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by CHRIS MOORE

IMPOSTER (Allen & Unwin, $36.99) 
is one man’s account of his descent 
into the dark, dark night of clinical 
depression. During his television 

career as a journalist and host, Matt 
Chisholm faced men and women whose 
lives had been profoundly affected by 
mental illness. In 2018, he was forced to 
finally confront his own deepening crisis 
following the suicide of a close friend 
and colleague. For years, his life had been 
spiralling downwards into a place from 
which, at 44, he is only now beginning to 
extract himself. 

The real tragedy behind this book is that 
in middle age, Chisholm shares his experi-
ences with many other New Zealand men 
reared in the same culture of never apolo-
gise, never explain and never, ever reveal. 

Reading his account of a life filled with 
dysfunctionality, bad choices and brag-
gadocio, all well lubricated by copious 
amounts of alcohol, you can only marvel 
at his ability to hide the reality of his 
suffering. But he did. Born in Milton, the 
youngest child in a family of four boys, 

his Otago childhood was dominated by 
his parents’ divorce and his eventual 
estrangement from his dominating father. 
Eventually, an outwardly successful tel-
evision career made his dreams a reality. 
But it was also a career that, in hindsight, 
was the worst of places for a mentally vul-
nerable, obsessive and alcohol-dependent 
personality – a world filled with blind 
ambitions, an all-consuming work ethic, 
toxic vanity and dangerous levels of ego. 

Taking his first drink at 14, he wouldn’t 
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How culture and 
career choices 
enable some men to 
mask their demons 
until crisis strikes.

Bottling it

by AMY McDAID

Imagine you could spend one more 
day with a lost loved one, or have 
another chance with “the one that 
got away”? What if you could step 
back into the most devastating 

moments of history and rewrite them? 
Angelique Kasmara addresses a longing as 
old as humanity itself in her highly original 
and stylish debut novel, Isobar Precinct.

The novel was attracting attention even 
before it hit the printing press. An early 

draft manuscript took out the Univer-
sity of Auckland’s Wallace Foundation 
Prize in 2016. Three years later, it was a 
finalist for the Michael Gifkins Award 
for an unpublished novel. With a strong 
narrative drive and a cast of characters as 

diverse as the city in which it’s set, Auck-
land, it’s not hard to see why.

Our narrator, tattoo artist Lestari, is 
a self-confessed hater of change who 
savours the permanence of ink on skin. 
She’s the right blend of spunk, strength 

Speculative-fiction 
debut is a stylish, 
original puzzle.

Murder 
in mind
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give it up until 34, but the demons didn’t 
vanish. They simply grew.

The proliferation of books dealing 
with men’s mental welfare brings an 
inherent danger of creating a culture of 
“competitive suffering”. But Imposter com-
municates its message with an intriguing 
blend of forthright Kiwi blokeishness and 
deeply felt insights into the bitter realities 

of depressive illness. This may not be the 
final word on the subject, but Chisholm’s 
story should definitely be read.

Jindra Tichý has also expe-
rienced the world’s darker 
side, but in very different 

circumstances. Her PRAGUE IN 
MY BONES: A MEMOIR (Quen-
tin Wilson, $45) is a story of exile 
by someone who has been – and 
perhaps to a minuscule degree 
still is – an exile. Today, Tichý’s 
home is Dunedin, where she 
has taught at the University of 
Otago and established a reputa-
tion as a leading figure in the 
international Czech expatri-
ate community. She can freely 
return to her native Prague, the 
ancient city which, as her new 
book clearly shows, is deeply 
embedded in her life.

Born in 1937, the child of an affluent 
middle-class family, Tichý found her 
childhood shattered two years later by 
Nazi Germany’s occupation of Czecho-
slovakia. The nightmare seemed to end 
with liberation in 1945, but, three years 
later, a Soviet-led coup thrust the Czechs 
firmly behind the Iron Curtain. The added 

difficulty was that her father was a com-
munist while her mother was Catholic and 
a Czech nationalist. Family conversations 

must have been exceedingly 
lively. 

Tichý details the following 
decades with a mechanical 
precision that doesn’t hide her 
personal and intellectual distaste 
for communism. For years, the 
lives and careers of so many 
Czechs, including hers, lay in 
the grip of Soviet apparatchiks 
and state functionaries. A year 
after Soviet troops invaded in 
1968, ostensibly to quash a move 
towards liberalism, Tichý and 
her young son boarded what 
was literally the last train from 
Prague to the West, where she 
rejoined her husband in Britain. 
It was the start of her new life, 
one she now writes about with a 

disarming candour and dry, self-deprecat-
ing humour.

The family eventually moved to New 
Zealand, where she discovered an open 
and welcoming society in which to plant 
new beginnings. But the memories of 
another place and other times fill a book 
with reminders of a remarkable life. l

Examining life’s darker side: Matt Chisholm, left, 
and Jindra Tichý.

and sensitivity. She’s a martial-arts 
expert unafraid to take on a burglar, 
who also harbours feelings for a grumpy 
(and married) police officer called 
Tom. The minor characters resist easy 
categorisation: Tom smokes dope and has 
a rebellious streak; 15-year-old Jasper, 
orphaned and homeless, wants to be a 
physicist.

The action kicks off when Lestari and 
two friends witness a grisly murder 
among the gravestones of Symonds St 
Cemetery. The group is traumatised, 
but where’s the evidence? There’s no 
body, not a drop of blood. A grainy video 
recorded on a phone is the only indicator 
the whole thing was not a figment of their 
collective imagination.

The murder catapults Lestari on an 
investigation, in which she discovers a 
dangerous and disturbing trial of a drug 
with some extremely unusual effects. 
Delving deeper, she finds the seemingly 
disparate parts of her own troubled life – 
a spate of burglaries, her missing father, 

her involvement with the city’s rough 
sleepers – are inextricably linked.

The story’s central mystery drives the 
narrative at a steady pace, with twists and 
turns through time. There’s not a single 
dull moment, and some gorgeous fantasti-
cal ones: tattoos crawl off bodies, storms 
appear from nowhere, snakes drink wine.

The premise is speculative, but the 
world is firmly grounded in the present 
– the gritty and vibrant surrounds of 
Auckland’s Karangahape Rd, with its 
colourful history, hidden corners and 
unusual characters – with all its possibili-
ties and constraints. Kasmara uses this to 
her advantage. A young investigator these 
days  will use Google, and if something 
bizarre happens, there’s likely to be some-
one nearby capturing it with a cellphone.

Isobar Precinct gives all the satisfaction 
of putting together the final pieces of a 
puzzle while not being too neat. Story 
is forefront, but behind it lie some big 
existential questions. If we were able to 
rewrite our lives, at what cost would it 
come? Is our sense of control an illusion?

There’s a thread of compassion for those 
on the edges of society that adds poign-
ancy. As Lestari asks: “How do we go about 
healing people, so the place we want to be 
is right here, right now?”

Speculative fiction gets a hard rap some-
times among literary types. But perhaps 
realist fiction, which locates us in the mind 
of a small group of people experiencing life 
as we know it, is insufficient to push into 
bigger questions. The speculative nature 
of the novel allows Kas-
mara to examine some 
uncomfortable truths 
about human nature, 
and gives it the feeling 
of a cult classic. l

ISOBAR PRECINCT, 
by Angelique Kasmara 
(The Cuba Press, $37)

Tattoos crawl off 
bodies, storms appear 
from nowhere, 
snakes drink wine.

Angelique Kasmara: examines some 
uncomfortable truths about human nature.


