Jennifer Manson
Smashwords Edition
First published in New Zealand in 2010
Copyright © Jennifer Manson 2010
The moral right of the author has been asserted.
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the author, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.
ISBN 978-0-473-17483-5
Cover design by Jay Ganda, Red Dot Design
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
To my writing buddy and greatest supporter, poet Kerrin P. Sharpe;
To Roger Steele, publisher, gentleman and national treasure, for encouragement when it was urgently needed;
To my readers: Wendy Davie, Sue Dwan, Gus Benzie, Deb Robertson, Jane Cowan-Harris, Douglas Royds, Dianne Whiteside, Vicki Slade, Stephanie Royds and Kathryn Dalziel, for being so generous with your time;
To Philip Royds, for timely research on locations;
To Andrew Gunn, for valuable early advice on structure;
To Liz Bermingham at Podamo for your brilliant assistance with marketing;
To Tim and Saskia Clements for your huge generosity in showing me your family’s fabulous boat and entertaining me out on the water of the Marlborough Sounds; and to Saskia for being such a wonderful coach;
To my daughter, Alex, for your insightful and constructive feedback; to my son, Jono, for your encouragement and to Paul, for not asking what the hell I’ve been doing all this time;
And to all my other generous supporters;
Thank you.
All characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jennifer Manson is a writer and business woman. She lives in Christchurch, New Zealand, with her husband, two teenage children and two cats. She is currently learning to play the trumpet.
I was once in a car accident. I slipped on oil, or ice, on a corner half way up a mountain pass. My car spun off the road onto gravel, settling into a backward slide which in the calm of the moment I expected to bring me to a halt. I thought I was nearly stopped when the car began tipping backwards. In that moment I felt no fear, just a deep curiosity about what was going to happen next.
There is nothing much to say about Happily Ever After; the story that comes before is infinitely more interesting. Sometimes life throws in an element of the random. I try to embrace it. The only mistake at this point would be to try to keep things on their previous course.
And sometimes, when life doesn’t do it, I have to throw in that element of the random myself.
I drove north up through the Lewis Pass, my head washed clean by the sadness of the farewell from my niece and nephews. My sinuses always benefit from tears. I would miss Gemma most of all, but it was time for me to go, the pull of the road made me breathe deeper than I ever did in one place, especially in a town. My gorgeous sister, Kendall, would appreciate the routine of her house returning to normal. She runs it like home-made clockwork, and I’m aware I always disrupt the rhythm. She says it’s in a good way.
There is money in the bank but it’s kind of a thing with me to spend as little as possible when I’m on the hunt for a new job. And I’d been fed a little too well the last couple of weeks with the family. My waistline and full stomach were happy with the short black coffee I had at Murchison. I took a bottle of water in the car with me.
I love my car, a white vintage Carmen Ghia. It belonged to my Granddad. It’s not easy getting the parts any more, but there’s always a guy in each town who can’t wait to get his hands on her when she needs repairs. Sometimes I end up sleeping with him, if he’s single – not out of gratitude, but because there’s something about the way those guys work by instinct, get into the mood of the car, that translates to being great lovers. I haven’t told Kendall that part, although Gemma suspects.
I slid into Nelson about four o’clock thinking I’d find somewhere to stay, but somehow found myself driving on through. Interesting. If I’d known I was heading for Blenheim I’d have driven up the East Coast, with that spectacular scenery – not that the mountains aren’t beautiful, too, but my preference is always for water when there’s a choice, particularly the crash of high seas against a rocky coast. At Blenheim, too, I kept driving, winding up on the road to Picton, following a long valley then finally cresting the small hill that marks the entrance to the Marlborough Sounds, high shoulders and arms of land enveloping deep, deep water. The town nestles on one of the few pieces of flat land in this place of extreme slopes plunging into dark sea.
I bypassed the campground, where I had thought I would stop and get a cabin, and looked for somewhere to find a drink. The cafés and bars along the waterfront were too shiny and new; I drove back up the town and found what I was looking for, overlooking a park. I always prefer the working man’s pub to tourist glitz.
I opened the door cautiously. My skinny jeans and long blonde hair usually cause a bit of a stir in this type of establishment.
“Hey there, boys.” I said, my voice passably light and casual. “How are you?” There were a couple of answering grunts and I felt many pairs of eyes on me. “You serve dinner?” The barman pointed above his head to a short chalk-written menu. Fish and chips. Soup of the day. Steak and potatoes. “What’s the fish like?”
“Pretty good.” His accent was Australian and he had bleached surfer curls.
“Then I’ll have that.”
“Take a seat, I’ll bring it out.” He gestured towards some sticky-looking tables next to the windows but I hauled myself up onto a barstool. He raised his eyebrows. “Wad’ll ya have to drink?”
I mentally reviewed the clientele. They had mostly returned to their conversations, but there were a few I’d want to be wary of. Just one drink, then, and onto the soft stuff, keep my wits about me. “Vodka. Straight.”
He poured for me, then leaned back to pour a couple of beers for my nearest neighbours. “You come far today?”
“Further than I needed. I went from Christchurch to Nelson, but I didn’t like it there, came on here. I’m looking for a job if you hear of anything.”
“What kind of thing?”
“I don’t know. I sort of thought something to do with boats.”
I felt those next door barflies turn towards me. The barman addressed them. “Tom was looking for someone to clean down the boats in the boat yard, wasn’t he?” The response was a grunt, a couple of nods.
“Yeah?”
“It’s cold work, though, mostly outdoors. Those city types put their boats up in the winter, get him to clean and polish and scrape ready for next summer. You could talk to him.”
“Where would I find him?”
The barman looked around. “He’s not here yet, but he usually comes in some time before closing.” He reached across the bar to shake my hand. “I’m River.”
“As in . . .”
“As in long watery object. My Mum was a hippie, no cracks.”
I nodded, long and slow. “Okay, River, thanks for the tip.”
“And you are?”
“Maybe I’ll tell you another time.”
“Why not now?”
“You’ll think I’m taking the Mickey. Oh, all right, my name’s Ocean.”
“Women! Always have to go one better. And you’re truly not winding me up?”
“No, for real. Changed it by deed poll when I turned 18. My Mum and I didn’t get on around then. Maybe one day I’ll change it back, but I feel kind of raw about giving her the satisfaction.”
“So what was it, before it was Ocean?”
“Virginia.” I joked. “By the time I changed it it was already out of date.” I grinned wide at the passing shock on his face. Nice girls in bars don’t bring up sex before the boys do. I like to be one jump ahead. So to speak. “No, only kidding – you won’t get it out of me that easily. I also need a place to stay. I saw a holiday park signposted on the way into town. Is that the nearest?”
“There’s the Top 10 off Waikawa Road. Or there are the backpackers. One just next to the railway station, one a bit further up the road.”
Tom arrived just as I was finishing dinner. I ate slowly as I flirted with River. Tom’s a bluff and hearty fellow, round, red face and easy, slow smile. His face lit up when he realised what I wanted.
“Sure, I’ve got more work than I can handle, it’s always busy around now when the summer sailors finish for the season. Two weeks full time, then casual after that if you want it. It’s messy work, though, sure it’s for you?”
I grinned. “I love something different. I know nothing about boats, except that I’ve always dreamed of life at sea, wind in your face, the world your oyster in any direction.”
Tom chuckled. “Not sure it’s like that exactly. Not on the fishing boats, anyway. It’s head down and getting on with things.”
“I guess I wasn’t thinking of fishing boats.”
Tom looked me up and down. “I’d pick you for more the luxury yacht myself.”
I pulled a face. “Yeah, just need the luxury boyfriend to fund it. And that’s not so much my style either.”
“No?”
“No. Like my freedom, me.”
“Then you’re single?”
“And staying that way.” I slipped off my barstool. “I’m stoked about the job. See you at eight?”
“Okay, late start tomorrow, then, and after that we’ll see.”
I squinted at him, not sure if he was joking. I love the mornings, always up before dawn to watch the day begin. “I can come earlier.”
“No, eight’s fine.”
I slapped the bar. “See ya round, River.”
“Be back tomorrow?”
“If it’s okay to drink with the boss.”
Tom twinkled his eyes and nodded.
“Then yeah, I’ll be back tomorrow.”
It was cold, hard work, scraping at the bottom of the boats as they sat propped up out of the water. The wind was whipping through the marina and it was much nicer working on the lee side of the boats. But both sides needed to be done and I didn’t fancy asking Tom to turn them around. Thought he might laugh.
At 10 he brought me coffee and jerked his head towards the ladder of the boat I was working on. “Come on up, it’s warmer out of the wind.”
It was like stepping into sunshine climbing down into the cabin of the boat. Tom leaned back against the squabs and sipped from his cup. I smelled liquorice. “What is that?”
He pulled his lips together. “Now don’t you go telling the boys I drink herbal tea.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I looked away with a smirk. He pulled a fake frown.
“You’re a good worker. How are the arms feeling?”
“Building up muscle, it’s good for me.”
“Well, do another hour then come inside, this brass needs polishing up and the wood needs oiling.”
“It’s not varnished?”
“On the new boats it is, but not these old classics. It’s always the same, romance over practicality. I’d have a new boat myself if I was a sensible chap. But sadly I’m not. To my cost.”
I couldn’t tell if his sombre expression was real or put on. The twinkle was there, but I thought that would rarely be missing. I tilted my head, inviting him to say more, but he shifted suddenly on his seat, pointing out the porthole towards the marina. “See out there, second row, last boat . . .”
I stood up and leaned past him to get a better look. It wasn’t easy distinguishing one from another.
“Here, here’s a photo.” He reached into his pocket, straightening out the creased image.
“Mystique.”
“Yeah. She’s mine. If you work out, I’ll let you work on her, too. Usually I do it myself. Bit precious about her, if I admit it.”
“I wouldn’t want to make a mistake with your baby.”
“Well, you’re learning fast. Maybe by the end of the winter. If you stay that long.”
“You doubt me. I said I would.”
“I just think there’s likely to be a better offer at some point. I know I don’t pay fantastically well.”
“Ah, but the romance of the sea.”
“We’re in the boat yard.”
“I’ve got a good imagination.”
Tom’s chuckle was rich and deep. “I bet you have. But you said you move around a lot. How long do you usually stay in one place?”
“Depends on the place. And the opportunities it offers.”
“You’re talking about River.”
“No.” This took me by surprise. “Why would you say that?”
“Sorry, I just thought . . . Sorry, I haven’t been around women like you very much. I guess that kind of flirting is . . . normal?”
I thought back to last night. Yes, I was flirting, he was a cute guy, and responsive, and benefitting from comparison with the gnarly sailor-types. “He’s fun to talk to. But I’m not in the mood to get involved just yet.”
“Just as well. Just as well.”
“What do you mean?” There was relief in his voice. “Are you worried about me or him.”
Tom held up his hands. “I didn’t mean anything. Are you finished? I’ll take your cup.”
I drained my mug and hunched my shoulders in the yellow oilskins Tom had provided. “Thanks.” The wind was up even further when we climbed back to ground. I shuddered as I picked up the scraper again. Tom laughed. “I’ll be back in an hour with the brass polish.”
River smiled and waved as I walked into the pub that night and there were one or two more grunts in response to my cheery greeting. They’d get used to me in time, I’d have them gathered round the bar telling stories. But it always took a while, and these ones looked tough.
“Vodka?”
“Nah,” I whispered, “That was just last night to impress the natives. I’ll have a beer. What do the locals drink?”
River pulled a pint of Tui and put it in front of me. “Tough day?”
“How could you tell?” I had showered, washed and dried my hair. I thought I looked hot. “Do I look tired.”
“No. But I used to work for Tom myself.”
“And you quit? I can’t imagine why!” River laughed. “But you’re not local. How long have you been here?”
His eyes narrowed and he turned away, moving across to refill a couple of glasses. By the time he got back my question had been lost. He changed the subject. A little later, when he went out back to change the keg, the old timer next to me leaned over. “I wouldn’t ask too many questions if I were you. He’s a little bit touchy.”
“What about?”
But the old guy just cackled, revealing broken teeth. I looked up into the mirror above the bar then turned and leaned my back against it. It was getting dark outside. I wondered idly where Tom was, he said he’d be here once he’d eaten, and I’d been a while in the shower, warming up.
“Hey, Creek!” River grimaced. “Where is there internet around here?”
“There’s a café in town, coffee’s okay, and they have computers you can use.”
“What time do they close?”
“11.”
“Great. Hold my beer for me, I’ll be back.”
I’m not a technophile but occasionally I like to check in with the people I know who don’t communicate any other way – that’s the thing about travelling, you meet other travellers. You think you’re talking to a local but somehow you’ve been drawn to a nomad like yourself. Like River. Oh well, some of the cutest guys are born with sprint shoes on their feet.
Sandra, Helen, and there it was, third from the top, couldn’t have been more than a day or two old. Mark. What did he want now? I ignored it as I roared with laughter through Sandra’s description of native-dodging in Cairo, but then the mouse hovered as I headed for Helen’s news and I found myself clicking on Mark’s instead. Oh well, better get it over with.
My teeth were gritted before I’d read a line. At least he didn’t mess around, came straight to the point. “I love you, I’m sorry, I made a mistake. Won’t you come back to me?” He almost had me thinking until I scrolled down to the picture he’d attached, the most insincere pout I’d ever seen. Bastard. Why couldn’t he ever be serious? Anyway, this had been the deal from the start, a bit of fun, no ties, move on. Like always.
“Good news, huh?” River was laughing at my expression as I slid onto my barstool and pulled my now warm beer towards me. “Do you really want to drink that? Let me pour you another one.”
“This is fine,” I said, glowering.
“Let me guess. It’s a guy.”
“Isn’t it always?”
“No, not always, but chicks have a different pissed off expression when it’s another chick they’re pissed off about.”
I laughed despite myself. “A student of human nature.”
“I notice things.” River stretched up taller.
“Anyway, it’s old stuff. I just want to forget it.” But I couldn’t. The longer I sat there trying to get in a good mood, the madder I got. Why did I let him get to me this way? I took a deep breath and let it slowly slide out. River was serving some other customers. The anger built at the front of my forehead. I shut out Mark’s laughing image and focused on the feeling. My lips were tight and I could feel pressure down the length of my nose. My tense body made a cage for my breath, constricting it. I consciously relaxed my shoulders and waited, eyes closed, for the feeling to pass.
“Let me help you?” River was back, watching me.
I gave him a quizzical look.
“Let me take you out tomorrow morning.”
“I’m working.”
“On Saturday?”
“I need all the hours I can get at the moment.”
“Sunday then.”
I looked around while I considered how to say no. The bar was over-bright with jarring fluorescent light bouncing off electric blue carpet, black in places with working man traffic, spilled beer and chewing gum. Who drops chewing gum on carpet? I’ve never seen it done, but the evidence was here, like a leopard’s spots, undeniable.
“Well?”
I turned to look him full in the face, let him read my answer in my eyes.
“One of my mates has got a boat, we could take it out. How much have you seen of the Sounds?”
Boat. I closed my eyes and inhaled through my nose. “Platonic?”
He grinned. “Sure, if you want. For now.”
I tried to suppress the smile which welled up from inside me. Working on the boats today my thoughts had turned naturally to what it would be like being out in one of them. That was why I decided to stay here, after all, to get to know boats. I gave a slow nod, still looking into his eyes.
“Great. I’ll pick you up on Sunday morning. What time’s too early?”
“Three. I’m an early riser.”
“Okay then. I’ll pick you up at 7. We’ll have breakfast on the way.”
It was cold the next morning but the air was still. Soon I was stripping off jumpers and over-shirts, down to t-shirt and jeans as I sanded the bottom of a boat ready for painting. Of course, Tom wouldn’t let me near doing repairs, but this one was sound. I wouldn’t start painting today, though, unless the temperature rose.
After last night’s storm of emotion my body relaxed into the rhythm of the work, allowing my mind to float free. I’ve always loved simple manual labour and the repetition of familiar tasks for just this reason. I skated over personal memories to think about the people I had met since I got here. Old timers who resisted the “touristification and ruination” of the town; Tom with his down-to-earth kindness; and River . . . I skipped on, I wanted to get to know the place, not get into complications so soon. There was my landlady, too, Troya, large and robust with knee length skirts which swung as she moved like the brightly painted wooden dress on one of those surprised dolls you still see in the craft shops. She had a raucous cackle and she wasn’t interested in any hint of weakness. One of the painted-porcelain European backpackers had complained about the showers being cold, and Troya had reached for the broom and swept her out the door, swearing. The girl and her friends had left this morning. I liked Troya. Something about her chimed with something in me.
She said the mix of guests at the backpackers changed daily, arriving and leaving with the ferry like driftwood with the tides. I watched them, talked to them. They would be an endless source of entertainment.
At 12 I stopped and made myself a hot chocolate in Tom’s hut. He was out today, on his boat himself. I liked being on my own. I hummed as I poured in the hot water, topping it up with as much milk as I could without making it cold. I perched on the desk and looked out into the Sounds. Seagulls circled, a symbol of adventure.
“What is your name then? Your real name?”
We had anchored in a cove about half an hour’s motoring from the slipway. Rounding the corner out of Picton harbour the town disappeared in an instant and we were back in a primeval time. The dark green hills rose close around us, muffling sound.
I had enjoyed watching River’s easy way with the boat, and the tact with which he explained in detail what I needed to do, how to climb in, to hold the ropes while he pushed us off and dove up onto the side and in himself.
I eyed him narrowly. How much did I trust him? “Jessabelle.” I said, looking away.
“Jezebel?”
“No, Jessabelle, with two ‘s’’s and an ‘l l e.’ My Mum’s a nutter.”
“What a thing to say . . . although I can see why you’d change it.”
“Yeah, well. On pain of death do you tell anyone.”
“So why did you tell me?”
I looked down into the water at the reflection of the bush-covered hills. The rise and fall of the boat added interest, shifting the pattern of land and sky. “I guess it’s just one of those moments, where honesty seems the only natural thing.” My words brought back a flood of memory, of the last time I’d said something similar: in bed, with Mark, only a couple of weeks before we split. I felt like crying.
“Well, thanks.” River said, bringing me back to himself. “It’s a privilege.”
The formality of the word surprised me. I shrugged off the seriousness of the moment. I didn’t want to know that River had a deeper side. “Let’s get that motor going. I want to be Captain Jack Sparrow, cresting the waves once more.”
River got up and obliged. As I left my seat I felt like I left a part of me behind, the part that would have sat there, in that spot, all day, revealing my soul. It had been a mistake coming out with him alone.
Sunday night in the pub is not like other nights. The boys come out better dressed, but on worse behaviour, having spent the day with their other half, knowing they fail to meet expectations, or on their own, and bored. That’s something I notice about working men. They think they want their freedom, but they’re not happier once they get it.
“Come on, guys, let’s start a game of poker!” I was feeling reckless, saw River glance up from behind the bar, eyeing me in the mirror when he thought I couldn’t see. Well, I could be badly behaved as well. Things had got a little close this morning, and maybe I would have been better staying away tonight, but doing what’s good for me has never been a talent of mine.
The old boys got friendlier and friendlier as I consumed larger and larger volumes of alcohol, to the point where there was a loud chorus of approval to my suggestion of adding a strip element to the game.
“Hey, now, guys, you’re not going to get us shut down are you?”
River was drowned out, and when I lost the next couple of hands, the noise reached fever proportions. The last thing I remember was River pushing me through the expanded crowd to the door.
“Let’s get you back to bed before Ma Hunter reports you missing.”
“Bed!” I called triumphantly, waving the jumper River had tried to wrap me in around my head.
I woke late next morning, recalling the scene through bleary vision. Damn, I had promised myself I wasn’t going to do that again. I was embarrassed and hung over and topless. I groaned with the effort of reaching for a t-shirt before getting out of my dormitory bed. Maybe it was time I got a place of my own.
Tom took pity on me, allowing me to work inside the warm, dry cabin of a boat in the marina. It was modern, used as a charter. It had had regular cleans throughout the season, but now it was to be stripped down, cushions removed, every cranny attended to with a narrow brush. “Now don’t complain, at least you’re not painting. Drink your Alka-Seltzer. River tells me you had quite a night.”
So at least Tom hadn’t witnessed it, that was something. “One of the boys texted me a photo, though. Want to see?”
I closed my eyes, nauseated.
“All right, then. I’ll call you at ten when I have a cuppa on.”
Why did I do it? Was it that email from Mark, or the romantic jaunt with River? There were so many men in the world, and I didn’t have trouble attracting them. All I had to do was figure out what I wanted and it would be there for the taking. Why was that so hard? I wanted love, I knew that. The problem was seeing how that fitted with that intoxicating exhilaration of the moment of parting, of leaving everything that was known behind. That was life for me, the essence of life. It was a glorious addiction. I ached for it now, but only to cover my embarrassment. That wasn’t enough reason to go.
Tom watched me over the top of his mug. “You okay?”
“Sure. I’m fine.” My head was still splitting but the strong tea cut through the queasy feeling.
There was a long pause; it started out awkward, expectant. I waited till the unease peaked and began to fade before I spoke. “I need to move out of the backpackers. Do you know anywhere I could get room and board in exchange for a few hours’ work?” If anyone could work this small miracle, it would be Tom. He knew everyone, liked everyone. And everyone respected him.
“What kind of work?”
“You know me. Anything.”
“Even cleaning?”
“What have I been doing here?”
“That’s different. That’s boats. I’m talking about house cleaning.”
Obviously to Tom there was a world of difference. But not so much to me.
“House cleaning would be fine.”
“And what about hours? What about evenings? I know your social life.”
“I have a feeling my social life is due for an indefinite suspension. So any hours, as long as it fits in with here, with you.”
It sounded like he had something definite in mind. I waited for him to tell me but instead he just nodded.
“Well?”
“Well, let me see! I can’t tell you here and now.”
I held up my hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to rush you. Thanks.”
“Well okay.” He had raised himself in his chair, and now he subsided again.
I wiped my mug out with a paper towel and put it back on the side for lunch break. “I’ll get back to work.”
He nodded. I felt him watch me go.
I was low all afternoon and took myself for a walk after work, winding out of town up Queen Charlotte Drive. Anything to keep me out of the pub tonight. A couple of locals tooted as they went by. I wasn’t sure if they recognised me or were just being generally friendly. I hoped the latter. I’m not easily embarrassed, but this time I just might have done it.
My mind slipped back a few days, to the last serious conversation with my sister before I took off again. Kendall wonders, in her very gentle way, if I am happy with my life, where it’s going. “Don’t you want security? A family?”
“I have a family. I have yours. You know how much I love your kids.”
“Don’t you want some of your own, and someone to love you?”
“I do and I don’t. I have to be free.”
“But for what, Jess? For what?” She still calls me Jess, can’t get her to break the habit. “There are all kinds of freedom.”
“I know. And there are all kinds of security. I’m saving. You won’t have to support me in my old age.”
Her eyes softened, beyond kindness into sadness. “You know we’d be happy to. It’s not that. I’m looking at where you are now.”
“I’m happy. I really am.” And I know it’s true, but when she looks at me like that, I begin to doubt it.
I stood at the side of the road in a small parking area, looking out at that spectacular view into the Marlborough Sounds. There was a ferry going out; part of me was on it, moving on again. A car pulled in and three tourists got out. They took photographs; in minutes they were jumping and swearing, batting off sand-flies, hurrying back into the car and away. I don’t know why the biters never bother me.
It was starting to get dark. Time to turn around, get back to the town lights before twilight faded. Forget about what I was going to do with my life; I didn’t know how to get through the evening.
“Martha was going to close down her bed and breakfast while she goes to England. She’ll be away a month. But she’s turning away bookings, she stays busy all through the year. I persuaded her that you could run it instead while she’s gone.”
“But what about here? What about you?”
“We’ll have the bulk of it done by the time she leaves. I’ll have three, maybe four hours a day for you here. You’ll take her mobile, answer calls while you work.”
“And that’s okay with you? With her?”
“Yup. So you want to do it?”
“Sure. When’s she leaving?”
“About a week. It’s just a little room, but I figured, you’ve been in the dormitory, it has to be better than that.”
I grinned. “You’re right!” A room of my own! It felt like heaven.
“Why don’t you go check out now. I know Troya will try to charge you another night if you’re not out early. I’ll show you the way up to Martha’s at midday, you can meet her and settle in.”
I ran at Tom and hugged him. He patted me gently on the back and pulled me away, large hands hauling at the fabric of my jumper. “Settle down.” he said, quietly, turning away from my tear filled eyes.
I turned in the sparse backpackers’ foyer, having said goodbye. Troya just grunted, as if I were only another overnight guest. I knew she didn’t like Martha, she had said so, which made me intrigued to meet her.
Of course, Troya didn’t like anyone, really. How did she ever get into hospitality? I speculated maybe she had been a prostitute, then turned to this when her youth was over. That would be consistent with the sullenness and constant suspicion of exploitation.
I found my car, parked a few blocks back from the water where the parking was free, and put my bag in the boot. Martha’s place was up on the hill behind the town, spectacular views, with a veranda wrapped around the three storey structure. Tom had stood with me in town and shown me through binoculars. We had caught a glimpse of Martha, too, through the window, shaking clean sheets onto a bed. Soon that would be me. Tom told me I would have to remember the binoculars – his were not the only pair in town – when I had the lights on at night. Usually I change without thought for modesty, never much concerned with my reputation. Tom gently suggested it was time for a little more care.
“You going to check up?” I teased.
“I won’t have to. The town will let me know.”
“Oh. Well, okay.”
As I walked up the path to Martha’s house a sense of peace descended over me. Did Tom know this, that I would have this sense of homecoming? I wondered if everyone felt like this, approaching Martha’s place, or was it special to me. She waved out of the front window, standing at the kitchen sink. I heard a carrying, textured voice. “Hello! Come in!” The front door was ajar. I stepped into a wide, wooden hallway, a rich red Persian runner reaching into the heart of the house. Warm, polished wood was everywhere, on the floor under the runner, in the furniture that lined both sides of the hall, on the walls, and up into the staircase. Light flooded from lamps, from overhead lights, and from a glorious rose window over the stairs.
“I’m in the kitchen! Come on through!”
Martha reached the door when I did, hugging me with sudsy arms. “I’m just washing the dog. Don’t tell the health department!” and she burst into barks of yacking laughter which echoed off the kitchen walls. Left unattended, the dog jumped out of the sink and shook himself happily on the heated flagstone floor. Soap bubbles flew in every direction, catching us both in the face and spotting the north facing windows, sending out tiny rainbows. “Catch him!” Martha cried, and we ran in opposite directions around the scrubbed pine table, meeting half way round, the small creature nowhere in sight. “Where is the little blighter?” There was a clatter of paws and he threw himself at her, reaching her waist. She caught him and pulled him up to her face, letting him lick her, laughing loudly again. “Let’s get you rinsed off. Miss Ocean will think we’re uncivilised.”
She held him firmly while the soapy water drained from the sink, then showered him with warm water. He closed his eyes, revelling in the massaging pressure, and she continued some time after he was clean. “Here, hand me that towel.” She pointed to an oil heater with a huge white towel folded on it. It was gloriously warm. “Hold it up against yourself. You don’t mind?”
I shook my head, and she pressed the small bundle of dog against me, pulling the warm towel around him. I clasped him in my arms, thinking to restrain him, but he was relaxed, soft in my grasp. “Here, sit down, you can towel him off.” She pointed to a red check sofa where a square bay jutted out towards the garden. It sagged pleasantly under me, wrapping me as it took my weight. Looking along under the roof of the veranda I saw benches and tables and chairs. It could have been a restaurant, but it felt so much more like a home. I concentrated on rubbing the towel over the little body, watching as the fur progressively lightened and separated, fluffing out. Martha watched me. “Don’t you just love dogs? So much less complicated than people.” A frown flashed across her face, then was gone.
“What’s his name?”
“Scuppers. He’s an old sea dog, at heart.”
“But he’s young?”
“He’s an old soul. Tom takes him out on the boat sometimes, he spends the whole time on the bow, nose into the wind, recalling some old life as a sea captain. He always comes back with a faraway look in his eye. And so you’re Tom’s new project, his next soul to save. What do you need saving from? Is it the drink? I hear you had a bit of a night a while ago.”
Her question blindsided me. “Did Tom tell you that?”
“The town told me.”
“Well, what did Tom say?”
“What does Tom ever say? Nothing. But, you know, there’s that look in his eye. He’s had a bit of a weakness in that direction himself, in the past, and then there’s his daughter. Maybe he thinks he’s early enough to save you.”
“I don’t need saving, from drink.”
“From drink . . .” She let her question hang in the air, what did I need saving from? But she wasn’t really asking, and now she let me be. “I’m glad you’re here, I don’t like disappointing people, but it’s time I got the journey out of my bones again for the next little while. Do you think you can run this place for me? Can you cook eggs? That’s the main question.”
“Yeah, I can cook eggs . . . is that really the main question?”
“It’s the only one I can’t answer myself by looking in your eyes. The rest you’ll do fine.”
“Well, let me show you how I cook eggs.”
She let me find my way around her kitchen. Everything was clean in that well-loved way which says it has been handled often, appreciated. She sat back and told me stories, stories which flowed one into another into another, as I poached the eggs, fried the bacon, toasted muffins, served us a perfect Eggs Benedict, substituting the Béarnaise sauce she handed me for Hollandaise. “If you’re that kind of cook, we’ll have to get some.”
“I can make it, it just takes time.”
“Where did you learn this?”
“Everywhere. I’m always learning. I love to be absorbed in what I’m doing, it takes my mind off . . .”
“Off what, Darling?”
“Off life.” I looked away from her. I could have been more specific, but it was occurring to me that the incidents which pulled me to dwell on them were only symptomatic.
“And sometimes it’s not enough?”
“Enough for what?”
“To take your mind off.”
I pulled my lips together and looked into the corner of the room. My tear ducts pricked. Where was this coming from, now? I was usually carefree while the sun was shining, sadness reserved for the mid-night hours. I heard the scrape of a chair.
“Come on, I’ll introduce you to the house.”
I asked her questions, took out a piece of paper to make notes. She watched me for a few minutes, then took it out of my hand and put it aside. “There’s very little you need to know. It’s more about how you feel. Meet the house, properly, you’ll feel your way to most things. I’ll tell you whatever else you need to know later.”
We saw the laundry first. “This is the second heart of the home, I love it here, the cleanness and the freshness of it.” The washer and drier were both working and there was a warm, soapy smell. A cane two seater bench faced them, a coffee cup and magazine on it. Martha picked up the cup. “I must have been interrupted, I like to sit here, when I have things to think over.” In front of the window, with a view over rolling bush, was an industrial press. “I iron all the sheets, it takes a while, but they’re so much fresher and crisper.” Outside the window, a bird feeder sat on the little lawn before the trees, filled and busy. Next to it was a birdbath, with a sparrow washing. “See how he dips his head, again and again, and then combs the feathers with his beak? He’s so patient. You never think of it, when you see them flying, or hunting for food on the lawn, but see how proud of himself he is.”
We came out a second door into the back of the hall, just at the foot of the stairs. “I’ll show you the parlour last. Come and see the rooms.” There were seven: four on the next floor and three on the third. A tiny, slope-ceilinged room, set into the roof-space and bright with a large skylight made eight. It was ship-like, with a narrow double bed built in under the window. “There’s this room, if you want it, or you can have mine, out in the cottage at the back. There are two bathrooms on this floor, so usually one is free, especially early, before it’s time to start the breakfast. I’ll show you my place later, and you can decide. I think you might prefer it here, however.”
She must have seen how my eyes lit up. “It’s beautiful. But I’m sure your cottage is, as well.”
“You never have to flatter me, Darling. I know myself well enough.”
“I wasn’t . . .” But I stopped what I was about to say. She was right. I was used to worrying how what I said made people feel. I didn’t need to do that with her.
As we moved through the house, she opened cupboards, talked me through her favourite objects, and in amongst the stories was the rhythm of the house, the ritual of cleaning and restocking bathrooms; the guest-ready rooms showed me what I would need to do to prepare them again.
The parlour was the lounge and breakfast room combined, taking up half the ground floor and spilling, as the kitchen did, onto the veranda. I stood at the window and watched the ferry move slowly into the Sounds. Martha stood beside me. “It’s a beautiful sight, is it not? So much majestic promise.”
I nodded and turned back to the room. The tables were clear, just a vase of fresh flowers on each one. Magazines were neat on coffee tables, the mirror over the mantel sparkling clean, giving a double view out. As she showed me cupboards and drawers, talking all the while, Martha moved in a flowing ritual, setting a breakfast table with plates and bowls and cutlery, coffee cups, sugar and salt and pepper, empty milk jug, lining things up, running her hands over them with love. “Window tables face the view,” she said, and there was a big round table in the centre which seated eight. “Sometimes people want to be sociable, and sometimes not. So I give them the option.”
“So what do you think? Are you going to stay?” We both knew the answer, but the question was genuine.
“Yes, please. I’d love to.”
“Well, then, bring in your bag. You can take it upstairs. And then I think Tom is probably expecting you back.”
I felt myself relax as I leaned sideways to place my suitcase on the floor of the small, character-filled room; it already felt like home.
“Treat for you today.” Tom announced as I walked back into his yard. “We’ll be working on my boat this afternoon.”
“And I get to help? Wow! An honour.”
“Watch yourself, missy, or I won’t let you. She’s very precious to me.”
“I can tell.” I looked at the scuffed sides of the elegant vessel.
“I’ve been busy. And I’ve had no reliable help for the last two years now.”
“We going to take it out of the water?”
“Not yet. We’ll start inside.”
“Okay. Let me change, okay. I’ll be back in a tick.”
Tom was already aboard when I returned, dressed in indoor overalls to protect my clothes. It was a beautiful boat, but a little neglected inside as well as out. “I don’t get to sail her as much as I’d like. But maybe that will change as well, now, too.”
I didn’t understand why, but I sensed a lift in his mood. He was always kind, but now there was optimism as well.
“Where do you want me to start?”
He looked around, then sighed, his shoulders drooping.
“Come on, it’ll be ship-shape in no time.”
Tom was running his hand along the wooden rail which lined the galley.
“Why don’t you start there. I’ll get the oil, and the rest of the kit.”
Tom eased into the steady motion of oiling the wood. The boat hadn’t been properly pulled apart for a long time. Where the wood was painted it was worn and chipped. I started pulling everything out, throwing the squabs into a pile, pocketing coins and other salvageable debris.
“Hey, that’s my money!”
“Relax, old-timer, the pocket’s yours, too, remember, you’ll get it back at the end of the day. Or you could think of it as a well-earned tip.”
He grunted, which I interpreted as a no.
“What’s up?”
“I just feel bad, that’s all. I should have taken better care of her.”
“Gotta start from where you are, Mate. No point thinking about ‘should haves’. You’re doing it now, that’s all that matters.”
“Still. I feel ashamed.”
“So what’s different now?”
He shifted around, facing away from me as he changed his cloth from one hand to the other, and didn’t answer. “By the way, someone’s dropping by this afternoon. I thought you might like to meet her.”
“Got a girl, Tom?”
I saw the backs of his ears turn red. “No. It’s my grand-daughter. I thought you and she might hit it off.”
“Oh. Cool.” Something in his voice warned me off asking any more questions. They’d be answered when she arrived, anyway. What was it Martha had said about the daughter? Was the grand-daughter one of hers? We continued working in silence.
“Granddad?” The voice was young, uncertain.
“We’re down here.” Tom hurried to the steps and showed his head up on deck. “Climb aboard.”
Light footsteps crossed over above us and basketball-booted feet appeared on the stairs. Grey, skin tight jeans covered thin legs which flowed upwards into the beginnings of a woman’s figure. The crop top over the belly hugging undershirt hung Hip-Hop style off one shoulder. Foundation covered the pretty, urchin’s face and the eyes were smokily shaded. She could have been one of those eerily young models on the cover of a fashion magazine, but there was something uncared-for well hidden in her expression. A grey cap slanted over one eye, so that I couldn’t see the colour of her hair.
“Polly, this is Ocean.”
“Hi.”
“Hey there.”
She had stopped on the bottom step and seemed reluctant to come further. I turned away to help her relax. There was a moment’s silence.
“I found these in your office. Can I have them?”
“Sure. I left them for you.” Tom’s voice held an edge of sadness. I heard the quiet steps pass me, then the crinkle of plastic as Polly opened the packet of chips and settled at the back of the cabin. The first crunch was loud; the sound immediately suspended.
“What next?” I asked Tom, to fill the silence so she could eat without embarrassment.
“I think it’s time to start sanding.” He searched his bag. “There’s no sandpaper here, I’ll go get some.”
I turned towards the back of the boat as he went. Polly’s eyes were on me, her hand poised in the mouth of the bag. “Can I have one?”
She held out the packet and I stepped towards her.
“Thanks.” I sat back, a foot or two away, and ate my chip. “So you’re Tom’s granddaughter.”
She nodded.
“He’s a great guy. Kind.”
She nodded again, smaller.
“You live in town? Go to school here?”
The smallest movement of the head.
“How’s that?”
Now she just stared. She was right, it was a stupid question, and I really didn’t expect an answer. I looked for a subject which might interest her more. “I like the way you’ve done your eyes. Where did you learn that?”
“I got it out of a magazine.”
“Oh. Cool.”
Her feet shifted edgily, her hand back motionless in the chip packet.
“Guess I’d better keep working. Tom’s nice but he can be a bit of a slave driver.” I started sorting through the pile of squabs, then gave up. They all needed replacing, sticky and worn from long exposure to the salt. I carried a pile up the steps and threw them onto the quay. I looked for Tom. He was taking longer than he needed. I carried up another couple of loads before he reappeared with the sandpaper and a face mask.
“Can you handle starting on your own?”
“Sure.”
“Come on, Poll, I’ll take you for hot chocolate. The dust will choke us in this little space.”
Polly looked from Tom to me and back again, as if suspecting some trick. He held out his hand and she stood up, walked towards the stairs again.
“Bye, Polly. Nice to meet you.”
She gave me one last cool stare. Tom shrugged apologetically. “I’ll be back in an hour. But if you finish before, you can call it a day, get back to Martha’s.”
“Okay. See you tomorrow then.”
He hesitated for a moment, then hugged me. That was new. “Thanks.” he said, with feeling.
“What did I do?”
But he was gone.
Guests safely out for dinner, Martha and I sat at her table eating toasted sandwiches. “I don’t know about you,” she said, as she put the plates on the table, “but a big meal at the end of the day never makes for a good night’s sleep for me.”
“I met Polly today.”
“Tom’s granddaughter? Her real name’s Miranda, did he say? After Tom’s wife.”
“But he called her Polly, and she answered to that.”
“That’s what she likes to be called, that’s what her dad calls her.”
“Why Polly?”
“Because she’s such a great little talker. He’s a sailor, a fisherman.”
“She hardly said ‘boo’ today.”
“Well, when she was younger. She’s had a lot to deal with.”
It came back, then, what Martha had said earlier, about Tom’s daughter being an alcoholic. “Her dad’s not around?”
Martha’s mouth turned down. She compressed her lips and the passing impression of sadness was erased. “On and off. He’s out on the boats, mostly. And he doesn’t live with them when he’s here. Tom looks out for her, but I know he’s getting worried, now she’s growing up, thinks she needs more female attention.”
Now it made sense, the clandestine ceremony of our introduction. “What about you? He hasn’t asked you to help?”
Martha shrugged. “Tom and me, we don’t see a lot of each other. It gets complicated.”
“But you know each other so well! He sent me to you, he takes Scuppers out sailing.”
She picked up her empty plate and rinsed it. “We’ve known each other since we were six. There’s a lot of trust.”
“But . . ?” She still had her back to me. Something made me stop talking. I carried my plate over and put it in the dishwasher next to hers. “Make you a cuppa?”
“That’d be grand.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw her go to the window seat and lean into the corner, staring down towards the harbour. I put our two cups onto the table and sat down opposite her. She leaned forward. “So now, tell me about your life. How did you end up here?”
“Like you said, it’s complicated. Or rather, it isn’t. When life gets complicated, I move on.”
“Love?”
“Or some variation on it. Too much on one side, not enough on the other. Or more terrifyingly, too much on both.” I laughed. “It’s that last one that has me running like a rabbit.”
“And you like our fellow, River.”
I shifted in my seat, embarrassed.
“But you haven’t seen him for a while.”
“I’d only just arrived here. I was just playing.”
“And it started to get more serious than you wanted?”
“God, this is a small town. Where did you get all this?”
“Here and there.”
“Well, the answer is, no, it didn’t start to get more serious, not for me, anyway. But all the elements were there, the boat, the bar, the chivalry of him saving me from my drunken self and others. He’s cute, and it would have been convenient, and I didn’t want to go through it all again.”
“He misses you.”
“He said so?”
“No.”
“There was a text or two. But he’s a gentleman. When I didn’t reply, he left me alone. And now I’m here, with something to occupy my evenings, deliver me from temptation, thanks to you, and to Tom.”
“Here’s to the Archangel Tom.” She raised her mug with a sardonically lifted eyebrow.
I didn’t raise mine back. “Well, I’m grateful.”
“Me too. Me too.”
There was the scrape of a key in the door, and voices.
“Good evening.”
“Good evening.”
The English couple peered in the kitchen door and waved politely, then turned towards the parlour. We heard the boom of the television, then the volume turned down.
“I think I’m ready for bed. It’s been a long day.”
“You sleep well, Ocean.”
“Thanks, Martha. You, too.”
Polly was around a bit over Easter and for the next couple of weeks of the school holidays. Tom gave her little jobs to do, errands to run, gradually bringing her into my orbit, the tasks getting closer and closer to where I was working. It was like earning the trust of a small bird, hopping bright eyed and cautious just outside my circle of reach, until all at once she was won over, and I heard the busy tongue that had earned her her name.
“Do you have a boyfriend?” Her question came out of the blue, from near total silence over several days.
“I used to. But not now.”
“Why not?”
“Just don’t at the moment. What about you?”
This shut her up for a few minutes. She went back to polishing the brass instruments with exaggerated speed, smearing brass polish onto the glass. I’d have to make sure I removed it later when she wasn’t looking. Then I heard her movements slow again and stop. “There is a boy. He’s really cute. But I don’t know how to get him to notice me . . . He’s older than I am.”
“How old?” I asked, carelessly, more to make conversation than because I wanted to know.
“Sixteen.”
“Isn’t that a little too old?” The words were out before I could stop them, but she wasn’t offended.
“But he’s so gorgeous! You can’t help who you love. I keep thinking about him kissing me.”
“Well, that’s normal. What do your girlfriends say?”
“I don’t really have any girlfriends. The girls in my class are so immature.” There was pain in her voice, disappointment.
“What are they interested in?”
“Horses. Animals. They all want to be vets or horse riders. None of them want to see the world.”
“And you do?”
“Sailing’s in my blood. But that’s not what I want to do. I want to be a model. I read if you sleep with a photographer, they can get you work.”
And I had thought I was unshockable. “I wouldn’t rely on it.” I said, once I had bitten back some more reactive replies. “There are better ways to go about it. But you’re still very young.”
“Twelve’s not too young, not if I want a proper career. Lots of models start at twelve.”
“How do you know this?” I heard my question squeak with incredulity.
“I read about it, in magazines. Do you think you could help me? You’re beautiful. There’s no one else in this town who has a clue.”
“Well, I don’t know.”
She turned away, her face falling. “Granddad said you’d be my mentor.”
It would have been great if he’d mentioned this to me. “Look, when we finish, why don’t you show me some of those magazines?”
She grinned at me, nodding.
“So get back to work.”
We walked up the hill together, into a street of old housing, run down basic cottages. Polly nudged at the broken gate of an overgrown garden, grey-brown net curtains hanging in the windows. The concrete step was cracked, part of it broken away. “Wait here, I’ll go get the magazines.”
“I’ll come in with you. I’d like to see where you live.”
Polly’s eyes darkened. “My mum’s home.” she warned, as if that would stop me.
“I’d like to meet her.”
“No you wouldn’t.” She was whispering.
“Yeah, I would.”
“No! You wouldn’t she’s . . .”
I dared her to continue, I wanted her to say it out loud, so she’d get over the shame of telling people, lose the burden of trying to hide it.
“She’s useless.” Polly said, finally. “She just lies around.”
“So?” I looked her in the eyes. “I still want to meet her.” Polly stared at me for a second, then opened the door.
“Polly, is that you? Bring me some toast would you? I’m hungry.” We walked around the corner into a squalid living room. As Polly had promised, her mother was lying on the couch. When she saw me, she struggled into a sitting position. “Polly! Who’s this?”
“Ocean. She works for Granddad. She’s my mentor.” I heard a little tick of pride in her voice.
“Granddad. Doing good again.” But she wasn’t angry, as I had thought she might be. She sounded grateful. I reached forward to shake her hand. Her response was slow; her handshake was passive, but not unwilling.
We sat in silence for an awkward minute, then Polly appeared with a plate of toast and Marmite. “Here you go, Mum.” Her voice was hopeful, and her mother responded with a limp hand to Polly’s cheek before she fell upon the toast. “I’m starving. Where were you?”
“Oh, you know, out.”
We watched her eat in silence. When she was finished she leaned forward to put the plate on the floor, next to a pile of similar discards, not all of them empty. “Here, let me take that.” She looked up in surprise but allowed me to take it from her hand. I picked up two or three more, one swift waitress’s movement. I don’t think she noticed. Out in the kitchen, squalor reigned. The sink and rubbish bin were overflowing. I pulled the last two items from a half-unpacked supermarket bag and scraped the food remains into it, holding my breath to load in some of the pile around the bin. I moved quickly and silently – I figured I could get away with about two minutes’ absence before I was missed.
“Okay, Polly, I have to go now.” I stood in the doorway, the rubbish bag behind my back. “It was nice to meet you.”
Polly’s mother half turned towards my voice, then gave up. “Yeah.”
Polly followed me.
“Are you going, too, Polly? When will you be back?”
“Later.” Her voice was defiant, then softened. “Not too late.”
We walked along the street in silence. At the corner I dropped the bag into the bin outside the dairy.
“Where does she get the booze from?”
“She has it delivered. And sometimes Granddad brings it.”
“He does?”
“He says she’s gotta make her own choices in her own time. And she won’t let him in the house without it.”
I took this in. “The house is a bit of a mess, too.”
“Yeah.” Polly looked at me out of the corner of her eye.
“How do you feel about that?”
“Well, I dunno. Mum doesn’t like me clattering around, says it makes her head hurt. And I . . .”
“Don’t really know where to start?” I gave her an encouraging half-smile, all I could manage. “I wouldn’t, if I were 12. It’s in an impressive state.”
She didn’t answer, disoriented by my reaction.
“Anyone ever teach you how to clean a house?”
“No.” Her voice was quiet.
“Well, come up to Martha’s, I’ll show you how it works, and we can make a game plan. You’re actually lucky. A mess like that it’s really easy to make a difference. At Martha’s it’s so clean already I can hardly tell where I’ve been.” I made an effort and laughed out loud. A few seconds later Polly’s giggle rang out, too. Her shoulders dropped a little from their defensive hunch and she swung her arms twice.
Polly had become my constant shadow, waiting for me each morning when I finished breakfast and checkout, then headed down to Tom’s for my few hours’ work, following me out afterwards as I returned to Martha’s to make up rooms and welcome new guests.
“What’s a mentor?” The question must have been brewing for some time – Polly hated to admit she didn’t know anything.
“It means someone with more experience, who is further along the path, helps guide you to learn what you need to know.”
She nodded. “That makes sense.”
I hesitated over the next bit, not wanting to betray Tom’s confidence. I always prefer things out in the open. “Tom thinks I might be able to help you, if you get into trouble, for instance, that you could come to me.” Her eyes were fixed on me, serious. “But I’m not much interested in trouble, it’s boring, there’s always a whole lot of work to fix things up afterwards. What I am interested in is hearing the things that go well, even little things. You like drawing, designing clothes. If you do a design you really like, I’d like to see it. If you find out a new makeup tip, share that with me. I can help you, if you need it, but I’d way rather share in the fun.”
She looked off into the distance.
“Okay?”
“Yeah, okay.”
I took a deep breath. She usually covered her hair with her signature cap, or at least tied it up in a smooth ponytail; but today it was out and I could see it was flat and greasy. It hadn’t been washed in a while. “Tell me something?”
“What?”
“Do you have a shower every day?”
She looked away again, then down at the ground.
“Did anyone ever tell you you should?”
“At school, in Health, but that teacher’s an idiot. She said sex is for over 18s.”
I ignored her last comment – that was a conversation for another time; the immediate issue was the hygiene. “Want me to tell you what I do?”
She looked up, less threatened by this approach.
“Every morning when I get up, I have a hot shower, soap all over, especially the bits where skin touches skin.” I indicated underarms and waved generally around my body. “And I wash my hair. You’ve seen the way they do in the shampoo advertisements, head back, shampoo all lathered up?” I wondered if this was unnecessary detail but she was taking in every word, mouth open like a fledgling bird. “Then I rinse it all out. I love the feeling of the hot water on my head, down my back. I can’t wake up properly without it. And I clean my teeth, when I get up and before I go to bed.”
“Why both?” she asked, surprised. “What happens at night? You don’t eat anything.”
“Great question, let’s send that out into the cosmic void. I don’t have an answer. But something happens, test it out when you wake up. I bet you don’t have that minty freshness that you had the night before.” I waited for a response, but it was a long time coming.
“I don’t have a toothbrush.” Her eyes were facing the ground again.
“Well, do you have any money? We can go buy you one.”
“No.”
“Well then, load the dishwasher and wipe down the bench. That’ll earn you a toothbrush – maybe even some toothpaste as well.”
We laughed all the way to the supermarket and had a ball searching through the bewildering array of toothbrushes. Polly read out the instructions on the toothpaste packets, and the various indications. She has a great sense of comedy and I was rolling in the supermarket aisle. We bought shampoo, also. She hugged the bottle all the way back up to her house.
“Bye, Polly. See you tomorrow?”
“Sure.” She smiled, a big wide smile.
That night I took a deep breath and went back to the pub, to meet Tom on neutral ground.
I walked into the bar. There were a few hoots and cheery waves. I met them with a grin. River looked over and caught my eye, then looked away again. I’d get to him later. Tom was standing with a group of his mates, staring nervously at me. I waved and smiled and walked straight over. I wondered for the first time how much courage it took for him to stand here, in this place, with these people, and drink orange juice. I’d never heard anyone say anything about it. That must have taken some doing, at some point.
“Hey, boys.”
“Hey, Ocean.”
“Mind if I steal Tom away for a bit?”
Tom looked wary but not surprised. He followed me to the table in the back corner and inclined his ear to me so I could speak quietly.
“I wanted to talk to you about Polly . . . and Polly’s mum.”
“You going to tell me anything I don’t already know?”
“I’m not going to tell you anything. I’m going to ask you. Why have you let this go on so long?”
I expected him to fight, to make excuses, but he crumbled. I moved to screen his face from the curious crowd behind us. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s best.”
“Polly told me you bring the drink yourself.”
Tom looked straight into my eyes, as if I were a priest who could give him absolution. “I cleaned myself up after Rose’s mum died. Miranda. I don’t know what Rose lived through before that, because I can hardly remember any of it. Miranda was there to keep things running, to make sure everything was looked after, so I just let myself slip away.”
“Why? Why did you do that?”
“Why do you?”
I cringed, but it was a fair question. When I gave myself over to the numbness of alcohol, what was I running from? There were no major horrors in my past. I had a family who loved me. It was just the demons in my head that tormented me, and once in a while I liked them to be silent. “But you had a wife, and a child.”
Tom didn’t answer.
“This is just why I’ve left myself single, not had children of my own. There’s a responsibility.”
“Do you think you’re making me feel better? Or telling me something I don’t know?”
“But you’re helping her to do it!”
“You can’t fix people. I learned the hard way. I almost lost Rose, too. If it were possible for someone to save someone, my Miranda would have saved me. God knows she tried. Rose needs to make her own choice in her own time.”
“But Polly!”
“I do what I can to help Polly.”
“She needs better care. She’s 12.”
“So you think she should be taken from her mother? That would be better, would it? And you’re the god who can make that decision.” Tom looked deep into my eyes. He seemed to grow as he challenged me. I wasn’t intimidated, I’m always up for a battle of wills, but in this case it wasn’t about winning or losing, it wasn’t about my pride or his. His question rang in my head. Did I think Polly should be taken from her mother? No. I thought her mother should be shaken out of her unforgivable inertia. But what if Tom was right and that wasn’t possible?
“It makes me so angry. She makes me so angry.”
“And you think being angry will help?”
“Maybe.” I stared defiantly at him. “Something has to be done.”
“Something is being done. For Polly. You’re doing it. I’m doing it.”
“She needs her mother.”
“She has her mother.”
“I don’t know how you can just sit there and accept it.”
I could feel Tom’s anger building now, towards me. I wanted him to lash out, so I’d have someone to fight back at. I could almost hear him counting, slowly, one to ten; his anger subsided. “I can accept it because it’s the only thing to do.”
I snorted.
“Look at me, Ocean. Learn from my mistakes. I’ve tried anger. I’ve tried guilt. I’ve tried grief. The only thing that changes people is unconditional love.”
“That’s crazy!”
He shrugged. There were tears in his eyes. “Maybe. But it’s the only thing I have left to try.”
He turned away from me. He must have called River over.
“Bring her an orange juice. And then send her home.” He pushed himself up out of his chair and went back to his mates.
River brought the juice, hovering beside me. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” My voice was shaky.
“You and Tom have a fight?”
“I guess so.”
There was a moment’s hesitation. “Want me to sit with you?”
I looked up at him, meeting his eye. There was a world of understanding there, acceptance, as Tom said. I felt better in that one short moment. “No, thanks, River. I’ll go home, like Tom said. But I’ll see you round, okay? If you want.”
His mouth twisted upwards and he nodded.
“Well, then. Thanks.”
Polly and I had moved into the concept of cleansers and toners and moisturisers. She had read about these, but didn’t have money to buy them. We had a blast washing our faces together one Saturday afternoon, lying around in face masks, scaring a guest who came up to his room and glanced in my door in passing. Polly actually slid onto the floor laughing.
“I think I need to move to Christchurch. Or Auckland. To get my career off the ground.”
I took a deep breath before answering. “I know it’s what you want. But wait a few years. Sixteen is soon enough.”
“But there’s so much I need to learn. About how to walk, makeup, everything.”
“You can do that here.”
“How? How can I?”
“Get videos of the fashion shows. Practice.”
“But I can’t see myself. How do I know I’m doing it right.”
I shrugged. “I can video you, if you like.”
She sat up, eagerly. “Really?”
“Sure. If you want.”
“Yeah!” she breathed, lying back down again and staring out of the skylight, a fervent glow in her eyes. “Do you think Tom would give me some money to buy a makeup video? I saw one on the Internet.”
“Ask him. But I’d call him Granddad, if I were you. He’s way more likely to say yes. That’s a thought, too. The Internet. I bet there’s heaps of stuff there about what you want to know.”
“Yeah. There is. I’m just . . .”
“Impatient?”
“I guess. School’s such a waste of time. I want to be living my life.”
“Well, I don’t have an answer to that. Just keep living your dreams in your mind. You’ll get there. Anyway, what about that boy? Your older man. I haven’t heard about him for a while.”
She shrugged. “I guess I got busy.”
I had to suppress a laugh. Boys as an antidote to boredom. That sounded so like me.
Martha was coming back at the end of the week. Financially it had been a great month for me, squirreling away the 15% of income which was my payment, living on the plentiful breakfast leftovers and not paying rent. With what Tom was paying me, as well, I was lark-happy. But I didn’t know what would happen now. I didn’t relish the thought of going back to Troya’s.
“The boat’s coming along. I thought I’d take her out this weekend. Fancy coming along? You could ask Polly, too.”
“Why don’t you ask her?”
Tom grunted. “She’ll be more likely to come if you do.”
“Sure, why not. It’ll be fun. Good to enjoy the fruits of our labours.” I watched Tom shuffling the mugs, pouring water for our tea. He had his back to me. “Shall I ask Rose to come, as well?”
Tom turned quickly, teaspoon in hand, and stared at me for a second before turning back to his task. “Do you think she would?” His voice was falsely casual.
“I think she might. Shall I try?”
He nodded. “Yeah.” The back of his hand went across his eye before he turned again to hand me my cup. “You’ve been good for Polly, like I hoped you would. Thanks.”
“No worries. She’s a good kid. I like her.”
“Ah, she’s a bit wild.”
“All the best of us are.”
Tom waited till way after he would normally have got going, till I appeared at 11:30 with the rest of his family. If he was impatient he hid it well.
Rose was not unwilling to get up and get ready, but she moved slowly, deciding at the last minute that she ought to shower. I wasn’t going to argue, it would be a much more pleasant trip if she did so. I looked at my watch after 20 minutes of listening to the water run and reminded myself today wasn’t really about the sailing – not for Tom, anyway. And I would get other opportunities for a day on the water.
“Here.” I reached and took her bag from her as she tottered down the path. Polly skipped along sideways next to her, uncertain what she might be needed to do. There was a childish hopefulness in Polly’s eyes. I was pleased to see she had left off the foundation as I had suggested, letting the pores on her face breathe. Her cap was pulled further back on her head, her forehead free and clear. I caught her eye and smiled. She nodded at me, and a small laugh escaped her. Rose squinted into the sun.
“Hi, Dad.”
“Rosie.” He reached out and helped her up the plank to board, half lifting her down onto the deck. She fell directly to a sitting position, arms stretched outwards along the rail, with a surprised expression. She had arrived. She was out, on the boat. Polly hovered near her.
I stepped back towards Tom so I could talk without them hearing. “I didn’t get a chance to pick up lunch. Do you want me to run to the supermarket? We’re later than I’d hoped.”
“No, I got everything – food, drink . . .” He hesitated on the ambiguous word. “I appreciate you getting them here. Now let’s get cast off. It’s a great day.”
There was a light wind, not cold, perfect for sailing despite the season. Tom stepped back and forward, throwing me the ropes and deftly jumping aboard as we swung out from the marina. We motored between the other moored boats and out into the Sounds. “Let’s get around the bend, into the peace, then we can set the sails.”
The hardest thing was making conversation. What do you say to a woman who does nothing and reads nothing, day in and day out? I felt awkward talking to Polly, too, not wanting to play up our much more functional relationship. Offering food seemed to work best, and I kept up a steady supply of sandwiches, biscuits and fruit throughout the day. I saw Tom hand her a beer, and then another, but noticed he, too, was encouraging eating in between. A couple of hours out I tilted my head at Polly. Tom and Rose were sitting together companionably, Tom at the tiller, and I thought they might talk if we were out of earshot. “Let’s give them some time alone.” I whispered. Polly turned and stared at them, surprised, then followed me.
“Why?” she whispered back, once we were comfortably lying near the front of the boat.
“In case they have some things to say that are private.”
Polly frowned at this possibility. “You mean about me?”
“No, I mean, father-daughter stuff. They don’t get much chance to talk.”
“Oh, okay.” She still looked mystified, but her forehead smoothed.
“I like being up here, anyway, watching the clouds go by.” I turned my head to look straight up at the sky. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the high hills passing. I liked the sense of movement this gave me, the ability to gauge our speed and direction. I like being able to orient myself.
I heard Polly breathe out, long and slow. I could feel us both relaxing. There was a pause of ten minutes or so.
“When are you going to leave here, Ocean?” Polly spoke the question like a sigh, like a truth she had accepted.
“I don’t know. I don’t have any plans to leave.”
“But you move around a lot. You said so.”
“I’m peaceful here. More peaceful than I’ve been in a long time.” As I said it, I realised it was true.
“Well then, why did you leave the other places?”
“It was usually a guy. Running away from a guy.”
“Did they hit you?”
“No, why would you think so?”
“Well, why would you need to run away from them?”
“I guess it wasn’t so much running away from them as running away from who I was with them.” I had to keep reminding myself she was 12. “I don’t really like the idea of settling down. I like to be free.”
“So you run.”
“So I run.”
“When it gets too serious.”
“Yeah. That’s exactly it.”
“So while you don’t have a boyfriend here, you can stay.’
“I hadn’t thought of it that way. But yeah, I guess so.”
“That’s good then.”
Her words sent my thoughts off in several directions at once. I settled back on the curved wood, wriggling my shoulders to get more comfortable, steering my imagination into the most pleasant of my memories. After a few seconds I closed my eyes, letting the forward motion satisfy my constant need for movement, letting the current and the wind take me wherever it wanted to go.
After breakfast was cleared on the Sunday, Martha and I found time to catch up. She had her photographs ready to show me, talking long and laughingly about her experiences. I listened, a smile on my face, despite the questions I had about my future. I still wasn’t sure when Martha wanted me to leave, or where I would go.
It was an hour or so before she wound down and, looking around the kitchen, brought herself back to the present. “You’ve done a great job. It’s almost like I haven’t been away.”
“It was easy. I love being here. But I guess it’s time for me to leave now.”
“No, why would you say that? Do you have somewhere else to go?”
“You don’t need me anymore.”
“Need, no. But no-one’s going to use that room for the winter. And there’s always work to do around here. A couple of hours a day for your room and board? I’d like the company after so long on my own.”
“On your own! But there are guests here every day.”
“You know it’s different. Will you?”
“I’d love to.”
“And you’re still working for Tom?”
“There’s not much to do now. He still finds me work, out of kindness, mostly.”
“He was always a kind man.” Her voice was wistful and she looked out the window as she spoke, but then a few seconds later her face became twisted and dark. I opened my mouth to ask why, but instinct stopped me. Instead I watched as she shook herself and turned back to me, voice falsely bright. “How was the sailing yesterday?”
“I loved it. I could live that life forever.”
“Me, too.”
We stared out the window together now, until Martha pushed her chair back. “Well, things to do.”
“Why don’t you let me make up the rooms, earn my keep. Scuppers has missed you, you could take him for a walk.” At the word, Scuppers put his head up from behind the table. I hadn’t realised he was sleeping in the window seat and I laughed with surprise. He hopped down and clacked across the floor to fetch his lead.
“Well, maybe half an hour. Thank you. I’ll come and help you finish.”
I climbed the stairs, feeling blissful. I hadn’t realised how much I didn’t want to leave this house.
Martha joined me in the pub that night. We walked down together, talking at her slow, wandering pace. We made a quiet entrance and took a seat at one of the round barrels near the corner, orienting ourselves so we could both look back into the room. One or two of the boys waved. I nodded back. They looked at Martha and nodded at her, too, respectfully; there were none of the usual shouts of greeting.
“They know you, but . . ?”
“They’re a bit scared of me. I let them know when they go too far, drink too much, get too loud. I’m a bit of a dampener on them.”
I smiled. That made sense. There was a best-behaviour feeling in the air; I wasn’t sure how long it would last.
“I won’t stay too long, it puts a strain on them. But it won’t do them any harm for a little while.”
“What can I get you?”
“A whisky sour. Thanks.”
River grinned as I approached the bar. “Keeping new company, I see.”
“I can’t seem to stop myself drinking with the boss. Speaking of which, Tom not in tonight?”
“I guess maybe later.”
The drinks sat on the bar between us but I didn’t pick them up. “So how have you been?”
“Good. You?” He was holding back, and it hurt, even though it was me who created the distance.
“Busy. But it’ll get quieter now Martha’s back. Tom’s running out of work for me. And Polly’s back at school. I’ll have to find something else to keep me out of trouble.”
River’s eyes flickered with hope and then faded again as I bit my lip, picked up the glasses and began to turn away.
“Let me know if you hear of any part-time work, would you?”
“Sure.”
Martha’s eyebrows were raised as I returned. “What did you say to that poor boy. He looks like he’s about to cry.”
“Don’t give me a hard time, I didn’t mean to. He’s just . . .”
“The best looking man in town.”
“I’m not that shallow.”
One eyebrow peaked higher; at the same time, the door opened.
“Anyway, not any more. Who is that?” My voice squeaked as a curly haired magnet entered. He was holding the door for the nobody who came in behind him and I held my breath in anticipation as he turned his head, dark hair bouncing in slow motion, and flooded the bar with his unearthly smile. I caught his eye for a split second and snapped my mouth closed.
“That,” said Martha, happily, “is Polly’s father, and my son. Ben.”
“Excuse me.” I whispered, sliding off my barstool as he wove his way towards us. I escaped towards the ladies’ room, taking the back door out of the pub and heading up the hill towards home.
Martha’s son! Polly’s father! Why hadn’t Martha mentioned she was Polly’s grandmother? It didn’t make sense, but it also didn’t really matter now; I just had to figure out how to keep out of his way. This was just the kind of guy who was my traditional downfall. I didn’t want that, and I didn’t want to hurt Polly. Not that I thought she’d mind – I couldn’t predict that – but when it inevitably went wrong, and I left, she’d be heartbroken.
Okay. Get a grip. They said something about him. He’s a fisherman; only comes home for a few days at a time. I would wait it out. Polly had pointed out his tiny fisherman’s cottage, curtains drawn and empty, several times as we walked around town. I guessed she’d be spending as much with him as she could while he was here, so she’d be too busy to see me anyway. Tom could do without me for a few days, Martha, too. That was it! I’d go away, get out of town, just while he was here. Perfect. I’d put my car on the ferry tomorrow and see a bit of the North Island, then call back to make sure he was at sea again before heading back home.
At sea. My head swam with the ambiguity of it. I’m at sea.
I let myself back into the house, greeted the guests in the parlour and sprinted for my room, falling onto the bed with relief. It had the sense of “home” in a game of chasing. I remembered the same breathless heart-tattoo from being nearly caught in a thousand childhood games, the sense of grounding that came with catching hold of the home-pole, turning wild-eyed back to my pursuer. “I’m home. You can’t catch me.” And feeling my arms shake with the adrenaline.
I slunk back into Picton after my time away, feeling foolish. Tom had texted me to say Ben was back at sea again. I was still recovering from having to admit to Tom why I needed to go.
To my surprise he had nodded. “That’s best then. We don’t need that complication.”
“Why didn’t Martha tell me she was Polly’s grandmother?”
“Maybe you’d best ask her that yourself.”
“Well, why didn’t you, or Polly?”
“I didn’t for the same reason Polly didn’t. Polly doesn’t know.”
I stared at him. “How can the child have lived for twelve years without anyone” and here I pointedly looked at him “letting her know? Even by accident. I didn’t get the impression Rose was particularly good at keeping secrets.”
Tom’s eyebrows lowered. “There are many different reasons for keeping secrets.”
I jutted out one hip in protest.
“And many of them noble!”
I didn’t like seeing Tom angry. I raised my hands in surrender. “Okay, I’ll ask Martha.”
“If it’s only so you can gossip, you’ve no right to know. I don’t know why she told you at all. And before you go blabbing to Polly, think seriously. When you’re not omniscient it’s best not to play God.”
We looked at each other a moment. The anger was gone from his eyes and there was a spark of pleading. “You know I’d always do what’s best for Polly.”
“As long as you’re sure you know what that is.”
What with packing my bag and telling Martha I’d be gone for a few days, the moment hadn’t been right for further revelations. As I drove back up the hill I considered how to phrase the question; and as I discounted each possibility I wondered whether I really needed to know at all. I did have Polly’s best interest at heart, but my curiosity was really nothing to do with that. Perhaps I’d be best to wait and let Martha tell me, if she wanted to, in her own time.
She came out into the hall to hug me, taking my bag and placing it at the bottom of the stairs. “The prodigal returned! Now don’t you run away upstairs, I want to hear all about where you’ve been, and what it was about my son that scared you.”
I followed her towards the kitchen table where she had tea laid out for two. “How did you know I’d be coming?”
“Tom sent me word you were on the ferry. I used the binoculars to watch for the car. But you’re changing the subject.”
“It’s a town of voyeurs.” I quipped, annoyed at being caught out.
“Be careful casting the first stone. Now back to Ben. He was disappointed not to meet you. I told him so much about you.”
I sighed, tracing the chain of flowers across the table cloth till my arm was stretched full out in front of me. I gave up, flipping my hand over, letting my fingers curl into my palm. “Just trying to avoid an old pattern. For Polly’s sake. And mine, I guess.” I finished on a whisper, as if this would mean she wouldn’t hear.
“What pattern?”
“You know, girl meets boy, girl gets serious about boy, girl runs away before boy can break her heart.” I looked up into her eyes. “He looks very charming, your son.”
She gave a slow blink, nodding. “Very charming. Well, if that was the choice, I’m glad you want to stay enough that you’d take evasive action. But I think you’re prejudging.”
“Not him. I don’t blame him. It’s myself I don’t trust.”
“How long did you ever stay in one place?”
I counted back through the years. “Not counting my sister’s, which is my safe harbour when I need it, three, four, maybe five months. Ten months, once.” I blinked to prevent the tears from forming. “But that took some getting over. I let that one go on too long.”
Martha shook her head, left to right, three times. “You poor thing.”
“Don’t, Martha, don’t. I’ll go to pieces.” I laughed then, a jerking sigh which took great effort, a recycled sob from some long ago sleepless night. “I don’t want to think about it.”
“The world is full of kind, loving, faithful men. What makes you think you won’t find one?”
I pulled my lips back to smile but they wouldn’t turn upwards. “Did you ever, Martha? Did you ever find one?”
“Ah now . . . but we weren’t talking about me.”
I gazed at her kind face, which darkened again as she stared at the table cloth. I could see memory passing, removing her from here and now. After a minute she shook herself, reached for the milk jug. “And here I haven’t even poured the tea – it’ll be over-stewed.”
Polly danced to see me when I picked her up from school the next day. “You came back!”
I felt guilty before the shining eyes. “I told you I would.” I could tell she hadn’t believed me.
“What shall we do?” She skipped again off the sidewalk. “Have you got all afternoon?”
We walked to the main street and sat outside a café drinking iced chocolate. The winter sun was just warm enough to burn through the still air. Polly had lots of energy so we crossed over to the park, swung on the swings for a few minutes, then played a round of mini golf. At least that took her mind off the incessant questions I’d been dodging as she spooned her drink out, drop by drop, finishing with the solid ice-cream. The ones about where I’d been were easy enough, but when we got to why I’d gone I had no answers and she knew it, she kept pushing.
“I’ve never been to the North Island.” she said, wistfully, as we reached the last hole.
“But you must have been. To Wellington at least. You must have been on the ferry.”
“No.”
“But you see it every day. Didn’t you ever want to go?”
She looked at me as if I were mad.
“Didn’t you ever want to?” I insisted.
“Well, sure. But I didn’t ever think I could. Who would take me?”
“Well, I will, if you want to go, but surely, Tom, or . . .”
“Granddad doesn’t like big boats. Neither does Dad.”
And that left Rose. I got it. “Okay.” I chirped, overdoing my recovery. “When do you want to go?”
“Are you serious?”
“Sure. Lunch in Wellington. Why not?”
A big grin spread across her face. “Soon. Let’s go soon.”
I checked with Tom first. He looked a little shame-faced when I described how excited Polly was. “If I’d known it was important . . .”
“Not important, just something she’d really like to do. Do you think Rose would be okay with me taking her?”
“Sure, just ask her, so she knows. Do you think I should come, too?”
“Relax, Tom. Polly told me how you feel about it. We’ll make it a girls’ day. It’ll be fun.”
He smiled with relief. “Okay. But I’ll pay her ticket, and yours. My treat.”
“Martha, I’ve got to know. Why don’t you see Polly? You could do her so much good.”
“How can you be sure?”
“You’re her grandmother. You love her.”
“And you think love conquers all.”
“Love is a good thing.”
“Not always. Not always.” She was speaking more to herself than to me.
“What do you mean?”
She sighed. I thought for a moment she wasn’t going to answer, but then she took a deep breath. “I mean I’m a different breed. Ben, too. We leave destruction behind us. Tom took eighteen years to recover from being loved by me. He did it for Polly. It was too late for Rose. I don’t think Tom was ever sober to see Rose whole. By the time he dried out Ben had left her, God, they were both only seventeen, it’s amazing he stayed to see Polly born. But then he did leave.
“Miranda was very sick, and Rose was breastfeeding pure alcohol. I stepped in, got her weaned, did some of the nights. After Miranda died, and Tom got himself sorted, Rose started to get things together. But then Ben came back, insisted on seeing Polly and tipped her off her feet again. It happened again and again. Finally I screamed at the pair of them, told Rose to throw him out for good and for all. That’s when she banished me. I could understand it. Ben really does love Polly, and he’s an addiction for Rose. I just hope Polly’s stronger than her mother, that she’ll survive being loved by one of us.”
“It’s different. A different kind of love.”
“Is it? Well, maybe it is. Different. But also stronger. I know there’s no point me fretting, however. There’s nothing I can do about it either way.”
I looked into Martha’s eyes and found the remnants of well-hidden pain. “But what about you? Don’t you miss her?”
“I’m safer here, offering a blanket kind of love to my guests. I can’t do any harm that way.”
“I think you’re taking too much responsibility on yourself. Tom became an alcoholic. That’s not your fault.”
“I was there, Darling,” she said, gently. “You weren’t. Trust me, it was my fault. And it’s been that way with everyone I’ve loved.”
“But not Ben, surely.”
Her eyes lit up. “No, not Ben. He’s made from the same durable stuff as me.” Her eyes went out of focus. I could almost see Ben’s image in her eyes.
“Who was his father? Do you mind me asking?”
“No. He was a sailor, too. That was a wild few weeks.” She laughed, a quiet echo, then sighed. “Tom was already burning up. My faithlessness finished it. He flew into my best friend’s arms, so I lost her, too. She was pregnant, I was pregnant. Tom wanted me, but I was wrapped up in the baby, I’d lost interest anyway. So he married Miranda and started to drink.” I watched her eyes narrow with contempt, then haze over with guilt. “It would have been better if we were better matched. Safer.”
“Did you ever meet your match? Ben’s father maybe?”
“No, he was just a plaything too, gone before I could tire of him. And that’s the way I’ve played it since then. I don’t look for anything lasting, I get out before I can do too much harm. Just like you.”
“Me! But I’m the opposite. I leave before I can get hurt.”
“You think that’s it?”
“I know it is.”
Martha shook her head. “No, Darling. I don’t think you leave because you think they’re too much for you; you leave because you know they’re not enough. You’d burn them up. Just like me.”
“That’s ridiculous!”
She laughed, loud and wild. “If you say so, Darling, whatever you say.”
My hand hesitated over Rose’s door. I’d never been here before without Polly. I looked at my watch again, delaying the moment. 11 o’clock. She should be awake.
I took another breath and knocked loudly. Nothing. I waited a long minute and knocked again. Another minute later I tried the door. It was unlocked; I let myself in.
“Rose? Are you there?”
Polly had transformed the place since last time I’d been here. The front door opened immediately into the living room and it was fresh, tidy, bright with the curtains wide open and the net curtains gone. I knew which was Polly’s room, and the kitchen. The other must be Rose’s.
“Rose? Hello?” I pushed at the slightly open door. The last of the stagnant smell remained here, wafting out as the door creaked back. The bright morning light was red through the curtains, the air sour. “Rose?”
“Huh?”
“It’s me, Ocean. Can I get you a glass of water?”
The large curly head lifted from the pillow, eyes squeezed shut. “Ocean? What are you doing here?”
“I came to talk. Let me bring you something to drink.”
I breezed through to the kitchen, marvelling at the clear, clean surfaces. There was a clean glass draining next to the sink. I filled it from the tap and walked more slowly back to the bedroom, giving Rose a minute to wake up. To no effect – she was snoring on the pillow again. “Here. Here’s some water.”
She pulled herself up on one elbow and took the glass with a shaking hand. The first sip was tentative, and then she guzzled the whole glassful down.
“Come on out when you’re ready. I’ll get you some more.”
I needed to hide my impatience, or get rid of it. I needed Rose onside for the favour I had to ask. But, God, could anyone be more pathetic? Stop. Take a deep breath. Try to see her side of it. Automatically my head shook from side to side. I have never had any patience for this sort of weakness. I just wanted to tell her to pull herself together. She was wasting her life, and it made me angry.
I jerked the fridge door open. It was nearly empty but clean and well organised. I poured a glass of juice and turned around. Toast. That’s what Polly made her. Get something inside her stomach. Then see how near a normal conversation the two of us could get.
I heard a chair scrape, just the tiniest bit, then a slight gasp. I turned to see Rose lifting the chair the rest of the way out, placing it quietly back down.
“Here.”
She sucked on the juice, recoiling from the first sip then settling into it. She winced at the sound of the Marmite rasping across the toast. I placed it in front of her. “Thanks.” She lifted a piece and bit into it, cringing again as her teeth crunched through it. She put it back down.
“You should eat something.”
“In a minute. It’ll get soggy, then it’s easier.”
I wondered whether waking up was like this for her every morning. No wonder she stayed in bed.
She finished the juice and set the glass down, pulling a woven placemat towards her so it wouldn’t contact the hard table.
I looked into her haggard face. I had done the maths. Seventeen when Polly was born, so 29 now. Only a year older than me. With the frizzy hair, the extra weight and face muscles which had long ago given up, I would have picked her for 40. My eyes rolled upwards. I reminded myself to focus on why I was here.
“I wanted to ask you something.”
She raised her eyes to look into my face.
“Polly wants to go on the Cook Strait ferry. Is it okay with you if I take her? Just for the day?”
Rose reached up to scratch her hair. “Sure, I guess. She’d like that.”
My instinct told me to leave it at that, leave well alone, but something stronger held me there, compulsion for the next step. “I’d like to invite Martha, too. But I don’t know how you’d feel about that.” I wasn’t scared, exactly, just completely unsure how she’d react.
The scene Martha had described, 10 years ago, seemed impossible from what I had seen of Rose first hand. Would she throw me out, yell at me, meekly capitulate, what? At first I thought there would be no response at all. She had been staring vaguely at the window, arm still raised, and for a long moment she didn’t move, holding the pose until I began to feel uncomfortable for her.
Slowly her eyes swivelled around to meet my gaze. Her black eyes stared into mine, hazy at first, then hungry, then desperate; like she was mining my soul for something she couldn’t survive without. I didn’t dare blink, and after a long minute, my eyelids flexed wider and then involuntarily closed. I heard the chair scrape again; I opened my eyes. Rose was slowly turning, walking from the room.
There was a sound of rummaging. Magazines and remote controls hit the floor and the wooden coffee table, an old sea trunk, made a cracking sound as it opened, as if it had been closed for a very long time. Old photograph albums came out one by one. Rose stacked them next to her leg and kept hunting. I picked one up and turned over the cover.
A girl who looked like Polly stood next to a boy, Ben. The picture was surrounded with hearts, hand drawn in felt pen. From then on, every page was Ben, photograph after photograph, laughing, working, sailing. I recognised Tom’s boatyard, Tom’s boat, even Tom blurred in the background, but clearly just by chance; the focus was Ben. I felt the book tugged from my hands. Rose was frowning. She replaced it in the trunk and closed it, stacking the other items on top of it again.
From her kneeling position, she held up a small wooden box. I took it from her, not looking at it, trying to understand the expression on her face. It was blank, like it had been wiped clean before I could read it. I looked towards the hand she had raised, pointing at the door.
“I don’t understand. Can Martha go with us, or not? I won’t ask her if you’d rather not.”
Rose’s eyes half closed, contemptuous. She didn’t speak. Her arm pulled back slightly, then stretched again towards the door. I saw a tear at the corner of her eye.
“Let me help you.” Irrational fear echoed in my voice. There was something here I’d never experienced before. “Let me help you back to bed.”
Again the arm pulled back and flexed out, faster this time. The hair on the back of my neck rose with superstitious terror. I pulled the box close to my body and half ran from the house.
I felt instinctively guilty as I walked quickly back up the hill towards Martha’s. I was glad to know she was out, in Blenheim for a day’s shopping. Was this why I had chosen this morning to visit Rose, knowing there was no possibility of one set of binoculars, at least, being trained on me? If Tom knew I was here, he wouldn’t mind, he’d assume the best. With Martha I wasn’t so sure. I took the stairs three at a time and closed my bedroom door behind me, breathless, sat the box on the built in desk and fell back onto the bed, staring.
It was hand carved, a dark, hard wood. The rough chisel marks were almost tribal – there was intense emotion throbbing from it, and the designs weren’t anything familiar. Nothing familiar here at all. I had a sense of timelessness, of something ancient. Not that the box was particularly old, but that the communication etched into it was primeval.
I felt uneasy as I reached to open it, as I automatically did. Then I hesitated. It seemed to draw me and repel me at the same time. I thought of Pandora and turned it over in my hand, looking for some guidance as to what to do. Nothing. I traced my finger over the swirls and spirals that didn’t end but lead me inevitably back to the starting point and began again. How was that possible? I looked again. Not a dead end anywhere. The pattern that seemed at first glance random must have been well thought out. I traced it again, and again, and as my fingers learned the pattern something strange happened: the direction ever changing, the letters were not visible, made no sense to the eye. My fingers understood, however, with small distracting flicks and curlicues, the long continuous valley of carving nevertheless spelled out words; two words, repeated two, three, four times: Martha Tom Martha Tom Martha Tom Martha Tom, then began again as I reached my starting point and continued to follow, transfixed.
There was something private here, never intended for my hands or eyes. Or Rose’s, either, probably. How had she got it?
I could feel my heart beating loudly, anxiously. One part of me needed to open it, hearing it sing a siren call. Another part of me was superstitiously afraid.
“My dearest, darling Martha,” it began, and I recognised a younger version of Tom’s laborious hand. He had to work hard to write, I had noticed, forming the letters with his right hand when for everything else he was left handed. He had looked so small, so scared when I asked him about this. “The teachers said it was better, that it was bad to write the way I wanted. They used to hit me if I forgot, to teach me to remember.” It took him such a lot of effort, and here was page after page. I folded it again, trying to block out the private words, but some jumped off the page before I could close it: “love” “life” “skin” “hunger” and the haunting phrase “I would happily dare death for you, my love.” I had so obviously intruded into a private place.
I was closing the box when something else caught my eye: another letter, in another hand. It was out of its envelope before I knew, and open, before my eyes. This script was beautiful, not neat in the traditional sense, but flowing, a work of art. My eyes wanted to understand the letters, translate the flowing curves into meaning.
“Dear Mum, I wasn’t going to answer your last letter, it made me so angry. But we’ve never had secrets from each other, and if that was what was in your heart, I’d rather know.
“I won’t believe you are right, I can’t agree. You know my reasons. That is not the man I am – would you really have it be? Is that really what you want for me?”
I found myself shaking my head, agreeing with him, caught up by him, by his fervour, and as I did so, I came back to myself. I was intruding here, too, into a place I had no right to be. In a moment the box was closed again. I put it out of my hands. Rose wanted me to read this, but it wasn’t hers.
My immediate question was answered: no, Rose did not want me to bring Martha into Polly’s life. That was fine. I had given her the choice. But now I had another question: the letters were Martha’s, at least the ones I had seen. I thought the box must be Martha’s too, carved and given to her by Tom. How had Rose got it, and did Martha know where it was? Well, she certainly didn’t know where it was now. I felt I had betrayed her just by having it in my possession. Opening it was another thing again.
Probably I should ask her about it, offer to give it back. But what if Rose had other things in here, things of her own? And what about that powerful urge I felt, strong and growing, to open it again, read it all. There was emotion here at a level I had rarely witnessed before, an intensity I craved every minute of my life. This was something I was hungry for. Did I really have the discipline to let it go?
I heard the front door slam. Martha was back early. “Ocean?” Her vibrant voice sang up the stairs. “Are you home?”
I slid the box under my bed, buzzing with guilt. I took a moment to steady myself before answering.
“Yes. I’m just coming down.”
Martha was putting the kettle on as I slunk into the room. “I haven’t done the rooms yet, I was just about to start.”
“Never mind, we’ll do them together. I don’t know why I think I can spend a whole day in the shops, I can’t stand it. Next time I’ll prioritise, I’ve come away without several of the things I needed.”
“Make me a list, I can get things for you. I don’t mind.”
“Maybe I’ll do that. It’s the chatter that gets me, the small talk.”
“You do it here, all the time.”
“Perhaps it’s the obsequiousness, the sense they don’t mean half of what they say, or care much about the rest. I’m the customer, I’ve got to be right. They can’t listen to what comes out of their mouths, they’d be crimson with embarrassment.”
There was an uncharacteristic hurry to her movements as she made the tea. The tray was loaded rapidly, jerkily. “Here, let me take that. You go and sit down. Take a deep breath.”
“I’ll be better once I’ve had a cup of tea, made a bed or two. I just need to get back to myself.”
I found some shortbread in the tin on the top shelf. “I think we need some sugar today, pep us both up.”
Martha looked up from the pouring tea, spilling some. “Darn it! What’s upset you? What did you get up to this morning?”
“Nothing, really, just went to see Rose, to ask about taking Polly out for the day. It shook me a bit, now I realise she is only my age.”
Martha sighed. “Did she say it was okay?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s good.”
I pulled the chair out, relaxing into it, and closed my eyes. “It’s just got me thinking, there but for the grace of God, etc. I don’t like to be reminded how easy it is to make a complete mess of a life.”
“Well, you’re easily redeemed, anyway.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean Polly. What you’re doing for Polly.”
“Yes.” I bit into my shortbread to avoid having to say more. This was a dangerous subject. “Tell me what you did get, and what you didn’t.”
“New sheets were easy. Electric blanket to replace the one in room 4. Towels. A few clothes. I wanted to look at curtain fabric, but that will wait. And I didn’t get a new visitor book. We’re on the last page, and it’s bad luck not to have one.”
“Well, I’m sure I can get one in town. I’ll go in tomorrow.” I looked more closely into her face. “You all right? You look really unsettled.”
“I’m fine. Let’s get to work now, I’ll be back to myself in a jiffy.”
I never minded working alone but it was always nice to turn around to another job and discover it was already done. Martha’s cheerful whistle followed me to the corners of the house and the drone of the vacuum was like a lullaby as it receded up the stairs. I straightened the books on the parlour shelves, humming quietly, and was just moving toward the window to wipe off some fingerprints when the atmosphere shifted. It was like a cold breeze blew down from the top of the house. I turned into the silence, the hairs on the back of my neck upright again. Even before I saw her, I knew what had happened. Martha descended the stairs, the wooden box in her hands.
“Where did you get this?” Her voice was dark as a tomb.
I stepped back, not sure if she was going to attack me or fall down, hysterical or apoplectic. I opened my mouth; I had to clear my throat before I could get the word out: “Rose.” Martha continued to stare at me for a long second, two, three, four, ten. The silence became a guilty torture. “I opened it, but I didn’t read the letters. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do.”
There was no sign on Martha’s face that she had heard me. She pulled the box into her chest as if someone had torn out her heart and she was trying to put it back in place. She turned, stumbling over nothing, and stepped slowly around the corner. I heard the back door open, then silence. It didn’t close. After a while, maybe 30 seconds, I screwed up my courage and followed her far enough to see that she was gone. The back door stood open, cold wind gushing in. Martha was not in sight.
After staring through the wind at Martha’s cottage for a minute or so I closed the door and walked slowly back through the hall. The vacuum extension cord was still on the stairs. I followed it to where the machine had been abandoned in the door to my bedroom, nozzle pointed under my bed. I’ve never been good at intrigue. If I’d had my wits about me I could have avoided this. Would I, if I’d thought of it? Would I have taken the vacuum from her, done it myself, found a better hiding place for Pandora’s box? Maybe buried it in the garden? Perhaps I wanted this to happen, to take the responsibility off myself. I hadn’t expected the force of Martha’s response.
I heard guests below and brought myself back to the task of putting away the vacuum cleaner, rolling up the cord. Everything else was finished, both occupied and unoccupied rooms ready to go. A voice called out, an off-the-street enquiry. I showed them the choice of rooms, took their details, helped them carry their bags up.
“Make yourself at home. Tea and scones in the parlour when you’re ready. Can I do anything else, book any excursions?” This was Martha’s standard patter. Innumerable times guests ended up staying longer because Martha was such an advocate for the local attractions, arranging guides and transport where no local operators worked. “Have a look through the folder here to see if there’s anything you’d like to see while you’re here.”
I left them and trailed slowly downstairs. I had planned to see Polly after school, to let her know we could make our trip this weekend, but she wasn’t expecting me. I’d better wait around for Martha to emerge.
Other guests came in from lunch in the town. They joined the newcomers for afternoon tea. Martha always had scones frozen, ready to heat and serve, with home made jam and Devonshire clotted cream she sourced from a specialist supplier in Christchurch. I had loved it on my travels but didn’t realise you could get it in New Zealand. I tried to immerse myself in these trivial thoughts, avoiding the bigger questions: would Martha throw me out? What sort of a scene was I facing when she finally resurfaced? An hour later, increasingly tense, I wondered if she would resurface, whether I’d better check on her. She always seemed so calm, so grounded, surely she wouldn’t do anything rash?
Previously booked guests arrived. I made more tea. The six newcomers hit it off and went together for dinner, their laughter echoing in the unnaturally silent hall once they were gone. The place felt eerie for the first time – even when I spent my first night alone here it had felt comfortable, welcoming. I went to bed early, leaving a note for Martha: “Wake me if you want to talk.”
She didn’t. I made breakfast, saw most of the guests off for their day’s entertainment, or checked them out, encouraging them to return. When the hall echoed again I pulled my shoulders back and walked up the path to Martha’s. I knocked on the door.
For all her hospitable nature, I had never crossed the threshold of her cottage. This was her refuge, her place to be alone. “I don’t need it often,” she had told me, “but it’s sacred to me. Essential. For the moments it’s better I don’t share.”
I hadn’t understood her, but I did now. I knocked again. “Martha. Please answer. I’m worried.” And scared. It took all my courage to stand my ground on the doorstep. “Please, Martha. Can I bring you something to eat?”
Her answer finally came in a low growl.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear.”
“Don’t worry! And don’t come knocking again!” The pitch rose and the words increased in volume until the last syllable was a shouting screech. I backed away, stumbling, my animal instinct raising defensive hairs all over my body. I didn’t want to hear that twice. However long it took, I would wait. Tom didn’t have any work for me this week; my trip with Polly could wait. I’d ask Tom to get her a message, and I’d look after this place. It seemed like the least I could do, and the most. That same defensive instinct told me to run and keep running. There was danger here. But somehow, though I became more anxious as time went by: two days, three, four, I managed to stay.
I was upstairs when I heard the cottage door creak open, like it had rusted shut on it’s occupant, like she had been there for 20 years. I moved to the window and watched as she shuffled down the path to the house. She looked terrible: grey hair frizzled and uncombed, like she had pulled at it, again and again. She wore a thin floral dressing gown over men’s pyjamas. She hadn’t crossed it over properly when she pulled the tie tight, and it hung asymmetric. She was smoking.
The guests who were in were in their rooms. I would try to get her through the hall into the kitchen and keep her there. If she would let me. The many scary scenarios I had imagined spun through my mind again. Well, I would take whatever came. I had made a mistake, not giving her the box immediately I had known what it was. I would take the consequences; and if she crossed any other line, I could accept it. There was a world of emotions here I had no clue about. I wouldn’t judge.
I found her at the kitchen table. I slipped in the door, instinctively keeping my back to the wall. “Coffee?”
She looked up and attempted a smile, cigarette dangling. “Thanks.” She took it out, looked at it, then stubbed it out straight onto the wooden table. It left a brown burn mark and a smear of ash. Her hands went to her face again, laced up into her hair. She tried to pull upwards but the tangle was too thick; the skin stretched taut but beyond that her fingers didn’t move.
I poured the coffee and sat down opposite her. After a while I realised I was listening to the beats of my heart, resounding somewhere in my belly. The mood around her was just too thick to allow myself to fully feel it. I took a breath. “I’m sorry.”
She looked down into her mug, then took a sip. It seemed to take a supreme effort. “How did you get it? Why did she give it to you?”
“I asked if it would be okay if you came to Wellington, with Polly and me. Not to tell her about your relationship, but just so you could know her. For Polly’s sake. And yours, I suppose. I’m sorry. I should have asked you.”
Martha’s mouth twitched. “I always thought her outburst, all those years ago, was too strong, out of character. Up till then she’d seemed such a passive little thing. But that she was angry enough to do this! To take the thing she knew was most precious to me in the world. And once she’d read the letters . . .” She stared at the table, out the window, ran her hand over the pattern on her mug. “How did she get them?”
“I don’t know. She didn’t speak, just handed me the box and threw me out.”
“But she must have known . . . that there was a good chance you’d give them to me.” She looked up suddenly, a sharp expression in her eyes.
I pulled a helpless, regretful face.
Martha went on, her voice sharp and accusing. “Maybe she didn’t care, wanted me to know the extent of her resentment. Thought I was trying to push my way in again, and was willing to do whatever would keep me out. Did you tell her I wasn’t? That it was your idea.”
“I didn’t get the chance. I’m sorry. I’d barely asked the question when she disappeared to find the letters. I’m sorry. I’ve really made a mess of things.”
“The mess was already there. You just dug it up. I know you had good intentions, but some things are best left buried.”
“She stole the box from you? It’s yours?”
“Yes.” Martha was staring at the table again, shoulders stooped. She looked like an old woman.
“Tom made it. For you?”
“Yes.” A few seconds later her attention sharpened again. “How did you know that? You said you hadn’t read the letters.”
“Only far enough to know what they were. But the box. The carving on the box. Your names.”
Her mouth twisted slowly into a wry smile. “You worked that out? You must have had it in your hands a while. It took me weeks to realise.”
I shrugged. “I was wondering what I should do. I didn’t feel right opening it.”
“But you did.”
“As soon as I realised what was in there, whose it was, I closed it again. Then you came home. I did wonder, though . . .”
“What?”
“Whether Rose had added anything. Whether there was anything personal of hers in there. Not knowing that kept me more uncertain.”
“No.” Martha said, sadly. “It’s just as it was when I lost it, six years ago. I didn’t even notice it missing, at first. I had closed off that part of myself already.”
“But the letters from Ben. You would want those, surely.”
“I kept other letters from him. Letters that I could be proud of. But the ones in there I wanted locked away, with Tom, and all that . . . business. I should have burnt it.” She was angry, then sad again. “But I couldn’t. I made mistakes, but I couldn’t repair them without destroying myself.”
Martha’s voice changed with these words. She sounded much younger, uncertain, more like Polly than herself. Before my eyes she seemed to shift, too, as if she were living now 30 years ago. Through her nearly 50 year old body I saw a 19 year old girl. In agony, but young and beautiful still. The illusion faded quickly. She sniffed. “God, look at me. I’m a mess. I’d better go get cleaned up, get on with the day.”
I reached out as she stood. “I want to help. Tell me what to do.”
“Hold the fort a little longer, till I come back. Then make yourself scarce for a bit. There’s more to say, but later; now I’d like to be alone.”
I watched as she shuffled to the door. I became aware of an intense desire to get out. I had been shut in here too long. The twenty minutes till Martha came back decent seemed like hours. I had already got my car out of the garage, had it sitting with the keys in it in front of the house. I felt like I always did just before I ran: restless, frustrated, not wanting to let my thoughts in. “I’ll see you later” I called, not waiting for her to appear in the hall, and I all but sprinted for the car. I had my wallet, but not my suitcase. I knew there was nothing in it so important it would bring me back here. I wondered if I was leaving now, for good.
I drove out of town, not in the usual direction, towards Blenheim, but along Queen Charlotte Drive. If I went too far, too fast, I might not come back, and there was too much unfinished here to let my age-old reflexes control me like that. Usually I can convince myself it is the lure of adventure that pulls me, not fear pushing me. I wouldn’t have been able to say that today.
At the beginning I was driving too fast, taking the corners at the edge of the car’s ability to stay on the tarmac. This isn’t the kind of road for that: it’s windy, slow, and mostly used by tourists. Within three minutes I came up behind a campervan and had to reassess. A risky passing manoeuvre and continue my mindless headlong flight, or slow down, breathe, think? I pulled off into one of the lookout points and let the silence of the Marlborough Sounds settle over me. The car door open, I leant my head back onto the headrest and let the latent tears form and roll back over my temples. It felt good to cry, natural. Fear had been my companion for the last four days, and it doesn’t suit me – ask anyone: I’m fearless. At least that’s the fiction, the façade.
I reached into the back of the car for my camera. I always keep it here, my portable tourist’s bubble. Following the view through the lens calmed me further, the world in manageable bites. I played with various compositions of water, hills and sky before I pressed the shutter down, once, then packed the camera away. I looked through the glove box for a CD that would suit my mood and take me deeper into the steady internal awareness I wanted. Bic Runga. I don’t understand all the words of her songs – I try to listen to the lyrics but the mood of the music, the timbre of her voice, pull me into a deeper emotional awareness, and I think the words don’t matter as much as I have been brought up to believe. Emotion is the pure experience; the facts are just circumstantial, coincidental. Many, many events create the same emotion; any event can precipitate a variety of emotions, depending on the choice of the day. Laughter or tears? You can’t predict it.
I drove on more slowly, 60 km/hr, then 40, pulling in when I could to let faster cars pass. Long before I reached the Highway 6 intersection I knew I was going back. Whatever was happening with Martha, with Tom, with Rose, was my life – for the next few weeks, at least. The current emotion-generating experience. I was still curious, about what had happened 30 years ago, 10 years ago, six years ago, to create such turbulent memories. Maybe I would find out, maybe not, but I could be around, I could help, perhaps somehow I could help them heal. The mirage of Ben hovered, also, intriguing, elusive. Magnetic. When I thought about that, and Martha’s words, I felt stronger. Maybe I’m ready to test myself again, stretch myself, I thought. But I have to take care of Polly, whatever happens. She has to come first.
I turned right into Havelock, to stop for a coffee before deciding which route I would follow home.
I crept back into Picton not sure of my reception anywhere. Except maybe with Polly. I looked at my watch. 2:45. I would go and wait for her to come out of school.
I enjoyed the sudden, vibrant swarm of life as the students flooded out. Amongst them was a tall thin man, the principal, keeping order in a warm, energetic way. I found myself smiling watching him.
Polly always looks younger in school uniform. They enforce the no makeup policy, and she’s just in the skirt and blouse like all the other twelve year olds. She stands slightly apart from her peers, the girls mostly in groups of two, three or four. I watched from across the road as she drifted out, nothing holding her to stay there, no cheerful waves or goodbyes like many of the others, but nothing to go towards, either, not rushing home to a warm welcome and home-baked cookies. I watched the uncertainty and loneliness for a few heartbreaking seconds before I called her name. Her head jerked up, and when she saw me a wide smile broke across her face. I waved, and we both looked up and down the road for a break in traffic. We made eye contact and kept it as she crossed.
“Hey, how are you?”
“Great! I haven’t seen you for a few days. Thought you might have done a runner.” Her voice faltered behind the pretence of humour.
“Me! Never.” I grimaced. “Your mum said it was okay to take the ferry trip.”
“Really? We’re really going? When?”
“This weekend? I’m free any time, just have to let Martha know.”
“We . . . we have a teacher-only day on Thursday.”
“No school?”
“No.”
“Okay, then. Thursday it is.”
“Maybe better check the weather.”
“The weather?”
“Dad does, before he goes out on the boats.”
“Well then, let’s go see Tom. He’ll know.”
Tom swept us into a double hug. “I wondered when I was going to see the pair of you again. You look very smart in your uniform, Polly.”
She pulled a face. “I wanted to go home and change, but Ocean was in a hurry.”
Actually I wasn’t, but I didn’t want to see Rose just yet. “We’re thinking of Thursday for our big Wellington adventure. Polly said you’d be able to tell us the weather.”
“Settled, fair.”
“How do you know that?”
“Just old habit. I always keep my ear on the weather. But you know that, working here.”
The dim memory of the sound of the radio while we drank tea, with accompanying sage comments, drifted back. “I thought you were just making conversation, Tom, like the English at a bus stop. Thought you couldn’t think of anything else to say.” Tom blushed at my teasing. “But of course, that’s silly, when I know what a silken tongued philosopher you are.”
He took a theatrical swipe in my general direction, making Polly laugh. We both turned to the sound. Her eyes were shining. “Can we go and get the tickets? Now?”
“Sure.” I stood up, picking up my wallet from Tom’s desk.
“Now you wait, my treat, remember. I’ll come with you. Just let me lock up.”
Polly’s arms swung and she talked fast as we walked along. Tom watched her, mesmerised. It took so little to make them both happy. The effect on me was ambivalence. It touched me to see them smiling, but it also brought the contrast with everyday to mind.
Polly got impatient in the short queue and went to look at the displays in the big hall. When she was out of earshot, Tom leaned over towards me. “Something up with Martha?” he murmured. His face was serious and I felt his concern echoed in my chest.
“Maybe.”
“Well, what?” He looked into my eyes, searching.
“Tom, I think you’ll have to ask her yourself. I’ve already put my nose too far into things that are none of my business.” His lips compressed, stubborn. “What? Just ask her. It doesn’t have to be a big deal, just sometime when you meet her around town. She’ll tell you if she wants to. What?” The look on his face was enormously frustrating, a total mute refusal to do as I said. “What’s the problem?”
“Martha and I don’t talk, Ocean.”
“What do you mean?”
“We don’t talk.”
“But just socially, at the pub, whatever. You must talk, you got me the job there.”
He shook his head. “Not beyond hello, a few practical details.”
“What, never? For how long?”
He pouted his lips.
“How long?” My voice was raising and he glanced over at Polly. She was still reading the ferry timetable, looking at the map.
“Twenty nine years.”
“Since . . ?”
His eyes narrowed. I tried to remember what he knew that I knew, what he had told me himself. “Martha told me what happened, that you used to go out, before you married Miranda. Is it really since then?” A short, single nod. “But I don’t get it. You talk about her as if she’s a friend.”
“I take an interest.”
“I don’t understand. Surely what’s past is . . .” A thunderous look crossed his face and I stopped talking. “Okay. Whatever.” He still seemed to be waiting. I scanned back over our conversation to remember what he had asked. Oh, that’s right. Martha. “Some old stuff came up . . . some old memories. They threw her off balance for a while, but she’s okay now. Coming right.”
Tom’s face had gone pale. I took his hand and he gripped it tightly. After a minute the colour returned.
“Sheesh! You two. What a lot of drama! Don’t you think it’s time you sorted things out?”
Tom glared at me. “You don’t know what you’re . . .”
“So that’d be a ‘no’ then.” I gestured at the next free cashier. “She’s waiting.”
Tom looked panicked for a moment before he realised who I meant. He made another annoyed face at me as he stepped forward.
Polly danced back over to watch as Tom paid and the woman handed over our tickets. She took them, smoothing the paper, reading the words. “Thanks, Granddad.”
He swept her up as if she were five years old and buried his face in her hair. I thought I saw a tear flick away as he put her down again. “You girls have a grand time.” The word struck me, an echo of Martha. They were still tied together somehow after all this time.
Polly and I walked back up the hill together towards her house. I left her at the corner. “See you on Thursday. I’ll call for you. Can you get yourself ready by nine?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you have an alarm clock?”
“It’s late, I don’t need one, I’ll be ready.”
“And you’ll let your mum know we’re going. Tell her it’s just the two of us.”
“Did she think Tom was coming?”
“Maybe. Just be sure to tell her.”
“Okay, whatever . . . Um . . .”
“Yes?”
“What are you going to wear?”
I looked down at my usual winter outfit, skinny jeans, long sweater. “I was just going to wear this, or something like it. Why? Want me to dress up?”
Her face was shy. “I’ve never been for lunch in Wellington before. I bet it’s more . . . cosmopolitan . . . than here.” She tripped over the unfamiliar word.
“Okay. Then I’ll dress cosmopolitan.”
It was so worth the little effort to see her face light up again, beyond anything I had seen before. “Thanks!” She turned and skipped away down the street, back to the child again.
Polly was waiting outside the house when I walked by to pick her up. She looked gorgeous, simple in a streamlined long sleeved t-shirt, eye-catching with a swirling, shining design asymmetric on the front, and soft grey jeans. Her hair was pulled back – “Granddad said it will be windy on deck” – and the makeup artfully subtle, complex and thought through in a way which made her look more natural than natural. Natural the way the magazines have taught us to see it, I guess, but it worked.
“Got a jumper?”
She held up her backpack; we had found it for her in the op-shop in town, black leather, like mine. I realised people would think she was my daughter, and felt a tug of sadness at the thought. It would have been nice. I’d enjoyed my niece, Gemma, all these years, but it wasn’t the same. I forced a smile.
“So what do you think?” I held out my arms and turned around for her to assess. My look is always simple, but I had added a scarf and jewellery from the small and little-worn supply I carried with me from place to place. I had taken trouble with my makeup, too, something Polly clearly longed to encourage but only ever hinted at; usually it’s just lip gloss and eyeliner for me, letting my skin speak for the rest.
“Cool. You did your eyes the way I told you about.” She squeezed her mouth together to suppress the smile which danced in her eyes nevertheless.
Polly tried to walk her usual slow amble towards the terminal, but the little skip reappeared every fourth step or so. “Where are we going to have lunch?”
“I had a look on the Internet, there are a couple of places we can try. Then we’ll have a couple of hours before we head back, we could go to Te Papa . . . the museum” I added, in response to her puzzled look, “Or have a look in the shops.”
“Oooh, yeah!, please.”
I had just been teasing, really. She was way more interested in popular culture than ancient.
Polly ran over the boat from bow to stern, up and down stairs, through all the lounges, seating areas, where the shop would open when we got underway. For a while I followed her around, until her manic exploration became an obsession with knowing every corner, comparing the features of every view from every plastic chair. “Choose me somewhere to sit where you’ll be able to find me again. You’ll be fine going around on your own?”
“Sure. Do you want inside or out? What do you want to look at?”
“Outside. And I’d like to watch the town as we pull out of port.”
She found me a seat on the aft deck, out of the light breeze which blew from the east. While we were discussing the advantages of this position the ship began to move, fluidly slow, easing forward and accelerating majestically. Polly shrieked and ran to look over the side, watching the crew saunter away from the completion of their departure ritual. “I missed it!”
“You’ll catch it on the way back.”
“Yeah.” She sighed.
“Look.” I pointed upward to the rotation of the bush covered hills, view sliding on view as our perspective smoothly changed. Hill-face houses crept past and behind us. Polly’s mouth dropped open in awe at the movement.
“It’s so different from up here. Slow motion. Smooth. In Granddad’s boat everything’s jerky. This is like . . . ballet.”
“Do you want to finish your tour?”
“Later. I think I’ll sit up here for a while.”
I took out my book and alternated reading with staring at the huge natural views passing. There was so little evidence of man out here. A few baches, jetties with steps disappearing intriguingly into the bush. I looked back to Picton, so small, self-important. I laughed. What a place to end up calling home out of everywhere the world had to offer! Polly looked at me for a moment, her curiosity quickly disappearing as her gaze was pulled back to the hills, the water, the sky.
It was 1.30 before we stepped off in Wellington. We had till six to get back for the return sailing. Polly had had a snack from the shop – I suspected she hadn’t had breakfast – so I suggested we shop for a while then have a late lunch/afternoon tea. “The cafés will be quieter then.” Plus I knew it was the clothes she was interested in. We took a taxi to Cuba Mall. As we walked along Polly looked into the windows. I watched her, having to hold back a frequent impulse to laugh at the variety of her expressions: interest to desire to contempt. She felt very strongly about fashion.
“Want to go in and try something on?”
She looked at me, a well of longing in her eyes, but shook her head uncertainly.
“Tom asked me to wait until we got here to tell you, but he gave me an early birthday present for you. $200. To spend however you want. And I’ll add $70.”
Her head tipped back and forward again. “Really?” She turned and ran towards the end of the mall.
“Where are you going?”
“I need to start at the beginning again. This changes everything!”
I caught up to her where she was analysing a window display, mannequins dressed in shades of grey and large images of models not much older than Polly, in soft focus, dressed against the chill of a windswept beach. “Come on!” She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the shop, impatient, but once she got inside the door she stopped dead, staring around. A few seconds passed, then she was moving again. “Here. Hold this, please?” She thrust her backpack into my hands and I hooked it over my shoulder next to my own. The next ninety minutes were a blur of fast changes, the murmured overflow of internal deliberation and calculation. Occasionally she asked for my opinion, but always just to confirm a decision of her own. I was watching a professional at work. At three thirty we were sitting outside the first shop again, purchasing strategy formed and ready to put into action. There was a final choice to be made, an agony of dilemma between a cool grey blouse which met this year’s fashion dictates and a red which she knew brought out the colour of her hair. She went back and forth in her mind, then out loud, two or three times, doing the maths over and over hoping for a different answer. But of course, she had been right, right from the start. This was too important to make a mistake over.
“Listen, why not get them both. I had something in mind for you myself, a surprise, but you can have the extra money if you prefer.”
She turned slowly. “I only need $25 more. I can work it off if you like.”
“Okay, whatever, you can choose. But let’s get buying now.”
She nodded, leaving me behind in her hurry. She found the assistant she had left her pile of possible items with and sorted through them expertly. “That should be $105.” The assistant put it through the till.
“$104.97.”
Polly waved away the discrepancy. “I don’t know why they do that.” she whispered when we got outside. “It’s not like you get the three cents change.”
The next store was three doors along. I didn’t know how she remembered, they all looked pretty much the same to me. But her recall was perfect. Here she picked up a pair of sale price jeans, then crossed the mall to shop number three.
We sat in the café I had chosen, Polly’s blissed out eyes staring through the window, not seeing the trench-coated crowd pass by. It was raining now and the locals were moving fast, collars turned up and shoulders hunched. The waitress brought hot chocolate. I had given up on getting Polly to concentrate on the menu and ordered us both Eggs Benedict from the all day breakfast list – it was the specialty of the house, and I thought Polly would appreciate the sophistication of the way a café would do it.
I was sipping my drink, considering pulling out my book again, when Polly turned, slow motion. “Thank you SO much. That was so awesome you wouldn’t believe. I am going to be gorgeous the whole season, thanks to you.”
“And Tom.”
“Yeah.” Her eyes were going out of focus again, but they sharpened out mid-phase. “Hey, do you think I could get a part time job, we could do this twice a year, summer and winter? I could pay for the tickets, and save money for the clothes. Would you do it?”
I opened my mouth and found I had no reply to make. Where would I be in six months? I couldn’t make this promise.
“Ocean?”
“You’re twelve. That’s kind of young to be working. Wouldn’t you like to be a child a bit longer?”
“I’ll be thirteen next month. And I want this. Please?”
“If I’m around, sure.” The words had slipped out before I could catch them. Polly’s eager expression cracked into the tragic mistrust I had forgotten. I waved my hand to call back the words, but it was too late. She turned away from me. “Look, you know me. I’m a wanderer. I’ve always been a wanderer. I told you, the first week we met.”
The look in Polly’s eyes now surprised me. Was it sympathy? “I know you did. But I thought something had changed.”
I stared at the table, guilt and confusion tilting me sideways. After a long moment, Polly twisted an impish face into my downward view. A breath lurched in my chest, trying to become a laugh and not making it. “Well, let’s hope you’re right. And whatever happens, I would love to do this again. Show me that red blouse? Maybe I can borrow it sometimes.”
Polly looked down at her slim figure, then across at my mature bust with a raised eyebrow. We both burst into raucous laughter; then the food came, and everything was good again.
I arrived home at 10:15, having walked Polly home. The lights were still on. It would be good to talk the day through with Martha.
“Hey!” I whispered through the hall as I hung up my scarf. A murmur of voices echoed from the kitchen. I halted in the doorway, my heart stopping in my chest.
He was here, sitting at the table with his mother.
The room felt different: it emanated a cathedral-like hush. I stood on the threshold while a breath passed, drawn towards him but hesitant.
“Come in.” Martha said. “Meet my son. I was just going to bed.” She slid past me under the doorframe, giving me an encouraging, complex smile. I felt I should say something, but she was gone before I could think what.
“So you’re Ocean.”
“Yes.”
“Won’t you come and sit down?”
All my senses were exaggerated. Mostly I could feel my breathing, slow and deep. Martha had been baking and there was the scent of banana cake, warm from the oven, and whipped cream. So she had been spoiling him. Crumbed plates and used mugs stood by the sink – unheard of for her to go to bed with dishes unwashed.
I walked into the room like I was in slow motion, more graceful, more controlled than usual, with a sense of time waiting for me to make my next movement. I felt absolute certainty that everything was going to work out well.
“I’d get up but the dog’s very comfortable”
“Scuppers?” I said. He lifted his head to peer over the top of the table, then relaxed down again into Ben’s lap. I became aware of another smell, too, faint and fading, hot shampoo. I noticed Ben’s hair was still wet.
The clock ticked, loud. The lights of the town sparkled in at the window. The ferry was leaving port again.
“Coffee?” The cafétiere and a third mug were sitting on the table.
“Thanks.”
He poured and handed it to me, watching with a frank stare as I took a sip. Possibilities for small talk flitted through my mind; I dismissed them as unnecessary. Ben cut a slice of cake and passed it across the table. I’ve never tasted anything so good: sweet and soft, the crumbs compacting into smooth texture on my tongue.
“You took Polly to Wellington.”
“Yeah. We had a great day.”
“That was kind.”
“I enjoyed it. I knew I would. She’s good company.”
He smiled, his eyes still on mine. I felt safe. After a few seconds I looked down at my hands, where they were pulling off bits of cake and arranging them on the plate. I wanted to take another bite but I needed to be ready to speak again.
“My mother says you’re a good person, good to her, and to Polly. And strong, brave.”
Brave? That surprised me. “She’s been very good to me.”
His eyes squinted momentarily, then opened wide again. “She thinks we should get together.”
I frowned. “You mean . . ?”
“You and me.”
Some habitual retorts sprang to mind, reflections on bluntness, a sarcastic question “What, tonight?” but I held my tongue. Something unfamiliar was happening, my old ways wouldn’t serve me. I felt my chest rise and fall again. “I’m not sure what to say.”
“And that’s a first for you.” He laughed. How did he know? “This is a first for her, too. As long as I can remember she’s warned me off every woman I’ve met or referred to.”
“Why would she do that?” But I thought I knew. It was that thing she had told me. What was it? They destroy the people they love. But what about the people who love them?
“She thinks I’m an open flame, dangerous.’
“But she thinks you wouldn’t destroy me?”
He didn’t answer the question directly; instead his eyes slipped from my face, into the distance. “You know the story of me and Rose.”
“Parts of it.”
“We got together at high school. Rose is beautiful, lively, generous.” He was talking about a memory, not the lump on the couch I knew. “But she’s not deep. I made a mistake. I opened my heart to her. I didn’t know not to. I didn’t know she wouldn’t be able to keep hold of herself. But that’s what happened – she threw herself away and tried to become part of me. Mum wanted me to leave her, straight away. She saw what was coming. But Rose was pregnant, and that seemed to pull her back a bit, split her focus between me and the baby. And what sort of man leaves a woman who loves him, who’s pregnant?”
“You didn’t love her?”
“I did. But I was in love with life, with everything and everyone, it spilled over, it wasn’t anything . . . grand, or heroic. I felt something special for Polly when she came, but that only made it worse for Rose. She spiralled down, worse and worse. Mum was at me, to go before I killed her. I took a job on the boats. We both hoped she’d come back to herself, find someone else. But . . .” The wide eyes were sad but still open, still honest. “It taught me what to avoid the next time, not to show my heart to someone who wasn’t strong enough. I kept it hidden until someone stronger appeared.”
I tilted my head, a slight smile on my face, wanting to hear the happy ending. “And did they?”
“Not till now.”
My smile faded. I felt my forehead contract momentarily. “You trust your mother’s judgement? Let her make your decisions for you?” I had planned to taunt him, but somehow it wasn’t possible; my inflection was curious.
“I’ve never known her be wrong. And I see courage in you, in your eyes. You have a strong hold on yourself. You see me, and you’re still there behind your eyes. That’s the difference I’ve been looking for.”
My lips twitched at random, as if my face were trying to reflect an unfamiliar emotion. “What are you?”
“I’m me. Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t mean to be cryptic - ten years on the fishing boats I’ve been trying to figure it out. The closest I come is to say I’m a poet, but that doesn’t cover it all.” He reached down into his bag, pulled out a book, blue, with flames of red and gold leaves on the cover. “Here, here’s the nearest I’ve come to understanding it. Ted Hughes, Birthday Letters. He talks about his relationship with Sylvia Plath. That’s when I began to understand. Poets need courage to survive, and not all of us have it. Poets need the most courage of all. People I’ve met, they ask me, how can a poet be out on the boats, with the fishermen, rough and unrelenting, unforgiving. I knew instinctively I needed to develop the courage I already had brewing within me. And I’ve done it. A combination of choosing what to hide and choosing what to show and when, and rolling with the reaction other human beings can throw back. When it’s bad, it comes of their insecurity, not mine. But I had to learn that. And it took a long time. So here I am.”
I found myself watching the way his mouth moved when he spoke, hearing his words not as audible thoughts but as music. I wanted him to go on talking.
“What’s it like, on the boats? The guys seem rough. Tame enough, in a well-lit bar, but with a hint of something darker.”
“Yes.”
“But how do you deal with that?” I pushed. Talk to me! Talk some more.
“I pull back into myself. I know myself, the deepest parts. There is nothing to fear there.”
“And the physical danger. Out there at sea, no police to call on if someone gets . . . weird, out of hand. Does that happen?” The question came from deep within me, from that part of myself I hid from, the part that mirrored but distorted the deep part of himself he talked about, the part he had accepted. It had never occurred to me before that it was possible to face down and burst my deepest fears. I was eager for his answer.
“What we fear comes to us. I’ve never been afraid, physically, so I’ve never truly been threatened that way. And then there’s another thing that has kept me safe.”
I leaned forward, my mouth hanging open, waiting. Ben looked into my eyes and his own crinkled, like I had seen them earlier, when I mentioned Polly. I felt like I was twelve again.
“It’s funny, really. They’re tough, and harsh, but they’re a superstitious lot, fishermen. Something about the wildly diverging moods of the sea, it gives them a strange respect for illogical things.”
“What? What things?”
He laughed. I felt the shock of it jolt through me, echoing back off the wall and window behind me, tinkling in pieces through my body again until it faded. I felt the paths the sound had taken through my torso, my heart. “They call me Fair Weather Ben. Over the years the legend has grown up that I can quell a storm.”
“And can you?”
An eyebrow raised. He was playing with me. “In all the time I’ve been at sea I’ve only twice been caught in a major storm. Both times it happened it was just after a prank had been played on me, harmless enough, but not well-intentioned, not kind. The ones who watch these things noticed. Next time something was brewing towards me, they stopped it. They started calling me out if the weather looked changeable. I’d listen to their fears, calm them. And for whatever reason, the storms from then on came to nothing, or broke somewhere else. They treat me with respect.” There was a hushed, storyteller’s texture to his voice now. His eyes reflected delight at my stillness, my attention. I didn’t know how much to believe, how much to attribute to the voice, the licence, of the poet. My scepticism didn’t reach the disrupted space around my heart, however. He spun his stories well.
He leaned back in his seat now, eyes still on my face. “You’ve stayed in Picton longer than you’ve stayed other places. Why is that?”
“I belong here. I can’t leave.” The words were out of my mouth; I heard them first, absorbed them afterwards as if someone else had said them.
“You’ve been here before.”
“I’ve passed through, felt something. But never stopped, never stayed.”
“What was different this time?”
Something was happening in my chest, as if my heart were being swung in elliptical orbits around something magnetic, like it and that ‘something’ were tied together by powerful bonds, tumbling end over end, a perpetual motion machine, movement apparently random, but after a time, repeating. “I don’t know.” I whispered. “But something was. Even when I arrived, when I was drawn into the pub, when I met Tom, when I turned River down -” a flicker here, on Ben’s face “- it was like there was something operating, something guiding me, that made everything, every decision and action, very, very easy. And now . . .”
“Now?”
“Now I think I know what that was.”
We both stood. Ben gestured towards the door. “Are you leaving?” I asked him. Nothing I said or did now was in my conscious control.
He shook his head. “I’ll stay here tonight. Old tradition, first night back. I’ll go home tomorrow, and see Polly after school.”
“You’re here for a while, a week or so, like last time.”
“I never know. Usually the sea reclaims me after six days, sometimes more. But it’s never definite. I never know exactly until the time comes.” He took a half step back and I took my cue, walked before him into the hall, up the stairs. I lingered for a moment at my door, leaned for one second on my doorpost, then in an instant of self-dissolving fear I slipped through it, closed it behind me, too terrified to open it again even to clean my teeth, wash my face. I couldn’t risk meeting him in the bathroom. I was sixteen again, younger: ten, seven, five. A moment later I disappeared completely, into the time before my birth, into non-existence, pre-existence, the time of planning and desire.
I stayed in bed late the next morning, continuing the dream of the night before, holding the image of Ben, not wanting to challenge it; I’ve had experience of men who are beautiful by moonlight and plain by the light of day. If that was the case here, I preferred not to know for a while longer.
Finally I heard the front door slam and the instantly familiar whistle receding down the path. I got up, went into the bathroom for a languid shower. I felt my mouth curving up into an easy smile, eyes unfocused.
Martha was cranky by the time I reached the kitchen. I volunteered to clear the breakfast, suggested she might like to take Scuppers out.
“I’m fine! Don’t you start, as well.”
I brought the dishes through and loaded the dishwasher, then went back to arrange the salt and peppers, jams, spreads, sugar bowls onto the trolley for tomorrow. I wiped the tables slowly, taking my time to return into the sphere of Martha’s mood.
“I love that boy more than he knows.” Martha snapped again when I had delayed as long as was decent.
“He knows you love him.”
“Did he say so?”
“Not in words.”
“Well, does he know I love him so much that my heart tears from my chest every time I let myself think about it? Does he know it’s like having a wild dragon living inside me, sleeping, snorting smoke and fire, then waking to fight its way out of me whenever . . . whenever . . .” she spiralled into a chair and threw her arms out before her on the table, head on her upper arm, fingers clutching at her hair.
I wanted to laugh, horrified hoots struggling to break out of me. “I don’t know. Do you want me to ask him?”
She lifted her head, eyes mad and accusing.
“I’m sorry, Martha, what did you expect me to say?” My body shook with the laughter I couldn’t contain completely. I sat down next to her and put one arm across her shoulders, the other around her neck.
“Oh, God! You’re the first person I’ve met who could even begin to understand.” The barks she coughed out now were both laughter and sobs. Scuppers jumped onto the table, sniffing her hands, fur bristled. Neither of us told him to get down. A long minute or two later the alien noise stopped and she raised her head again, raised a hand to pat Scuppers, pacify him. She pulled her body up so she could lift him off the table, making to deposit him onto the floor then settling him on her lap instead. “I hold so much in, all the time.”
I wasn’t sure if she was talking to Scuppers or to me. “Why? Why do you?”
“Because of the damage I could do if I lost control.”
“We all do damage. And we all do good. That’s the deal. That’s being human.”
“Oh, sure! And how are you about the mistakes you’ve made? If you’ve even made any.”
“You know I have! I’ve told you. I’ve told you things I’ve never told anyone else.”
“I’m sorry. Forgive me. I’m having a self-absorbed moment. I’ll be back to myself in a minute.”
“Back to holding yourself in, you mean. Back to no-one.”
“I have to, it’s the only way I can survive. You’ve seen Tom, you’ve seen Rose. Just a small sample of what can happen if I let myself love.”
“Tom is fine, and Rose is not your responsibility. You love Ben, and he’s perfect!” The word slipped out and sat there shining, as surprising as if I’d vomited up a diamond. Martha didn’t notice.
“Yes, Ben’s fine. He’s made of the same stuff as me. But he’s dangerous, he’s dangerous, and he only sees the tip of it.”
I felt as if someone had slipped a half straight jacket over my head, constraining my shoulders, the top part of my back and chest. I strained against it. “Don’t try to change him, Martha.” The threat in my voice was unintentional – at least, I hadn’t consciously intended it. I had meant to reassure.
She turned to me, calculating. “You’re strong, Ocean. You can help me. Together we can rein him in.”
“Stay out of his life, Martha. You have no business there. You’re his mother, love him. But leave his choices to him.”
Martha shook her hair out of her face. For a second I felt her engage to fight. Then she rolled her shoulders, flexed them back and relaxed them. She took a deep breath through her nose and slumped on the exhale. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ll take Scuppers for that walk after all, think about it. You okay to do the rooms, vacuum?” She became business-like, straightened up. “The people in room five are packing to leave today, the bill’s ready. New bookings are in the register; rooms two, four and seven are free.”
“Sure. Take your time. I have a free day.”
Room seven. Room eight was mine, room seven was where Ben had slept last night. I went in expecting something out of the ordinary, not knowing what. I found it. Not in the sheets which he had stripped from the bed, or the otherwise ordered objects, but in the open window, the exhilarating breeze that blew through the room. I trapped some in my chest, setting my heart beating faster. That echo of warm shampoo was here, too, and a sense of over-brimming life. Was it all in my imagination? I didn’t think so; I often have a response to my surroundings not entirely explainable by the objects and shapes and state of things. I have learned to put it down to the state of the people who have been there recently, or often, or who have felt most strongly there. It can take a while for my optimism to dispel residual depression, from a former inhabitant, for example, although I’m always confident I’ll be the stronger in the end. It takes less effort to be in a place I’ve been in before, because I’ve pre-softened it, it takes less to mould it to myself again. My little room eight has felt like home since the day after I moved in there, since the first time of going out and returning; apart from that moment when Martha had discovered the box, left her anger there, costing me an hour or more to beat it out again, feel safe again. It’s ironic, really, that with all this, moving on holds such charm for me. A mixture of confidence and love of a challenge, perhaps, under the obvious impulse to panic and run.
As I turned and turned, breathing in Ben, I had a flashing image of Kendall, a strong pull to be with her again. Where had that come from? I rarely thought of her, at least, not when things were going well. She is my place of refuge. Surely I had no need of her now.
I took the sheets down to the laundry, hastily burying my face in them before loading them into the washing machine. I heard steps on the stairs and went through the checkout procedure with our departing guests: smile, check bill, take payment, offer advice on forward routes, recommendations of lunch or afternoon tea spots, estimates of how long the drive might be to various destinations. I helped them carry out their bags and waved them off, feeling my feet drag as I returned to the house. I loitered in the hall, indecisive. Before I had formed a conscious decision the phone was in my hand. “Kendall, it’s me, Jess. I wondered if you’d like to come visit. I miss you.”
Ben came in at nine that evening, having seen Polly home. I could imagine her joy at seeing him, half wished I could have witnessed it. That would be more complication than was necessary, however. Better keep anything that happened with Ben separate from her, for now.
I wanted something to do with my hands, and to give him a choice about seeing me. I had taken myself into the guest lounge and lifted down one of the jigsaws from the top shelf. It was Neuschwanstein, somewhere I had been on my travels, a snow-covered mountain scene in which the gaudy fairy-tale castle was more subtle than usual, understated. I had put the edges together and started on a distinctive white area of snow at the bottom – easiest bits first. I heard his whistle on the path, his voice in the kitchen. I began sorting the pieces, like with like, my concentration gone for seeing where things fit. Would he know where I was? Would Martha tell him? I despised myself for my schoolgirl eagerness but nonetheless strained my ears, trying to make out words from the burble of sound. Martha appeared at the door. “There you are. Come and have tea.”
“Why don’t you bring it in here, if you want to? I’m kind of dug in with this, it’s addictive. But I’m all right on my own.”
Ben carried the tray through, Martha poured the tea. As far as possible I stayed focused on my task, listening, absorbing the banter between them. It appeared they had been half-heartedly fighting about Ben’s thought that he would not go out on the boats again immediately, he would look for a job in town.
“But really, what will you do? Work in a café?” Martha threw the suggestion out as if it were ridiculous.
Ben shrugged, his Mona Lisa quarter smile always on his lips. Like he was carved in marble, that smile was etched in my mind. “There’ll be something. I don’t cost much to run, low maintenance. I’ve been saving. I don’t actually need to work at all.”
“As if you’d be content doing nothing! You’d be bored out of your mind in a day.”
But I thought she was wrong about that, I could see him, perennially content, staring glassy eyed and far away at the rhythmically shifting view from a hammock, or a tiny boat on the edge of the marina, all around him hills that rose like swaddling blankets out of the sea. I continued sorting. Ben reached out and placed a piece straight into its home.
“I’ve been at sea ten years. It’s time for a change. You suggested it yourself.” I felt his eyes flick over at me.
“That’s not what I meant and you know it!” The pace of Martha’s speech picked up noticeably when she was annoyed, often the only sign. Probably both Ben and I knew it before she did. “I certainly didn’t mean for you to stay in port longer than was necessary. I don’t think my nerves could stand it.”
The part of me which floated above the scene, observing the whole, wondered how she could stay agitated within the sphere of Ben’s slow-calm influence. He had only to walk into the room for my breathing to lengthen, my body and face relax; at the same time I felt broader, more expansive, as if I had time to think, to know myself. Then contrasting with this, contradicting it, was the way my awareness narrowed, pulled towards whatever he did, whatever he said, enlarging it, embedding it on my memory like a tennis player watching the ball, memorising the roll and turn of it, reliving it in slow motion, play after play after play.
I finished sorting the trees and buildings from the rest. The white snow was distinctive, the shaded snow indistinguishable from the purple-blue of the sky. Ben’s hands moved again: one, two, three, four pieces, one, two, three, four perfect placements, sure, effortless. I had a moment of dizziness. The muscles at the base of my abdomen tightened, then relaxed again. I thought about reaching for my tea and couldn’t. Just that slight movement might set me off balance, might upset the balance of the room, and I wanted it to stay just as it was. I scarcely dared breathe. I recognised perfect happiness, for the first time in my life. And perfect peace.
“I don’t know what to do with you.”
“That’s all right, mother-dearest. That’s perfect. There’s nothing for you to do. Tea, and the pleasure of your company. I’m a simple boy.”
She snorted. Shifted in her chair. Took up a piece of the puzzle and tried it again and again, turning it, forcing it, throwing it down. “Are you finished with that?” She took my untouched cup without waiting for me to answer and left the room. I heard it clatter into the sink.
Ben put his hand onto mine. I looked up into his eyes. “I’m glad to see you.” I swallowed, stayed silent. “Would you meet me tomorrow, early? I’d like to talk to you some more, out of her way.”
“Sure, what time?”
“Seven? I said I’d call for Polly at nine.”
Next morning I folded my arms against the cold Nor’easter that blew in from the sea. It takes a persistent wind to wind through the labyrinth of the Sounds, but those that get here are often bitter. I walked down the hill, not wanting to alert Martha by taking out my car. My meeting Ben wasn’t a secret, precisely – after all, she had been the first to sound the idea out loud – but I didn’t want her further agitated. I was losing my ability to predict her and I had a sense of wanting my wits about me.
I knew my way to Ben’s house like the map was tattooed on my heart. I’d been drawn to take my route past it often after Polly pointed it out, a small landmark in a town that had no history for me. I knew now I could find it blind. We hadn’t agreed on a meeting place, so I just walked the straight route. It was no more than ten minutes, probably nearer five. If I got there before seven I might catch him as he left. I was idly sketching the outline of the memory of his face when there he was, in front of me, two blocks away.
I had been unaware of my surroundings; now they came sharply into focus: the dull little house I was passing, the low hedge behind the flaking picket fence; the slight salt tang in the air, also rare with the habitual stillness of the local water. A dressing-gowned figure drank coffee outside her front door, watching the growing light until a minute ago, now watching me. I swallowed and tried to hold back my smile, pressing harder and harder, top lip constraining bottom until it burst out of me in a chiming laugh. I felt ridiculously awkward, aware of my walk, my closed-in posture. I let my arms fall to my sides, resignedly amused at myself as they swung helpless then pulled back around my chest. I’m beautiful, relaxed, graceful. Everybody says so. But not now.
A block to go. Why not give in and enjoy myself, watch his steady stride as he pulls himself up the hill? No awkwardness here, the leopard’s grace, whole body engaged in the balanced movement. And on his face the steady, radiant smile. If I were a teenager I would paper my walls with it, have it there, night and day, over and over again.
He turned and found step with me, companionable at my side. Our audience was denied any meaning in the meeting beyond the meeting itself. Perhaps that alone would get it around town. Oh well. Good health to the person who brought it up with Martha. And surely no-one would with Polly, with Rose? I gulped. Relax. Breathe. You know you can handle anything.
“Where shall we go?” More breath came out with the words than normal, and a higher pitch, overtones of Marilyn Monroe.
“Are you hungry?”
“No.”
“Then let’s go out past the Marina, up the tracks so we can see further out into the Sounds. I feel like a good walk this morning, and I’ve been stuck in the town a little long.”
“And you thought you could stay!” I joked, coyly.
He nodded. “Yes. I think I can stay. I just need to accommodate my need for a clear view of nature every now and then.”
I wanted to ask him why; why after ten years of one life he would suddenly change for another. But I didn’t want to hear his answer. I wanted to keep believing it was because of me. “So what do you think you will do?”
“I already know that.”
“But Martha . . . You said . . .”
“If I let you in on the secret, you’ll know why I didn’t tell her. But wait. I want stillness around me now. I want simplicity. I just want your company, both of us quiet. Can you let it out of your mind, for now?”
I was intrigued, but yes, I could let it go, falling down, down, down into his calmness. My playing smile and relaxed eyes echoed his. We walked fast. There was very little traffic, travelling slow. A winter Saturday in Picton. Through the marina and round was the start of the track.
Dawn in the Marlborough Sounds is a different thing. You sense it coming long before the first rays gild the top of the western hills, turning the dense bush a false New England brown, a widening stripe which resolves by imperceptible degrees into the country’s true green-black. It is another half hour before direct light greets the town, before the harbour sparkles at the new day.
We walked up the hill, along a road for a bit, then back on the walking track to Queen Charlotte View. More track beckoned, but Ben had to get back for Polly. We stood, side by side, taking in the scale of the land and seascape before us. The wind had dropped now. I realised we were breathing in time.
“Out before breakfast?”
I ignored Martha’s sharp tone. “Yeah, went for a walk. I’ll get the beds made, then do some ironing.”
“Thanks.”
My movements felt sure, my face relaxed, my thoughts in a slow, natural rhythm, turning in a long-forgotten direction: the future. What would I do if I knew life were turning my way, permanently? I liked it here, the upbeat purpose of hospitality, but I needed to earn more than room and board. Tom had said he had a few more hours for me over the next few weeks; that was good, but still I needed more.
The other opportunities the town afforded: waitressing, working in a shop, selling tickets for the ferries, none of these were a long term option. Fine for a few weeks if my plans were uncertain, but none had the basis for permanence otherwise. I’d like something that would grow with me, be as much as I could make it. The time here, running this place on my own, taking a proportion of the income, that had been the best, but as far as I knew Martha had no plans to travel again. Would I start something similar myself? I felt muscles contract. Way too much commitment. I might decide to stay longer, but I didn’t want something actually tying me down.
I shook my upper body, dispelling the threat, then leaned over the press once more. I felt floaty, an airy confidence that everything would work out fine.
“Martha, I’ve invited my sister to come and stay, next week. Are you okay if she bunks in with me, or should I get us a cottage somewhere?”
“Have her here. Of course. She can have a room, probably, we should have one spare.”
“No, we’ll talk all night anyway, best we’re in together. It’s just for a couple of days. She’ll help out, as well, she’s great at breakfast.”
“Is she like you, your sister? What’s her name?” A calculating smile, eyes narrowed, accompanied Martha’s question. I wondered about it for the split second before I answered.
“Kendall. She looks like me, I guess, but she’s more centred, kinder.” I lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “You’ll see for yourself.”
“It’ll be nice for you to have company.”
“I have company.”
“I meant female company.”
“So did I, Martha, I have you.”
“Oh, I . . .”
I laughed. It’s not easy to wrong-foot Martha, she’s usually so careful. “Listen, it’s okay. We’re on the same side.” She was wearing reading glasses and she tilted her head forward to look at me over them. I looked her straight in the eye. “Bring the teapot through. I want to do some more of that puzzle before dinner.”
It felt great getting back to Tom’s again, away from the astute scrutiny. I know Tom reads me as well as Martha, but he says less, judges less; he’s more accepting. He likes me more, or more purely.
I’d forgotten about how cold it could get, though, and he seemed to be in an uncharacteristic hurry, whisking my coffee cup away before I had taken the last swig.
“Come on, Tom. What’s going on?”
“Winter’s nearly over. There’s lots to do. I thought I’d be further ahead by now than I am. The owners of this boat are coming down week after next, she needs to be ready.”
“Well, I can do more hours, why didn’t you ask me sooner? And you’ve been working on Mystique all morning. Mystique can wait, can’t it, if there’s a deadline somewhere else?”
“You mind your own business.”
“Tom!”
“Well. I give the orders round here, not you.” His face was red and his feet shuffled. I pushed past him. “Ocean, I’m sorry. Don’t leave.”
“I’m not leaving! Sheesh!” I turned and gave him a mock salute. “I’m getting back to work, like you ordered.” He shook his head, muttering, in response to my widest smile. It warmed my heart. Not sure why I’m so fond of the old coot. It gave me one more thing to think about, in the mix of everything else. Why was Mystique suddenly a priority after all these years? Come to think of it, his office was tidier, too. Did that mean something? Half way through the afternoon I put my sandpaper down and went to look for him. He was back on his boat.
“Are you going somewhere?”
He turned a terrified expression towards me. “How did you know?”
“Intuition. Where? Sailing? When?”
He sighed, his face compressing, pouting lips rising to meet lowering forehead. “Women. Can’t you please mind your own business?”
“Sure, Tom, if you want me to.” I toyed with the idea of torturing him by looking hurt, but it really wouldn’t be fair. If he wanted his secret, he was entitled to it. I jumped back onto the boardwalk.
“Where are you going now?”
“Back to work, again. Chill.”
“You’re not going to try and wheedle it out of me?”
“No. I’m not. I respect you.” So many opportunities for emotional blackmail, but he was too easy a target.
“All right! I’ll tell you.”
“I just said you don’t have to.”
“No.” He sagged onto the nearest seat. “Actually, I want to. It’d be a relief.” He patted the seat beside him. I stepped back up and settled near him, almost touching. He looked out over the water, past the rows of boats in the marina to the long stretch of sea between the hills. “I’m taking a year out, the trip I planned when I was twenty, when I thought some day I’d be free again. I decided if I’m not free now, I never will be. First there was Rose, and Miranda, and then there was Polly. But she’s got you, now, and, well, if she needed me, I’d come back. Someone got me thinking about what sort of role model I’d be if I never did what my heart told me was right.”
“And that someone . . ?”
“You’ll know soon enough. It’s Ben. He’s going to run this place for me while I’m away. Do a better job than I could, probably. I’d let it go, but it’s home for me, here I can make sense of my life, I might need that to come back to. And I don’t like to let my old customers down. I asked him the day he came back. Been waiting for him, actually, been planning this a while now.”
I smiled at the pride in these last few words. “Well, good for you.”
“You don’t think I’m barking? And you won’t mind working for Ben?”
“I don’t think you’re barking. Or I didn’t. Me, working for Ben?”
“Why not? You get on fine. I saw you walking together this weekend.”
I almost laughed out loud. Damn small towns. “It’s . . . complicated.”
“I imagine you could say that about most things in your life.”
“Mind your lip! For goodness’ sake, give a man an inch and he thinks he knows you.”
Tom chuckled.
“Well, you don’t!”
He laughed louder, delighted at having got under my skin.
I took a breath through my nose and held it. “Oh, all right.” The words were my exhale. “Maybe you do.”
Martha was mysteriously out that night. Ben arrived around nine as usual after dropping Polly home and she was still not back.
“Not like her.” he commented, drily.
“She asked if I’d be in tonight. I thought she wanted to talk about something.” Ben raised an eyebrow. “I was a little nervous, to tell the truth. Want a cuppa?”
“That’d be nice.”
“Then come in, sit down.” I turned away from him, towards the kettle, and waited for my fast-beating heart to slow. “Tom told me about his plans, and yours.”
“So what do you think? Will it work out?”
“You’ll know that better than me.” I put the cups down on the table, sat next to him.
“Be my angel of luck, tell me my fortune.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’ll believe anything that comes out of your mouth, so tell me good news.”
I felt the crease between my eyebrows flex. I lost my footing in the conversation for a moment, mind spiralling out to a kaleidoscopic vision of the future. I waited till it wheeled back around to the present. “Well, then, why not foretell Tom’s life as well. You’ll do brilliantly as a boat builder, take his business from what it is now to full scale luxury builds, working magic to do it all within the yard – it’s in a great location. He’ll have a fabulous trip, find everything he wants in life, come back healthy, happy, to the miracle you’ve created in his absence. It will inspire him to travel again, further afield this time, and he’ll effortlessly build a market for your superior quality boats just by talking to the people he meets as he goes. You’ll be turning away business, only taking one request in ten, and be able to charge accordingly; they’ll be the Mona Lisas of boats, the best, and the most famous, in the world.”
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