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Dedication

He tohu maumahara ki a Moana Jackson

And, for the children who show us how to see








Epigraph


Because every rock

every river

every mountain

as it is in your country

has a name and a story

and those stories are still there

in spite of all that has happened

waiting for us to hear them

if we care to take the time to listen

—Moana Jackson, Yorta Yorta Woka, 2018

Ask the god to open the house of your chest

wide enough that your enemy may enter

—Tusiata Avia, “House,” Fale Aitu / Spirit House

Ko au te repo, ko te repo ko au
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What a Swamp Knows

A swamp knows more than most people about most things. It’s our nature, for within the damp and nebulous borders of swamp, water carries messages, stories, and even gossip. Swamp is connected to all waterways, of course. All of them, from pond to stream to river to sea out into the many oceans of the world, and back. Always out, and back, the collective breathing of all the waters flowing through all the channels of the earth. Hence, a swamp in Kāpiti, on the west coast of the lower half of the North Island of Aotearoa New Zealand, knows more than she probably should of the fortunes that have been won and lost on Old Ford Lock near the junction between Regent’s Canal and Hertford Union Canal in London, England; or the precious waters collected in gnamma holes in Goomalling, Western Australia, by the Ballardong People; or the Southern O’ahu aquifer, the principal source of drinking water for 400,000 people in Hawaii, contaminated by the jet fuel of the occupying American military. And a swamp knows more than this, for there is nowhere our waters do not connect: the drains and gutters that run along your concrete footpaths, the pipes and taps of your houses, the flush of your toilets. We know your secrets, hear your arguments, wash your bodies of their sweat and sex and blood. Swamp runs beneath everything, especially in places like these, even though you have drained and paved and dammed us. Even though you pretend we no longer exist. We are too old and deep and vast to trouble ourselves with the impermanence of your wood and concrete and steel. Just watch how we rise after an earthquake, reclaiming the land with our wet.

The earthy trickling channels of swamp are like the roots of trees that spread and connect and communicate. People have just discovered that this is what trees do, that in fact trees are more sentient than you have heretofore understood, and that they share information with each other underground, via their root systems, and the fungal mycelium networks they share. Or should we say that people have recently rediscovered this understanding of trees, since people have known this for eons, and then forgotten it, then learned it again, then misplaced the knowledge. People are forever in the act of coming to know something and then losing themselves in or from that knowledge, forever going through enlightenments and dark ages, then collectively forgetting their history. Swamp doesn’t forget, but looks on in amusement when humans do it again, when humans forget so wholeheartedly that they can’t even see the ones who haven’t lost their knowledge, or their connection, to all that is. These few are disregarded, sometimes ridiculed, until things come round again. And things always come around. Or at least they have until now.






One

Wairere

Dharug Country, Sydney, not long ago

Keri had chosen to do things the hard way all her life, so it was no surprise that she gave birth to Wairere alone. Others were supposed to have been there: the midwife, the assistant midwife, and her mother, but it was 3:15 a.m. when she called them, and everything was calm, and everyone thought she’d be okay for another couple of hours. First babies aren’t born quickly, everyone knows that. But Keri’s contractions moved from thirty-minute intervals to ten-minute intervals in an hour, and before she knew it she was heaving on the toilet, thinking she might die before anyone reached her. They said they’d come at six, and it was only 4:30 a.m., and she couldn’t make it to the phone to call, just to her knees by the bed, where she was overcome with the need to push. She tried to hold back, but she didn’t know how, and the pushing alleviated the pain. The pushing was like all heaven’s angels gathering around her uterus and squeezing with their heavenly fingers, and she wasn’t even religious. She visualized a flower opening like the birthing video said, even though she didn’t believe in that hippie shit. She didn’t care what she had to believe to make the pain subside. She was a sea anemone, she was a mud goddess in a slaughterhouse, she was a gunslinger racing a train on a half-wild horse.

Maybe she was delirious, or maybe it was the movie marathon she had just watched that evening, when she was still ignorant and pregnant, not really the woman she had imagined herself to be after all, but some innocent child. Now that Keri was half woman, half amphibious animal birthing itself onto land, she understood that she was entering the darkness from which it was necessary to draw life forward. She was going in to clasp her child from the embrace of the gods who inhabited the world on the other side of life. She was become something else, something powerful and mad: Kali, Medusa, Hine nui te Pō. Of course, it made sense as soon as she said the name to herself: the Great Lady of the Night, Mother of the Dark. Fierce and fearsome. With nobody else around, she could let all these ancient and imaginary selves flare into being, if only for that sweet moment when the pain drove her right out of her mind.

Then the contraction subsided, and she was back, realizing she didn’t want something to happen to the baby even if she lost herself, so she found the phone and made the calls. But no one arrived until after.



After the birthing of the head left her wide-legged and two-headed, an unfledged hydra.

After her daughter slipped full-bodied from between her legs, slick and seallike.

After she lifted the babe into her arms, curled in a warm, wet ball, and found herself gazing into eyes that came not from darkness, but from before the dark existed.

The midwife and the assistant midwife and her mother arrived to find Keri wrapped in her quilt on the floor, the baby sucking on her fist, eyes firmly shut against the lights they switched on to assess the damage. Her mother set about cleaning up the room. The midwives set about managing the birthing of placenta and stitching the places Keri had torn. The baby didn’t cry and Keri didn’t speak, except to answer the midwives’ questions. For some time after that, at least until the umbilical cord had fallen off and for two or three weeks more, Keri could still see the place beyond and behind the dark whenever she gazed into her daughter’s eyes. But then the baby began to focus more on the world she now inhabited, and her eyes developed a regular, this-worldly brown color. Though when she fixed people with her stare, they inevitably felt like she was staring into their soul, and what she found there was perplexing.

Te Ātiawa lands, Kāpiti, sometime in the near future

You will find me in the meeting point between open seas and solid land, in the seam of sky and earth, between what you think you know and what you don’t. The creatures that flock my way exist here too—waterbirds and land-migrating fish—metamorphic, amphibious, mythical. And that is where Wairere seeks me, whenever she is troubled, like today, all held-in tears and shoulders hunched until she gets away from the house. She takes a deep breath at the corner and looks both ways, not really seeing but instinctively avoiding fast-moving objects—cars, people, scooters, dogs, planets—then moves as quick as she can without running, going over the fight again and again in her head, even though she can’t quite pinpoint what it was even about anymore. She was right though, wasn’t she? What did she even say? It seemed right at the time. At the time, her mother was being bossy and judgmental, like she always is, and Wairere had had enough. It was unbearable. And she’d told her, tried to make her see what it was like to be on the receiving end of her constant nagging. You don’t see anyone else, Mum, she’d said, Mum in that condescending tone, you’re such a bitch, you know, bitch in a way that gave away a little too much of the embarrassment and daring she felt about swearing at her mother, as if that was a big deal. It wasn’t a big deal, and her mother is a bitch, so she doesn’t know why she sounded so unsure when she said it. Where was the justice in any of this? Although, as she walks away from the house, anger rising out of her pores like steam from a bull’s nose, she still can’t really place what the argument was about, apart from her mother always telling her what to do, and always thinking she’s right, and not leaving her alone.

But no one is ever alone, are they? And if you were to witness Wairere now, you would see a young person, neither child nor woman yet, embodied in that in-between state that shifts like afternoon cloud moving over the bush-covered ranges to the southeast: shadows falling in continuous movement, interspersed with sudden bursts of sunlight, wondrous even though those small hills might seem insignificant and plain, a little bit distant, a little bit mysterious, perhaps even uninteresting to an observer not paying proper attention. And indeed, Wairere is not alone, she walks in the footsteps of all the people who have walked this place before her, whether their feet left their mark below the concrete or upon it, and is always accompanied by the birds and lizards and insects, and of course the stones and earth and fern, flax and mud.

Wairere doesn’t think of that now, she just waits for the wind to rinse the fury off her. She knows well enough that at some point her pacing will leave it behind, and up ahead she’ll find me. The locals call this place the estuary, though Wairere prefers the idea of swamp, not pretty but a little treacherous, as full of sludge that’ll suck you down as it is of native plants and pretty birds. Wairere is in love with the idea of being alone with the world. She loves all the many things the world is made of except for humans and their havoc, so as she walks she also lets a fantasy play out in her head: all humanity wiped out by something like the plague they’ve just had. Yes, another plague, this one cleaner and quicker. The still-burning coal of her fury doesn’t allow her to care about the loss of life, not at that moment, or even the practicalities of so many dead bodies, and especially not the fact that she doesn’t actually want everyone to die, at least not the ones she loves, and she’d be quite sad if they did. The imagining is too delicious, and besides, it’s just a fantasy. So, her roaming self, alone in the world and free. Peace then, and access to everything. She’d have enough to go on for some time alone, living in the nicest houses, raiding the supermarkets as needed, letting everything grow up around her wild and free, no humans to fuck it up. Like that classic old movie Zombieland, but without the zombies.

And so she finds she has cooled to smoldering by the time she reaches Old Swamp Road, and tonight we have something special for her. See the slow dawning on her face as the sound comes into range—the chorus of trills unlike anything she has ever heard—the sonorous chirping of a thousand watery throats floating toward her on the same wind that has taken the anger from her. Frog song—each small fellow urgently calling for love, bursting for it, humming, vibrating, expanding as great as air and as his amphibious skin will allow, each singing his own particular pitch, trying to drown out his competitors, to make such heavenly sounds that his prospective mates will have ears only for him. Wairere moves toward the damp heart of her destination and becomes still, finally, listening in wonder.

She stays for some time, but even one who disdains her own kind can become self-conscious standing on a suburban street at dusk, so eventually she pulls herself out of her trance, and heads along the boardwalk. A girl-woman like this is given to dramatic swings between agonies and ecstasies, and by the time she is a hundred paces into swampland, Wairere has forgotten the anguish that twenty minutes earlier had caused her to mentally obliterate humankind. She’ll be cold and distant later, of course, when she returns home, and her mother will feel hurt when her attempts at reconciliation are rebuffed, but there will be no fire and bloodshed in the process.

Secretly, the longer she walks, the happier Wairere becomes, for now ahead of her are those forest-clad ranges, and the clouds dancing over them, the cirrus and cirrostratus wisping in painted patterns behind the lower, faster, fluffier clouds as the sun shares its last glowing embers. And to the east, dense cloud threatening rain, though the immensity of that darkness is thrilling rather than worrying. Wairere is lifted above herself by the contradictory feeling of being both fuller and lighter. Perhaps this is what it feels like to be a singing frog. And if she looks to the west, past the thick, sticky heads of flax flower, the tufted tops of tī kōuka, the dense thicket of replanted spinifex and native seedlings, she can see the sea. She can hear it even when it’s obscured, as she can hear the gulls and the occasional pīwaiwaka or pūkeko who check her out before flitting away.

Old nimbostratus is ready to offload—she can feel the change even before she smells it—it won’t be long before the downpour, but Wairere is reluctant to quicken her pace. It’s as if the singing of frogs is inside her now, the ecstatic, heaving, sighing urgency, the need—isn’t the world so fresh and full and soaking wet? And where is my love, where is she, and where are my little babies? Eggs and semen and kicking and bubbles and joy! And soon the squirming, quicking tails. Suddenly it’s as if Wairere is in the reeds, half immersed in water, so full of frog song and love she finds herself.



It has always been this way with Wairere. Sometimes, it seems to the outsider as if she disappears inside herself. Some might see only an insignificant child, or a dull teenager, but even those paying attention will find it difficult to place just what has happened, because though her physical form is present, it is clear, as her mother, Keri, has often observed, that the girl is elsewhere. There is danger in this for Wairere. She can never be quite sure whether the experience will be good or bad. For a long time she thought everyone could do it, until one day she asked her nan how to stop it when she felt others, you know, inside her. When you do what? Nan asked, her eyes wide. And then she kept looking at Wairere funny and asking her about it, even though Wairere didn’t have the words to say more than that. That’s not what it is, anyway, she thinks now, perhaps it is more like she becomes them, fleetingly, like she moves into their space.

Sometimes it’s animals, sometimes it’s less animated things, like trees or mud. The worst is people. You don’t ever want to feel what’s going on inside another person, not if you can help it. It’s so confusing, so dense with thought and word and feeling, all scrambled together. And she is beginning to see the pattern to it, the necessary conditions that make it occur. A certain friction in the air, sometimes emotional, sometimes atmospheric—family arguments, or threatening weather.

Tonight, it is the singing of frogs.

And so, the rain comes.






Two

Keri

At home there is a plate waiting for Wairere: sausages, mashed potato, lettuce, and carrots chopped up in sticks. A pool of tomato sauce. She changes out of her wet clothes and gathers her plate to eat on her knees in front of the TV, where her mother and Walty are already in a post-dinner slump, watching cartoons. Wairere stopped eating meat years ago, so Keri makes her vegetarian sausages now, the ones that are all the same despite the packet saying there are different flavors. Wairere hates vegetarian food—specifically, she hates vegetarian food that is pretending to be nonvegetarian food. It’s like brown people trying to be white, or maybe like white people trying to be brown, she said to her friend Felicity, or perhaps that’s a whole different Old El Paso Stand ’N Stuff Taco Boat Kit. And then she laughed to herself, even though Felicity looked puzzled.



But since she has insisted on being vegetarian and having her mother cater to her needs, she can’t say anything. The other reason not to say anything is that vegetarian options cost a lot. Keri freezes one packet to last three weeks, and she and Walty eat the cheapest sausages so that Wairere doesn’t have to eat dead animals. Wairere may get annoyed with her mother, but she still feels guilt for almost everything her mother has to do, and say, and sacrifice so they can eat.

She was eight when she stopped eating meat; her first tactic was to keep it in her mouth until Keri gave up fighting with her and told her to spit it outside, where the cat appreciated her sacrifice. That cat always loved you the best, Wai, Keri said when Ngeru died, but that was ’cos she got a whole extra feed from Wairere pretty much every night. Still, before Keri relented, they had to debate it, as they did with all things ever since Wairere was old enough to nod or shake her head.

“Why won’t you eat it? You need protein.”

“It feels like it’s decomposing in my mouth.”

“You’re eight years old. How do you know a word like decomposing?”

“School.”

“Can you just eat it? We don’t have anything else in the house.”

“If an animal crawled into your mouth and died, would you want to chew it up and swallow?”

“You’re being very dramatic, Wairere.”

“No, I’m not. You’re making me eat decaying life. The animals are screaming.”



At which point Keri looked at Wairere like she was decomposing, and left the table. What she didn’t know was that the animals were sometimes literally screaming, at least to Wairere’s ears, or mind, or however that particular sense that gave her too much access to the feelings of others worked. But Wairere’s insistence won. Keri never bothered to give her meat again.

Such as it always is with Keri and Wairere. If Keri were to take stock of how often she won any argument with her strange eldest child, she wouldn’t be surprised to find how rare it was, for she had noticed Wai’s unworldly stubbornness from babyhood. Baby Wai was known to refuse the breast at any sign of disharmony or stress, and since her father was more than a little useless at being supportive, or even being around, Keri was often stressed and fighting with him. Poor Baby Wai would cry from hunger, or so Keri thought, but not eat, until Keri resorted to the bottle and banishing the man. Teenage Wai is little different, though she has learned the value of a meal. They have been to the foodbank too many times for anyone in the house to waste a mouthful. Now Keri tries other tactics, any way to connect with Wai, any way to make friends.

“Saw the new neighbors today,” she says.

“Oh?” says Wairere. Now that she’s calm, Keri can see Wai wants to humor her, and she can also see that Wai couldn’t be less interested. Even so, her daughter tilts her voice so that it sounds like she might care. This moment of effort is so touching to Keri that she wants to grasp hold of it, keep talking so that they can stay in that space—of trying—for a bit longer, even though she’s aware she might be pushing it. “It’s a family, so that’ll be nicer than some of the ones we get.”

“Yep.”

“Pretty little girl, running around on the lawn. Reminded me of you in your fairy dress-ups when you were that size.” Keri looks meaningfully at Wai, hoping she’ll receive the compliment as it is intended, but Wai can’t see the memories that flit across Keri’s mind: a wide-eyed cherub with thick, dark hair, chubby limbs sprouting from layers of faux tulle and satin, stomping around in ladybird gumboots. The fiercest, grumpiest fairy princess at any birthday party. Keri feels a kind of sickly love at the image: a child so beautiful and vulnerable and somehow sad, even when she was happy. She has to stop dwelling on it.

Wairere stares back at her mother, the silence having carried on a beat too long.

Keri looks away and sips her drink. “I think they’re immigrants. I mean, the majority of our neighbors are immigrants, but like, newly arrived. From somewhere interesting. That’s cool, huh?”

“Sure, Ma. By somewhere interesting, do you mean somewhere brown?” Wairere says.

There it is. She’s tried too hard. Teenagers can smell weakness like wolves seeking prey. But so what if she does mean that? “Maybe I do. Maybe you can, you know, learn about their culture, the neighbors. For an assignment or something.”

“That’s a bit inappropriate, don’t you think?”

Keri stares, then realizes her mouth is open and shuts it, deliberately. Her teeth make an audible clunk as they knock together.

“They’re not a sideshow or a school project.”

Ah. Now she’s being separated from the herd. Taken down. Or maybe she’s being forced to see she’s part of the herd—all the other adults who think these things. “But I didn’t mean—don’t do that, Wai. You know that’s not—”

“Got you, Ma. Whatever.”

Keri eyes her daughter. How do they manage to be so clever and so scathing and so hurtful and so vulnerable at the same time? She wants to laugh. She wants to send Wai to live with someone else. She wants to wrap her arms around her daughter and rock her like a baby. Instead, she sits. “Now I feel like an idiot.”

“Yep. I think I’m going to do my homework now. Night night!”

Keri mock swipes the air as Wai passes. “Little hōhā.” That girl, she thinks, always ten steps ahead and tripping over her own toes. She feels a bit uncomfortable about what she said now, but she meant it. It would be good to know these neighbors, and knowing more about their world would help that. Maybe the assignment idea was wrong, but Wai isn’t going to make friends just for the sake of it. And it would make a nice change from Mrs. B, who is about as far from somewhere interesting as a Pākehā lady can get, which is quite far.

Since the most recent lockdowns, something in Keri has changed. She has never gone out much, since the kids, she supposes, and they never had much money for going away, even going home to the lake. She barely sees the other mums at school. She has started to think about what it would take to make a community out of this neighborhood, like they did back in the day. Why not actually get to know the people they live beside? How strange is it, she thinks, that they all live so close together, in this series of flats, and barely know each other’s names?

Later, as the night deepens, Keri tucks her babies into their beds, even Wai, who has fallen asleep in front of her battered laptop. Keri lifts the laptop carefully and places it on the side table, so that it doesn’t burst into flames in the bedcovers, which is what some online article told her had happened to another teenager in a bedroom far, far away, but not far away enough. Everyone so connected, with more hazards for parents to manage, she thinks, and it can’t be good that this laptop is secondhand, that its fan makes a heck of a noise as it tries to cool the machine down. How many times has she told Wai to use it on a flat surface? She’s reminded again, as she is every day, that the only thing that keeps them alive, really, is her vigilance against all the little things that might destroy them. It would only take one small slip for their thin walls to come crumbling down.

She moves to the kitchen table, takes out her lessons. Tonight it’s te reo, real junior stuff, possessives: tāku, tā tāua, tā tātou; tōu, tō kōrua, tō koutou. She’s done it before, but whenever her reo learning gets interrupted, she has to go back almost to the start, otherwise she finds she’s missed something crucial. She’s making slow progress at two courses a year, Māori studies and history, but at least she’s working toward something. When Walty’s a little older, she’ll go back to uni full-time and get it finished. Maybe get a teaching diploma. Wouldn’t have been able to get much done in the past few years anyway, with all the floods and the latest round of outbreaks, so the glacial pace isn’t a big loss. All she’s hoping for in the meantime is a better understanding of where she is and how she got here, in a wider sense. But she can’t help thinking all her study might only take her so far.

What Keri finds out depends very much on the questions she asks, and it’s surprisingly difficult to know what the right questions are. For example, Keri thinks that their flat is on solid ground (it is) that has always been solid (it has not). Their home is surrounded by streets, roads, other houses, and gardens. Trees, parks. When it rains, the water is drained away through concrete pipes. So dry. So firm. A nice suburban area, with the sea two kilometers to the west, some hills inland, and a couple of streams that look more like ditches filled with rain. To the north, an estuary, with man-made ponds and walkways, replanting in progress. What Wairere thinks of as swamp. Because all of it is swamp, all of it is me. What Keri doesn’t know is that swamp once filled the area up to the center of her living room, that it was so watery in her neighborhood, she could have reached over from her couch and scooped up a feed of eels, my waters were so thick with them. That her ancestors who lived in these parts moved around by waka, not path or road, paddling from one food collection camp to another, visiting friends or family ten kilometers away without their feet ever touching land. Keri doesn’t know to ask about swamp because I am nowhere to be seen. But I’m still here, on the fringes, or underground, or in Wairere’s dreams.






Three

Sera

A small city in a Mediterranean country, just before it became uninhabitable

Sera wasn’t scared. She’d watched her sisters’ fearfulness. She’d heard the stories. She didn’t know why, given the tales that circled her, but she was confident. Relaxed, even. What she did know was that fear would cause her to tighten where she should be soft, hold her breath when she should release. Somehow, she had faith. Not so much in the god her people worshipped, but in something older, something more feminine, something, possibly, heretical. And even that didn’t worry her.

Pregnancy had given Sera a deep calm, and because of this she knew herself to be blessed. It must be acknowledged, Sera had needed some convincing before she allowed herself to get pregnant. The fires had been an aberration at first: a single heatwave in a decade, a series of record temperatures that surpassed 104 degrees Fahrenheit, 10,000 acres of forest taken out by one blaze. But by the time Sera married Adam, the heatwaves came many times a year, and the accompanying fires threatened homes and crops almost monthly in summer. Food and land became scarce, clean water scarcer. Everyone continued as if ignoring the problems would make them diminish, and people got hungrier, and angrier.

She’d always wanted children, but she refused to bring a baby into this situation. She spent too much time caring for her father and procuring food and water for the wider family to even consider it. While Adam worked, Sera kept her eye on the information that came through social media and underground news, always attentive to the thing that would keep them one step ahead: a truckload of canned food, a new well with fresh water on the other side of town, rumors of a good air-conditioned shelter or pool to wait out the next heatwave. But parents have a way of influencing their grown children.

“Sera,” her father said on a rare good day when he was lucid. “Listen now. You’re a smart girl. A modern woman. You know so very much. But you don’t know this. Babies are hope. If you don’t choose hope, you will become weak, and you cannot live in this world with that kind of weakness. To live in hope is the radical choice, little one.”

The radical choice. What nonsense. Everybody hoped. It was as common as the children who continued to be born despite everything. Hope wasn’t the thing that ensured they had food and shelter and safety. That was pure quickness and vigilance. She kept them prepared, the whole family, and how could she do that if she let her guard down? No. She loved her father, but hope wasn’t something she could dwell on.

After her father died, as the wider family observed the rites and ceremonies, Sera leaned on her husband, letting go of her vigilance for the many days of ritual. When the time came for them to return to life, she found something in her was broken. She had been surviving, she had been willing them all to survive, but her father’s death was like a circuit breaker and she could no longer return to the ways of the time before. She closed her father’s house at the end of the mourning period, after five days of cleaning and sorting, and faced the street. It wasn’t as it had been when she was a child. She knew the damage her hometown had sustained would likely never be fixed, but the world was a big place. They would go on. They had to go on.

What if she let herself hope, what would that look like?

She walked the five blocks to her own house, and in the time it took to make that short journey, Sera began to see the space that had been left by her father’s death and how it had split everything open for her. Her wily old dad might have been on to something. She realized she could fill this space with anything at all now. She imagined for the first time in many years what might be possible if she chose freely, without fear, without caution or regret. When she got home, Adam opened the door as if he had been waiting for her.

Months later, when she felt the baby move, calm enveloped her. Her focus went inside, and nothing, not food shortages, or storms, or even the fires, could get her blood pressure to rise. She became as fat and steady as a buddha, serenity in the smile she bestowed on all who saw her, and people did come to see her, because it was a marvel, this oasis of peace she created around her. Nothing was sure, not even a bottle of fresh drinking water on a hot day or meat and vegetables at the market, but Sera was sure of her body, and even five minutes in her presence was enough to bestow a moment’s wonder and warmth in a life.

The truth was, she couldn’t do both—live fully in the world they were faced with, and be a safe vessel for her child, so she chose the latter. She indulged in a kind of benevolent insanity, if insanity meant ignoring reality, ignoring the terrifying possibilities that lay before them. They were on the brink, but while Sera was growing a child within her, she gave up worrying. She let Adam take care of everything for the first time since they married. She didn’t question him, even when he stored the rice in the container that leaked, even when he forgot to lock the storage locker and they lost some supplies to thieves. She would not worry, not until the babe was upon the earth, because she knew, somehow, that she’d spend the rest of her life worrying after that.

And when the contractions came, she still wasn’t scared. What would be would be. Maybe it was the exhaustion before and the exhaustion to come that held her in this moment. Her body would do the work it was designed to do. She focused on the breathing, and she focused on that pinpoint of joy that would soon become joy incarnate—a squalling, mewing child of their own. And eventually, when the darkness and pain became so intense that she did feel scared and she did think it could all go wrong and she did wonder if she might die, she let all those feelings come in, and she was back to herself again, so far beyond serenity, she already couldn’t remember what that had felt like. Finally, she told her husband and the attending midwives—her aunty and her eldest sister—of her fear, and all three felt relieved, because this was normal, and while it was nice to be around someone so calm, it was also alarming, given they had very little to be calm about. Sera was back in the world, and Aliana came roiling out on a tide of red, her skin hot and flushed to match.

When Aliana cried for the first time, it was piercing, high-pitched, and painful to her mother, who would do anything to quieten the distress that could generate such a sound. Instinctively, she placed the baby at her breast, and from then on thought obsessively of how to keep this child safe and fed. Sera felt pity for the man who might stand between her child and safety. She felt so powerful that she might walk through fire and not get burned, drink oceans and not drown, squeeze men until they wept blood tears and exhaled their last breath. And she would need all of that for what was to come.

Te Ātiawa lands, Kāpiti, sometime in the near future

Next door to Keri, a family awakens in swampland for the first time. They have traveled by water and air and overland to be here; they have traveled through years made up of minute capsules of time stretched into painfully long seconds and minutes and hours, weeks and months and long, long days; they have occupied a small number of the waiting rooms of the world, which grow more numerous by the day. Their displacement, once unusual, once something to feel pity for, once a reason to be kind, is now so common that humans facing their predicament are routinely ignored or vilified. The family doesn’t like to dwell on the worst things that are possible for them, because those worst things happen too often to too many, but occasionally, occasionally the best happens, which is a new home, a new country. Peace.

Except, this is not the best thing. The best thing would be a different world in which the home they can make a life in is the home in which they grew up. The best thing would be a choice.

Still, fortune has smiled on this family. A quiet neighborhood, a house, what seems like solid ground. Outside, so much green. The house is small, and it smells of old damp, but it is clean, and the carpet looks almost new, and it is comfortable under their socked feet, or when they kneel, as a family. This is what Sera notices on the first day. They have beds and fresh linen, gifted and set up by the refugee support volunteers, and even though she feels out of place here, and she misses everything, even the Refugee Resettlement Center where they at least had people like them to talk to, she eventually sleeps the deepest sleep she has had since she left home. In her sleep she argues with everyone she has left behind. Why Sera, they ask, and they hold out their hands to her, fingers spread, why have you gone without us? She cries with frustration that they cannot hear her, that they cannot conceive of what she has done. Wasn’t there an implicit understanding between them? But no, all comprehension is wiped from their faces, and all that is left is anguish.

As she sleeps, she cries with such intensity that she is surprised, on waking, to feel no tears on her face. And then she is worried because she can feel it is late, and Aliana hasn’t woken her, and Adam isn’t in bed. An awful fear grips her stomach, though she knows instinctively that they are in the house, and in the next moment, she hears them. I got up for Ali, Adam tells her when she enters the living room, I wanted you to sleep. He looks up at her from the floor where he is playing with their daughter, and she feels so happy and so scared at the same time. She wants only the happiness of this moment, only the substance of this reality: Aliana will grow strong under the trees of these streets, playing on the grass that seems so plain. She loves the plainness of that grass, the plainness of this house. It is not a good house by local standards, she knows. It is not what they would have chosen, before. But it is good to simply have somewhere. She can draw a small circle around it in her mind: a floor, a roof, three rooms to live in, four walls to each room, a bathroom. The three of them, together. The solidity of that. The quietness of the street. The abundance of food in the supermarkets. All things she once took for granted in her own country, but it feels like a whole lifetime has elapsed between that world and this.

She’ll grow tired of it, she knows this too, she’ll grow used to all these things, but can she just be happy in this moment? Can she just be content? She starts to make tea, and can’t resist going through the cupboards again, counting the cans and lining them up, tracing her fingers over the large bags of flour, rice, sugar, the big square bottle of oil. The volunteer said she’d take her shopping at the end of the week, when the government resettlement money would be available, but she’d already stocked their cupboards with some staples. Sera opens the fridge. This is a wonder. Fresh vegetables. Milk. Yogurt. Hummus. Even cheese. Cold and bright. Beside the fridge, there are jars of dried beans and chickpeas along the countertop. Fruit in a basket. She doesn’t recognize everything, but she’ll find out how they should be eaten, how to cook in this new place, where to shop. It’s been a long time since she has had that option: where to shop. The thought overwhelms her. She returns to the cupboard and starts counting again, silently, so Adam can’t hear her, but he calls for her anyway. Come join us. He knows she can spiral too easily, and strangely it is happening more now that they are safe than it ever did before. Come join us, love, he says again. Bring tea? Hopeful. She knows it’s okay—they’re okay, the three of them—but somehow only counting the food calms her. She finishes quickly.

All is well.

And yet.

She brings the tea to the Formica coffee table. Adam gets up and sits on the sofa by the tray, ready to pour. She crouches to her daughter who is lining up blocks and plastic toy figurines, the easiest toys, throwaway items from McDonald’s Happy Meals and old Duplo sets. At not-quite-three years old, Aliana doesn’t see the gimmick, only a splash of color and a smiley face. Look Mama, she says, proud of her tidy work—she has sorted everything to some schema of her own devising, one Sera can’t discern, so she nods and grins and makes an admiring sound, looking to her husband for a shared smile. His eyes are creased in delight, as always. On this she can depend for all things concerning their daughter—they share this absolute devotion to her. It is where they connect and come home, no matter where they are. Lately it has been harder to feel like they are together in all things, and Sera thinks it is she who has been the faulty connection. All her wiring is loose. What do they say here? Lights are on, but nobody is home? She is not home and her lights are not on either. But now that they have stopped moving, she wants to fix the wiring. She wants that so much for Aliana, and for Adam. There is something earnest in him, something that has grown since they have been in this new country. Sera feels like she is lagging behind. Lately, she has been trying to hold in her worries so that he might go on in his hopefulness. He seems to feel free to be himself again, always speaking to strangers with such enthusiasm, practicing his English and picking up local words and local ways. She doesn’t know how to follow his example. When strangers speak to her, and they don’t often in this country, her tongue becomes stone in her mouth. The most she can manage is a tentative smile. Even though she knows English well enough to respond a little, the words disappear whenever she encounters the need to speak them. People have most often been kind, but she leaves them little choice but to continue on their way.



It’s been six weeks since they came to New Zealand, which she has learned has this other name too—Aotearoa—a word that is pleasing in the way it rolls around her mouth, the way it speaks of a whole new culture she knew little about before she arrived. Six weeks is long enough for their old places to have lost their vividness, but not long enough for the new place to have become home. They have been in between for longer than six weeks—it’s been years, and in those years she seems to have forgotten what it feels like to trust that the earth beneath her feet will not be taken away. They left their home country only when they had no choice. It’s strange to her that this one act of survival has marked them in the eyes of many as criminals—surely it is
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“Poignant, earnest, and lyrical.”
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