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PROLOGUE



IT WAS A STANDARD BATHROOM. The kind you’d find in a 1950s timber home just about anywhere in New Zealand, with a dark linoleum floor and small handbasin—enough of a bowl to wash your hands, but not enough to contain all the water while you do it. I had pulled the lid down over the toilet and was sitting on top of the hard plastic. Waiting. My heart beat a little faster than usual.


On the other side of the door, I could hear my friend Julia moving around her kitchen—roasting pans hitting the side of the sink, plates clinking against one another as she stacked them. She was likely scraping away the remains of yet another dinner I had only pushed around my plate—this time, chicken with roasted kūmara, pumpkin, potato, and fresh green beans. Julia was an excellent cook. I was just a nervous eater. Especially now.


For the past seven weeks, I had been living on a diet of cheese, crackers, and my mother’s homemade bliss balls—giant energy-laden lumps of pureed dates, cashews, and chia seeds that had a tendency to take up residency in my front teeth. That might be fine if these golf ball-sized snacks were being eaten in the privacy of my own home, but I had been eating them on the road in the middle of a campaign. A campaign to determine whether I would become the fortieth prime minister of New Zealand. Weeks had passed since election night, and I still couldn’t answer that question.


But at this particular moment, sitting in Julia’s bathroom, that wasn’t the question I was waiting to answer.


I glanced down at my phone. Just a few more minutes.


That night at Julia’s was meant to be a break. A chance to catch my breath while my partner, Clarke, was away filming a TV show up north. I still had on my black-and-white sneakers, Lycra leggings, and purple hoodie. As soon as I’d dragged my overnight bag through the door of my friend’s home, I’d changed out of my work clothes. Then she and I had walked through the park near her house in the cool air of the late afternoon. I couldn’t face another night in my small studio apartment in the city, the one I lived in when doing government work in Wellington. Not after the long days of negotiating and waiting.


On election night, both of New Zealand’s two major political parties, the conservative National Party and the progressive Labour Party that I led, finished without a clear majority. That meant neither leader could form a government yet. For one of us to win and become prime minister, we’d need to build a coalition with a smaller party called New Zealand First. And so, for the last eight days, both parties had been in talks to determine whom they would pick. For all the back-and-forth in the negotiations, for all the discussion about which policies we would implement, and which we wouldn’t, the calculation was actually simple. Either New Zealand First would choose the National Party, or they would choose us.


After every meeting, I would leave with pages of notes, but it was the body language I was watching. A nod of the head. Eye contact. Something, anything, that would tell me what their choice would be. But there was nothing. The media diligently reported on the talks each night. They, too, had no insights on what might happen, and so kept repeating what I already felt deeply: “the stakes are high.” But the stakes felt huge throughout the campaign. After all, I was thirty-seven years old. I had been the leader of my party for less than eighty days. And when the campaign started, we had been trailing by more than twenty points. We were never meant to win. And I was never meant to be leader.


I pulled at my leggings, fidgeting. Surely time’s up. I glanced down at my phone again. One more minute.


MY WHOLE SHORT LIFE I had grappled with the idea that I was never quite good enough. That at any moment I would be caught short, and that meant no matter what I was doing, I had no business doing it. That’s why I believed mine was a personality better suited to work behind the scenes. I was the worker who quietly and steadily got things done. I wasn’t tough enough to become an actual politician. My elbows weren’t sharp enough; my skin was too thin. I was idealistic and sensitive.


Becoming a member of Parliament, I was certain, had been happenstance. But it turned out my fear of failing, of letting people down, was overshadowed by a grinding sense of responsibility. And so, as unlikely as it had once seemed, I became the deputy leader of my party, then leader, and now, possibly, the next prime minister.


BY NOW, the noise in the kitchen had stopped. Julia was probably sitting back at the dining room table, busying herself until my return. Julia was younger than me but also maternalistic, with a background in health care. Our conversations always started with her asking me the same question: “How are you feeling?” Today, when I told her that I didn’t feel quite right and described a few unusual symptoms, she had gone out and bought a pregnancy test. At the end of dinner, she had pulled it out of a shopping bag as if it were an after-dinner mint.


“Just in case,” she had said.


And now that test was sitting on the edge of the sink basin, waiting for its big reveal. I looked down at the timer on my phone.


25 seconds, 23 seconds, 21.


I was days away from learning if I would run a country, and now, as I sat in a bathroom in Tawa, New Zealand, I was seconds away from learning if I would do it while having a baby.


I closed my eyes and lifted my head to the ceiling. Then I took a deep breath, opened my eyes, and looked down. 










ONE



YOU COULD DRIVE FOR THIRTY MILES in the Kāingaroa Forest and wonder if there’s anything left on earth besides trees. That’s the view: radiata pines, each standing one hundred feet tall, in tidy gridlines that extend as far as the eye can see. The forest is as vast as it is dense: tree upon tree, row upon row, mile upon mile. The sameness is broken by only two things. First, the road carving through the shadowy landscape, and then the radiata shoots, popping up sporadically and defiantly. These smaller, wilding pines look like the Christmas trees of my childhood—joyful but a bit pathetic, each with just a few sparse branches, enough only for a single string of tinsel that will never quite hide the exposed trunk.


Although Kāingaroa is man-made—it’s the second-largest timber plantation in the Southern Hemisphere—it is easy to feel isolated there. It’s a forest that has been known to swallow up hunters and hikers who get lost among the pines. Damp mists are common, and light struggles to break through, especially after the sun dips behind the green peaks of the distant Te Urewera mountain ranges. Needles and cones collect on the forest floor, and the air is thick with the scent of resin and pine.


But an hour into the journey, just as you become certain you’ve reached the middle of nowhere, there is a break in the trees, and signs of human life return: A run-down forestry building with a rusted sign. A timber motel with small, neat rooms. Then, around the corner, a service station with three petrol pumps that marks the entry to a town called Murupara.


As a young girl, I made that trip through the forest countless times. Today, when I close my eyes, I can still take myself there: the long solitary stretch of tar seal, the grey mass of the ranges, rough trunks piercing the sky.


The first time I visited Murupara, I was four years old and unwell with the flu in the backseat of my family’s beige 1979 Toyota Corona. In those days, I was also prone to car sickness, which was almost certainly made worse by my corduroy booster seat, little more than a wedge of dense foam covered in fabric. It gave me height, but it also exaggerated every turn in the road. Next to me sat my sister Louise, just eighteen months older than me. She was also in a booster, and queasy, but not so much that she would stop asking questions of my parents: How much longer? Why can’t we stop? What if I need the toilet? We each held our stuffed bears, which, uncannily, we resembled. Mine, with a round friendly face, a squat body, and short limbs, was simply called Teddy. My sister’s bear, Cookie, was almost twice the length of mine with a lean body and long legs.


The windows were rolled down just enough that I could hang my fingers over the top and wiggle them in the open air. Beneath my dangling feet were the items that my mum made sure accompanied us on every long car trip: an old towel and an empty, half-gallon plastic ice cream container, in case we needed to throw up. She never threw anything away, and even this container would likely later be repurposed to store home-baked blueberry muffins. Between me and Louise, trapped inside a cardboard box with small holes at the top, sat the most uncomfortable passenger of all: our grey rescue cat, Norm. The sedative from the vet was wearing off as he pressed his face up against the top of the box, whiskers protruding through the holes.


It was moving day. We had left behind friends and family in the city of Hamilton, more than two hours to the northwest, because my dad had a new job, as the police sergeant in Murupara, a place I’d never seen.


DAD HAD GROWN UP in a large family in Te Aroha, a farming community in the shadow of mountains along the Waihou River. Like every region in New Zealand, Te Aroha was settled first by Māori, who’d navigated their way from Polynesia in waka (canoes) using stars, ocean swells, and sea life as their guide. Māori tribes had lived on this land for hundreds of years. Legend had it that the great chief Kahu climbed to the peak of a mountain to orient himself and was so moved to see his home from this vantage point that he named it Te Muri-aroha-o-Kahu, te aroha-tai, te aroha-uta, meaning “the love of Kahu for those on the coasts and those on the land.” Now it’s known simply as Mount Te Aroha, the mountain of love.


My dad’s family ran a drain-laying business in Te Aroha, and Ardern and Sons had dug most of the drains in the area. As a boy, my dad had helped out, but when his family converted to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or what many know as Mormonism, Dad left home to attend the Mormon boarding school in Temple View. After a short stint working at a lead and zinc mine, he joined the New Zealand Police at age nineteen, serving first as a uniformed constable in Auckland and then in the Criminal Investigation Branch in Hamilton.


Dad stands five feet ten and has always looked young for his age, with thick, dark hair, which in those days he wore shaggy in the back with a cowlick at his forehead so he resembled Fonzie from Happy Days. He’s outgoing, but thoughtful, with a calm voice that I rarely heard raised. Even when New Zealand’s beloved rugby team, the All Blacks, was on television, Dad watched with a quiet intensity, leaping to his feet when he could no longer contain either his elation or disappointment.


Throughout my childhood, he took 10K runs. When he came home, he’d trade his running shoes for worn-out sheepskin slippers and settle into his La-Z-Boy chair to read the newspaper. Dad is happiest when he’s reading—especially about world history, Antarctic exploration, and the great explorer Ernest Shackleton.


Most of all, Dad was interested in people; he always wanted to know about their lives. As a police officer, he didn’t simply want to know what crimes had been committed; he also wanted to know why. I would often hear him say that the police can’t arrest their way out of everything. He believed if you wanted to fix crime, you had to understand why it was happening in the first place. He asked good questions, and people talked to him. It wasn’t unusual for someone my father was questioning to pause and observe, “At least you’re listening to me.” This isn’t to say he was soft. I doubt you could say that of anyone who investigated the sorts of crimes my dad did: homicides, rapes, robberies, and gang activities. He just looked at problems differently.


Policing in New Zealand is also different from that in many countries. For one, officers don’t routinely carry guns. And while they have the power to make arrests, they use a U.K. principle known as policing by consent. The idea that police are essentially citizens in uniforms, and their authority stems from the approval and cooperation of the community. Although there have been examples of abuse of power in New Zealand’s police force, policing by consent is the benchmark, the model that officers are expected to follow, and it was what my dad believed in.


In 1980, four years before our first family drive to Murupara, Dad began studying for the exam to become a detective constable. By then, he’d been married for several years, and my mum—a small-framed, high-energy woman with the practicality of someone raised on a dairy farm—was nine months into her second pregnancy. Mum vomited day in, day out. Being around food became such a chore that she began placing a plastic mat down on the kitchen floor, rolling my sister’s high chair over the top of it, setting the food on the tray of the chair, and leaving my sister to feed herself. Mum would peer around the doorframe, watching Louise from a far enough distance that she couldn’t smell the food but within reach if Louise needed her.


On the morning of Dad’s three-hour detective constable exam, a cold but sunny winter day, Mum wished him luck as he walked out the door. Dad wasn’t long gone when the urge to throw up hit Mum yet again. She rushed down the hall of their small weatherboard home to the bathroom. And that’s when it happened: Her water broke. There were no mobile phones in those days and no way of contacting my dad quickly. Even if there were, I doubt my mother would have called him. She was determined that he finish his exam without “distraction,” which is a fairly understated way to refer to birth. Instead, she dialled my grandmother, asking her to come and get Louise; then she rang a neighbour with a large flatbed truck. When that vintage red truck pulled in to the driveway, my mother hauled herself up into it and asked the neighbour to drop her off at the hospital door. She’d be fine, she insisted.


That’s Mum: low fuss, straightforward, ready to get on with things—a classic Kiwi woman.


That day, when Dad finished his exam, there was a message waiting: Come to the hospital. He made it in time to welcome me into the world.


Dad enjoyed the work in Hamilton, and became a detective constable, but he wanted to run a station rather than just work in one. So, when I was a toddler, he began studying for his sergeant’s exams, which was no small effort. He already had a full-time job and a young family and was active in the Mormon church. To prepare, he rose before dawn, getting in an hour or two of study before the rest of us woke up. Then he would study again after dark.


But even when Dad passed all his exams and was eligible to take up his new rank of sergeant, there was still the issue of finding a vacancy. Sergeant jobs were scarce and competitive, and without leadership experience it would be near impossible for him to be promoted in Hamilton, or a similar station elsewhere. That meant one thing: going somewhere almost no one else wanted to go.


SO, THERE WE WERE, arriving in Murupara as a family for the first time: my parents in the front seat, two queasy girls in the back, and a grey cat in a box desperate to be liberated.


The forest surrounding Murupara felt towering, but the small town itself was low and open, the buildings there flat and utilitarian. And while many streets were named after trees—Kauri, Rimu, Pūriri—there were very few trees lining them. It was a forestry town, with no forest of its own.


Our new home was on Kōwhai Avenue, named for a small, woody tree with bursts of bright yellow flowers in spring. The house was a compact rectangle of cream brick, plain and practical, with a small, corrugated-iron garage on one side. There was no garden, just a concrete path that led to the front door. But from almost the moment the moving trucks arrived, my mother set out to make a home for us, hanging curtains and planting pansies in the yard.


Mum was a “potterer,” constantly scrubbing, wiping, sorting, all the while narrating to herself what she was doing and what she planned to take on next. She was also consistently cheerful, even in the mornings, breezing into my and Louise’s room, pulling back the curtains she’d hung, and declaring, “Wakey Wakey!”


The room Louise and I shared was just big enough for two single beds and a small set of drawers that Louise used as a dividing line, declaring “her” side the tidy one. My parents’ bedroom was slightly larger, able to fit a queen-sized bed and a few pieces of tan veneer furniture. At the end of the narrow hall was a third room where my mother hand-sewed clothes and folded endless piles of laundry. The living room had a simple fireplace that in winter stayed running through the night to warm the house. The kitchen was purely functional, with pink wooden cabinets, metal handles, and a stainless-steel counter.


In this modest space my parents arranged their most cherished possessions: A pine-framed sofa with hard wooden arms and scratchy plaid cushions. Mum and Dad’s wedding photo, set in an ornate gold frame. A set of matte brown Crown Lynn dinnerware, a wedding present that Mum decreed could be used only on special occasions (and as a result mostly sat on display in a cabinet). An old-fashioned TV and, placed on top, our newest possession: a bulky silver Panasonic VCR, which had cost my parents the equivalent of a month’s salary. I knew this because we were reminded of its cost almost every time it was used.


What our new house lacked in space it made up for in an enormous, wide-open backyard. The yard was large enough for a trampoline as well as a rotary clothesline that my sister and I circled as we learned to ride our bikes. If Louise and I jumped on the trampoline high enough, we could just see the blue roof of the police station come in and out of view.


Next door to us lived my dad’s co-worker Hamish, the police constable, with his wife, Joan. I have almost no memory of Joan, other than her warmth. Hamish was roughly the same age as my dad, lean with a thinning crop of golden hair. There was one other officer posted to the station, and between him, Hamish, and my father they made up the entirety of the Murupara police force. These three officers covered not only the town of Murupara but also the large, rural, and remote surrounding areas. Backup reinforcements, if needed, were nearly an hour away.


ON THE FACE OF IT, Murupara was a hard town. And there were reasons for this, some dating back hundreds of years.


The town was officially established in 1953 as a base for the Kāingaroa Logging Company and the government’s Forest Service. By the 1970s, the population had increased thirteen-fold, and Murupara had transformed from a tiny outpost with just three shops into a thriving community. Most of Murupara’s men worked in the forestry industry, and others were employed by businesses that supported them. By 1980, Murupara’s downtown was bustling with not one but two fish-and-chip shops.


But through the 1980s, things started changing. The Kāingaroa Logging Company was absorbed into Tasman Forestry, resulting in hundreds of job losses.


In 1984, a new government, led by the Labour Party leader, David Lange, was elected, and the minister of finance, Roger Douglas, introduced reforms that turned New Zealand’s economy—until then among the most regulated and protected in the world—into one of the most open. Parts of the economy that had been owned by the state, including forestry, were privatized and gutted in an approach that was dubbed Rogernomics.


In Murupara, the transformations were punishing. And in the years preceding our arrival, more than half of the town’s forestry workforce had lost their jobs. Many of those who could leave did. Businesses shuttered, and many families fell further into poverty.


This wasn’t the first blow to this small town. Māori, who made up most of the town, were already carrying the scars of colonization. In 1642, the Dutch explorer Abel Tasman first laid eyes on the land we now know as Aotearoa, New Zealand—the land of the long white cloud. Next came James Cook, followed by whalers, traders, Christian missionaries, and settlers. These waves of newcomers had often brutal results for tangata whenua, the people of the land, which had included land confiscation, warfare, loss of lives, income, and mana—dignity. Rogernomics compounded this history.


By the time we arrived in Murupara, it seemed that some of the most well-off individuals in town were members of local gangs: the Mongrel Mob or the Tribesmen. Each was identifiable by patches members wore on the back of their leather jackets. The Mongrel Mob donned a bulldog wearing a studded collar and sometimes a German Stahlhelm, or steel helmet. The Tribesmen’s symbol was a skull. One gang was headquartered in a nearby town, the other in Murupara with a large, corrugated-iron fence surrounding the gang “pad,” high enough that you couldn’t see the house behind it.


I often heard the gang members in town well before I saw them, the roar of their high-handled motorbikes so loud Louise sometimes stopped walking to cover her ears. If the bikes passed by school, kids ran to the window to watch. After all, no one had motorbikes like the gang members.


IT WAS IN MURUPARA that I went to school for the first time. I wasn’t quite five years old, but the school suggested that there was little point in waiting for my birthday, that I might as well begin kindergarten as Louise entered second grade. It was deep in winter the day we started, and the two of us held hands as we set off walking together.


That first morning, the teacher called out the roll alphabetically. My surname put me at the top of the list, and as my name was called, I sat up on the mat, legs crossed in front of me, and yelled “yes!” back enthusiastically. As the teacher continued to call the roll, other kids offered a different reply: “Āe,” the Māori word for yes. I noted this, that’s all. I had grown up with Māori words used interchangeably with English; words like “stomach,” “family,” “European,” and “love” were frequently switched out with puku, whānau, pākehā, and aroha.


I had Māori relatives on both sides of my family, and we were Mormon, and in New Zealand Māori made up much of the membership of Mormon churches. But this was the first time I was surrounded by children who spoke te reo Māori so freely and openly.


Today, I know that I was on the land of the Ngāti Manawa people, the Māori tribe of the area. In decades past, repeated conflict on their land had led to the loss of crops, the Crown had reneged on lease agreements, and disease had decimated their population.


At five, I knew none of this. I simply noticed the words, the same way I noted other things: That the school grounds were enormous, big enough to play large games of tag. That we had mat time and stories. That on Fridays we were allowed to order fish-and-chips, which came in tightly wrapped newspaper that we’d rip the top off to dig into the steaming food. That the other kids liked to go barefoot in summer just like I did—sometimes even to school.


Not long after we started school, Louise and I were walking home together when we heard crying. It was a small boy—smaller even than I was. He was just across the street, his back to us. He was alone. It was cold by now, the kind of cold when snow settled on the mountain ranges and ice hardened on the tops of puddles. It was the kind of cold that gets into your bones, but this boy was wearing shorts, and his feet were bare. He carried a giant backpack, which dwarfed him completely. From beneath his shorts, brown streaks, diarrhea, ran down the backs of his legs.


My sister and I slowed down. The boy’s sobs were loud and sounded a bit like choking. I was still so young, but I was old enough to have a persistent thought. He shouldn’t be alone. My sister and I held hands and watched him silently. I think we both believed it was better if he didn’t know we’d seen him. We watched him move farther from us, and all the while I willed, as hard as I could, but silently: Please. Someone come and find him.


MURUPARA WAS SMALL ENOUGH that Louise and I were allowed to walk by ourselves to the small set of shops in the centre of town, less than a five-minute walk if we cut through the back of the police station. The local security guard assigned to keep watch over the shops would sometimes be parked in the middle of the car park, dozing in his car. Other times flatbed pickup trucks with the large carcass of a wild pig or a deer would be idling nearby, ready to do another victory lap of town before taking the animal home to be skinned and carved up.


Among the stores was a pharmacy, a post office, a butcher, a Four Square (a miniature supermarket), just the one fish-and-chip shop now, and a corner dairy. Dairies are small convenience stores with a little bit of everything, including sweets. There, we’d approach the counter with coins. For twenty cents, we could buy a white paper bag twisted at the top full of chewy milk bottles, fizzy lollies, and gummies in the shape of jet planes.


Getting to and from the dairy took you past the Murupara Hotel, which wasn’t a hotel at all but a pub. It was a nondescript white building with a faded green roof and slated windows that revealed nothing of the inside. When you looked at it from the road, it was hard to tell whether you were at the front or the back. The doors had heavy metal bars, with the word WHOLESALE above them. Anyone and everyone went to the hotel. When it closed, the hardier patrons often didn’t go home. Instead, they gathered around a small transformer out back, where they continued drinking long into the night. This makeshift drinking spot even had a name, the creatively titled Transformer Bar.


When our family needed groceries, we’d climb into the Toyota Corona to make an hour-long journey to the Pak ’n Save in Rotorua. Back we’d head, through that deep, dark forest, until the fragrance of pine gave way to the sulfuric smell of Rotorua’s hot springs. One Saturday, my car sickness got the better of me, and I threw up on my clothes. The remainder of that drive was spent with the windows down while my mum cursed not bringing an ice cream container. When we arrived in Rotorua, my father drove me to the police station, where he hosed me off—literally—as my mum picked up a brand-new outfit. I remember it exactly: a pale green floral skirt with an embroidered trim and a matching blouse with a round collar. It was one of the few outfits I owned in those days that was neither hand-sewn nor a hand-me-down. After that bonus outfit, I dreaded the feeling of car sickness a little less.


DESPITE THE LONG DRIVE, Louise and I looked forward to our Saturday trips to Rotorua, especially in the early days when we didn’t have many friends. The other kids in school were understandably wary of us. We weren’t just the new kids, the outsiders; we were the daughters of the police sergeant, the man who locked people up. Louise bore the brunt of this suspicion. She was called names and teased, so I began following Louise around at lunchtime like a self-appointed protector.


It would be years before I’d understand that in Murupara there was long-standing distrust of the state in all sorts of ways. But even as a child, I had some sense that the police were especially mistrusted, and I suppose I could even understand why. Police didn’t just arrest criminals—nameless, faceless bad guys. They arrested people in the community: dads, brothers, sisters, aunties, and mums. If a child’s parent was arrested, there was a very good chance my dad would have had something to do with it. I tried to imagine how that must feel: Someone in a uniform shows up at the door, and then your family member is taken away. But they don’t know my dad, I’d tell myself. I was convinced that if they did, things would get better.


Perhaps that’s why Dad had wanted to run his own station in the first place. Since becoming a police officer, he’d noticed many moments when a parent, upon seeing him in uniform, would lean down to a child and whisper a warning of some sort. See that police officer over there? If you’re naughty, he’s going to come and arrest you. Dad would tell me how much he hated hearing kids be told that. He wanted people to believe that their lives were better because the police were there. But that kind of policing takes trust, and trust takes time.


ONE DAY, I headed into town, cutting from the backyard into the police station parking lot. There, I saw a group of men in leather trousers and jackets gathered around a figure in a blue uniform: my dad. He was shorter than the men who surrounded him, and he was alone. The men moved around him slowly, menacingly, kicking up loose gravel as they moved. Even from a distance I could see Dad’s body was tense; he held one arm up in front of himself, as if trying to both keep the men calm and keep them at a distance. Even though I was too small to understand all that was happening, I knew the situation wasn’t good.


I didn’t want my dad to see me, but turning around and going back seemed just as likely to catch his eye as trying to skirt past. So I kept going, approaching in a near tiptoe, placing one bare foot in front of the other, trying to make myself as small as possible. But I couldn’t keep my eyes off what was happening. Dad’s eyes locked onto mine. I froze.


When my father spoke, his voice was slow and calm.


“Keep walking, Jacinda,” he said.


I did, moving as quickly as my bare feet allowed on the painful gravel scattered over the driveway. When I reached the concrete pavement, I broke into a run. But I worried about my dad so much that I risked his annoyance and took the same route to return home. By now, the parking lot was empty.


That night, when Dad came home, I asked him how he got out of the situation. I couldn’t imagine an exit other than one using force. I must have said something like this, because he furrowed his brow, his expression making it clear that he was disappointed in me.


“Jacinda,” he said. “My words will always be the greatest tool I have.”


SEVERAL MONTHS INTO OUR STAY, there was a fight on the lawn that stretched between our home and Hamish’s. Roughly twenty men spilled out from a nearby party, drunk and swearing, throwing messy punches at one another as my mother watched from the kitchen window. Brawls like this weren’t unheard of, and they tended to peter out quickly. But this one kept going. At one point, the men turned from each other to a sudden awareness of where they were.


“Let’s smash the sergeant’s windows!” one of them shouted.


The windows closest to them were the same ones under which my sister and I were sleeping. My mother made a quick calculation. Should she wake us up and move us, or leave us to sleep? She decided to spare Louise and me from the panic of a late-night wake-up, instead turning to the best protection she could imagine: She prayed.


My mother was raised Presbyterian, the daughter of conservative farmers on a 144-acre dairy farm in rural Waikato, where the nearest small town was five miles away. She was one of five children; it would have been seven, but my grandmother lost twin boys soon after they were born—a loss she connected to the difficulty of farm life and the fact that she’d milked cows right until their birth.


Life on the farm was hard. My grandparents rose at 5:00 a.m. to prepare for the first milking of the day; the work often continued past nightfall. My grandfather Eric was a direct man. If you made a mistake, or did something clumsy or thoughtless, he’d sigh with indignation, then correct you sharply. There was just too much to do to waste time on mistakes. My grandmother Margaret was similarly practical, the type of woman who placed her small kids in a playpen next to the shed while she got the milking done.


Growing up, Mum worked hard: first on the farm, then at a service station doing bookkeeping, and finally at the post office in Te Aroha. That’s what she was doing when she met my dad, not the first guy she’d dated, but the one she set her sights on marrying.


Dad rode a motorcycle, wore his hair long at the back with flared jeans and plaid shirts. But he opened the car door for my mum, and as a Mormon he didn’t drink, which for my mother was a relief. Dad never tried to convert my mother. But after they started dating, Mum took a holiday to the Gold Coast of Australia, where she met Mormon missionaries and read the Book of Mormon for the first time. Something clicked. She liked the doctrine, the direct and personal relationship members had with God, the focus on service and the care of others. For her, it felt like truth. She did not need her parents’ blessing to convert, nor did she get it. My grandparents were Baptists, and they didn’t see Mormonism as a real religion. Despite her parents’ objections, my mother was baptized Mormon and married in the Mormon church.


Which is how she found herself praying as a drunken mob considered smashing the windows beneath which her daughters slept. Whether it was divine intervention or simply good police training, my father and Hamish arrived and eventually managed to disperse the maul of people, and our windows stayed intact. Soon after, the police installed a fence in front of our house.


But in many ways, our home was always just an extension of the police station. When the station was closed, people came to our house. My mum’s diary from those days is a testament to nonstop visits and phone calls. One night my dad finished work at 6:00 p.m. Then there were knocks at the door at 9:00 p.m., and then again at 10:00 p.m. At 11:30 p.m. the phone rang; a man had been run over by two young people while walking down a local road. My dad returned home from that incident at 3:00 a.m. He was just climbing into bed when someone from our local church pounded on the door. The man’s car had been stolen with his tools inside, and he wanted my father’s help to search for them. My father helped him look until 5:30 in the morning. Dad had been in bed for just an hour when the doorbell rang again, the start of a whole new day. This constant disruption wasn’t unusual. One day, annoyed at the doorbell’s constant chime, my mother threatened to smash it with a hammer.


My mother was still cautious about bothering my dad. Extremely cautious. One night, I found my father’s handcuffs and managed to lock myself in them. My mother couldn’t find the key anywhere in the house. So, even though Dad was right next door at the station, I sat with those heavy cuffs around my wrists learning a lesson until he returned home.


All this activity was hard on Mum. She was just twenty-nine years old when we moved to Murupara and was busy looking after two young children. Her family was far away; Dad was always working. Even her paid job didn’t offer much of a break. When Dad came home, she would head over to the police station to clean it on her own, earning $4.18 an hour.


Meanwhile, Louise struggled at school. She was tall for her age, but she was also lean, and shier than I was. One day I was home sick when Louise, still just six years old, arrived at the end of the day crying. She told my mother that a group of boys had pinned her down and sat on her, hitting her on her head and body.


Mum had known that Louise was having trouble making friends and that sometimes kids gave us a hard time. But until that afternoon, she hadn’t known that I’d been following my sister around the playground, or that things were dire enough that Louise might be physically hurt. That was too much for her.


My mother drove to a neighbouring school eight miles outside town and asked them to enrol us. The principal refused. My mother waited a week, then returned and asked again. Perhaps the principal had a change of heart. Or maybe he realized that my mother would persist until he agreed. So, he relented. After this, each morning at 7:45, Louise and I boarded a school bus in front of the Murupara Hotel and took the thirty-minute trip to school in Galatea.


In my mother’s diary from the early days of Murupara there’s a matter-of-fact entry. Dad had been dispatched to make an arrest in a nearby settlement, and he returned with his uniform torn. When Mum asked what happened, his answer was conspicuously brief. She understood by what he didn’t say that in the process of making the arrest, he’d been attacked. This diary entry is notable for how unemotional it is. Mum was relaying facts, that’s all.


But soon after, Mum describes having trouble breathing. It is clear to me today, reading these pages, that she had started having panic attacks. But this was the 1980s, long before words like “panic attack” became commonplace. And even then, there were no long descriptions, no complaints about how difficult she is finding things. Just a note that she had moments when she could not breathe.


Mum remained stoic and optimistic. That is, right until the moment she couldn’t.


For the most part, I have almost no memory of my mother struggling. She worked hard to hide it from us. Her diary records that when we would drive back towards Murupara after getting the groceries, there was a turnoff where without fail she would begin to cry silently. But she was determined that my sister and I would not see her.


On one occasion, though, I did see. Mum and I were home alone. I walked into the kitchen and found my mum leaning against the kitchen counter. She didn’t turn towards me as she usually might, didn’t ask what I needed in the way that my mother did as a matter of habit for everyone she loved and cared for. Mum didn’t seem to register that I was there. She wasn’t pottering or fussing, making scones or preparing lunch.


Her back was to me, apron strings tied around her middle. Both hands were pressed up against the edge of the stainless-steel counter; one clutched a tea towel so hard it looked as if it should have been giving her something in exchange for her force. She rocked back and forth ever so slightly. I didn’t need to see her face to know she was crying.


I wanted her to know that I was there. I thought that might break her from whatever was making her sad. I came up alongside her leg. But as I reached her, she turned on her heels and headed to the back door. Tea towel still in hand, she disappeared through the doorway.


I stared after her. Then I followed, half running to catch up. But my short legs couldn’t keep pace with her stride. I watched her move away from me, confusion and fear rising inside my chest. I wanted to know that she was okay. I also didn’t want to be alone. I was too little to be alone.


Mum crossed the yard to the gate that connected our property to Hamish’s. Then she disappeared for a second time. By the time I reached Hamish’s back door and entered the kitchen, my mother was sitting at the kitchen table, head bowed into her tea towel. Hamish’s wife, Joan, was next to her. When I remember this moment today, I cannot see Joan’s face. I remember her more as a presence—legs standing next to Mum, one hand on Mum’s shoulder. Joan had always been kind to me and Louise. But when she turned away from Mum and towards me, she was focused and serious.


“Go home, Jacinda,” she said. Her voice was clear and firm.


But my home is here, I thought. My mother is here.










TWO



IDON’T REALLY RECALL THE DAYS that followed my Mum’s breakdown. I do know my mum was home with us, but she tells me now that she spent most of that time in bed. Nobody explained much. I’m not sure a nervous breakdown can be adequately explained to a child. But I understand now what happened.


I also understand that my father did what he could to help. He would come home from his shift and make meals or do ironing and help us tidy our room. He took us all to the beach at Mount Maunganui for a break, and apparently it helped.


But when we returned, those same silent tears that always plagued Mum at the Rainbow Mountain turnoff to Murupara came again. After the trip my mother wrote in her diary that she was feeling “unwell again.” Then the next morning, she got herself up, long enough to get my sister and me off to school, and then crawled back into bed.


SIX WEEKS LATER, Hamish and Joan finished their allotted time in Murupara and prepared to return to their home in Nelson. My mother made them their last evening meal, and then, the next morning, as the movers loaded their possessions into the truck, she fed them breakfast. She recorded this in her diary, noting that my father planned to talk to his supervisor because she was “getting no better.”


As she wrote those words, she had two and a half more years in Murupara in front of her.


IN THE END, I think three things helped Mum keep going: her faith, her church community, and trout fishing.


There are several rivers near Murupara, and somewhere along the line Mum decided that she was going to teach herself to catch trout. The hobby provided both a mini-getaway and perhaps a way of taking back some control over life. She’d grab her pole and pack me and Louise reluctantly into the car and head out into the middle of nowhere. I can still picture her: standing on the edge of the rushing water in her giant glasses; bright green gym shorts, the kind with the white piping at the edges; a tight pocket tee on top. She’d stand there for hours, absolutely focused. Meanwhile, Louise and I hung out on the banks, bored out of our minds. We played with sticks, and made up imaginary games, until we couldn’t take it anymore.


“Muuuuum . . .,” we would whine. “Can we go home?”


Mum would quietly cast again.


“Mummmm, we need to go to the toilet!”


Keeping her eyes fixed on the water, she’d respond, impatiently, “Well, go and find a tree.” Eventually, that was what we’d do.


Sometimes people offered to help her fish. She might take the odd lesson, or their advice about new spots to try. But I think Mum preferred to be out there alone, stubbornly mastering this new skill. I watched Mum cast countless times. But I recall only one fish being caught. It wasn’t large, but big enough for Dad to smoke it in the backyard and for us to all tell Mum how delicious her hard-earned catch was.


Mum was also committed to Murupara’s Mormon church, as she was to every church we attended. In Hamilton, we’d gone to a chapel in Dinsdale: a large white building high on a hill, with pale carpeting and long, solid wooden pews. In Murupara, services were held in a classroom at the local primary school, with only a handful of members attending each week. But a nice thing about the Mormon church is that wherever you meet—whether in a makeshift hall or a brand-new chapel—you’ll find the same familiar objects. There’s the green hardbound hymnbook with its gold embossed lettering. There are the copies of the Book of Mormon—often black and leather-bound if you purchased your own, or blue paperback if you got it from the missionaries. There are the images of Jesus, with his dark hair, dark eyes, burgundy robe, and reassuring expression. No matter where you are, you sing the same hymns—“We Thank Thee, O God, for a Prophet,” “High on the Mountain Top,” “Families Can Be Together Forever.” You hear the same prayer during sacrament and see people in the same unpaid roles as bishops or teachers.


And no matter where you are, you are welcome.


For three hours every Sunday we gathered in that classroom for services. The first hour was spent together for sacrament and a few talks. For my parents, small-town services meant being prepared to jump up and give a talk at any moment in case the member who was assigned to be a speaker never showed up. Then Louise and I would go off and have lessons and activities while the adults went to Sunday school and then peeled off into separate groups: Relief Society for the women, and Priesthood meetings for the men.


We got to know the handful of other church members, and Mum went out of her way to help everyone who needed it. There was the couple who had just bought a house when they separated. Mum helped them get their affairs in order, especially the wife, who found herself a single mum with two children, another on the way. Mum visited her often, putting her bookkeeping skills to use and helping with budgeting and whatever else she might need. When the baby arrived, Mum visited her at the maternity hospital. I remember watching from the doorway as Mum wrapped her arms around this woman and her face lit up. They were, I now recognize, two women who needed each other.


As for me, I had my own friend at church: Walter, a sweet boy around my own age. Walter was thin and delicate, with dark hair and enormous brown eyes. Even at five, Walter was a gentle old soul—the kind of huge-hearted person who found the wonder in everything. Walter came to our home often. For hours, we’d sit on the floor—Walter, Louise, and I—playing dolls or dressing up. When the church put on a children’s play, my mum made us costumes. I was Little Red Riding Hood and Walter played the wolf, but I could see that he longed for my red cape.


Sometimes Walter brought over his collection of cards. While many kids our age liked to collect things like wrestling cards, Walter collected the cards that accompanied sample perfume bottles—each scented with a spritz of fragrance. Walter glued the cards into an old school workbook, and we’d flip through them together, Walter pointing to his favourites or using them to pretend we worked at a pharmacy. I’d pull the book to my face, trying to discern any remaining scent of wildflowers or vanilla. Often, I smelled nothing at all. But I pretended I did. What mattered more than the scent was Walter’s face of pure joy as we pored over these precious cards.


Dad, too, was making headway, working hard to be everywhere he was needed. People had begun to trust him a little bit more, too. Once, he was in town when he spotted a gang member who was the subject of an arrest warrant. Dad approached him, ready to take him into custody and escort him to the station several hundred feet away. The man surveyed his surroundings, including several of his associates nearby. Then he leaned into my dad.


“Is there another way to do this?” the man murmured.


My father looked around, saw the others watching. Dad realized that while the man had accepted his fate, he was looking for a shred of dignity in the situation. “I can arrest you here,” my father told him quietly, “or in the next five minutes you can walk yourself to the station.” My dad left, and five minutes later the gang member voluntarily walked into the station to be processed.


This approach didn’t always produce the same result. My father was in a small nearby settlement of only a few hundred people called Ruatāhuna to talk to someone who had been cultivating large cannabis crops. It was an hour’s drive back to the Murupara station, so my father asked the man to come in the next time he was in town.


The man instead decided to “go bush,” heading for a hut deep in the forest. His sudden relocation was no secret, but he relied on his remote location to act as a deterrent. My father is kind but also firm. If you don’t follow through, he will. On my mother’s thirty-first birthday, Dad got up at 6:00 a.m., took his backpack, and headed out the door. He made the four-hour hike on the outskirts of Ruatāhuna, crossing a deep river eight times, before arriving at the man’s hut.


The man greeted him with a defeated look. “I’ve been worried about you showing up,” he said with a sigh.


A YEAR OR SO into our time in Murupara, my father volunteered himself for the dunk tank at the local school fair. The weather was cold: In the photos from that day, many people are wearing sweatshirts and jackets. One of the photos is of Dad, perched on a precarious wooden plank above a tank of freezing water. His feet are bare, but he’s otherwise in full uniform. He’s smiling gamely, hands on his thighs, but his fingers are spread wide, as if he were preparing for the moment someone hits the target with a ball, releasing him into the water below. Surrounding him are people from town—children, parents, teachers—each ready to take their turn sending the police chief into the drink.


In the next photo, Dad’s soaked, clearly still recovering after the shock of one of his many plunges. Around him, people are laughing. My mother is not in the frame, but I know she was right there, just out of view of the camera, smiling at Dad, with a dry towel and spare set of clothes.


There’s also a photo of me and Louise from one of these school fairs. We’re in the back of a trailer—a hayride, I think. In the image, I’m standing up straight in a red jumper with a bright red jacket over the top, both of which make my blond mullet stand out. Next to me Louise is crouched down, peeking awkwardly over the edge of the trailer as if she were waiting for the tractor to lurch forwards. Around us are other kids, of all ages. One, a boy of about twelve in plaid flannel, waves happily at the person capturing the image. Another sucks on his finger while waving the other hand in the air. Several girls line the front of the trailer, their backs to the camera while they brace themselves for the ride. Looking at the image today, I’m aware of things that I don’t remember noticing then—like the gang signals that some of the children are making, and that the only Pākehā faces in that trailer are mine and Louise’s. Back then, though, we were just a bunch of kids. Some of us liked rugby or bullrush. Almost all of us liked lollies, fish-and-chips, and sausage sizzles. Some didn’t have shoes, and some might have lived in homes with broken windows, but all of us enjoyed a trailer ride at the local school fair.


AT THE BEGINNING OF 1988, having spent almost three years in the little square house behind the police station, my family packed up the Toyota Corona again as a large truck reversed into our front yard to load up the Crown Lynn dinner set and our scratchy wooden couch. By this point, I had spent going on half my life in Murupara, but Dad had another new job.


In the future when people ask me where I’m from, Murupara is not the answer I give. But, two decades later as a brand-new MP sitting in my office, I was asked a different question by a journalist. Our two chairs were facing each other, a notepad balanced on the journalist’s lap with one arm extended, clutching a Dictaphone.


“So,” she asked me, “when did you first become political?”


I tapped my fingers across my lap, looking at her and then at the tape. Behind her sat a large wooden bookcase full of blue-bound copies of legislation. My desk with its green leather inlay and tall reclining chair backed onto a view of the parliamentary atrium.


Just for a moment, I glanced at the bright light of the lamp sitting in the corner and thought about a different place entirely. I pictured a row of houses with wide open streets. I saw the sun bouncing off the black mat of a trampoline, bare feet skipping over the cracks in the pavement, stacks of twenty-cent lolly bags. I saw a small-framed boy clutching his book of perfume cards, and another dwarfed by his bag walking and crying alone. I thought about fairness, and the way circumstances can push a community into difficulty—and the way the people in that community still managed to hang on to their mana, their dignity. I thought about my parents—about my dad, doing his best to help more than he hurt, and about my mum, doing her best too. And I knew: The answer was Murupara.


I became political because I lived in Murupara.










THREE



IHAVE A DISTINCTIVE FACIAL FEATURE, and it’s not what polite company would refer to as my broad smile. If you were to stand on my left, you wouldn’t miss it: a thin white scar that begins at the inner corner of my eye, then follows the seam of my nose diagonally, all the way to the outer edge of my nostril. The scar is a permanent testament to my almost constant compulsion to be “useful.” It is also a physical memento of the small, three-acre orchard at the outer edge of Morrinsville, the dairy farming town I will forever call home.


I first got to know the orchard when my mum’s parents, Granddad Eric and Grandma Margaret, owned it. The orchard was my grandparents’ second attempt at a new venture after they’d sold the dairy farm they’d owned and laboured on for thirty years.


My granddad Eric, a towering man with sharp features, was as impatient as he was focused. Eric was always engaged in some sort of project: repairing, harvesting, tinkering, improving, often in his signature woollen shorts and socks pulled up to his knees. He was a man on a constant, unrelenting mission. When we visited the orchard, I sometimes peeked into the garage and watched as he talked to himself while he worked, just as my mother always did. Right then, he might say to himself as he moved through tasks. Pop this here, and then this goes here. Sometimes he hummed or sang a ditty. Either would bring a rare lightness to his face, which was otherwise, in those days, almost always stern.


Dad once told me that Granddad Eric was the smartest person he’d ever met. Everywhere I looked in that orchard there was evidence of Granddad’s cleverness—the patched-up apple grader, the bright red tractor he’d restored, old photos of boats he had built by hand. He’d built entire homes before too, but this one—a creaky, two-storey timber-framed “Lockwood,” a design distinct for its exposed timber walls and interlocking beams—he’d altered and finished.


All Granddad’s busyness meant he had little tolerance for mistakes, even from young children. So, Louise and I “helped” Grandma instead. I cannot remember a time that I saw Grandma Margaret wearing anything but a long skirt and blouse, her hair done in the style of Queen Elizabeth’s, but with a touch of Julia Child chaos. 


Sometimes she plopped me and Louise into a trailer my granddad had built, hooked behind a riding lawn mower, and hauled us around the orchard. We sat there on hard wood, bumping and lurching next to trays of fruits, looking at the back of Grandma Margaret’s head while her corgi trotted along beside us. It’s possible my grandmother had chosen the breed as a nod to the queen, but there wasn’t anything posh or regal about my grandmother. Perhaps that’s why her dog was named simply Shannon.


Every so often, Grandma Margaret turned around to check we weren’t leaning too close to the edge of the trailer, flashing a smile of perfectly white false teeth before returning her gaze back to the sandy driveway. She was quick to laugh, and when she did, she threw her head back. Sometimes during those big belly laughs, her false teeth dropped away from her gums and reminded me of the chewy teeth we’d get in the lolly mix at the corner store.


Often Louise and I played on our own at the orchard, running barefoot up and down through the rows of trees, careful to dodge bees hovering over the fruits on the ground. Whenever we stopped to catch our breath, we inhaled the sweet and sickly smell of rotting apples. But I didn’t want to just play in the orchard. I wanted to help. I was desperate to wear a picking apron, to sort the fruit on the grader, or to operate the old red cherry picker to see if I could grab the apples that I couldn’t reach by leaping into the air or standing on my tippy-toes.


These weren’t jobs for a child, or so I was told. But sometimes my drive to help was bigger than my drive to be good, and on one visit I left the grown-ups talking by the house and snuck off to the quiet of the cool damp packing sheds. That day, a piece of equipment Granddad used to make boxes sat near the fruit grader. It was taller even than he was, and resembled a Ferris wheel. A wheel was for spinning, obviously, so I reached up to the cold metal and gave it a whirl. But I misjudged how close I could get—and how sharp the rough metal edges were. I felt pressure against my face and a stab of pain. Something wet trickled down my cheek.


By the time I stumbled into the bright light of the day and into the view of adults, my hands and face glistened with blood. The stitches I got that afternoon would become my scar, earned in a place that I would soon call home. It also became an ever-present reminder that my constant drive to be useful could sometimes land me in trouble.


WHEN GRANDDAD ERIC sold the family dairy farm, he moved into kiwifruit, then to nashi pears, and by 1988, around the time we were leaving Murupara, he had set his restless eye on the next big thing: avocados in Tauranga. My dad had his new job, a promotion to detective sergeant in nearby Hamilton. My parents were looking for a home, and Granddad was looking to sell.


My grandparents sold the orchard to my parents for more pragmatic than sentimental reasons, and my parents took on both a mortgage and a loan from my grandparents with 18 per cent interest, roughly the going rate at the time. For my mum and dad, buying the orchard was a financial stretch and a risk. For me, the orchard felt at once like coming home and like a grand adventure.


Where Murupara was isolated and dominated by forestry, Morrinsville (with its population of roughly five thousand) was a dairy farming community, just twenty-five minutes to the nearest city of Hamilton and an hour from the beach. In fact, the official town motto would one day be “Morrinsville: Where You’re Not Far from Anywhere”—a slogan that was dropped when officials realized it wasn’t promoting coming to Morrinsville, but rather the convenience of leaving.


Morrinsville was the sort of town where people were split into two types: farmers and townies. Both groups were pragmatic, unpretentious, good-humoured, and generally conservative. Townie and farmer alike could help you change the oil on your car as efficiently as they could milk a cow. As a kid, the only difference I saw between the two was that one got up earlier, wore gumboots, and clocked up a few more kilometres to get groceries than the other. But even then, I knew it was intended as an insult if anyone ever called me a townie.


Our house, with its two stories, was significantly bigger than the one we’d had in Murupara, and spacious enough that Louise and I each had our own bedroom. Our house stood at the edge of town, adjacent to a cornfield and the Morrinsville Golf Course. For the entirety of our lives there, I heard sporadic dull thuds on the roof or thwacks on the glass of windows, telling me that some novice golfer had just teed off.


To the west was a small forest of about three acres. There wasn’t much to this land, just some pine trees and a bit of undergrowth. But to me and Louise it was a mystery to be explored. In the forest, tree stumps became imaginary people, complete with backstories, occupying a world that was mine and Louise’s alone. Sometimes we found treasures in the forest: beer cans, snack wrappers, even condoms. Once, we found a G-string, a small strip of fabric poking through the undergrowth that we dug away. Mum had taught me where babies came from back when we were in Murupara. “I don’t want you learning about it from some kid at school,” she’d insisted, holding up a picture book filled with images that made me want to cover my eyes. Still, I couldn’t quite connect that book with this lacy piece of floss at the end of the stick.


When we weren’t playing in the forest, Louise and I did jobs in the orchard. The task my parents had taken on by moving to a working orchard was monumental, and by now we were old enough to lend a hand without being a complete nuisance. Dad spent his days solving cases and making arrests. Then, in the evening, he’d walk through the door, change into a pair of shorts and an old shirt, pull on his Red Band gumboots that had worn the hair off around his calf muscles, and head back outside. Sometimes I’d jump on my bike and pedal behind him, watching as he headed into the shed, strapped the chemical sprayer on his back, and moved through the rows of trees spraying pesticide.


Louise and I weren’t the most productive workers. The apple-picking aprons hung to our knees, and if we filled them, they quickly became too heavy for us to lift over the apple bins. I tried to prune trees, but my hands weren’t strong enough for the secateurs. I packed boxes but struggled to lift them onto the pallets. I was probably more of a hindrance than a help, just as I’d been with Granddad, but I would still don my grey gumboots and race out to the orchard with my headband slipping down over my eyes. All because I could see it and feel it: Mum and Dad needed help.


FIVE MONTHS AFTER we arrived in Morrinsville, my uncle Mark, Mum’s younger brother, was in an accident in the neighbouring city. Mark had my granddad Eric’s height as well as his strong jaw and nose. His hair, though, was cut in a brown mullet, and while he’d sometimes helped my grandparents out in the orchard, he mostly worked in rural factories, just enough to keep his prized car running with its loud engine and shiny paint job.


I didn’t always understand my uncle Mark. He looked like a grown-up, but he couldn’t possibly have been. After all, he wasn’t married and had no children. He drank beer from a can. And he always seemed to be somewhere else: out with friends, travelling, or just sleeping late.


Now Uncle Mark was in the hospital. He’d been drinking with three of his friends when they piled into a car. Driving home, they ploughed straight into a moving train. Later, I would learn that the accident was so bad police couldn’t even tell who had been driving; passengers were either thrown from the vehicle or trapped in the car, which was mangled beyond recognition. Two passengers died instantly. A third was badly injured.


As for Mark, Mum told us he’d survived, but the doctors weren’t sure his brain was alive. I thought about that a lot in the days after it happened: that a person can have a body that is breathing—they can be alive—without actually being there. My seven-year-old brain couldn’t comprehend it. I wondered what it would mean if the doctors were wrong. If my uncle could hear us, and had been trying to speak but was frozen, the way I sometimes felt immobilized in nightmares. How frightening that would be.


Mum went back and forth to the hospital, and I peppered her with questions. Was he awake yet? Was he getting better? Could they test his brain to see if he was in there? Could they know for sure? I needed to see him for myself, but I was also afraid. Eventually, one day, when Mum couldn’t find someone to stay with us at home, she packed me and Louise into the car and took us to the hospital with her.


It was June, winter in New Zealand, and I could see my breath as we walked across the parking lot. Inside the hospital, though, everything was seasonless and stale. We followed Mum through corridors that went on forever, taking in glimpses of rolling metal carts and waiting rooms with people sitting in vinyl chairs. Finally, somewhere deep inside the hospital, Mum pushed open a swinging door, and we followed her into a room that smelled like disinfectant and was filled with beds, each separated by a curtain. From one curtain my grandparents appeared, but I barely registered them. My eyes were fixed on the hospital bed in front of me.


My tall, swaggering uncle now lay on his back, utterly still. His skin was pale. Only a few strands of hair peeked out from the bandages that were wrapped around his head. His eyes seemed to be swollen shut. An accordion-like contraption rose and fell in rhythm with Uncle Mark’s chest, and a plastic tube protruded from his neck. How could something that looked so uncomfortable, so suffocating, have been helping him to breathe? Behind him, machines beeped, recording vital signs I did not understand.


I stood still, trying to pretend that I wasn’t frightened by the equipment and tubes. The grown-ups whispered among themselves, eventually stepping out into the hallway—maybe to talk to a doctor, maybe to talk to each other out of Mark’s earshot, just in case. Louise and I were left alone with our uncle and all that machinery.


I studied Uncle Mark’s face. I watched his eyes, his hands. I willed for even the slightest movement; some sign that he knew we were there and he wasn’t trapped. Once I saw it, I could tell the others. I could run out into the hall yelling, “He’s still there, Mum! I saw his finger move! He must be waking up!” I knew exactly how everyone would react. They would all gasp, hugging each other with the relief of it all. They’d rush to my uncle’s bedside, crying with joy. That’s what they would do, if only I could just see him move.


But Uncle Mark did not move, and no amount of wishing on my part would change that. Looking back, I think that’s also when I first realized that a person’s life can be altered forever, sometimes tragically, in the blink of an eye.


WEEKS PASSED, but my uncle remained unconscious. Mum’s answers to my questions grew sadder, less hopeful. With no signs of improvement, the doctors became increasingly convinced that Mark’s brain was dead; without the machinery and equipment, his body would likely follow. My mother was at the hospital when my grandparents made the impossible decision to turn off their only son’s life support.


That night, after Mum returned home, I listened to her describe to my father what had happened. She’d been watching through the small window into Mark’s room as the medical professionals began shutting down the equipment. The accordion that had been allowing him to breathe stopped moving. Everyone expected his body would shut down too. Instead, my uncle began to cough, gasping for air. Seconds went by as Mum watched—seconds that she said felt like minutes, like an eternity. The coughing slowly subsided, replaced by a rasping. Then eventually, finally, a rhythm.


He was breathing. My uncle Mark was still alive.


Over the weeks that followed, the extent of my uncle’s injuries became clearer. He eventually woke up, but he was now legally blind, and he’d suffered significant brain damage. But these were all words. The reality was more than that. I watched my uncle try to eat and drink again; I saw him struggle to click the top of a ballpoint pen while he lay in bed, and learned how to walk. He would never again live without support or care. And for now, that care would come from his family, including my mum.


Yes, everything could change in the blink of an eye, and that made everything feel more fragile.


SOMETIME AFTER MY UNCLE’S ACCIDENT, my stomach began to hurt. In my mind, it was as simple as that. I had a sore stomach. In the past, when my stomach hurt, the pain came and went. But now I felt it all the time. Morning, night, in between. Whenever I felt it, I would tell my mum. Sometimes she let me stay home from school, even though she and my dad were both working harder than ever.


Eventually, she took me to a doctor, who asked me questions and poked at my stomach while my mum hovered behind him, her brow creased. When the visit was over, Mum decided I would drop down to half days at school. Good, I thought. Mum understands I don’t feel well. It would be years before my mother told me what the doctor actually said: that persistent stomachaches are a common way that children manifest stress.


I wasn’t sick, it turned out. I was worried.


But while everything going on in Mum’s family felt overwhelming, Dad’s family was a comforting constant. Every Sunday after church, Mum, Dad, Louise, and I headed over to see my nana Gwladys and my granddad Harry, my dad’s parents.


My nana was a proud woman. She always said her own mother had come to New Zealand from Scotland with just three things: her son, a pistol, and a violin. I never heard much about my great-grandmother, but I imagined her exactly as my nana was: fearless, funny, and a little bit frightening.


Nana had a deep grey perm that she had set every Friday in town; sometimes the chemicals turned her hair a slight tinge of purple. Her home, next to Te Aroha Domain, wasn’t fancy, but it was dusted, polished, and always vacuumed to within an inch of its life.


Nana spent most of her time in the kitchen. Food was her love language, and sometimes she spoke it forcefully. If there were road workers on her street, Nana would bake scones and make tea, then head out to them, instructing, “Now, come and sit down for a minute, boys. Have something to eat. Come on now!”


In her own home, in a small alcove near the back door, she kept a stack of baking tins that I was sure were magic. They were filled with the most delicious, buttery shortbread, and no matter how much shortbread Dad and I ate, they never seemed to be empty.


Nana was almost never without an apron tied at her waist, woollen slippers on her feet, and her beloved orange-and-white fluffy yappy dog Dinky scurrying around. “Get out of it, Dinky!” she often snapped as she moved about the kitchen. Even those Nana loved most incurred her wrath from time to time.


But no one earned Nana’s wrath more than what she described as “blue-tongue Tories.” Nana joined the Labour Party in 1938 and had been the chair of the local party, holding meetings in her front room. She believed in looking after those who worked hard and had less and wasn’t shy about taking on those who didn’t. Apparently, whenever Robert Muldoon, the conservative prime minister of New Zealand during my earliest years, appeared on the television, she’d stand up and snap it off before he’d even said a word.


For all my nana’s fierce independence, there were still things she never did for herself. Driving, for example. This task was taken on by my granddad Harry, a quiet, solid man with a broad jaw and wisps of fine, straw-coloured hair. Harry was a man of routine. He began each morning with my nana’s salted porridge, cream, and a sprinkling of dark brown sugar on top. After breakfast, without fail, he walked the lower loop of Mount Te Aroha.


On those weekly Sunday visits, while Nana bustled around the kitchen and the rest of the family chattered, Granddad Harry always sat quietly at the Formica table, leaning back against the wall, legs crossed, fidgeting with a bottle top or stray piece of wire. He might stop occasionally to look around, or smooth what remained of his hair across the top of his head, then go back to fidgeting.


Nana and Harry had seven kids, who had come in two waves. There were the three “prewar” kids and then, nearly ten years later, the four “postwar” children: the twins Keith and Marie and a second set of twins, Ian and my dad, Ross. That decade-long gap between the two sets of children was why the whole family almost never got together as a group. At least that’s what I assumed. 


Of all my aunts and uncles, Marie took after my nana most. Marie was just as political, just as outspoken. She was a smoker, a straight talker, and always immaculately dressed. She wore high heels so often she claimed to be more comfortable in them than when her feet were flat on the floor. Even Marie’s slippers had kitten heels.


Her makeup was always impeccable, too: When she visited, she’d set her mirror on the dining table, lay out her cosmetics, and apply her many layers, expertly holding a cigarette between her tanned fingers, which were always perfectly manicured with bright pink polish. She always wore long-sleeved blouses and trousers that covered most of her legs. But sometimes when she bent over or scratched her arm, I could see deep scars.


I knew the story of the scars: When Marie was four years old, she’d found a box of matches in the shed where my nana washed clothes in an old copper tub. Somehow her tiny fingers managed to light a match, and her polyester dress caught on fire. Someone my grandfather worked with, a man called Jim, saw her as she stumbled out of the washhouse engulfed in flames. Jim ran to Marie, pushing her to the ground and rolling her down the hill to try to extinguish the flames.


For many years Marie’s body held the consequences of that moment, with a scar of Jim’s hand imprinted onto the side of her body. While Jim likely saved her life, 80 per cent of Marie’s body was burned that day, and she’d spend the rest of her life in and out of surgeries. Maybe that’s why Aunty Marie was so bold and brassy.


Once, when I was very young, I’d shown her a teddy bear with a red plastic heart. When you pressed it, the heart pulsed. “Oh, God!” Marie had yelled when I showed her. “That thing would give me the absolute shits!” It was the first time I registered hearing an adult in my family—other than my nana, that is—swear. I wasn’t so pious as to think no one I knew swore, or that someone was bad if they did. Even though we were a Mormon family, my parents had an “each to their own” attitude. Still, I heard swearing so rarely at home that it stood out to my eight-year-old ears.


But while there wasn’t much cursing under my parents’ roof, there were plenty of impassioned debates. No matter what was happening in the orchard, or with homework, Mum expected us all to be at the table for dinner at 6:00 p.m. sharp—six o’clock on the dot! Mum always yelled, impatient when we weren’t there promptly to sit down for one of her steady rotation of meals: schnitzel, lasagna, tuna mornay, or corned beef in the Crock-Pot (always with an Edmonds cookbook sauce, and served with mashed potatoes and chopped cabbage), and eventually, fried rice thanks to a night class she took in Chinese cooking at the local college. As dinner began, we’d turn on the news so Mum and Dad could listen to what was going on in the world.


Louise wasn’t a fan of television, and she didn’t care for the six o’clock news bulletin. “Isn’t the whole point of a family dinner to spend family time together and talk?” Louise sometimes complained. “Not to sit around in silence with the TV on!”


“Shh,” Mum would snap in response. “We’re listening to the news!”


Sometimes it was Mum who couldn’t stay silent, though. She wasn’t overtly political, and didn’t share her parents’ conservatism. But she held tightly to a worldview that valued fairness and common sense. Once in a while, she’d hear something on television that infuriated her, and all hell would break loose at the table. If there was a high-profile court case whose outcome she found inadequate, she might shout at the television, “Who judges the judges? Who judges the judges?!” Mum was usually a slow, methodical eater, but in these moments she’d wave her fork in a frenzy. Once, she became so worked up that a corn kernel got stuck in her throat, which she needed medical assistance to dislodge—a fact my dad never failed to remind her about.


“Careful, Laurell,” Dad would respond calmly. “You’re going to end up back at the hospital.”


“I’m just browned off,” Mum would say, shaking her head and returning her fork to the side of her plate. “Sometimes the people in charge just really brown me off.”


For the most part, I watched quietly, trying to take it all in. I had never been overseas, never been on a plane, never even left the North Island of New Zealand. But from my kitchen table, I watched the reports of the Lockerbie bombing, saw images of the Berlin Wall crumble as people celebrated in its rubble. I saw a lone protester stop tanks in Tiananmen Square, and watched Nelson Mandela walk from prison. I didn’t always fully comprehend these stories, but they still left their mark. The town I lived in, the life I had, seemed so far away from what I saw on the news each night. And yet it didn’t. So long as there were people in the images, I felt somehow connected to them. They were also showing me something. The world is so big and life could be fragile, I understood. But not so big that one person can’t do something to change it.


IN THE ORCHARD, we pruned, harvested, and packed Granny Smith apples for export. What was left we packed into twenty-kilogramme brown boxes that we stacked onto the back of a trailer and drove to Temple View, the Mormon community on the outskirts of Hamilton. Most people would struggle to get through twenty kilogrammes of apples, but Mormons are encouraged to have three months’ worth of preserved food on hand in their “food stores.” So there’s almost no better place to sell fruits than a Mormon parking lot.
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