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The Festival of Miracles





THE NIGHT THE BABY DIED, there were fireworks. A full moon hung outside, and the cabbage trees exploded with clusters of starry white flowers.


Inside, Hana had put the Baby to bed, and the walls of the room were lit by the soft, warm glow of flickering candle light. She felt as though she was in a cave. Three candles floated in a bowl of water on the table, and others stood upright in strategically placed cups of sand. Hana was wrapped up in a blanket on her bed, watching the shadows. She was glad that there was no electricity.


No electricity and no tap water. There was a lot those city people missed out on, she thought. Never seeing the glow of the sunrise tinting the sky lemon and pale blue. Never seeing the way the moths flew in and out amongst the dark leaves of the cabbage trees at dusk, when the light was nearly gone.


Hana heard someone talking outside, so she dragged her blanket over to the window and leaned out. ‘Come down onto the beach!’ said her cousin, who lived in one of the caravans. ‘Pete was just down there, and he said to hurry up and come and look at the stars!’


‘What for?’


‘Dunno, but he’s run back down. Me and Mahina are going. Must be something, why he’s so excited!’


Hana stuck her head back inside and went to check on the Baby. Sound asleep. She brushed a stray curl from the Baby’s face. The light of the candles gave the Baby’s skin an angelic glow. Breath danced across the Baby’s lips. Hana could feel her soul reach right out across to the Baby’s and touch it. She placed her finger lightly against the Baby’s cheek, and then snuck out the door.


She had to run to catch up to Mahina and her cousin, who were already at the top of the sandhills. The glare of the moon gave the wide stretch of sand a silvery white sheen. The frill of froth at the edge of the water was whiter than snow, and the waves stroked the beach with soft, rhythmic thuds.


‘Look at the sky,’ said Hana’s cousin, and when Hana looked, the heavens were going mad. It was as if someone was hurling stars. They were falling out of the sky in long, burning streaks, silver scars across the deep, velvety blue that healed within seconds, leaving an afterglow of pale light, and then nothing.


‘Massive,’ said Mahina.


A large wave crashed and broke, and as it did, it lit up with greeny-gold phosphorescence, making it glow from within.


‘Maybe one of those stars just fell into the sea,’ said Pete.


Someone had the idea of pushing the boat out, and they lay flopped back against its sides, looking up at the sky. The ankles of Hana’s pyjamas were wet and sandy from the tide. ‘What spins me out,’ she said, ‘is that no matter how many of them are falling, the sky is still full of stars. It’s not getting emptier at all.’


‘My neck’s sore,’ said Mahina, at last. ‘Let’s go in.’


‘I can smell smoke from all those stars burning up,’ said Hana’s cousin.


‘Me too,’ said Pete, picking up the oars.


It was only as they skimmed in across the waves that Hana noticed the glow that hung above the sandhills, and then there was the pain of just knowing.


She flung herself from the boat and into the water and stumbled as the boat swung sideways and hit her. She felt hands trying to pull her up, but she brushed them aside.


By the time she could see what was happening, the flames were thick and orange, and sparks were dancing high into the silk of the night.


‘Hana!’ said another cousin. ‘We thought that you were in there!’ They had to hold her back as she tried to rush into the flames, tried to think how to save the Baby. People were bringing buckets of water from the stream, but the fire was too hot, and it just hissed back.


There was nothing to be done but stand around waiting while someone ran up the road to the nearest farmhouse to use the phone. When the fire truck arrived, all that was left were the warm glowing embers, twinkling with their selfish heat; and black, smoking wood. The fireworks were over, and the Baby had died forever.




*





So Hana went to Auckland. Auckland smelt of coconut cream and Chinese cabbage and newly baked bread and the salty air of the sea.


The first job she found was injecting Turkish delight into chocolates. She pulled a lever that brought down a big needle into the centre of each one. And if the chocolates piled up and spilled off the belt in their eagerness to be filled, or if she left the lever down too long, and the chocolates burst apart, swollen with an excess of sticky purple syrup, then that was her fault. Which is why she lost that job.


For some time, she could find no work, and that was how she came to be working as a dancer on K Road. The warm golden light that spilled out doorways and the soft red light within reminded her of the candlelit room where she had watched the Baby sleep.


She made more money selling her body. There were men and men and men. And one night, one of them swung his belt buckle above his head. The mirror on the ceiling above them shattered into thousands of tiny pieces which fell to the ground all around them like a thousand flashing, sharp-edged stars falling out of the sky. Reminders were everywhere.


She did a lot of work with the sailors on the ships. There were English sailors whose blankets were stitched with army surplus Union Jacks. And a Russian sailor who asked her to marry him over a bottle of vodka because New Zealand was such a ‘place of beautifulness’, and he wanted to stay. Then he collapsed on Hana’s shoulder and shed tears of homesickness for his own country.


Many of the Chinese sailors didn’t speak English. Lots of them tried to pay her in Chinese money. The ships from China were rusty above the water line, with dull, flaky red or black paint. Below decks was a dark rabbit warren of passages and cabins, dimly lit. It was down here, in one of these cabins, that a Chinese soldier marked his strange calendar with a piece of red chalk, and told Hana about the festival of miracles that was beginning in his birthplace.


‘In the first instance,’ he said, ‘wine is poured over the rice. Before long, the rice is swollen, and the wine is gone. This is an ordinary miracle, one that a child can perform. But then the practitioners of more complicated miracles come forth. The woman who can heal scars by touching them with her fingers. The old man who sings with the voice of an angel and sews poignancy in the heart. The boy who puts greeny-gold grasshoppers onto his tongue and blows bubbles from his mouth. The grasshoppers rise into the air, dancing inside a cloud of shining spheres.’


‘That is not true,’ said Hana.


It was, the sailor insisted. And to prove it, he would do a small miracle of his own. They squatted at the edge of the cracked porcelain toilet, and he took some little paper coils from his pocket and dropped them into the water. Slowly the coils unfolded. Colourful paper fronds sprang out, and grew, and twisted, until five beautiful miniature flowers floated in the urine-stained bowl. A miracle.




*





On a night that Hana didn’t feel like working, she took a taxi up the road that wound its way to the summit of Mt Eden. ‘Make sure you ask for me when you want to come down again,’ said the driver as he dropped her off.


Hana sat on the rim of the crater and saw the city lights scattered out in all directions around her, like the hot orange coals that had consumed her living, breathing Baby. And she felt the pain of being burned alive like an electric shock searing through her until the sunrise came, and the taxi driver had long since gone off duty.


She remembered her Baby’s name. Rangitakaiho. And she started thinking of home. Her mother would be in the mustard-coloured house with the cactus growing underneath the window. And the kitchen would smell of fried bread, because it was morning. And her mum would go outside and walk barefoot in the dirt of the garden, and poke the young green kūmara shoots with her toes. ‘They’ve grown a lot since yesterday,’ she’d say.


A miracle.






















Russian Onions





MRS LING COLLECTED the morning dew on her feet. It was early, but not too early. Her husband was already back from selling their vegetables at the Auckland markets. She tasted the breath of the morning air. All around her, their market garden was spread across the flat ground like a blanket, with rows and rows of neat green stitches sewn into the red earth. Mrs Ling felt as disorientated by the red earth as she did every morning.


It wasn’t dark brown like the proper earth found in China, but it made the cabbages grow like magic. Of course, here in New Zealand they didn’t appreciate the proper Chinese cabbages with their special flavours. They only bought one variety from the Ling’s shop. Back in China, the reason that her father had grown that particular type of cabbage was to feed his cows during winter when the snows came.


She walked around the side of the shed and past the workers. They were sitting in a group, laughing and smoking. Mrs Ling felt uncomfortable. She didn’t know what they were laughing about. One of them moved across, blocking her path. Mrs Ling tried to avert her eyes and step to the side, but the man placed his elbows on his ears and lifted his forearms above his head. He jumped up and down. ‘Rabbits,’ he said. Mrs Ling looked at him blankly. There was something wrong with this man. Rar-bits?


She turned around and walked the other way. She would have told her husband to dismiss him if she could have, but the man would only swear that it had been someone else, and perhaps it would have been. They knew that she couldn’t tell them apart. They all looked the same to her, with their dark eyes and their black hair. They always seemed to be staring at her, but perhaps that was just because they had such round eyes. They were open too wide. They had no subtlety.


Most of them had skin as brown as Chinese dirt, but there were some of them with white skin too. Horrible skin, thought Mrs Ling. Skin which went pink and angry under the harsh sun which shone in this country. She could see one of those fair-skinned men now, in one of the paddocks, the one where they had sown the second crop of cabbages. He shouldn’t be there, and her husband would be angry.


She watched him wandering along the rows. He had a tall black hat on his head, and a black cloak flapping behind him. He didn’t look like a worker, because he had shiny shoes on. Even at a distance, their polish glinted in the light. He tiptoed through the clods of earth so that they would not be spoiled. He saw Mrs Ling and came towards her.


As he got closer, she noticed that he had a metal cage in his hand. The door flapped open and shut with the clang of tin hitting flimsy tin. Coloured scarves dangled from his sleeves. ‘Rar-bits?’ he was saying. Mrs Ling shut her eyes. Those rar-bits again. He pointed towards a brightly painted truck parked up on the roadside. Mrs Ling moved her hands vaguely. She would pretend that she hadn’t seen him.


She went to help in the shop. ‘Have you got any Russian onions?’ asked a lady. Mrs Ling looked at her with a distaste which she didn’t allow to show on her face. The woman’s hair was whiter than the limestone cliffs which had been near her home in China, and her skin was as pale as sour milk. It was as if she’d been drained of all colour. Even her round eyes were the same shade of blue that was found at the heart of the deepest ice at the top of the highest mountains. An ice woman.


‘Rah-shan onions?’ said the ice woman again, making her mouth very big and round. Mrs Ling bristled. Rah-shan onions. She had heard the first time. She motioned for the ice woman to follow her over to the big bin of onions. ‘Very good onions,’ she said. ‘Onions very good.’ She felt pleased with herself. Her son had taught her that. Now let them say that she couldn’t speak English.


But the ice woman was making her mouth big and wide again, and shaking her head. ‘No, no, no,’ she was saying. ‘Rah-shan onions. Rah-shan.’ Mrs Ling shook her head too, to be polite. Her daughter came over and led the ice woman away to another corner of the shop.


Her son came in to help stack boxes. ‘These the boxes is for the outsides?’ he asked awkwardly in Chinese. Her husband had not wanted him to learn Chinese. Only she spoke Chinese to the children, when her husband couldn’t hear her. They spoke the new language at school. They had round-eyed friends. Mrs Ling nodded a yes to her son’s question. He was a good boy.


Her spirits lifted. Two old Chinese women stood arguing together near the entrance of the shop. They were squabbling about whether to buy the red or the yellow kūmara. One woman took her bare hands, still full of strength, and broke each kūmara into two pieces. Blood red contrasted with golden yellow. Listening to them speak, Mrs Ling felt disappointed. The women weren’t from her own province, but came instead from another part of China. She could barely understand their dialect. The woman threw the kūmara back into the wooden crate, and they selected some dirt-covered potatoes instead.


One of them had a baby bundled on her back. Mrs Ling thought that it must be the woman’s grandchild. It was swaddled in red and green silk shot with fine gold thread. Long black lashes rested on its fat, sleeping Chinese cheeks. A little pang went through Mrs Ling as her daughter rang up the sale. She was too old to have any more children, and her own were growing out of reach. Eight children was a fine total. But another baby to carry on her back would have been nice.


Her husband was in the office, working with the round-eyed girl who came in on Saturdays to help with the books. He always locked the door so that they wouldn’t be disturbed. They didn’t want to make any mistakes with the numbers. Mrs Ling smiled to herself. She knew about some numbers which the round-eyed girl knew nothing about. Money which wouldn’t be recorded in those books.


One day, she had grown curious about the men who came at night in the expensive cars with the lucky number plates. They disappeared through the door in the floor in the back room of the shop. They were Chinese men, but, to Mrs Ling’s disappointment, they never brought their wives with them. Her husband had told her never to go down through the door in the floor, but on that particular day, she knew that he was in Auckland with their son, doing business.


Shutting the trap door behind her, she went down the steps. The room below was furnished in red and gold. Delicate lilac and silver silk screens depicting wild ducks in flight broke it into partitions centred around felt-covered card tables. A faint smell of joss hung in the air. Mrs Ling breathed deeply. A malevolent painted dragon curved across the wall behind her.


She walked around, touching things gently and writing in her memory.


Then Mrs Ling heard footsteps walking across the floor above her head and stopping near the trapdoor. She looked frantically around the room. It was underground, and there were no windows. Her eyes fell on a camphor-wood chest. Luck favoured her. It was empty. She got inside and closed the lid.


And there she remained for the entire night. There was a crack between the hinges which allowed her to breathe and to know that light still existed, but the voices outside were muffled. Mrs Ling, frozen into a little ball, strained her ears desperately, hoping to hear some words in the language of her heart.


Many, many hours passed before she heard people leaving. It had been silent for a long time before she cautiously raised the lid of the box, one inch at a time. The air was thick with stale cigarette smoke, and a pile of money lay carelessly discarded on one of the tables. A bowl of prawn crisps was spilt across the carpet. Even though she was very hungry, Mrs Ling stopped herself from putting any into her mouth. If she moved anything, it might be noticed. She hurried upstairs. If anyone had missed her, they didn’t mention it.


Yes, Mrs Ling smiled to herself again. The round-eyed girl would not know about that. It was her secret.


Outside, a shout rose up from the workers. They pointed into the air, and she followed their pointing fingers with her eyes. She saw what looked like a big balloon. A balloon bigger than a house. It was blue and red and gold, and it hung in the bright blue sky above the field where the leeks were planted. There was a basket dangling underneath it, with people in it, waving and shouting. Mrs Ling looked behind her to see who they were waving to.


‘Li-Chen, Li-Chen,’ she called to her husband in Chinese. ‘There is a balloon in the air above our leek field.’ There was no answer, so she called to him again.


This time, her husband emerged from the office. The buttons on his shirt were done up in the wrong holes. ‘Do not speak to me in Chinese,’ he scolded. ‘We are New Zealand now. We must speak their ways.’ She kept silent, but gestured towards the balloon, which was slowly descending. He uttered a cry of rage when he saw that they intended to land, crushing his tidy rows of leeks beneath their basket, their trampling feet and their big balloon. He ran down the rows towards them, and Mrs Ling stopped still for a second and shut her eyes. She savoured a small moment of happiness. As he ran, her husband cursed the balloonists loudly and fluently in his native Chinese.


A big, fat white animal lolloped across the ground in front of her, followed by another one the same as the first. Mrs Ling thought that these might be the rar–bits which the man was looking for. She threw them a Chinese mushroom from her pocket. She always kept a few on hand to nibble at moments when she felt particularly strange. They nuzzled it with their soft pink noses.


She could see the man looking for the rar–bits down at the far end of the field which was planted with carrots. He was too far away for her to call out to him. She enticed the plump rar–bits into a box with the mushrooms and some cabbage leaves, and put another box on top of them to stop them from jumping out again. She imagined that they would make a lovely stew, but she didn’t want to disappoint the strange man.


She sent one of the younger children out to tell him where they were. Even the little ones spoke the new language better than she did. She hadn’t wanted to learn it at first, scared that if she didn’t hold tight to her Chinese, it might fly away from her. And now that she was trying, she found that she had the wrong ears to learn.


She went around to the back of the shop, past the house. Behind the house was her sanctuary. A bamboo grove which she had planted with the bamboo shoots that she had brought over with her from China. Tucked into her suitcase, hidden underneath her underwear. A moth the colour of pale buttermilk landed on her finger, while overhead, the dark leaves whispered against each other and filtered out the harsh light. Mrs Ling rested her head against one of the thick green stems and opened her ears to the birds. All the birds in Mrs Ling’s bamboo grove sang in Chinese. Chinese was the only language in which they knew how to sing.






















The Fairies in the Marae





SOMEONE LEFT the marae door open. That was when the fairies snuck in. They had been journeying up the river from the coast, looking for a haven. It had been a long, hard journey, treading up the river while the water flowed downwards to the sea. And the Whanganui moved particularly quickly, in a perpetual race with the deeper, slower Waikato; rejoicing in its victory at being the first to guzzle seawater into its wide, gulping mouth.


The greedy behaviour of the river had the effect of making the progress of the fairies, or the patuparehe, much like that of a man trying to run upwards on an escalator that was going down. But they needed to go.


They travelled up the river, past where the globe artichokes grew outside an old homestead. Here a poet with only one true soulmate had loved many women on a dusty mattress, to the harsh, repetitive rhythm of the springs on his wirewove bed. There was mustiness on the bare wooden floor boards now. Where there had once been a community, there was now an emptiness and an echo of a memory of a fullness of people.


They journeyed past places where farmhouses had once been and only gardens remained, tall with flowering chestnuts and fig trees. The patuparehe saw an old woman in a scarf wandering among them, collecting clippings and seeds in her apron, trying to save those heritage plants for her grandchildren.


They saw the bleached stick–barricades jutting out of the ground, proud and sharp still, where a prophet had led his people with visions. Visions as bright and clear as diamonds, sparkling in his eyes and spilling out like running river water, flowing over his followers.


Finally, in Tūhoe country, they reached a ford where the river passed smoothly over the rounded stones. Here they smelled the warm scent of recent laughter bubbling up from the water, and heard the echoes of voices in the mist. The smell of soap was there, sour and clean. The patuparehe shivered as a single entity, experiencing their expectation like a child with pure sugar on the tip of her tongue.


They left the river and headed down a road where dust lay smooth like silver silk in the moonlight, and continued on until they reached a marae. Here was the haven that they were seeking. But the spirits of this marae were awake, and they were warlike. ‘This is not your marae,’ they said. ‘Leave here at once.’


Discouraged, the patuparehe wandered a little further down the road. A short distance away, they came to another marae, and this time the spirits were asleep. But it was too risky to enter by the window. Although these spirits were peaceful and had been slumbering for a long time, the window was their domain. The only way that the patuparehe could get in to the marae was to enter by the door, as a person would.


Fortunately for them, the door had been left ajar. They spilled inside, brushing aside the wispy tendrils of mist that tried to hold them back. The air in the marae was dark and thick with spirits. It was heavy with Māoriness. This was what the patuparehe had been looking for, a place where they could continue to exist. They needed the old Māori ways so that they could carry on being. They had no place in the new world, where they were becoming weak and faded. Before the spirits could wake, the patuparehe darted into the nooks and crannies of the marae; twining themselves into the cracks of the tukutuku panels, creeping behind the pāua–shell eyes of the ancestral carvings.


But one of their number lingered, hovering above the sleeping bodies, whose collective breath rose and fell like thistledown on the wind. Amongst all the dark sleep–tossed heads lying on white cotton pillows, there was one he found himself particularly drawn to. She lay on her back, face up, with her chin tilted upwards towards the painted kōwhaiwhai patterns on the roof, as if in prayer to them. The single patuparehe drew in closer.


The woman was young, but her features were old Māori, like women he had known a long time ago. The lines of her nose were like the curves of a wave breaking on to a beach. Her lips were thick and full; purple, like miro berries ripe with juice. Her skin was brown and warm, like the earth sleeping beneath the wharenui. The patuparehe drifted closer and closer, straining to see in the half-light. He had not looked at such beauty in a long time.


He brushed against her mouth, just as she sighed deeply in her sleep. Her inward breath created a spiral of air that she gathered into her lungs, and the patuparehe found himself caught in it, sucked into her throat in dizzying circles of confusion. Unable to believe his luck, he travelled quickly up through the inner passages he found, lodging himself in her brain, her hinengaro. He had found his haven.


Once the patuparehe had ensconced himself in the woman’s head, naturally there was a little less space inside it, and parts of her mind had to rearrange themselves. Everything became a little different for her, and what was one thing when she went to sleep became another slightly different thing when she woke. And when she did open her eyes, she saw, as always, the photo of her grandfather hanging on the wall above where her pillow lay.


Her koro wore his khaki army uniform, and his features were soft and young. Handsome, even. The woman sat underneath the portrait. ‘Come to breakfast,’ the others told her. ‘We can smell the fried bread cooking. We want to put the mattresses away.’ But the woman refused to move. ‘My koro hit my mother,’ she told them. She said it over and over again.


‘He shot the Germans,’ they told her. ‘He was a fine man.’


She remembered her koro’s face, dark with rage, as he hit her mother with a fence batten. Her mother lay on the ground, her wounds soft like jelly; beaten and bruised like Māui’s fish. ‘He used to hit my mother,’ she said again.


‘He was a good man,’ they told her. ‘Look at his medals.’


The woman sat there all day. ‘Something is wrong with her mind,’ they whispered. ‘She will not even come to the river for a wash.’


She stayed there underneath the portrait. As dusk fell inside the marae, the woman’s eyes adjusted to the light. When the others came back inside after dinner, they found her standing with her arms upstretched to the ceiling; reaching, grasping. She could see a tiny light where each patuparehe nestled, either high in the rafters made of raupō slats, or sprinkled around the walls. ‘It is as if the stars have come to shine inside our wharenui, bringing the whole world in with them,’ she said, twirling around in delight and wonder.


When they heard that she could see them, the patuparehe knew that one of their number had entered into her. They left their perches and clustered around her like a swarm of fireflies, keeping just out of reach of her searching fingers. ‘Get out of there,’ they hissed with their magic, trying to reach their brother inside her head. ‘Come to us!’


But it was the woman who answered. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming!’


‘We must keep together,’ called the patuparehe. ‘Together we exist. Separately, we are nothing!’ But the patuparehe within was warm and snuggly nestled, and he pretended not to hear.


At first, the people just looked at the woman, unsure of what to do. Eventually, some of the men carried her, kicking and struggling, to her mattress, underneath the portrait of her koro, with its slightly frosted glass. ‘He used to beat my mother,’ she told them. ‘He hit her with a fence batten.’ A group of kuia sat by her side into the night, bathing her head and saying the old karakia. The woman looked upwards, to where the patuparehe had returned to their places.


She felt as if she lay on the floor of a huge cave that was lit with glow worms. The patuparehe inside her head glowed too, but his light did not burn her. It warmed her with magic and beauty, and a smile touched her lips as she lay with her eyes wide open and bright.


The next day, the woman’s younger cousin led her out the back to the toilets, because if left to herself, she would not have gone. The wharepaku were built from rough wood, and the roof was made of corrugated iron. Tiny scented mānuka leaves lay in the long furrows of the tin and on the dirt under the bare feet of the two women. Because it was summer, each tree was dusted with tiny white flowers.


Looking down from a miro tree, a wood pigeon cocked his head at the woman and regarded her with one of his round eyes. His blue–green feathers shone in the sunlight, contrasting with the cream colour of his breast. He had come out of the deepness of the bush to flit about in the folds at the edges, hoping to feast on the ripe red berries that were sometimes to be found there.


Being the most magical of all the birds, he sensed the patuparehe. He made a soft, gurgling enquiry, rolling it about in his throat. ‘What business does a patuparehe have with a woman?’ he asked.


The patuparehe did not want to answer, but he was bound to, because the question had been asked of him by a wood pigeon. ‘I cannot resist her beauty,’ he said. ‘It has been a long time since I have seen such a woman. Even the breath that she draws into her body is sweet, like the fresh smell of the wet bush when the raindrops spill onto the leaves. I have chosen her to be my haven.’


‘She was not yours to choose,’ said the wood pigeon. ‘It is not right that you love a woman.’


The woman heard him say this last sentence, and said to her cousin, ‘See that wood pigeon? He tells me it is wrong to love another woman.’ And her thoughts got mixed up with the thoughts of the patuparehe. ‘To love a woman is a beautiful thing. There can be no wrong in that.’


Her younger cousin told her people that the woman had said she had heard the wood pigeon speak about love between two women.


The kāumatua held a council in the marae. ‘Let her be,’ said some. ‘There is nothing to show that she is unhappy.’ ‘No,’ said others. ‘There is a demon in her head, and it must be driven out.’


Inside the wharenui, where the woman still sat beneath the portrait of her koro, the patuparehe made one last appeal to their brother. ‘You threaten our haven,’ they pleaded. ‘The spirits will waken and expel us!’


‘I have my haven,’ he replied.


The people took her to a place where the river spilled into a deep pool, and the water was greeny–blue from the reflection of the overhanging bush, the same colour as the feathers of the wood pigeon.


They led her in until she was waist deep. One of the kaumātua stood behind her, and thrust her head under the water. She struggled, but other hands helped to hold her down.


Beneath the surface of the river, the world was a clear green, tinted by the gold of the sunlight coming from the inaccessible world above. Bubbles from her mouth danced past her wide open eyes in slow motion; colourless and beautiful. The world slowed, and she prepared to stop.


Water began to enter her nose. The patuparehe felt the pressure, squeezed against the walls of her head. There was no longer enough room for him in there. But although the woman had ceased fighting, he still fought on; clinging to the richness of her mind with the fierceness of a warrior.


Eventually, the water drove him out. Patuparehe dance across the water. They do not swim. To immerse them in water is to drown their magic. He shot out through the woman’s ear, moaning in agony, and bobbed to the surface.


They dragged her from the river. She was not breathing, but they drained the water from her, and breathed karakia into her mouth. After some time, she began to draw air into her lungs on her own.


But something in her mind was missing. The patuparehe had hollowed out a space for himself that could not be refilled, and had worn the hollow smooth and firm from the habit of his presence. From that day on, the woman was as a child, simple in her thoughts. And the patuparehe, weakened by his submersion in the water, grew disorientated. He travelled along the river and beyond, searching for the marae, searching for the woman, unable to find either.


And when the wind howls around the corners of the marae on a stormy night, the patuparehe inside the marae listen. When the Tūhoe mist rises, they watch the door. Wondering, always wondering if it is their heartbroken brother, coming home to their haven.
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