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The Power of Water

Aroha Bentson

March 2050

As Kuia walks along the familiar track, the sights, sounds and smells of the bush invade her senses. Thousands of cicadas add a clicking beat to the orchestra of birdsong while a hawk’s cry, calling for its mate, clashes with the melody. She catches the sweet scent of ripe karaka berries amidst the rich earthy smell of rotting leaves. Their orange colour stands out amongst the multitudes of green. The track is overgrown, yet she doesn’t look where her feet step, lifting her foot a little higher to avoid tripping on a root that’s been there since she was a child.

Kuia takes a deep breath, embracing the warmth of her tūrangawaewae; her stomping ground, the place her heart returns to when she’s physically unable. She holds her lancewood tokotoko with her right hand and moves it forward in time with each left step.

Pausing along the track, Kuia looks up into the canopy of a pūriri tree, the branches towering over her. Leaves stretch from twisted gnarled branches with holes big enough to place her fist into. Kuia remembers how young that pūriri was when she first stumbled along this track. Learning to walk. Holding her koro’s strong hand. ‘Haere mai, e moko, ka pai tērā.’ Often he would wait for her to examine a bug that crawled across her path or to watch the fantail as it danced around him, teasing as it bounced closer. Just when she thought it would land on his head it would flit away like a balloon caught in the wind.

She sighs as a tear trickles down her withered cheek, following the twists and turns of many joys and sorrows. Continuing along the trail, the gurgling water running freely over stones, rocks and sand grows strong. Her step quickens.

Standing on the bank overlooking the stream, Kuia takes a moment to enjoy the sight of water jumping along the rocks, like thousands of diamonds bouncing on crooked stairs. Just as children hold tight to their mothers’ skirts, green ferns cling to the banks for fear of falling into the water.

Native trees, protecting the younger ones as they reach for the open air, stand strong and true after all these years. Punga with its black diamond-patterned trunk stretches up and up before branching out with fronds spread wide like a giant umbrella. Rimu with greenery that hangs like a woman’s unkempt hair; kauri’s silver bark, splattered with patches of brown, stretching long and strong beneath its crown of tough spikey leaves.

Kuia used to take this place for granted. That was before she returned from her first tour of duty, serving with the Infantry Battalion in East Timor. She had recorded that event in her diary as if she were writing a story, trying to lighten the load on her twenty-one-year-old shoulders.

. . .

Feb 2001

I woke with a pounding heart. In my dream, the shadow tried to grab my foot, dragging me into the ground. But it was one of the soldiers kicking my foot to wake me up for sentry.

‘Yep, yep,’ I mumbled, wishing I could snuggle back into my sleeping bag. Not that it was particularly cold. Not like home. In East Timor it never got as cold as home, but I’d been here four months now and it was the wet season with lots of rain, lots of mud, and snakes.

Here, way up in the hills of Belulik Leten, it was cooler than in the lower plains around Suai, where Battalion Headquarters was based. Headquarters was in hot muggy flats surrounded by coconut palms. But the terrain in BL was similar to home in Northland, with grass-covered hills and thick bush similar to ours.

I forced my sleeping bag off, put my polar fleece on and reached under my feet for my boots. I slid my socked feet in and felt with blind fingers to lace them tight. Still sitting under my hootchie, I slung my webbing onto my back, clicking the waist belt in place. I pulled my jungle hat from the right ammo pouch of my webbing and placed it on my head. Finally I grabbed my weapon from inside my sleeping bag, stuffed the bag into my pack and crawled out from under my hootchie.

It was more than dark. Fog surrounded us like a drunken night out. I could barely see one metre in front of me. Holding my weapon in my right hand, I followed the perimeter string with my left, even though Paddy had waited patiently to lead me to our gun pit.

Kneeling, Paddy filled me in. ‘Thought we heard something earlier but must’ve been hearing things. All quiet now. See you in the morning girl,’ and he headed off to his hootchie to get his head down.

We were in a clearing surrounded by bush, not far from the border between East and West Timor. The border was a creek that separated the two provinces, and really the people were the same, but very territorial.

I lowered myself into the pit and comfortably rested my arms on the grass, weapon pointing out. It was just the right height to stand around with a few mates and have a beer. Yeah right. We hadn’t tasted alcohol since we left Auckland four months earlier.

Fuey was my buddy; he’d been on sentry for an hour. He had one more to go before another soldier would replace him to keep me company for my last hour.

We stood in silence, shifting from foot to foot to ease the stiffness. No talking. No light. No eating. Just stand and watch for the enemy that’s supposed to be out there. Whatever. No enemy attacks at midnight. That’s why it’s called the graveyard shift, and every soldier hates it. The best time to be on sentry is first or last, so you get the longest sleep. Assuming we’re not attacked in the night and have to stand to, that is.

Our section had been patrolling for three days now, searching for evidence that the West Timorese might be crossing over to the East. Two days ago, we’d come across a cache of food and water hidden under some scrub, but we hadn’t seen any sign of people.

Now we were in this valley. Stuck in a hole where damp fog clung to us like a cold sweat. After just fifteen minutes standing in the pit, my J hat was damp. Tomorrow we’d start heading back to Company Headquarters. Be heavenly to have a hot shower, clean clothes and fresh food. I felt that water washing over my stinky body. Mmmm.

I stopped breathing. I’m sure I heard a thump sound. Silence. Then a grunt from where one of our soldiers slept. More rustling followed by silence.

What was that? Soldier having a nightmare, or something else?

Fuey had the good sense to keep perfectly still as we stretched our ears for further sound. There it was. A twig snapping, and a sound like something slithering ever so slowly along the ground.

Had the enemy breached our perimeter?

After a quick analysis in my head, I put my mouth to Fuey’s ear. ‘I’ll go. Your trousers will make too much noise. Stay here and radio Sarge. Don’t make any other noise.’

I eased myself up from the pit and made my way along the perimeter to a point where I guessed the enemy was heading. I wished it wasn’t so dark, but that was to my advantage as well. I was grateful for my training as a tracker. I knew how silently I could move.

I stopped. Listened. There. A rustle inside the perimeter, like someone sliding along wet grass. Moving closer to me. I stood stock still, waiting.

I wished I could silence my heartbeat. It was too loud. Pounding in my ears, making it difficult to hear the enemy. I held my breath.

There. He’s right in front of me. But I can’t see him. I can barely hear him. I’m straining my eyes, weapon pointing to the odd sound. Finally there’s a lighter colour on the ground and I know it’s his face. He almost slid into my boots.

I put the muzzle of my weapon right near that head and pull the trigger twice.

Bang bang!

I slam my knee into his back and thrust my weapon down with both hands, squashing his neck into the ground in case he moves. He doesn’t. The smell of gunpowder fills my nostrils. My hands are shaking. I can’t hear a thing.

He was dressed all in black, except for his face. Maybe if he’d put camouflage on, I wouldn’t have seen him. But I did. Only just. And I shot before the customary warning of ‘Halt. Who goes there?’ I knew that if I had followed S.O.Ps, I would be the one who was dead. And the next person dead or captured would’ve been our Patrol Commander or one of my mates. I hadn’t thought about it. Pure instinct had kicked in.

Noise erupted around the perimeter as soldiers stood to. I imagined them alert, in their pits, straining to see through the fog or hear the faintest sound.

Sergeant Hilton found me lying on top of the enemy. Shaking all over. He checked the pulse. Nothing.

‘It’s all right girl. Well done. Here, let me take a look.’

I moved to the side and stood like I was watching a movie.

‘Head back to your pit. We’ll look after this. Smithy, go with her.’

After what seemed like hours of nothing, we were stood down, but sentry was doubled. Apart from those on duty, weary soldiers found their bed spaces.

Sergeant Hilton checked on me. ‘You okay girl? Good work back there. He was loaded.’ I felt numb but nodded my head. ‘I’m good Sarge.’

Under my hootchie, I pulled out my sleeping bag and removed my items and clothing in reverse of how I’d put them on. Webbing draped over my pack, which sat near my head under my hootchie. Polar fleece became my pillow. Boots went under my sleeping bag at my feet. Weapon was triple checked to ensure it was on ‘safe’ and slid into my sleeping bag beside me.

Finally I lay down, pulled the sleeping bag up around my head, drew the string tight, and within minutes I was out to it.

The next morning, as we were clearing out, I passed the area where I’d shot the enemy. Gunky blobs of blood with white spew-like bits were all that remained of him.

After all the training we’d done before deploying, and the blank bullets I’d killed the pretend enemy with, last night I had fired real bullets and actually killed a man.

A sickening ball exploded in my gut. The rusty mess on the ground seemed to move in and out of my vision. I gripped my weapon and forced my legs to move away, swallowing dry nothing.

Back at Company HQ I was congratulated for my courage and quick thinking. Most of the guys looked at me differently. Like I was something. I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror. Even after that shower, I felt like I’d never be clean again.

The boss must’ve noticed, because I didn’t do any more overnight patrols. The last two months of my tour dragged by.

. . .

On completion of her tour of duty, Kuia returned home to her koro and nanny. She’d last seen them at her twenty-first birthday celebration, just before she flew out.

Kuia cried as she told the story. They listened, not saying a word. Once she had unloaded her soul, Koro said, ‘Haere mai, e moko, we’re going to the water.’

As old and frail as Koro and Nanny appeared, the three of them slowly made their way along the track. Koro stopped back by the pūriri, and Nanny continued with Kuia to where she now stands.

‘Take your clothes off, Pēpi. We must wash the yuk from your wairua.’

Nanny joined her and encouraged her to go under the water.

In East Timor, unless it was from the fridge, water was lukewarm. After the first dip in her creek, Kuia spluttered and, gasping, started to walk out. But Nanny kept her still. ‘Kia kaha, e moko. You need to do this. You’ll see it will get better soon.’

Seven times. And as she dipped, Nanny recited karakia. Kuia was certain Koro was saying the prayer too. As she adjusted to the cold, she relaxed into the fresh chill of the water. It ran down her numb body, off her hands, darker at first, seeming to grow more transparent after each dunk. With each rise the numbness lessened and her body tingled.

Once dressed, Koro had joined them by the creek, washed his hands and laid them upon her head. Nanny put one hand on Kuia’s shoulder and the other on Koro’s while he recited more karakia.

It was a long one, and Kuia grasped a vague understanding of what was being said. But she felt the strength of the prayer. Removing the spirit of the life she had taken and letting it go where it needed to go. Freeing her from the guilt and second-guessing of her actions.

Afterwards, Koro looked into her eyes. ‘You did the right thing, Moko. If you hadn’t shot him, then the enemy would’ve killed your sergeant, your mates and maybe you.’

For a long time, Kuia cried tears of release.

Koro had served in Vietnam. He knew how she suffered. Many of his mates knew what she went through. They survived, and she would too.

. . .

March 2050

Kuia steps her way down the narrow track to the small patch of sand. The water is so clear she can see the bottom of the pool, rotting leaves gathering in its depths. Tiny lobsters dart in and out with the gentle swirling currents as they pick for food.

Kuia removes her clothes and stands naked with a beauty that only women of her experience have earned. There, amidst the native forest with just the birds, insects and lobster to see her ancient vessel, she stretches. Her stomach looks like a lion has clawed its marks upon her skin, beautiful in its savagery, testament to the children she lovingly carried.

She gasps a sharp intake of breath as she steps light-footed towards the centre, where the water reaches just below her breasts. Thousands of goosebumps have sprung up on her body. Her shadow bounces with the ripples, wavering in and out. Without hesitating, she squats and submerges her head.

Now, only the sound of running water, like a lullaby singing to her soul. She rises, taking quick breaths, and sinks again. Seven times, and each time she rises, Kuia sees the colours of the bush in more detail. The birdsong is sweeter to her ears, the smells more distinct and her body feels like it rises easier, with less drag to it. The water tastes like dewdrops she licked from flowers as a child, bursting with flavour and vitality.

She stands on the sand drying as her watery image smiles up at her. ‘You never wore that gallantry medal they gave you.’

‘No,’ she replies, ‘my son knows to bury it with me.’

She turns a full circle, taking one last look, and notices new plants that have sprouted, trees that have grown taller, and older ones that have fallen to merge with the earth. It’s uncanny how the world has made drastic changes over the last seventy odd years, yet very little has changed up here.

Kuia breathes in the powerful essence of her tūrangawaewae and swings her tokotoko with her right hand as she returns home, with a lighter step.





Aroha

Ann French



The small thin girl stood shivering under one of the oak trees that lined the street. She had been waiting a long time, occasionally moving from one foot to the other and hugging herself to keep out the cold. There was a light drizzle, enough to soak her, and she hoped Miss would let her dry off a bit in the warmth of the cooking room.

The car came down the hill, backfiring and blowing gunshots of noise combined with black smoke, into the wintery air. This is what Aroha had been waiting for, and she watched as the car jolted into the parking area and stalled. One thing was for sure, the girl thought, Miss was either a shit driver or needed to get a new car.

Probably both.

The car door opened and a woman got out. Her hair was bright red, a dye job gone wrong, and it could have lit up the corner of any room. Short and plump, she was frowning. Walking to the front of the car, she glared at it and said, ‘Piece of shit,’ then walked to the driver’s side and kicked the tyre. She opened the back door and grabbed out a handbag and a bag of groceries.

Aroha saw her chance and darted forward. ‘Can I help you Miss?’ she called.

The woman, Pene Walker, stopped and smiled, relief lighting up her face. ‘Oh Aroha, could you bring in the rest of the groceries for me? I’m running late this morning and this piece of sh … the car wouldn’t start.’

‘No problem Miss,’ and before the teacher could change her mind, the girl had dived into the car and gathered up the plastic bags of supermarket groceries.

The rain was more persistent now, and the woman and girl made for the classroom, running through the parking area, splashing into puddles and across the playground. Pene Walker fumbled for the key in her bag, slipped it into the lock and opened it with a loud clunk. ‘Need to get that oiled.’ she said. ‘Damn thing sticks half the time and it either jams tight or doesn’t lock at all. Worse than my car.’

Aroha didn’t think anything could be worse than Miss’s car, but she said nothing.

Earlier, the caretaker had turned on the heaters and the room was warm. Aroha also noticed the residual smell of bread from yesterday’s cooking class and her stomach rumbled.

She lifted the bags onto one of the benches. ‘Can I put them away for you Miss? I know where everything goes.’

The teacher had a towel in her hand and was busy rubbing her hair and dabbing at her clothes in an effort to dry them. She looked over at Aroha, and for the first time noticed she was soaking wet. ‘My God girl, you’re wetter than I am. You can’t go to class like that. You’ll get your death of cold.’ She thought for a minute. ‘Go out the back into the laundry. There’s a couple of old spare school uniforms there. Try them on for size and see how you go. And take this towel and dry yourself off. When you come back, I’ll make you a cup of Milo.’

Aroha went into the back room where the washing machine and drier were kept, used for washing tea towels and oven cloths. She took off her uniform, wincing as she pulled it over her head, trying not to look at the dark purple bruises that flared over her ribs and down her legs, a legacy of the beating Uncle had given her the night before. She had fallen asleep on the couch waiting for them to come home. And by the time they did, the dinner she’d cooked had burned and gone cold.

She was used to being hit, having bruises and welts, but last night the man her mother made her call Uncle was roaring drunk. Picking up the broom, he’d hit her over and over again. She’d curled up in a ball like a hedgehog she’d once seen when she came across it during the day. But there were still parts of her body she couldn’t defend. He struck her legs and back, and when she tried to stand and run, her stomach and ribs.

She didn’t sleep – too sore – and although she thought there was no longer any room for crying, her sobs and whimpers soaked the pillow.

This morning she left the house early not bothering to try and find anything to eat. There was nothing anyway – only some stale milk. The rumbling snores where her mother and Uncle lay sleeping, echoed round the bedroom. They would probably be gone when she came home from school, back to the pub to play snooker, cards or drink until the money ran out.

Aroha carried her wet uniform out to where Pene Walker heated milk in a saucepan. ‘Shall I put it in the drier Miss?’

‘No, leave it in the laundry and I’ll sort it out later. That is if you don’t mind wearing what you’ve got on.’

Aroha didn’t mind at all. This dress smelled clean and sort of like flowers – she supposed it was the washing liquid, but whatever it was, she liked it. When her uniform got dirty, and she only had the one, she had to wash it by hand and it never seemed to be completely clean. The stains didn’t come out, and in summer it was hard to get rid of the smell of sweat.

Some of the kids made comments, though she tried to ignore them. ‘Can’t you afford soap in your house Aarrooohaaa?’ ‘Go and jump in the river and have a wash Aarrooohaaa.’ And in class, the whisper, ‘I don’t want to sit with you. You stink.’

The words hurt as much as the beating.

‘Would you like some sugar in your Milo?’ the teacher asked, and Aroha nodded. ‘What about a muffin? I made some yesterday and there’s one or two in the fridge. Go and get them and eat them up. They’ll only go stale if you don’t.’

Aroha sat, ate muffins and drank hot Milo. Cupping the warm drink in her hands, she swung her legs, forgetting for a moment the bruises that covered them from ankle to knee.

‘What’s that on your legs?’ Pene asked, leaning forward.

Aroha quickly pulled the uniform down as far as it would go. ‘I fell over the other day. Down some steps,’ she added quickly. ‘It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt and they’ll be gone by tomorrow. I’m always bumping into things and falling over. I’m just clumsy.’

She turned away and, picking up the plate and cup, washed and dried them and got ready to go. She felt safe here and wished she could stay in this warm place for ever. Instead, she was going home that afternoon to face Uncle and her mother like always. Aroha didn’t think Mrs Walker would hit her kids or make them wear stinky clothes.

The teacher put her arm around Aroha’s shoulders. The girl flinched, not meaning to, but the touch was painful. ‘Is everything all right at home? You could tell me, you know.’

Aroha said nothing, just shook her head. Her eyes stung and she swallowed hard, but waited until she was outside before she cried and her tears mingled with the cold morning rain.

Pene had met Aroha’s ‘uncle’ once, and the memory of that meeting still left a bad taste in her mouth. A celebrity chef had made a visit to Whakatāne, and the class were invited to experience a cook school. It was a wonderful opportunity, and the only charge was five dollars for the bus. All the children paid except Aroha, and one afternoon on her way home, Pene called in to see if there was a reason why she wasn’t allowed to go.

An old car sat in the driveway and the house was in need of a paint. There were no curtains and one of the windows was cracked, while another had boards nailed over it. She wished she hadn’t come, but it was too late now. She knocked on the door and heard heavy footsteps. I feel like one of the Billy Goats Gruff, and here’s the Troll that lives under the bridge, she thought.

The door opened and a man with a black bushy beard stood glaring at her. His belly pouched over his belt, a dirty shirt was open to the waist and a smell of sweat, alcohol and bad breath gathered around him in a cloud.

Where’s your Chanel No 5 when you need it? Pene thought, taking a step back.

‘What d’ya want?’ he asked, his eyes roaming up and down her body but never reaching her face.

She explained about the trip and needing the money for the bus, but she already knew as she spoke it was a waste of time. The money in this house went on other things – certainly not school trips or, God help her, toothpaste and deodorant!

‘Waste of fucking time taking kids to something like that. Bloody girl can’t cook anyway. Always burning stuff. Go and ask some other arsehole for money. You won’t get any here.’ And he shut the door in her face.

No, she didn’t like Aroha’s ‘uncle’ at all, and in the end she had paid for the girl to go on the trip without anyone knowing.

When Pene saw the bruises on those thin legs, a voice spoke in her head and she knew the how and why of their cause. Although only a suspicion, she knew she was right. Her own children, two little boys, were boisterous, plump as puppies and full of fun. They weren’t like this child, thin, with dark circles under her eyes and an air like she was walking on eggshells. Maybe if she got a chance later today, she would have a word with Peter Hemi, the headmaster, and see what he thought.

But in the end, the day was a busy one; she got caught up with other problems and forgot. It wasn’t until later that evening, getting ready for bed, she remembered. ‘I’ll go and see Peter first thing tomorrow,’ she said to herself, but the feeling of guilt didn’t go away and she slept poorly that night.

Aroha dragged her feet going home. Somehow the rain seemed colder, the puddles deeper and the day darker than it should have been mid-afternoon. She didn’t want to go inside, but there was nowhere else. She walked up the pathway, opened the door and was swallowed by the darkness.

That night, Uncle came to her room. He’d done it before, but in the past had only stood in the doorway, yelling, swearing and threatening. This time it was different.

Aroha was asleep, but came awake when he sat on the edge of the bed and the mattress sagged under his weight. She smelled him, a combination of beer, cigarettes and something else that was probably pot. He put his hand on her head and began to stroke it. ‘Lovely hair, just like your mother’s,’ he whispered. He ran his hand over her face and Aroha lay frozen, hardly breathing.

His hand went lower, to her neck then her shoulders. Aroha jolted up. ‘Mum,’ she called, her voice loud in the small room, but all she heard was the sound of the television in the lounge.

She called again, ‘Mum!’ and the name caught in her throat, she was so unfamiliar with it. How long since she last called the woman who lived in this house anything?

The man clamped his hand over her mouth. ‘Shut up you little bitch. There’s just you and me.’ He pulled back the covers and started to get into the bed. Aroha’s heart thumped so hard in her chest, she thought it would burst. He was breathing heavily and had taken off his trousers and underpants. Panic flared, but instead of immobilising her, everything was magnified a thousand times. She hated him, this man who filled her with so much terror that sometimes when he beat her, she wet herself. She pushed him. An action so unexpected that he fell to the floor.

Aroha leapt from the bed and ran for the front door. She gave no thought to the fact that all she had on were pyjamas. Somewhere behind her, she heard noises and her uncle’s voice calling her to come back. ‘I’ll come looking for you bitch. You can’t hide from me. You got nowhere to go.’

A door slammed, but Aroha didn’t look round to see if he was following or had gone back inside.

She kept running, gasping for breath, stumbling over gravel and loose stones, wincing and crying out as unseen things sliced her naked feet. No streetlights shone. No cars swished along the wet road. Aroha felt she was the only person left alive in the entire world, and it was a dark place.

Pene Walker drove down the hill, towards the school. The car had only backfired twice, blowing out minimal smoke, which was a good omen. She decided today she would teach the kids how to make scones, maybe cheese scones if the budget ran to it.

As she came up to the school, something caught her eye. She braked hard and the car backfired in retaliation, smoke billowing out and spreading across the car park in a black cloud. Pene got out and walked over to one of the giant oak trees, squinting, unable to quite make out what she could see.

Then she did.

‘Oh Aroha,’ she whispered. ‘What have they done to you?’

And the teacher with the bright red hair that could have lit up a room, knelt down and gathered up the girl huddled beneath the sheltering branches of the giant oak tree and held her in her arms.





Hands of Time

Ann French

Chapter One

The waiting is the worst. Watching them leave. Wondering how long before someone comes back home. Tāne’s heart beats fast, and he’s always listening for the sound of police sirens.

They’ve been doing this for six weeks. Jewellery is the main thing, small stuff they can put in their pockets or schoolbags carried over their shoulders. That way if the cops see them, they can pretend they’re on their way to school. That’s the idea, anyway.

The boys, Wiri, Ben and Tāne, want to get into the Scorpions gang, but to do that they have to prove they’ve got what it takes, which means breaking into houses and stealing. Tāne doesn’t like it, because many of the people they steal from don’t have much. It seems mean, but when he says this to Wiri and Ben, they say, ‘Don’t be such a pussy,’ so he shuts up.

Today, the house is on the edge of a park and there’s no one around so it should be easy. Going up to the front door, Wiri knocks, and although they already know there’s no one home, it pays to play it safe. They walk around the side and find a window that’s half open, and Tāne gets to climb in, because even though he’s sixteen, he’s still the smallest. He opens the back door and the other two bundle inside, making for the bedroom, where most people keep their jewellery. The house is neat and clean and smells like someone’s been baking. On the bench in the kitchen, Tāne finds some biscuits – chocolate chip, his favourite. He hasn’t had breakfast and he’s starving.
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