The plot thickens

She’s been a teen stowaway, a prostitute, and a GP.
So it’s not entirely surprising that Lauren Roche has
now turned to fiction writing, in the latest chapter
of her extraordinary life. bySHARON STEPHENSON
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s a phiilosophy thatemboedies the art of
| Tt A halanoed, shisyer lifiz = o Lhiat
BriMEs joy.

wicntfon to D Latren Roche that she
iy g achieved M\iﬂnﬂ.ﬂ'\ﬂﬂl
qside. the GPturnedsauthor will agree.
“These days, | haveanice quietlife.” she
s from her homein porthland's Tutu
teaka, 2 hefty stone’s throw from the water.
1 setually Thve a hermit life, which 1 e

I'mcalling to alvak about the G0-year-old's
et iowel, Mila azed the Borie Man. $¢t
i the Far North, close towhere Roche has
lived for sevenyears, it centnes around
%12, 2 youngwoman of Croatian heritage.
and her Miori neighbour Tomnty, whose
passion for thebush and bones changes
her lifie inoways she couldn’t imagine. “Its
2 story of deep friendship and compiex
et and the vy that affects people. And
how thesecharacters, whiare of the forest,
sk heling and s::liaﬂt—“l'l.‘l;rm_ﬂ'ﬂ.l forest,

P fore we get to that,and chat atout
whiy Roche
first have to dip h\tﬂhﬂw ahe got here, b
writing hut in dense native bush, her fives
month-old puppy at her fieet

Itz an astonkshing story that has eves
rything prostitution. fire-cating. prison,

got its hands on it, in'which you just know

wpmedicine to write, w8

was o in Wiellinggton, the oldest of three
clansghirs, bo panenis she sarys “didn’t neally
Tenowe what they were doing

=M was 18 when she had e and
Dad was 21. They were bright but under-
educated and my childhood was pretly
chaotic.

She's not airbrushing it: there were vari:
s e across e Tas man andd never
encughmoney, food o love to go anaund.
When Roche was eight, shie was sexually

«] picked medicine
because it was the most
challenging thing I could
ﬁnd—mtt}randrml]ify
the bad things I'd done
agdmnwﬂlf."
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“Blood was running down my leg. g0
am | fell on a stick.” she recalls. ™1

here'sa Japanese word, rediscovery. Thene is pain, but thereisalso  jobs. from workingat McDonald’s to
5 ikigai, whichmeanshaving  alotof laughter and light.” cleaning the corridors of Wellinglon

a direction or purpose in It's a journalistic clichd 1o go hunting Hospital, ironically the same porTidors she
¥ lifie, Although there's no forr thee: tragedy insomeone’s life, but you later walked as a doctor.

literal Englishtransiation, domi't hanae 1o seareh far with Rocle, She Seeking adventure, al 16she stoveed

away on an American naval ship, spend-
ing 21 days in complete darkness, unahie
1o 2t wp in the tiny cupboard she was
arepeted in, "Ome of e sailors brought me
fand and | would pee in a can. But D refused
o poo in the can, so | held on fioe 21 daysl

[z probably nol surpe 1simg that this
story doesn't end well: Two mionths after
arriving. Roche was arrested for being an
illegal irmmigrant. Shespent three weeks
ina Texas jail before being deporied.

Back in ‘Wellington, she was working s
a fire-cating steipper and prostinote when
shie discovered shewas pregnant with son
Paul (row 42). Itwasmt her finest hour:
=W did some terrible things back then,
things like rolling Korean sailors for their
wralkels,

TURNING POINT

Like her mother, Roche was stalked

by post-natal depression and tried o
commit suicide. Unlike her mother. it
proved Roche's turning point. “When |
was in hospital, oneof the doctors said
tome, Do you have any dreams for your
life? 1 tald him U'd abways wanted tobe a
doctor. and he smirked. Butwhile 1was
in the peych unit, | realised vy life was

srual abuse, bankruptcy, medical school, . turning into my mother's and that educa-
drugs and suicide. There's even aship: Her mother, whastropgied with drug was the only way to stopitil
wireck, an Ironman competition and thnee amid alcahol toental-health ﬁkhﬂbﬂﬁw it was the
AT, s paas 32 challengimg thing | could fi iy
It's the kind of story, if Holbywood ever ick: and mallify the bad things
O YCArS

absolve myselfS

-y | Kate Winslet would play the role of Roche.

A Roche ret o
T It was the subject of Roche's 1999 complete repeating
(% Lauren Roche: "Having ; ! : S
. multiple m]“,_”,n" e memmr.E-cnm?rEm:hminwiehﬂm Apick tha gan.' seventh form pecame Prog
i go keeps my brain active. wrote, Wy life is one of dreams lost ‘R hngh'thu'l.lnﬂﬂlmm:rt £ nant with her second son, ophet
B imecmcm | and found again, of abandonment and There followed a cyclealsoul-sapping {now 37). -
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Bt it down to hor ragged Viking roots,
or the determination she wears like a
shipeld, but there was never any questhon
Rache wouldn't finish what she'd started.
"y prandmother looked after oy eldest
while Christopher came to Otago Uni-
viersity with me. He had epilepsy and was
autistic, S0 it was a challenge raising him
on ey o and studying medicine.”
She'd rise al darm bo revise, and often
fedt like a fish out of water, °1 had this
recurring dream of geiting kicked out
Becanise [ wnsn’t good enough. But |
remember Professor Eru POmane saying
to me, "We necd more doctors [ike you, 20
dan't bet them get you dosm.™
Roochve had her heart set on obstelrics
and gymascology. but juggling <&8-hour
shifts with young children wasn't a good
fit. 0 she became a GF, first in Welling
ton, then Faraparaunu, Palmershon
MNorth and Mapier. “T've been gradually
moving towards the sun,” the laughs.
Being a respected GP didn’t automat i-
cally cancel out her demons: agruciling
work schedule ended her second mar-
riage (her first, toa Canadian national
for a visa, lasted a day) and then her old
i NeEmesiE, |:f¢[!||'||‘."1~'-$j|.'lr'|. relurned ] started
j: prescribing mysélfsles ping lablets and
« hécameaddicted”
i Therevwasanother filed suicide
3 attempt, which ended with Roche being
;: “treated in hospital by doctors who were
2 T junkers. It weas mortifing
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Because she wasn'tworking or paying
her hills, the debiz piled up and Roche
declared bankruptey in 1995, 71 weas 160
mesed up and depressed o figanea
way oul, but too cmbarrassed to goona
b miefit,”

A friend offe red her a lifeline = work
ata Kipiti Lotto shop = which she did for
ayear: [t gave her the mental space to
start writing. “1 wrobe a medical eolumn

“I remember my first
swimming lesson at
the local pool where
five- and six-year-olds
were beating me.”

in a magazine and started thinking o
wihak | wanted towrite. Even though my
pareiis had ssoes, they were both great
readers and passed that love of books on
1o me. As Kids, we'dhave boxes .
hamd books from the H.u.'..nl|{:-f|1'.|l'||.1'l'|'l1|t'

EXTREME EXERCISE

Onte Boche started writings she couldn't
shop. She followed Eent not Broken with

a setond memoir Lifege the Line. °1
finikshed the first L om a positive note,
but | didn't want people to think that, if
¥ou gt an education and chamnge your

]
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lifie, all will be fine. My life has bocnans
e, then 1t hasn't been, then 1t has b
A s agair I the second ook, |

trying bo figare out why e had 50 oS

wpes and dowms in ey lHfe .
There wad a third marriage, and r
eventual drvoree, toa plumber in M
And the reahsation that although B
haed mamaged bo put somie of her ps
ogical demsons back in their box, 2
negleched the physical ones.

"My weight had climbed 1o I:I'Ii_'!h;g T
I'was tired all the timde. | wanted tod l1.
something positive for my healths S8

True to form, she picked the handest
thimg she could find = the Irermanes
petition, a gruelling 3.9km swim, J80)
Bike ride and 42 2m run. g

“Teould onby swim three 2irak 0
hadn't ridden a bike since | was 200 !

and couddn’t run. | rems |..q|;|r|'!"ﬂrg| .

swiming lesson at the bocal Pl W
frt- e sise-yvear-olds were beatingn

Their parents, ity of wihoma wens T

patients, were walching, which was
hugely embarrassing.”

But Roche perseverod, and despite an

injury that meant she had to walk the -'
race instead of run. 13 monthe laters
completed it in 16 hours, 36 m:nulu. .
While training for her second Irons
man, Roche injured her back. Two
surgeries followed, Jeay img her writhiss

spinal cord damage. It put an end 10 eX8E

ciseand left her in daily pain. "All Tcan
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do these days 15 a gentbe walk in the buth.
1 can't drive far or Sit for long.

It also signalbed anend (o Roche's
md bcal career, becanse one £1de #Tect of
the injury was incontinence. "Having to
g0 to the toilet every 15 minotes doesnit
really work when you'ne ina publics
facing rode”

It was the break she necded (o become
a full-tirme writer, but this time of fiction

I had outright hatred from some
1T Ty !I'.imi'l'.' Wil TV TR T TS W e
published, 50 Dad begged me 1o pick on
wmeone else's family story. | remember
thi bocal community paper ranning
asbory about my first book with the
headline: From Stripper and Prostitute
b Drosctior’. Drad wrns soworricd about his
parenis seeing it that he ran up and down
the street grabbing newspapers out of
letber bames,”

JUST GETTING STARTED

Itz the nature of me madr that other
people can get caught in the crosafie.
Roche says since many inher family are
no longer alive to defend their stories, she
decided to switch to fiction,

Tha idea for Mila asd the Bane Man
came in 2018 when the was ranning
thraugh the bush. “There had been all
this publicity about kauri dichack ™ she
cxplaine “So, they'd sel up sanitization
stations around the bash, but | watched
runmer after runner swerve around
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1. Reche as a toddler. 2.
AR B 1981 Springbok tour
profedl in Welington. 3,
Graduating with a Master

- ol Creative Writing from

. AUT in 2021, 4. Competing
itk Taupd lecnman in .
HOOT, 5. With Wininse the s
poodle at Hibdsous Hosploe,
Whangaparea, in 2012, I

them because they didnt want 10 spend
10 seconds doing semething to help
nature, | wondered kow that kKind of
seffishmess would feel for someone of
the forest.”

The first draftof the mamascript,
completed fn 2009, was from the perspec:
tive of a young M3ori voman. Buf that
evennally proved problematic,

[ cansulted with Miori and ong

“{mepersunwlmﬁs:ld
] - I I L
having me write from
‘the Maori perspective
wascu.l‘u!ra]?really

persan whose opinion | deeply respect
sl having e write firomm the SGori
perspective was culturally really
confronting. | realised that hila didn
hearve to e bfaori (o be part of the nabural
world, 5o 1 rewrobe i, giving her Euro-
pean heritage and making Tommy: the
autistic boy rext door, Miori

“Writer Pip Adam, whiowas niy mentor
for this novel, agreed it was good to
change the elhnicity of miy protagonist
and I'm thrilled writh howe it terned owt”

Roche laughs for a really tong time
when [ ask if she's seratched her literary
itch. “1'm just getting started.” she says in
a tone thal sugeesis this 12 only the |.i'|Z:H!l'II
thee writing oeberg.
Her writing hnat. tucked into the dha
property she shares with her partner,
coffiee roaster Graham Allen. has seen
a ot of actbon kately, There's Uhe marma-
seript Roche compdeled as part of her
master's degree in creative writing at
Auckland University of Technology,
S0 foSung o e D}-m.h i B0k e
describes as “a metakictional postmaod-
crn pastiche that personifies death and
demvystifics some aspects of dying™
Her second compleled manuscript set
in the 18505, tells the story of teo artists
competing to illustrate the medical tet:
ook Greay's Anatomy,
There are other books in the pipeline =
“having evaltiphe projects on Uhe go keeps
iy brann active” = and the rest of the day .1
15 filked in with reading, playing whith her ]
bichon puppy. Lucy Jordan, and trying to :
answer all the questions on the TV shirw
The Chase.

I8, she concedes, her own take on
ikigai. "Wy injury really opened up iy life
and allowed mee todo something else Llove
Crece again, e tolally changed moelife” 1

Mila and the Bone hMar (Cuerntin Wilson
Publizshing, S37.99) i available on
August 18,



