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For Deyna and Jean









The best mirror is an old friend.


George Herbert









PART  I









The best and worst friend I ever had was Zoe Golden.


There’s this image of her that keeps infiltrating my mind, looping around my brain, faster and faster, like someone’s turned up the volume and the colour, and she’s right there in front of me: a close-up of her laughing – her unbounded, irresistible laugh tumbling out – and in her hand is a sketchbook bulging with glued-in layers. I can’t figure out why she’s back – why at this time, in all my grief and confusion over Jono and our marriage, she’s in my head again. So I do the only thing that turns off all that colour and sound and laughter: I pour another drink.


The weeks since Jono’s heart attack seem to have evaporated, leaving only brittle salt-crystal memories that disintegrate when I try to recall a minute. An hour. A week. All I know is that at the end of that awful day, I closed the blinds, disconnected the gate buzzer and climbed into bed. I don’t read, I can’t, instead staring at true crime and reality TV shows on my laptop, earbuds in, episodes sliding one after another through my consciousness. At one stage, I watched six episodes in a row of an awful fly-on-the-wall show called Intervention, bearing witness to the hideous free-fall of mostly women addicted to booze, methamphetamine, sex. There’s a young mother I can’t stop thinking about – she hadn’t swallowed food or liquid in twelve years, instead feeding herself with a giant syringe through a tube in her stomach. I look at the glass on my bedside table, slug the last centimetre of straw-coloured wine, and make myself not look at the empty bottle I dropped onto the carpet.


In all this yearning stillness, I can imagine what that tube-woman was going through. I close my eyes and consider the convenience of a giant plastic syringe. Huh, imagine that, not even having to leave your bed to eat. Not even having to chew.


My mobile has been ringing and ringing – well-meaning friends, some I hadn’t heard from in years, wanting to dip their toe into my drama. Mum, then Dad, calling over and over. I almost answered when Dad’s number flashed up this morning, needing to hear his voice – wanting him to launch into one of his spiels, to assure me it’s going to be okay and that this will look different when lodged into its broader historical context in years to come. But it’s too soon for that. I didn’t pick up. I just sighed and slid my phone under the pillow.


Now and then, my mind strays back to Jono and me. Like in a memory palace, I look left and right, see the ornaments of the life we built. There is the dappled pomegranate vase Meg and Nick gave us for a wedding present. There, dangling on the key hanger out in the hallway by the front door, are the keys to the Piha house I’ve been unable to think about since that day. I loved that key hanger, you know. Jono made it for my birthday the year we got together, and it travelled from house to house: from the tiny Grey Lynn flat to the three-bedroom in Ellerslie, and then to this modern four-bedder in Parnell. Plain blond ply, unvarnished, four simple brass hooks. It felt like a statement of sorts, a declaration of how we’d wanted our life to be. I press closed my laptop, shut away those stupid shows. Breathe out. Ignore how revolting my sheets smell.


It turns out our life wasn’t enough. The more years that passed – the more franchised stores we rolled out across the North Island, and the more income that came gushing in – the less those brass hooks fit our home or life. Until one day I looked at myself in the mirror of our enormous brand-new bathroom – complete with American oak double vanity and gleaming marble floor – and didn’t know who the hell I was.


~


It was a crisp autumn day three weeks ago when it happened. I’d had a busy morning – the winter catalogue was due to go to print but had been delayed by an overseas supplier’s nonchalance over meeting a copy-approval deadline. For a moment, my mind zips back to my office, with its view of the steel-skeletoned Harbour Bridge, sharpened pencils in the eggshell blue mug I’d bought at the Matakana Market and pages of copy lined up on my desk ready for a final once-over.


I’d decided a few years earlier it was time to step away from the family plumbing business and have something of my own. After six months of depressing toil attempting to resurrect the poems I’d written at university and transform them into a novel, I’d taken a full-time copywriting job at – as the ad proudly stated – Australasia’s largest fashion and apparel omnichannel catalogue retailer. Just to get back in the writing zone, I told myself.


I soon realised you had to be careful what you wished for. Inject some luxe in your life with this refined essential is one of my recent masterpieces. A boat neck cashmere sweater in a classic relaxed fit. Perfect for a romantic weekend away. In reality, each day stripped away a tiny piece of my soul.


Years ago, my creative writing paper tutor told the class that if we wanted to be writers, we should get jobs in completely unrelated fields that would earn us money and expose us to potential stories. I’d scoffed when he suggested being a postie or working in retail. A university degree for that? After graduating, I spent a couple of years at the Central Leader churning out flavourless copy about garden shows, local board meetings and school fairs. Then, once Jono and I married, I’d spent almost seven years working with him at Calibrate Plumbing and Gas, wrangling franchisees and their endless marketing and branding misunderstandings, clarifying contract terms and checking signage files. And still no stories to show.


Lying here in bed, I feel it in my bones. Not only do I no longer have a husband, but I have made the wrong decisions over and over again. How could everything I believed have been a lie?


Anyway, it was that day, three weeks ago, that my mobile rang. It was Carrie, Calibrate’s head office manager. What’s Jono forgotten? I often joked to my best friend Meg that Carrie was his work wife, phoning me if he’d left his mobile at home or if he had to work late. Carrie was one of those pretty, clear-skinned, no-makeup women – the type who spent her weekends hiking Rangitoto, not drinking wine and eating sliders with friends around the kitchen island like me. Carrie was sweet. Harmless. I liked and appreciated her. I was always chatty, although my friendliness never extended to a dinner invite. I picked up the phone.


‘Hi, Carrie, what’s up?’ I kept typing: … night sky denim with a touch of elastane to stretch with your body …


Sobbing.


I stopped. Sat up. ‘Carrie? What is it?’


Ragged breath. ‘Becky, I’m sorry …’


‘For fuck’s sake, Carrie, tell me what’s happened!’


‘It’s Jono,’ she said.


My heart plunged into my stomach.


‘What? What’s happened?’ I said. My mind tore around, clutching for pieces of reality. It was Tuesday afternoon, wasn’t it? He’d be at the gym.


‘He’s had a heart attack,’ stuttered Carrie.


‘What the hell?’ I grabbed my handbag and keys. ‘Tell him I’m on my way. It’s only ten minutes to the gym from here.’


Something kept me on the line.


‘No, not the gym,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘They’ve taken him in an ambulance to the hospital.’


‘Hospital?’ None of it made any sense. ‘What hospital?’


Silence, a whimpering breath.


‘Fuck! Carrie!’


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.


It was at that moment, I think, looking back, that I knew life would, once again, be changed forever.


‘Sorry for what?’ I said, gripping the edge of my desk.


Around me, the entire office had ground to a halt – fingers paused on keyboards, phones pressed against ears. Somewhere, a photocopier spluttered out pages.


‘He wasn’t at the gym,’ she said. ‘We were at Piha. He was with me.’


~


My heart was incinerated that day. I keep imagining the singed edges of it, ragged and blistered. That was why I ached so much inside. Every relentless beat of it pulsed pain through my body: you knew, ba-dum, you knew, ba-dum.


Jono was discharged from hospital a few days ago. He knew better than to try to come home, instead recovering at his parents’ place on the North Shore. Any day, I know he’ll regain his strength enough to phone me. But I’m frozen. I simply cannot have that conversation yet. I will not pick up his call either.


My eyes slide down to the bottle on the floor. With a grunt, I roll out of bed, joints stiff, and make my way to the kitchen. I yank open the fridge and then slam it shut. I make my way into the lounge and crouch down in front of the mirror-fronted cocktail cabinet I bought Jono for his birthday a few years ago and packed with spirits and stainless-steel accoutrements at colossal expense. We spent summer weekends mixing cocktails – margaritas and watermelon daiquiris, mojitos and Negronis. We sat on the deck and drank as the sun sank lower in the sky. Had they been good times? My mind flicks to the awful night of the 42s – four shots of Stoli in a tall glass over ice topped with fresh lime. Jono’s face.


I sink onto the carpet and open the cupboard, but not before catching my reflection in its mirrored surface. Dear god. My skin is even paler than usual, my freckles a haphazard splatter. Even worse than the purple pouches beneath my eyes is that I can smell myself: the musky sebum of unwashed hair and the tart note of underwear that needs changing. 
My skin feels dry and dusty but crevasse-sticky, all at once.


I take out the bottle of Stoli and push to my feet. Back in the kitchen, I fill a tall glass with ice, glug in four or so shots, top it with lime cordial and scull the lot. Cheers, Zoe. I immediately berate myself because that woman doesn’t belong in my head. Not now. The alcohol ricochets off my stomach and seeps into my bloodstream, dousing my heart’s smoking rim and loosening my brain. I pour the same again, scull it and then leave the glass in the sink before slinking back to bed. As I pull the covers over my head, my laptop bumps against my back, its hard corner poking my spine. Hah, spooned by none other than my MacBook Pro.


The alcohol has unbound my clenched-fist mind and thoughts begin to make their way in, incessantly flashing photographs of moments. The first is from the hospital: Carrie, red-eyed and dishevelled, flanked by two of Jono’s staff – my old workmates, friends we’d had around the dinner table time and time again. The sickly jolt of realisation that they all knew.


The images are getting muddled but a memory of Zoe fights its way through. It was the second time I’d ever seen her, and only hours after our eyes had met for the first time outside my house. Her small frame had appeared in the doorway of the lecture theatre, and there was a pack of whiteboard markers in her hand. Her nude-pencilled lips curved into a smile as she scanned the class, her eyes landing on me again. It was as though she’d sought me out. Stared me down. Deciding whether I fit.


My mind fast-forwards, dragging inevitably to that last night of our friendship, and all of a sudden everything becomes a clanging discord, a jumble of notes from the same song: the night when Zoe annihilated everything, and the phone call from Carrie. As if not seventeen years, as if not a single day, has passed between the first and the second. I shake the images away. My heart pounds so fast I feel it in my throat and stomach, and my mind is a riot of colour and noise. I cannot bear it. Zoe has no right to show up inside my head again like this.


~


The world cracked open the summer of 1995–1996 – when Meg and I were nineteen and Zoe was twenty – spilling its brilliant treasure into our lives. God, it was glorious. When I think of it now, I see a second or two of grainy film of Zoe, Meg and me. We’re pushing up off our towels and sprinting down the blazing Piha sand to the ocean – for the surf was so crashingly massive that it could not merely be called the sea – soothing our singed feet in the foamy shallows. Meg is the tallest and curviest of the three of us. I’m the pale-but-interesting skinny one. And Zoe? Well, Zoe is the size of a child but somehow more woman than any of us.


Even in those few seconds of film, it’s obvious that the spotlight somehow pools on Zoe – the thing, perhaps, I loved most about her. Meg and I are still in the frame, although it seems whenever I play the film, I’m always a step or two ahead of Meg and always downwind from Zoe. We wade into the water next to her, basking in her dazzling light. Love me, the light glimmered. Be loved by me.


But I didn’t understand then why Zoe was the way she was, because when you’re nineteen life is all about you. Or maybe that’s just me. When I look back, it feels as if I didn’t have the capacity to see my friends within the context of their upbringing and life. I thought I had a grip on things, that I knew Zoe, but really, I had no clue. I couldn’t see the inverse effect of her attracting all that light. The way she drained the energy out of the room. For the attraction between magnets is always a little greater than the repulsion.


I also keep returning to the summer before that, heading into ’95 – how excited Meg and I were to be starting uni that February and how tied up in knots I was about breaking up with Michael after two years. All of that created a vacuum in my life. I knew it was there; 
I could feel it, ached with the emptiness of it. I filled it, and the summer, with working as many shifts as I could selling clothes at Three Bears in Newmarket and reading. That summer, I read more than I ever had before, falling in love with the new breed of authors unapologetically writing their unique worlds: Ben Okri and Irvine Welsh, Jung Chang and Sebastian Faulks. After a time, though, rather than acting as a salve, the stories created even more space inside of me until I felt cave-like and echoey. My life wasn’t unapologetic or brave or tinted with magic. My life was just my life. Even, it turned out, uni wasn’t quite what Meg and I had expected.


We were eighteen when we began our communications degree that year. Our curious natures and love for writing stories were funnelled into this one course that seemed to glow with the hope of a new and exciting life. For a time, I’d tossed up whether to do music or comms, but eventually decided my (average) guitar playing was best left as a bedroom hobby. Meg and I would bus into town together from our adjacent tree-lined cul-de-sacs, so early that sometimes we’d fall asleep against each other’s shoulder or the window.


After my last year at school, I’d expected university to be something other than it was, which was a bunch of bright suburban kids riding the wave of their parents’ expectations. And yet there was a tension in those lecture theatres: a rubbing up of reality against potentiality. The lectures on communication, sociology, film and TV, and politics and writing, levered open our skulls and hearts, making us yearn for a life that was more … well, more than what it was. We had the theory, but we didn’t know how to translate it into real life, especially here in this tiny, nuggety country at the bottom of the world. I wanted to chase war around the globe like Martha Gellhorn or road trip like Hunter S Thompson. Instead, I was yelling out the lyrics to ‘Zombie’ by the Cranberries, figuring out the chords to Lenny Kravitz songs and writing awful Sylvia Plath-inspired poetry in my middle-class Epsom bedroom.


By the second semester, we’d settled in – absorbed into a small group who spent lunchtimes smoking cigarettes, discussing literature and drinking endless refills of filter coffee at Robert Harris on Queen Street. It wasn’t trendy; it was where clutches of old ladies nibbled club sandwiches, with the sound of teaspoons tinkling on saucers, butter cubes wrapped in twists of baking paper, heavy silver knives scraping across the crumbly surfaces of date scones. Come to think of it, it was an odd choice. I wonder why we didn’t pick one of the dark cafes on Vulcan Lane, like Rupin, packed with bright young things at the centre of it all. I guess we felt at home at the top of the escalators in the vast, light space, a step removed from the fashionable expectations of High Street.


That’s how we met Pete. One day, he tagged along with Meg and me down Queen Street to the cafe and that was that. On the weekends, it was mostly Meg and me, with Pete sometimes joining us. But he was running two lives, not quite sure yet if he was ready to declare himself to the world. Or at least who he could show his orthopaedic-surgeon father he was going to be. New Zealand might have been the first country in the world to decriminalise homosexual sex in 1986 because of AIDS, but that didn’t make it any easier in 1995 for a son to tell a father he was gay. Pete simply accepted that if he told his dad, they would no longer go duck shooting together in the first week of May each year, that his father would withdraw the petrol card, and no longer pay his uni fees.


‘Dad thinks gay men wear feather boas and sequins,’ he told us over coffee one day. ‘Anyhow,’ he said, flicking his short hair back as if it were much longer, ‘it’s far more glamorous living this life en secret.’


It’s crazy. Stupidly antiquated. But that’s what it was like then. Finally, here in 2013, the Marriage Amendment Bill is being debated in parliament, which, if it goes through, means anyone, regardless of their sexual orientation, can marry. About bloody time, Pete said last time we spoke, and I reckon that, if it’s passed, it might be enough to coax him and Adam back home.


Pete was the first gay friend I’d had, or at least that I’d known I had, and I was intrigued by the practical details of what it meant to be a gay man. ‘Where do you meet other men?’ I’d ask. ‘How do you decide who goes where?’ It’s embarrassing to think that I asked so many questions – as a storyteller does, specific detail essential to envisioning a scene – when really, he was just Pete, a guy trying to figure out those things himself, without the added pressure of my questions. He was also incredibly intelligent and saw the world and its people with clear eyes, although you had to get to know him to understand that.


Pete had been a year behind Meg’s husband, Nick, and my ex-boyfriend, Michael, at King’s College, and one day I asked him about school.


‘Let’s just say some people just belong in a place like that,’ he said. ‘Like it’s their birthright to be there, and it’s normal for a seventeen-year-old to drive a BMW.’


‘But your dad went there too, right?’ I said.


Pete looked away. ‘He did, but still, “normal” didn’t apply to his chubby gay son who didn’t play rugby.’


The cafe went quiet then, as if the wait staff and customers had frozen, the moment cool and weighty. His eyes flicked back to me, and he grinned.


‘What’s the difference between Cosmo, Vogue and Woman’s Weekly?’ he said, eyebrows raised.


I smiled back, but sadness weighed on my chest. When things got painful, Pete cracked a joke. ‘What?’ I said.


‘One teaches how to have an orgasm, one how to orgasm with style, and the other how to knit one!’


Oh dear.


~


One morning, around the middle of first year, Meg and I were on the bus to uni. As it took off from the stop at the top of my street, I felt a pull towards home. Or perhaps I’ve just added that in as retrospective narrative scaffolding. I looked back to see an unfamiliar old black Citroën, packed with boxes and with two mattresses tied haphazardly to the roof, pulled up outside the house next to ours. The front doors swung open in tandem. A woman, wearing a pastel yellow jumpsuit that clashed with her bottle-blonde hair, rose doughily out of the driver’s side. And from the passenger side emerged a petite, dark-haired girl in jeans and a loose singlet top, and with a black cropped cardigan thrown over her narrow shoulders. She turned, one hand on the car door, and – as cheesy as it sounds – our eyes met. And when hers met mine, she just stared, smiling a little. Not self-conscious at all, as if she were rings laid out on velvet beneath glass. There for the looking.


‘Who is that?’ Meg asked, wide-eyed.


The bus pulled away, and the girl’s gaze drifted off.


‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘I’ve never seen her before.’


‘Watch out, Auckland,’ said Meg.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Did you get a look at her?’ she said, pouting and putting a hand on her cheek. She cracked up.


I whacked her on the thigh. ‘Oh my god, I can’t believe you just male-gazed her!’


We’d been learning about biases in comms: that the teller of a story always tells it with their perspective slant. And a watcher always watches it with theirs. A concept I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with due to Dad’s history rants.


‘I’m just jealous,’ said Meg, sighing and sitting back against the seat. ‘A girl like that collects boys’ eyeballs like we collect shells.’


I laughed. Meg was always coming up with random metaphors and similes that summed up the situation perfectly. And I always tried to reel them out just a little bit more: ‘But you’ve found your rare shell on the beach of life.’


‘A Nick-us Maynard-us isn’t a particularly rare breed of mollusc,’ she said, laughing. ‘Maybe a gastropod of some sort …’


‘Or a golden limpet?’


She leaned forwards, no sound coming from her, just shoulders palpitating up and down. I gulped in air, laughing from my belly.


‘Hi, my name’s Limpet,’ she said, pulling a dopey face. ‘Mr Nick Limpet.’


And all I could think of was Nick’s broad, open face superimposed on the surface of a striped limpet shell, suctioned to Meg’s arm, or stomach, or breast. ‘My mind is going places you do not want to know about,’ I snorted.


Tears streamed down Meg’s face, and merely looking at each other sent us off into another frenzy.


A man with a ring of pin-straight brown hair circling the circumference of his head, and with a plasticky black briefcase clutched between his knees, looked at us lasciviously, as if we were molten lava cake there for the tasting. His tongue flicked across his thin lips. We turned away towards the window, then, the mood dehydrated of its jubilance. It’s funny what you remember, the detail of moments like those. I can’t tell you if I’ve recalled that limpet conversation word for word, but I do know that I’ve struck the essence of a treasured moment.


Thinking back to seeing Zoe the first time, if I had to choose words to describe those few seconds, I’d say enigmatic or maybe even spellbinding. But perhaps I’m layering too much over it. History has a way of refocusing itself in the light of events that come later.


That afternoon, after a Robert Harris session – reeking of ciggies, and hearts racing from too much coffee and the run up the hill, desperately hoping the lecture hadn’t begun – we slid into ‘our’ row, second from the front and close to the door, just as Grainger turned the lights down and switched on the projector.


‘Good of you to make it, Rebecca,’ he said.


‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, face burning.


Only Mum called me Rebecca, and only when she was pissed off. Meg nudged her hip into mine in solidarity. Why am I the one he singled out? I thought, half knowing the answer. We’re expected to stay on our track, round and round, like the metal cars on my brother Chris’s old slot-car set. So, yes, I was Becky Chalke. And Becky Chalke always did the right thing, was a solid A- student. I fumbled in my bag for a pen and lecture pad, noticing how scuffed the lino was in the old room, and briefly considered the hundreds, maybe thousands of other students who had sat in this fold-down chair over the decades, the number of feet inside shoes that had rested on this floor. I shook my head and tried to focus.


The next moment has become over time, rather than a memory, a photograph of a memory. So clear I can even read what is on the PowerPoint slide: Elements of Communication. 2. Identity: Communication affects and is affected by our sense of identity, which is strongly shaped within the context of our culture. Of course, yes, I see the irony. Or perhaps the moment is more like a fragment of film because there is sound and movement: the squeak of the door hinging open, Grainger’s voice trailing off, Meg’s intake of breath.


‘It’s her,’ Meg whispered.


There into the arc of space between door and frame stepped the girl we’d seen from the bus. I was confused, my head buzzing, concerned for a moment I’d not understood something that should have been obvious.


Later, I’d tell Zoe she’d fizzed through that door like a Catherine wheel, none of us able to take our eyes off her. She was slight – almost elfin – all cheek- and hipbones, with the straightest dark hair cut bluntly at her jawline. But what I hadn’t noticed from the distance of the bus was the colour of her eyes – they were an unusual hazel-green, like the southern bull kelp Meg and I would find on the rocks, and they lifted exotically at the corners. I could tell even then that she liked carrying the weight of all our gazes. That she knew she could make something of the moment. That this moment would stick. She stopped inside the doorway, smile as wide as her face, weight piled on her right hip. 
‘And?’ the unapologetic angle of her seemed to say. ‘So what?’


She clutched a yolk-yellow folder against her cropped black singlet, the cardigan she’d been wearing earlier tied around her waist. It was an innie. Her belly button, I mean. A perfect innie nestled in her stomach. I was close enough that I could see the words handwritten in white Twink on the front of the folder: Drawing II.


‘Comms One?’ said Mr Grainger, his right eyebrow jutting upwards. Fingers worrying the remote.


‘Yeah,’ said the girl. ‘But no. I’m just delivering these.’ She stepped forwards and handed Grainger a packet of whiteboard markers. ‘Overflow from the art department.’


Grainger reached out for the plastic pack, a bemused look on his face. Pete said something moronic about Zoe’s headlights being on – and yes, you could see the nipples of her small breasts outlined beneath her singlet. It was a Ramones shirt, the edges frayed where it looked like she’d cut off the sleeves and the hem. I kicked him under the desk.


‘Ouch!’ he hissed.


There’s no sound to this part, as we all watch the pens move from Zoe’s hand to Grainger’s, and I swear that I see her fingers graze his. Linger a moment. He takes a step back, his face flushing the palest pink. I think of the photo on his office desk, of his bookish-looking wife and their pair of young sons in knitted jumpers. I wonder if I have amplified that hand-to-hand transaction because of what she said later. Or maybe to fortify the element of her personality for which I’d later remember her.


‘Ah,’ said Grainger, turning to the lectern and shuffling papers. ‘Thank you, Miss …?’ he asked, tortoiseshell glasses perched low on his nose.


‘Golden,’ she said. ‘Ms Zoe Golden.’ Without waiting for further instruction, she left, the door swinging a few times before it sucked closed.


Pete grinned and I whacked him again.


‘So much for being gay,’ I muttered.


‘Gayer than a handbag full of rainbows,’ he whispered. ‘But holy shit. That girl.’


~


To understand what happened that summer – who I was back then – before that one night when everything was annihilated, I must go back to the very beginning.


Before Zoe, there was Meg. Before Zoe – and after – Meg has been my very best friend. Zoe, I say now, was a best friend blip. Meg and I had been each other’s shadows since we met on the first day of primary school, although I wonder how I held on to her after The Summer of Zoe, as we sometimes call it.


Meg had already been at primary school a few months when I started. That first day I remember Mrs Watts peeling my arms from my mother’s neck, and then me turning to see Mum walk resolutely away as she reached for the hanky she constantly had nudged up her sleeve. I wonder how, even at five, I knew enough not to make a fuss. That what was wanted from me at that moment was conformity. Adaptability. These attributes, I understood, would please the teacher. My mother. Perhaps that moment altered me forever. Maybe if I’d cried and clung – like Gregory Staines, a raucous, confronting boy with bright orange hair and freckles like a handful of tiny pebbles scattered over his face – I’d have become a different girl altogether.


Gregory Staines started the same day. He had a complete tantrum, shouting at Mrs Watts in his weirdly husky voice that he was going home. Over and over, he said it – ‘I’m going home! Home!’ – until snot slithered into his mouth, his face pulsing red. Me? I sat on the mat, eyes fixed on the hanky Mum had tucked into my pocket, turning it over in my hands, dabbing surreptitiously at the tears springing from my eyes. I was horrified by that little boy. He smelled like old sandwiches and grass freshly torn from the rugby field. His knees always bloomed with dirt or scabs, or both. As the year went on I avoided sitting next to him, but once, on the mat, I caught him lifting the edge of a scab too fresh to pick, revealing the wet, raw insides of him beneath. I’d shivered and shuffled my bottom further away.


Anyway, that first day, I felt a tap on my knee. It was a dark-haired girl with a heavy fringe and bright brown eyes. She dipped her head low to look up at me. Smiled. I didn’t have words for it at the time, but it was concern that washed over her face. Concern that I was alone, perhaps. That memory has a white glow around it, as if she were some kind of angel plonked next to me to save me from the horrors of Gregory Staines’s snotty nose and stink.


‘I was scared on my first day,’ the girl whispered.


I stared at my hands.


‘But after a while,’ she said, ‘it’s okay.’


‘Once upon a time,’ chimed Mrs Watts, opening a thick book.


‘Aesop’s Fables,’ said the girl. ‘Mrs Watts loves Aesop’s Fables.’


My eyes rose to meet hers.


‘I’m Megan Harrop,’ she said, her hand reaching out to rest on my knee. She caught me up in her smile, her small white teeth like a row of Granny’s lovely pearls. ‘But my friends call me Meg.’


And in that moment, gathered up by her implication that I was somehow already a friend, a tiny ember of hope and excitement ignited in me.


‘I’m Rebecca,’ I replied.


She brushed her fringe aside. ‘Can I call you Becky?’


I nodded, looked at the pink flush of her round cheeks. ‘If I can call you Megan?’


I wonder what that was all about. Did I sense, even at five, that I could get her to do what I wanted? After a while, like everyone else, 
I called her Meg.


So, Becky I became. Dad told me they’d called me Rebecca after Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. Mum told me she’d read it when she was pregnant with me and became a little obsessed with the ghostly heroine of Manderley. At least she didn’t name me Daphne, I suppose. 
I wondered, after that, if my name had impacted my life somehow, being a ghost’s. If that was why I always felt so porous.


Thinking about the years that followed, they seem so simple and good. Meg and I were inseparable, spending morning teas and lunchtimes fossicking in the shady area – a fernery ripe with koru, ladybugs and slaters. At a particular time of year, winter, I think, the camellia bushes that edged the bark area dropped their blooms, a velvety carpet of vivid magenta beneath our feet. We’d collect them up and nestle them among the ferns, a fairy-house game that carried on for months.


I didn’t realise until much later – after Zoe – that Meg set a template for friendship that I would measure all others against: an ease of being together I would yearn for in all my relationships, friends and lovers both.


But I’m skipping ahead. For the whole of primary school, Meg and I spent weekends at each other’s houses. Our parents became friends, too, and we’d have these wonderful family dinners at their house or ours. They lived around the corner, less than a hundred metres away, proximity lubricating the friendships of kids and adults. I always preferred to go to theirs, and Meg would always want to come to ours.


‘Everything’s so neat at your house,’ Meg would say. ‘You’ve got those little drawers that pull out with all your toys in the right groups, and your mum makes that lasagne I love and …’


But I was sick of all that ordinariness: Mum always racing through chores, throwing out demands to Dad and Chris and me, then getting cross if we didn’t go fast enough, as if up against some invisible, looming deadline. When I was young, I thought she was perpetually mad about something, but looking back I think it was simply her determination. Having a tidy house was important to her, but that wasn’t the objective. By rushing through the jobs, she made time to read books and mark papers – Mum was an English teacher at the same high school where Dad was both deputy principal and a history teacher, the same school Chris had gone to three years ahead of me.


I pause, think of Chris, my throat thickening. The best times were the days when – he in seventh form, me in fourth – he’d yell across the courtyard at lunchtime that it was a surf day. That was his signal for us to meet in the car park after school and race out to Piha, or sometimes Karekare, in his yellow Datsun, to bodysurf – one arm extended forwards, the waves rushing over our heads. Me, always astounded at how the ocean seized me and thrust me through the water, like an arrow from a bow. He was always thinking ahead, Chris, and when he squeaked open the car boot those days after school, I’d see he’d thought to throw in togs and towels before school.


And then there was my dad. Dear Dad. His foible was impassioned monologues about the biases of the colonial viewpoint in the telling of New Zealand’s history. Important? Yes. Interesting? Yes, now. But not when you were nine years old and only wanted to grab a Shrewsbury from the tin and head back outside to play.


But that was all much later. The very first time I went to Meg’s house – after school one day; the mothers had organised it – I couldn’t believe there were homes like that: a forest and a creek right there in their suburban backyard. Surely I’d tumbled out of one world and into another.


Shauna, Meg’s mum, wore big hoop earrings and a paisley scarf as a headband, the ends trailing behind her as she floated through the house. I’d heard Dad once describe her as handsome, but that wasn’t the right word at all. She was tall and robust but moved languidly, as if made from water. A cascade of a woman. Her voice was loud and matter-of-fact. She loved hard, and she and Meg have always been close. You always knew where you stood with Shauna. Including that first day.


‘Take a bowl, girls,’ she boomed, handing one over. ‘Pick some plums, and you can have afternoon tea in the garden.’


I stared down at the bowl – ceramic, blushes of blue flowers with yellow centres. Mum would never have let me take a china bowl outside. Meg grabbed my arm, and we clomped down the back stairs in our gumboots to the garden, where the most magnificent plum tree arched its boughs over the side of the house.


‘We’ve eaten all the ones from down low,’ said Meg, hitching her school dress and tucking it into her knickers. She pushed up with one sturdy, tanned leg and clung to a thick branch above. ‘Wanna come up?’


‘Sure,’ I said, not wanting to sound silly. Or scared. For I had never climbed a tree that big before. I put the bowl down beside the trunk and copied her moves – pushed up on one leg, reached up to the branch above. So far so good, I thought. For a moment, her gumboot was next to my fingers, then it disappeared up, up and away onto the next branch. She was a balloon being tugged by the breeze. I was a ship’s anchor, wedged between rocks. I swallowed the sour taste in my throat, blinked hard and kept going. For some reason, I thought it was important not to show fear. But of course she would have been kind about it.


Meg was already sitting on a little wooden platform, haloed by plums, a few feet above me. ‘That’s it,’ she said gleefully, ‘nearly there!’


I forced myself to concentrate. Her encouragement pushed me up to the next branch and the next. Left foot pushing up, right hand moving across to the edge of the platform, and then …


I was stuck. Literally frozen, spread-eagled, unable to move my hand or my foot. I was a bridge spanning two places. When I tried to move, my stomach would lurch, certain I was about to fall.


Each time she’d peer over, eyes on mine. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Move that foot a little bit over. And up.’


Strangely, it feels like more of a situation for eight-year-olds, not five-year-olds. But I’m sure I went to her place that first year of primer one. But that’s how memories go, right? Blended and braided together, strands of time and place lifted and rethreaded with others to make new memories. Ones that fit whatever aspect of your past and yourself you are trying to accentuate.


Whatever age we were, the overriding memory is of her strong hand reaching down and pulling me up so I could join her on that platform midway up the tree. My legs looked skinny and pale next
to hers. The purple fruit hung all around us – more plums than I’d ever seen in one place. They weren’t as big as the ones Mum bought bagged from Foodtown, but their skin was glossier, as if blown from glass. Meg reached up, took hold of one and pulled so that the branch arched downwards and then sprang back, leaves shivering, once she’d plucked off the plum.


‘Here,’ she said, holding it out on her flat palm. An offering. ‘The first one’s yours.’


And that is what Meg is like: a hand to pull you up, the juiciest piece of fruit. I wonder if she felt the same about me. If I was as kind to her. Although I wouldn’t be asking the question, I suppose, if I knew the answer for sure. Things definitely changed between us after Zoe arrived, and it took a long time before they changed back. Although, I guess things never return to exactly how they were before, right?


The dinners Meg’s parents and mine enjoyed were lively – even if the two couples were an unlikely match. The conversations forged forwards, punctuated with laughter and the occasional break where a parent would stand on Meg’s deck or ours, depending on where the dinner was, and yell our names out into the dark to see if we had survived the latest round of Go Home Stay Home. Chris and Meg’s sister Anya – the older siblings – always seemed to make it back to base before us.


One of those thick-aired summery nights at Meg’s I headed inside for a drink of water. Hearing the laughter from the dining room, I stood out of sight in the kitchen and listened.


‘That’s true, Shauna,’ I heard Dad say. ‘But it’s how we gave names to things that skews them. Think of the term “Māori Wars”. Māori didn’t attack the British. They attacked each other. It was a civil war, not a rebellion.’


‘But the British conveniently wrote the history, did they not, Robert?’ said Shauna.


I peeked around the corner and saw her leaning towards Dad, her necklace of chunky wooden beads clanking, and Mum watching with
a smile. The table was a rough collage of half-full wine glasses, balled-up napkins and smeared plates.


Dad nodded, one ginger curl falling over his eyes. ‘Yes, they did. And so that’s the lens through which our children are taught to see history. I’m not anti-colonialist, per se, but don’t you think it’s important we see the past as it really was?’


~


Today, I wake up sweating; the covers pulled over my aching skull. I definitely overdid it last night. But far from the alcohol doing its job and knocking me out, I’d woken, it felt, hourly through the night – for the bathroom, or desperate for water after dreaming I was sculling tall, cold glassfuls. I lie still so that the listing ship in my stomach doesn’t capsize. I know that eventually spilling what is inside me is the only way I will survive this day; the hair of the dog is an inconceivable option. My body feels filled to the brim with stale, undigested vodka, and I decide right here that it’s time this damn binge was over.


Through the fog, I hear a loud knock on the door. Ugh, I groan, and pull the covers back up. Mum and Dad are the only ones with the gate code. It is that tiny groan, that millimetre of movement of throat and vocal cords, that causes the ship to keel over. I fling off the blankets and rush to the ensuite, spewing a surge of liquid into the bowl.


Another knock. I clutch the rim, willing them to go away. Another gush of vomit. The porcelain cold beneath my hands, sweat slicking my forehead. More knocking. Insistent. Dammit! I push myself up, knees indented with the clean line of grout between the marble tiles. My legs shake as I make my way down the wide hallway to the front door. I open it, prepared for judgement but not caring. I stop, my hand frozen on the door handle.


‘Meg?’ I say. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Oh, honey,’ she says. ‘I just knew you needed me.’


~


Later, Meg sits beside the bath on the oak footstool, washing my hair. She’s in leggings with a baggy sweatshirt over the top, and her dark hair is piled up in a messy bun. Trademark fringe present, of course. My bony knees are pulled up to my chest, breasts flattened, and my stomach is protesting at the orange-flavoured electrolytes that Meg insists I sip.


‘Let’s get you clean and feeling better,’ she says, lathering up the shampoo.


‘Impossible,’ I mumble. The heaviness inside me feels eternal.


The washing machine downstairs thuds, packed no doubt with my bed linen. Meg stops rubbing my scalp and gently pulls my hair so that my eyes have to meet hers.


‘This hurts,’ she says, ‘and it will hurt for a long time. There will be before Jono, and there will be after Jono. Nothing can change that.’


Her brown eyes are glassy, her brow serious. The water has cooled a degree or two, and goosebumps reel down my pasty arms. Meg leans over and turns the antique-copper mixer, and soon a ribbon of hot water weaves itself around my body. My head drops to my knees, and saliva pools between my lips.


‘It hurts,’ I sob, a torrent of sadness finally breaking its dam.


Meg’s arm is around me, her pale blue sweater damp. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I know.’


She lets me cry, and god I love her. She doesn’t even care about her clothes getting wet; she just holds me to her.


‘Becky,’ she whispers. ‘Look at me?’


I force my gaze up to hers.


‘This hurts so much because you’re not just crying about Jono. You’re crying for all of it. It’s all part of the same thing.’


Something that feels like lightning strikes my heart, and I cannot breathe, as if the electricity has short-circuited my throat.


‘It’s all part of the same thing,’ she repeats. ‘And I’m going to help you face it because this time you have to. There’s no choice. If you want to keep living, if you want to stay alive, you must.’


A tiny gap opens in my throat, and I gasp in a mouthful of air. I cannot, I cannot – this on repeat, matching each ragged breath.


Meg rubs my back with her strong country-girl palm. ‘Your mum and dad have been so worried about you not answering their calls,’ she says. ‘I told them I was coming and that I’d keep them in the loop.’


I nod, grateful that she’s taken control.


‘It’s going to be okay,’ she whispers.


But it’s not. It’s not going to be okay because I do not know how to begin unravelling this knot inside me, deep in a place I cannot reach. Unlike a tangled chain necklace, the end or the beginning of which I can usually tease out with a safety pin, I do not know where to start. Things hadn’t been right with Jono for so long, but I’d never have wished for it to end this way.


Later, Meg feeds me spoonfuls of chicken broth she’d brought from home in a pot and heated while I napped on the couch, then lies beside me in my bed, which she’s remade with white linen sheets. We talk for hours about the good old days.


It was perfectly natural that, as sixth formers, Meg and I began dating two King’s boys a year older than us – her, Nick Maynard, me Michael Hanson. The bow that had bound us for the previous decade pulled tighter as we shared and dissected our first love milestones. I sometimes wonder if I only went out with Michael because Nick asked Meg out first. No, that’s unfair; I did love him. Or, more, I was happy to have a boyfriend for the added currency it gave me at school. None of the other girls in the top-stream class had a boyfriend. But I never quite fitted in with the geeks and chess-clubbers; most of my friends were in other classes, including Meg.


By the time school concluded and Michael was going into his second year of law and commerce, I’d begun to feel an unsettledness I couldn’t explain.


‘Is it that you’ve fallen out of love?’ Meg asked one day from across the table at the dingy Newmarket cafe we used to go to on the weekends.


I shook my head. ‘It’s not that, it’s just … I dunno. It’s like I’m high up in a plane and looking down I can see the whole life we’d have right there below.’


She took a sip of her milkshake. ‘And how does it look?’


A waiter, who had a silver ring piercing in his eyebrow, appeared at our table. ‘Anything else, ladies?’


‘No thanks,’ we said in unison.


‘Well?’ said Meg.


‘It looks so tiny down there,’ I said. ‘And as if everything is predestined. If I choose Michael, there will be absolutely no surprises. We’ll finish uni, get jobs, get married, have babies, Michael will become a partner in a big firm. And then we’ll die.’


Meg cracked up laughing, splattering me with her chocolate shake.


‘Gross!’ I laughed, wiping my cheek with a paper napkin. ‘But seriously, it’s just so …’


‘Predictable?’


‘Yeah, I guess that’s what I mean.’


‘But at least that life would be secure, and you’ll be able to go on overseas trips and shop at Karen Walker …’


I suppose that sounded, well, nice enough. It was hard to put into words what was bothering me specifically, when life was good and I had no idea of the alternative, except for what I read in books. My parents were perfectly nice. I did perfectly well at school, and I had a perfectly nice boyfriend. Well, he was mostly nice. I sighed. I didn’t want to run away and join the circus, but surely there was more to life than this?


Meg stirred the froth with her striped straw. ‘I have the same view from up high,’ she said. ‘But it looks glorious to me: a house on Nick’s parents’ farm, babies in the yard. A little room with a view out to the countryside for me to work in, or maybe a country school for me to teach at.’


I couldn’t help but grin. A quiet life with lots of land had been Meg’s dream for, like, ever. And that’s exactly how her life ended up. Except she’s a contract proofreader, not a teacher. Both Meg’s parents grew up on farms, moving to the city for study – she to study music and he, quantity surveying. My parents? Well, my parents met at teachers’ college. Married young, they’d always taught at the same school (‘We come as a pair,’ Dad insisted to employers even in the early days) and squeezed us kids and a succession of brazen rescue cats – all named after famous Māori heroes and leaders: Hōne Heke, Hongi Hika, Te Rauparaha, and the latest one Whina, after Whina Cooper – into their life and home. Dad’s fire for te ao Māori was lit in his early teaching days, when they were teaching at a small South Auckland primary school. The principal, Apera, encouraged Dad to incorporate the philosophy of hauora into his work. We grew up with it, the four walls of the whare: physical, mental, social and spiritual. Apera and Dad still talk every week, even all these years later.


‘But don’t you ever think that just maybe,’ I said to Meg, ‘there’s something more out there, if only you could see it?’


She sat back in her chair, laid her hands in her lap. ‘Remember what your mum says?’


I nodded. Smiled. ‘The man you choose …’


We finished in unison. ‘… is the life you choose.’


I groaned. Mum always had a life lesson at the ready. Mum’s Pocket Parenting, I called it. She’d lob over a pithy line, as if that was all I needed to solve a life crisis. Even though at the time it never felt like it was enough, she was spot on, every single time.


In the cafe with Meg, I decided once and for all that I couldn’t choose Michael. It took me until the end of the first semester of first year to properly end it, because even though he wasn’t the life I wanted to choose, it was unbearable to tear myself away from the conjoint pairs we had become: house parties and movies, beach trips and picnics. Meg and Nick, Michael and me. We were always together.


~


Here, tonight, Meg sees that my eyes are heavy and reaches for the light switch.


‘Please don’t go,’ I say, the thought of being on my own suddenly overwhelming.


‘I won’t,’ she says. ‘I’ll be just down the hall. And I’ve organised the family – Mum’s going to stay the first two weeks and then it’s the school holidays, so Nick can take the kids skiing. I thought I’d be here a month or so. That okay?’


I nod and feel like crying. Meg flicks off the light – it’s one of those huge switches to match the oversized skirting boards that sometimes make me feel as if I’m living in a house made for giants.


‘Meg?’


‘Yeah, hon?’


My eyes adjust to the darkness, the light from the hallway illuminating my dear friend, who still has one hand on the switch.


‘Thank you,’ I whisper.


I lie there a while longer, unable to unplug the past. Meg didn’t know absolutely everything about Michael and me. To understand who I am today and the choices I made after Michael, I should try to explain the equation of us.


What I loved was that he was so sure of himself, as though he’d been an adult forever, and I was just learning how. He’d gone to King’s just like his father and his grandfather before that – where the rules and traditions were ancient and sacred. There was a huge family home on the high ridge of Remuera Road and a bach at Pauanui that we were allowed to use when we liked. There were no questions, just answers. His life seemed to have a context that stretched back further than mine. As if his future life path was pre-grooved into history: a record all set to play.


One night at home, doing the dishes – Dad washing, me drying as usual – Dad must have sensed something was wrong. It wasn’t like him to talk about the emotional stuff, but that night he really tried, in his history-teacher way.


‘Everything has a backstory, including you,’ he said. ‘But backstory, like history, can never be completely unbiased. You must always consider the perspective from which the narrative is being told.’


‘Okaaaay,’ I said, wiping the suds that seeped down a pot lid.


‘For example, think about what you were taught about New Zealand history at school.’


Here we go, I thought. ‘Not much.’


‘Exactly. Not much. The curriculum was written at a point in time. And at that point in time, the powers that be decided English and European history – the troubles in Ireland, for example, and the world wars – were more important to our backstory than our own history.’ With his thumbnail, he scratched at a smear of green on the side of the pot – broccoli Mum had boiled to death.


I nodded. ‘I suppose.’ I wondered where Dad was going with this but knew it would be somewhere. He has a way of explaining things within the most enormous possible scale of the universe and time and history. Sometimes it makes me feel small. Panicky. As if any agency I have drains away, and nothing I ever do could possibly have any impact.


‘The writers of history tailor it to suit their needs,’ he said, ‘to make themselves look good. Faultless. Sometimes it’s what’s omitted that tells more about the sum of things than what is there on the page.’


He turned to me, dish brush resting on the edge of the sink, and I knew he was about to land his main point.


‘People are the same, love. They edit their stories to show themselves in the best possible light. Just because a life looks perfect on the outside doesn’t mean they’re not struggling with family or relationships or something else behind closed doors.’


‘Do you mean Michael, specifically?’


‘No … and yes.’


A flash of defensiveness slipped through me. Out the window, we watched my brother Chris pull into the driveway in his prized near-new Subaru Legacy station wagon – the yellow Datsun long sold – fling open the door and head up the driveway. His work boots were caked with mud, and he was carrying a laundry basket. I couldn’t help but grin.


‘Washing machine still broken, then,’ I said to Dad, attempting brightness.


It was a running joke – as long as Chris didn’t get the washing machine at Piha fixed, we got to see him at least once a week. He never called the repair guy.


Dad continued. ‘I mean that all families in their present and past have dark corners, and it’s not until you’re a part of it that you can shine a light on them. It’s at those times that you need to know someone’s got your back and has the emotional capability to share that with you.’


I heard Mum and Chris chatting at the back door. ‘Dad, I get what you’re saying but not really. Are you telling me you know something I don’t?’


He smiled and turned to lean against the bench, yellow rubber gloves like two bright birds perching on his wrists. ‘Not at all, darling,’ he said. ‘I guess what I’m trying to say is that when you look back over your life as an old woman—’


‘Dad! Really?’


‘Hear me out. When you look back over your life, you want to make sure you can tell the whole story, leave nothing out. That you’re proud of your choices and have followed your heart and your instincts.’ He reached in and yanked out the plug, the dirty water sucking downwards, out of sight. ‘Don’t let anyone else write your history,’ he said. ‘You’re a bright and beautiful girl. You can write your own.’


Later that night, cups of tea warming our hands at the kitchen table, Chris told us about the kitchen bench he’d salvaged from a demo yard – pure kauri, he said, shocked at people’s wastage or stupidity. That’s how I see him when I picture him in my mind: as if in a photograph, with one elbow bunching up the corner of the floral tablecloth. 
He’d nursed that bench back to life, he told us, with sandpaper and oil until it shone the colour of toffee. The most beautiful bench you’d ever see.


I thought for a long time that my brother and I were completely different. Of course, I knew we looked similar, that no one could miss we were related – both with pale skin and burnished gold hair that people had described as strawberry blonde and worse, light ginger. Cheers for those genes, Mum and Dad. Chris had this habit I never forget, of swiping his hair back as if it was an inconvenience he’d rather not have to deal with. He was a whole head taller than me – six foot two to my five foot eight – but we both had a feline quality. He was robustly leonine, padding around with huge, confident paws, sure of his place in the world. Me? I’m more of a gawky marmalade Devon Rex, all angles and limbs. He was the more relaxed one, his big laugh tumbling out of him with ease, and kinder than anyone. Especially to me. He was three-and-a-half when I was born, and Mum tells a story about when he came to the hospital to meet me: he sat in the big leather armchair with me on his lap and stroked my wee eyebrows. ‘My baby,’ he’d said when Dad reached for me. ‘Mine.’


Whereas my nose was always in a book and a pen in my hand, Chris invariably had nails pursed between lips and a hammer in hand. But we were more similar than you’d think. I found meaning in words, strung stories together to preserve moments; he rescued stories from time’s yearning tunnel through salvage, repair, restoration. As we got older, though, and life got busier, it became harder to pin him down. There was a sense of there being a gap between us, but I didn’t know how to close it.


For a start, I couldn’t see what he saw when he’d bought the Piha house – house too grand a word for the dilapidated cottage with a long-drop toilet I refused to use, choosing the hundred-metre dash to the beach toilets over that earthy stink. He was the first of all our friends to buy a house, get a mortgage. Renovate the bathroom to include a flushing toilet. It was heaven for him to be so close to the surf.


I remember, not long after Michael and I broke up, Chris asked me to help him paint the internal joinery at Piha. I jumped at the chance to spend some time with him. He put me in charge of masking off the frames (‘You’re the attention-to-detail one,’ he’d said) and we were still painting long into the night. CDs playing the whole time, me cringing at all his hardcore tunes: Led Zep, Nirvana, Pearl Jam. ‘My house, my music,’ he’d said, grinning. It sounds boring, painting old window frames, but it wasn’t. He had this way of grounding me, of making me feel as if I was fully in my body, edges defined and all.


With the house came a brown envelope with four sepia-coloured photos in it from the original owners – a Croatian couple who’d built the place for their young family’s summer bach in the early 1900s. That house was in the same family until Chris bought it from the great-grandchildren who couldn’t afford the maintenance and wanted to cleave out the money for quarter-acres in West Auckland. Chris could never understand how they’d just opened their fists and let all that history drain away, happily opening his hand to rescue some of it.


Eventually, it was Jono and me who ended up taking care of the place – first as friends, then as lovers, and then as husband and wife. It became our bach. Our place to stand. We were faithful to Chris’s vision, over time restoring it to its original, simple beauty. Eventually, when the business began to snowball, we added an extra bedroom at the back for Mum and Dad when they stayed, or Meg and Nick, but it was in keeping with the board and batten look. A modern addition that tricked you into thinking it had always been there.


But all that was months, or even years, after the night everything fell apart. At first, I couldn’t bear to go out there. When we eventually did, I snapped at Jono for trying to clear away my brother’s tools from the living-room floor, where he’d been nailing new skirting boards to the gib. A tragic still life: his hammer and packet of nails strewn on the floor. As if Chris had lost all sense of time, caught up in the soothing rhythm of measuring, sawing, nailing. As if he’d suddenly looked at his watch and said, ‘Shit!’ and then grabbed his going-out gear before racing out to the car and zooming off to meet me and Zoe at Mum and Dad’s. I can’t think why we decided to meet there and not at our cottage, but he had a quick shower there and then joined Mum and Dad and us in the kitchen for a drink. He was in a weird mood that night, come to think of it. He kept starting to say something and then stopping. When our parents left the room, I asked what was up. He said it could wait until they came back.


But then Dad got distracted, and Mum was busy in the study, and Zoe was hyped and in a hurry to get to Squid to see Head Like a Hole – one of Chris’s favourite bands – which she’d somehow magicked up tickets for. For once, she’d even offered to be our sober driver.


I close my eyes and shuffle further down into the bed. Something has fissured inside me, a sense of a door cracking open. But I cannot step through. Cannot even lever it open, widen the gap. I wrest my mind back to the good memories. Back to long before that night, when Chris was over at home talking about the kauri bench that he’d rescued like a lifesaver dragging a struggling swimmer from beyond the breakers.


‘I knew you’d get it, Becky,’ he’d said.


And I did.


Later that night, after the Dad-sermon and after Chris had left, I’d lain on my bed, thinking about what Dad said. I closed my eyes and tried to process what I was feeling. As I breathed out, I could feel the endless rhythm of my heart marking out the seconds, minutes, a lifetime – the vein of defensiveness from earlier pulsed on.


We were good together, Michael and me. He taught me to see the world differently, to expect good things to unfold. No, that’s not what I mean; that sounds as if he was merely an optimist. It was more than that – he moved through the world lubricated with the advantages bestowed on him at birth, through the luck of lineage and location. Advantages that were obvious and enthralling to one not born of the same: four pairs of jeans to my one that I had to wash and dry each
Sunday to be ready for the next week’s wearing; a summer internship at one of the top city law firms (the one that attempted to help fraudster Allan Hawkins retain his matching E-type Jags and the house overlooking the harbour despite investors suing him for five hundred million bucks) rather than a job in retail like me, because his uncle was a partner; Deutz over Chardon; a full tank of gas, not a tenner’s-worth. And while he always chose white sneakers – Nike Airs for the street and New Balance for the tennis court – I chose black low-top Converse because, well, they didn’t show the dirt.


I suppose the way he treated me emerged from that same privilege. He took the lead. That’s just the way it was.


I didn’t mind it so much to start with. More than that, I was fascinated. It showed me how to step into another of life’s currents without drowning. But every time the current got too much, and I reached down my toes to find the bottom, there was Michael ready to save me.


Of course, now I can see I was hiding things from myself. Tailoring the relationship to suit what everyone wanted to see. He was a good guy, sure, but over time he had tried to unstitch me. Resew me into someone who would suit his future life.


One particular memory stands out all these years later. It must have been September ’94 because he’d organised a dinner for my eighteenth birthday – including both sets of parents, Chris, and Meg and Nick – at a gorgeous restaurant overlooking the harbour.


Jono took me there for an anniversary dinner once, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that the room was crowded with past versions of my family and friends. Jono kept asking if I was okay, but I wasn’t. I was unsettled, conscious that the old version of me – the one still filled with hope and the fluttering excitement of the future’s endless possibilities – kept tapping me on the shoulder. How’re you doing? she asked. How’d that life you chose turn out? I shook my head, dismantled her into a thousand fragments, took another sip of my martini.


My uni partying days had taught me to drink regularly and fast, that no celebration was complete without popping a cork or unscrewing a cap. When things fell apart in ’96, the drinking had taken over for a while – in my bedroom at Mum and Dad’s, curtains drawn, landline unplugged. Vodka helped me not to feel. And I’m glad for it. I don’t regret it. For if I had felt the full force of what happened, I doubt I’d have survived. But then, one morning, it was as if I’d opened my eyes and could suddenly see again. Colour seeped back into the black and white world I’d been captured in, and I just got on with living. And yet, here I am again.


That night of my eighteenth at the restaurant, as the oysters-three-ways were delivered to the table without any of us ordering – Michael’s father grinning, the obvious director of it – and I was catching up with Chris about his new building business, Michael gripped my knee. At first, it was gentle, but then he squeezed a little harder.


‘Ouch,’ I whispered, trying to brush his hand away. ‘What’s that all about?’


‘I just would have thought you’d pay me a little more attention,’ he said, ‘seeing as I organised all of this for you.’


My heart fell. Oh, so this was how it was going to go. ‘Sorry, babe,’ I said, ‘just catching up with my brother.’


I know I would have emphasised the word brother because Michael would sometimes accuse me of flirting with some guy or other. I hadn’t noticed it at first, because when you fall in love for the first time at sixteen, you think this protectiveness is part of being in love. Every time I think about those years, a flush of heat washes through me: I’m embarrassed by my guilelessness.


With time and perspective, I know he was just a little boy acting tough to try to please his emotionally distant father. Not long after we broke up, Michael’s father replaced Michael’s mother with a younger version – the ultimate fat cat cliché – and I expect Michael will eventually do the same, if he hasn’t already.


It pains me – actually makes my chest ache – to think I let him be like that to me for two whole years. That, at first, I was intoxicated by it, and then started making excuses for him. Worse, even though it didn’t appear that way on the surface, it seems Jono is no good either.


It took a lot for me to split with Michael once and for all. We kept draining apart then seeping back together. Because of Meg and Nick, yes, but because of the sex, too. Until, one day at the end of April, it was over. I’ll never forget it, not least because it was the day after Cave Creek – when the viewing platform in Greymouth’s Paparoa National Park, on which a group of polytech students stood, began to sway and tilt, then collapsed and fell thirty metres onto the rocks below. Thirteen students and a Department of Conservation officer died that day, with four students miraculously surviving. Mum, Dad and I sat on the couch together watching the news, crying our eyes out. Months later, an inquiry found that not one single person at DOC was responsible – despite the platform not meeting building standards. And despite them using nails instead of bolts. For fuck’s sake.


So, I know for sure it was the next day, Saturday, after lunch. Meg and Nick, Michael and me – the weather unseasonably warm and us unusually sombre – lounged on deck chairs at the Pauanui bach, skin grained with salt and sun cream, drowsy with sunshine and beer. I was the only one wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, paranoid as always about more freckles.


‘We’d have to watch out for you on that platform,’ Michael said, reaching over and poking my non-existent tummy. ‘Might’ve tipped it over sooner.’


‘Piss off,’ I said, slapping his hand away.


Meg’s eyes widened. She was about to say something but closed her mouth.


I remember it so clearly – my ears were ringing with shock, and I just froze. I don’t know what gobsmacked me more: Michael’s insensitivity about the tragedy, or that he was insinuating that skinny me was overweight. Whichever it was, I knew in that moment that if I ever decided to marry Michael, at the exact moment we’d stand at the altar, his hands in mine, when the celebrant said, ‘Do you, Rebecca, take this man, Michael’ – even if time had smoothed over most things – those words he spoke there in Pauanui would return to me. They would remind me that the sort of man who says things like that is not the man to whom I should be saying ‘I do’.


I looked out over the estuary, the banks of Tairua in the distance, the mangroves curling out of the mud and three kayaks striping the water. My body was stretched out on the lounger, looking perfectly fine to me. The air around my ears kept pulsing, and I knew what I had to do.


‘Becky? You okay?’ said Meg.


I looked at her, then at Michael. ‘I’ve got to go,’ I said, standing up and walking inside to pack.


Meg didn’t follow. She knew me well enough to let me do what I had to do. Other girls in the same situation might have made me feel as though breaking up with Michael was, by its very nature, an indictment on her relationship with Nick, but Meg never once did.


Michael knew it was over; I could tell by his face as he stood on the driveway, cheeks pulled down by sadness. Finally exhausted, it seemed, by the effort it took trying to shape me to fit.


Even though I knew it was the right decision, when we broke up it felt as though my world, too, had tilted and crashed to boulders below. Of course, it was no comparison, but it took me a long time to feel anything close to upright.


It was another three years before Michael and I set eyes on each other again, at Meg and Nick’s wedding reception. He wore his future wife, Samantha Harris, like a new set of golf clubs. She was a glowing candle of a girl, a Hanson family friend who had always tried to make me feel welcome.


‘Rebecca!’ she gushed, crushing me against her silk dress.


My breath sucked into my throat at the scent waterfalling from her. White lilies and sandalwood. A conical, silver-capped bottle each Christmas and birthday, just as he used to give me. When Samantha released me, my cheeks hot, I turned to Michael.


‘You’re looking good, Becka,’ he said, sizing me up.


‘Becky,’ I said.


‘Sorry?’


‘It’s Becky or Rebecca. Not Becka.’


Samantha cleared her throat and slid her arm through his.


‘Sorry,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘You look good too.’ For a moment, I was drawn in by his dark, almost black, eyes. A face, and a desire, I could read far too easily.


Then, as if a sudden thought punctured his drunkenness, his eyes widened, and he stepped towards me. ‘Shit, I’m so sorry about your brother.’


His hand lingered on my waist. Samantha bristled.


Not this. Not here. Not from him.


‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘Bridesmaid duties call.’ And with that, I turned away to find Meg and her sister Anya, my heart reeling, feeling as though I’d stepped off a kerb, narrowly missing an oncoming car.


Meg looked so beautiful that night, her dark hair gathered up in a messy French roll, fringe thick and straight, bronzed skin iridescent beneath the marquee lights, her enviable breasts rising from the decolletage of her halter-neck dress. It might be a cliché, but on her wedding night, Meg really did look the most beautiful I’d ever seen her or have seen her look since.


Just after they’d cut the wedding cake, she turned to me and grinned – buttercream smeared all around her mouth.


‘A visual feast, no?’ she said, and then posed as if for a fashion shoot.


Gotta love her. She never disappointed on the metaphor front, even on the most important day of her life.


At some weddings, there’s a sense of fragility or disquiet, as if the couple’s love might only last with regular injections of nights such as these – with the glamorous puffery of crispy-skinned snapper with fennel and rocket salad, petit fours and Bride & Groom magazine’s top-rated covers band. There’s a sense that reality has been gilded over, that the love beneath might not survive the long decades ahead. There was no such feeling that night. Meg and Nick had an easiness about them, a self-sufficiency that suggested they were stronger together than apart. They just worked. As the band began to play their wedding dance song – The Cure’s ‘Friday I’m in Love’ – I watched his hand reach for hers, fingers upturned, hers latching into his: a railway coupler locking into place.


I was right: they’re still as in love as they always were. Each year, Meg, Nick and the kids join Jono and me at Piha. (Something catches in my throat, for it won’t be two couples there this year, will it?) After wonderful nights sticky with sea salt and drunk on whatever that year’s signature cocktail was, Jono and I would reflect on how cool it was seeing them still cackling at each other’s jokes. We stopped short of examining our own reflection.
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