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Lake Rotorua

I was five the first time we went to Rotorua.

One of Mum's out-of-the-blue trips

when we all piled into the car,

my sisters and I crushed between tent poles and chilly bins,

the dog curled at our feet, tongue dripping.

I don't remember much, except maybe the gondola,

and our parents going nuts over a pile of hot water.

I do clearly remember standing at the shore of the lake,

the “Roto” as my dad had explained to us that day.

It was raining, 

and the water was all muddy and grey and yuck

(though the swans and ducks looked pretty).

I peered into the water but saw somebody else.

Hovering where my reflection should be,

she was like one of those older kids 

you'd see riding the big-kid bus in the morning.

Listening to their Walkmans and drinking cans of Pepsi,

bought at the dairy for a buck—

just like one of them.

She was looking at me like she could see me, too.

The next time I was in Rotorua was for a geography trip.

We were there to study geothermal activity and kissing 

(well, some of us were).

I learned that the lake had been a volcano long ago

and that when the magma chamber collapsed,

it created this massive hole,

and that kissing was wetter than it looked.
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While everyone else was poking at yellow, crusty dirt,

I crept down to the water's edge and gazed in.

I swore out loud—I couldn't help myself.

The lady staring straight back at me 

was about as old as my mum,

and she looked seriously stressed out.

My dad thought I'd gone mental, made me go to a doctor. 

After that I only told a few, bemused people.

“You can't see anything in that lake,” one boyfriend told me,

“It's too full of silt.”

“And you're too full of shite,” I thought, but didn't say.

Even now, I still wake from a nightmare in which I'm 

drowning in mud, 

and the image of a lake on TV—any lake—affects me for hours.

Four years ago, nearly forty years old, I finally returned.    

To that lake.   

This time I saw myself in that grey water,

but my reflection's hair was long, whereas mine was short.

She wore a white sarong with pink beach umbrellas printed on—

not the kind of thing I'd wear at all.

She waved at me, and my stomach turned cold. 

Yeah, you could say, it stressed me out.

A year later I found the sarong, in a Waihi op shop.

Even though I was on my way to the Mount, 

I threw it on and drove directly to Rotorua

and waved at the reflection of myself in the water.

She—soon to be me—had a man by her side, 

and he held a baby in his arms.

But, for once, her eyes weren't locked to mine;

they were searching.
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My baby is called Adam.

He was born nine months ago.

I met Hunter not long after I saw him in the lake,

and it felt like the hole inside me disappeared,

mended by many running waters of different sources.

We married. We moved to the Mount. 

We bought a home.

But now I'm filled with terror, 

viscous, molten, seeping to my bones.

I've brought Adam and Hunter to the shore, 

as I knew I would—I've seen it before.

But although they're both reflected clearly—

Hunter clutching Adam to his chest, 

Adam's sparse hair floating in the breeze, 

I'm not there.

I'm just not there, anymore.


