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To Morgan, Reuben and Lily-Rose,
for all the reasons




There are times when it will go so wrong that you will barely be alive, and times when you realise that being barely alive, on your own terms, is better than living a bloated half-life on someone else’s terms.


Jeanette Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could be Normal?




October 2017




We stand either side of the kettle and watch the water boil. The milk carton on the counter has Steve’s birth date along the top. He will be fifty in four days’ time, the same day that this milk will expire. We’re having a party for him on Saturday night. Here, in our home, with our friends and neighbours. A celebration! This very weekend.


‘I just don’t know – I don’t know what to do. I can’t get my head around it.’ His voice is quiet, his words rushed. ‘How can this— I mean, it was so long ago. Barely a memory now.’


My husband is standing with me, the steam from a boiled kettle between us, recalling a night of sex with another woman during our marriage. Remembering it, unearthing the details, scrambling for clues. I watch him through the damp cloud. My mind spools. I think about our son, our daughter. I steady myself against the back of a chair. And then something drops from my jawbone and I find I’m crying. The way a little child might.




I am longing to be with you, and by the sea, where we can talk together freely and build our castles in the air.


Bram Stoker, Dracula




One week earlier




My mother finishes cleaning her fridge on the other side of the world. Then she empties the contents of the washing machine into the laundry basket and starts to hang them – a handful of tiny things. Underwear.


‘I like to clear it as it builds up, Beth. To keep ahead,’ she says loudly into the room. ‘You should get into that habit.’


She hunches over the table and her face fills my laptop screen. The skin around her eyes is slick and pale, the lines of age and stress luscious with just-applied cream.


‘Oh, yes, I knew there was something I had to tell you.’ Her clipped voice speaks from her kitchen in Dublin and resonates in mine, here in New Zealand. ‘I saw your old neighbour Moirah in the car park at the supermarket. She was scolding her son. Didn’t know I was watching her, of course.’ My mother’s words are full of tone.


She moves on to prising open a jar.


‘It turns out she has a tongue that could burst a balloon. I must say I was very surprised. She’s always so put-together.’


I sit, engaged by the stubbornness of the lid, not caring about Moirah or her son or any of the put-together others we left behind in the desiccating routines of Vesey Hill, or dwelling on the fact that my mother could be describing herself.


She holds the jar under the hot tap, then goes to work on it with pincers. We are both quiet now. The lid is everything.


Silence across the miles as I stare and my mother grimaces. Then the jar yields to her will and opens. She brushes at her forehead with the back of her hand, satisfied. Dramatic. Now there’s space for us to speak.


‘Did you get the card Mae sent you?’ I say, to avoid more non-gossip about old neighbours.


‘Oh, yes, with some sort of a strange house drawn on the front. Lovely.’


‘That’s a marae. A Maori ancestral home. She was learning about them at school.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, that’s nice.’


‘I think you might like to visit one,’ I say. And then I come over all tourist board, the way I do when I speak to my parents. ‘The Maori believe in valuing each person and their ancestors.’ I can’t seem to stop myself. ‘They’re very welcoming to outsiders.’


‘Isn’t it well for them! Sounds like they’ve nothing to do all day. I’d never find the time for that. I can barely welcome the people I do know.’


That’s true.


‘I’ll speak to your father and look into the idea, but to be honest, Beth, I don’t think we’ll bother with this – this marae.’ She dismisses it with her hand, shaking the idea of it off her fingers.


Over the past year or so, she has been scrupulously picking through all the places she and my father will go and the running order for each day when they arrive here on the trip that will never happen.


‘It might give him something to think about, though. He hasn’t been in very good form since he reversed his car into the wall in the garden yesterday. He said that the thing – you know, the sensor thing – didn’t beep. But I mean, honestly,’ she bends over to pick something up, a piece of fluff, perhaps, from the carpet, and her voice drops out as she does, ‘we’ve been here long enough.’ Her voice rises again as her face looms large on the screen. ‘You’d think he’d know where the boundaries are by now.’


I smile.


‘I told him that this is precisely the kind of thing that you can expect when you come to rely on technology. Of course, he pretended to be listening to me. Much like you are now, darling.’


My parents can’t imagine our lives. They confuse the move, our freedom, with recklessness. Leaving our beautiful home in a prestigious suburban housing estate with measured-out hours and days, in favour of what my mother gravely calls ‘sunshine and lifestyle’. It’s nothing more than a dropping out of reality, middle-aged foolishness. Her friends frown and shake their heads with her.


And I can’t explain the containment of our old life to her. The cult of home improvements and order. The unnerving lack of sensation. I can’t articulate it well enough to make her hear me. But, then, I’ve always been useless around my mother, a hollowed-out version of myself. I’m even physically lumbering and incapable when she’s in the room. I can’t iron in a straight line if I think she’s watching. But she doesn’t know that it’s just her watchful presence that disables me. That I’m not so entirely helpless when she isn’t there to see. So she wonders, perhaps not unreasonably, how I survive, how I get anything done.


However do you manage things, Beth?


When we speak, I think she sounds as far away as she is. Oceans away.


And I don’t get much of a chance to describe our life to my father. We don’t speak a lot any more. He gives a little salute into the camera as he passes, bellows a clownish hello at my children, Al and Mae. Occasionally he’ll stop to ask me about the weather here. Then he’ll check the app on his phone to corroborate what I’ve said.


As far as he’s concerned, only slackers expect to enjoy their lives.


Slackers, and him.


I’ve wanted to shout at him for a long time. I never have, though.


Sometimes I’ll feel a memory suddenly, like a slap – my father advising me on my wedding day in the heat of the Spanish sun, mopping at his brow and telling me not to set the bar too high, how nobody can ever really make promises, and I shouldn’t think that somehow Steve and I can, promises only leading to disappointment.


Years after this, I learned of his affair. An affair. One, or one of many? Who can tell?


And who would want to think about that anyway?


I boxed up and stored away the knowledge of it, of promises made to my mother now broken, of my own disappointment in him and in love. My father. I haven’t stayed quiet about it to preserve the peace – the gentleness of peace isn’t theirs – but rather to preserve their glassy silence. It isn’t mine to break.


He doesn’t know I saw him that evening, leaning into Gloria in the darkness of the golf club car park, his arms around her under her cashmere coat, her hair loose and wild across her shoulders. He’ll never know I saw him, his polished shoe catching our car’s lights as we passed.


He had tried to warn me. Kind of.


My mother has lived her life smiling too brightly, hiding her various hurts, turning her earring in its lobe and looking the other way. Love chooses not to see, chooses to ignore what doesn’t suit it.


I’m glad to be away from it all. And I’m as far away as possible. If I was any further down the globe, I’d be on my way back up. I live my life differently, knowing they aren’t watching, knowing I can’t watch them. And it feels good, like cycling without holding on.


We say our awkward goodbyes and my mother ends the call.


I breathe out, feeling further from her than I did before I rang.


I suspect she does too.


* * *


Some spring mornings, like this one, it feels warm when I waken. The days are already generous with their time. It will be summer soon, another Christmas. The holly wreaths and fairy lights will hide in the brightness of the long evenings and the bursting blooms of the trees.


It’s a change from the months of festive mayhem I knew in Dublin. That circus of distraction starting in October, turning our heads from the bleak winter and dragging us into the new year towards brighter showers of February, via the stacked mess of rails in the January sales. Scuttling along for weeks, dark mornings and afternoons, shopping and eating, until something catches the dead light – the first clump of golden daffodils bold as brass and there to save us.


Our first day here was in December, nearly three years ago. Like four birds, we had flown south from Ireland to escape the cold. And all the shopping. The warmth eased the frost from us – the trees awash with the light of early mornings, and the late-evening skies a deep pink as the sun reluctantly bowed out for the night.


My son Alex had no associations when we arrived, which suited him at sixteen. Starting out. Breaking out. No old childhood cliques and schoolyard history to shrink to fit any more. He gained a freedom in New Zealand that he hadn’t known he’d lacked. Being physically dwarfed by the mountains and the sea made him feel small and separate from old things. Took him out of his head.


‘I never understood that expression before, you know? “I’m out of my head.” But I do now,’ he said. ‘And it’s good.’ And then, after a pause, ‘Sweet as.’


He is nineteen now and plans to study art at college next year. He has a new girlfriend, Lisa. ‘We’re together but I’m in it all the way up to my ankles, so don’t worry, Mum.’ He smiles, and doesn’t look like himself any more. Or maybe it’s that he does – for the first time.


He’s already better at being an adult than he ever was at being a child. Those years spent trying to be less serious, kicking a ball and applying himself to being carefree, like the others, as if that was how it worked. Now, the world is opening up for him and he feels his place in it. He is happy.


My daughter Mae is asleep in the shade of the tree on our lawn. She is lying on her side, legs and arms stretched out in front of her as though she fell to the ground so relaxed that she sank into it. She will always have associations, ties. Her face gives her away. Down syndrome. But here, at least, she is warm to the touch. Not mottled and cold, living a half-life in a damp country. She rides her bike all year round now.


I can feel her contentment lying there – her arms open to the world, her crescent eyelids closed making two still and tiny smiles. The tip of her white-faded scar peeks out at the neck of her T-shirt, a heart surgery from before. Before we left. It changes colour to a line of blush in the water when she swims, which is most days now. It has lost its teeth, this scar. I see it as a mark of courage and strength. Mostly.


‘You’re so lucky she had citizenship,’ my neighbour Moirah had said, when we were leaving Dublin. ‘Very lucky. That she had it automatically, because of her dad.’ I’d said nothing as she explained my own family circumstances to me. ‘They don’t allow you in if they think – well, you know – that you’re going to be a drain on the country.’


This brown-eyed girl. Draining a country. Imagine it.


From our front garden, I see the harbour lights at the end of the hill, our street sloping down to reassuring waters. The tops of the sails are flags marking the blue of the Pacific Ocean meeting the Tasman Sea. I have confidence in us, here. I had suspected there could be a life like this, an ease and a freedom. Steve had told me, and the enchantment in his face when he spoke of it was contagious.


The first time he and I walked to the beach at the end of this road. The salt taste on his mouth when my face tilted to meet it. We would thrive here in the sea air. This would be our real beginning, the past dragged out of sight by the endless pull of the waves. Pulling things away, pulling the weight of my old life from me.


I never look about me and wonder what I’m doing here. This white wooden house, with its wrap-around porch and giant swing, feels like the best version of us, a place where we talk. The cinder bowl of Mount Eden behind us has our back, gives us shelter.


And I’m writing again, like I did years ago. Before Mae, before shock, before. I work part-time as a copywriter, and I write stories and poetry of my own. And all of it feels like a moving forward – even more than that: it feels like a little uprising. My days full of sensation.


To wish for nothing more than your own life, as it is. Who would’ve known there was such a feeling?


I walk around the side of our house now, lifting the latch on the wooden gate. The glowing coals from the barbecue move shadows across Steve’s hands. Hands that felt my desire for change and took me away from what I knew. Their form is seductive to me still. The past few years have been altitude training for our marriage: no supports, nothing familiar, Steve and I stripped back and leaning on each other, getting through, facing only forward.


Our lives put through a sieve, with only the gems remaining after the shake.


Hearing the gate, he looks up. He is holding tongs, and waves a piece of chicken. Our meals seem to taste of sunshine here, the sun plumping the food, drawing out the flavours, our plates a riot of juice and colour.


Steve is no longer a visitor. His feet are back on his land, so he feels comfortable and sure of himself. My connection is recent, a blink, not enriched by stories or generations. But I like that. I have no history with this new place, no hang-ups, no inheritance – other than it being a part of my children’s make-up. A world of different places with strange names and poetic sounds – Aramoana, Whitianga, Rotorua. I don’t feel dislocated. Being an outsider in a foreign land is preferable to being an outsider in my homeland.


I’m a ball shot from a cannon that has cleared the smallness of old routines. So I’m exiled but, also, I belong. I do. I belong among the pohutukawa trees with their blood-vivid blossoms in the spring sun. Following their pattern, the clear changing of the seasons. You know where you are when there are distinct seasons.


The smell of food and charcoal hangs in the air and I overhear some of the conversation. Al is in the swing chair on the back deck, his voice carrying: ‘It’s not all marshmallows on fondue forks when you’re camping properly, you know, Dad.’


Steve’s pushing a lime wedge into the neck of a beer bottle. ‘See? Like this,’ he says to Al, his voice rosy with beer and happiness. The lime squirts into his eye. Steve laughs and rubs his face, then stretches his arms high and leans back, listening to Al’s chatter, taking the words in, making room for them. He is generous in conversations with me too, enthusiastic to listen. It’s a sea of difference from the bitty, sulky exchanges he and I had grown used to. The silences and misunderstandings have been left behind. Perhaps they’re in our house in Dublin, stored in one of the many cardboard boxes. Old sorrow and betrayal seeping from the attic into the lives of the family renting our rooms below.


This is where my life happens. Mountains to street to sea.


No boxes.


‘Bring your bags, leave your baggage,’ my friend Sommer had said.


Mae is awake now, standing by the barbecue, sleepily scratching her nose. Her cheeks are full of colour and a band of freckles crosses her forehead. She is seven. The age of reason for children. In the normal run of things.


Steve hunkers down to her level, speaks quietly to her.


‘Can I play now, Mama?’ She turns to me, her eyes suddenly wide. ‘Can I? Before food?’


The Kiwi accent that swept around her soft words soon after we arrived here has settled in.


Teeny Wahine, Steve calls her.


I nod.


She turns back. ‘Okay, Dad.’ She gives him a little thumbs-up and sets off across the lawn.


The muscles in his calves form hard rectangles as he runs after her. She throws her head back and laughs, her open mouth showing tiny straight teeth. ‘Twenty-one teeth,’ she told us proudly after her first visit to the dentist last week. She held a little mirror and counted them along with him, his tiny mirror touching each one in turn. She sat up sideways on the big seat, her legs dangling – no reclining in this strange room. He had taken off his mask and put it into a drawer when she’d looked at it, stared at it. Such small kindnesses smooth over her worries and keep her happy.


So I am happy too.


I have a good friend here, a new friend, I suppose – Claire. She and I had been told of each other many times before we met. Someone else with a child of the same age who also has an extra chromosome, which, to be fair, is pretty common ground between us, as it’s not common at all in Auckland. It means we both gather a lot of acquaintances as we go about our days. Claire and I encounter a lot of people who recognise us, who remember our faces. By association with our daughters’ faces.


We first met after setting up a play-date for our children over the phone. I wasn’t sure if it was a terrible idea or a great one so I’d decided to get her number and make the call, in case Mae saw her own image reflected, in case she felt something she’d been missing. A kindred. A part of herself as yet unmet. We didn’t describe ourselves or our daughters during that call, what we would be wearing, where exactly we would be sitting. Distinctive features are easily seen.


So, Claire and I had a blind date of our own on a bench, while both girls hovered and spoke a little, hovered, and then parted ways to opposite sides of the playground. We watched them watch each other from the safety of distance. And we gave it time, gave them time.


Perhaps Mae and Georgia did see each other mirrored back through their almond eyes and didn’t like it; perhaps they did feel something and it was uncomfortable or didn’t seem right; perhaps they didn’t see or feel anything. I was doing enough feeling that day for all of us. But, whatever the reason, they were repelled by each other that afternoon, like two equally charged magnets. And nothing has changed between them since.


Claire and I stood smiling at them both before we all left on that first day.


‘She has a funny voice,’ Mae said, in her own soft tone, an observation, a confusion. Used to hearing this said about herself. Never being the one to say it before.


Georgia stayed silent, presumably used to hearing it too.


In spite of the tangle of associations, Claire and I became friends. Initially, our friendship broke unfamiliar ground for me: I was unaccustomed to being the mother with the more able daughter – the one who mixed more easily, was beginning to read quite well and could be, often, understood. I didn’t know whether to feel proud or apologetic. I saw more clearly than ever how easy it is for people to say the wrong thing.


When we met this morning, Claire told me about her weekend with her husband, Pete. Their first break away without their children – without Georgia – in more than four years. ‘It must be twenty miles long, the beach where we sat. And then a man comes up, seemingly out of nowhere, carrying a bucket and spade. A grown man, alone. And he sits right next to us. The entire beach is empty, and he practically sits on top of us. I’m not joking, Beth. I just thought, For fuck’s sake, is this guy for real? So Pete turns to say something to him and I look at him properly and, in the same moment, we both see he has Down syndrome. And we say nothing. I can’t get anything out. I turned away from his eyes, from his face.’ She runs her hand through her hair, is silent for a minute. ‘I actually looked away and said nothing, Beth. Can you believe that? I did exactly what I hate people doing when they notice Georgia.’


I can believe it. I would probably have done the same.


‘Anyway, he starts building sandcastles, right there, next to us. The rest of the beach is absolutely deserted – I’m not exaggerating now, there wasn’t a soul anywhere – and this guy is making sandcastles next to Pete and me, beaming at us and looking for our encouragement. It was so familiar. The set of his mouth as he smiled, all hopeful. And, fuck, I just wanted to get up and run. To take Pete’s hand and run. To get out of there. But I couldn’t leave the guy. There wasn’t anybody around keeping an eye on him, waiting to see him home. Nobody taking responsibility. It nearly sent me over the edge, I’m not joking. I’d love to say it felt meaningful or something. Like a sign. Or that I smiled at him, was kind, chatted with him. But I didn’t. Neither of us did. We just sat it out until eventually he got up and left.


‘It completely freaked me out,’ she said quietly. ‘It was as if my future found me, miles away, on my one day off, and sat down next to me to play in the sand.’ She stopped talking.


‘Same life, different beach,’ I said uselessly, as a placeholder, in the absence of something more positive coming to mind.


‘Pete was off form for the rest of the afternoon and neither of us brought it up. We do enough of that kind of talking every other day.’ She paused for a minute, then looked at me. ‘The ghost of our fucking future, you know?’


I didn’t know if she meant our future, hers and mine, or our future, hers and Pete’s. I’d thought I’d left those feelings behind me. That cage. I put my hand on hers, and hoped it didn’t seem patronising, like it did when other mothers did it to me.


It’s getting late and we’re still in the garden. Mae has curled herself among a nest of cushions on the swing chair. Al’s girlfriend Lisa is here now too. The five of us are lit by a citronella glow. Steve and I are side by side, his soft grey sweater around my shoulders, my head leaning against him. I think we look more like a couple of teenagers on a bench than the couple of teenagers on the bench opposite do.


Above us, the expansive inky sky is a canvas of star-shaped stars, their cut-out shapes something I’ve marvelled at since I first visited this country. I stretch my legs out straight, my bare feet through the grass, and I remember when we arrived here. Arrived to stay. Steve and I sitting quiet and close, like this, but on the sand, alone. The sun was so bright that day that its reflection made it hard to see if there was an ocean at all. But I knew there was. I could feel it loosening things. Preventing hard edges.


He kissed me when we got back that first evening, his hand on my knee, the ignition slowing in front of our new house, this house. And I had felt him like a want in me. We ran inside, down the empty hall, Steve lifting his shirt over his head and kicking his flip-flops out of the way as he ran, laughing.


We had left Dublin a week before, managing to outrun our past together. And we’d no reason to look in his rear-view mirror.


I straighten up now, begin to move. Everyone follows my lead – they start to gather knives and forks, glasses and bottles, napkins and ketchup, salad bowls smeared with oily bits of lettuce, all the detritus of the evening, from across the table. We carry it into the full light of our kitchen. Everything found and stacked for washing or put away. Nothing left behind.


‘Time for bed, mo stór,’ I say to Mae. She unfurls slowly, cushions moving, her little feet reaching to find the wooden floor of the porch.


‘Mo stór. What does that mean?’ Lisa asks.


‘It means my darling.’


‘Mo stór,’ she says quietly to Al, and puts her hand on his, covering most of it, just his nails remaining exposed. Two lines of nails, hers painted black.


Mo stór.


Oíche mhaith. Good night.


I think I use these phrases more here. Or maybe I always did, but I’m just noticing it now. Perhaps I’m far enough away from Ireland to feel my affection for it.


Croí briste. Broken heart.


* * *


An earthquake ripped through the South Island a few weeks ago. We didn’t feel it here in the north, but we could sense the upheaval in the news reports, the earth’s release in the air. The land dealing with pressure. Adapting.


Nothing stays the same for too long. And I like that.


But, of course, this also means that nothing can last.




It was a small decision, nothing really, to have a second cup of tea after all – just half a cup – that morning, a week later, before I left for an early appointment at Mae’s school. But it meant that I was still at the kitchen table when Steve came back from emptying our mailbox. And I was still there when he opened the pale blue envelope addressed to him in polite, cursive handwriting.


Had I been gone, I wouldn’t have seen how he shrank back into the worktop. How he placed his left hand on it to support himself. How he seemed to be reading and rereading what looked to me like a very short letter, a single embossed page. How the page creased at its centre as he gripped it in his hand.


And the paperclip. I wouldn’t have seen it fall to the floor when he pulled at something attached, at something smaller behind the page. A photo.


And the photo. I wouldn’t have been there to see him, to see his face, to watch his eyes widen looking at that photo for the first of what would be many, many times.


‘What is it?’ My voice is even, despite the panic barely held back, waiting, waiting to rise through me.


‘It’s a photo of a child. A child. It’s—’ He looks stricken, holding the photo awkwardly, away from his face, from his body, as though it’s a bomb he doesn’t want to touch but is afraid of dropping. It quivers in his hand.


‘It’s what?’


‘It says she’s … eh, it says that … Oh, God. It says she’s my child. I don’t—’ He stops.


Something punches through me.


She. My child.


‘Show me.’


‘I – I don’t – I mean, it could be anybody. It’s just a—’


‘Steve. Show me. Please.’


‘The letter’s from that woman, you know, the woman from a few years ago. That time – back when we weren’t getting on so well.’ He turns the photo around.


It’s a child. A girl. About three years old, maybe a bit more. A little girl, posing for the camera, holding out one side of a princess dress. He gives it to me and it quivers in my hand too. With thick, raven hair and dark eyes.


Al. She looks like Al. And Al looks like his father. The best of his father.


And some part of me knows immediately that it’s true. Without hearing anything else, I believe it. My husband has a daughter. A second daughter.


And I can see that this comes as news to him too.


The room splits and tilts, everything in it seeming to swim away from the centre. I open the window above me for air, even though every glass door and wall in the kitchen is already pulled back, fully open, the room more outside than in.


‘Beth, oh, God, Beth …’ Steve reaches for me, and I lean into him. We stand there, staring at the photo, silence pounding through the room.


I turn it over. Her name – Olivia – is written on the back.


‘Olivia,’ he says.


A beautiful name. Ruined for me now. She is alone in the picture, but someone else’s hand is visible. A hand holding one of hers. An adult’s. But the adult has been cut from the photo with scissors.


Calculations and dates and years and ages. April 2013. I try to add, to count on. Born early in 2014. The months match. I know she is his. Somewhere deep down and instinctual, I know.


My husband has a second daughter.


A second chance for him.


A tornado builds around us, around the kitchen, readying itself to grab everything into its swirl and build, build, build, before firing it all to the ground and blowing out every glass window and door. Blowing out our very walls.


I want to get under the table to avoid it. To save myself and my clenched heart.


I hand the photo back to Steve, who casts about the room for somewhere to put it. He sticks it on our fridge door. That’s what we always do with new photos. Stick them on the fridge. We both stare at it in silence. He has used two magnets, even though one would have sufficed. A magnet at the top and another at the bottom. To cover more of it, I think, rather than to ensure it doesn’t slide down.


It can’t stay there, even with her face and legs hidden now as they are.


It’s beside Mae’s cardiac check-up appointment card and the phone number of a new speech therapist. They both have one magnet each.


It can’t stay there. Hanging, weighing down a branch of our family’s tree.


Al and Mae will see it. And Steve’s father, Bill. And everyone else who comes through the door.


It can’t stay there, dragging every eye towards it, sucking the air from the room. This photo of a little girl who is nearly four.


He passes me the letter. It is just one page and the writing is clear and neat, but the words jumble and jump off it. Snatches of sentences hitting home, slapping at me.




Dear Steve,


I hope you remember me … baby in January 2014 … New Zealand at the end of October … for six weeks … Olivia … back to London in December … meet you.


Jane





She was a January baby. Like Mae. But younger. Younger by four years. Another baby girl. But this one would have been perfect. She would have looked perfect. And they are coming here later this month to New Zealand. This woman and her child.
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Every act has a consequence.

Every marriage has a breaking point.






