come but he had an appointment with a car dealer.

			The meeting was in a really high building in the centre of the city.

			Anna-Grace said she really liked my poem and wanted to read some of my stories. Lauren had made copies of them for me to take, but I’d made her promise not to read them. She had also copied the start of my story about a wizard boy.

			We had to sit in the office while Anna-Grace read through my stuff.

			She seemed very surprised. She said she really likes my writing and she wants me to write a story for them. It can be about anything I like, except about a boy wizard. Or vampires.

			I was a bit sad about that, because I had already written a couple of pages (and rewritten it lots of times) and I thought it was really good. (And I don’t know why she doesn’t like vampires.)

			She also said that I should try to find my own voice.

			I once lost my voice when I had a bad cold, but I don’t think that was what she meant.

			She said I should develop my own style and not always copy the style of other authors.

			I think this is good advice. But what if I don’t have my own voice? My own style?

			It’s a bit scary. I will have to think carefully about this.

			Afterwards, Lauren asked to see where I had lived when I was living in the city.

			So we drove to the Auckland Domain and I showed her the low bushes that were my first home. Then we drove up to the motorway cave and I showed her that. She was quite disgusted.

			Then we drove to the old building. When we got there, Reggie, Junior and Mohawk were sitting outside.

			Junior and Mohawk came bounding over when I got out of the car and both gave me the shoulder bump half hug thing. They seemed very excited to see me.

			Reggie stood back as if she was a bit afraid of me.

			After a little while, Junior and Mohawk decided that they had to go somewhere. They didn’t say where. And Lauren suddenly had some important texting to do in her car.

			So that left just me and Reggie.

			The conversation was very difficult at first, and I don’t want to write it all down, but I am going to write down what I learned.

			Regina didn’t keep the money. The ten thousand dollars. I thought she would, but I was wrong. She gave it to the FASK organisation (Friends of Auckland Street Kids). They offer free meals, safe boarding houses and counsellors to help street kids get back to the real world.

			She said she never wanted the money. And she wouldn’t give it to her street kid friends. With that much money they’d just stuff it up their noses or in their arms and end up dead.

			Regina is back in the world. She is living with her grandparents and is back in school. She doesn’t call herself Reggie anymore because that was her street name. She had just come into town to visit Junior and Mohawk. It was really lucky that I caught her there.

			I am happy for her. I know she tried to do the right thing for me.

			When we left I asked her if I could see her again, and she cried a bit and gave me the phone number of her grandparents’ house.

			Word of the Day:

			REGINA

			It’s not really a word, it’s a name. But I want it to be my word today. Regina. Regina. Regina.

			Thought for the day:

			Perhaps I do love her.

			Moma’s Code #19

			Don’t judge other people.

			You don’t have that right. And they don’t have the right to judge you.

			PS: Little Allan got really sick and had to go to hospital. He is now in the care of the CYF people (Child, Youth and Family – they are a government agency).

		

	
		
			March 18th 

			My dad bought a new car today. It comes from Germany like Lauren’s car, but is made by a different company, called Porsche.

			It is a big car called an S.U.V. and it has four-wheel driving, whatever that means. Its name is Cayenne. I think it was very expensive.

			I am writing about the car because some really bad stuff happened today and I know I have to write about it, but it is really hard.

			When my dad came home with the car, Lauren seemed quite surprised. “You should have bought something cheaper,” she said. “We can’t really afford it.”

			“It’s fine,” my dad said, the way he says when he really doesn’t want to discuss something.

			“No, actually it’s not fine,” Lauren said, quite firmly. “You could have bought a cheaper brand or model, or if you really had to have a Cayenne, you could have got a second-hand one.”

			“Lauren,” my dad said, “it’s not a problem.” You can always tell he is angry when he uses your name at the start of a sentence.

			“Where is the money coming from?” Lauren asked.

			“It’s really low repayments, with a balloon payment in three years,” my dad said.

			I thought that sounded reasonable, and a clever way to buy a car, although I had no idea what a balloon payment was.

			Lauren didn’t agree. “And where’s the balloon payment coming from?” she asked. “Are you going to write another book?”

			That made my dad really angry. He called her a bitch, then he said, “I have irons in the fire, you know that. Everything is simmering away, but something will come to the boil soon.”

			“When?” Lauren asked. “You said that last year, and the year before. When is one of your little pet projects going to make some money? Or are they all going to lose money like your online razorblade shop?”

			He slapped her.

			I have never seen a man hit a woman before. 

			No one should ever hurt another person, I know that, but it seems especially bad when it is a man, – a big man like my dad – and a delicate woman like Lauren.

			She seemed angry, but not shocked by what he had done.

			“Hey!” I said. “Don’t hit her.”

			He seemed to have forgotten that I was there. “You stay out of this,” he said. “Go to your room.”

			“Why?” I asked. “So you can hit her again without me watching.”

			“Egan, go to your room,” my dad said quietly.

			“Go to your room, now,” Lauren said. Her eyes were really sad, like she knew something bad was going to happen and didn’t want me to see it.

			“No!” I shouted. “Leave her alone.”

			I got up from the sofa where I was watching television and walked into the kitchen, standing in front of Lauren so he couldn’t hit her again.

			“You little shit,” he said and he pulled his arm back like he was going to punch me and just then the doorbell rang.

			We all sort of froze like that. Me standing in front of Lauren, Dad about to punch me.

			Then Lauren said, “Go and see who is at the door, Egan.”

			“Don’t,” my dad said, but he did nothing to stop me when I ignored him and did what Lauren said.

			It was the two detectives at the door.

			My dad was all smiles and friendly face when they walked inside and Lauren busied herself in the kitchen. When she turned around to say hi, she turned so they could see only one side of her face. The side that hadn’t been slapped.

			The detectives asked me and my dad to sit down at the table. I thought I must be in big trouble. But I wasn’t.

			Dutch said, “Your friend Jeffery Hunter has been helping us with our investigation down in the Coromandel.” 

			I nodded. “I know.”

			Doug said, “He is a very resourceful individual.” 

			Dutch said, “Which is not to diminish the role that our own people played in this investigation.”

			I really didn’t understand what they were on about.

			Dutch said, “Egan, we have some bad news for you.”

			Doug said, “Very bad news.”

			I realised that I was holding my breath, but I couldn’t let it go.

			Dutch said, “Using information uncovered by Mr Hunter, we were able to track down a number of individuals – young men – who were racing cars along that road on the night in question.”

			Doug said, “Forensic analysis of one of their cars showed that it had been in a collision with a person, and we matched blood traces to that of your mother.”

			I didn’t want to hear what they were going to say next.

			Dutch said, “Under questioning, the young men admitted hitting your mother.”

			Doug said, “I’m very sorry to let you know that she is deceased, Egan.”

			I asked, “What is deceased.”

			Doug explained, “She’s dead, Egan.”

			I was crying by then and I missed some of the stuff they said, but here is what I do remember.

			The boys were racing cars along the road and one of them slid off the side of the road and hit Moma. She was thrown into a tree and probably died instantly.

			They left her body on the ground for a long time while they argued about what to do. That was the reason for the big bloodstain.

			Eventually they picked up my Moma and put her in the boot of their car like a dead animal. They drove her to a different part of the forest where they dug a big hole and put her in it.

			Then they went home and washed the car and pretended that it never happened.

			Some STUPID BOYS racing STUPID CARS to show how COOL they were, KILLED MY MOMA!

			All the time I have been writing this diary to record my feelings and sort out my thoughts and to write down my fears so they won’t come true.

			But this was my greatest fear, and I wrote it down lots of times, but it still came true.

			I can’t stand it. I just can’t stand it.

		

	
		
			March 20th

			I didn’t write anything yesterday. I couldn’t. I just felt numb.

			Today, Lauren and my dad had a big fight. It was over something really stupid.

			The police are going to release Moma’s body the day after tomorrow after they complete their autopsy. So my dad has planned a funeral service for March 23rd.

			That’s what they had the fight about.

			My dad booked it at a small chapel at the Schnapper Rock cemetery, in Albany.

			“That won’t be big enough,” Lauren said.

			“Of course it will,” my dad said.

			“Not with all the attention that Egan’s getting at the moment,” Lauren said.

			“Are you kidding?” my dad asked. “The funeral is not for Egan, it’s for a drug-addled, hippie weirdo woman who held her own child prisoner for fifteen years. There may be a few reporters, and that senile old man may turn up, but we’ll be lucky if we fill the front row.”

			“You’re wrong,” Lauren said. “The place will be packed. I think you need to hold the service in a church, or even in the Auckland Cathedral.”

			“I’m wrong, am I?” my dad asked quietly. I don’t like it when his voice goes quiet like that. It’s kind of funny too, because when I imagined him being angry in my story, that is pretty much how I imagined it.

			“I don’t mean you’re wrong,” Lauren said quickly. “I just mean that you may be underestimating Egan’s popularity. And his mother is part of his story. That’s what they are all buying into.”

			“So that makes me the bad guy?” my dad asked, his voice even quieter.

			“Of course not!” Lauren said. “His mother had mental issues. People aren’t going to judge her for that. They’re going to feel sorry for her. People who never even knew her are going to show up to pay their respects, and as a show of support for Egan.”

			“I think you’re the one with mental issues,” my dad said. “The chapel seats a hundred and fifty. You’re deluded if you think we’re going to even halfway fill that.”

			“Do Egan a favour, do me a favour and change it to somewhere bigger,” Lauren said.

			“Sure, my crazy ex-wife gets her funeral in the Auckland Cathedral,” my dad said. “Just like Lady Diana, all la-di-dah. And there’s the three of us and a senile old man sitting in the front row, and a bunch of news photographers waiting for us outside the door.”

			I don’t know what happened after that because I went up to my room and shut the door. I was unhappy enough about the funeral without listening to them fight about it.

			I could hear a lot of shouting though.

			Thought for the day: (none)

			I have no thought for the day. I am trying not to think about anything.

		

	
		
			March 21st

			Today Lauren took me shopping for a suit to wear to the funeral. My dad said this was a waste of money and I could just wear dark colours. 

			Lauren said no, this was my mother’s funeral, and it was important to dress properly. She was really determined about it, almost as if she was daring him to argue with her.

			I thought he was going to, but then he just said, “Whatever,” and waved his hand in the air like it was no big deal.

			So we went to a big department store which had a lot of suits in all styles and sizes.

			My suit is black and I have a black tie. I was going to tell Lauren about my ideas for what you could do with the tie, but I was too sad. It didn’t seem important.

			The trousers were too long so we took them to another shop where an old Chinese lady made them shorter for me.

			We also bought shoes, because you have to wear shoes when you wear a suit, even though I hate wearing shoes. They are black and tight and hurt my feet. My feet feel like they are in prison, but I have to wear them anyway.

			I feel like I am in a bit of a daze all the time at the moment.

			Nothing is working out the way it was supposed to.

			Thought for the day:

			I think my suit makes me look like a detective.

		

	
		
			March 22nd

			I have to write a speech for Moma’s funeral.

			My dad said I didn’t have to give a speech if I didn’t want to, but I am the only blood relative of Moma’s left, so who is going to say something if I don’t. My father?!!!

			It is really hard to write it.

			Lauren said I should just write whatever is in my heart. She also said that I should tell some funny stories about living in the bush with Moma. People like to hear funny stories at funerals.

			That made me think of the stories Moma told me  about Acacia at her funeral.

			My dad still says that nobody will turn up but I don’t care. I am going to give my speech even if it is just Lauren, my dad and the preacher man there.

			I know she can never replace Moma, but I think I love Lauren in a son/mother kind of way. With Moma gone she has been the best thing in my life here in the world. Except maybe for Regina, but that’s different.

			I remember once asking Lauren if she was going to be my new mum. 

			In a way she is.

		

	
		
			March 23rd

			Moma’s funeral was today.

			It was a really difficult day for me. As a writer, I want to try and describe it, but as a person, I want to try and forget it. Parts of it, at least.

			I think it is a really difficult thing for anyone to attend the funeral of the person who brought them into the world. The person who raised them.

			Maybe the only harder thing would be attending the funeral of your own child. I don’t know about that.

			My father was wrong. That’s the first thing I want to say. About the funeral I mean.

			We went in my father’s new car, the German one that has four-wheel drive.

			When we got to Schnapper Rock Road, it was packed with cars, even though we were early.

			I thought there must be some other event on, like a big sports game somewhere. We had to wait in the traffic queue so long that I thought we would end up being late.

			When we got to the cemetery, I saw that I was wrong. There was no sports game on. All the cars were parked in the cemetery parking lot, or on the road that ran down past all the gravestones. Fortunately, the funeral director had marked a special car park just for us, so we were able to park very close to the chapel.

			I couldn’t believe it when we walked inside. The chapel was full. Every seat was taken and there were people standing around the edges.

			Mr Kavanagh was at the funeral. He was sitting in the front row, which was reserved for family. I guess he was her only family. We walked down and I sat next to him.

			He smiled sadly at me. I saw this face a lot today. I call it the funeral face. People would smile, but not too much that would make them look happy. It’s just like a raising of the edges of the mouth. I started doing it to, when people did it to me.

			The funeral was supposed to start at ten, but at ten to ten the funeral director, Mr Meacham, came and asked if he could delay the start for a few minutes as people were still arriving. He said they were rigging up speakers outside so those who couldn’t fit inside could still hear the service.

			Lauren and my father looked at each other but didn’t say anything.

			At twenty past ten Mr Meacham came back and asked if he could delay the start just a little longer.

			This happened again at ten forty-five.

			Lauren and my father stared in opposite directions.

			We eventually started the service an hour late, at eleven o’clock.

			The funeral director said a few things first, mainly organisational stuff I think. It was a bit of a blur. Then the chaplain came in to lead the service. He said lots of stuff about God that I don’t know if Moma would have appreciated. She didn’t believe much in God.

			They had a big screen up in the middle with lots of photos of Moma when she was younger. I guess they got those from my father.

			My father did give a speech. He was the first person to speak (apart from the funeral director and the chaplain). He said some quite nice things about Moma, and about how much she had loved me. That’s not quite what he was saying a few days ago to Lauren about her, so it didn’t really make me feel anything other than cold.

			Mr Kavanagh got up to speak next. I was supposed to be the last speaker. I had written a speech, but I was so nervous I wasn’t sure I would be able to say it.

			Mr K said lots of really beautiful things, and he said them so beautifully. I wish I could remember what he said. I would ask him for a copy of his speech, but he didn’t use one. He just said things from his head.

			Then it was my turn, but my knees were shaking so much that I couldn’t walk. I managed to stand up and just stood there in front of my seat, leaning back on it with my legs so that I wouldn’t fall over.

			“You can do this,” Lauren whispered to me, but I wasn’t sure I could.

			I just kept standing there. It seemed to be going on for a very long time.

			“Get up there, Egan,” My father said in quite a cross voice, although he was whispering.

			It was getting really embarrassing: for me; for the chaplain who kept waving for me to come up; for my father; for everybody.

			Then I felt someone take my arm on the other side and when I turned to look, J.T. was standing there. I didn’t even know he was coming to the funeral. He put his arm around my shoulders and together the two of us somehow walked up onto the stage where the microphone was. I wasn’t sure if my voice would work properly either.

			I unfolded my notes and held onto the lectern so I wouldn’t fall down. J.T. took a step backwards.

			I looked out into the crowd of people, and halfway down the aisle, standing, I saw him. Little Allan. Behind him was Mohawk wearing a suit that fit him so badly it was just about falling on the floor. It really looked funny with his apache haircut. Behind the two of them were Junior and Regina.

			Little Allan gave me a thumbs up sign, and Regina gave me a proper smile, not just a funeral face smile and suddenly everything seemed okay.

			I started my speech and everybody looked sympathetic and they all laughed really loudly at my funny story about Moma.

			Then J.T. helped me off the stage, and Lauren got everybody to shuffle along a bit so that he could sit next to me. 

			(I mentioned Lauren in my speech and she burst into tears. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.)

			That’s all there really is to say about the funeral except for one thing.

			When it was all over, we were the first to leave, following the casket, which was carried by my father and a group of rugby friends of his that I didn’t know. I felt it was sad that my mother was carried to her rest by strangers, but I didn’t say anything, I just walked along behind the casket with Regina, and Lauren and Mr K.

			When we came out of the chapel, I expected to see a few extra people who hadn’t been able to fit inside.

			That was true in a way.

			There were people standing in every direction as far as I could see. They had filled the area around the chapel, and jam-packed the car park. They were standing in amongst the gravesites in every direction. If you have ever seen a picture of a rock concert crowd, that’s what it looked like. I thought there must be a million people there, although Lauren told me later that there were only about seven thousand.

			I told her I thought it was sad, because they didn’t really know Moma.

			But she said it was nice, because, even though they didn’t know her, they still came to honour her.

			She is right. I think Lauren is very wise.

			And that was the funeral of my mother.

			Moana Ruth Tucker.

			Rest in Peace, Moma.

		

	
		
			Egan’s Funeral Speech for his mother

			My name is Egan Tucker and my mother was everything to me.

			Her name was Moana, but when I was a baby I called her mama and somewhere along the way that became Moma and that is what it was ever since.

			My Moma loved me. I know that truer than the stars in the sky. She gave up her whole life for me.

			Whatever her reasons, right or wrong, what she did, she did out of love. She raised me, she cared for me. She taught me – and not just school stuff, she taught me about the forest, and the plants and the birds and the animals, and she taught me about the world, so I would be able to survive in it when I finally got out of the forest.

			And I did come out of the forest. Much sooner than we expected. And the things Moma taught me have enabled me to survive in this strange new world I have found myself in.

			My new mum, Lauren, said I should tell you some stories about my mother, and what it was like to live with her.

			Well, one thing I can tell you about is New Year’s Eve. Moma said that in the outside world, on New Year’s Eve, they had fireworks displays. She told me they were explosions of light and colour in the sky. But we didn’t have fireworks displays in the forest so every New Year’s Eve we would go down to the waterhole where you can see a lot of the sky, and we would lie on our backs on a flat rock. And we would look out for shooting stars. We always saw at least two or three. That was our fireworks display.

			Speaking of explosions, Moma was the best farter in the forest! We called farts ‘number threes’. We had a rule in the hut, and that was if you let one go, you had to blame the dog. If you farted and you didn’t say ‘Crackerjack!’ then the other person was allowed to tickle you.

			One time Moma forgot to say it, so I started to tickle her and she started laughing, and the laughing made her fart more, but she couldn’t say Crackerjack because she was laughing so much, so I kept tickling and she kept farting and I was laughing so hard that I farted, and then she started tickling me!

			We didn’t have TV or the Internet, but I guess we made our own entertainment in the forest.

			My Moma gave me a gift twice a year. Once on my birthday, and once at Christmas. They were simple gifts by outside world standards: a block of chocolate, a second-hand book. But they meant everything to me.

			And the real gifts she gave me were not just on two special days. They were year round. The gift of knowing how to live a good life. And the gift of love.

			 	 

		

	
		
			March 24th 

			My father is in a really foul mood. He has been ever since the funeral.

			At first I just thought he was angry about being wrong about the number of people who showed up. But I think there is more to it than that.

			I think he is angry because my mother, his ex-wife, got so much attention and adoration yesterday.

			I think that made him feel small. He is a big man. He doesn’t like to feel small.

			He was very careful not to take it out on me or Lauren today. Me, because it was the day after the funeral, and Lauren because it would seem stupid if he got angry with her just because she was right.

			But he almost took it out on some reporters who came to our house today. They wanted to ask me some questions. I thought my father was going to hit them. He yelled at them to give me some space, and how dare they intrude on the day after the funeral.

			I really thought it was going to turn ugly, so even though I really, really didn’t want to talk to them, I said I would.

			My father still said no, but I said it was fine, and went into the living room with the reporters, while he went off upstairs in a really foul mood.

			The main thing the reporters asked, apart from how did I feel (stupid question), was what I thought about the boys who had been arrested for killing Moma and burying her body in the forest.

			They are due in court today, which is why the reporters were so keen to talk to me today.

			I said I forgave them for what they did.

			They were quite surprised.

			I explained about Moma’s code #10: ‘Forgive others for what they do to you. Not for their sake but for yours.’

			They all wrote that down and then scurried away in their cars because the court hearing was going to start soon.

			Moma’s Code #10

			Forgive people when they do bad stuff to you.

			They will. Not everyone lives by a code of honour.

			Forgive them, not for their sake, but for yours. It will eat you up inside otherwise.

			Thought for the day:

			My opinion of news reporters has not improved.

			Word of the day: 

			FORGIVENESS

			It’s the most important word today.

		

	
		
			March 26th

			How can I say this politely?

			There are some very unkind people in the world.

			My Facebook page has over fifteen million likes, but today I found out about posts and comments.

			People I don’t know can leave posts on my page and other people can comment on them. I can’t do anything about this because I didn’t set up the page in the first place.

			They say some crazy, horrible, unbelievable things. Like this:

			•It’s crap. This ‘code’ is just a bunch of stuff stolen from self-help books. So sad I wasted four minutes of my day on this. #Iwantmytimeback

			•You look like a girl and your probly gay, bitch. Just sayin.

			•Fake. Completely fake. He grew up in Sydney, I went to school with him. This whole thing is just a cheap publicity stunt. #Faker #Fraud

			•Fake. He’s that acter who was in The Walking Dead. I forget which epasode. His branes got eaten. I wish someone would eat his branes now. #Fake

			•This whole thing just creeps me out. #creepy

			•I hate this dude. I don’t even know why. I just hate him and all he stands for. #isthatwrong?

			And the most horrible one of all: 

			•Horny 15-year-old kid stuck in a forest and there was only one bit of poontang around. Guess where he got his! #DuellingBanjos

			Lauren says to ignore the comments. They come from trolls who live on the Internet. She says for every troll there are a million people who appreciate what I am doing.

			Thought for the day:

			What am I doing? I’m not doing anything!

			Word of the day:

			TROLL

			People who have such pitiful lives that they try to drag everybody else down with them.

			(This is not what it says in the dictionary, but it is what Lauren told me and I think she must be right.)

		

	
		
			March 27th

			Some days I write my diary so I have a record of what happened. Other days I write it to sort out my feelings. And other days I write because it releases anger and sadness and frustration to pour it all out onto paper.

			Today is the third kind.

			My father has been in a foul mood since the funeral. Maybe he is also a bit jealous of all the attention I am getting. 

			Today we went out to the mall. That’s where they put all the shops in one place, so people won’t have to walk too far so they can save their energy for their treadmills.

			We had lunch in a little café where my father and Lauren both had Italian coffees from a big metal machine. I had orange juice, which may be my new favourite thing. Sometimes Moma would buy oranges from the store, but I have never tasted just the juice by itself. (I wonder what they do with the rest of the orange. That seems like a waste to me. Maybe orange juice is not one of my favourite things.)

			I am digressing. Probably because I am reluctant to write about what really happened today. I know I need to. But I don’t want to.

			Then we went shopping. My father doesn’t like shopping much so he mostly sat on little sofas in the middle of the mall with the other husbands who don’t like shopping much.

			Lauren said I needed some new shoes, so we were in a shoe shop.

			I didn’t need new shoes. I hardly ever wear shoes. The only shoes I own are my funeral shoes and Lauren says I need sports shoes. I suppose that is so I can wear them when I am on the treadmill.

			I only agreed to this because I really like Lauren.

			I could see my father sitting outside on the sofa as I was sitting inside the shop on a little seat trying on shoes made by a company called Nike.

			I think Lauren sensed that I don’t like wearing shoes, because the next thing we tried were called Toe Shoes. They were like shoes but had five toes. 

			I have never laughed so hard in my life. (Actually I have, but that is an expression they use a lot here.)

			While we were trying on the Toe Shoes, I saw some people come up to my father outside. They had paper and pens and wanted his autograph. 

			He was a very famous rugby player and I was glad after all the attention I had been getting to see him getting some. I thought it might put him in a better mood.

			More and more people kept coming up to him, and he kept smiling and signing, but I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t happy.

			Then a lady who was trying on some high heel shoes in the same shop asked the shop assistant, “Who is that out there, is he famous?”

			The shop assistant said, “Yes. That’s Bush Tucker’s dad.”

			No wonder my father looked sour.

			When we got home, Crackerjack came running up to meet us. He must have got out under the backyard fence again. He had bunny in his mouth and was bringing it to show us, as he always does.

			He came running up to the car as we drove down the long driveway and my father had to drive around him to avoid hitting him. Then he bounded along behind, happy to see us back.

			He must have seen me through the window, because as soon as the car stopped he jumped up on the car door, scratching madly at it, trying to get in to see me.

			“Get him to stop it, he’ll scratch the car,” my father said.

			“Stop it, Jack,” I said. “I can’t open the door while you’re doing that.”

			He wouldn’t stop, so eventually I just opened it anyway.

			Jack jumped up on me then, trying to lick me, but he couldn’t because he still had bunny in his mouth. Stupid dog.

			Then Lauren got out and said something strange. “Take the dog around the back.”

			“He’s just happy to see me,” I said, laughing.

			“Take him around the back, now,” she said, and she was really serious.

			I was just starting to do it when my father came around my side of the car. He shut my car door which I hadn’t had a chance to shut yet. He stared at it, without saying anything.

			I looked at the door. There were scratch marks all over it from Jack’s nails, which probably need cutting. They never needed cutting in the bush, because he wore them down running everywhere. But here he sleeps a lot of the time and doesn’t get as much exercise.

			My father was breathing in and out loudly and I thought I had better get Jack around the back like Lauren had said.

			I grabbed him by the collar and started to walk him away, but my father came storming after him and grabbed the bunny out of his mouth.

			Nobody takes bunny away from Jack. Not even me.

			“It’s just surface scratches, Ray,” Lauren was saying. “Just scratches.”

			Jack started growling and barking and jumping up trying to get at bunny, but my father was holding it up out of his reach.

			“They’ll polish out,” Lauren said. “It’s nothing!”

			Then Jack started snarling and I grabbed his collar and held on tight but he shook his head like a mad dog and broke my grip and then he went for my father.

			He was snarling and snapping and trying to bite my father’s ankles, but my father swung a big kick that caught Jack under the jaw and there was a cracking sound and my dog went up in the air and over on his back and just lay there, whimpering.

			I screamed and ran to him.

			My father threw bunny in the pond and went storming off into the house.

			Lauren knelt down beside me and said, “Lift him up really carefully and we’ll take him to the vet.”

			Then she went to get her car and we laid Jack down on the back seat and I sat next to him and held him and prayed to Jesus (even though he has never helped me before) and we drove to the vet.

			Jack is still there now.

			The vet examined him and then gave him something to make him sleep and said they will know more in the morning.

			I hope he will be okay.

			I wasn’t going to eat any dinner, but Lauren brought some up to me in my room. I ate a bit of it to please her.

			My father came up to see me after dinner, but I wouldn’t unlock the door.

			He said through the door that he was really sorry.

			I forgive him. 

			But only because that’s one of Moma’s rules.

		

	
		
			March 28th

			The vet rang. Jack is going to be okay. He has fractured his neck, but there is no spinal cord damage and he has to wear a neck brace for a few weeks, but he will be all right.

			Thank you Jesus. (Finally.)

			Although I have forgiven my father, I still don’t want to talk to him, so I am waiting for him to go out before I go down for breakfast.

			I found out how Jack got out of the back yard too. He dug a really big hole in the flower garden and got under the fence that way.

			I am writing a new story. Just to take my mind off things. It does not involve a boy wizard.

			It is nearly lunchtime. My father has finally gone out. I heard him slamming the car door.

			Lauren came up and knocked on my door so I opened it. 

			She looked like she had been crying. A lot. She gave me a kiss on the forehead then a really long hug. We can go to pick up Crackerjack after lunch.

			She has made me French toast for ‘brunch’, which I guess is kind of breakfast and lunch combined. I am not hungry, but I will eat it because she is a very caring person and she made it for me.

			A tui just landed on a branch on the tree right outside my window. He is singing a happy little tune. I am glad to see him. Tui bring good luck.

			Jack is home. He is walking around quite stiffly. I am not sure if this is because of his injury or because of the horrible neck brace that he has to wear. It is made of plastic and goes around his neck like a collar, but it is much bigger and fits under his chin so he can’t really turn his head much. If he wants to look at something to the side, he has to turn his whole body.

			The neck brace is green.

			Lauren rescued his bunny from the pond, and put it through the washing machine because it was muddy and scummy.

			That was nice of her, but Jack won’t touch it now. Put it in front of him and he just stares at it. It doesn’t smell right.

			My father came home in the afternoon. He was still sorry about Jack, but as soon as Jack saw him he started snarling and trying to snap at him. My father said he didn’t want him in the house and eventually I had to take him out the front and tie him to the water pump. My father hasn’t yet fixed the hole under the fence in the back yard.

			I tied him up, not because I was worried about him biting my father, but because I was worried that he might hurt himself trying to do it. Or that my father might hurt him again.

			After that I went back to my room and locked the door because my father and Lauren were shouting at each other. About me, or my dog. Or something.

			I don’t really care.

			My father has gone out again. Lauren is in their bedroom. I think I can hear her crying. I went to see if she was okay. I knocked on the door, but she said to go away.

			It is dinner time and I am getting a bit hungry. Usually Lauren makes dinner but she has not come out of her room. I might go and make something and see if she wants anything.

			Lauren doesn’t want anything to eat. She told me to go away.

			I had some fruit for dinner.

			I heard Lauren’s car start up outside, so I ran down-stairs to see what was going on. She was circling around the pond and heading back out to the road. I called out to her.

			She braked in a hurry, sliding to a stop on the gravel. She tooted her car horn and waved at me to come over.

			When I did, she wound the window down and handed me an envelope. It was thick and heavy. It wasn’t sealed and I could see that it was full of money.

			“What’s this?” I asked. 

			I saw she had dried blood below her nostrils.

			“Egan, I know I promised not to read those stories I copied, but I did. And they opened my eyes. And I even read a bit of your diary, and I am so sorry for doing that. But you know what struck me the most? One of your rules. ‘Don’t complain, act.’ I’m acting, Egan, right now. I’m getting out.”

			“Lauren—” I stared to say.

			“Get out,” she said. “Get away from him. Now. Before it’s too late. Go back to your hut or wherever you were hiding. There’s plenty of money there.” Her eyes flicked to the envelope. “Just get away.”

			“They were just stories,” I said. “I don’t even know if they were true.”

			“I didn’t fall over in the kitchen, Egan.”

			“I know,” I said. “I figured that out.”

			“Egan, I’m quite sure everything your mother told you was true. In fact, she probably held a lot back. I’m leaving. Right now. I’ve packed up as much stuff as I can. When he finds out, he’s going to go mental. You don’t want to be around. And you don’t want to be around after I’m gone. I was the only thing holding him together. Get out. Now. Goodbye, Egan.”

			With that she wound the window up and was gone in a cloud of dust up the driveway.

			If she was so worried about me, I wondered why she didn’t offer to give me a lift. I guess she was just in such a hurry to get away that she couldn’t wait.

			I heard a telephone ringing inside the house and when I went inside I saw Lauren’s phone sitting on the dining table. There was a missed call from my father on the screen. At first I thought she had forgotten the phone, but then I realised that it was so my father couldn’t find out where she was. I turned it onto silent and put it in a drawer. If my father saw it, it might make him angrier.

			And I took her warning very seriously.

			I went straight to my room and packed my stuff into my rucksack. Not that there was much of it.

			I was just about at the front door when I saw my father’s car turn into the driveway. 

			No wonder Lauren had been in such a hurry.

			I thought about grabbing Jack and making a run for it, but he’d see me as soon as I went out the front door.

			I went back upstairs and put my rucksack in the wardrobe where he wouldn’t see it and ask questions.

			Then I went down to face him. He smelled of alcohol.

			“What you been up to today,” he asked.

			“Writing,” I said. It was true. “I’ve been working on a new story.”

			“Okay,” he said. He went to the fridge and took out a beer, spinning off the top with his thumb. 

			“Do you want to know what it’s about?” I asked.

			“Okay,” he said. “Where’s Lauren?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, truthfully.

			“Didn’t she say anything?” he asked. 

			“She said goodbye,” I said. That was also true. She had said that, among other things.

			“That’s all she said?” my father asked, and his voice was dangerously quiet.

			Rule number four: ‘Never tell a lie.’ But I could sense steam building up inside my father, like a volcano getting close to an eruption. If I said that she had left him he would explode. It would be bad for her and bad for me.

			“She said she was going shopping,” I said.

			And there it was. The first time in my life that I had knowingly told a lie. At least that I could remember.

			I looked at him, hoping that the guilt wasn’t showing on my face.

			“You lying little shit,” he said, very, very quietly. “She’s left me, hasn’t she? I saw her car on the highway and she’s not answering her phone. She’s gone – and she got you to lie for her.”

			He picked up his phone and pressed a number.

			He waited a few moments then put the phone down.

			“She’s not answering,” he said. 

			I couldn’t help the guilty look on my face.

			For the first time in my life I was genuinely terrified for my own safety. There was no sign of sense or sanity in my father’s eyes. He lashed out, slapping me open-handed across the face. It was enough to send me flying into the kitchen table, which went skidding across the room and I dropped to the floor.

			I was up on my feet like a cat, and made a run for the pond where Jack was tied up.

			I was much faster than my father, but it took me a few seconds to untie the rope and it had just come loose when I felt a hand on the back of my neck. I wriggled around, kicking and scratching, and I heard Jack snarling and barking.

			My father kicked out and I heard Jack yelp. It was a kind of winded yelp as if he had just had the air knocked out of him. 

			Then I was thrown to the ground and watched in horror as Jack took another kick, this time to one of his rear legs. He tried to turn around and bite, but couldn’t because of the neck brace and he got another kick across the muzzle, then another.

			I was on my feet by this time and throwing myself at my father. He got one more kick in, which left Jack lying half in and half out of the pond, limp, breathing rapidly, then my father just lifted me right off the ground with one arm and held me at arm’s length while he slapped me on both sides of the face.

			I tried to fight back but he put a heavy boot on Jack’s head and pressed down.

			“Stop it, or I’ll crush him like a bug,” he said.

			I stopped fighting. He put me down.

			“Stand there, or I’ll kill him,” he said. He tied Jack back up to the water pump while I watched helplessly.

			“Now get inside the house,” he said.

			Inside, he held out my phone. “Ring Lauren,” he said. “Tell her that I came here but left again, and I was really mad and you need her to pick you up.”

			She’d never believe that, I thought. And even if she would, I wasn’t going to do that. And even if I did, her phone was in the drawer! 

			“I’m not going to lie for you,” I said.

			“But you were okay to lie for her!” he raged, and I got another backhanded slap.

			“Not going to do it,” I said. I spun around and sprinted up the stairs to my room. I locked the door and pushed furniture against it.

			I should have made a grab for the phone. Then I could have called J.T.

			I am in the room now.

			My father came up and banged on the door a few times, but it’s a pretty solid door and I don’t think he wants to kick it in. I am sure he could, if he wanted to. I thought if I could wait a while, he might calm down.

			Then I started writing this diary entry.

			I am really scared of him at the moment, and I want to put all this down on paper, just in case. I guess if he found it he’d just destroy it, but I might try and hide it somewhere. Just in case. I know that sounds melodramatic, but you haven’t seen my father when he is like this.

			He has been banging around downstairs for ages. I have no idea what he is doing. I heard the fridge open and shut a few times.

			I have been watching Jack out of the window to make sure my father doesn’t go near him.

			Thought for the day:

			I am scared, but I am happy at the same time.

			My mother wasn’t a mental case. My life was not a lie.

			Things I am afraid of: 

			My father.

			Update: 9:30 pm. I think he is leaving. I heard his car start up and saw it going up the driveway. I will wait for a bit in case he comes back, but I don’t want to wait too long. I don’t know where he’s gone, or how long he will be there.

			I am going to call J.T. on the downstairs phone, then get Jack and go hide somewhere till he gets here.

			J.T. will sort everything out.

		

	
		
			police video analysis 

			Date: 28 March 2016

			Start Time: 10:00 pm

			End Time: 10:30 pm

			Location: House belonging to Raymond Keith Tucker, Coatesville/Riverhead Highway, Auckland.

			Camera type: Daylight mode and Night mode (Infra-red)

			Reviewing officer: Detective-Constable Stephen Antunovich

			10:03 pm

			[REVIEWING FOOTAGE FROM CAMERA 1, AT THE FRONT OF THE HOUSE, INFRA-RED MODE]

			Egan Ray Tucker, of Coatesville, is seen exiting the house through the front door. He has a rucksack on his shoulders. It appears to be full, and heavy.

			A knife is clearly visible in a sheath on his belt, and he is carrying a crossbow.

			10:04 pm

			Egan moves towards a dog, lying next to a water pump by a small pond in the courtyard of the house. 

			10:05 pm

			Lights come on, on a car that has been parked, in darkness, on the driveway.

			The security cameras, previously operating in infra-red mode, now switch to daylight mode.

			Egan is seen in silhouette as he proceeds rapidly towards the dog.

			A person exits the vehicle. This person is also seen only in silhouette due to the car headlights behind, but matches the general physical description of Raymond Keith Tucker, also of Coatesville. The second person is seen to intercept Egan before he can reach the dog.

			10:06 pm

			A scuffle breaks out between the two people. Egan is seen to aim the crossbow at the other person. It is not possible from the footage to determine whether the crossbow is loaded. The two appear to be shouting at each other, but the security system does not record audio.

			10:07 pm

			Light from the car headlights allows a positive identification of the second person as Raymond Keith Tucker, of Coatesville.

			Mr Tucker moves close to Egan.

			Egan continues to aim the crossbow at Mr Tucker, and there is further shouting, however Egan does not fire the crossbow.

			Mr Tucker pulls the crossbow out of Egan’s hands. Egan runs towards the corner of the house. He appears to be looking back at, and talking to, the dog.

			10:08 pm

			[REVIEWING VIDEO FROM CAMERA 3, AT THE REAR OF THE HOUSE, INFRA-RED MODE]

			Egan appears around the corner of the house. He goes to a gate in a fence at the rear of the property. He appears to have difficulty opening it.

			10:09 pm

			Mr Tucker appears on the video, from the same corner of the house. 

			10:10 pm

			Egan opens the gate and crosses a bridge over a small river. He proceeds rapidly towards a large bush area, designated as the Coatesville Scenic Reserve. For no obvious reason, he falls to the ground.

			10:11 pm

			Egan can be seen struggling to his feet. He pulls an object, presumed to be a crossbow bolt, from his left leg. He then proceeds into the bush, dragging his left leg.

			10:12 pm

			Mr Tucker picks up an object, again presumed to be a crossbow bolt, from the vicinity where Egan had fallen. He then proceeds into the same area of bush.

			10:23 pm

			[REVIEWING FOOTAGE FROM CAMERA 1, AT THE FRONT OF THE HOUSE, DAYLIGHT MODE]

			A vehicle is seen to proceed down the gravel driveway leading to the house. It stops close to the first vehicle which still has its lights on.

			A person emerges and proceeds rapidly inside the house.

			10:24 pm

			[REVIEWING FOOTAGE FROM CAMERA 2, INSIDE THE HOUSE, DAYLIGHT MODE]

			The person can be positively identified as Jeffery Thomas Hunter, of Avondale.

			Mr Hunter appears to be searching the house, calling out as he does so.

			10:25 pm

			[REVIEWING FOOTAGE FROM CAMERA 1, AT THE FRONT OF THE HOUSE, DAYLIGHT MODE]

			Mr Hunter proceeds towards his vehicle and extracts a flashlight.

			Mr Hunter proceeds towards the dog and unties it from the pump.

			Mr Hunter and the dog then proceed rapidly around the corner of the house.

			10:26 pm

			[REVIEWING VIDEO FROM CAMERA 3, AT THE REAR OF THE HOUSE, INFRA-RED MODE]

			The dog stops and sniffs the ground at the entrance to the track. Mr Hunter is seen to examine the ground in the light of his flashlight.

			Mr Hunter can be seen to use a mobile telephone. This matches the 111 call received by the Albany Police Watchhouse at the same time. While still speaking on the phone, Mr Hunter follows the dog into the area of bush where Egan and Mr Tucker entered the reserve.

			No further activity appears on the camera until the first police units arrive at 10:41 pm.

		

	
		
			Transcript of 111 Call

			Received by Albany Police Watchhouse

			Date: March 28th 2016 Time: 22:27 HOURS

			111 OPERATOR: Police, fire or ambulance?

			CALLER: Police, please. Hurry.

			POLICE OPERATOR: Police operator, what is your emergency?

			CALLER: Domestic assault. The address is 1025 Rivermouth Road. There’s blood bloody everywhere. Tell your units to come to the rear of the house, there is a small track that leads into the reserve.

			POLICE OPERATOR: What is your name?

			CALLER: Just tell your guys to hurry. I gotta go.

			POLICE OPERATOR: Please stay on the line, I need …

			CALLER: I can’t.

			[CALL ENDS 22:28 HOURS]

		

	
		
			Court Transcript

			IN THE HIGH COURT OF NEW ZEALAND

			HC 7/2016 [2016] NZHC Trans 10

			Hearing: 19 July 2016

			Court: Slaydon J

			Appearances: E J Lacy for the Appellant

			F E Milton and W C Johnson for the Defendant

			CRIMINAL PROSECUTION

			MR LACY

			What time did you arrive at Egan’s house?

			WITNESS

			Around 22:30 hours, sir.

			MR LACY

			How does 10:23 pm sound?

			WITNESS

			I believe that sounds about right.

			MR LACY

			What did you see first?

			WITNESS

			There was a car in the driveway with its door open and its lights on, but nobody was inside.

			MR LACY

			What did you make of this?

			WITNESS

			It made me more worried than I already was.

			MR LACY

			Why were you already worried?

			WITNESS

			Because Egan said that his father had hit him and kicked the dog.

			MR LACY

			Did you see the dog?

			WITNESS

			Yes. Jack was tied up by the water pump. He looked bloodied and bruised. He was in a neck brace … Jesus, what kind of man would do that to a dog?

			MR MILTON

			Move to strike. Opinion and inflammatory.

			JUDGE SLAYDON

			Sustained. Mr Hunter, please confine yourself to facts.

			WITNESS

			Yes, Your Honour.

			MR LACY

			What did you do next?

			WITNESS

			I ran inside and checked around to see if Egan was there, but he wasn’t. So I got a flashlight out of my truck and ran back to get Jack, to see if he could track Egan for me.

			MR LACY

			And could he?

			WITNESS

			Yes. He took off like a bullet. Neck brace and all.

			MR LACY

			Where did he lead you?

			WITNESS

			Around the side of the house to a place near a small track into the bush. There was a large bloodstain there. At that point I called the police. 

			MR LACY

			Why hadn’t you called the police before now?

			WITNESS

			I had been thinking about it, but didn’t have anything concrete up till then. I was right shitting myself at that point too.

			MR LACY

			Meaning?

			WITNESS

			I thought something bad had happened to Egan.

			MR LACY

			You refused to give your name to the triple one operator. Why?

			WITNESS

			I didn’t refuse sir. I just didn’t have time. I gave them the address, told them about the blood and hung up. Jack was already racing off into the bush.

			MR LACY

			I believe your words were “There’s blood bloody everywhere.”

			WITNESS

			If you say so. I don’t remember.

			MR LACY

			What happened next?

			WITNESS

			I tried to keep up with Jack. He was really motoring, despite his bad leg.

			We went off the path right quick. He took me through a rough bit, where he squeezed through under some undergrowth, but I had to bust my way through.

			MR LACY

			And then?

			WITNESS

			We found Ray in a small clearing, he was ranting and raving and swearing at Egan who was up in a tree – climbed up there to hide when he couldn’t get away, I reckon.

			MR MILTON

			Move to strike. Opinion.

			JUDGE SLAYDON

			Overruled, Mr Milton. It seems a fair assumption given the circumstances.

			MR LACY

			We have previously heard evidence that Egan was very experienced in the bush. Why do you think it was that he couldn’t evade his father, who was much larger and had little bush experience?

			WITNESS

			You want my opinion, sir?

			JUDGE SLAYDON

			I will allow it. Mr Milton, please sit down.

			WITNESS

			Egan’s leg was spraying out blood like a leaky faucet. A blind man could have followed the blood trail.

			MR LACY

			Please tell us precisely what you saw when you got to the clearing.

			WITNESS

			Crackerjack, the dog, was snarling and growling, but he wouldn’t go near Ray … the defendant, I mean. When I got there, the defendant was aiming the crossbow up in the tree. I yelled out and he looked around, but I was half a second too late. He had already fired. I was pretty sure he had missed, despite it being a close range, but it was dark and he was firing into a tree. But then Egan hit the ground in front of us. The end of the crossbow bolt was sticking out from underneath his left arm. He would have been unconscious before he hit the ground.

			MR LACY

			What grounds do you have to make that assumption? 

			WITNESS

			He didn’t do anything to save himself, sir. Didn’t put his arms out. Nothing.

			MR LACY

			And then?

			WITNESS

			The defendant was still going mental, shouting at Egan that it was all his fault that he had to shoot him and he picked up the crossbow and was going to bash Egan with it. But I got there just in time. He swung at me with the crossbow but I ducked underneath and put him on the ground with a ju-jitsu move. He was thumping away at me so I had to knock him out.

			MR LACY

			The defendant, Raymond Tucker, is a former front row forward who played rugby at the highest international level. He is a keen amateur body builder. He is indeed a very big, powerful man. Yet doctors at the hospital that the defendant was taken to, described his injuries as looking like he had been in a car accident. Do you have any comment on that?

			WITNESS

			No sir.

			MR LACY

			How do you think those injuries might have happened?

			WITNESS

			Maybe when he hit the ground, sir.

			MR LACY

			Please understand that you are not on trial here, Mr Hunter. The defendant has already confessed to this crime. We are just trying to establish all the facts surrounding this matter. So I will ask you again, how do you think those injuries might have happened?

			WITNESS

			I really couldn’t say. I don’t remember much about what happened after Egan fell out of the tree.

			MR LACY

			I am sure my learned colleague will want to pursue this matter further under cross-examination, but for now let us continue. 

			WITNESS

			After that I picked up Egan.

			MR LACY

			You didn’t think to remove the crossbow bolt?

			WITNESS

			Definitely not. That would have been likely to have done more harm than good. Might have killed him on the spot. 

			MR LACY

			Continue.

			WITNESS

			I remember carrying Egan back out of the forest. Jack came at my heels, whimpering up at Egan. The first police cars were just arriving. They called the ambulance for me, and I told them where to find the defendant. 

			MR LACY

			Thank you, Mr Hunter. 

		

	
		
			NZ Herald Article, april 2nd

			Egan ‘Bush’ Tucker is a remarkable young man. The son of rugby international Ray Tucker, Egan has spent almost his entire life isolated from the outside world.

			When he finally emerged from the bush hideout in which he lived, he found a world far beyond anything he could have imagined from the books and the occasional magazine that were his only contact with the rest of the world.

			Perhaps it is his innocence, or his wide-eyed wonderment at the world he found, but there is something about Egan that has struck a chord with people, not only in New Zealand, but around the world.

			His belief that the world would be a better place if people just lived according to a basic code of honour made him famous around the world, and gained him millions of followers; let it be said much to his horror. Egan has no desire for fame or fortune, and the responsibility heaped on his innocent young shoulders would have crushed most people of his age.

			He had his detractors too, that goes without saying. Critics who said that his much publicised ‘Code of Honour’ was merely a rehash of things that had been said many times, in better ways, by far greater thinkers than this simple bush philosopher.

			And yet something about Egan inspired people to do more than just think about things: to actually take action in their own lives.

			One of the fundamental tenets of his ‘Code’ was to bring no harm to others, so it is a cruel irony that the purveyor of this message should himself be subject to such terrible harm at the hand of someone who should have been his protector: his own father.

			Today we pray for Egan as he lies critically injured in North Shore Hospital. 

			And while we all hold our breath waiting for his recovery, we might take a moment to reflect on the message Egan brought us. Perhaps, if the world will look again at his ideas, we might find that all it takes to change our own lives is to follow the simple philosophy of the boy from the bush. 

			Get well soon, Egan. We miss you.

		

	
		
			HELEN DegRASSI Show April 6th

			Transcript

			HELEN: It’s called Egan’s Code, and it’s a set of guidelines for living life. Nothing we haven’t heard before, and arguably better, but something about Egan’s code has captured the imagination of the world. Who could argue that the world would not be a better place if we lived our lives according to a code of conduct, if we obeyed certain unimpeachable rules about how we treat other people, and how we treat ourselves.

			That’s what Egan’s Code is. It’s not advice. It’s a set of rules. 

			People say to me: if I live by this code, what do I get? 

			You know what? You don’t get anything. That’s right. Nothing. You don’t get rich and you don’t get famous. You don’t get a hot new boyfriend or girlfriend. You don’t get slim and you might not even get happy. You don’t get – you give.

			And if that doesn’t work for you, then this code is not for you.

			But you know, maybe I’m wrong. If you follow Egan’s Code, you do get something. You get to live a good life. You get memories that you can be proud of when you’re old. You get respect. Mine, if nobody else’s.

			We had planned to have Egan Tucker, from New Zealand, as a guest on this week’s show. An invitation was sent and airfares were booked, after Egan reluctantly agreed to appear. I say reluctantly because Egan was not a publicity seeker. He did not seek to profit in any way from his ‘code’. He was a simple boy from the bush, who had something very special instilled in him, by his mother, a courageous and inspiring woman.

			Sadly, Egan will not be on the show this week. Viciously attacked by a brute of a man, who cannot be named due to current police investigations, Egan died in hospital two nights ago. 

			You know, I’ve been staring up at the sky the last couple of days, looking for that canoe cloud, but I guess I must have missed it.

			Anyway, now with the release of selected extracts from Egan’s private diary, we are starting to get a glimpse of Egan the young man, the person behind this wonderful guide to life. Reading his stories – and what a wonderful writer he was – we get a sense of his personal view of the world.

			Instead of the interview, today we are going to do something a little different. I’ve invited a bunch of my friends, people you know, to contribute. Movie stars, pop stars, celebrities. Each will read one of the items on Egan’s code. Listen. See if you too can learn from this simple and pure human being. 

			Rest in Peace, Egan. You really were a shooting star.

			So wonderful. So bright. For such a short time.

		

	
		
			 

			MOMA’S CODE OF HONOUR
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			What follows is Egan’s code of honour, as given to him by his mother.

			It is clear that Moana did not make this stuff up. She borrowed the thirty rules from a variety of sources and tried to write them in a way that Egan would understand. It was intended to be a way of making decisions when he was unsure.

			Egan told me that I could use his code if I wanted. But if I chose to live by this code of honour then I must live every day, and make every decision, everything I do, according to the code.

			It was an easy choice, but there was one rule that I think his mother forgot. It’s the one I now live my life by:#31 Live your life to the full because you never know how long you’re going to get. And if your life is not what you were expecting it to be, be okay with that. Make the best of it. Your future was never set in stone.

			—J.T. Hunter

		

	
		
			 

			#1 Never break the code. 

			Ever. Under any circumstances.

			These are not suggestions. These are rules for living your life.

			#2 Live with honour.

			Be a person you’d be proud to tell your grandkids about. Don’t be someone you’d be ashamed to tell them about. Make great memories for when you are old.

			#3 Live with love.

			Allow yourself to love other people.

			Allow them the freedom to love you.

			If you are ever in doubt about how to act, ask yourself what the most loving thing to do would be.

			#4 Never tell a lie. 

			The consequences of telling a lie are always worse than those of telling the truth.

			#5 Be happy sometimes.

			It’s okay not to be happy all the time.

			There is more to life than happiness. Life has its ups and downs.

			Trying to be constantly happy will only make you unhappy.

			#6 Treat other people the way you’d like them to treat you.

			Whenever you are confused about how to act, ask yourself: how would I want them to act towards me?

			Show them the same respect you want them to show you.

			#7 Never, ever hurt another person, unless it is to stop them hurting you.

			And even then, only if you have to.

			#8 Do not allow other people to get hurt.

			Do not look the other way. 

			All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing.

			Do not let evil triumph. Not to speak is to speak. Not to act is to act.

			Do this whatever it costs you.

			#9 Never assume meanness.

			If you don’t know why a person did a bad thing, assume they did it for good, loving reasons.

			Then assume they did it out of ignorance or forgetfulness.

			Then assume that you misunderstood what they did.

			Then ask them why they did it.

			Never assume they did it to be mean.

			Maybe they did, but don’t assume that.

			#10 Forgive people when they do bad stuff to you.

			They will. Not everyone lives by a code of honour.

			Forgive them, not for their sake, but for yours. It will eat you up inside otherwise.

			#11 Get over it.

			No matter what bad thing happens to you, get over it. Move on. Don’t ruin the rest of your life thinking about it. Don’t hold grudges against others, against yourself, or against the world.

			Don’t forget it. But don’t dwell on it. Get over it.

			#12 Listen.

			Listen to what other people have to say. You will learn stuff you didn’t know.

			Never think about something else while you are listening.

			#13 Be a giver not a getter.

			The happiness you gain from giving is strong and lasts longer than the happiness you gain from getting stuff.

			Give things, money, your time, your sympathy; you always have something to give.

			#14 Never take what is not yours.

			Never steal. You would not want other people to steal from you.

			#15 Cheating is stealing.

			If you cheat at cards, you are stealing money.

			If you cheat at a game, you are stealing the win.

			If you cheat on an exam, you are stealing the result.

			If you cheat on a relationship, you are stealing someone’s love.

			#16 Be open to new experiences. 

			Some of them may change your life.

			But be smart enough to recognise those that may ruin your life.

			#17 Always keep your promises.

			Or you will turn friends into enemies.

			#18 Be honest about what you feel.

			People cannot deal openly with you if what is in your words and what is on your face is not what is in your heart.

			#19 Don’t judge other people.

			You don’t have that right. And they don’t have the right to judge you.

			#20 Confront your fears and problems.

			Things you are afraid of will not go away if you ignore them.

			Problems will remain problems if you avoid them.

			Worry is wasted energy.

			#21 Never despair.

			The night is always darkest just before the dawn.

			If things are really dark, that means dawn is on its way.

			#22 Do at least one nice thing for someone else every day.

			If they don’t know you did it, do not tell them.

			Do not expect a reward or even thanks.

			A good deed with an expectation of a reward is not a good deed. It is a job.

			If you haven’t done at least one good thing today, go and find one to do.

			#23 Benefit others first.

			If in doubt about which course of action to take, take the one that will benefit others before the one that will benefit you.

			#24 Don’t be wasteful.

			Not with food, not with money, not with your affections.

			Not with anything. There will always be times when you wish you had been more frugal.

			#25 Respect your elders.

			They know more than you think they know, but they’ll let you make the same mistakes they made if you don’t want to listen.

			#26 Always be kind and generous to people less fortunate than you. 

			Help them in any way you can.

			#27 Learn.

			Learn new stuff. Every day if you can.

			Challenge yourself. Improve yourself.

			Every little bit helps. You run a mile one step at a time.

			#28 Talk your problems through calmly.

			Reasonable people work out their problems without resorting to shouting or violence.

			#29 Don’t complain, act.

			If something is wrong, put it right, or shut up about it.

			Don’t waste your energy, and other people’s time, complaining about it.

			#30 Live your own life whatever that brings you. 

			You are who you are.

			You have what you’ve got. 

			You can’t have someone else’s life so live your own, be happy with it (or at least accepting of it) and never compare your life to someone else’s.
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			Brian Falkner wanted to be an author ever since he was a child. It only took him thirty years to realise that dream. Along the way he worked as a reporter, advertising copywriter, radio announcer, graphic designer, and Internet developer. Now an award-winning author, Brian has had more than fourteen novels published internationally. He is also an internationally acclaimed writing coach, running workshops and writing camps around Australia, New Zealand and the USA. He lives in Queensland, Australia. 

			www.brianfalkner.com
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| walked along the side of the voad wheve it
would be easy to jump ito the scvub ov behind
a tree if any cavs came. There’s a shavp bend
in the voad just before town, wheve the voad
turns to cvoss a vailway line then turvs again
aftevwards. On our side of the line theve | saw
long scrapes in the gravel of the voad, as though
a car had come avound the covmer too fast
and skidded acvoss the voad. Not fav from those
marks i§ a tall pohutakawa and | saw something
glitteving on the ground by the base of the tree.
| Wad to cvoss over the voad to investigate, and
it turned out to be bvoken glass. | think somebody
had a car accident here.

The ground by the tvee is quite flat and a
few metves away theve was a patch wheve the
divt on the side of the voad was dark byown.
| have kiled enough animals to know a blood
patch when | see one. This cowld have been an
animal, pevhaps wheve hunters dvagged a deev.

But | dov't thivk so.

| walked the vest of the way to the town,
then turned avound and walked back to the hut,
hoping that Moma would have veturved in my
absence. But she was vot theve.

| am veally, veally frighteved. Moma would
veveyr leave me alone at Chvistmas. Please let her
be okay.

| hope to hiear from you soom.

Amen

Egan





OEBPS/image/father_pages.jpg
THE
FATHER
PAGES





OEBPS/image/bush_pages.jpg





OEBPS/image/full_title_logo.jpg
SHOOTING

SIARS

THE PRIVATE DIARY OF
EGAN (BUSH) TUCKER

STWEF COMPILED &Y
ap O 5‘25 eRIEND, JT.

[WRITTEN BY BRIAN FALKNER]
CHOLASTIC

AUCKLAND SYDNEY NEWYORK LONDON TORONTO
MEXICOCITY. NEW DELHI HONGKONG.





OEBPS/image/Reggie-Mona-Lisa-2.jpg






OEBPS/image/Brian_Falkner_GREY.jpg





OEBPS/image/map.jpg





OEBPS/image/WomanInTheShadows.jpg





OEBPS/image/jesus_letter_one.jpg
LETTER TO JESUS

Dear Jesus,

| dont kvow who or what you ave. Moma
was nevey able to explain that i a way | could
undevstand. | dow't kvow how to pray to you, but
| kvow that people do. | kvow they turn to you
when they ave despevate and tevvified — and
| am both of those things. My wother has gove.

Hey vame is Moana, but | always call her
Moma. | love her wmove than evevything. She i
the greatest pevson in the wovld avd | kvow that
because, even though | veally dow't kvow anyone
else (except for JT.), | kvow Moma, and | know
what she was prepaved to give up for me. She
gave up hev whole life.

| am veally scaved. She went to town two days
ago and was still vot back by this movving, so |
went to look for hev. | followed the hiking tvack
(we call it Vine Street) down to wheve it meets
the gravel voad. | could have gove faster by
cutting acvoss the stream, but Moma vever does
that any wmove. She told we she always takes
Vine Stveet because it is easiev on hev bad
knee. When | veached the gravel voad | tuvved
towards the town. Town is a busy place with a
petvol station, a geneval stove and a vestaurant.
Moma calls it the 'Big Smoke’, but | think she is
being sarcastic. Or ivonic. Or something.
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TRUST FUND
Dated: 30" July, 2016
Will of Simon Peter Kavanagh of Auckland, New Zealand

1.0 Earlier wills

1.1 Irevoke all earlier wills made by me.

2.0  Executors and trustees

2.1  Iappoint Jeffery Thomas Hunter (“my trustee”) to be the
executor and trustee of this will.

3.0 Furniture and personal articles

3.1  Tauthorise my trustee to sell all plate, plated goods, linen,
china, glass, books, pictures, prints, furniture and other
articles of houschold usc or ornament, or of personal usc,
wear or adornment (including jewellery and watches),
and including motor vehicles, that I own at my death
and that I have not already gifted under this will and to
include the proceeds of these sales with the residue of my
estate.

40  Residue

4.1 I give the rest of my estate of $1,170,000 (1.17 million

New Zealand dollars) to my trustees on trust:

4.1.1 to pay my debts and funeral expenses, my
estate’s administration expenses and any death
duty payable on my dutiable estate

412 to transfer the residue to the trustees of the
Egan Tucker Trust

5.0  Trust Beneficiary
.1 The sole beneficiary of The Egan Tucker Trust to be the
Friends of Auckland Street Kids organisation (FASK).
Signed by Simon Peter Kavanagh
As his last will in our presence and attested by us in his presence:
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My dearist son

t know that if you are reading this letter thew 1 am.
seriussly ill, or dead. wn that case { am. so teribly sory to
do this to you. | wanted to always be there for you.

( have up dated this letter severil times as you have
grown, the last tine on Your 13th bivthday, <o  wo that
Yow are now a tenager

Yow have groan up into & wunderfull, caring, strong
Young man, and 1 have been proud of you every day of
g life

{ ane somy that You had to Live in such princmative
condishins, and to miss out on all the things that other
boys your age take for gramted. But | new that if we ever
Left here, then You would be taken away from me, and
foer for your safety at the hands of your farther

He is a deeply distrbed man, but he hides it well.

If You are 12, them you are legilly an adult and your
father has wo controll over You, and no say in your life
unless you allow hin to. Do not allow hins to!

Keep as far away from Your father as possibal.
{ cannot stress this hily enough.

f You are not yet 12, and ( am ilL or dead, then you
st go to the genaral store in the town. Talk to the
older Lady who helps run the shop. Her name is Acacia
Kavanagh.

This lady is ey Aunt, but she is Like a wother to me.
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She has helped hide us and helped care for You when you
were ill. There is a letter in this box addresed to her Take
it to her.

here is no-one else to tum to, wnfortunitely, My real
parents were killed when. | was Young, | had two brothers,
but one was Rilled in a car axident, and the other is in
prison i the south island. Please keep away from. hiv also.
rth,m&mgummmmthemmuwhgawL

Egan, | have tried to do my best to prepare You for the
world you will find outside the forvest. The books 1 have
brovt You have given You a wacch wider view of the world
than you could ever have, locked away in our little hut.

But the world is a harsh place. Much harder than Yon
will inagine. 1 have tried to instill in you @ code for
living your Life, but most people in the outside world have
1o such code. They will try and use You and take fron
You. Do not et them.

But also do not let Yourself be changed by what you
find out there. Be Yourself: The sweet, true, genuwin
Person that You have groan. to become. Whenever Yo are.
in. dout, remenber the codle. 1 will guide you

Egan, 1 aw very proud of You, and 1 will love You
abways.
with love
Your weother Moana

PS. 1f 1 ane ot il or dyeing then You are i big trouble
wister! Put this letter back rite now and don’t touch my
lock box againt!
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