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The Author


Shortly before his stay in New Zealand ended, and his first Novel PAKEHA, (Strangers in Aotearoa) was published, Peter Greminger was captivated by a story about an event that had this country, on the far side of the world, dramatiacally shaken. It was therefore only a matter of time for this second Novel, TANGIWAI (Weeping Waters) to be realised.


Peter Greminger travelled and was working in south-east-Asian countries for most of his life. New Zealand was a new experience for him, thanks to his wife Marlis. With the start of retirement he suddenly had time to look at the world more carefully and put his thoughts on paper. At that time he did not realise that the subject ‘New Zealand‘ was not at the end of his authoring, and that he would write another two novels: PAUA (Earshell / Haliotis Iris) and KAHURANGI (Greenstone)
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The Book’s Content


Alois Hartmann was cursing his father’s incredible view, not to pass the farmstead over to him, the second born. Hand over head he left embittered and angry, together with his young wife Judith, the home valley in Switzerland and immigrated to New Zealand. He vowed loudly that he would show them all, who knew best about livestock and crop cultivation.


The land at Taranaki was fertile and the Hartmann-Station became with the years an impressive property. But it demanded everything, hard work and solitude. Judith felt robbed of all her dreams and illusions. On Christmas Eve 1953 she set off to visit her only friend at Auckland, to find comprehension, comfort and advice. On that Holy Night nobody knew that the train would never reach its final destination, perhaps only the angry Mount Ruapehu…
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I have no greater joy than to hear


that my children are walking in the truth.


(3rd John 4)


For my children Anita and Richard




Maui
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‘TE IKA A MAUI’ or Maui’s Fish is the name of the northerly island of New Zealand and part of a legend of the Maoris. Sooner or later every visitor, who touches this far off country, will hear this story. With some imagination he will see the island’s shape in the form of a fish. The story becomes embellished and changed, depending who is narrating it or listens to it. Maui’s jealous brothers attacked the fish, leaving it in its current bizarre shape. Another version is that the giant Hawkebay was the miraculous fishing hook, taken from the jaw of Maui’s grandmother, and was baited with the blood from his own nose. In this way he managed to catch the island. Only few people are aware that the story then continues. The Mountains were still missing in the tale, and also the volcanoes, which up to this day often grumble and sometimes secretly boil and even angrily erupt, to confirm that they are alive.


After MAUI, the half-god, and youngest son of MAKEA and TARANGA, caught the giant fish he left the catch with his brothers and returned home to Hawaiki to get help. But the brothers were very afraid of the power of fish. They pleaded to RANGINUI, the god of the universe for help. Ranginui felt sorry for the brothers and said: “The power of TE IKA A MAUI can only be tamed by a larger force. So I’ll give you therefore the mountain RUAPEHU.” He planted the volcano in the centre of the island, where until today he still guards the land with menace and pride.


Millions of years passed and the lonely mountain became very sad. His tears flowed down to the valleys. Towards the South flowed the Wanganui River, towards North the large Waikato. Ruapehu pleaded with Ranginui to free him from his loneliness and give him companions. In his great amicability the God Ranginui gave him, wile time passed, four comrades. The first was the mountain TONGARIRO, guardian of the two rivers. Then followed TARANAKI, the watcher over the taboos of the new clan. Sometime later arrived NGAURUHOE, the keeper of law and order. He obtained a place in the centre of the group. Finally the God of the Universe presented Tongariro with a bride, the maiden PIHANGA.


However Pihanga secretly eyed past Tongariro, her tedious, boring husband, also past the coarse Ngauruhoe and the great mountain Ruapehu. She fell in love with the beautiful, slim and steadfast Taranaki. But Taranaki was worried about his honour as keeper of the taboos. He asked his giant friend Ruapehu for advice. The wise giant recommended fatherly, that an affair with the wife of his friend was just not right. Taranaki nodded and decided with heavy heart to leave the clan. He followed the Wanganui River and settled at Tehauauru, on the West coast. Since then he stands slim and beautiful, but lonely and sad, by the coast and guards the place, where every evening, the golden sun dives into the sea.
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Judith was silently watching, while her friend Liz bent into her open wardrobe, pushing the clothes back and forth, searching for a special outfit. She pulled one out, only to push it carelessly back again. A hanger fell with rattling noise to the floor. Then, with a piercing scream Liz swirled around and waved a silken, glittering dress, like a Torero his Muleta.


“Whau!”, she shouted with shining eyes, “where does this come from?”


Judith had long ago got used to her friend’s candidness but still had difficulties to accept that she, without asking and hesitation was going through her personal things, and therewith, practically unaware, robbed her of the last bit of privacy. Anyway, the costume was undoubtedly wrong.


Liz pressed the gorgeous dress brusquely on her chest, posed and danced in front of the mirror. Judith was unable to hide a smile, as she watched her friend’s wide hips and the sturdy legs, clothed in bleached, pale pink jeans. It was a complete contrast to the silky deep blue material with the silver filigree embroidery. The shaggy tangled blond hair could not be imagined under the decorative bonnet, made of carefully starched black crepe. Nor could the wobbly, full breasts fit into the delicately laced bodice.


‘This Rheintaler Sunday-Costume still fits my own shape perfectly,’ thought Judith sighing. “Please leave this dress”, she pleaded shyly. “It cannot be worn here. I really should have left it at home.”


“Where?” Liz asked not understanding.


“At Sonnenhof, back home”, Judith replied, and realised at once that Liz did not recognise her words. Anyway, what was she talking about? The ‘Sonnenhof’ probably did not exist anymore, and actually it had never been a home to her.


Alois had blustered to anyone who wanted to listen: “I give my brother less than two years. The Farm should better be burned down now! My brother will ruin it anyway in a very short time.”


The Sonnenhof lies bedded in soft meadows near Frümsen, sheltered at the back by the cliffs of Mount Alpstein, and where one could look over the river Rhein into the land of Vorarlberg. Over there, just behind the Austrian town Feldkirch and after a narrow gorge, dug thousands of years ago by the river Ill, there lies the village Frastanz. That was the place, where Judith had spent her childhood. The bits she remembered showed partly happy hours but also many memories of poverty and fighting, a fading mosaic. Her father died early. ‘He has drunken himself to his death’, mother said accusingly, as if the children were to blame for the loss. The madness of that time about the ideas for the Great German Empire and the lack of jobs moulded father’s gaunt face. He had drowned in hopelessness and later also in alcohol. More and more, his voice had failed to a whisper when he talked about an honest world, where every man was treated equally and the state cared for its citizens.


When talking of the drunken Bader, the neighbours slurred him with Communism. Soon the upright people avoided the ‘Reds’ from the backstreet. Judith was absolutely sure that they did not have any more red in their faces than others. - Maybe there was an exception, when she lay for two weeks in bed with measles, and was totally ashamed about the disfiguring marks.


Father’s funeral was dull like his life had been. The grand practises of that time, with uniformed band playing music, and the waving of flags were not for her father. The small group of mourners scattered quickly, after a rushed blessing by the priest.


From then on mother Bader found employment as a cleaner at the Spinning Mill Ganahl, a factory beside the canal. The small wages had to be sufficient for her family of four children. Besides attending school, cooking, washing and all other housework, had become the duties of the only daughter. Poverty, misery and hopelessness troubled the family for years. At the age of eighteen Judith fled, just in time, before half of Europe went crazy and the borders closed, across into the neighbouring Switzerland. She quickly found a job as a waitress in the ‘Gasthaus Schlüssel’ at Altstätten.


Later it turned out, that Alois visited the ‘Schlüssel’ by sheer coincidence. On a hot and humid day he had to deliver a load of straw to Gais in the County Appenzell, which lies on the other side of the mountain crossing Stoss. Just as he got to the base of the steep hill road his ‘Hürlimann’ stuttered and died. There was no other way, the trailer with the heavy load had to be unhooked and the wheels made safe with capable stones. Helpful onlookers then pushed the stubborn tractor to a workshop, where the mechanic diagnosed its fault and decided the repair would take several hours. Of course, it was only right to invite the helpers to a drink. And therefore a sweating Alois, with no coat, just in his shirtsleeves, ended up leading four locals into the tavern of the ‘Schlüssel’.


With a couple of beers the time passed quickly, and it took not long for the happy group to notice with pleasure the pretty maid from across the border, who swiftly poured their drinks with a few friendly words and a warm smile. Red faces, shining eyes, then jokes and uncouth words made the round. Only Alois kept quiet, watching the pretty girl. As he drank his beer he mused, wistfully, hoping that the repair would take a very long time.


During the next days and weeks Alois quite accidentally found tasks in Altstätten and a reason to patronise the Schlüssel. Barely a year passed before the announcement was made that Judith was to become Alois’ wife, and that he would take her home to the Sonnenhof.


The large building, with its barn under a very wide roof, the entrance with massive steps of grey sandstone leading both sides up to a heavy door, intimidated Judith badly. Courageously she entered the long dark corridor that led right through the whole house. She found the kitchen with cold ash in the hearth. It was obviously, no cooking had been done for a long time. In the cupboard lay a small remainder of bread and a piece of smoked sausage. Judith realised, that without doubt, that here was a household comprising only men. The mistress had died about two years ago and since then a woman from the village had come twice a week to do the cleaning and the washing. The farmer was glad to have two strapping sons. There was enough work for them and now also for the young woman.


Judith made fire, started to clean, to wash and to cook. She polished the opaque windows, hung new curtains and grew bright red geraniums on the windowsills. She soon found pleasure in the impressive house, which began to glow brightly. Even Alois nodded in approval and gave Judith furtive slaps on her bottom. He worked long hours on the farm, cared for the animals and ploughed the fields. Without envy the neighbours and villagers recognised that the Sonnenhof was alive again. Only the old farmer weakened, everybody could see that. He walked with tired steps and bent back through his property. It was high time for his retirement and to pass the farm over to the young ones.


In the middle of winter the farmer announced during their sparse dinner, without preamble, that Köbi would take over the reins of the farm, as soon as he had found a wife. They just needed to go to the solicitor to legalise everything.


On the other side of the table, a spoon clattered loudly into the plate. Alois shook his head in protest. It was obviously, Jakob was useless at a farmer’s work. He often stayed away, and was always more interested in politics than the farm. Especially since that Hitler started shouting his new ideas for his Great Germany. - Anyway, Köbi would never find a wife.


Alois was mistaken. A few weeks later Jakob presented his future wife, a German girl from Lindau. Her speech was clear and her fingernails red. The farmer grumbled something about foreigners, but this was probably today’s way of life. In any case, Köbi was the first born and there was no question who would take over the farm.


That all happened fifteen years ago and changed everything. One dark night, without farewell, they departed and immigrated to the faraway New Zealand. They were convinced of the unfair treatment and full of anger about the stubbornness of their father, who thought that only the oldest son should take over the farm. Jakob, ha, he made them laugh. He was not even able to decide which one was a sheep or which one a goat. How was he able to run a farm like the Sonnenhof?


War started to overwhelm Europe. Five long bitter years passed, full of worries about the parents and siblings at home. The Japanese spread through the Pacific and got dangerously close to New Zealand, until the Allied Naval Forces managed to drive them back. On the sixth of August 1945 around 08.15 the first American Atomic Bomb, spitefully called ‘Little Boy’ was dropped on Hiroshima. Three days later another fell on Nagasaki. The land of smiles and cherry blossom experienced the worst defeat of all mankind.


New Zealand’s membership of the Commonwealth involved the country, through loyalty to the crown, into fights on far away battlefields. Alois and Judith felt little of the pains. Their new life in this new land absorbed them totally. The world around them was in ruins, but the two wanted to show, what could be done with hard work, persistence and diligence. Alois would prove to everyone that he was born to be a farmer.


Success came slowly, but on the other hand, the illusions faded quickly. Yes, they had found a new home but also hard work. They found loneliness and a never ending fight against the strange surroundings. Indeed the wide land was fruitful and the climate mild. But every inch of soil had to be fought for, against the stubborn rough wilderness. Gorse with many thorns was rambling all over, rabbits became a plague and termites ate through the beams of the house. Winter came with much cold rain, too much and too long. The cows stood in mud and the yard became a swamp. Judith felt that she had been walking around in wellingtons for weeks. In her house she simply walked barefoot. - What on Earth would she need the Sankt Galler traditional costume for? It was really laughable.


More and more often she yearned for the comfort of her home. Agreed, the winters in Vorarlberg were fiercely cold. She remembered the trees, groaning under the heavy load of snow, long icicles hanging from the gutter, and thousands of glittering ice crystals on the windows decorating the glass. That time they had been sitting comfortably in their living room near the tiled stove or at the table with a lamp made of fine china hanging from the ceiling, with an opaque glass cylinder and enamelled counterweight. It’s warm light seemed to protect the family from the dark shadows in the corners of the room. She remembered the smell of baked apples and cinnamon.


‘Is this homesickness?’, Judith wondered. She shook her head. ‘It’s just a dream.’ Home did not exist anymore. Johann and Manfred had died in the war. Hanspeter occasionally wrote a letter with greetings from their mother. In fact the mail arrived for Christmas, just once a year. Did the feast of love and happiness still exist after all the troubles? Christmas celebrations in New Zealand, in the middle of summer, below a burning sun that made animals and people suffer. - Today it was July, a half year to go until Christmas. Winter it was, and these days there were cold winds and rain, with the humidity creeping through the doors and walls of the house. In these times loneliness seemed intensified, sinking into the psyche of people.


Judith fled into the kitchen, briskly grabbed cups from the cupboard and put the kettle on the stove.


‘What are you doing’, she argued with herself. ‘Should I drown in self-pity by mourning about the old times back home? We came here to find a new, better world and made a success of it. - Don’t be ungrateful!’


Others emigrated to America without a chance of returning home. With blood and sweat, they had to fight for their lives and existence. Often, they died poor and embittered and were buried in foreign, unknown earth, together with their ruined, unobtainable dreams. - She had to be honest. Here in New Zealand she had found a much easier life. They had been welcomed with open arms, with help and sympathy, which was second nature to the resident Maoris and also to the ‘Pakehas’, the name given to the white immigrants. Without any problems, they had acquired their land, extended the house, and enlarged their herd of cows. And something else, there had always been the possibility to return home, though the terrible war was for several years not inviting such a move. They had stayed and had worked very hard, building up the Hartmann-Station. Alois felt that he had reached his goal. He was master of his own property and free in his own decisions.


“Where is Alois?” Liz asked. She had followed Judith into the kitchen, grabbed a cup from the board und spooned a generous amount of sugar into it. Then she waited for her tea. “Have you still got any of the cake you baked yesterday?” she continued, while opening the heavy door of the refrigerator. “Milk?” she asked.


“Yes please”, Judith answered, and moved over on the corner-bench to make room for Liz.


“Alois is up on the hills, he is digging out that nasty, spiny gorse. It has invaded the upper field again. It’s the same every year, those broom bushes are an annoyance and just cannot be wiped out.”


“He is working too hard.”


“Yes”, Judith answered faintly. “But next week we plan to go skiing.”


“Oh! That’s why you are worrying about your wardrobe.” Then she continued: “Where are you going then?”


“Above Ohakune is a skiing-area called Turoa. They built a ski-lift there, not long ago. Alois thinks a few days of snow and sun would be good.”


“I’m jealous”, Liz busted out. “But go, don’t worry, we shall look after the farm. My Kevin can easily milk a few more cows. Now, its winter, there is not much happening here anyway.”


“I hope so. Alois is really nervous. He seems virtually waiting for something to go wrong.”


“Good heavens, what could go wrong? You trouble yourself unnecessarily. Instead, tell me about Turoa and your skiing. After all, can you really do that?”


“Oh yes, what you think! I went skiing in the Alps many years ago. - We couldn’t really afford it and Father always got really angry. But as I used my friend’s skies and mother gave me a bit of money, we sometimes managed to go for a weekend. I believe one never forget how to do it. Yesterday Alois promised me new ski boards with steel edges and modern safety bindings.” With flushed cheeks, Judith gabbled on: “Imagine how I shall scatter the snow while swishing down the hill! If it is true that there is a ski-lift, I‘ll be doing it several times a day. One will be able to forget all about the tortuous ascents, with felt layers attached to the boards. It will be just wonderful.”


“And what happens when you fall? I have heard that it is dangerous.”


“Who cares! Nothing will happen.”


The tea-cups had gone cold long ago and had left brown rings on the waxen tablecloth. From the entrance came the clutter and the slamming of the outer gate, installed to keep out flies.


“Here is Alois”, Judith said and rose.


“Oh, I must go home!” Liz swiftly ran to the door where she nearly collided with Alois.


“Good evening”, he grunted and made his way to the sink for a wash of his hands.


“Hi, I must hurry. The children and Kevin are probably hungry. They may already have raided the fridge. I must go. See you next time!”


In a sudden rush Liz left the house.


While washing his face with cold water, Alois groused: “Has that woman nothing to do?”


He mumbled more and reproachfully he looked at his wife who handed him the towel.


“Yes, she does”, Judith answered subdued. “But sometimes she needs a human being to talk to. We live here like hermits, and don’t see a soul for days.”


“And I?”, he grinned. “Am I no one?”


“But certainly”, she granted. “Only sometimes, me too, I am missing more life in the house. - At least Liz has her children…”


Now he got serious. “We can’t have any. I thought this subject had been forever put to rest.”


“I’m sorry. I know, that wasn’t fair.”


“It’s all right. What do we have for dinner?”


Anger rose in her, like a slow-acting poison. Could he really not see what kind of a life she had to live here? It was like being buried alive. What use was this damn farm, when, except for goggling cows, stupid sheep and ugly turkeys she couldn’t meet any one else? Of course, Liz was a chatterbox and somewhat pushy, but she was her only contact in this godforsaken land. There was nobody else. - Let him make his own damned dinner! Furious, she turned around and disappeared into her bedroom. The door banged with a loud crash.


Alois stood frozen, shook his head, and turned towards the fridge. He placed a generous portion of ham, cheese, and gherkins onto a plate, and then added four square slices of white bread. He grabbed a bottle of beer, drunk it nearly to the end and squeezed onto the bench behind the table, pushing the abandoned cups aside.


Then he grumbled: “Women! May the devil get them, with their annoying behaviour. Was it not enough that he toiled and strained himself daily. He had built everything by hand, and this was her thank you. And besides that, had she forgotten that on Saturday, they were going to Turoa to do some skiing? …God Almighty!”
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Arrival at Aotearoa
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The journey to Ohakune, through Whanganui and Raetihi, was going to take at least three hours. Therefore they decided to set off in good time. When Judith woke up, shortly after six o’clock, she found the bed beside her empty. Still sleepy, she staggered into the kitchen to brew some coffee.


Soon Alois entered from the dark, muttering while washing his Arms: “Can’t come with you. Lotte is ready to drop her foal.”


“But, we did not expect her foal for another three weeks”, Judith protested weakly. It was useless. She knew quite well that the horse would take first place priority with Alois. He would never leave the mare Lotte to his neighbours Kevin and Liz.


“Go alone”, Alois said, dropping the towel and grabbing a hot cup of coffee.


“On my own?”


“Why not?”


Yes, why not? This damn farm never allowed them to be free. It strangled them merciless all the time and stopped them with ever new tricks. It played with her like a cat with a mouse. Every time she thought that she could escape, it caught her with its heartless claws. Alois felt different. He accepted the situation, and if the foal came now, that was ok with him. - Yes, why should she not go on her own?


“Good”, she said. “I’ll drive the Buick. Is there enough petrol in the tank?”


“Yes, yes, I filled up yesterday. And there is a spare jerrycan in the boot.”


“Thank you.”


Quickly she gathered her things, her clothes, and her shoes. She threw the bags and the skiing boots into the boot and slammed close the hood. Finally she shoved the new skies across the back seat. Then she was ready to set off.


It was still dark. The road, leading to Makakaho Junction, was a bed of mud. The car kept slithering dangerously towards the edge, while the headlights threw their light onto ghostlike bushes. It took nearly an hour to reach the tarred road for Whanganui. From there she drove speedily towards North. The leaden morning light lifted more and more, and when the sun broke through the clouds, Judith discovered the white peaks of Mount Ruapehu in front of her. From her position, the volcano did not show his usual conical shape, and it was still veiled with towering clouds. Judith could sometimes make out its white flanks and was only able to imagine the great mass of the mountain, called by the Maoris ‘Ruapehu’, the unverified figurative sense of ‘Double Explosion’.


The whole of the landscape appeared to forever shift restlessly. The clouds got darker, the snowy peaks peering pale and lonely into the sky. Suddenly they flickered like mirrors in the glaring sun, throwing rays of light and shadows like three dimensional works of art into the towers of the clouds. Below, over the wide hilly land, the sun spread warm patches of light into dark dales and spots were moving like sailing boats, faster than her car could go.


With every mile she left behind her, Judith became calmer. Her nerves settled and became one with the immense, natural display in front of her. Feeling free from all human problems she experienced the healing encounter with the great nature of this wonderful land. She had felt like this in the past. But today she understood, more than ever before, the power of the life-giving beauty and the hidden promise of this land, called ‘Land of the Great White Cloud’. ‘It’s the perfect name’, Judith thought, remembering that the ancient Maoris, coming from a distant place, had given it to their new homeland, many hundreds of years ago.


Shortly before ten o’clock, she reached the place Ohakune. The settlement was established with the construction of the north/south railway line around the year 1905. They called it Ohakune Junction. It was situated just below Mount Ruapehu’s massive bulk. Over countless bridges and viaducts the track led around the mountains of the large National Park ‘Tongariro’ to the north in direction of Auckland. Ohakune Junction became a vital station and gained further importance for loading wood. Forestry and the trade with wood had long been important to New Zealand. They deforested whole hills, far more than they replanted with new trees. Slowly they realised the senseless outrage of destroying the forest and started on large scale to plant fast growing pines from California. These would be ready for harvest in only twenty-five years and the lucrative business could go on.


As time passed the station lost its importance. With the building of a network of roads, the more mobile lorries were used. More and more the railway was used as a convenient passenger’s train between Wellington and Auckland, with travelling times below twelve hours. Nowadays Express Trains stopped again at Ohakune, due to the popular National Park on the slopes of Ruapehu and Tongariro. It became a place of recuperation both in winter and in summer.


Judith pulled up beside the railway station in Rimu Street, and stopped in front of the Kings Court Lodge. She noticed half a dozen young people, loudly arguing terms with the driver of a rickety mini-bus. Judith pressed her car’s horn and waved vigorously to get their attention. She did not want to be left behind.


“I’ll be with you in a moment!”, she shouted and quickly parked the Buick in front of the Inn.


In this way, she unexpectedly joined a group of local winter-sport fans. They too wanted to make the most of the lovely day. It took a while before everyone, and everything was loaded, and the merry ride set off. The small, rattling bus struggled up steep curves and bumped over potholes. The skies and rucksacks toppled around, and the passengers had to hold on tightly to their seats. They passed the Ranger Station, then crossed over some snow, straight towards the ski lift. Beautiful white slopes lay almost untouched in front of them. The group of skiers dismounted from the bus, laughing and chatting. From the ski lift came a rattling and buzzing sound. Gently the hanging brackets moved out in a long row and started to climb the mountain. Everybody was busy with the skies and the buckles. Soon the bravest of the sportsmen were, after a surprisingly unexpected jolt, pulled up the slope. Judith found herself gliding along beside a young man who struggled to keep his skies straight in the track and not to fall off the lifts bracket.


“You’re on your own”, he asked, trying hard to clamp the ski-sticks firmly under his arm.


“My husband was impeded”, Judith answered glancing at the large handsome figure beside her. There was not much to see. His head was covered with a red and blue woollen cap, and the brown jacket was closed tightly under his chin. The rucksack suggested that the man would not only be staying on the prepared track.


“Skiing on your own is not really safe”, he uttered. “You’d better stay on the marked slope. That’s much less dangerous.”


“I can look after myself”, she answered sharply. Then somehow apologetically: “I have often skied in the Alps.”


“Oh! An Alpinist”, he smiled at her side.


“From Austria.”, she confirmed.


“Here we are on Mount Ruapehu, I’ll keep an eye open on you, just for your safety...”


“Go on!” she laughed, while both were struggling to get free of the lifts bracket and almost collided with each other.


“My name is Alan”, he called after her, before he dived down the first slope in an elegant curve.


Judith laughed again and nodded, watching the vanishing figure, taking turn after turn down the hill, leaving little clouds of snow behind him.


The morning’s clouds had now disappeared, and the rising sun made the snow glitter like millions of crystals. Pushing her sunglasses into place, Judith looked around her. Most of the sportsmen had already disappeared down the slope. She felt peacefully alone and sensed that the mountain, the snow and the sky were all her own. They were allowing her to slide gently down the delicate and soft shoulder. Hesitantly almost devoutly the skies carried her away, through curve after curve, then she got braver and skied faster and directly downhill. The wind was tousling her hair and pulling on her bright red jacket. Fine-grained snow whirled up from the ski tips and dusted her shoes and the dark blue trousers. She traversed straight across a flat area, like an arrow, body bent, and sticks under her arms. She jumped a small rise, only noticing someone at the last moment. She tore the skies around and stopped barely two yards from Alan and another person in a cloud of snow. After the first shock the two brushed puffing and laughing the whirling snow off their clothes.


“Our Austrian girl is a real racer!”, Alan shouted.


“I’m not your Austrian Girl”, she called out. “And second, you are standing like bloody beginners in a hidden position in the middle of the track.”


The second man giggled. He was smaller than Alan, dressed in Jeans and a knitted pullover with a stag design. Blue eyes spied from under a long-pointed cap.


“Yes, you are a bloody beginner Alan!”, he neighed.


“Beginner!”, Judith jested, ramming her sticks into the snow, pushing off and racing down the slope like a flash. The two men recovered themselves quickly from the unexpected provocation, jumped around and chased after Judith. Nearly at the same time they reached the bottom station, breathing hard and with hot red cheeks.


“I am called Judith”, she gasped with laughter.


“Alan McGavin”, he replied, “and this is Jim.” He pulled his cap off, and only now Judith noticed his distinctive profile, the black, short hair and the dark eyes. Probably he was barely thirty and looked like a student, intelligent and carefree.


The next few hours passed swiftly, and when they returned on the bus, they had already become friends. They agreed to meet that evening in the Alpine Inn, to properly celebrate the Austrian ski-girl, as Alan offensive added.


Herbert Weigel, the landlord of the Alpine Inn, had been running his business for many years. His guesthouse was situated beside the railway line at the main street and just opposite the only repair-garage in town. Alan and Jim were regular customers at the Inn because their rooms were situated right above the workshop. Jim was the mechanic there.


Judith arrived around seven o’clock to a completely empty place. Entering she noticed deserted tables and a dark heavy bar along the wall. Puzzled and feeling very silly at having expected a pleasant evening, she turned to leave. At that moment, Jim entered through the swing doors. He probably had waited for her on the other side of the road.


“Alan is coming shortly”, he muttered with a querying smile. “Now where is Herbert?” He walked around the large bar and found the electric switch. A soft light spread through the room, over the wooden tables and benches.


Suddenly a clumsy, dark woman appeared through the backdoor and scrutinized the newcomers.


“Ah, good evening, Jim”, she called brashly as she recognised the intruder. “Where has that lazy Herbert gone to? Herbert! We have guests!” She called out again: “Herbert!”


“Ok, ok, I’m coming”, the landlord defended himself, entering trough the back door.


Judith detected a German accent. It turned out that Herbert was a true man from Vienna. He had never wholly lost his Viennese tainted accent in English. More than twenty years ago he had settled in this area. Today was a special day. His eyes flashed as he realised that Judith was from Austria and almost tumbled over with his ‘Gnädige Frau’ and ‘kiss your hand’. Moving as fast as a weasel he moved chairs around the best table, spread a checked red and white tablecloth over it.


By the time Alan finally arrived, they sat comfortably in front of a flute of bubbly which was offered by a happy Herbert.


“I have just come at the right moment”, the tardy man exclaimed, and accepted a glass of the drink.


Herbert flushed with excitement and made his way to the kitchen. From there, they could hear him commanding his aides to prepare the house’s specialties. Proud he later served daintier dishes of ‘Tafelspitz, Sauerkraut and Knödel’, rounded up with homemade Mayonnaise and Horseradish. However, to Herbert’s disappointment, there was no ‘Sacher’ tart left. There was only a chocolate-fudge-cake, the local speciality, in the fridge. It would have to do. Apologizing he served profusely whipped cream with the cake, and much regretted at having had no idea, that Judith would honour him with a visit that day. He certainly would have avoided this deficiency.


Later in the evening the guests were happy and content and Herbert brought another bottle of Australian red wine to the table, together with a glass for himself.


“Am I allowed?”, he asked and sat down on the edge of the chair.


“As long as you keep generously pouring the wine, please…”, Alan smiled, having a good gulp.


“Mister Geologist is in a good mood today”, Jim noticed and followed the example.


“Ah, you are Geologist”, Judith exclaimed.


“In my last term, …and if I pass my exams”, Alan sighed.


“The eternal student”, Jim sneered.


The door opened again, and a stocky man entered the Pub. He could have been taken as a Maori, with his dark skin like tanned leather, but the sparse grey hair and his sharp facial lines exposed him as a Pakeha from the first wave of immigrants. He walked straight towards the happy round of guests.


“Good evening”, he said. “I heard that you are here, Alan. Thought I’d come to see you.”


“Nice to see you, Roy. Come and sit with us!”, Alan said – and continued: “ This is Judith our ski-champion of the day“.


“Good evening Judith, I am Roy Sheffield, the Park Ranger.” He grabbed a chair from a nearby table and sat down.


Judith nodded to him. “Hello, Roy. You must be watching us Sunday sports, making sure that no harm comes to us.”


“There was little to watch today, just a few people.”


“But yes, Roy is in charge of the whole mountain”, Alan joined the conversation. “He can tell well in advance what brews on Mount Ruapehu.”


Judith laughed out loud and argued: “If a careless skier falls and twists his ankle, surely it’s not the mountain’s fault.”


“Ha!”, called out Alan high spirited. “This mountain could terrify the bravest Austrian lady. It can hiss and snarl angrily, compared with your timid little Alpine hills. Something like that: Wuff!”


“Stop it”, Judith laughed. “You have never been on a real Alpine Peak.” She turned to Roy and asked earnestly, “Do you think there could be an eruption coming?”


Alan interrupted: “Roy is quickly able to tell when the situation changes for the worse. He can smell it. Shortly before, it stinks like rotten eggs, he says.”


“Rubbish! In 1948 when the last eruption happened, I was in the army and missed it completely.”


“I remember, that was five years ago”, Judith said. “Is it really so dangerous here?”


The Ranger shook his head.


“Don’t worry, we are safe”, Jim interrupted on Roy’s behalf. “The two expert volcanologists are among us.”


“That sounds as if we would be able to stop an explosion with our bare hands”, Alan exclaimed.


Roy protested shaking his head: “Now this all is nonsense! Don’t spread panic!”


Contemplatively Roy turned around his glass and continued after a while: “Alan, I would like a word with you.”


The accosted answered: “Let’s first have a glass.”


He filled the glasses of the round. While waiting, the audience around the table kept in a tense silence.


“Thanks”, Roy said, but left his glass untouched.


“At the moment, we are safe. The frost and ice are keeping the mountain together, but I am worried about the time when it gets warmer. This year, shortly before the first major snowfall, I went up to the top again. - Alan, you remember the craters lake is full to the brim, and that worries me.”


“Yes, of course, Last summer we actually were swimming in it. You remember, it was lovely and warm, just like water in a bath-tub.”


“24 degrees to be accurate, and in May, it was still the same. But worse now, the drainage cave is already below the water level and has partly collapsed. We both know, there, below the glacier inside that cave is the origin of the Whangaehu River. Thirty years ago, exactly there, a flood broke through. The lahar rushed down the mountain like an avalanche of water, mud and rocks. - We must urgently inform and warn the Governmental Geological Office. It could happen again.”


“Already done!”, Alan exclaimed, than continued calmer: “They acknowledged the call, but are not really worried. They say that such floods happen from time to time and reckon they are nothing unusual.”


Roy, shaking his head in disbelief, warned: “If up there is the smallest tremor this summer, all the contents of the crater-lake will come down the mountain. God help us then!”


“You see things too black, dear Roy. But I shall talk to the authorities once again. - Only, will they actually listen to a simple student?”


“I would have gone to Auckland myself”, the Ranger stated, “but I cannot leave my duties here, I have set all out in writing and signed it.” He handed over a letter, addressed to GGS in Auckland. “Please Alan, post it as soon as you get to Auckland.”


“I’ll do that, sure!”, Alan promised and pushed the envelope in the pocket of his jacket. Then he eased: “Now don’t spoil our terrific weekend here and most important, do not frighten our lovely lady.”


Judith smiled over the compliment but said: “It’s indeed a strange feeling to be sitting below a volcano. I prefer the Alps at home. They neither spit fire and ash nor bury people under terrible lava.”


“Here we go again! Our Austrian lady thinks that the Alps are better. She wants to win again. Bring another bottle please Herbert.”


Judith, even she was the only female at the table, felt comfortable in this company of nature-loving, uncomplicated men. Even they had already a couple of drinks, they never lost control of their manners and language. The happy group stayed until late. A quiet Anna had long disappeared into the kitchen, and there were no further visitors to the Alpine Inn that night.


Judith returned to her guesthouse on her own, aware that New Zealand men did not think much of weak women, who needed to be chaperoned to the door. While walking along the deserted road, she breathed in deeply the cold air and looked up at the stars. For a short moment she thought of Alois and the Hartmann Station. They seemed as far away and unreal as the mysterious and threatening Ruapehu. But for the night, the mountain behind her surrounded itself with darkness and a veil of fog as if he too wanted to retire for a well earned rest.


After the warmth of the Pub, the hearty meal, and the drinks, her room at the Kings Lodge felt icy cold. By the side of a colossal monster of a chimney, some rough blocks of wood had been placed, but Judith had no wish to start struggling with matches and old newspapers. It would only fill the room with biting smoke. She only got out of her jacket and trousers and slipped still in her underwear between the damp sheets. Lying stiffly, she tried to preserve her little body heat. Similar stiff and stubborn stayed her reflections of the evening with her while she gazed at the naked lamp above the bed. Censuring herself, she decided that, no, she had not done anything wrong. She had enjoyed a beautiful day and a happy evening. With determination she switched of the light, but soon pictures came alive to circle in her mind. Alan’s vague shape, new and strange, gliding beside her on the ski-lift. He was just a shadow, unknown in his cap and jacket. Yet she would be able to recognise him among thousands. The happy chase down the hill flicked through her mind and the jokes about the Austrian Girl. But she knew it was wrong! She was no Austrian, she was Swiss, originating from Frümsen near Altstätten and she was married and a farmer’s wife. She had to make that fact clear to her new friends. And yes, she had been the only woman in that Pub, and no, it had not bothered anyone, except maybe herself. Then she remembered the demure Herbert, who owned the Pub, lonely, without a woman. She wondered whether he was queer. So what? It does not matter.


Slowly a faint worry arose, about the words of the Ranger. How safe were they here? Alan had laughed about it, but still, she felt that he too was worried. She sensed it without words. But he said right from the start, he would protect her. Judith could not remember when someone had promised that for her. So what! She did not need anyone to protect her. Her safety was at Hartmann-Station, just four hours from here, and also came from her husband. Yes, he was caring for the land, the farm, the animals and his property. The mare and her foal were very important, but where were his obligations to his wife? Since long, she had become worth nothing. At first, he had seen the mare in her and was keen on her. But now she was just the old horse, good enough to pull the wagon. Yes, today’s mare and foal came first. Yet she was not old and certainly not worn out. The attention and compliments of the men today had felt like a gentle balm on her wounds. Alan’s looks caused small shivers to rush through her body. Yearnings and long rebuffed wishes crept into her heart and through her loins. With a languorous sigh, she slipped into the world of dreams, where she met Ruapehu, the mysterious mountain, beautiful and full of insatiable power. The mist like soft cotton wool hung over his shoulders and divine light flooded powerfully over the top. Suddenly he tore aside his white veil and took on a threatening and dark face. Then he changed again, vague at first, stretching out his arms to soothe the waves of her desire. The words were a whisper only: “I shall protect you…”


The beautiful Sunday morning enticed a few more sports people onto the mountain. Judith noticed the influx as soon as she reached the ski-lift. Alan was waiting. He was alone. Jim had to do an urgent repair on a car. Being the only garage in town it was expected to help out also on a Sunday.


“Too many people”, Alan growled as the lift started to pull them up the slope. “Let’s go higher today. I brought an extra pair of fur-linings.”


“If you want”, said Judith uncertainly. Her head was still buzzing from yesterday’s wine but the fresh air felt good.


“Is it not dangerous outside the marked slope?”


“Don’t worry. I know the place, and the snow is very compact due to the humid air coming in from the sea. - But anyway, we shall climb up the east side, up to the glacier. Below the Tahurangi there are no avalanche slopes worth mentioning.”


Step after step, they climbed up, gaining height. Judith was breathing hard and wondering whether this exercise was really the idea of her skiing holiday. An hour later they reached the ridge, which leads straight up to the volcano. The climbers revelled in the beautiful view over the glacier. Its icy tongue was reaching far down the slope, where it licked at a furrowed, rough ditch. Above them, they were only able to sense the beginning of the river of ice, which was creeping down towards the valley from the crater.


Alan, comfortably leaning on his skiing sticks, explained: “This is the Mangaehuehu Glacier. The Whangaehu, which we were talking about last night, is not visible from here. It lies further over there, behind the ridge of Tahurangi. The Whangaehu causes us a lot of worries. It is the source of the river with the same name further down. We know that its waters actually come from the craters lake. Last summer, Roy and I compared samples of the water. At the bottom end of the river is the same opaque and sulphur-containing brew as at the top in the crater lake”


“And in that, you have been swimming!”


“Oh yes, it is always beautifully warm in there, just like a thermal bath.”


“Would it be possible to swim in there now? That would be the highlight of a holiday”, Judith thrilled.


“Certainly, but in winter, you cannot get up there. There is too much ice, very hard and blank. It is too dangerous.”


“To swim in a crater lake”, Judith enthused. “That would be wonderful!”


“Well, you should come again in summer. I would gladly escort you up there.”


Why not, Judith wondered, then asked: “Are we going to climb further up?”


“Not far now, maybe half an hour. From over there we shall have a fantastic run down the mountain.”


Judith breathed deeply. She was enchanted by the extensive view over the glacier and down to the valley. The dark forests at the bottom of the mountain protected its flanks like warm blankets. Looking further over the vast land to the distant hills she detected untouched fields that relaxed in the sun. In between fields and forests, some rivers snaked, searching for a way towards their low-down destination. In the East, she saw a grey-brown shaded high plateau with hills bare of any vegetation, leading in an unknown desert. People seemed to have left no traces here if one ignored the few streets that disappeared in the distance. The village Ohakune, was far out of sight, hidden in the shadows of the mountain. There was no house wherever, and nothing disturbed the peace and quietness of the beautiful scene. But an invisible threat was hanging over all of them, making a man seem still smaller than he already was in this vast and overpowering landscape. Mount Ruapehu the great volcano was watching over them, and they did not know whether he was peaceful and friendly or perhaps angry and wanted to break out with heartless fury, to destroy all that was within reach.


“I feel lost and helpless at the mercy of the mountain.” Judith found it hard to explain.


“Yes, the mountain is overpowering. I understand what you mean. Most newcomers are overwhelmed. The residents around here have created their own philosophy. They calculate in tens or hundreds of years with the impossibility that something could happen. Maybe we should call it fatalism. Yet it may be closer to being one with nature. Who of us can claim to determine what course nature and fate will take. It takes its way whatever we do.”


“But you are doing something about the threat, you are climbing up there to control and measure the temperature, you check the water, and you do not just rely on luck”, Judith ventured.


“I am no resident”, he laughed. Then he continued seriously: “Of course we must not just shut our eyes. Roy is certainly correct. Up there, something is brewing.”


With these words, he turned the skies sharply, and pointing his stick downhill, he shouted: “This way. Let’s go!”


Judith watched the sporty figure, then pushed off herself and drew the first curves in the innocent, white snow. She admired the natural movements of her companion in front. His was the spirit of this wonderful country, entirely free of everything. Feeling immensely happy and lucky, she followed him. She copied his style and rhythm and felt the ecstasy of their togetherness through the rousing movement of the skis. They marked wide curves in the soft, bright and glittering snow on the almost endless slope, like a painter who used a sturdy brush to finish his picture and give it life. The run was glorious, they went independently but still together, felt the life-giving unity in perfect innocence.


Far below, near the track and the ski lift, a few spectators watched the approaching pair, with happy shouts. The two looked like unearthly shadows in the evening light. They whooshed past, with a spherical hiss without stop, an unknown pair, like flying spectres, like gods heading down towards the valley.
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‘The Northern Rail’ was a busy Pub. It was the place where the Railwaymen from Palmerston North regularly met. The town Palmerston North was the major junction for all directions on the northern island of New Zealand. Towards West the railway led to Wanganui and further on to New Plymouth near Mount Taranaki. The eastward track ended at the pacific harbour Napier. But the main route was definitively from the Capital Wellington in the South leading to the ‘City of Sails’ in the North, to Auckland.


Today the landlord turned nervously on the Bakelite knobs of the old radio. It was a walnut coloured, elegant appliance, which had looked better in his deceased mother’s home, instead of this smoky beer bar. It had stood there, behind the counter, and in front of a blind mirror for years. The radio seemed to push the rum, vodka, and whiskey bottles out of their way.


The landlord had tried for years to entertain his customers, especially the regulars, with music from this radio. But today a rugby game was transmitted. The noise was deafening, the whistling wanted to kill their nerves. When the sound eased, people were able to hear the commentator jeopardizing his voice by trying to shout above the noise of the audience at Manawatu Stadium.


On the opposite side of the bar, the men stood paralysed, clinging to their beer glasses. Billy McOven reached for the ball, and like a battering ram, he pushed through the opponent’s line. He curved towards the centre and succeeded in getting his second touchdown in this game. The voice on the radio turned head over heel, and then got lost in the screams, shoulder patting, and new beer orders.


The engine driver John Baker paid for the two fresh pints of Ale. He took a deep swallow and turned enthralled towards his old friend, the boiler man: “The Black Stones are real devils, their win is assured. The Ranfurly is ours!” He meant the hard-fought-for cup of the ‘Ranfurly Shield Trophy’. This was the dream of all rugby players in New Zealand.


“But of course!” Oliver hick snorted and spilled a part of his overflowing beer.


“Careful!”, John shouted and watched with dismay as the white paper with the number 23 got soaked. The number was now barely legible. John carefully lifted the paper and placed it gently on a dry patch on the bar.


“Where is mine?” Ol babbled.


Everyone called the little man Ol. They had long learned that he hated the silly Oliver. He had never forgiven his parents for giving him such a stupid boyish name. Did they do it to punish him? It was no name for a real Irelander.


“Someone has stolen it!” Ol's tiny eyes of indefinable colour, due to the darkness in the pub, flicked restlessly around, back and forth, until they lit up furiously. His freckled face turned bright red, and he screamed: “You bastards, damn you. Where is my ticket?”


“Ol, stop it”, John comforted his friend. “It was number 15, I saw it. You probably put it somewhere.”


“Me? You are my witness. If this number wins, you must confirm that the 15 is mine.”


“Ok ok, if it wins.”


Among the restless crowd, the lost number was soon forgotten. John ordered a new round because, in the meantime, the ‘Black Stones’ had won the game gloriously. The men now stood three-deep by the bar, and the decibels had risen tremendously. Men screamed to each other, nodded, even if they had not understood, but screamed back even louder.


The tumult was suddenly stopped by a clear bell. In the background, at a table, stood a huge man, wearing a beige rubber apron. He had a large flat metal dish with heavy packages in front of him. He was the butcher from the abattoir, who now grinned all over his pudgy face. This evening would be a success. It would bring him in some welcome money. His customer would be happy too. The raffle tickets had all been sold early in the evening.


The local farmer, knowing very well that selling meat at a raffle would earn him far more for his cow, than if he would have taken it to the market. After all, the heifer he had taken to the slaughterhouse had not been very heavy. Here, he knew, almost everything would be sold. He would not be left with the tough bits, what often happened on the market. On an evening like this one, he could have sold twice the number of tickets.


“We are now coming to the draw of the tickets for the two-hundred pounds of best beef from Farmer Ken Merril. You all know him.”


The rousing ovation obliterated the announcement. Ken Merril grinned embarrassed and with red cheeks. The butcher waited, the tension rose, then he put his hand into a bucket and slowly, dramatically fished out the first stub. Again the bell rang.


“Number 42”, shouted the butcher and waved the paper as proof. A rumble went through the saloon. Each checked his own ticket, then looked searching around the crowd. To shrill whistles and loud shouts, the lucky winner pushed through the bodies to receive the first packet. Then the draw continued steadily, number 33, Bell, 18, Bell, and then 23.


“It’s me!”, stuttered John and grabbed his ticket from the bar. His beer glass escaped with a close shave from a disaster. John beamed and ploughed a way for himself to the table, where he received a large packet, wrapped in newspaper and tied securely with coarse strings. Just like the ‘Black Stones’ were lifting their trophy at their celebration, John lifted his packet with more than ten pounds of Brisket, and shouted loudly: “I have won! Got just for a Shilling so much meat!”


Everyone was happy. Even Oliver glowed with happiness. He was almost sober, as he watched John place the parcel beside him on the bar.


“You lucky devil! …Now you must... must invite me. Your Betty makes a p-perfect joint, always with lots of gravy and onions.”


“Of course”, answered John and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “How could I forget the best boilerman? Naturally, you are invited.”


Two hours later, John walked past the dark railway station, on the way home to Hokowhitu. The heavy parcel pulled hard on his right arm. For a moment, he stopped and changed it to his other side, while glancing along the rails. He remembered that the night-train going North had long passed. But the cargo-train towards Woodville was still waiting far behind at a closed signal. Was it Steve who drove it tonight, or Terry, John mused? He didn’t know, but one thing was very clear, his own shift would start lunchtime tomorrow, just when the Express towards Auckland was due. As usual at 10.57 he would roll out of the station. Now it was high time to go to bed and sleep off the drinks he had consumed.


The cold southerly wind and the late midnight walk through the empty streets sobered him completely. Ten minutes later he turned into Steward Crescent, whistling softly to himself. A dim light shone through the window of the little house. Betty must be still awake. She would be pleased with the present he brought home. The steps leading to the veranda groaned loudly under his feet as he reached the door. For a moment he struggled with the lock.


His favourite chair and a small table stood on the veranda next to the door. A newspaper had flown to the floor. John bent and retrieved the paper, placed it on the table and secured it with a heavy glass ashtray. His pipe was still resting at its place. This was his refuge at the fresh air, where he often sat to relax comfortably after work.


There was no sound coming from the interior of the house, so he entered the kitchen and put the meat into the fridge. This meat must be cut in proper pieces and perhaps be pickled, and of course, a nice piece for the Sunday roast must be prepared, when Oliver was going to come.


I better remember to tell Betty, mustn’t forget it, he reminded himself. Seems she has gone to bed, after all, forgot to switch the light off. He opened the sitting room door and jerked as anger rose in him.


“Wendy, what the devil is this?”, he shouted at the figure sitting on the floor.


There was no answer. The spectacle he beheld stopped him dead. In the centre of the room stood the golden picture of an angel, encircled by burning white candles. Their light was throwing restless shadows on the dark brown furniture and reflected in the glass of the framed photos, hanging above the sideboard. They were family pictures, of their wedding, of the two of them with their little daughter, and even one of John in his uniform of the New Zealand Railways. But his favourite was the one with the memories of Dunedin. Years ago they had travelled to the South Island, to the Taiaroa Head to watch the albatross. The four year old Wendy had been thrilled by the elegant flight of the birds. But then she giggled loudly, while watching these huge avians landing on the cliffs, dropping and hopping like lame ducks. - A happy family looked out of the golden frames, now shining in the lights of the candles.


Wendy sat with crossed legs in front of the sofa with the green velvet cover. That old settee could have done with a new covering years ago. Now Wendy sat and stared hollow-eyed into the flickering lights. A vague scent of wax and sulphur reached his nose. His daughter was swaying back and forth, unaware of the intruder, her dad. She wore a large white night-shirt, several sizes too large. Her left shoulder was exposed and showed the sharp pointed collarbone and a fragile arm.


‘My God, how thin she is’, it shot through John’s mind. Her hair was knotted wild, like an old cleaning mop. Where had the beautiful golden locks gone, that they loved so much and which her mother lovingly brushed and combed daily? Just the eyes were still the same, light blue with a tint of green, but now laying in deep hollows and with an absent expression. The glow was still there like ten or fifteen years ago but perhaps today for another reason.


“Wendy”, he tried again.


At last, she slowly moved her head, and life seemed to return into her eyes.


“Father, it’s you!”


“What are you doing here? Do you want to burn down the house? - Where is your mother?”


“Mum has gone to bed”, she replied softly. “Please be quiet, Gloria is asleep.”


Gloria was John and Betty’s granddaughter, whom they loved, adored dearly and spoiled very much. They had taken on the role of her parents, when Wendy declared in unmistakable words and terms, that she was meant for higher things, not just for washing nappies. Again, anger overwhelmed John. To hell, why did she not call the girl right from the beginning ‘Halleluiah’? The problem was caused by the new cult, which called itself ‘Healers for Souls’. Surely there was going to be, there had to be, an end to this indoctrination. But no, she had blindly followed this crook, this hypocrite Bill Ratana. He had died since, used to call himself ‘Te Mangai,’ the mouthpiece of God. What rubbish! It started with a Maori movement, which gained some political influence in the then ruling Labour Party. Today, thank God, sensible people had taken over. Sidney Holland, the Prime Minister, did not respect these ‘Froth-beaters’, and this Ratana nonsense. Even the Anglican Church had excommunicated the known followers merciless. But Wendi, she knew better, of course. Wasn’t she old enough and grown out of such childish ideas?


In the meantime Wendy dimmed the candles, and acrid smoke rose to the ceiling. John stopped his sneeze, then asked: “Are you staying?”


“Just for tonight”, she answered. “Tomorrow I have to be in Whanganui for a celebration of healing with Te Wiretoa. Then I shall stay there until December. Many sick and poor people need desperately my help.”


There was nothing to say against help and care for the sick and poor, but how they performed that. John had long given up to advice his daughter to stop this senseless undertaking. He shook his head at the way they did these so called healings. She was going to end up in trouble with the law. Voices had been raised that the followers of Ratana stopped the sufferers from getting proper medical help. Their situations often got worse and even led to death. At the Parliament they spoke openly and loudly of suspected murder, and that the group should, at least, be made illegal. However, Wendy was not to be persuaded to realise the nonsense of her doing and that her own child might need a mother did not bother her either.


“But you will be home for Christmas?”, John asked.


“Yes, Dad, I promised Mum that we would be here and celebrate together.”


“Well, I better go to bed now. I need my sleep. I have to look out for the Auckland Express in the morning.”


“Goodnight, Dad. - I shall rest for a while on the sofa.”


“Why not in your room?”, John asked weakly. He knew very well that she would only do what she wanted.


“Alright then, goodnight!”
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The foal followed the mare closely. It pressed itself onto the side of its mother, not giving her any peace. The lowered head of the mare turned lovingly towards her offspring as if she wanted to say: ‘Go on, try it, make a few steps and jumps for yourself.’


Judith watched the lovely picture from the gate of the paddock and laughed aloud, as little Hubert threw up his legs and actually made a few jumps.


“Hubert”, she invited, “come here!”


The foal glanced at her with large brown eyes and returned quickly to the security of the mother’s side, pushing her gently. The mare took a step and carried on grazing.


A soft summer’s wind brushed gently through Judith’s hair. A stubborn stray curl she pushed away automatically and sighed lightly. Viewing the loving actions of the animals caused yearning pain in her heart. What would it be like, if she had children tugging on her apron and looking up to her with innocent eyes begging for attention? This happiness was denied to her, and it hurt more than she permitted herself to feel. Wasn’t this the reason for her unhappiness? Yes, if children’s laughter would ring through the house or the weeping of an injured child, seeking for comfort, allowing her to give support and love, then her life on Hartmann Station would have a reason. - But now?


Discouraged she returned to the house crossing the large veranda. Dark silence embraced her inside merciless. On the kitchen table greeted two lonely blue cups, left behinds after a wordless breakfast.


How had it come about that two people had nothing to say to each other anymore? Were children really the bond that held two people together? Or was the commitment to build a new home enough for a couple? Alois did not seem to worry about it. He was satisfied with his farm and loved the nature around him above all. Nature, the untainted landscape, the eternal cycle of birth and death, the fight for survival and for the fruits of their hard work, these things made his world, and the hardship did not bother him. It was part of a farmer’s life.


Judith did not believe in such grinding solitude when they never saw a person for weeks but were surrounded by mooing cows or bleating sheeps. In the end it was an endless race through the seasons, against the weather, the cold and heat. They had to cope with it all. Yes, even that damned plague of flies they had to endure. Angrily she slapped a tea towel at the recalcitrant insects on the table. Why couldn’t he mend the broken fly screen at last? It was a lost battle, lost before it had begun, she had to accept it. There would be no children. That was it!


In the afternoon Judith was outside, helping Alois mend some fences. A load of poles had been dropped, and Judith distributed them so that they could replace the old rotten ones. Her back ached, and the sun burned down on her head.


“You forgot your hat again”, growled Alois when he saw her brushing the sweat from her brow.


Of course, he was right again. But should she now run all the way back to the house, just for a stupid hat? “It’s all right, we are nearly done.”


“I have to go down to the stream. Some branches have tangled up the flow of water. Just finish here?” With these words, he left the barbed wire laying where it was and climbed down the embankment.


“Shit!”, Judith exploded, as the rusty barbs scratched her hand. She bent to retrieve the dropped players and struggled to attach the wire to a pole.


“Why the devil can he never finish a job?”


Grumbling, she went on to the next pole and pulled the wire tight. Determinedly she worked on to finish the job and the fence was complete. Then she gathered the leftovers and turned towards home. Alois was working far back near the stream. It was inevitable that he did not return home before sunset. She slammed the door with a bang that shook the house, then threw her shoes into the corner where dirty boots, slippers, and filthy socks had been left. She crossed the dim corridor towards the bedroom and threw herself weeping onto the bed. How she hated him! She hated this life, but he never noticed. - He did not see her suffering, and would look at her in surprise, and ask what the matter was. After all, they had the farm, a beautiful home, and could be proud of it. Through the veil of her tears, she saw above her the lampshade of green glass and pink pearls. Flies hummed continuously around it, just like her thought turned continually in a circle. Always these damned flies! To hell with them, and with this cursed farm too! Go to the devil all of you! Red fury mixed with the tears. What was he thinking? She was not one of his damned cows, and she was neither his servant nor his wench. This life was like a tomb, in which she was dead and already forgotten. Nobody would care, no one to remember her. She wanted to live, breath, and enjoy herself. - He would just ask: ‘Don’t you love me anymore?’...Love, what did he know about love? He loves his farm, the land, and the animals. - But she was a woman. But yet she herself did not any more really remember what love felt like…
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