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PROLOGUE


‘LIGHTS OUT!’ their mother calls from the kitchen.


‘But Grandad promised us a story.’


She lets out an exasperated sigh. ‘Alright. Make it quick.’


The grandfather settles into a chair, his fingers fluttering over the head of the tokotoko. ‘Which paki tonight?’


‘The story on the tokotoko,’ the younger boy says.


The old man studies his carved stick a moment, then nods. ‘This is the story of what happened after the separation of Ranginui and Papatūānuku.’ As he speaks, his voice deep and quiet, the children watch the light reflecting off the pāua shell eyes. It is as if the carved face has come to life.


‘Tāne, their daring son, embarked on a journey to the heavens. This design here,’ he says, pointing to the patterns that encircle the middle of the wooden stick, ‘are ngā kete e toru – the three baskets of knowledge. This one is the kete aronui. It holds knowledge that benefits all mankind. This basket is the kete tuauri, which cradles the essence of ritual, memory, and prayer. And this,’ he says, turning the tokotoko so the children can see, ‘is the kete tuatea. It carries all the forbidden knowledge of evil, all the things harmful to mankind. So, Tāne, favoured by Io, the supreme being, ascended through the twelve heavens. But his elder brother …’


‘Whiro!’ the younger boy interjects.


‘Āe, e moko. Whiro, god of darkness and death, god of sickness and disease, tried to stop Tāne’s ascent. The brothers clashed.’ His finger taps the grimacing face. ‘In his anger, Whiro sent plagues of insects, reptiles and carrion-eating birds to attack Tāne.’ The grandfather pauses and lifts the tokotoko horizontally. ‘This god here came to his aid. Do you remember who?’


The older boy nods. ‘Tāwhirimātea.’


‘Ka pai. So now, with the help of the god of winds and weather at his side, Tāne persevered until he stood at Matangireia, the summit of all heavens. There, the two guardians presented Tāne with the three baskets, as well as these here,’ he says, showing them the curved symbols nestled between the patterns. ‘These are the whatukura – the sacred stones that hold the power of knowledge and bestow mana upon the teachings. These stones give the holder the very attributes of the gods.’


‘I’d rather the stones than the kete,’ the younger boy says. ‘Imagine all the things you could do. Like having superpowers.’


The grandfather looks at the children. ‘Tāne was warned to keep them safe. The journey back was no less treacherous,’ he continues. ‘Tāne believed he was successful in his quest, but his folly is a lesson for us all – never turn your back on Whiro.’ The grandfather’s fingers trace the jagged cuts of the carved pattern, his face troubled. ‘You see, moko, Whiro unleashed the most unpleasant creatures of his militia – bedbugs and mosquitoes. But Tāne, on the brink of defeat, was saved once more by his brother Tāwhirimātea. His elements pushed Whiro’s forces back to earth, where they dwell to this day.’


He pauses to trace the intricate carved lines that etched the climax of the tale. ‘Tāne built a wharekura, a house of knowledge, to safeguard the kete. And as punishment for his defiance, Whiro was banished to Rarohenga, the underworld, taking the kete of the dark arts and evil deeds with him. There he remains, scheming how to sow discord among gods and mankind.’


‘What happened to the stones, Grandad?’


‘Tāne entrusted the stones to his brother Tangaroa, who buried them deep in the ocean, far from the prying eyes of man or god. But the children of Tāne are explorers, investigators. They – we – have a need to search, discover, conquer and consume. Someone may uncover what they should not. Just as well our elders have chosen guardians to watch over everything; to keep us and the taiao safe.’ The grandfather stands and taps the tokotoko gently on the floorboards. ‘The carved story reminds me to stay alert.’ He flicks off the light. ‘Sleep tight and don’t let the bedbugs bite.’


THREE YEARS LATER ...


An excavator, its tracks half-submerged in the sea, digs into the earth, turning over the soil and sand. Carving in deep, it lifts the contents of the ocean floor up and out of the water. Something white and shimmery catches the light. The driver manoeuvres the great bucket, swinging it towards the shore, dumping its contents on the growing piles of seafloor, rocks and sand.


Nearby, the guardian watches and waits.


When the day’s work is complete, he approaches the mounds and digs his hands into the mud and silt.


There.


Not one but two shimmering white stones the size of golf balls, perfectly round. In his own hands, they vibrate with energy. Pulsate with power. They are the sacred kōwhatu, and they must be kept safe until they can be returned to Tangaroa.


The guardian puts the stones in his coat pocket and heads in the direction of the township. He knows just the place to hide them – a place cold and ordinary. Easily hidden in plain sight. And safe from the greedy hands of those who would use them.
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I’M CURIOUS. WHAT WOULD YOU DO if you were given a million bucks? Would you buy a house? A flash car? Or would you build your very own fun park? (That was Robbie’s idea, not mine.) Me, with that kind of money, I’d buy Mum a brand- new shop and pay for someone else to do all the mahi. Then she could have a decent holiday and I wouldn’t have to spend after school and weekends stocking shelves and clearing out the freezers.


It’s a trick question, I reckon, because there’s always a catch. No one in their right mind would just hand over cash for free, would they? They’d want something in return. And who’d think to give anyone in our sleepy seaside village that kind of money anyway? We don’t have much to exchange except Grandad’s Google-level knowledge of mātauranga, Robbie’s speed or Hēmi-Rei’s potential to make it big on the motocross circuit. But I still think about the possibilities.


I reckon I’d get myself one of those jet packs the navy’s trialling. That would be amazing. Imagine being able to take off into the air like a drone. You could bypass all the roads, gullies and hills, and fly to another place without having to touch the ground. You could avoid people you didn’t want to bump into. Yup, that would be the next thing I’d buy with my millions.


Despite our dreaming, I’d never have guessed the day would come when we’d actually need to answer that question (times a hundred). And I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for our town just caused more arguments, punch ups and shouting matches, like at the local pub on a Friday night.


Sure, I know, everybody fights – me and Robbie are always going hard at it. Mum sometimes fights with Grandad (though that’s mostly her telling him what to do and him ignoring her), and there used to be lots of fights between Mum and Mike, but they stopped when he went away and we moved in with Grandad.


What I know is, people fight when one person wants something from another person and that person won’t give it to them: like me not letting Robbie use my fishing knife or having longer time on the Xbox than he’s allowed. But sometimes, the people in fights get hurt. Sometimes they get hurt so bad they might die. Like the scientist who came to Tolaga Bay. We hardly noticed he was around. We just assumed he was here to investigate the massive storms we’d had recently. He turned up at Mum’s shop looking for a razor, toothpaste and insect repellent and days later, turned up on the floor of his caravan with a knife in the gut. Despite there being heaps of blood, the razor was not to blame


Mike found him, which is when things got serious. Deadly serious.


Before I tell you about the time the army was sent in to quell the riots, best I tell you what started all the chaos in the first place. After all, it’s not every week that a Māori kid from the East Coast gets to put these on his chore list: atua-level negotiations, dodging black SUVs with tinted windows and an epic swim to stop the baddies.


~


It was a week after term had started and, even though it was a Monday, we weren’t at school because it was Waitangi Day – a public holiday to celebrate the historic signing of the treaty. The news reports kept the country up to date with ceremonies and protests at the treaty grounds. Down in our part of paradise, out on the furthest edge of Tolaga Bay wharf, Robbie and I were fishing. We were arguing about spending our imagined million-dollar winnings while we waited to catch a bigger fish than the three we’d already landed.


Robbie was describing how he’d build his fun park. ‘I’d make even more money,’ he said. ‘The best rides. They’d be awesome. Scary-as. Make everyone puke big time. And I’d make it so that it didn’t matter if you were short.’ Robbie resents being the smallest in his class. Grandad reckons it’s one of the reasons he’s good at running – he has to work harder to keep up with his friends. ‘All the short kids will get their parents to bring them, and I’d charge extra.’


‘What about saving for your education? What about Mum? Wouldn’t you want to buy her something flash? Something that would make her happy?’


He got real hōhā with me then and sulked. I think he hates being reminded how vulnerable Mum is, despite her tough exterior and (sometimes) scary manner.


He flung a bit of bait at me. ‘Nothing wrong with wanting something good,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t you want something for you – like travel? Go to America?’


‘Yeah, I guess.’ I flicked at the fish sticking to my shorts and thought about my friend Jenny, who’d gone back home to the States at the end of last summer. ‘Would be cool to visit …’


A noisy family came stomping down the wharf. They weren’t local. The kids, about our ages, were mucking about and their dad (obvious cos he had the same dirty blond hair, the same pale eyes and thin lips as his offspring) was egging them on.


They started chucking stones at the birds, which I didn’t mind so much because those damn seagulls were stealing our bait, but then the older one threw his half empty bottle of soda into the water.


‘Oi!’ I shouted. ‘Don’t be a dick!’


That stopped the family in their tracks.


The bigger boy looked at me like I’d just given him the finger and the father scowled, ‘Mind your business.’


Robbie put a hand on my arm, but I stood up, ignoring him.


‘It is my business,’ I said, taking in the man’s barrel chest, his manky T-shirt not quite hiding his budgie smugglers. Gross.


‘Yeah? You and whose army?’ he asked, face reddening and (when he saw all my moving parts) added, ‘Hop-Along.’


I shuffled my prosthetic forward a step, like a challenge: Come at me and my metal leg.


Robbie scrambled up and stood beside me. ‘There’s a bin back at the start of the wharf to put your rubbish in,’ he said to them. He looked at me, eyes wide. ‘Don’t do it, Charlie,’ he whispered.


‘I have to,’ I said, pulling off my T-shirt. I turned back to the man and his older kid. ‘One of you dickheads jump in and get that bottle.’


‘Or what?’ The boy narrowed his eyes and sneered.


I shrugged. ‘Or there will be trouble.’


The father actually laughed in my face while his son gave me a dark look.


I took a step back, which encouraged him to move closer.


‘Listen, kid, it’s just one bottle.’


He was now near enough for me to read his T-shirt. It said, I’m not sick, I’m twisted – Sick makes it seem like there’s a cure. 


I took another step back. ‘Some role model you are,’ I said, eyeing his two kids.


The one who threw the bottle continued to glower at me, his knuckles white around a rock.


The dad’s expression hardened. ‘Shut your mouth.’


I stood taller, leaned forward. ‘Make me,’ I said, which was asking for trouble even for me, but I wasn’t going to give in now, so I jabbed a finger at him.


The dude flicked his hand out at me in a defensive move. He miscalculated and whacked my forearm, the force of the blow knocking me off balance so that I lurched back.


T-shirt Dad, realising his error, grabbed for me but instead pushed me further back so that I toppled over the side of the wharf.


His shocked expression was the last thing I saw before the water swallowed me.
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ROBBIE FILLED ME IN ON WHAT HAPPENED AFTER I FELL. I think he talked himself up, but you be the judge. Regardless, it was pretty funny the way he told it:


First, the man stood there, staring down at the water. Then, his mouth opened but no words came out.


‘You should have seen his face, man,’ Robbie said later, shaking his head. ‘Classic numpty.’


Next, the man crouched down to peer over the edge of the wharf into the sea. He looked up at Robbie. ‘That your mate?’ he’d asked.


‘Brother,’ Robbie had replied. ‘We have different dads,’ he added, I guess to explain my paler skin and red hair and his black hair and brown skin.


‘He a good swimmer?’ The man looked back at the water, concern clouding his face.


‘He’s only got one leg! He can’t swim like us kids,’ Robbie said. ‘Why did you have to push him in?’


The man pulled out his cellphone, his eyes still scanning the water. ‘Maybe he’s under the wharf.’


The younger of the kids tugged at the man’s shirt. ‘Where’d the boy go, Daddy?’


Robbie put his hands to his mouth and called my name. ‘Charlie!’ He went to the north side of the wharf and looked over at the milky blue water. ‘Charlie?’


‘Can you swim?’ the man asked.


‘I’m not getting in there,’ Robbie said, shaking his head. ‘There’s all sorts of dangerous things: sting rays, sharks, monsters, plastic rubbish …’ He paced along the wharf edge. ‘Oh, no. Charlie.’ He turned to the man. ‘Aren’t you going to do something? My brother is in the water and I can’t see him.’


‘Hells bells,’ the man said, sweat beading on his brow. ‘I better call someone.’


‘Who? The police?’ Robbie said. ‘What if you’ve killed him?’


Robbie said he tried really hard to act distressed. He told me he tried to suppress his giggles to make it seem like he was crying. It must have worked because the man began to curse.


‘Crap,’ the man said. ‘Oh crap.’


The four of them were alone on the long wharf. Even the seagulls had stopped squawking and fighting. The two boys started to complain, the younger one hanging off his father.


‘Perhaps I should jump in,’ the man suggested, beginning to take off his shirt.


‘Can you swim?’ Robbie asked. ‘Do you know how to do lifesaving?’


The man shook his head, pale and flustered, pulling his shirt back down over his gut. ‘I’m sure he’s just playing a trick on us,’ he said. (So, perhaps he wasn’t as dumb as I thought.)


‘What if he’s hit his head? He’s only a kid. He’s just a defenceless kid.’


The man handed his elder son the phone. ‘Watch your brother and talk to the operator.’


It had been about five minutes since I had gone in.


T-shirt man was sweating heavily, his face red like he’d been for a run. He pulled off his shirt completely this time and looked like he was preparing to jump into the sea.


Robbie was a bit worried the guy might have a cardiac arrest. ‘I don’t have your CPR skills, Charlie,’ he said later, ‘so I almost told him the truth.’


Thankfully for us all, help arrived in the form of our local. They saw the flashing red and blue lights when Constable Ihu’s car swung into the carpark. The policeman strode to the end of the wharf, his head down, arms stiff.


Half-naked-without-a-T-shirt man hastily approached the constable, who sidestepped him to talk to Robbie first. ‘Where’s your brother?’ he snapped, eyes bulging, chest heaving.


It was a good question. Robbie said he had been wondering what was taking me so long.


T-shirt dude was putting back on his manky shirt and jabbering something about me being in the water, nowhere to be found, and it not being his fault.


Constable Ihu ignored him. He was scanning the water. ‘What are you two up to?’ he asked Robbie. ‘This time?’ he added. He no doubt suspected my legendary water tricks.


‘We have to do something!’ T-shirt man said. Robbie said it sounded like he was on the verge of tears. ‘Why aren’t you doing something?’


Constable Ihu glared at him. ‘Sir, step away please.’


The man’s younger boy complained louder.


‘These your lads?’ the constable asked.


T-shirt dude pulled the younger kid to him and nodded.


‘Take them back to the beach. This isn’t a safe place for them.’ He looked the visitor up and down, pausing at the words on the T-shirt. ‘Or you,’ he added.


‘But the kid must’ve been gone ten minutes!’


Constable Ihu unbuckled his belt and made a big show, Robbie said, of taking off his stab-proof vest and kicking off his shoes. ‘I will sort out this situation, sir,’ Constable Ihu told the man. ‘Take your kids back to the beach.’


He and Robbie watched T-shirt dude drag his two kids down the length of the wharf.


‘Where is your brother?’ Constable Ihu asked again.


It was a good question.


Just as he was about to explain, Robbie said, the plastic bottle came flying back up over their heads and landed with a clack on the concrete.


Moments later, I resurfaced.
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I’D FIGURED, SINCE I WAS IN THE WATER, I might as well retrieve the plastic bottle. Trouble was, a baby mako had the same idea, thinking it was a tasty snack, so we played a game of chase as I tried to convince it that its ‘catch’ was not at all tasty and could kill him.


He was quick, but I was bigger, and I knew this area of the ocean – I knew the best places to hide from divers, little brothers and monsters. The mako couldn’t get away and though I’m not sure sharks, even baby ones, feel emotion, the crazy zipping around was a sure sign it was tired, lost, confused. I followed it through a small rock passage into a deeper channel and immediately regretted my decision to go after the plastic bottle.


We’d swum straight into a gang of ponaturi crowded on the ocean floor. The wee mako had led me right into the middle of a deep-sea rumble, and it was way too late to get out without being seen. Showing up here was the same as if I’d biked into one of those dodgy-as streets in the big city, where you’re not sure if the dudes kicking around are your crew or ones to avoid at all costs.


Not all ponaturi are evil, sneaking in at night to slaughter whole villages (true story), but you do have to be careful. I’ve had my share of interesting encounters with them, and I’m still cautious. They mostly deserve their reputation as human-hating, raw-fish eating, stealth attackers.


Within moments, we were surrounded. The mako, still with the bottle in its mouth, was darting in jagged loops within a tightening circle of sea creatures on the ocean floor, their long pale bodies ghost-like in the gloom of the sea ditch.


Yeah. It did not look good – for me or the mako.


Suddenly, one of the ponaturi snatched the mako as it swam past, yanked the bottle from its jaws and took a savage bite out of its side. Instantly, the mako was still, and then it was gone, down the throat of the ponaturi, who, fixing me with a cold stare, swam over and pushed the plastic bottle into my chest.


Behind its shoulder, I saw others gliding closer, cold eyes on me, churning up the sand from the seabed as they moved. It swirled around, making it tricky to see what was rock, what was fish, what was man-eating ponaturi. They recognised me as not-just-your-average one-legged kid with more than a passing connection to Tangaroa.


This could go two ways: an invite to an undersea-type hāngi, sharing the equivalent of a bottle of L&P, or I was in trouble.


Down under the water, their voices were a deep, discordant collection of notes. I understood enough to realise that they were about as happy to see me as I was them.


Traitor. 


Catch him. 


Kill him. 


I looked up at the surface – at least 100 metres away. Might as well be 1000. There was no way I was getting up there for air.


Then one of them grabbed me from behind, its touch cold and hard. My Bronze Star training kicked in, but the ponaturi held on. I flung back my head to whack him in the face, but he was too tall and my skull thudded into his fishy flesh. No matter how I squirmed, trying to wriggle free, he only gripped tighter, his long sharp fingers digging into my arms.


I was no match for him.


The deep growls of the ponaturi vibrated through the water.


Traitor. 


Hold him. 


Kill him now. 


My fight response hadn’t worked, and I couldn’t flee. I had one last option: a whakanoa chant, calling on Tangaroa to remove the herehere – the bonds – holding me. The chant floated from my mouth in a bubble, rising to the surface.


Instantly, the pressure eased, but not enough to get free.


I was running out of breath and ideas of how to get out of danger.


Suddenly, he released me completely – the deep growls of the ponaturi vibrating through the water.


It was my chance to escape, but before I could kick off, I saw why he’d let me go.


Through the surging of the water, I saw someone else, with more ponaturi behind.


It was Paketai, my father.


For a moment, he stood still and straight on the sea floor, the current pushing his long red hair out behind him so that it looked like he was standing in the face of a strong wind rather than the ugly mug of a sea creature. He was taller than I had been remembering him. Even more awesome in the flesh.


Paketai swam closer, and the other ponaturi moved back into the watery shadows, the hum and fizz of their anger and fear sparking between them.


The one who had held my arms knocked me aside and faced my father.


‘Haere atu, Paketai,’ the ponaturi snarled. Then he said something unintelligible, but from the expression on my father’s face, it was something along the lines of ‘Get lost’.


The water shuddered around us with their under-sea argument.


The sounds of the language were too rapid, too foreign to understand, but the meaning was clear: this ponaturi who challenged my father had done something wrong, and my father was ordering him to stop.


Although the rest retreated from the stand-off, the brute who’d grabbed me was not backing down. He circled my father like a shark, his thin eyes fixed on my father’s face. Then he lunged at Paketai, and the two wrestled while I shrank back from the sharp teeth and nails. Now the water was stained with blood as they continued to jab and grab and hit each other.


Just then, my father grabbed the ponaturi around the throat and held him tight. Through the murkiness and chaos of our watery hollow, I could feel the vibration of his deep growl as he spoke. The ponaturi froze. When my dad released him, he darted away, fast and light despite his size, his gang swimming after.


But there was no time for a happy reunion between me and Paketai – I desperately needed air. I gave him a lame-as kind of wave and kicked off hard from the bottom of the sea floor, hoping he’d follow me. He did.


We broke the surface together, a long way from the wharf and Robbie. Boy, was I pleased to breathe air.


‘Thanks,’ I said, panting. ‘Don’t know what I did wrong there.’


‘Not you in the wrong but our brothers. They had come too close to shore. It is a risk that they let themselves be seen. If ngā tāngata o Tāne learn of our existence, our home will no longer be safe.’ My father’s voice was super calm. ‘And my brothers thought to ignore Tangaroa’s decree that you are not to be harmed.’


There was a decree? Given by Tangaroa? About me?


‘Now they understand the hapa and will make amends.’ He stared at the wharf in the distance, dwarfed by the massive white cliffs, then back at me. ‘It is good to see you again, Charlie,’ he added.


‘Same,’ I said, a warmth now humming in my chest. The last time I’d seen my father was the first time I’d seen my father, and it was one of the best days I’d ever had. ‘I thought it was my karakia that made them back off,’ I said, feeling a bit stupid that I’d assumed I had that kind of power. ‘But it was because of you.’


‘Ehara, e tama. It was your prayer. Why do you think I came? Tangaroa sent me. He always hears you.’


You know that moment when you do or say something really good in class and the teacher tells the whole class how amazing she thinks you are? Yeah, it happens rarely for me too, but this time felt like that – I was being seen and valued by the one person I really wanted to impress. Paketai seemed to know me and like me.


‘You forgot this,’ he said, handing me the plastic bottle. ‘Wouldn’t want your swim to be a wasted trip.’ He smiled, and I marvelled once again that he looked so normal. So human. So like me. ‘Stay out of trouble, eh?’ he said before swimming away.


I had what I came for.


I felt a small amount of regret for the baby shark, but I was so happy to see Paketai, even if just for a moment, and that he’d saved my life.


With the plastic junk held tightly in my hand, I took off towards the wharf, excited to tell Robbie. The buzz of seeing Paketai again was more than enough to eclipse the fact that I almost hadn’t made it back to tell the tale.


I pitched the bottle onto the wharf and climbed one of the piles, hauling my body onto the concrete. I lay there panting, happy to be staring up at the blue sky. I was all set to apologise once I caught my breath when a huge shadow blocked out the sun.


I was expecting grief from T-shirt dad for pranking him, but instead I opened my eyes to the frowning face of constable Ihu.
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OF COURSE, CONSTABLE IHU DIDN’T BELIEVE I’d jumped in to retrieve that kid’s litter. I guess it was the third time he’d been called to deal with our efforts to protect the moana.

‘I have more pressing matters to attend to than crank calls about kids falling into the sea,’ he said. ‘Remember, it’s just two of us at the station, boys.’ He pulled together the sides of the uniform tightly over his large chest, thick fingers fighting with the buttons. ‘Lucky it was me in town this arvo. What if a real emergency happens while I’m here dealing with your foolish pranks, eh? I should write you both up for wasting police time.’

‘He didn’t do anything wrong,’ Robbie said, putting his hand on my shoulder. ‘That man’s kid chucked his rubbish in the sea. And then the man pushed Charlie in.’

Constable Ihu sighed. ‘And you didn’t do anything to provoke him?’ he asked, fixing me with stern eyes. ‘Eh, Charlie?’

‘The only condition needed for evil to flourish is for good men to do nothing,’ I replied, quoting the saying I’d used on a social studies civil rights poster I’d made last year. ‘And Grandad says, “Give an inch and people will take a mile.” Anyway, it’s my responsibility – it’s all our responsibilities – to watch over our moana. We promised.’ Last summer’s storm, the massive earthquake that devasted our remote coastal region and the clean-up of the mess afterwards had mobilised the town to commit to taking better care of the sea, the land and each other.

Constable Ihu finished suiting up and nodded towards the town. ‘Pack your gear. You’ve done enough fishing for today.’ He picked up our string of fish. ‘This will be just enough for my dinner.’ When Robbie began to protest, the constable raised his eyes. ‘Consider it utu.’

Robbie’s shoulders slumped, but he collected our rods, and we followed the constable back to the beach, our earlier argument abandoned with our spilled bait and confiscated fish.

Constable Ihu continued his lecture. ‘Let’s hope you don’t run into that family again,’ he said. ‘You’d have to explain your unique underwater talents.’

‘Yeah, why did you take so long?’ Robbie whispered to me.

I was just about to tell Robbie all about Paketai and the ponaturi when he gasped.

I looked up and there in the carpark, standing statue-still, was the unmistakeable military figure of Captain Mike.

‘Dad!’ Robbie called, then waved his arms above his head.

Mike stood stiffly, but the removal of his cap told us he acknowledged Robbie’s greeting.

‘Give me,’ I said, reaching for the fishing gear.

Robbie needed no encouragement. He handed me the rods and sprinted into his father’s arms.

What a buzzkill. The arrival of Robbie’s dad drained away the thrill of seeing my own father. By the time I reached the carpark, Constable Ihu had shaken hands with Mike, and they were chatting like long-lost buddies. Robbie bounced around them, filled to the brim with joy and excitement.

‘Guess what, Charlie? I’m moving to Auckland,’ Robbie said, grinning. ‘Dad’s got me into a school with the greatest athletics programme ever. It’s going to be so awesome.’

Mike gave me a cool look. ‘Charlie,’ he said, by way of acknowledgment.

I ignored him and spoke to Robbie. ‘You sure are excited. Does Mum know about this?’ I was speaking to my brother, but my question was directed at his father.

‘We’re going to the shop to tell her now,’ Mike said.

‘Well, I better get home. Got to cook these fish.’ Constable Ihu chucked his hat into the back seat of the police car and put the fish in a bucket in the boot, then turned back to us. ‘You boys keep out of trouble, eh? We all could do with a quiet year.’

‘What do you say to the officer?’ The constable must have already told him about our altercation with the tourists. ‘Throw your bikes in the back, and we can go to the shop together.’ Like all conversations with Mike, it was a directive – an order – and one of many not worth challenging.

We thanked Constable Ihu for not writing us up, and then Robbie and his dad put our bikes in the back of the ute while I climbed into the cab.

Robbie was fizzing, grinning, his eyes bright with excitement, but a stone of dread had settled in my gut. It didn’t feel right. Yes, Robbie was an exceptional runner, and yes, our school had limited opportunities for him – but to leave us and go all the way to Auckland? That felt like too much of a sacrifice.

~

Mike likes to have the first and the last say in any conversation. On the way to Mum’s shop, we talked about the weather, the water and the trees. We did not talk about what else happened last summer: Robbie almost drowning, Mum getting injured in the quakes, me coming face to face with the atua: Tāne, Tangaroa and Tāwhirimātea. Oh, and meeting my real father for the first time.

‘Did you come just to get Robbie?’ I asked. ‘Or has the army sent you back?’ Did Mum know Mike was here, and, if so, did she know he was planning to take Robbie away? She’d been fighting this ever since she got out of hospital.

‘Both,’ he said. ‘My unit is training in the area. And, as your brother has said, his scholarship application has been accepted.’

‘Robbie has a whole heap of stuff he’s doing here, though. The school’s expecting him to take out the junior athletics titles at nationals. He can’t just leave. He’ll let everyone down.’ I prodded him. ‘You’d miss your mates, eh, Robbie?’

He was silent a moment, considering my very good points. ‘I can go after that, can’t I, Dad?’

‘Sure. You were selected for the second semester intake. There’s plenty of time.’

‘But he’ll miss Mum – and me,’ I said.

‘He’ll cope. Won’t be easy, eh, bud? But sometimes you got to bite the bullet, suffer a bit in the short term so that you reap the rewards down the track. Who knows, you might get a scholarship to study in America.’

‘True?’ Robbie asked, keen again. ‘You think so, Dad?’

‘Absolutely. With the right conditions, good coaches – the best coaches – you’d be right up there with the elite. Sure, you’ll miss your friends here, but you’ll make new ones.’

You can’t make new family, I thought.

~

Mum was loading boxes into the back of her car when we pulled up outside the shop. The look on her face confirmed what I’d suspected: a) she wasn’t expecting Mike, b) she didn’t like that we were with Mike and c) she was stressing about something.

Mike turned off the engine but didn’t move. ‘Your mum and Charlie can come visit any time, Robbie. We all want what’s best for you. You’ve got a great future ahead, but it won’t happen in this place.’

Even before Mike had pulled on the handbrake, Robbie unclipped his seatbelt and climbed over me, opening the passenger door. ‘Mum, I’m going to Auckland!’ he called.

Mum carefully placed the carton of goods in the boot of her car and then turned to face us. ‘What?’

The question was not for Robbie – it and a fierce stare were directed at Mike.

‘He got in,’ Mike said.

‘Got in where?’ I asked, looking at Mum, then Mike, who continued to have an eyeball stand-off. ‘What’s going on?’

Robbie wrapped his arms around Mum and smiled up at her. ‘It’s going to be so cool,’ he said and rested his head on her shoulder, grinning happily.

Just then I noticed two things. The first thing – Robbie had grown so much he was now just a head shorter than her. The other thing was how much older Mum looked. I hadn’t really seen it before, but the streaks of grey in her dark brown hair, the lines around her mouth – the impact of the past year showed right there on her face.

The tight line of Mum’s lips was a sign she wanted to yell at Mike but was holding herself back. Hell, I wanted to yell at them both. It was a terrible idea. Robbie belonged here, not at some fancy boys’ school in the city. He was only eleven – there was no rush.

Instead of shouting though, Mum said, ‘I’ve got to drop these supplies to someone at the camping ground. Some scientist. You boys watch the store for a bit.’

‘We can take them,’ I offered, going to her car. ‘Eh, Mike? Save Mum a trip.’ I grabbed the box she’d just put in the boot and hoisted it over my head. ‘Give us a hand, Robbie,’ I called, ignoring the rising tension between Mum and Mike.

‘Oh,’ Mum said. ‘Actually, that would be really helpful – and kind, Mike, thank you.’

I love how she did that – got you to do something as if it was your choice. Even though he was in charge of a whole platoon of soldiers, Mike would need superpowers to win this exchange – and he knew it.

‘Robbie,’ Mike barked. ‘Grab a box.’

We transferred the goods from Mum’s car to Mike’s ute and climbed back in.

I betcha Mum was going straight back into the shop to phone Grandad. Or her lawyer. Or both.

I hoped so anyway.
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WE DROVE BACK TOWARDS THE WHARF and the camping ground. Mum had given me directions to the scientist’s campsite, and it wasn’t too difficult to find. Weekends in February rarely brought many holidaymakers at this time of year, and because of the damage left by last year’s earthquake and storms, our roads and trails were still hard for campervans to navigate.


The track between campsites was dry and bumpy. It didn’t matter – not many of the people who occupied the tents or rented caravans had access to working (or legal) transport.


Old Pete – our town’s formerly homeless wanderer – lived here in a caravan now. His campsite was cluttered with large bits of driftwood, rescued beach chairs, rusting 44-gallon drums, faded plastic buoys, a fishing net hung up for repair and other flotsam and jetsam of found things. I reckoned every town had someone like Old Pete – essential to the community, but who danced to the beat of his own drum. I found him fascinating and always enjoyed our chats. Today though, Old Pete didn’t wave when we crawled past. He pulled his door closed and yanked the curtain across his small window. I wondered if everything was okay.
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