Queenstown Under Military Rule

My new husband is asleep, so I creep to our suite’s kitchenette to brew uncoftees for us. I
have left my wrist-piece on the bedroom floor. It lies with detritus from last night’s slow
undressing, scattered amongst permission-belts, shirts and cash-lights. I don’t know what the
time is, though I sense it’s not early. Revellers shout obscenities in the distance, and [ wonder
if they have been celebrating all night.

The kitchenette is mid-morning bright. A screen-panel near the suite’s entrance doesn’t
reveal the time, but displays Eduardo’s full name, including the part of it we now share. He
didn’t book for the pair of us when he reserved this apartment that is typically taken by
newlyweds. The booking-clerk-bot must have assumed it was for Eduardo and his bride.

No questions asked.

No answers given.

Don’t ask. Don’t tell.

Sweat trickles between my chest hairs. The kitchenette is stifling after the coolness of the
climate-controlled bedroom. We forgot to close the windows here, and insects buzz against
glass. They find their way in, but can’t leave. I guide them with the swipe of a tea towel,
otherwise they’ll die, imprisoned. A sandfly lands on my leg and skitters off as if poisoned.
I wear my husband’s dressing gown, its fabric thick and warm, but I daren’t remove it.
You can see Lake Wakatipu from here. Queenstown Hill towers to the north. Coronet Peak

glows in the distance, sun-tinted and exuberant, as if celebrating our union with us.

When I came here as a boy, the maunga was often snow-capped in autumn. Sandflies and
mosquitoes would feast on my blood, which was untainted by gene-protect. New Zealand
mosquitoes didn’t carry Plasmodium parasites then. Things were safer. We let the bugs bite.

I pull my husband’s dressing gown tighter, even though it’s hot. The suite is at ground
level, and someone might see me through the window.

A bird screeches from the Douglas fir outside the hotel. Eduardo’s sister could have
identified its insane laughter. But Eduardo’s sister didn’t come to our wedding. Kaka or
shearwater. Kea or mohua. Perhaps you don’t find those species in this place anymore.
Perhaps you never did. I’ve never been adept in ornithology. The bird-call could be generated
by a sound-drone, and I wouldn’t know. My husband’s sister could have told us, but she and

Eduardo have agreed to keep out of each other’s lives.



A green flash darts through the tree, though I may have imagined it. A bird, or
something else? We see what our senses direct us to see. We hear what we want to hear, but
we don’t always taste terror when there’s an abundance of it close by.

The sky is smoke-blue. At the window overlooking the bird sanctuary, I spy a soldier
dressed in olive camouflage. He saunters past the louvred glass. The man’s demeanour
transports me to a time and place I’d rather forget.

A time before Eduardo.

A place far from here.

A time I felt a man’s body grow cold beside mine.

A place when brisance and detonation velocity were everyday parlance.

A time when everything moved backwards, after having advanced for decades.

A place we’ll emulate, and rainbows will cease following storms in our land forever.

The soldier is clean shaven with sunken cheeks. He passes the window and the metallic
smell of a gun hits like a fist to punchbag. If he has discharged his firearm recently, I didn’t
hear it. The report of gunfire would surely have woken Eduardo and me.

I’m still glowing from last night’s celebration, and don’t want this military presence to

kill the mood.

Eduardo and I had to search hard for a willing celebrant. We found a white-haired man from
Timaru, who ensured our ceremony was perfect. The champagne may never have seen a
grape, but it tasted good. We were triumphant. The guests were few in number, discreet and
sincere. We made our vows and displayed affection with uninhibited ease. We danced under
starlight at the farm we’d hired out on the Glenorchy Road. Our friends played guitars and
hand drums. There was laughter.

I could believe in the possibility of a bright future.

The joy of reaching this milestone on the anniversary of the third reading of the marriage
equality bill is hard to measure. I’d told Eduardo I wanted an autumn wedding. It had to be in
April, I said. I asked him to give me something no one could take away.

We still have marriage equality in Aotearoa.

People correct me if I use that name these days. They are the same ones who
disapprove when wallcasts show a man marrying a man, a woman marrying a woman, or an

asexual stating they never want to marry anyone. Those people can’t take what we have away



from us. Even so, we are careful whom we tell. Not everyone celebrates those who are
different from themselves. Some declarations of love can be more public than others.

The parliament of this whenua echoed with waiata thirty years to the day before
Eduardo and I declared our love before a group of supporters. 2013. Thirty years ago. Back
before malaria killed thousands of New Zealanders every year, despite gene-protect. Despite
there being a vaccine that no one wanted. It was a time before they stopped insuring houses.
Before COVID-37. Before the government outlawed surrogacy. Before water stopped tasting
like water. Before cash was no longer legal tender.

Before the war took part of a generation away.

Many things have changed in thirty years, but no one can take what I have with
Eduardo away.

Can they?

I don’t know why a soldier is marching outside our Queenstown hotel. I didn’t think the
troubles had reached the depth of the south. Only Invercargill, but no one was surprised when
that happened. There have been more demonstrations in Christchurch recently and Ashburton
is plagued by renewed conservatism.

I thought Queenstown was safe. I believed this haven for honeymooners, where the so-
called pink dollar was once courted and welcomed, was a place of tolerance. Tahuna was
once the capital of extreme sports, but then the snow melted. Now it is a place of rest, love
and relaxation. The advertising and promotions have shifted towards the heteronormative, but
this place maintains a culture of acceptance.

Or it had until recently.

We haven’t done anything wrong, so why do I feel like a fugitive?

Did a Taxico driver repeat something they’d overheard when they ferried guests to their
hotels? Did they exaggerate?

Did they lie?

The soldier passes the window and I smile at him. He doesn’t smile back.

The high-nose scent of danger is all around me.

Our wedding guests were happy for us. Eduardo’s parents arrived in time despite the border
controls. Mine would have come too, they said, if they could have done. Strange how a shift
in zeitgeist gives those who showed tacit disapproval permission to act or not act, according

to their deeper convictions.



The soldier returns and scowls. I wonder why he is walking back and forth in front of
our hotel. Are there military personnel all over the town?

Is a battalion herding unruly crowds outside Fergburger into an orderly queue? Has the
Mrs Ferg gelateria gone the way of the mountains and melted under the heat of their watch?
Has Ferg’s Bar been ordered to remove its few remaining alcoholic beverages from the
menu? Does Ferg Arts only display propaganda, and are Fergmotors promoting high
specification tanks alongside cyber-biles?

Is Fergbakery occupied by a platoon of armed combatants, who help themselves to the

legendary almond croissants?

The soldier walks past our window again. He looks me in the eye, re-positions his gun ever-
so-slightly, as if to make himself more comfortable, as if to show me he could blow my
brains out if he wanted to.

I hope Eduardo is safe in the bedroom. We sealed the blackout blinds last night, but the
bed is close to the window. Perhaps I should warn him not to come out here. We shouldn’t be
seen together unless we are fully clothed.

Perhaps I should hide in the bedroom with him.

Perhaps we should leave this place, walk separately to our car and drive away.

But if Queenstown is under military rule, is anywhere else safe?

This is not the revolution we dreamed of.

I’ve had guns pointed at my face before, but not under these circumstances. I sense changes.
The gnawing unease in my belly increases. Someone on the other side of the glass could kill
me if they wanted to. The sandflies hover noiselessly near my ankles, but dare not bite.

How safe am I?

They might attack.

Worse still, they could kill my husband.

I pull Eduardo’s dressing gown tight and return to the bedroom, taking my
apprehension with me. He is curled like a comma, sheets ribboned around his brown body,
soaked with sweat. Soaked with love. Now we are husbanded to each other, I had hoped to be
validated and legitimised. I had hoped we would be safe. Was that an illusion?

Will ours be the last same sex marriage celebrated here?



I have been with Eduardo for three years. Before that, [ was with a man fifteen years my
senior. We held different views regarding exclusivity, but that is not why he isn’t here
anymore. He was a good man.

Eduardo is also older than me, but only by two years.

My ex-lover taught me many things. He showed me how to cook. He guided me to hide
below the radar when discrimination and persecution against our kind increased. He knew
people who had been members of Societies that campaigned for equal rights. We’d meet them
for real coffee before the cafés disappeared. They visited us in the flat my lover and I shared
for eighteen months. They told us about historical campaigns at home and overseas that you
couldn’t find information on anymore: gay liberation marches that evolved into Pride
Parades, Harvey Milk and the Stonewall riots of sixty-nine.

My ex-lover’s friends taught me how prior to 1867 in this country, buggery was a crime
punishable by death. How you could receive years of hard labour for sodomy in the late
nineteenth century. How Leviticus 18:22 said what we do is an abomination, and how all
translations are subject to interpretation. How those who came before us fought for equality.
How things improved. How they kept away from countries such as Brunei and Kiribati, while
supporting the incumbent gay population via an underground network, until their contacts in
those places were caught and damned.

How some acts of love are punishable by death in an increasing number of places.

Why is Queenstown swarming with soldiers?

A gunshot resonates. An unmistakable sound that jolts me into the present rather than
throwing me into the past. Eduardo and I cling to each other on the floor beside the bed.

“What do they want?” His voice is high-pitched with terror. My husband is older than I
am, but he has seen less conflict than I have. I try to calm him.

“I don’t know. Maybe something’s happened.” I hold him tighter. “They’1l be searching
for terrorists.”

He whispers into my ear. I hold him tighter and whisper into his.

We know the truth. They aren’t looking for anyone dangerous.

They are here to persecute, not protect.

The cracking sound of splintering wood makes Eduardo flinch.

There’s shouting. Multiple voices. Mostly male.

Hatred explodes. The scent of aggression enters our pores.

We know you 're in there.



Filth.

Perverts.

Come out with your hands above your heads.

We haven’t broken any law. But laws are irrelevant.
Crimes that are not crimes are still punishable.

We are not sinners.

We leave the bedroom with our hands by our sides.
[ hold Eduardo’s in mine.

We look at each, our eyes filled with love.

We are prepared for anything.

(1996 words.)



