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    For Ellie

  


  
    GIANT KOKOPU (Galaxias Argenteum)


    ‘Most people wouldn’t know a kokopu if it jumped out of the water and bit them.’


    Dr Edward Mcintosh (Freshwater scientist)


    ‘Te Kokopu? Haven’t seen him around for ages. Mind you, he only does his dance at night.’


    Uncle Wire
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    ‘IT’S A BEAUTIFUL DAY for it,’ Sean said to the ducks, busy with their early morning forage on the beach. Bush-covered hills were reflected in the glassy estuary waters, the sun an hour above the horizon warmed his back and glinted in the treetops.


    Sean liked the glow. The weather reminded him he was far from the north, a hundred kilometres south of Otepoti, with none of the mangroves of Ngunguru or Hokianga and none of the steamy summer heat either. But the southern coast still teemed with fish and birds, and Te Tai Tokerau was a long way distant.


    The birds were loud and the smell of honeysuckle strong. There weren’t many people left and folk mostly knew how to behave. If they pushed here they’d get a bulge there. Every action had a price. Even doing nothing had a price. He was laughing at himself for thinking in slogans when his reverie was shattered by Bernie, the drake, chasing one of the chooks up the grassy foreshore with a great flapping and squawking.


    ‘Get out of it, you wally!’ he yelled, throwing a gumboot. ‘That chook doesn’t look anything like a duck!’


    That morning when Sean had been woken just before dawn by a competing chorus of roosters, he’d lain in bed for half an hour wishing he wasn’t alone and contemplating an hour of chores. Eventually he’d rolled himself out onto the floor, dunked his head in a basin of cold water — pure misery in the frosty depths of winter — dressed and lit the stove, before moving outside to collect the eggs and milk Phoebe, the goat.


    Breakfast was easy. Comfrey tea with honey and fried potato cakes made from last night’s spud mashed up with smoked fish and some chopped parsley. Sean still had clear memories of toast, finest quality local olive oil, margarine, coffee, orange pekoe tea, porridge and Weet-Bix. But never mind, he thought. Get real. Kidney fat is good enough to fry stuff. Potato cakes are fine. Sean still pulled a face though. Sometimes when he drank clover or chamomile tea he almost wept at the memory of a cup of coffee.


    Dishes were still a chore. Hot water off the stove and into the sink with some of Debbie’s soap. Sean had no idea how she made it but to his daily amazement it worked, lathering up like Sunlight or Palmolive. Debbie traded cakes of soap for fish and anything else she needed and Sean often laughed at the popularity of her product. They might be rude and crude, patched and cobbled, but at least they were nice to be near.


    Soap had lasted longer than anything else in the supermarkets, except the hardware like crockery and cutlery, pots and frypans, and things like boot polish and paper. Some people kept the money though Sean preferred to barter. The small gold coins were handy, but there was something sad about people hoarding money — like they hadn’t quite grasped what had happened, they were still waiting for Richard and Judy to read the news on the telly, or for Jim to announce that Glenavy was the place to be tomorrow, but watch that burn time.


    Thirty-two people lived in Kokopu Waters. Thirty-two. It wasn’t very many, Sean thought, and they still weren’t reproducing. The biological term crashed in his head, splintering and cracking like a breaking window.


    Everyone worked hard at keeping things together. Manu was down on the beach already. A former gang prospect and now a fisherman, whenever he could he braved the bar in his waka, netting and longlining and supplying the village with fish. Marama, his partner, was a naturopath and worked with Kamisese and Frangipani on keeping everyone healthy. Bill, a tattooed biker from somewhere near Picton, was a hunter. Pita was a carpenter; Derek looked after the plumbing. Sean was a gardener, a teacher and a sort of elder, though the position still made him feel like an imposter. Like today.


    He’d been called on to officiate at the community’s first wedding — a double wedding, Lydia and Whata, Dennis and Corinne. And everyone had high hopes.


    ‘Better be a good fix, bro,’ Manu said. ‘We don’t start having kids soon there’ll be nobody to bury us.’


    ‘Nobody to bury us.’ It wasn’t fair. Sean had buried dozens of people, maybe hundreds, and so had all his friends. And they were doing their best, looking after each other and the life around them but it still wasn’t happening.


    His chores over, Sean took a walk down to the grove of fruit trees where the wedding was to take place. There were apples, apricots, cherries, walnuts, chestnuts, plums and even grapes. But no fruit on The Tree. It was an apple tree, Sean knew, ten years old but still barren. Every year there were glossy new leaves but no blossom — no fruit.


    He stood for a while under a walnut tree, the sun climbing higher and leaves dappling the light, while he thought of a suitable ceremony. It was a problem. Lydia, who lived with his occasional lover, Alex, was a Buddhist. Whata believed in the old gods — Tane, Papatuanuku, Hine Nui te Po. Dennis was a Christian, Corinne didn’t really know. Sean was bound to offend someone, especially if he tried to please everybody.


    So when he stood in the small clearing between the trees three hours later he did his usual thing. He pleased himself. He called out a formal greeting to the sea and the land and the people present. He said hello to Tinirau as well. You never knew with taniwha. Best to stay in good with those guys.


    ‘E nga iwi katoa, haere mai, haere mai, haere mai! Mauria mai te aroha me te rangimarie!’


    He really meant it. Bring your love and your peace, all of you. Cloak everyone with all your good feeling. Wrap us in your warmth, everyone holding tight together, sharing strength and spirit.


    They needed it. Sean could see people had been through the worst of the hells. They were battered, shell-shocked, wounded, some of them insane. But they were coping. They were still here, handling things, even doing okay. Except nobody was getting pregnant.


    It hadn’t mattered much for the first two or three years; they’d all been so busy surviving. Before the telly died, haggard-looking people, politicians mostly, described how an illegally imported rabbit calicivirus had mutated. It wasn’t killing rabbits any more — they were a staple food now — and nor was it affecting cats and dogs, and not the native bat nor the little spotted kiwi. But it had been killing people with a type of haemorrhagic fever that’d travelled from the Mackenzie Country up and down the land like the wind, from Bluff to Cape Reinga in about three weeks. And that was the good news, Sean laughed bitterly to himself.


    At about the same time the scientists’ worst nightmare had come true. A woman exposed to a new, airborne, strain of Ebola got on a plane at Kinshasa. She’d infected everyone on the plane and wherever it landed they got off, either mixing with the locals or journeying elsewhere. It had taken less than a week for the epidemic to spread around the world and for people to start dying, their organs liquefying, blood coming out of every orifice.


    But the Ebola hadn’t come to Aotearoa. The mutated calicivirus had already seen the country tightly quarantined.


    Not that it really mattered, Sean thought. The Curse of the Rabbit had wasted everyone without any outside help. Now, with no babies, it looked like they might all die out anyway. But they had to keep trying, they weren’t quite ready to give up, and maybe the wedding would do the trick. Maybe this time.


    Sean started the service.


    ‘We’re all here to celebrate the love of Lydia and Whata, Corinne and Dennis, each for the other. We wish them every happiness, long lives, much joy, and if it’s meant to be, lots of children.’
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    DAVID WAS THE FIRST to go. He was only twelve. He had creamy skin, luminous brown eyes and a smile that lit up the whole house. He would rather read than watch TV and he’d rather be outside playing fantasy games among the trees than inside with a book. He loved break-dancing. He’d twirl and posture on the kitchen lino while Che Fu rapped his urban angst and his sisters clapped and cheered. Once he ran away. He’d come back from Auntie Emma’s place and his sisters had laughed at his haircut.


    ‘Where’d you get the Number One, Boy?’ they’d giggled and spluttered.


    ‘I hate you all,’ he’d said through the tears. ‘I’m never coming back.’


    He’d waited, though, while Sean made him a cut lunch, sandwiches with thick slices of wild pork and apple sauce. Cousin George had just left a forequarter, staying for three days and smoking all the dak in the house. Just before dark, Sean had gone looking for David and found him in a puriri tree in the far corner of McKinleys’ orchard, lonely and tired, sleepy with wild pork and stolen mandarins. The moreporks had just started calling and possums had begun grunting and coughing. David didn’t need too much persuading to climb down and walk home with his stepfather, hand-in-hand because nobody was watching.


    First David complained of a headache and Te Rina, his mother, put him to bed, fearing the worst after two weeks of horrorshow footage on TV.


    ‘It’s starting, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Maybe he’s just got the flu.’


    By 4 a.m. he had a raging fever, sweats and chills and real delirium, shouting and swearing and recoiling in terror from things only he could see. Te Rina bathed his head with cold water and between bouts of raving he managed to drink some. Late in the day he started bleeding, even his eyes. Te Rina and Sean just held each other and cried. It was probably their last sane moment together. They both knew what was happening and so did the older girls, Rewa and Kohu. If Sean carried anything from those days it was the knowing, even accusing looks of those two. Not that he felt guilty, at least not any more. Just haunted. And ashamed, for surviving.


    They sat up with David all that night. He died just before dawn, the same time that Kiri, the youngest at ten, wailed suddenly.


    ‘Mummy, I’ve got a headache too!’


    Four hours into her sweats and chills Rewa and Kohu went to bed. Not feeling too good. Just wanted to lie down.


    ‘We’re going to die too, aren’t we?’ said Kohu. At fourteen years old, she could out-think most adults.


    ‘I doubt it,’ Sean said. ‘It’s probably just flu.’


    She knew. She gave him a long look that he still saw in his dreams.


    ‘Bugger,’ she said, before she started screaming some serious obscenities and tearing at the bedclothes.


    Te Rina sat with the three girls for the rest of that day, all night too, and the next day. She bathed them, she gave them drinks, she read to them from the Bible. Sean didn’t know what to do with himself. He made Te Rina cups of tea and tried to hold her hand, but mostly she didn’t notice him. Twice in those interminable hours she turned to him, an awful knowledge in her eyes, and whispered ‘Hold me ...’ and he did, for a few moments, before she turned back to her children.


    The three girls were lying there covered in blood. Kiri looked impossibly small and ancient. Te Rina pushed their beds together and lay down with them. At least it seemed to Sean that she did. He was away with the fairies himself by then. He even remembered Te Rina saying, ‘I’ve got a headache!’ and laughing. He’d had to lie down himself, shivering and sweating.


    When he was finally able to think about that dreadful time, he remembered drifting in and out for many hours, or was it days. Places he hoped he’d never go again, no clear memories of them, just the most shocking ugliness, hellish noises and the worst pain he’d ever felt, demons hammering and shrieking on the inside of his skull.


    When he woke it was daylight and he was covered in blood. Everyone was lying about him, silent and bloody. He was on David’s bed, next to the boy’s cold and sightless body. The bedclothes were crusted with blood. Sean knew he was awake but he couldn’t open his eyes properly. Everything felt warped and blurred. He lay for a while trying to sort out what was real and what was a dream, then he heaved himself off the bed and promptly fell on the floor. He wanted to throw up. He crawled out to the couch, climbed onto it and slept. Sort of sleep, a disgusting parade of eviscerated animals, blood and entrails everywhere. He woke in the night, drank about a gallon of water, and went back to sleep.


    The next time he woke the rooster was crowing. He managed to get onto his feet this time, feeling like shit. He stood disorientated, his head stuffed with earthworms and dog turds, all squirmy and foul. He lurched to the back door and threw up on the lawn. More blood. What to do? The copper was full of water so he stuck his head in it and some of the fog cleared. He took a bucketful out on the lawn and tipped it on his head. That felt better too, so he stripped off, got another bucketful and a cake of soap and washed himself clean of all the blood.


    Back inside the power was off so he lit the fire, hung the billy on the hook in the chimney, and made some tea. Black. All the milk was turned. He found a packet of biscuits after shutting the door on the rancid mess in the fridge and sat on the front porch, the cat cleaning itself by him, knowing things were real and wishing he was dreaming. Without thinking he got up, walked across to the fence, climbed it and was three-quarters of the way through McKinleys’ orchard before the knowledge that the neighbours were probably dead too hit him with a jolt. And hitting him just as hard was the realisation that he was alive — how come?


    He walked back home, let the chooks out, had another cup of tea and some more biscuits, and lay down on the old couch on the porch. When he woke up it was night and everything was so quiet: no radio or telly; not a car anywhere; not the girls arguing; not Te Rina laying down the law about somebody’s muddy feet. Nothing.


    Off in the distance a dog barked and Sean couldn’t remember hearing a lonelier sound, a sadder noise. It started him crying. He lay on the porch floor and sobbed. He didn’t even know what he was feeling. Maybe it was aroha for his family. Maybe he just felt alone. Maybe it was a release of agony it would take him years to work out. Maybe he wanted Mummy to put the light on and give him a cuddle and a glass of water. Maybe it was all of that. Who knew? He slept again, on the bare boards with a blanket pulled off the couch, and the rooster woke him again at daybreak.


    He lay there feeling lonely like he never had before. He thought of his mate lying dead and cold inside and quickly pushed the image aside. He knew he’d have to deal with this, but not just yet, please.


    He thought instead of when he and Te Rina had met, when they were both nineteen and he was so attracted by her laugh and the brown warmth of her. Everyone had a rosy vision for the future. The dole was thirty-eight dollars a week, enough to live on if you could grow your own dak, get your wine from the McWilliams jumbo bin in Hobson Street and you didn’t mind picking the lock on the Nestle bin in Parnell where they dumped all the reject chocolate. He smiled at the memory of a night with Aussie Bill, wading through broken glass in the McWilliams bin and finding what appeared to be a full bottle of Creme de Menthe. They’d cracked it on the way home, down the Ho Chi Minh trail through the domain to Parnell where they lived. Bill had taken a swig, gasped and spat. They’d examined the label by torchlight. ‘Coloured water. For display purposes only’ it said in small type. Sucked in again.


    Sean had discovered both he and Te Rina came from the same district, and that they shared a rather old-fashioned sense of right and wrong. They were also ambitious in that they both wanted to further at least some of the causes of radical politics — Maori nationalism in her case, environmental awareness in his. Not for the first time, Sean felt he must have looked a bit of a prat with his long hair, dungarees, obligatory earring and hippie manaia around his well-scrubbed young neck. He’d had to hide his surprise when Te Rina accepted a lift to the bus station from the employment conference they were both attending. In the tearooms, before she left for her home in the north, they’d talked and, if there wasn’t any hormonal upheaval, there was certainly a joyful and willing intellectual encounter, an ease and a depth Sean hadn’t often found. But callow, feckless youth and all that — he’d let her go and hadn’t seen her again for seven years.


    He’d worked as a journalist in those years, and Te Rina had become a power in the political world. Radical had become chic, and when the local radicals were invited into the tent, for finger food and a discreet bonking, Te Rina had taken a closer look at the attractions of life in the north. Sean had become disillusioned too, even cynical, as they’d watched first the Old then the New Right swallow what they thought was real social progress.


    Te Rina’s family had grown by four in that time, four tough and feisty kids. She’d dived in the deep end of the gene pool and had grabbed whatever she thought would give her lively and interesting kids, leaving a wake of chewed-up men as she’d made her relentless progress. Sean had been under no illusions about being the answer to any maiden’s prayer. He’d felt well out of his depth as he’d fitted himself into her household after it became clear that they were still good friends and they’d take their chances moving north together. They’d got married in a Grey Lynn living room, loaded their gear and all six of them into a rented one-ton truck, and they were off, out of the Big Smoke, away to make a new home in the Deep North.


    The old people in the north had gone out of their way to be good to Te Rina and her family, and to Sean. They’d encouraged him to learn about fires and cooking, shelter, and most especially about the welcome and care of visitors and what he had come to see as the overwhelmingly precious nature of life. He’d been constantly reminded that some of them saw him as a rather leaky vessel in which to entrust the teachings that had sustained them all their lives. But that didn’t stop their kindness to him, and once he’d seen what was happening he was overwhelmed by the patient way they unwrapped his middle-class Pakeha upbringing and grafted on a view of the world where every action had consequences and aroha really was the only response to utu.


    Sean had started off working as a journalist but before long he was doing bush and farm work, fencing, building, and attending hui all over the north. He’d loved it. Whenever he could he’d helped out in the kitchen, stoking fires, butchering sheep, preparing vegetables, scrubbing pots, cleaning camp ovens, and listening to the old folk chat about their lives, unchanged for generations, not greatly affected by the trappings of modern society. He’d suspected the twentieth century was just a bad dream for most of them, and somehow the things that were real and important to them had got through to him.


    Those old aunties and uncles had offered gentle advice, nodding approvingly or looking away politely. He’d taken on as many of their customs and ways as he was able to grasp and he often heard Uncle Rangi or Uncle Joe laughing.


    ‘At least the roof doesn’t leak, boy. At least there’s something to eat tonight.’


    Things were the way they were and you just handled them. And if there was any hurt involved they’d encouraged him to take as much of it as he could on himself.


    ‘Eat it, boy, till you’ve got a real gutsache. Then have a good shit. You’ll feel better after a while,’ they’d say.


    Thinking of the old ones calmed Sean and stopped his tears. The rooster was crowing away like he couldn’t care less, not silenced by a soaking rain or even by Uncle Wire’s dog broken free from his chain and trying to find out what was wrong, where was everyone? Sean could feel the smoothness of the boards in the porch floor and see the kaka beak growing so that the black and rattly seedpods from last spring’s red flowers hung through the railings. The dog looked at him with deep suspicion, like all this disorder was his fault. It cocked a leg on the nearby gatepost and sidled over beside him.


    Sean sat up, his head clear but very delicate, like the colours were too bright and the noises too sharp. The dog licked his face, its tongue smooth and warm and the gesture bursting with all the love and trust in the world. And Sean remembered there were people inside, they were here, now, and they needed looking after. He lit the fire in the copper and while the water was heating fed the dog some stinking mince from the fridge. When the water was hot, Sean took a bucketful in to Te Rina and the kids. He found a cake of soap and some clean towels.


    It took him all day and all the hot water to wash them. He cried. He sang to them: nursery rhymes, old Rolling Stones songs, bits of Bob Dylan and Bob Marley anthems, hymns like ‘Whakaaria Mai’ and ‘Tama Ngakau Marie’. He changed their bedding. He brushed their hair and when he’d finished they all looked so peaceful. Not happy or sad, just not really there. He told them he loved them all and kissed them goodbye. Had he done enough? What else was there?


    He fetched a can of petrol from the boot of the car, poured it all through the house and tossed a match from the door. The dog watched with him from the stone wall at the back of the house while everything burned up with an awful roar of finality. As the window glass exploded most of Sean was saying goodbye to his family — to Te Rina’s dreams, to Rewa’s poetry, to the laughter of the others and to the life he’d known. The world grew emptier as the flames died. But deep inside, a part of him was saying ‘What the fuck do I do now?’


    He was stung by a sharp pang of hunger, a reverberating wrench that had him over the back fence and through the orchard to Uncle Wire’s place. The front door was shut and when Sean opened it, knowing the old man would probably be dead, the smell hit him full on. His empty gut heaved.


    He left the door open and he and the dog sat outside on the steps. Slowly Sean collected himself. If he wanted food he’d have to go in the house. Anyway, it was only Uncle Wire. The old bugger always did have a lot of character.


    The dog followed Sean into the kitchen, gingerly, like he knew he was breaking the rules but there was a fair chance he’d get away with it. Behind the door was a bag that Sean filled with a few basic supplies: tea, sugar, salt, flour, spuds, cooking oil.


    Sean was glad to get out of the house. The lean-to, where he found a billy and a small camp oven, smelled a lot better. In the chook run the poor starving birds had killed and partly eaten two of their weaker brethren. He grabbed two more as they rushed the door, wrung their necks, plucked and gutted them and left them to hang while he lit a fire in Uncle Wire’s fireplace.


    When the fire had burned down to a good bed of coals, Sean put the birds in the oven with some spuds, sprinkled everything with oil and salt, shovelled embers onto the lid and sat back to wait. The dog was full of biscuits but still highly interested. Hamuera was his name, Sean remembered, Hamu for short. He rolled the name around in his head and tried it out loud. The dog pricked up his ears. That’ll do, Sean thought, and patted his new friend’s head. Hamu panted.


    Sean had been comfortable in the north when he and Te Rina moved next door to Uncle Wire and Auntie Megan. She’d died a year later. She was a Pakeha woman with fair hair and blue eyes. Uncle Wire used to call her his ‘pihikete’, his ‘biscuit’. He’d told Sean that when the Pakeha first sailed into the north, Maori women would go with the seamen, sometimes out of curiosity, sometimes for a bag of biscuits, and if the resulting offspring had blue eyes or fair hair they’d been known as ‘biscuits’.


    Uncle Wire had fought in World War Two, in North Africa and Italy. He hadn’t ever talked to Sean about the bad stuff, watching friends get blown up and machine-gunned, but he’d told marvellous tales of the Mediterranean people, the Cretans, Tunisians and Italians whose lives he’d shared and whose bravery he greatly admired. Uncle Wire’s heart hadn’t really been in his present home but rather in the countries where he’d been liked and respected, made welcome — where people had delighted in his love of women, good food and drink, a song and a joke.


    ‘Bugger these people,’ he used to growl after yet another unsatisfactory Land Court encounter. ‘They should get some service in.’


    The food was cooked and Hamu was dribbling unashamedly. Sean tried hard not to think of times past, when Te Rina and the kids and Uncle Wire would be enjoying the legs, wings and breasts, washed down with Chateau Cardboard. They’d all be there, comfortable on the warm ground, laughing, singing and arguing, all a part of each other and bursting with life. He was sure Hamu felt it too, but that didn’t stop them devouring everything. When there was nothing left, not even the smallest bone, Sean lay down on an old sheepskin in the afternoon sun and slept.


    The midnight cool woke him. Hamu twitched and dreamed beside him and a half-moon glowed high in the sky. He stoked the fire and took stock. Jeans, a swanny, bare feet. No home any more, only him and Hamu. No blanket either. But he found an old horse cover in the lean-to and sat by the fire sipping tea. His mind filled with questions.


    Who was left? How would he find them? What if he was the only one? Perhaps he should stay where he was. No way. In the morning he’d be burning Uncle Wire and anyway he had to know what was happening. And he could hear Uncle Wire laughing.


    ‘What are you staying here for, boy? You don’t know what kehua want.’
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    IN THE MORNING, Sean made some fried bread in the camp oven and ate it with jam. It was as appetising as sun-baked roadkill. Everything felt ugly and unpleasant. It brought back the old days for Sean, like a really bad acid trip, the world twisted, awry, a sense of foreboding hanging in the air. Even Hamu was jittery, eyes darting around, like the menace was something that could be seen and might attack them at any moment. Sean sat by the fire, a tin mug of tea in one hand, a piece of fried bread in the other. Hamu rolled his eyes and Sean felt death all around.


    With the dog close by he walked to Uncle Wire’s shed. Fighting hard to concentrate, he unearthed a pair of sandals and an old jumper that smelled of smoke and eels. Sean held it over his nose while he poured petrol through Uncle Wire’s house. He threw a match from the door and was lost in the roar of the flames and the exploding windows. Uncle Wire’s ammunition woke him up, shotgun shells and .308 cartridges cracking and banging in the inferno. Hamu and Sean watched from under the old totara tree at the head of the drive. When the fire started to die down, Sean said goodbye to Uncle Wire, to his family, to the place that had been his home, and started out across the paddock.


    It was an eight-kilometre walk into Ngahere, about two hours. He could have driven, but the keys to both his car and Uncle Wire’s truck had been in the burning houses, and hot-wiring vehicles was not among his life skills. Instinct kept him moving slowly, giving him time to get his head around the things he suspected he’d find. Sean’s dread grew with every step, Uncle Wire’s sandals going flip-flop as the sole of the right one came loose.


    Sean used to work in Ngahere sometimes. He’d laid concrete drives and floors, and built fences for the cheap houses sold to starry-eyed young couples with lounge suites and whiteware on hock, freshly sown lawns and roadside plantings that looked like twigs stuck in clay by kids. The suburb was up on a hill, but nonetheless Te Rina had renamed it ‘The Sunken Village’.


    ‘You wouldn’t laugh if you had to live there,’ Sean had said to her.


    It always felt to him like every other fibro-and-chipboard suburb where the kids tagged the fences — ‘Hip-hop rules, OK?’ — and the council collected the rates and commissioned sociological surveys with stirring recommendations that nobody could afford to implement.


    Sean walked into the place, trying to focus his apprehension, thinking mainly of friends he’d had, and wondering whether or not they’d survived. Had any of them been forced to watch family members die around them? Had they burned and buried spouses and children? His imagination worked overtime but the stench brought him back with a nasty jolt. He should have expected it, but it quite took him by surprise.


    Hamu’s growl made him turn. Out of a drive charged three dogs, barking and snarling. Hamu didn’t hesitate. He crouched as the lead dog, a heavy-jawed, spiked-collar mastiff cross, leapt at Sean. Hamu sprang and took the attacker by the throat. Sean seized the second dog around the neck and swung him, breaking his back on the kerb. The third dog fled. Hamu had his opponent, about twice his size, by the throat and on his back.


    As he moved to one side for a better purchase Sean knee-dropped the mastiff and heard his ribs break. Hamu ripped his throat open. It must have taken all of five seconds.


    Sean sat down on the kerb by the dog he’d killed. Hamu was growling, his hackles and his tail up, ready for any other attackers.


    ‘Good dog,’ Sean said. ‘You did really well.’


    Hamu knew he had and wagged his tail, before giving his enemy’s corpse another bite in the neck and a shake. Sean remembered Uncle Wire telling him what a good pig dog he’d been in his younger years, baling and holding some very large boars. He thought of all the mean dogs — rotties, staffy crosses, pit bulls, ridgebacks and mastiff crosses — that he’d seen held in check only by owners meaner than themselves. He looked at Hamu.


    ‘Well, mate, we’d better get used to shite like that,’ he said. Hamu wagged and panted.


    They didn’t go into the house where the dogs had been. There was no traffic, no noise anywhere; there were no people, no motor mowers, no chainsaws or hedge trimmers. Sean was aware of little more than the stench, like the smell in Uncle Wire’s house, not as concentrated but more pervasive, multiplied a thousand times and filtered through closed doors. He thought again of what it meant. Hundreds and hundreds of dead people. Bodies in every house, and he was only on the edge of the suburb. He couldn’t help himself. He threw up, sitting there on the kerb, Hamu sniffing round apparently unfazed. He thought of disease, rats. He was dirty. The stink made even shallow breaths feel disgusting.


    And where was he going, anyway? What was he going to do? If there were other survivors where would he find them? Suddenly he was fighting the feeling of being in very deep trouble, way out of his depth. Words like confused and lonely didn’t even come close. Frightened didn’t cut it either. He felt a whisker away from giggling, babbling madness, like he was right on the edge of some mental precipice, all his footholds crumbled away and nothing to hold onto.


    Hamu stuck his nose right in Sean’s ear. It was cold and wet and utterly shocking and it brought him back to earth like a handful of ice down the neck. Now he knew where to go. The place where everyone went to get what they needed — the mall. With its supermarket and specialty stores, it was probably the closest thing in Ngahere to a marae or a community centre — always somebody there using the public seating, the play area for the kids and the coffee bar where people gathered and gossiped.


    Sean rose and started walking. His sandal sole got looser and doubled under his foot, tripped him and landed him face down on the grass verge, his nose in the mud and Hamu’s nose once again in his ear.


    He should have known. The mall had always been full of light and life, purpose and activity, good smells and bright colours. It was dark now, and it stank. The reek of rotting food in the supermarket freezers seeped through the smashed doors and filled the empty concourse. The gloom was barely relieved by the merest smudge of light filtering through two or three tiny skylights. Sean picked his way carefully through the broken glass and into the supermarket, trying to ignore the smell. He grabbed two cans of baked beans and a packet of rice, not really out of need, more out of habit, and to Hamu’s obvious regret turned and crunched his way back out the door.


    The man probably didn’t mean to give Sean a fright, but he certainly did, blood-streaked in the half-light and making noises like a landed fish drowning in the air. His eyes were ringed with black, like a kid who’d been at the mascara, and, from the look of him, Sean could see they’d each given the other a terrible turn. They sized each other up. They were both thinking the same thing — A live person. What do I do now?


    The fellow collected his wits before Sean, and held out his hand.


    ‘My name’s Brian,’ he said. ‘Everyone’s dead.’ They stood there in silence, too shocked for relief, able to do nothing more than stare. Eventually Sean found his voice.


    ‘These sandals are stuffed. I need some new ones.’


    Hamu bounced, pleased to see another human.


    Neither of them said a word as they walked around the mall to the shoe shop. Still without speaking, Brian smashed the window with a Property Press box. Inside Sean found a pair of high boots with steel toecaps and in the shop next door a pair of thick wool socks. Back outside in the open air the smell was dreadful, but at least they could see. They sat on a bench and Sean struggled into his new footwear. His companion seemed unreal in his faded jeans and Hallensteins check shirt, one side hanging out and the buttons in the wrong holes.


    Brian hugged himself and rocked. Maybe, like Sean, he was trying to cope with alternating waves of grief, shock and numbness. Sean turned and saw him looking.


    ‘I know you,’ Brian said. ‘My Sarah was in your Kiri’s class at school.’ His voice faded off.


    ‘Where’s your family now?’ Sean remembered open days at the Ngahere Primary School.


    ‘I buried them. I had them inside for a week but I couldn’t take the smell any more.’


    ‘I burned my family,’ Sean told him, and with nothing else to say they just sat side by side, staring into space. Eventually they moved, both at the same time. Sean shifted along the seat so their hips were touching and Brian put an arm around Sean’s shoulders. They were both weeping silently.


    ‘What are we going to do?’ Brian asked.


    ‘Stick together,’ was all Sean could think to say. They sat in silence for a few more minutes, then Sean spoke again.


    ‘Had any trouble with dogs?’ Brian nodded, then gestured towards the mall.


    ‘We’d better arm ourselves.’


    In the gloom of a mall sports shop they could see rifles and shotguns in racks, chained by their trigger guards. It seemed to Sean that Brian moved like he was sleepwalking. They used bolt cutters from the next-door hardware shop to liberate a shotgun each, but as they picked up Rambo knives Brian came right back into the moment.


    ‘What about these other rifles?’ he said. ‘What if some video game freak decides to blow away anyone left?’


    Sean was still thinking about what he’d said, wondering who’d smashed the supermarket doors, when Brian ducked back into the hardware store and came out with a sledgehammer, walking stooped with a low-browed glare like a Cro-Magnon warrior. Carefully he took each rifle, laid it on the floor and pounded the breech.


    ‘That should slow them up,’ he said, tossing the sledge into a corner. ‘And now for us. Do you want to come home to my place?’


    Sean looked at him. He had dark rings round his eyes, a week of stubble, hair unkempt and clothes like he’d just butchered a sheep. Sean kept wanting to just drift away, to wake up, to be somewhere else. But Brian was sounding more self-assured, more centred, certainly more together than he had at first. Sean was starting to feel like he was losing his grip. He kept having to tell himself to focus, to concentrate, to stay with it.


    ‘Everything’s changed,’ Brian said. ‘We have to think differently. There’s nothing left now.’


    Nothing. The word really hurt. Then Sean’s stomach rumbled, loud enough for Brian to hear.


    ‘C’mon,’ he said. ‘We can fire up my barbecue.’


    Halfway to Brian’s place, five dogs came barrelling out of a driveway, not barking till they were nearly on the two men. Sean and Brian were both knocked over. They didn’t have time to raise their shotguns before they had snapping snarling dogs right in their faces. Sean was on his back with a rottie by the neck, losing the fight to keep the hundred-pound beast away from his throat when he remembered his new knife.


    ‘Use your knife, mate!’ he yelled as he detached a hand and grabbed for his, hoping it wouldn’t stick in the sheath and give the rottie time to get its teeth into him. He pulled the knife free and stuck the dog under its left leg, the blade sliding between its ribs just as its teeth closed on his neck. He struggled to heave it off as it convulsed and a great gout of blood splashed on the footpath and up into his face.


    Back on his feet, shaking and unsteady, he saw Hamu had two dogs on him, one on either side, darting and tearing. He kicked one in the balls as hard as he could and left Hamu to deal to the other while he turned to Brian.


    His friend was getting bad trouble from the other two dogs, one of them hanging off his forearm while he held the throat of the other. Sean cut the first dog’s throat and stuck the second beast the same way as his rottie. He turned back to Hamu. The dog was panting and bleeding while his attacker had joined his mate who was yelping and hobbling up the road. He could see one of Hamu’s ears was badly torn. Legs gone all rubbery he sat down on the kerb, Brian beside him. Hamu stalked and growled around the three corpses lying in the road. Brian spoke first.


    ‘I think my arm’s broken.’ Sean looked at him, clothes torn and bloody, cradling his chewed limb.


    ‘You look like shit too.’


    It must have sounded normal, like Brian’s reply.


    ‘Yeah, well, you’re no fucking oil painting yourself.’


    As they grinned at each other, a middle-aged woman and two teenage boys came rushing towards them down the drive, calling out ‘Are you okay?’ like they’d just had an accident or fallen off a pushbike. Sean shook his head and asked himself if the apparition was for real.


    ‘Come up to the house, we’ll get you cleaned up,’ the woman said. She looked at the dead dogs and shuddered. ‘They’ve had us trapped in here for four days. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come along.’


    She looked at Sean and burst into tears. One boy reached for her hand. The other glanced in her direction and then at the dead rottie. Sean moved to the woman, put his arms around her and started talking the sort of soothing nonsense he’d become used to talking to a hurt child. She clung to him sobbing, while he patted and stroked and tried to reassure her. He wasn’t sure how well it worked for her, but it did wonders for him. She was warm and soft and she smelled good. Sean was instantly in the old familiar role of comforting somebody, his own fears and inadequacies put conveniently to one side. After a while she pulled away and looked at him, a faint shame and a massive relief showing.


    ‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘All this has been just awful. I haven’t known if I was awake or having a nightmare.’ The relief on her face intensified. ‘I thought we might have been the only ones left.’


    Suddenly Sean’s tiny store of confidence vanished. Here were people alive and his thoughts and feelings went tumbling about like flood-borne debris. He mumbled and shuffled, and it was Brian who stepped forward and spoke.


    ‘I think my arm’s broken. We could use a bit of help.’ Without waiting for an answer he started walking up the drive.


    Marie, that was her name, had a gas bottle hooked up and she heated some water on the stove. She’d been able to cook, she said. Pasta and tins of soup she’d found in the cupboards. It wasn’t her house. Chased by the dogs she’d run in there with the two boys.


    ‘It was horrible,’ Marie said. ‘The two old people in here were dead and we had to drag them outside.’ Bet that was a nice job, Sean was thinking, when Marie spoke again. ‘We had to listen to the dogs eating them. Disgusting.’


    ‘What’s with the boy who won’t talk?’ Sean asked. ‘Shock?’


    ‘Something like that,’ Marie said. ‘He hasn’t spoken since I found him.’ Sean looked at the boy. He had the thousand-yard stare Sean had sometimes seen on accident victims when working as a journalist.


    ‘I found him at the mall. He won’t look at me but I know he hears me. He was helping me carry some food when we found Kevin.’ She indicated the other boy with a nod. He gave a wary half-smile. ‘But we had to drop the food when the dogs chased us in here.’


    Sean looked at the silent boy. He was eating from a bag of lollies. Sean tried talking to him.


    ‘E pehea ana koe, e tama?’ he said. The boy gave him a quick and piercing glance, then, while Sean watched, his eyes glazed over and the faraway look returned.


    ‘His name’s Hemi,’ Marie said. ‘Kevin knew him at school.’


    They had no way of telling if Brian’s arm was broken. Marie bandaged it with a torn-up sheet and a splint cut out of some plywood they found in the garage. Sean lost himself in the activity, the lunatic edge of some of the panic and despair he could feel buzzing around like a swarm of wasps fading and receding. Marie found disinfectant in the medicine cabinet, cleaned up both men, and gave them a stern warning about infection.


    ‘It’s gloomy in here,’ she said in the half-dark kitchen. ‘And by the way, keep any cuts or scratches clean. No antibiotics now.’ She turned around to Hamu who was watching them, unconcerned. ‘What about that dog’s ear?’


    Sean took a close look at the dog. Hamu needed cleaning up and stitching. They did the business on the kitchen table, Kevin and Hemi holding him while Marie and Sean handled the repairs. Hamu’s struggles and yelps mixed with Sean’s memories of an old film about the Crimean War. He could see the dog was completely bemused by being up on the holiest of holies and as soon as they finished he dived underneath, peering out at everyone like they were strange and not to be trusted.


    By then they were all looking at each other like they were a bit strange. It seemed to Sean like they’d dressed all the wounds and with nothing else to do immersed themselves again in their personal nightmares. As soon as he saw what was happening he moved to restore whatever equilibrium they’d been able to achieve.


    ‘How about some food?’ he said. ‘You guys got any left?’


    They did. Pasta and soup.


    ‘This is great,’ said Sean. ‘Bet those guys at the Last Supper would like to be here. It’s another bundle of laughs.’ Marie gave a faint and dutiful smile.


    The light faded while they ate, and they cleared and washed up by candlelight. Sean was used to the dim flickering light, but the stink leaking through the closed doors and windows was disturbing. They all but clung to each other, their solidarity unspoken and their big fear forming: What if there’s just us?


    When it was completely dark outside they moved into the lounge, into the luxury of soft armchairs and a couch. They had a mug of black tea each. A candle burned in a willow-pattern cup on the coffee table in the middle of the room, and a National Geographic stood out against the black Warehouse finish. The two boys sat either side of Sean on the couch. Brian leaned back in an armchair in the shadows on the other side of the room, his eyes glazed from the painkillers he’d been chewing. The moon was rising, its pale light soft on the eyes and bright enough to see by.


    ‘Tell us your story,’ Brian said to Marie. There was a long silence. Sean and Brian watched her recalling something painful.


    ‘My husband’s dead. He was a bastard. He used to get drunk, come home late and thump me. I’d spit in his food and worse. I thought I hated his guts and I just don’t understand why I miss him.’


    ‘What happened after he died?’ Sean asked. The talk felt comforting despite its dreadful content.


    ‘I dragged him out to the shed after I recovered,’ she said. ‘Then I went looking for food. That’s when I found these two.’ She looked lovingly at Kevin and Hemi. ‘I’ve got a son and a daughter in Auckland, but I don’t expect I’ll hear from them.’ They all sat in the candlelight thinking of their lost families. Kevin nodded off, falling bonelessly against Sean. Hemi watched while they laid him on the couch and Marie covered him with a blanket.


    ‘What about you two?’ asked Marie. She listened horrified to the tale of the cremation and burial of their families.


    ‘There might be others,’ she said. ‘People trapped like us by dogs. Could you stand looking for them? Calling out? Walking around?’


    ‘Nothing better to do,’ joked Brian. He sounded slurred from the painkillers and Sean suddenly wished he had some dak.


    He needed to shift the awful reality he could see was hitting each person in the room, anything to give him a break from the bad dream. Any shred of normality was welcome while they tried to cope with the deaths of their families and the stench, foul and horrid. Dead people were all around. Dogs were trying to kill them. There was no power. No lights. Soon, he thought, no running water or sewerage. Cars weren’t safe either. What if one broke down or ran out of gas? What about disease and infection? Who was left anyway? How would they find them?


    But at least they’d survived and they’d found each other. If they did discover anyone else maybe they’d be right around the twist with shock and horror, unable to live with what had happened. Sean had a sudden flash of them as extras in an ‘after-the-Bomb’ movie, all gone a bit weird. But this morning there had been only him. Now there were five of them, and things felt more possible.


    That night they bedded down on the lounge floor. Sean lay awake for several hours, trying not to think of all the dangers they faced, and, when that failed, trying to see what they could do about them.
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    THEY WERE A COLOURFUL CARAVAN through the deserted streets to Brian’s place. Kevin led the procession. He was pulling a golf trundler carrying the gas bottle. He would have blended in a crowd but he stood out now, with jeans, sneakers, a blue hooded sweatshirt with STEINLAGER on the front and NGAHERE TAVERN on the back. He had a wire-haired terrier, teenage boy look, all disproportionate features waiting to grow into an adult shape, and a prickly vulnerability that made some people feel protective and others send a fax to the Listener. Or ‘used to’, Sean thought to himself. New rules applied now.


    Hemi wasn’t saying anything and Sean could see he still looked away to a distant horizon. He was helping Marie with her pushchair-load of blankets, cans of food and other things like candles, soap, batteries and a big pot Brian thought they might need. He was dressed all in black — baggy jeans, a nylon jacket with PENRITH PANTHERS on the back, an unadorned peaked cap on backwards, and on his feet a pair of expensive sneakers.


    Sean could tell Marie was excited, frightened but perky, like a person on holiday, going somewhere new. She also wore jeans and sneakers, and over a shirt and jumper, a woollen coat she’d found behind the door of the house they’d just vacated. Her purposeful stride and eager air were quite at odds with the noxious atmosphere that grew thicker as the sun got higher and the day warmed.


    ‘You look like a bag lady,’ Brian told her and she laughed, the sound loud and shocking in the empty street.


    ‘Maybe I should have brought a shopping trolley home,’ she said.


    Brian’s jeans and check shirt were still torn and bloodied from the dog attack. His left arm was in a sling. He had some packets of rice and pasta in a shoulder bag and he carried his shotgun in his right hand. He had a crab-like walk and crazy stare. One arm or not, Sean wouldn’t have bet much on the chances of anything that attacked.


    Hamu was frisky and alert. He seemed eager for new adventures, but nervous about the prospect of more surprises. His ear looked okay, probably in better repair than Sean’s gear. Sean looked like he’d been sleeping in the pig-fern for a week. A quick glance in a mirror that morning had shown him a crop of whiskers about two stages beyond designer stubble. Like the others, he was wearing, beneath an air of bravado, a dark and haunted look around the eyes. He carried his shotgun, a knife on his belt, the ammunition in a shoulder bag. He thought of Kosovo and East Timor where death and disaster had become commonplace. He wondered briefly how things were in the rest of the world.


    But thoughts of other countries were soon displaced by the smell of death around them and the nightmare they just couldn’t get away from. It didn’t matter how he breathed either, deep and even, or shallow and panting. He resolved to take up smoking again — anything to combat the stink. ‘No health in it,’ as his Irish grandmother would have said.


    Everyone looked around as they walked along, wondering what other shocks were in store. Then a cry from one of the houses they were passing stopped them in mid-stride. Sean tensed. Watch it, he thought. You’ll get wasted by something you don’t expect.


    He looked to his left. Out of a drive came a little girl in a frilly dress, accompanied by one of those big lollopy English gun dogs, all dribble and bounce.


    ‘Are you real?’ she said. ‘Or did we dream you?’


    ‘We’re real, okay,’ said Brian, the first to recover. ‘You’re not dreaming.’


    She looked at him in distaste.


    ‘You’ve got blood on you. Your shirt’s torn.... Everyone’s dead. Rex and I haven’t got any food left. Where are you going? Can I come with you?’


    ‘Certainly you can, dear,’ said Marie. But before anyone could move, Hemi detached himself from the pushchair handle and moved to the little girl. He didn’t say anything and she took his hand.


    ‘My name’s Cally,’ she said. ‘You’re Hemi, aren’t you?’ Silence. ‘I’ll call you Charlie.’


    Then Hemi spoke, his voice scratchy with disuse. ‘Yeah, I’m Hemi. Pleased to meet you, Cally.’


    They all looked at each other. None of them, not even Marie, had heard Hemi speak. And how did the little girl know his name? Cally smiled at him.


    ‘And I’m pleased to meet you too,’ she said. ‘I’m nine years old and I’d like to be your friend.’


    ‘We’re friends,’ said Hemi. ‘I dreamed about you.’


    ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I dreamed about you too. You’re supposed to be taller.’


    The two of them stared at each other, still holding hands, while the rest of the party stood mute, wondering what was happening. Finally Brian spoke.


    ‘Do you mind if we go up to your house, Cally? We can pick up things you might want to bring.’


    ‘No, I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘But everyone’s dead. It isn’t very nice.’


    Hamu and Rex sniffed and circled warily as they walked up the drive and in by the back door. They found Cally’s parents in their room, the door shut. The stench seemed to bother Cally a lot less than the others. She led the way to her room and Marie found a bag for some of the clothes from her dresser. The walls were covered with paintings. If they’d been framed in a gallery Sean would never have believed they’d been done by a nine-year-old girl.


    There were knowing-looking animals, cats and dogs mostly, playing among trees and flowers, sometimes under a bright yellow sun and sometimes a monochrome moon with the face of a young girl. There were pictures of what at first Sean took to be Asian jungle, but a familiarity, at once disturbing and comforting, brought into focus ponga ferns and large-leaf puka. Flying around were brightly coloured kaka, and in the undergrowth strange, misshapen little creatures grinned and gesticulated.


    Pinned on the back of the door was a picture of a watery-looking serpentine beast, with fins that might have been wings, big eyes and a mouthful of sharp teeth. Cally had used the cheapest of primary school poster colours, but the painting had a power and a depth that almost scared Sean. It did scare Hemi. He took one look and left the room.


    ‘That’s my taniwha,’ said Cally. ‘He looks after me.’


    Hard-case taniwha, thought Sean, looking at the tiara and a three-strand necklace of large green and red stones that the beast was wearing.


    ‘He likes jewellery,’ she told Sean and Marie in a matter-of-fact way. ‘He likes pretty things.’


    Sean didn’t know what to say. Cally’s paintings looked like pictures of real scenes, not the products of her imagination. He had the feeling she’d been there, dancing with the animals, at home in the jungle while the wild birds swooped through the trees.


    ‘Who are these guys?’ he asked, pointing to the little creatures in the undergrowth.


    ‘They’re the Maeroero,’ she said. ‘Kati ra, kati ra!’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘It’s what they keep saying. I think it’s "that’s enough, that’s enough." They get upset about a lot of things.’


    Sean smiled at Cally. ‘I don’t blame them,’ he said. He took another look at the creatures. They seemed familiar.


    ‘Bring your pictures,’ he said to Cally. ‘Your paints too.’ Sean was thinking more in terms of therapy than anything else, but as Cally rolled and banded her work and swept her paints into a plastic shopping bag, he had a sudden suspicion that maybe this little girl had a lot to say to people about what had happened.


    On the way out they found her brother in the sleepout, buzzing and stinking. Cally stood looking at him.


    ‘I wish he was still alive,’ she said sadly, then almost as an afterthought, ‘He laughed at my taniwha.’ She picked up her bike and put her bag in the basket. ‘I’m ready,’ she said, and without a backward glance led the way down the drive.


    Sean watched her go, like she was off to a party in her frilly white dress, Hemi on one side of her and Rex on the other. He wanted to ask her something but the question hovered just outside his awareness, intriguing and worrying.


    Two streets away they found Edgar, an elderly man, sitting in a deckchair in his Victor Meldrew pyjamas, on the front lawn of his fibro bungalow.


    ‘I was waiting for the dogs,’ he told Sean quietly when nobody was listening. ‘What’s the point? Everyone’s dead. The power’s off. I can’t make a cup of tea. I haven’t even been able to go outside in case I get attacked.’


    Sean looked at him, his head still full of Cally’s paintings, and his nostrils with the stink of rot.


    ‘Two of my neighbours survived,’ the old man continued. ‘They both killed themselves when they realised what had happened. And what do you think I was doing? Nothing left to eat, no hope either. I’m not young and strong. I just can’t be bothered.’


    Sean looked at him. ‘You’d better come with us, Uncle,’ he said.


    While they waited, Edgar dressed and put on some solid walking shoes. He was in his seventies, old and frail, and they did the last kilometre to Brian’s place with the old man in the pushchair, piled up with blankets and food. He didn’t even ask where they were going, and nobody thought to tell him. They didn’t find anyone else either. Sean began to wonder how many more people had taken a rope from the shed or mixed themselves a Dr Death special from the bathroom cabinet.


    Everyone slept — or at least some of them did — on the floor in Brian’s lounge, and in the morning they made a trip to the mall for more food. Kevin took Brian’s shotgun and the point position. Marie muttered something about ‘boys’ as Kevin high-stepped from driveway to driveway and peered around street corners. Marie insisted Sean walk beside her while she wheeled the pushchair.


    At the mall they met Jim. He was standing outside as they emerged from the stink and the gloom with their cargo of rice, pasta, tinned food, toilet paper and other goodies. He was a nuggety little guy in his forties, tight jeans, a fringed and tasselled buckskin jacket, a flat-brimmed black hat, a bristling moustache and well-worn cowboy boots. He spoke first.


    ‘I thought I heard people,’ he said. ‘Hope I didn’t scare you.’ Sean tried to breathe slow and deep. He needed to calm his thumping heart after the fright of seeing Jim’s figure in the doorway, silhouetted against the sunlight like a western gunfighter.


    ‘Awesome,’ whispered Kevin.


    Sean got his breath back. ‘You scared the shit out of us,’ he said. ‘But we’re still pleased to see you. Just surprised. Blown away, in fact.’


    ‘Yeah, well,’ the man replied, ‘nobody around to introduce us.’ His eyes had the familiar dark rings they were all sporting, and the state of his clothes showed he’d had his moments with the dogs. He carried an axe, and stepped forward with his hand out.


    ‘The name’s Jim Marinkovich,’ he said. ‘Believe it or not I came here to be by myself.’


    Sean introduced himself, then Marie and Kevin.


    ‘I know you,’ Marie said. ‘You used to work for the council.’


    ‘Citicorp,’ Jim said. ‘Wankers. Pardon me.’ He touched his hat. ‘I’d shout you folk a coffee but the tearooms seem to be closed.’ He barked a short laugh that could well have passed for a snort of disgust.


    ‘Where are you staying, mate?’ Sean asked.


    ‘The high-school marae,’ Jim said. ‘They just built it. It’s set up for about fifty people. There’re water tanks, a fireplace and a hangi pit for cooking, bedding, even kero lamps and candles in case of power cuts. A wetback for hot water. We’re the first ones in it.’


    ‘Who’s "we", if you don’t mind me asking?’ Sean watched Jim start to bristle at the directness of the question, then soften.


    ‘Fifteen of us. All ages.’


    Marie and Sean looked at each other. It sounded like a huge improvement on Brian’s barbecue and living room floor. For a start there was the safety of a large group of people. And they both liked Jim. He reminded Sean of the men he’d dealt with while doing bush work, fencing, and cutting firewood, men who led hard lives, to whom the greatest sin was a show of weakness, and looking after the family the greatest source of pride.


    ‘What are we waiting for?’ said Marie. ‘Let’s pick up the others and get over there while it’s still light.’ Jim nodded. Beneath his hard-man exterior Sean saw an eagerness, almost a desperation, and he was reminded just how vulnerable he felt himself.


    That night they were all installed on the high-school marae, bags at the feet of their mattresses, and their supply of food on the pantry shelves next to the main kitchen. Sean felt he could breathe out. They weren’t just seven frightened people any more. They were twenty-three and it was starting to feel like they might make it — though where to he had no idea.


    After dinner, when they sat in the wharenui and people told their stories, Sean listened to one tragic tale after another. Over and over he was given reminders of how other people were coping.


    ‘I’m not the only person deep in the brown stuff,’ he kept thinking. ‘And other people are handling things.’


    Weeping, as the shadows swooped and loomed in the soft and flickering light, teenaged Naomi talked about her parents and little brothers dying around her. Puru, tats and gang colours, talked about organising a dogwatch. Bill, who turned out to be an old mate of Edgar’s, spoke of finding others while there was still a chance. Brian speculated on what might be happening elsewhere. Sean pulled himself together enough to talk about the importance of ritual and spirituality.


    ‘Say it like you mean it,’ he growled at himself. ‘No room for half-arses any more.’


    Through the tears they sang songs and said prayers. People even told jokes, and watching everyone trying made Sean feel a little stronger. But everyone still looked shell-shocked, jumpy and unsure of themselves. They shared a bemusement, a puzzlement. like nobody quite believed what had happened. They sat close to each other, touching, even clinging, relieved they’d found more people.


    ‘I think we’re doing okay,’ said Brian, from the mattress beside Sean.


    ‘Hope so, bro,’ Sean said. He was thinking they’d just come through a time that could have blown them apart. Any number of fates could have finished them — dogs, the rope, Dr Death.


    Cally was on the mattress to Sean’s right. He’d helped her pin her taniwha on the wall. Hemi was beyond her, then Marie. Sean leaned back, closed his eyes, breathed deep, and it suddenly came to him what he’d wanted to ask her.


    ‘Are you okay, girl?’


    ‘Yes, I am,’ she said. ‘I like it here. I feel safe with so many people.’


    ‘How come you were all clean when we found you?’


    She looked at him for a long time, trying to work out what he meant. ‘I told you,’ she said, ‘the taniwha looked after me. I didn’t get sick.’ She threw him a sideways glance, like he was a bit simple. ‘Excuse me, I’m going to sleep now, I’m tired,’ she said, and, burrowing under her blankets, she was soon giving off the rhythmic snuffling and snorting of a small creature in repose, oblivious to all about her.


    Sean didn’t find sleep so easily, though, and when he finally drifted off he had the first of many strange dreams.


    He was back at Pukepoto, Te Rina’s ancestral home. He was walking across McKinleys’ farm towards the Waitangi Stream to find a place where he could take the kids swimming. It was midsummer. Everything was hot and dry. The stream looked idyllic from a distance, an attractive line of cool, green willows, but up close it was a series of dark impenetrable pools ringed with willow roots and choked with fallen trees and floodborne debris. He took his time, climbing the drystone walls and skirting the giant pig-pear tree, wasps buzzing drunkenly around its fermenting windfalls.


    As he drew closer something shifted. The willows vanished. The stream was wide and clear. Waving grasses grew on the banks. A few metres back, feathery manuka danced delicately in a gentle breeze. Sunlight glinted on the water tinkling down rapids at the head of a long pool. He’d never seen anything so inviting. He peeled off his clothes and sat in the sun, the grasses tickling his side. He gazed at the water as it fanned out from the base of the rapids and magnified the coloured stones scattered along the stream bed.


    Then something happened in his head. There was a noise like boulders cracking and rumbling in a snowmelt mountain torrent. Or maybe it was like the thunder of surf, and the hiss of a wave sweeping up a beach. Or maybe it wasn’t a noise at all. Maybe it was like an eel insinuating itself through a field of marine grass, with the effortless ease of a Bach fugue or a Miles Davis solo. Whatever, it was irresistible.


    ‘Haere mai!’ it said, but not in words. ‘Haere mai kei roto i te manga.’


    Sean didn’t hesitate. He stood up and dived, as far out as he could, and as he hit the water he experienced not the shock of coldness, but immersion in a cloud of emotion: triumph, sadness, pride, compassion and a feeling of great antiquity. He entered another world. He could breathe. His vision was sharper. Images rang in his head.


    ‘I’m Tinirau. I’ve been swimming the waters of Kiwa’s ocean since your people lived in trees and ate raw flesh. I’m older than Kiwa. I’m older than anyone. I’ve watched the children of the land come and go, the people of the sea too. I endure. I watch, and guard. I’ll be here long after this place is nothing but damp ground.’


    Sean started drifting with the current. Above him the water swirled and the sunlight splintered. Chalcedony and carnelian were splashes of blood glinting on the stream bed. Soft grasses grew in the sand by the banks and wafted in the eddies. On the surface, stained glass melted and flowed. Rainbows formed and vanished like little daubs of light from a spinning crystal.


    ‘Beautiful, isn’t it,’ sounded in Sean’s head like bells pealing.


    ‘Where are you?’ he asked — or thought.


    ‘You can’t see me. The sight of me might kill you. But you can believe I’m all around you. I’m the water sparkling in the rapids. I’m the gentle grasses waving in the current. I’m the tuna watching from his hole in the bank. I’m the koura under a rock in the shallow water. I’m the kokopu dreaming in the dappled shadows. See them, you see me. Love them, you love me.’


    Sean drifted on, entranced, light and colour incandescent about him. He thought of Cally’s paintings.


    ‘What about the little girl?’ he asked.


    ‘Calliope can see me whenever she wants. She understands. She respects and believes. She doesn’t fear me. She even loves me.’


    Ahead a darkness grew. The banks closed in, lined with knotted tree roots. The bottom became muddied. Suddenly Sean was afraid.


    ‘Don’t be frightened,’ came a far-from-reassuring feeling. ‘Nothing here will hurt you. It’s just ugly.’


    Sean was plunged into a pit, one of the willow-lined pools. Down he sank, aware of his naked vulnerability as he came close to the sides, tangled roots hiding dark cavities. The water was chilly and tasted bitter. A greenish-grey light was just enough to see by but not bright enough to cheer. His heart froze, and as the bottom came in view he cringed. It was muddy, carpeted with bones, bits of wire, a set of rusted bed-springs, a car chassis, discarded machinery.


    ‘Welcome to my spare room,’ said the voice, not a trace of amusement. ‘You can stay here as long as you like.’


    Sean looked around at the sheep skeletons, the corroding metal. He tasted chemicals in the water. What could he say? He couldn’t think of a worse crime than turning the sparkling stream into this disgusting pit.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He’d been fighting the ugliness for years, but he’d always felt he was still a part of it.


    ‘So you should be. Did you imagine you were exempt from the workings of the law of cause and effect? Did you think your greed was without price? But most of you are gone now and, even if it’s too late for this place, there are still streams where the kokopu does his nightly dance. You should go there. There’s nothing for you here.’


    Sean sank to the bottom, overcome with a dreadful despair. He lay on the mud, his eyes stinging in the now-acrid water, and sobbed.


    ‘Piki mai, kake mai!’ boomed in his head like the opening bars of a symphony. ‘Stop lying there feeling sorry for yourself. Get up. Calliope asked me to help you so I did, and I’ve given you all the help I feel like giving. You know what to do!’


    Sean didn’t know. He just wanted to get out of that dreadful cheerless place and back to the sunlight. He started swimming upwards, choked on the water, and had to hold his breath. When his head broke the surface, he swam to the side of the pool and clambered out, his flesh creeping at the touch of the willow roots. He found his clothes a little way upstream after climbing around pools and over fallen trees. They were hanging in the branches of the dead willow that lay across the dark water. Caught up next to them was the rotting carcass of a sheep, drowned in a recent flood and half eaten by water rats. He dressed quickly and scrambled up the bank, back into the sunlight.


    He was on his mattress in the wharenui. It was early morning, just light enough to see. Cally was lying on her side, watching him carefully. Her head was propped on her left hand.


    ‘I didn’t know your name was Calliope,’ Sean said.


    ‘Course,’ she replied. ‘It’s Greek. She looks after people who write long poems. I haven’t written one yet, but I’m going to. Did you like where the taniwha took you?’


    Sean looked at her. He couldn’t think what to say. What was real? What was a dream? He thought he’d woken up, but as people stirred around them, disturbed by the conversation, he felt disjointed, detached, like the fragile state after a mushroom vision that had blurred all the boundaries and trampled the physical rules.


    He pulled himself up against the wall and sat there with his head spinning. Goya-esque images of impaled sheep, accompanied by Verdi arias, strobed and echoed in his mind. Cally called him back.


    ‘You’ll have to leave here, won’t you?’ she said.


    He took a few seconds to collect himself, the realisation slowly dawning on him. Of course he’d have to leave. He’d just been given the hard word, clear and succinct for all its outlandish delivery. He had no idea of the consequences of staying but, looking across at Cally, he knew that, even if he didn’t understand what was happening, he’d best go along with events. Go with the flow, as the old hippies might have said. He felt like an old hippie. He felt like Alice in Wonderland.


    ‘I’m late, I’m late,’ he muttered.


    ‘What?’ said Cally.


    ‘Nothing. It’s just a book about some strange things that happened to a little girl.’ She gave him a hard and searching look. On the wall behind her the jewels on the taniwha sparkled and glowed.
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    EVERY DAY WHILE the autumn lasted, they dug and planted, chopped and gathered, and every night they talked. Some of them hadn’t coped with all the death and the loss of the people they loved. They took extra care with those who hadn’t handled their lives exploding in their faces. When Cathy was confronted with the aftermath of the Fever, she unfocused her vision and turned off her speech. She wasn’t alone in her oblivion and nobody was surprised either.


    ‘We know this is very difficult,’ Sean or Jim would say. ‘The trick is to find a bright side. And if you do, let us all know.’


    The Ngahere people avoided the shops, preferring to compete with the dogs for sheep, search out suburban veggie gardens, and catch eels and pick watercress in the creek behind the school. The kids had guarded that place jealously, Brian said. They started with various ecological studies and had come to love a bit of genuine, wild beauty in their midst. Sean soon found a healing tranquillity in the place, and he often fished there for eels, especially at night with a kero lamp, some ripe bones, sneaked before somebody put them into a stew, and an unbarbed gaff.


    ‘Here, catch this, little brother!’ Sean would call out as he slung an eel up to where Hemi was waiting on the grassy bank with a taro sack he’d found in the storeroom. Hemi’s black gear was dark green and brown after three or four weeks. He still didn’t say much, but he didn’t miss much either, and he was very quick with the eels. Cally went with them a few times, till Hemi handed her a smallish eel that wrapped itself around her arm and barked.


    They smoked the eels in the chimney whenever they weren’t burning treated timber. The boss cook was a fiftyish Pakeha guy called Doug. He’d learned the craft of feeding lots of people without electricity in the army, and while there had sussed that the art of being a good officer was to delegate anything that mattered and take the blame for everything. He kept up an endless supply of black tea for the people who would volunteer to peel vegetables or do other useful things, so they could take some time to sit on an upturned milk crate by the fire.


    ‘It burns a lot of wood,’ he’d say, ‘but so what. Plenty of that around.’ There was too. They indulged Kevin by demolishing the Henare block and feeding the timber through the fireplace, roasting meat, simmering stews and boiling rice, taro, potatoes and pasta. They needed the carbohydrate for energy, Marie told them. She took charge of the menus and brought a considerable knowledge of matters dietary and medical to bear on the business of keeping everyone healthy. To Sean’s relief they didn’t have to worry about food or shelter. They cared for each other too, especially those who hadn’t been cared about much before, and that was more people than you might have thought.


    Two of the young men were particularly fine examples of parental and societal neglect. Once they recovered from the initial shock they weren’t too distressed by what had happened. Apart from everyone dying, they were even pleased.


    ‘Saves me the trouble,’ said Puru, a young Black Power prospect, abused and bullied at home, expelled from school and, at only seventeen, already locked into a depressing cycle of crime, court and jail. He didn’t mind seeing everything trashed, he couldn’t have cared less. Finally he was being valued and even liked. Puru took charge of fencing the school playing fields into paddocks and organising a nightly dogwatch to protect their flock of sheep and the three dairy cows they were hoping to milk in the spring.


    Brian and Sean used the school metal and woodwork shops to shape their shotguns into sawn-offs, less accurate but very effective under twenty metres. They regularly did the dogwatch, not sleepy for a second after an attack in the first week by a pack of about eight dogs, luckily not too hungry but mean and determined enough. Smart too. The dogs fought in pairs, one attacking noisily from the front while the other came in silently from the side. They must have practised on somebody, Sean said. He told Jim about the rifles in the sports shop.


    ‘Good job,’ said Jim. ‘There are still people round I wouldn’t trust with a sharp stick.’


    Jim had his own rifle and would occasionally vanish for a day or so, reappearing with a dressed sheep over his shoulder. Once somebody asked him where he was going, pikau on his back, rifle slung over his shoulder and axe in hand.


    ‘Woolly pigs,’ he said cryptically, a phrase that soon entered the common parlance, whenever somebody wanted some time out.


    Jim was a Tarara, of mixed Maori-Dalmatian ancestry. Late in the 1800s a lot of Dalmatian men left Europe, looking for a new life away from chronic unpleasantness in the Balkans. When they arrived in Aotearoa, they worked in the gumfields of the north. Isolated and marginalised by the British settlers of the day and beguiled by the locals, some of them married Maori women. Eventually Dalmatian brides-to-be arrived and many of the local women were abandoned. But some of the marriages survived and Sean had met Maori people with names ending in -ich and -oj. Jim’s marae was near an old gumfield on the west coast but he preferred to stay close to his wife’s marae, a few kilometres outside Whangarei. He told Sean his story late one night in the kitchen.


    ‘I got sick, same as everyone around me. But I woke up. They didn’t. I nearly lost it then. I sat by the stream over the back for hours, and every time I went back, thinking maybe it had been an awful dream, they were still dead ... I lay in the stream for hours,’ he told Sean. ‘I got clean but I didn’t wake up.’


    ‘So what’d you do?’


    ‘I cleaned them up and set fire to everything. Then bugger me if I didn’t get hungry.’ Sean remembered the roast chicken. ‘So I ate the neighbour’s pet goat. Then I took his car. Mine was burned up.’


    ‘Thirty houses around Mira’s marae,’ said Jim. ‘Nobody alive, only dogs.’ He spat into the fire. ‘They didn’t look too hungry either, so I shot the fucking lot.’ Sean finished rolling his cigarette and lit it.


    ‘I checked all the houses then,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to hear somebody say "hey, bro!" But I didn’t hear a thing. So I set fire to every house.’ Sean poured glasses of brandy and pictured him at his terrible task, grim-faced and dry-eyed, all alone and unable to weep.


    He wept in the Ngahere High School kitchen though, a candle on the table and some classroom framing in the fireplace throwing a soft and gentle light while Jim gave it all up. Sean wept with him. He couldn’t help it. A karanga or someone else’s tears would bring on the waterworks every time. The tears and snot could flow free. That night they slept on the concrete floor, passed out in front of the fire. Doug tossed a blanket over the two men and put pillows under their heads. Next day they had the worst hangovers either could remember.


    ‘Serves us right I suppose,’ Jim said, bleary and bilious in the sunlight. ‘But I don’t care, I needed that.’


    A few days later Kevin hot-wired a car. Puru, Mike, Kevin and Sean drove to the centre of Whangarei. They wanted to see how things were. Through the open window came a mind-numbing stench. The town centre was deserted. Broken glass and wind-blown paper were strewn across the landscape.


    Puru wrinkled his nose. ‘Man, this sucks,’ he said, just before Kevin stalled the car at a stop sign. ‘You don’t have to stop, cuz,’ he continued. ‘Who’s going to give you a ticket now?’ Kevin didn’t reply. He was trying to start the car. When it wouldn’t he turned to Puru.


    ‘It’s knackered,’ he said. ‘Got your cellphone? We better call AA.’


    They were attacked by three different packs of dogs on the five-kilometre walk home. Ralph appeared during the second attack. Sean shook his head in disbelief at the middle-aged man with his quiet refined voice. Ralph wore a blood-spattered powder-blue tracksuit and carried a machete. He saved them a lot of ammunition. He leapt, crouched and struck with a savage abandon, severing spines and cleaving skulls. He hadn’t yet learned to wear leather on his forearms and both his sleeves were in tatters with the flesh beneath torn and bloody. That night in the wharenui Sean asked him why he was alone and walking north when they met.


    ‘A woman was raped where I was staying,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t right and I said so. The three men who did it told me if I didn’t shut up they’d kill me.’


    ‘What about the woman?’ said Mike.


    ‘I asked her to come with me, but she said she’d stay with what she knew. I think she felt safer where she was, horrible as those people were, and she might even have been right. I certainly couldn’t say.’ He gave Sean a searching look and seemed to see something he could relate to. ‘I’m an investment consultant. I like to listen to Mozart and Puccini. Read Proust and Camus. Or I used to. All the people I knew, my wife and daughter, my friends, are gone. I can’t live with those fellows.’ He gave Sean another look, almost apologetic. ‘Excuse me talking about myself. I never had to before.’


    ‘You’re welcome,’ Sean said, thinking of what lay in store for this quiet, professional man, with his suddenly discovered penchant for mayhem and his ‘death before dishonour’ stand against the lowlives in his former community. ‘I haven’t heard any Mozart, but if you go in the kitchen you’re likely to hear Dizzy Gillespie on Doug’s boombox. Feel free to use the school library too. Bound to be something for you in there. And don’t worry if you don’t like the music. The batteries won’t last forever.’


    Sean could see Mike thinking ‘takes all sorts’. Mike had met Puru in Mt Eden when he was doing eight months for ripping off his employers — a firm of investment consultants.


    Sean wondered if he’d say anything to Ralph, but he chose not to. Instead he said, ‘Bet you were a gun at tennis, eh bro!’


    ‘How did you know?’ replied Ralph, already a world away from investment opportunities.


    Mike laughed. ‘If you swung a racquet like you swung that machete, move over Pistol Pete, Rocket Ralph is here!’


    Ralph laughed too. He looked at Sean again.


    ‘You know, dreadful as this sounds, if I don’t think about my family too much, this new life is a lot more interesting than the old.’


    Over the next few days Sean kept getting flashes of the awful feeling of vulnerability that came over him when the car broke down. He was conscious too, more than ever before, of the detachment and isolation he’d felt when the car door slammed. He suspected he was alone, though, in his distrust of motor vehicles, so he kept quiet — until Edgar spoke up.


    ‘You were lucky,’ he said to Sean in the kitchen one night. ‘You might have been badly mauled. Even killed.’ Edgar must have been a mind-reader, Sean thought. He’d never trusted cars and he’d always regarded the top speed of a bicycle as the absolute upper limit, even if he had acknowledged convention and convenience by driving an old gold-metal-flake Vauxhall Cresta. It had lime green, imitation lambswool lining overhead and flashing lights to show the firing order. The kids had been ashamed. When Sean drove them to school they made him drop them off around a corner two blocks away.


    ‘Big shrink!’ they told him. ‘What if somebody sees us?’


    But he was relieved to hear Edgar’s misgivings, and the old man’s next words opened up a whole new world.


    ‘There’s a riding school about a mile up the road,’ he said. ‘Maybe you could try riding horses. You’d probably be safe on a horse.’


    And there it was. Sean knew he’d be leaving soon. He didn’t know where he’d be going either. For all he knew he’d be travelling the length of the country. A horse. Of course. He laughed to himself at the old song. Then he remembered that in the whole of his life he’d never ridden a horse and he knew absolutely nothing about them. He had read somewhere they had a lot in common with cats — a snippet of information that eroded completely the little burst of enthusiasm and confidence Edgar’s words had wrought. Edgar’s next words didn’t help either.


    ‘But you won’t get me on a horse. I’d rather wait for a bus.


    Sean sighed. Tomorrow.


    Two teenage girls and a middle-aged man drove into the school the next day. The man lay feverish and incoherent on the back seat. They put him to bed. That night Marie spoke to Sean in the kitchen.


    ‘You know, if he’s got anything contagious those girls’ll have it too, and before long the rest of us as well.’


    Marie was right. It was contagious. Within two days the man was dead and both girls were sick, and inside a week some of the community were experiencing symptoms that scared them all. A few of them, needing privacy for nocturnal activities, had moved their mattresses out of the wharenui and into classrooms and offices. When the first of them started hallucinating with accompanying sweats and dizzies they all moved back in together and held their breath while they examined each other for signs of blood. To their vast relief there weren’t any, but it was a mean illness, a strain of flu they decided. There was awful dehydration brought about by everything going at both ends, nonstop, terrible vomiting and diarrhoea. Luckily they didn’t all get sick at once and anyone still on their feet brought water, cleaned up and did their best to look after everyone. Hemi and Cally didn’t get sick at all. Hemi took Sean’s sawn-off and ran the dogwatch every night, some nights on his own, and Cally kept the kitchen going, feeding the fire and even managing to cook watery stews that were probably exactly what people needed.


    It killed four, including little Eric, and that left a bigger hole in Sean’s heart than almost anything. He never stopped missing the kid. Eric was three. Walking the streets in the first week, Jim heard him crying from hunger, fear and loneliness.


    ‘Man that kid could holler,’ he’d told them. ‘I heard him about a block away.’ Jim had stuffed him in a backpack and fought his way back to the school marae. Everyone who found their way there soon fell in love with Eric. Sean had never seen anyone throw food like Eric. He would hurl a bowl of stew against the wall, shattering the plate and covering a vast area with his meal. Puru always laughed.


    ‘Know how you feel, kid,’ he’d say, extending a large hand palm up.


    ‘Gimme five, bro,’ he’d say then, all serious. Eric would glower and snort and then break into the most radiant smile, slapping Puru’s hand and laughing.


    They buried Eric in a hastily fenced cemetery, along with the middle-aged man who brought the flu, young Naomi who slipped away so quietly, her ethereal adolescence wrapped around her like the most insubstantial of shrouds, and Edgar’s mate, Bill, who had often regaled people with his merchant navy adventures from World War Two, up the Clyde for a refit and brawling with the ‘poison dwarves’ from Partic.


    Sean felt Eric’s death more keenly than the loss of his own family, and Puru was inconsolable. They wept and wailed over their family for three days but all the tangi didn’t make them feel any better. All their work hadn’t been enough. It hadn’t saved Eric and the other members of their family and nothing could have helped. They were cheated and let down. They’d done their best and the hammer was still descending.


    After the burial they gathered in the dining room for the traditional meal, except everyone was subdued, nobody was singing or laughing. Puru leapt to his feet in the middle of the meal, up-ending the table and scattering plates of food.


    ‘Fuck this!’ he roared, berserk with grief and rage. He stormed out of the hall and by dark he’d demolished two classrooms. Charlene took him a cup of tea at one stage. He was still crying, she said when she returned. She’d put the tea down and moved away from the wild swings of his sledgehammer, tearful herself but frightened by the depth of his passion.


    It was mostly Edgar who saved them. Sean wasn’t really sure what he did, but somehow he inserted himself into all their lives and his gentle wisdom and humour was a most effective antidote against the depression that followed the sickness and the funerals. Sean asked him once how he felt.


    ‘I’m a tough old bastard,’ he said. ‘Take more than a bug to get me down.’


    Edgar had been a navigator in Lancaster bombers during World War Two. He’ told Sean stories about their training at Edmonton in Canada. A British flag had flown from a flagpole by the gate. Orders were issued that everyone, coming and going, would salute it. The Kiwi contingent was unimpressed. Mindful of the historical precedent of Hone Heke, they cut the flagpole down and, chopping it up, fed it into the woodstove in their barracks during the thirty-below sub-Arctic winter. The Brits never did get the measure of the Kiwis and Aussies, Edgar said. Their officers were always making references to ‘colonials’, but they couldn’t hide their fear of these irreverent laughing men, to whom class was nothing but a joke and mana the only thing worth respecting.


    ‘We made our own way then and we’re doing it now,’ Edgar said. ‘Never mind the details. They’ll only get you down.’


    Edgar had spent over two years in a German POW camp. He’d eat anything and he hated dogs. And he knew all about details too.


    They recovered. Their humour was blacker and overnight they’d become harder, but somehow they were closer, more centred in the moment, and more aware of each other. Brian had been paying special attention to Cathy, sitting close to her in the wharenui, bringing her food and even feeding her at times when her sadness overwhelmed her and left her unable to move.


    ‘You’re just sweet on her,’ Marie teased him after everyone was back on their feet and it was safe to talk to each other without a flood of tears or a bite in the leg. But everybody was pleased the day Cathy brought Brian a cup of tea.


    ‘I forget, one sugar or two?’


    Actually, it was no sugar. Doug had achieved instant and universal abstinence when, with an evil grin, he’d waved a pair of pliers and offered to perform dental surgery on anyone who needed it. Between them, Doug and Marie had been handling all the medical matters like sprains, cuts, infections and even broken bones. They used the well-equipped school infirmary, and Marie’s detailed knowledge of natural cures, but it took them both a while to regain their confidence after the flu.


    But the outburst of libidinous behaviour that happened after the flu took them all by surprise. Sean eventually figured it was the biological imperative to reproduce in the face of a threat to the species. He’d read once about a horrified group of US Peace Corps workers who arrived in the aftermath of an earthquake in South America. The locals weren’t interested in their clean-cut saviours. They were busy bonking.


    Everywhere the young middle-class Americans looked, they were aghast to find bonking couples, and not just under bushes or behind buildings, but in the middle of the road and the village square, in full view, amid the rubble and devastation, with the finer things like decorum and discretion tossed to the wind.


    Sean laughed, until he found out how they felt. One night he was in the kitchen describing to Doug how he’d tripped over a couple copulating in a doorway.


    ‘They didn’t care where they were,’ he was saying to Doug when Robyn came in, wearing a predatory look that had an amazingly sexy effect when combined with her usual long skirt and high-buttoned blouse. She gave a little wiggle and lifted an eyebrow at Sean. As he got to his feet, the conversation with Doug forgotten, a flood of testosterone burst the dam he wasn’t even aware of.


    ‘Your place or mine, girl?’ he managed to joke before they were rushing for the nearest classroom, tearing their clothes off as they went.


    Robyn left him limp and exhausted. He lay on the floor for an hour, his head under a desk, but when he regained enough strength to get to his feet all he could think was that he wanted to go again. He was hopping through the door, no particular person in mind, when he was knocked over by Robyn returning. She was towing young Mark by the hand. She didn’t even see him.


    The only person not affected by the lust that gripped everyone was Edgar. But he was certainly amused. He told Sean it was like Auckland after he was finally demobbed. He could have rooted himself silly, he said, except after two years in a POW camp he didn’t have the strength and now he simply couldn’t be bothered. He told Sean a joke.


    ‘They offered me super sex,’ he said. ‘I told them if it was all the same to them, I’d rather have the soup.’


    But for two or three weeks nobody was thinking about soup. All they could think about was how desirable was the person next to them. They didn’t even wonder if the attraction was mutual. It was, for a while at least, and they went at it like there was no tomorrow — indeed, there might not have been, although that sort of philosophical gem was far from Sean’s mind as he grunted and bonked along with everyone else.


    Eventually everyone calmed down, and Sean was able to relate to people on a less carnal level. He especially liked spending time around Patrick. The man was discreet and near-invisible, but with an earthy presence, like the smell of a horse blanket or manuka in the rain. Patrick had grown up on a South Island high-country sheep station and had gone adventuring when he was sixteen. He looked like a mountain goat with his shaggy hair and satyr eyes and he was deceptively tough and strong. In his twenties, he and a friend had run overland treks in Africa, driving an old quad, a four-wheel-drive ex-Rhodesian Army truck, the length of the continent, braving the most amazing hazards from land mines to tsetse flies. Patrick laughed when he heard of Sean’s equine intentions.


    ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said. ‘Just in case you pick yourself a failed pacer that trots like a water-filled balloon.’


    Kevin, Patrick and Sean walked to the riding school together. They found half a dozen horses in an eaten-down paddock near a shed containing all the gear Patrick said they’d need — saddles, bridles, halters, reins, stirrups, surcingles, shoes, rasps, nails — and a big bin of apples they tipped out for the starving animals.


    Patrick cast a practised eye over the six horses and chose three he thought would be suitable, shoeing them with an expert ease. Sean watched carefully while he worked and slowly became aware of a huge horse standing beside him, watching too, like he was sharing Sean’s interest. His mane was shaggy and dreadlocked. He had ‘TZ Nirm’ branded on his neck. The apples were making him fart, great gassy Braeburn billows that filled the shed where they were working and made Patrick laugh.


    ‘I think he likes you,’ he said. ‘He’s getting all emotional.’


    When they mounted the three horses and rode down the drive they heard hooves following and turned around. There was their flatulent friend, a determined look about him, clearly not about to be left behind. So they stopped and Patrick shod him too. As soon as Patrick was finished, the horse walked over and stood by Sean. Sean looked at him, took the saddle off the first horse, saddled his new friend and mounted. Sure enough, he trotted like a water-filled balloon, but it didn’t really matter.


    He had a comfortable amble that suited both of them, even if they did lag behind on their way back to the school.


    Sean named him Bojangles, Bojay for short. Bojay and Hamu disliked each other on sight. Bojay resented Hamu’s freedom and every chance he got he’d try to stand on Hamu. On the other hand, Hamu resented Bojay’s ability to eat anything green. Once, when he thought nobody was looking, Sean found Hamu trying to eat grass, his doggy face twisted with the bitter taste and what looked like utter disbelief.


    They spent a week getting used to each other, most of the time with Bojay learning not to throw Sean when he fired his sawn-off from the saddle. Finally, Sean couldn’t put off his departure any longer. He’d never been so torn about anything. He wanted to stay with his friends, but he was getting that early spring itch when the weather warms and the plants bud. He felt suffocated, and finally it was Jim who gave him the push he needed.


    ‘Bugger off,’ he said. ‘But send us a postcard if it’s any good where you’re going.’


    Sean knew he wouldn’t find anywhere better, but that wasn’t why he was going and everyone seemed to know that. They made him gifts of a saddle-blanket, a tarpaulin with cord and rubber ties, and a tomahawk. Ralph came shyly up to him and handed him a book; Pablo Neruda’s poems, stamped inside the front cover ‘Property of Ngahere HS Library’.


    ‘You can return it next time you’re passing through,’ he said, laughing and pretending not to notice Sean’s watery eyes.


    The night before Sean left they had a feast in the dining hall — no drink or dak, but speeches, songs, and plenty of tears. His resolve was seriously shaken and all the questions he’d been asking himself resurfaced: Was he going too soon? Did he have to leave at all? Was a dream a good enough reason? Cally helped him through that one.


    ‘Yes, you do have to go,’ she told him. ‘But don’t worry. I’ll come and find you when I’m older.’


    He didn’t doubt it. The next morning, when he kissed and hongi’d a line-up of about forty people, Cally and Hemi were at the end.


    ‘Don’t forget,’ she said. ‘We’ll find you.’
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    RIDING THROUGH WHANGAREI gave the place a very different aspect. Sean thought he’d seen it all when he’d driven through with Mike, Puru and Kevin, but high up on Bojay, and moving at his unhurried walk, everything looked completely different. It wasn’t just a better view of the old order breaking down. Sean saw the emergence of something entirely new, something very strange and scary too.


    Thousands of dead bodies stunk in the spring warmth. Roadside verges were tangled masses of long grass and the lawns he passed weren’t any better. Already hedges grew out over footpaths, betraying cars parked neatly in drives and at the roadside, most of them with tyres deflating. He felt ill with the stench and a rollie burning between his lips didn’t help much. It certainly didn’t seem like an auspicious start to their journey. Bojay ambled down the centre of the road, his hooves rhythmic on the tarseal, already cracking and sprouting grass and weeds.


    From the top of the Ngahere Hill — a notorious piece of road on which the local hoons had traditionally wiped themselves out, failing to negotiate its steep curves on drunken Saturday nights — Sean saw smoke from a dozen fires right across the city. Kensington Park with its rugby and hockey fields and netball courts was no longer geared for weekend sport. Now it was fenced and grazed and smoke rose from a kitchen built onto a hall once used for A&P shows. No more ‘Best of Breed’ or champion sword-dancer, Sean thought. No more rep sport or racing either, proud parents and team followers barracking from the sidelines, freezing in the driving winter rain, and punters agonising over their bets during the regular race meetings. It looked like people had occupied three of the local schools. Smoke rose from the tavern near Kensington Park where a kitchen had been constructed in the car park, and from Whangarei’s one urban marae, a home to folk from all over the north.


    A lone yacht, with a gentle breeze barely stiffening its stays’l, glided towards its berth. Sean imagined people fishing the harbour and gathering shellfish, scallops and giant Pacific oysters. The Pioneer Inn, a motel block near the yacht harbour, was occupied, its barbecue facilities under cover of clearlite and canvas. While he watched, tiny people moved back and forth from gardens behind the motel units. He pictured the ornamental cacti and palms replaced with fruit trees, taro growing in the stream trickling down the hillside in a series of swampy pools, its ponderous tubers and glossy leaves a dietary revelation to people accustomed to potatoes and peas.


    But, from where he sat on Bojay, the place might as well have been deserted. Almost as strong as the stink was the silence. No cars.


    They moved towards the town centre and the main road south. There were more signs of new life, but the evidence of disaster was right in Sean’s face, everywhere he looked. He thought of visiting the communities he’d seen from the hill, but decided he didn’t want to take the chance of running into the men Ralph had confronted. He’d spent the past few weeks wrestling with the prospect of much strangeness and difficulty and he didn’t need to invite trouble, he decided.


    In the town’s former commercial heart, wind-blown paper and seagulls were everywhere, shop windows broken and merchandise spilling out onto the footpaths. He saw a rat scuttling into a pile of rubbish. Cockroaches and other insects were feasting on the rotted remains of meat on display in butchers’ shops and delicatessens. Brightly coloured umbrellas, which had kept the sun and rain off shoppers sipping their lattes at wrought-iron tables, hung in tatters, shredded by the winter winds. The sun shone in a clear sky, but the desolation felt far worse than the suburban emptiness they’d almost come to accept in Ngahere.


    Sean rode on, away from the town centre, past the deserted banks and office blocks, past the local newspaper office. The photos on display in their special window box were yellowing in the sunlight, the word EASE all that remained of a banner in front of a box of newspapers, full of a special edition pulped and congealed after four months out in the weather. He rode past the municipal rose gardens. The wishing well was about to vanish under climbing rose shoots that threaded their way across the untended mesh cover. Ducks splashed where their stream, in winter flood, had broken its banks and formed a small lake in the middle of the ornamental beds. Further up the road, a private hotel stood in the midst of herbaceous ruin. Inside the open door of the Pentecostal church next door, rain blowing in had lifted the lino, and tracts were scattered about. Outside on the glass-covered notice board ten-centimetre-high letters spelled out IT’S NOT TOO LATE.


    Half a kilometre on, Sean turned left, passing the dairy factory, for years notorious for a regular discharge of protein-rich waste into the nearby stream. Periodically small boys had been photographed for the local paper staggering under the weight of a giant eel — taller than them and thick as a man’s thigh from the regular dairy food diet. Somebody had driven a milk tanker through the glass frontage of the factory office. It sat there, stainless steel glinting in the sun, looking as if it was being excreted by the building. Paper from the office leaked through the shattered wall, and inert power lines were draped across the back of the immobile machine.


    Just up the road from the factory was the marae. Smoke curled thinly from the chimney as it had no doubt done for decades while meals were cooked for visitors. Sean remembered the steady stream of people uprooted from their rural havens and resettled in Whangarei so they could work in the area’s new factories, making glass and cement, bagging fertiliser and tending railway rolling stock. Te Rina and Sean used to help with the annual Christmas dinner, when the marae hosted two or three hundred of Whangarei’s pensioners. Twice, cousin Joe and Sean had done a hangi, out at Pukepoto, driving the steaming baskets into town. They’d cooked chicken, pork, legs of mutton, treats like terotero, puddings, vegetables and bags of stuffing fragrant with herbs. There was kanga wai, teroi and bowls of raw fish, kina roe and marinated kutai for the old folk familiar with such delicacies. The young people had waited on the tables and entertained with song and dance. Local churches had helped with the transport and even politicians, local and national, had been permitted to make a brief appearance and escape unscathed, protected by a traditional goodwill.


    Sean wasn’t in the least surprised to find the marae occupied. It felt the same as it always had, warm and comfortable, a substantial and enduring oasis with a life of its own. To him the marae existed in its own time at its own pace, and it wasn’t any different now.


    Two old women sat outside the wharenui enjoying the sun as he approached. They looked up at the sound of Bojay’s hooves.


    ‘Kia ora!’ Sean called out, dismounting as he approached. They both stood and the three of them hongi’d, the old women’s skin like rice paper, warm and soft and smelling of lavender when he kissed their cheeks.


    ‘You took your time,’ one of them said. ‘But you’re here now. Is everything alright?’ She gave Sean the sort of piercing look that he knew would leave him flayed, exposed, if he had anything to hide.


    ‘Everything’s fine, Auntie,’ he said. Who was she? What did she know?


    ‘I’m Mihi. This is my friend Sophie. And you’re Sean. Where on earth did you get a name like that, by the way?’


    Sean had been around enough to know that conversations with elderly people were often like chess games, innocent remarks hiding unfathomable motives and leading to unimaginable ends. Words were often the crudest and least eloquent form of communication. So he tried to appear impassive, knowing that his involuntary reaction had probably already given her the answer to a question she hadn’t even asked yet.


    ‘You’ll be staying the night,’ she said to him. ‘There’s a paddock around the back for your horse.’


    He wasn’t going to argue. Curiosity and the thought of a shared meal easily overcame his desire to be out on the road, travelling south, away from the stink.


    ‘You’ll want to be on your way. You’ve got a long journey ahead of you. But there are some things I need to say to you before you leave.’


    Sean took Bojay around the back, unsaddled him and released him in a paddock with two other horses. The horse grazed unconcernedly, but Hamu wasn’t impressed when Sean tied him by the kitchen door. Inside Sean waited. For the rest of the day he drank black tea, smoked too much and wondered what Mihi had on her mind.


    Around dinnertime, two young men in white AFFCO overalls started frying grated potato with chopped-up onion and celery leaves, the delicious-smelling concoction bound with beaten egg. Finally Mihi appeared.


    ‘Smells good,’ Sean said, as casually as he could. He’d learned over the years, mostly the hard way, that it never paid to appear disgruntled or at all put out by events. Right or wrong, any display of irritation was instantly interpreted as evidence of inflated self-importance, a serious impediment to progress in any area. Mihi laughed.


    ‘Bet you’re hungry by now,’ she said. ‘Come on through to the dining room.’


    Sean followed her into the hall. It filled with about fifty people, many of whom he’d known in the past. Some smiled at him. Some looked surprised. Some embraced him, offering their commiserations. They had all lost children, parents, spouses, he knew, and in turn he offered his own sympathies. Mihi sat him beside her. After they’d eaten he spent the next hour talking with those around him about how they’d managed to establish themselves and who was involved with the Ngahere group.


    Slowly the dining hall emptied as people left to attend to chores, or simply to sit outside for a smoke and a chat. When only Mihi and Sean were left, she patted his hand and moved her chair back.


    ‘Let’s get comfortable,’ she said. She waited while Sean stood and helped her with her chair, then she led the way into the wharenui.


    It was already dark outside and the hall was lit with a couple of kero lamps. Tukutuku panels adorned the walls and kowhaiwhai covered the exposed beams overhead. Carved ancestors gazed out from the walls and held up two poles supporting the backbone far overhead. Flax mats softened an already well-worn floor as they padded across. Mihi indicated the end of her mattress, and Sean sat cross-legged while she piled cushions and pillows against the wall and snuggled into them with a blanket over her legs. Other people were in the house but it felt like they were alone, just the two of them. They sat in an easy quiet till finally Mihi spoke.


    ‘Which road are you taking south of Waikato?’


    ‘I haven’t thought much about it,’ Sean replied. ‘Right down the middle, through Taupo, I suppose. I’m not even sure where I’m going.’


    ‘Don’t! Travel through Taranaki instead.’ He was surprised when she looked at him with apprehension in her dark eyes.


    ‘I can’t protect you from all the dangers you’ll face but I can tell you this much. There are things abroad now that have been in hiding from man and the more terrible of his works. Do you know the story of Kurangaituku?’


    Sean thought of the bird-headed monster, commemorated by a rock south of Tokoroa. He thought of the miles of pine trees too. He shivered when he imagined riding through them, camping among them. And Kurangaituku — he remembered Uncle Rangi laughing when he admitted to being scared riding his pushbike past an old church and graveyard on his way from Ohaeawai to the late shift at the Moerewa dairy factory.


    ‘You won’t see anything,’ he had said. ‘You’ll be safe from kehua.’


    However Auntie Rehu hadn’t been so sure. If Sean saw anything, she’d told him when Uncle Rangi wasn’t listening, swear at it and burn some of his hair. It was good advice, he was sure, but he’d been more nervous than ever pedalling through Pakaraka in the moonlight, the old church white and spectral in the trees. He must have come close to an Olympic sprint record on nights when the moon and the writhing mist made the headstones waver and the picket fence on the roadside lean towards him.


    Mihi’s words chilled him. ‘Things abroad that have been in hiding from man ...’ He knew Mihi wasn’t just telling stories. Of course things were abroad that had never found a place in the old society. And ignorance was no protection against them. Swearing and burning hair probably wouldn’t be much help either, Sean thought, especially when a two-metre nightmare, with giant weka legs and an axe-head beak, developed an appetite and went hunting through the pine forests for something warm-blooded and meaty.


    ‘Don’t worry, Auntie,’ he said. ‘I won’t go near that part of the country, not now.’ She gave him another long look before speaking again.


    ‘I’m from north Hokianga,’ she said. She named a place Sean had stayed at a few times. ‘I was a district nurse there. We did things our way too. We kept close to the earth.’ She laughed. ‘Our waka had hooves and tails and our medicines came from the forest. We’ve always known about the way things were. We have a canoe tradition, nothing like the others, and we’re not from Taiwan either, but that’s none of your business. We know there’s more to death than leaping off at Cape Reinga. That’s the other thing I want to talk to you about.’


    She shifted about, made herself comfortable.


    ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’m getting on a bit.’ She must have been well into her eighties but she didn’t look in the least frail. ‘I’m sorry about your family.’ She gazed at Sean. ‘I’m sorry about mine too, but they’re not thinking about us. They’re reborn now and not human either.’


    She saw the shock on his face and laughed. ‘And I’ll bet not one of them wants to be prime minister or make a lot of money. But you knew things couldn’t carry on the way they were.’


    Sean could think of nothing to say.


    ‘That’s your work in the south,’ she continued. ‘Find somewhere to live and make a new start. It won’t be as easy as it sounds either.’ She stopped talking while Sean thought about what he’d just heard. She caught his attention again with her next words.


    ‘You know the Maeroero?’


    ‘Kati ra, kati ra,’ said Sean. Cally’s paintings danced before him.


    ‘That’s them. Before you can do anything you have to make peace with them.’


    ‘How will I do that?’


    ‘I’ve got no idea. Just make sure you have your wits about you when you see them. They don’t have much patience.’ Mihi looked anxious, as if she wasn’t sure if Sean was up to the task. ‘The main thing is to be confident. The taniwha gave you part of the story and I’m giving you a bit more. If you survive your journey, you’ll find out the rest on your travels.’


    Rummaging under her cushions, she produced a waka huia beautifully carved with paua inlay and removed the lid, releasing an exotic, spicy smell. She lifted an object rolled in an old silk scarf and carefully unwrapped it. It was Cally’s taniwha, carved in white bone, inlaid with chips of coloured stone, with a plaited flax thong attached. Sean gasped.


    ‘This is Tinirau,’ she said. ‘He’ll look after you. He’s been to places and seen things you and I haven’t even dreamt of.’ She leaned forward to tie the thong around Sean’s neck. Her breath smelt of freesias and she laughed again, a rich throaty chuckle. ‘He likes to travel,’ Mihi said. ‘And he likes beautiful things, like flowers and precious stones.’ Around them the hall breathed. Sean felt very small. The manaia nestled beneath his swanny, the safety it promised feeling like a threat, and the dangers of his journey now real and focused. ‘And that’s all. You sleep well tonight and get away early.’


    His head spun as he lay down. A new home in the south? Making peace with the Maeroero? What did they want? He lay for hours thinking about what he’d heard, and finally he drifted off into a deep and refreshing sleep. When he awoke, everyone had gone from the hall and Mihi was poking her head around the door to call him for breakfast.


    ‘Come on, you mangere thing,’ she laughed. ‘Wash your face, have a kai and get moving. You don’t have all day.’


    Inside an hour Sean was mounted on Bojay, ready to go. Mihi stood alongside.


    ‘Hold on,’ she said. ‘One more thing.’


    She stepped forward and spoke in Bojay’s ear. He stiffened and Sean imagined his eyes opening wide. Mihi slapped the horse’s rump and he pranced off, a high-stepping trot, like a dressage champion, light and graceful, with Sean holding on in disbelief. When he was over his astonishment, he stood in the stirrups, turned and waved. Mihi and Sophie were standing together, their arms around each other’s shoulders. Mihi looked like she was laughing, but she might have been crying. Sean was too far away to see.


    Sean was almost on the outskirts of the city. Whangarei might have been coming apart but the place felt like it was pregnant with new life, moist and warm in the early spring, holding its breath and about to burst forth.


    The countryside was another matter though. Things had fallen apart there too, but the broken fences and paddocks of dead sheep, slain by dog packs hungry for food and delirious with the sport, were even more disturbing than the urban upheaval Sean had almost become used to. Cattle wandered on the roadside and in and out of paddocks, surprised to see a human, but lifting their heads only briefly as Bojay clopped by. Ducks, having been spared last May’s shooting season, grazed the paddocks alongside turkeys looking for grubs. Occasionally they passed a farmhouse. Sean imagined the contents reeking as the weather warmed up. Already he could see thistles, gorse and ragwort sprouting on what had once been pristine farmland. He passed dairy herds, each guarded by a proprietorial bull, sometimes with young bulls looking on from a respectful distance. Occasionally the bodies of cows that had died while calving, no farmer to assist, lay ignored by their grazing sisters.


    Sean took a break in the middle of the day, lit a fire and boiled the billy. He had a glimpse of peace, a taste of freedom. He thought of all his friends — Brian, Marie, Jim, the others at Ngahere. He knew he’d miss them, even badly, but it seemed like they were all with him. He’d never been able to ‘compartmentalise’, to shut the memory of people away while he got on with something new, and everyone he’d been close to in the past ten years sat with him by the fire — Te Rina and the kids, Uncle Wire with his wry smile and knowing chuckle, Auntie Mihi too. Sean laughed to himself as he sipped his tea and ate the fried bread Auntie Mihi had tucked into his saddlebag. That was quite a crowd of them travelling south.


    He remembered Auntie Mihi’s words, ‘You’ll pick up the rest of the story if you survive your travels ...’ He thought of the Maeroero too. He didn’t really understand. Everything seemed unreal. He was in the grip of events he couldn’t even try to shape. Warm and drowsy under the midday sun he lay back for a siesta, trusting to Hamu and Bojay to warn of any danger. A colourful parade of mythical beasts and people both alive and dead danced in his mind.


    That afternoon he rode past the turn-off to a well-known beach resort where people had cavorted in the sun and surf beside an oil refinery and two oil-fired power stations, one mothballed as soon as it was built when the price of oil hit the roof. He thought of the millions of litres of product, from crude oil to high-octane petrol, leaking into the harbour from holes rumoured to be in the bottom of every tank in the refinery’s ‘farm’. So much for the shellfish beds. So much for all the fish that could now start multiplying without being netted to the very limit of their capacity to replenish themselves. The Whangarei area might have been beautiful, with its lush familiarity, but suddenly he was glad he was leaving. The destruction around him matched the ugliness that he knew, too well, lay close to the surface. He wished, not for the first time, that he could talk with Uncle Wire.


    ‘Not your worry, boy,’ the old man would probably say. ‘You can’t sort out all those things by yourself. Just look after your own backyard. Keep the chooks out of the garden. Fix the holes in your fence.’


    And don’t eat fish out of the harbour, Sean thought. He had a sudden picture of the yacht gliding to its berth, its crew dining on shellfish and various finny delicacies, the taste unimpaired by subtle and pervasive poisons that would reverberate down whatever generations were to come. Auntie Mihi’s words came to mind. They might be the ones left alive but they’d still have to pay, for the things they knew about and maybe for a whole raft of synergies. Surprises could now incubate undisturbed in the silt of harbour bottoms and riverbeds, the deltas and littorals that marked the coastline. Auntie Mihi’s mythical monsters seemed less real, especially in the bright sun, but the environmental nasties became more frightening as he rode on. Perhaps they’d have to wait years for some of them. Perhaps some would lie in ambush for generations.


    Sean felt a hollow loneliness. He’d give anything for the sight of a busload of tourists, a convoy of camper vans, even a lone farmer chugging up the road on a tractor. Bojay’s hooves reverberated on the tarseal. Hamu trotted along, oblivious to the cloud of depression that had crept up on Sean. Bojay smelled very horsy and Sean’s stock saddle reminded his unaccustomed muscles just how used to six-cylinder well-sprung comfort he’d become. He thought then of spending the night at Waipu. He remembered the shops and houses, dusty cars with dog boxes, trailers with scraps of hay and baling twine, tourists looking out the window of the tearooms, bemused and intrigued by the rural theatre unfolding under their scrutiny.


    The place looked the same as he rode through, just quieter. Nobody in the tearooms, nobody in the stock and station agents that had been gradually modernising, giving away wet-weather gear with the drench and charging like city boutiques for the same comfortable clothing and solid footwear he’d once been able to afford.


    Sean glanced down at himself. He was really a mess, stained and torn. He needed new jeans, new socks, new underwear, a jumper for under the swanny. He decided to kick the door in and help himself, but when he tied Bojay to a telegraph pole and approached the shop he found himself paralysed. He couldn’t put his boot to the door. It was like trashing his memories. He looked at his reflection in the plate-glass window, a display of chainsaws on the other side. He felt like a criminal, like everything was his fault. He cringed. But he still needed new clothes. He stepped up to the door and apologised out loud for what he was about to do, except he couldn’t think who he was saying sorry to. While he was pondering the question the part of him thinking ‘what the hell!’ took over and he shattered the glass door on the third kick.


    He changed in the middle on the shop, poking his tongue out at the cardboard cut-out of a rural figure bedecked in moleskin trousers and an expensive jumper.


    South of the township he found an implement shed with some old bales of hay in the back. Bojay munched while Sean boiled water from the nearby cattle trough and unwrapped some more of Auntie Mihi’s fried bread. He thought about food for the coming months. The fried bread wasn’t going to last beyond breakfast and he had nothing to cook either. Puru had told him there wasn’t much you couldn’t eat if you had to and Sean could see he was probably right. Puru had grown up low on the totem and had probably devoured his share of nutritious berries and those bullety little apples that seemed to thrive in suburban back yards.


    Sean hacked up and burned an antique dresser, drank several cups of tea and ate all the fried bread. He saw himself catching and cooking eels and chickens, gathering roadside greens, digging self-seeded vegetables. He even thought of dogs. As soon as he did Uncle Wire popped into his head, stamping, doing obscene pelvic thrusts and baring his remaining teeth.


    ‘Kill ‘im, boy. Eat ‘im too. Turn his mana into shit!’
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    WHEN SEAN AWOKE, sun shining, clouds scrolling across a blue sky, he had a human version of a seagull’s breakfast — a cup of tea and a look around — before riding back to Waipu to pick up some food from the supermarket.


    The place was dark, and just like the Ngahere emporium it stank. He ignored the smell and helped himself to brown rice, soy sauce, curry powder, cayenne pepper, salt and olive oil. He also picked up a frypan and on the way out a packet of Ginger-nuts. They were a bit soft, but so what. Feeling pleased that he at least had some provisions in his saddlebags, he rode south.


    He stopped at about midday, on top of the Brynderwyn Hills, built a fire and boiled the billy. Gingernuts and a cup of tea. Bojay was munching and Hamu was asleep by the fire, despite the warmth. While Sean waited for the billy he gazed down at the view. He could see all the way to Whangarei — the hills standing like sentinels at the mouth of the harbour, patchwork paddocks and smudges of bush, with ribbons of road, red-roofed farmhouses and a surf-laced coast. Te Tai Tokerau stopped with the southernmost puriri tree, but for Sean the north had always ended at the Brynderwyn Hills. He’d driven the miles to Auckland often enough, stopping at pubs and tearooms, but the small towns he’d passed through always felt like someone else’s turf, despite familiar names on the shopfronts and the same goods on sale, toasters, bedlinen, crockery and garden tools, that were being displayed from Kaikohe to Oamaru. He thought of Kaiwaka and laughed to himself as he remembered Uncle Wire on a trip to Auckland telling a tale of how the town got its name.


    ‘You probably think it’s got something to do with food gathering,’ he’d told Sean with a perfectly straight face, relaxed on the blanket-covered front seat, the late morning sun warming the car. ‘That’s nonsense. Where is the kai? Where are the waka? It’s always been damp and cold here in the winter, fogs and mists every night. "Kaiwaka" is the sound of somebody with a chest complaint clearing their throat.’


    Sean had already eaten about half the packet of Gingernuts and without thinking he dunked one, the requisite three seconds counted quickly. It broke off. He was left holding a forlorn segment. As he watched the rest of the biscuit fell from his fingers into the tea with a small splash.


    Probably the sinking of the Titanic was accompanied by more dismay. Sean really didn’t know. It was the worst thing that had ever happened to him. When he tried to fish out the floating disc of biscuit with his knife he ended up with a mass of pieces that looked like nothing so much as a cup of warm sick. He was finished. He sat there, cup in one hand, knife in the other, tears running down his face. How could things be so bad? Why did everything he touched turn to shit? There was no hope anywhere. What was the point?


    The fire went out and grew cold and still he sat there stricken — his eyes open but seeing only dead people and burning houses, Cally’s paintings, Mihi’s words. All bullshit. He was forced to look at himself, a pathetic figure in stained rags sitting by a dead fire with a tin mug of cold polluted tea in his hand. For the first time he felt like killing himself. The thought of chewing on the muzzle of his sawn-off brought him back. He flung the tea, cup, disintegrated biscuit and all, right away and stood up so quickly his legs gave way and he went down full length in a patch of thistles by the fire.


    The pain revived him. About a zillion needles pierced every piece of exposed skin, even his face. He leapt to his feet again.


    ‘Fuck it!’ The oath helped. This time he managed to stay upright. To hell with the tea. Fuck the Gingernuts. He spent the next ten minutes pulling out prickles, the worst of the crop in his forehead and left cheek. He quickly packed everything — even the remaining Gingernuts — mounted up and rode off. As he left, two mynahs started squabbling over the jettisoned remains in the long grass. Hamu barked at them but they ignored him.


    As Sean rode down the mountain, bush to his left, steep banks falling away to his right, he crossed two slips, already covered in bracken and manuka and a tangle of young blackberry shoots. At the bottom was a garage and tearooms.


    He dismounted and tied Bojay where the horse could reach a patch of grass beside the tearooms, and went inside hoping to find tobacco and a new lighter. As he walked around the counter he heard the unmistakable buzz of trail bikes, at least two and close by. He carried on, pocketed a packet of Park Drive, Zig-Zags and a lighter and walked back out the door as three men pulled up. A man in jeans and a red nylon jacket unslung a rifle and pointed it at him. The greeting died in Sean’s throat.


    ‘Take your weapon out very carefully and lay it on the ground,’ he said. ‘Then put your hands on your head.’


    Sean was confused. What was this? What was the point in robbing anybody? The other two walked up to him and, as he straightened from laying his sawn-off on the ground, one of them, not a word, belted him on the side of the head with his rifle butt. Sean fell to his knees, and the man spoke again.


    ‘Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to rob you.’ He laughed and pointed to the man who’d struck him. ‘Colin might eat you though.’


    Colin was a few years younger, with teeth missing and dirty blonde hair. He had an unpleasant grin and he looked Sean up and down. He was the sort of guy Sean would have avoided in the pub. Sean slowly got to his feet, shaking his head in an effort to clear it. How would he handle this?


    Hamu picked that moment to make his move. If ever Sean needed proof the dog could think his way through trouble this was it. He charged out of the cafe, where he’d been lurking, straight at the guy on the bike, the one who was holding a rifle on Sean. The dog leapt just as the fellow swung his weapon around. Somewhere over the road a rifle cracked and Hamu’s leap carried an already-dead body to the ground. Colin’s jaw dropped. Sean reached forward, grabbed the lapels of his leather jacket, and pulled him into a headbutt. His mate stepped back — too close to Bojay, who kicked him. Sean heard the guy’s thigh bone crack as he fell with a shocked scream. Another rifle shot from across the road laid Colin out on the forecourt.


    Sean looked up then at where the shots had come from just in time to see a man slither down the clay bank into the overgrown water table, rifle held high overhead. As he clambered onto the road Sean saw he had a striking full-face moko. The fellow on the ground, with the broken leg, clutched himself and moaned. Hamu growled.


    ‘Good shit,’ said the guy with the moko. ‘I’ve been waiting all day for them.’ He walked up to Sean and they shook hands and hongi’d, like they were meeting under the most civilised of circumstances. ‘Sorry if you got hurt,’ he said. ‘That was a good crack in the melon.’


    The guy with the moko turned to the man Bojay had kicked. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll sort you out,’ he said. Sean watched the wave of relief that passed over the injured man’s face turn to horror as his tattooed companion walked towards him taking the tomahawk from his belt. Sean turned his back. A strangled cry of protest was cut off by the sound of a blow to the head.


    ‘Give us a hand with these bodies, we don’t want them lying around stinking the place up.’ Sean helped him drag them to the fence at the back of the tearooms and together they tossed them over, watching while they rolled to the bottom of the steep paddock. He didn’t see one of Colin’s eyes flicker, and his left hand clench and unclench.


    ‘The dogs’ll take care of them,’ said Sean’s rescuer. ‘They were really bad bastards. Let’s have a cup of tea and I’ll tell you just how bad.’ He turned to face Sean, gazing at him directly. ‘My name’s Matapihi. You can call me Matt if that’s too much of a mouthful.’


    Sean had a sudden picture of his new friend growing up mispronounced and Anglicised. ‘Matapihi sounds fine,’ he said. ‘You sure cast some light on my life. Thanks for your help.’


    They made a fire of the hacked-up toilet door and, after checking the water tank for drowned animals, filled the billy and sat it in the middle of the flames.


    ‘Wouldn’t BP love this,’ Sean laughed. ‘Naked flames on the forecourt.’ He watched an imaginative suggestion and redundant phone number blister and vanish in the flames. ‘Tell me about those guys.’


    ‘I’ve been hunting them for a week,’ Matapihi said. ‘They’ve been ambushing people on the highway, and the other day I found their camp. That’s why I didn’t fuck around with them.’ He saw Sean’s questioning look and continued. ‘They were probably going to eat you. I found some remains and a big spit at their camp. We can do without shit like that.’


    They sat with their tea, ate the rest of the Gingernuts and some stale Crunchie bars from the cafe. Sean told Matapihi he was heading south.


    ‘Maybe we can ride together,’ Matapihi said. ‘I’m off to Auckland. Off to the Big Feijoa. That’s where my people are, whoever’s left.’


    He looked into the flames and it occurred to Sean that you didn’t have to blow a fuse working out what people were thinking. His own family was gone, Matapihi’s probably was too. Every time they stopped all those loved ones were there, a reminder of who the survivors were, what they’d had and just how alone they’d become.


    Matapihi stood up and stretched. The snarling dog’s head on his black tee shirt matched the patch on his leather jacket. His moko stood out in the glow of the setting sun. It looked sculpted, ridges of skin following the whorls and curves of the pattern. Sean tried not to stare.


    ‘We can spend the night at Kaiwaka,’ Matapihi said. ‘I’ve been staying with some people in the pub there. We’d better get moving before dark too. My horse is in a paddock just up the road.’


    Sean and Matapihi rode together the few kilometres to Kaiwaka and a group of about a dozen people greeted Matapihi with huge relief.


    ‘Are you okay?’ they cried to him while he and Sean were dismounting. ‘You’ve been ages. We were really worried.’


    ‘No problems,’ said Matapihi with a bit of a swagger. ‘They’re all dead now.’


    He introduced Sean and promised everyone a good story after a meal.


    Sean enjoyed the food. Rice salad with chicken pieces and watercress — a huge improvement on soggy Gingernuts. Graeme, the cook, had been running a health shop and restaurant that had been steadily losing money. He’d lost a wife and three young children and he too had the air of somebody waiting to wake up from a bad dream.


    Merenia, the woman who led the group, impressed Sean. In her mid-thirties, she was alert and aware of everyone, moving among the people, a word here, a casual caress there. She was obviously used to maintaining harmony in a large family. She didn’t take to Sean. Every time he saw her looking at him she seemed annoyed.


    ‘I suppose you’re taking Matapihi away,’ she said eventually.


    ‘He’s going home,’ Sean said. ‘Nothing to do with me. I’m just travelling with him.’ She gave Sean a long, hard look.


    ‘You’ve got something on you,’ she told him.


    ‘Nothing a hot bath wouldn’t fix,’ he countered.


    ‘I don’t believe you. But that’s your business. Just don’t leave anything here.’


    Graeme was listening to their conversation and so was a young blonde man, tanned like a surfer. They both looked mystified. Merenia ignored them while she stared at Sean.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll be gone in the morning,’ and thinking to allay her fears even further, ‘I’ve got no business in these parts anyway.’


    The statement seemed to satisfy her, even if it left the others puzzled. Sean wondered too. What was it with him? What peculiar mark was he carrying? Merenia obviously had te matakite and Sean’s experiences with both Cally and Auntie Mihi had left something with him that had disturbed her. Or maybe it was the manaia he was wearing under his swanny. He simply didn’t know, and he realised there’d be times when he’d have to get tricky and pretend to know more than he did. He thought of the old poem about drinking deep or touching not the waters of the spring of knowledge. He thought too of the possibility of running into people who might see him as a threat. Would they turn him inside out, defending themselves from something he wasn’t even aware of?


    Matapihi rescued him. He joined their group and deflected all the attention by thanking Merenia for her hospitality and wishing her every success in the future. It felt like Sean’s last night at Ngahere all over again, except this time it wasn’t him in the frame. They were in the lounge bar, a bilious black, orange and green carpet underfoot and a faint smell of cigarettes and spilt beer still clinging to the furnishings. Somebody was playing the Bee Gees on a boombox. Sean wondered how long the batteries would last.


    They slept that night on the bar floor, Bojay grazing in a paddock out the back and Hamu inside at Sean’s feet.


    In the morning he tried to be invisible while Matapihi said his farewells to the assembled company. They looked very vulnerable to Sean, a small group of people facing a most uncertain future. He told them they’d be welcome at Ngahere, if they felt like making the journey, and was surprised to see relief on several faces.


    ‘I mean it,’ he told them. ‘They’ll be glad of the extra people,’ and then, no idea why, he spoke to Merenia. ‘Look out for a guy called Jim,’ he said, thinking of rocks and hard places. ‘Say gidday to him for me.’


    Just south of the township was a patch of road where the surface was disintegrating even quicker than elsewhere.


    ‘C’mon, cuz,’ Sean said to Matapihi. ‘This place gives me the creeps.’


    ‘I’m not surprised. Hongi killed a lot of people around here. Ate some, took some for slaves. I don’t like it either. Some of them are my bones.’


    All was quiet as they rode through Wellsford a few kilometres further south. Sean remembered late-night stops halfway home from Auckland, a brick toilet block by the Plunket rooms and cups of instant coffee on the footpath outside the roadside cafe while the Cresta engine pinged and creaked and he wondered if the car was going to take them all the way home or die out there in what felt like the middle of nowhere.


    Near Wellsford, Sean’s curiosity about Matapihi’s moko and gang patch got the better of him. ‘You’re articulate with more than half a brain,’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to turn you into an outlaw?’


    Matapihi was silent and Sean began to think he was offended by the question. Then Matapihi started talking.


    ‘I was head boy at my college. I topped the class in Maori studies, English and history. I was all set for an arts degree at university, maybe a career teaching.’ He fell back into silence then spoke again.


    ‘During the holidays I got into a fight in the pub and bottled this guy. He lost an eye. I got six months for aggravated assault and — depending on how you look at it — things went downhill from there. I met some guys in boob that I liked and I ended up prospecting. My family sent me up north for a new life, but I don’t think they understood just what a big tribe we were. While I was away I got my patch and my moko and I never regretted a thing.’


    He told Sean about the fights he’d had with people who called him a smart-arse every time they saw him reading a book.


    ‘Trouble is I liked fighting as much as I liked reading. Hard to find-a place in that sort of world.’


    They both laughed. Matapihi was familiar with the work of poets like Sassoon and writers like Graves. He understood their reluctance as badly led warriors and, like Puru and Mike, he wasn’t particularly upset by society disintegrating.


    ‘Studying our local history gave me a very useful attitude,’ he said. ‘That and all those people who couldn’t see past the gang patch and the moko.’


    They rode on, the shadows lengthening.


    ‘Do you know anything about Tinirau?’ Sean asked.


    Matapihi looked startled at the question.


    ‘He’s a Polynesian god, isn’t he?’ Matapihi said. ‘He looks after regeneration and rebirth. Why do you ask?’


    ‘He’s got something to do with all this,’ Sean said. ‘I don’t understand what, but I suspect I’m going to find out.’


    Matapihi looked inscrutable. He took a small flute out of his zippered jacket pocket and blew a soft scale. Hamu stopped dead, threw his head back and gave a howl that must have been audible for miles. Matapihi hastily put the flute back in his pocket. ‘Fuck that,’ he said. ‘So much for not attracting attention. We might get some visitors now.’


    Just ahead was a small stream, watercress growing by the banks and long grass down to the water. The fence was trampled flat, but they stood it up to provide secure grazing for the horses and, with an ease that was becoming practised, Sean lit a fire. They were soon leaning back against their saddles, with a cup of tea and some rice salad leftovers.


    Sean and Matapihi didn’t have to wait long for their visitors. The short northern dusk was over in half an hour. Hamu growled and, when they looked up, they saw a shadow with a bushy tail slink past, just beyond the circle of firelight. They barely had time to get back to back. The first dog was right on Sean before he could shoot, but he stunned the animal with the butt and shot it in the head as it got to its feet. Sean shot another in mid-air, as it leapt at him, and another as it attacked from the side, sinking its teeth into Sean’s calf, its grip suddenly vanishing as its hindquarters shattered. Sean could hear yelps and snarls, kicks and blows, as Matapihi used his tomahawk and knife. Then, from the darkness, came a sickening thump and a large Shepherd landed right in the fire, scattering coals and bowling the billy with a hiss and a cloud of steam. The attack stopped instantly. The two men looked around. A huge dark shape snorted, shook its head with a jangle of harness, and went back to its munching. They looked at each other, then at the seven or eight dead dogs lying at their feet. Sean grinned. Curried dog.


    Hamu wasn’t going to wait for curry. They built the fire up again and, by its light, Sean cut a hind leg off the black Lab that Hamu had been fighting. He took it off into the long grass on the other side of the fire, growling as loud as his messy mouthful would allow.


    ‘I’d prefer a Big Mac and fries,’ Sean said, already started on the other leg. ‘But let’s not get too fussy.’


    The dog looked to be middle-aged and, being warm and soft, didn’t butcher as easily as a sheep hung overnight, but they weren’t talking cordon bleu. They weren’t even talking Gordon Brown. Sean diced the meat, complete with bits of grass and foreign bodies, mostly obscured in the flickering light. They fried the meat in oil with plenty of salt and curry powder and let it stew in whisky. While it was cooking, Matapihi cleaned Sean’s leg with whisky, smeared on some antiseptic cream and bandaged it. He was as fussy as Marie about infection and had some cheerful words to say about gangrene and radical surgery with a panel saw. They drank whisky with the curried dog.


    ‘Useful stuff, this,’ said Matapihi, holding up the bottle. ‘Wounds and cooking.’ He tried some more of the curried dog. ‘This is really horrible.’ He screwed up his face. ‘I’d better have another plateful.’ He finished and wiped his tin plate clean with a handful of grass. Sean did the same before they sat back with the last of the whisky.


    ‘You can tell me your story and I’ll tell you mine,’ Matapihi said.


    So Sean told him about Te Rina and the kids and life at Pukepoto, the stone walls, the eels in the creek, the patch of taro and the bags of kanga wai below the puna.


    ‘We had running water,’ Sean told him. ‘Run down the hill and get it.’ A little eel had lived in the puna. It kept the water clean and sweet.


    ‘Every bath night I had to cart a dozen jerrycans of water up the hill. I had to do it again on washing days.’ Sean drifted back into memories of Te Rina and the kids. Matapihi spoke very gently.


    ‘What happened after they were gone?’


    ‘Hard times, bro. But I guess we were lucky. A group of us made ourselves at home on the high-school marae.’


    ‘How come you left?’ Sean looked at Matapihi. Maybe he’d understand.


    ‘I had a dream,’ he said. ‘A taniwha told me to go.’ Matapihi didn’t seem surprised, but he’d been embarrassed when Sean mentioned the Fever. Before Sean could ask him why, Matapihi started on his own story.


    Matapihi had been living on the coast, out from Waipoua Forest, near a place called Kawerua. Sean had dived in the lagoon there, for kina and lobster. He’d been aware of a settlement on the fringe of the forest, nestled in the coastal scrub, avoided and feared by everyone he knew, north and south of the forest.


    Matapihi lived there for a year after he’d been patched up. The people there gave him his moko, designs he’d never seen before, telling him he was now marked as belonging to them. And never mind the modern needles. They’d used the old method, chiselling the skin and rubbing in pigment so his face looked carved. He’d never known pain like it, he said.


    ‘What about the Fever?’ Sean asked him. ‘Wasn’t that pain just as bad?’ Matapihi looked away.


    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said. ‘I didn’t get sick and nor did anyone else in the kainga.’


    Sean nearly dropped the whisky bottle in surprise. ‘What do you mean, "nobody got sick"?’


    ‘And that’s not all,’ Matapihi continued. ‘There was no electricity, no radio or TV, and, as far as I know, no contact with anyone, except maybe one or two forestry workers. But the people in the kainga seemed to know exactly what was happening. They even predicted it; about three months before it all hit the fan. They knew when I should leave. "Go and look after your own," they said. They predicted you too. They had you down as a threesome. I had no idea two of you would be a horse and a dog. Maybe that’s their little joke.’


    Sean was speechless. First Cally and the taniwha, then Auntie Mihi. Now Matapihi and his people.


    ‘What did they say about the Fever?’ he asked.


    ‘They said it was "utu",’ Matapihi replied. ‘I suppose you know what "utu" really means?’


    ‘It means "price". It’s got more to do with the law of cause and effect than revenge.’


    ‘You got it. Forget all that Hollywood crap. It’s karma, simple as that.’ They were both silent then, gazing into the fire. Sean remembered Auntie Mihi telling him he’d pick up pieces of the story along the way. Matapihi’s tale felt like a big piece.


    From there south to Auckland, about seventy kilometres, the subdivisions and settlements grew thicker. From Orewa it felt to Sean like an attenuated suburbia, houses most of the way, occasional ‘lifestyle blocks’ and patches of bush covering land too steep or unstable for building. At the turn-off to Paremoremo, they looked at each other, imagining the scenes that had played out in that sad place. They saw people who fled at the sight of the two travellers, even though they were dismounted and seated by a fire.


    ‘Fuck it,’ said Sean. ‘Maybe they had some decent tea. I could have used a cuppa.’


    ‘They probably think we come from Pare,’ said Matapihi. He looked depressed. ‘I’ve never even been there. I did my time in Mt Eden and that place was horrible enough.’


    Sean had to agree with him. He remembered doing a week on remand. He’d got all bloody-minded and refused to admit to anything, even his name and address. The judge had seen fit to administer the ‘short sharp shock’ he probably hoped would bring an endless queue of young men to their senses. It must have worked. Sean didn’t do it again. One week in that mouldering, medieval pile of black rock, in a wing with the rapists and child molesters, eating food that made Gregory’s Kai Kart menu look like haute cuisine, was enough for him. He pleaded guilty, grovelled, and got a suspended sentence.


    A few hours later, the sun set and darkness gathering, they rode around the corner that once gave a spectacular view of the illuminated glory of downtown Auckland. The city was dark and the harbour bridge spanned the Waitemata in near invisibility. A little way on, they rode past the site of the old Barry’s Point tip and Sean thought of Archie Green, the poet who used to visit their house, drunk and horny enough to make a leg-humping dog look restrained. At one stage Archie had lived in the tip, in a humble dwelling cobbled together from timber scraps and cardboard boxes and furnished with a discarded mattress and other unwanted accoutrements. He had found a girlfriend, a recent resident at the old Kingseat Psychiatric Centre, and, for a few weeks, local residents had been beguiled nightly by the unrestrained cries of Archie and his paramour in the transports of passion. People complained. The authorities had been unable to ignore Archie. They’d bulldozed his dwelling, forcing him and his girlfriend back into the frosty bosom of polite society, where, in their efforts to remain free-spirited and creative, they’d caused much alarm and consternation in public places and especially in Sean’s home.


    But all was silent now, carpet warehouses alongside paint factories hiding their secrets in the growing gloom. No mangroves until Sean and Matapihi came right to the motorway leading to the harbour bridge. Movable barriers across the road ahead were just visible as they rode towards them and by the time they got there the darkness was complete. Sean was listening to the horses’ hooves when suddenly a diesel generator burst into life and the whole area was blasted with light.


    He resisted the temptation to stare into the spots and floods and he saw the welcoming committee just as the leader spoke. There were four of them, old-style petrolheads, with greasy jeans and leather jackets. Each had a rifle trained on the pair. They looked barely out of their teens.


    ‘Tolls,’ the fellow said. ‘Some of whatever you’re carrying.’ He didn’t sound too convincing. Sean thought of Crocodile Dundee — ‘Just kids having fun.’ Matapihi rode forward. Sean watched the group take in his moko and his dog’s head tee shirt.


    ‘We’ve got fuck-all of anything,’ Matapihi said. ‘But I’ll tell you what we’ll do. You’ll stand politely to one side while we ride on through, and nobody will get killed.’


    Sean saw two of the young men swallow nervously and, over the sound of the generator, he heard the ‘snick’ of safety catches being released. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Hamu trot forward, cock a leg and pee on the generator. There was a shower of sparks, a small explosion, a loud yelp and they were plunged into blackness. Matapihi must have been as familiar as Sean with moving around in darkness. They both reacted a lot quicker than the young petrolheads. They rode ahead together and for good measure Sean drew his sawn-off and fired a blast into the air.


    They slowed their brisk trot at the top of the bridge. The moon glowed over the city. Sean could see Matapihi on his horse. He was shaking with laughter and he burst into a loud guffaw at the same time as Sean.


    ‘Dogs one, humans nil,’ he chuckled.


    Downtown Auckland was dark and empty, shop windows broken and rubbish blowing in the streets. The place felt even more depressing than at the height of the mid-nineties power crisis.


    ‘Okahu Bay,’ said Matapihi. ‘Round the waterfront.’


    The harbour felt better, more wholesome than the empty buildings and immobile cranes outlined against the rising moon. Yellow and gibbous, it showed the face of a young Polynesian girl, as clearly defined as in one of Cally’s paintings. They passed the Parnell swimming baths and the yacht club, the sea loud against the retaining wall and pohutukawa trees growing over the road.


    ‘Good night for eels,’ Matapihi said. ‘Not so good for fishing in the sea. Too much light.’ He sounded nervous. ‘I haven’t seen my family for ages. I’ve been resigned to the worst for a long time now.’


    Sean thought about Matapihi’s family, his parents, brothers and sisters. Not the homecoming he must have dreamed of.
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    THE FOLK AT OKAHU BAY wept over Matapihi. They laughed and cried and hugged and kissed him. They didn’t let him out of their sight. All the time they were close to him, embracing him, touching him, and for three days not letting him do a stroke of work. He didn’t mind. He was pleased to be home, among his family. His parents were dead and so were three brothers and two sisters. Everybody tangi’d over the grave, so many people dead, seven in one hole.


    ‘At least they’re all together,’ he said.


    Sean was made welcome too. He was aware they’d killed the fatted possum, so to speak. They served up pork and fish, and three times they killed two cattle that fed the four hundred or so of them for nearly a week each.


    ‘Been a hard winter,’ said one old guy to Sean. He stood on Bastion Point looking out to Rangitoto, protected from the summer rain by a grey blanket over a really sharp seventies suit — wide lapels, maroon with a fine yellow pinstripe — Cuban heels on a pair of zip-up dress boots. ‘We need to keep our strength up.’


    They ate well, but very carefully. Frugality came easily to the folk who’d been paying market rents on the bennie. So did the idea of communal gardens, fishing and other food gathering. And especially, so did the idea of work. Sean remembered an old saying, something about giving your guest a spade on the second day.


    Matapihi wasn’t a guest, he was family. They all felt like family, like they had at Ngahere and Kaiwaka too. But blood’s thick stuff and Sean certainly caught the fallout from Matapihi’s status as an honoured and respected family member. They both got three days R & R, lying around in the sun, swimming, eating and talking with the old ones. And then they got to work, the most demanding work Sean had ever done.


    ‘C’mon, you guys!’ shouted Monty standing in the doorway on the fourth morning, when it was just light enough to see. ‘Hands off cocks, feet in socks!’ What did he want? It was warm and comfortable in bed.


    ‘Fuck off!’ said Perry. Monty heard. He strode to Perry’s mattress, bent down and whipped the blankets off. As Perry lay naked and wide-eyed with shock, Monty promised him a bucket of water next time.


    ‘We’re not here to fuck spiders,’ he said.


    ‘Don’t mess with that guy,’ said Vaiga later. ‘He’s had fifteen years in the army.’


    They buried everyone around them. The circle grew daily as gangs moved from house to house and street to street. Somebody worked out how to get petrol out of service station tanks and two men in their forties — a pair of real hoods, a Pakeha guy called Stan and Matapihi’s cousin, Jackson — picked up the flashest backhoes they could find, stereos and air-conditioning. They worked with the burial crews, digging a hole in each lawn and filling it in after everyone in the house was laid to rest. Sean gagged and retched for the first three days.


    ‘Careful you don’t miss anyone,’ Monty said. ‘We have to do this right.’


    The old people attended each burial and made sure whatever was left behind wasn’t going to cause trouble for the living. Every relative of everyone there was buried or burned before Sean and Matapihi arrived. Nobody said it out front, but the thought of a landscape peopled by kehua was very alarming, for some of the Pakeha folk too. Every day half a dozen gangs of about six workers each, women and men, went burying everyone who’d died.


    Monty had the crews well organised. Sean saw him most nights, when everyone gathered in the spectacularly carved wharenui. Usually he talked with the old folk, making sure people were handling the work. He knew when someone needed a break.


    ‘Leave Gary in bed,’ he’d say. ‘He needs it.’ Or else he’d pull somebody off a burial detail for a quest to find some obscure tool.


    One of the most surprising things about Monty was his immaculately pressed uniform. How did he get those knife-edge creases? Sean pictured him removing his trousers at night and laying them carefully beneath his mattress. They never saw him rumpled, nor without a black beret, a gleaming regimental badge pinned in the front.


    Sometimes he’d tell somebody to report to Opetaia for fishing duties. Several times Sean laid longlines from a catamaran, the wind blowing spray in his face and washing off the stench of his work. He went droving too. Once, four of them on horseback brought back twenty cattle from somewhere behind Pukekohe. When they got the cattle home, they started grazing them on the Tamaki Bowling Club greens and ended up letting most of them go in a cul-de-sac, fencing off the lush suburban lawns and overgrown roadsides with barbed wire and standards banged through the tarseal.


    The young ones, the ones kept away from any really dirty work, waited on tables, did the dishes and worked in one of the five kitchens that never really slept, cooking food, running wetbacks, and providing endless cups of tea, like Doug had done in Ngahere. Auntie Rose had charge of the provisions. Most nights she talked with Charlie who looked after the gardens.


    ‘We’re ready for another half acre,’ he’d say. ‘No worries,’ Auntie Rose would tell him. ‘Cattle coming in tomorrow.’ Sean was amazed how much ground twenty cattle could rark up and fertilise in a week. He was surprised, too, at the effect of two dozen pigs on a street-full of suburban gardens. They’d go down over a foot for some bulbs and tubers, evacuating copiously as they went.


    Every day there was work to do. ‘Man, that guy just doesn’t let up,’ Perry said to Sean after Monty had told the burial crews to mark their completed streets on a big map on the wall. Monty made sure the crews were followed two or three days later by the kids, harvesting anything worth the effort from the suburban veggie gardens. Some of the kids were wary about the recent burials, but the old ones talked to them.


    ‘Just say a prayer for each family,’ they said. ‘Say thanks for the kai too.’


    The old ones and children lived on the hill overlooking Okahu Bay. Everyone else stayed on the flat, in construction-site smoko huts. Each hut slept about twenty people and was set up with a water tank and a long-drop dunny. A fleet of small trucks kept up a stream of goods. Everyone knew the petrol wouldn’t last forever.


    ‘We should be stocking up on sawn timber,’ Rawiri said.


    ‘Medical supplies,’ somebody argued.


    ‘Both,’ a third person asserted.


    The community was shaking down rapidly. ‘Leave that little guy alone,’ Sean heard several times from one or other of Matapihi’s patched-up warrior mates when some unhappy person tried to cause trouble. ‘You want to fight somebody, fight me.’ Sean laughed to himself when he remembered TV ads depicting the placatory, ‘He ain’t heavy, he’s my brother’ approach.


    Sickness and death hadn’t stopped either. One fisherman had drowned. A squall had sneaked around an island and driven him onto rocks when he tried to run before it. Some people had been driven crazy by everything that had happened. They were kept especially close, so they didn’t hurt themselves or anyone else either. Matapihi and Sean arrived at the tail end of a sexual frenzy, just like the outburst in Ngahere. The old people had kept the kids occupied while everyone else bonked anything that moved. A group of gardeners complained about copulating couples flattening young corn plants until their own activities saw a bed of tomato plants destroyed.


    ‘This is a bit much,’ Matapihi said to Sean while they were both taking a breather. ‘I mean, I like to get my rocks off but where does it all end?’


    ‘Don’t think about it so much,’ advised Sean. ‘It won’t last forever.’


    Sean had a mattress next to Stan in their hut. Over their heads were photocopies of astonishingly crude cartoons and useful sayings, like ‘When you’re up to your arse in alligators it’s hard to remember about draining the swamp’, and ‘I’m so happy I could just shit’.


    ‘I lost a wife and four kids, all teenagers,’ Stan told Sean late one night. He’d made a funeral pyre of his Pt Chevalier home and walked to Okahu Bay. Stan laughed away Sean’s worries about the doom and gloom.


    ‘What doom and gloom?’ he said. ‘Anyway, shit happens and if it gets on you just wash it off.’


    Sean couldn’t argue with that, and he certainly wasn’t inclined to argue with the old man Matapihi took him to one night. He looked about a hundred and twenty and he scared the bejasus out of Sean.


    ‘This is Uncle Morepork,’ Matapihi said. ‘He knows who you are.’ After they hongi’d the old man came right out with it.


    ‘You’ve met the Maeroero,’ he said. Sean started to explain about the paintings, but he interrupted with a snort. ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of them. You won’t know another moment’s peace.’


    Uncle Morepork told Sean about the Maeroero. They were reject fairies, given life and set free to guard the mauri of the place. They took their duties very seriously, he said, and echoing Auntie Mihi’s words, told Sean they were now free to act as they saw fit.


    ‘Nothing to stop them now,’ he said.


    ‘How do I make peace with them?’


    ‘All they want is for people to live properly.’


    ‘How do I manage that?’


    ‘You know the rules, boy.’ Uncle Morepork scratched his head. His white hair was thick and wiry. ‘You could try a gift. They might like that.’


    ‘"Might?" What if they don’t?’


    The old man gave a chuckle. ‘Then I wouldn’t want to be in your boots.’


    After six weeks at Okahu Bay, Sean started moving south again. Matapihi and three of his mates rode out with him, all the way to the Bombay Hills. They were going to bring back some cattle.


    ‘I’ll be sorry to see Hamu go,’ Matapihi said. ‘He does most of the work when we’re droving.’ He looked serious. ‘We’ll miss you too. Tell you what, though, I won’t miss the curried dog.’


    They both laughed, through the tears.


    When Matapihi and his friends rode off Sean sat for a long time letting the thoughts and feelings tumble about, and everywhere were contradictions and confusions. He was free again. He was trapped again. He’d lost another home. He was home once more. But he was on the road again. He was moving and all the bets were off.


    He wheeled and rode south, into the hills that used to look so neat, groomed and corduroyed. Now they sprouted all sorts of weeds, prickly and leafy. He passed Tipene, St Stephen’s, the college where tension between the two strongest cultures in the country had produced some very high-powered men, in business and politics and all those arenas that meant nothing any more. He started passing roadside stalls. A bank of black and purple thunder clouds rolled in from the north-east and he made it under cover just as raindrops the size of small grapes started splashing in the dust and on the tin roof above him.


    Most of the produce in the wooden-floored shed had rotted in the boxes and trays around the walls. Some carrots were still okay and he tossed a handful out the door to Bojay. A few sacks of spuds were still good too, and so were some pumpkins and crates of kumara. Sean filled four small onion bags with vegetables.


    He grabbed a bag of pickling onions and some mixed nuts, and found himself a box to sit on by the door while he waited for the rain to stop. It didn’t, so he made himself comfortable under the awning and fried himself some vegetables. Night fell and rain rattled on the roof. He lay awake thinking of what Uncle Morepork had told him about the Maeroero. A gift? What?


    He rode the deserted highway in the morning sun, enjoying birdsong from bush that seemed a season away from engulfing everything. At the bottom, he passed Pokeno, the turn-off to the Coromandel and the Hauraki Plains. He remembered two years’ secondary schooling in Paeroa, and hitting what he thought was a peak of educational achievement when Mr Fraser had written on his sixth-form report card that ‘Sean cooperates passively’. He was still reliving adolescent small town scenes buying a dozen at the back of Ernie Bishop’s hotel and rolling the Mk II on the way home from a dance in Thames, when Meremere reared up on his left. The power station didn’t look any different to Sean. Still lurking. Still looming too, with the same haunted quality of primitive and abandoned technology crumbling into ruin.


    On his right was what he’d always thought of as the great grey-green greasy Waikato River. On every bend a taniwha. Further up the river was a string of unattended dams, water spilling over or roaring through till turbines corroded and seized. Powerboats, with their spectacular antics, and fit young rowers had used the hydro lakes most weekends. As Sean rode he saw, through gaps between the trees, young men paddling carved waka, sunlight flashing off the water.


    The road led south as the river meandered north. He remembered one summer when they’d run out of water in Auckland and had started talking seriously about piping water from the Waikato so people could wash their cars and water their lawns. Folk from both Waikato and Auckland were upset at the mixing of mauri for no good reason that they could see. No wonder the Maeroero had been upset, Sean thought. No wonder Cally had seen them stamping about like Rumpelstiltskin, crying despairingly, ‘That’s enough, that’s enough!’


    Uncle Morepork’s warning made more sense. He felt a sudden affection for the gnarled little guys he’d seen in Cally’s paintings. They’d had no show in the old world. Maybe they’d get a better deal this time around.


    His attention was suddenly caught by the double stack of the Huntly power station away in the distance. What a very expensive way to boil water. Sean hoped the Maeroero were happy to see the giant machines quiescent and the stacks cold, emitting nothing. As he drew closer, he could see seagulls perched on the rim of each chimney, preening and resting as they journeyed up and down the river.


    Sean didn’t feel like adventures in the small town of Huntly. The last time he’d driven south, traffic had been bottlenecked there and everything was covered in a fine black and ochre dust from the coal and bricks that had underpinned the local economy. No doubt things were different now, nonetheless, he stopped at the next creek and rode through trampled and broken fences to a spot about three paddocks away from the road. He unsaddled Bojay, strung his tarp in the willows, boiled the billy and sat back with a cup of tea. He felt relaxed, in command. There was a natural nervousness at being in somebody else’s territory, but the more he let that thought mill around, the more it felt like his turf, and even if he wasn’t from there he was still welcome.


    Just before he’d left Okahu Bay one of Matapihi’s cousins had given him an eel net, a hinaki, that he’d made. It had wings and a funnel to admit the eels and Sean had been looking forward to using it. He didn’t miss the curried dog either. He always had liked eel. Good, high-energy food. He waded into the creek, thigh-deep amid the young willows, and set the net. Back on the bank it was potatoes and pumpkin for dinner, boiled then fried quickly in hot oil. Curry powder. Cayenne pepper. Salt. Maybe breakfast would be more exciting. They slept well that night under the trees, no dogs, no people either, just Bojay munching and Hamu occasionally growling at nothing Sean could see.


    The sun came up, a clear glow, none of the lurid colours that meant bad weather on the way. Sean checked the net. It was chokka, eels of all sizes. He tipped them out on the bank and selected a couple of two footers, breakfast and dinner. The rest went back in the creek. Sean laughed when he thought of the story about an eel’s brain being in its tail. He crushed their heads and buried his sensibilities as he dragged them writhing through the fire and scraped off their whitened slime with his knife. One he put aside for the evening and the other he cut in half and split like a smoke job, before frying it. Leftover potato and pumpkin mixed well with chopped-up onion. A handful of fresh watercress completed the meal, the best he could remember. Hamu enjoyed it too. He must have eaten close to a half of it, eel bones and all.


    They approached Huntly cautiously. Sean remembered the place had always got a bad press. It had figured prominently in some very negative statistics. As he rode in, he could see that somebody had tidied up. Broken glass had been cleaned out of window frames and swept up. There was none of the windblown paper and other rubbish, mostly lolly papers, six months old, that had littered other towns. Koromiko were growing with oleanders in tubs, the blue and purple flowers startling among the pink and white sub-tropical blossoms. A warm rain was falling on the trees, whose tubs had been placed in the road to catch the water. Sean rode dry down the footpath, dodging the shop signs. The place didn’t even stink and, as he started riding past the houses on the south of the town, he could see digger tracks and graves with headstones, where those left behind had been clearing the decks before carrying on.


    He didn’t see anyone there. They were probably working, growing vegetables and gathering something useful, and he wasn’t inclined to look for them. The wind felt good, the birds sounded sweet and the solitude was pleasant. So on he rode, past the orchards and vineyards, exotic tree lots, and everywhere weeds springing up and fences flattened. He didn’t see anyone till later in the day when he came to Ngaruawahia.


    There were dozens of people there: Maori, Pakeha, Asians, people in saris, people in kilts, shorts, swannies. They were coming and going from the houses that still bore in their front yards, as they had in Huntly, digger marks and graves. Mostly they were coming from what looked to Sean like some sort of market at the marae. That marae had been the heart of the King movement. It was as alive as he’d ever seen it, with stalls of produce, clothing and cooked food visible inside the carved gates. He got a few startled stares too. He certainly wasn’t the only person on horseback, but having been a stranger often enough he could feel in himself the subtle differences that set him apart.


    People greeted him as he went, a cheerful chorus of ‘Gidday’ and ‘Kia ora’, and even a ‘Konichi wa’ from an Oriental man with half a pig in a wheelbarrow and one of those towelling hats that Sean was sure someone had designed to look good on a watermelon.


    He heard a greeting from the porch of one of the houses, just another ‘Gidday’, not particularly loud, not outstanding either. He looked around. Over a well-trimmed hedge and neat flower garden was a man in his forties, white hair cropped short, a black bush singlet, shearers’ pants, heavy work boots that scraped on the porch floor as he stood up. He moved down the path towards Sean and opened the gate. Sean dismounted. The man held out his hand.


    ‘The name’s Frank,’ he said. ‘Feel like a cuppa?’


    Sean introduced himself and gripped Frank’s hand.


    ‘You look like you’ve travelled a long way,’ Frank said.


    ‘From Whangarei,’ Sean told him. ‘Stopovers here and there.’ Frank had the relaxed demeanour and unhurried manner that spoke of a lifetime on the land, locked into natural rhythms and flowing easily with the life around him.


    ‘There’s a paddock for your horse at the end of the drive,’ he said. ‘Maybe you’ll have a meal with us.’


    ‘Us’ turned out to be him and Edith. She was older than Frank and where he was rustic in wool and leather she was chic and urbane, flowing silks and her hair in a carelessly executed chignon that looked straight out of Vogue. They were in love like a pair of adolescents. They touched constantly and gave each other meaningful looks. They were comfortable with Sean, as he was with them, and, in a kitchen with an ancient wood range, they sat at a white tablecloth with blue gingham serviettes and heavy silver salt and pepper shakers.


    ‘You like a wee drop?’ asked Frank, holding up a bottle of what Sean imagined was a local dry white.


    ‘Sure thing,’ he said. He could smell roast pork.


    ‘Frank fixed a fence for a leg of pork,’ Edith said. ‘We trade for everything around here — half trade, half friendship. Is that what people are doing in other places?’


    ‘Some of them. A lot of people are still cleaning up. Where I came from in Whangarei we hadn’t even started.’


    ‘By "cleaning up" I suppose you mean burying everyone,’ Frank said. ‘Hell of a job. At least we only had a small town. How’re things in Auckland?’


    Sean told him about Okahu Bay. Edith listened intently. It turned out she was from the next bay and had been working as a nurse and receptionist with a Hamilton doctor, living alone in an expensive flat, when the Fever struck. She got so sick and afraid of being by herself she almost died too — and probably would have if the power had been working.


    She saw Frank passing through on his horse and called to him from her window. He wasted no time at all in whisking her off her feet — quite literally. He found her a horse, taught her to ride, and she joined him on his journey northwards, a journey that stopped three months ago when they arrived in Ngaruawahia.


    People had come from all over, they said. Everyone just converged on the place and the community had grown outwards from the marae. Some people had come home from Auckland, some from Hamilton, some from Coromandel and Colville. Others had travelled from places like Tokoroa and Putaruru. Frank had come from Reporoa, where he’d been trying to farm a too-small block and pruning and felling pines to keep the mortgage paid. He was pleased to get away, he said. He’d been alone and so had Edith, and now they had each other, more than either had ever enjoyed in the old times. He saw the question about the pine trees in Sean’s eyes.


    ‘After dinner,’ he said. He looked faraway, uneasy, shifting on his seat like the memories weren’t pleasant.


    Dinner was memorable though. Sean loved the silver cutlery, the juicy slices of pork and roast vegetables with gravy and a wine sauce, followed by a fresh fruit salad, rich with grape and watermelon. When they were sitting back, politely full, Frank took a coffee pot off the stove.


    ‘Let’s take this through to the lounge,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a bottle of cognac somewhere.’


    The kero lamp on the mantelpiece reflected in an ornate mirror, leaves and flowers etched a hundred years ago glinting in the gentle light as they made themselves comfortable.


    ‘You’re heading south,’ Frank said, and just like Auntie Mihi, ‘Which way are you going?’


    ‘I’ve been advised to avoid the centre. To travel through Taranaki.’


    ‘That’s probably good advice,’ Frank said. ‘I’ll tell you what happened to me. That’ll really put you off.’


    Sean felt like Frodo Baggins, talking with Gandalf by the fire, except Frank’s story didn’t sound like a fairy tale and he couldn’t just close the book as it unfolded in all its eerie horror.


    After the Fever, Frank had carried on farming sheep and cattle next to the pines. Then something had started slaughtering his stock. Dogs, he’d thought, when he began finding the remains of sheep. The packs of dogs, bred from pig dogs lost in the forest, had been notorious and nobody went unarmed anywhere near the trees for fear of being pulled down and eaten. But it wasn’t the dogs. Frank started finding the occasional steer that looked like it had been killed with a fire axe and hacked up with a chainsaw. He’d even found a feather, large, coarse and smelling of decay. He couldn’t imagine what sort of beast he was dealing with.


    Frank had decided to set a trap, wanting at least to see what was killing his stock. He’d tethered a sheep near the trees and under a rising moon lay on a nearby hillock with his .308. About midnight he was woken by his dog growling softly and looking towards the trees. Over the tethered sheep he’d seen a shape standing half in the shadows. Claws and a beak caught the moonlight and he’d been straining for more detail when whatever it was had cleared the fence, felled the sheep with a blow of its beak and begun noisily drinking its blood.


    ‘Edith doesn’t know any of this,’ he said. She was riveted, leaning over from her chair and clutching his arm, eyes wide as Frank’s tale filled the room. Sean was enthralled too, his coffee cold and his cognac undrunk.


    Frank had jumped to his feet and fired five shots. He swore they all hit, but the only one that had any effect was a head shot that had flipped the creature over backwards and left it supine for about two minutes. Frank had been walking towards it when it sat up and shook its head. It had fixed him with a gaze that scared him almost witless. It’d made him feel like he was nothing more than food, about to be eaten, weak at the knees and near paralysed. He had managed to turn and run to his horse and, with the ‘Thud! Thud!’ of heavy footsteps behind him, had raced back to his house, abandoning the horse and slamming the newly installed steel front door behind him. There he’d crouched, listening to his horse being devoured. He was still there in the morning, wired, and that’s when he’d decided to leave. No way was he going to live with that thing just over the fence.


    So he’d shod one of the stock horses and, chewing on a leg of mutton he’d been smoking in the fireplace, stuck a handful of ammunition in his pocket, slung his rifle across his back, mounted up and rode like hell, six hours to the other side of Tirau. Only then had he started to feel safe from the beak and claws and his half-eaten horse, that he couldn’t get out of his mind, gutted and chewed at his door.


    ‘It’s probably nocturnal,’ he said. ‘I might have been quite safe. But you’ll understand me not thinking that at the time.’
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    ‘THAT WAS KURANGAITUKU,’ Sean said to Frank.


    ‘Kura who?’ he replied. For a moment his puzzlement overrode the horror of the memory.


    ‘Kurangaituku,’ Sean repeated. ‘She’s been a part of the local folklore for years. Pity you didn’t learn about her at school.’


    Frank was silent. Edith clutched his arm. Then he collected his thoughts and spoke.


    ‘Forget the folklore. That thing was real. So was my dead horse.’


    It was Sean’s turn to be silent. What could he say that wouldn’t make him sound like a fool? The problem was a familiar one and in the end all he could suggest was that in the morning Frank seek out some of the old people, tell them the tale and wait for their reply.


    Then Edith spoke, her first words since Frank told his tale. ‘So that’s why you don’t like chooks.’


    At the marae next morning, two old men and an old woman were sitting in the morning sun, watching everyone busy around them. One of the men wore overalls, the other had a rust-coloured blanket over a yellowish tracksuit. He looked more Asian than Maori. The woman was dressed in ceremonial black. They all knew who Frank and Edith were. When Sean introduced himself, the man with the blanket nodded and smiled, like he’d been expecting him.


    ‘I suppose you’ve got a story to tell us,’ the woman said to Frank. ‘We’ve been waiting to hear how you got here.’ Frank and Edith raised their eyebrows at each other. The man in the overalls laughed and patted the form beside him, motioning for Edith and Sean to sit.


    ‘There’s a chair over there,’ he said to Frank. ‘Take your time.’


    To Sean, the old man was saying ‘Get on with it.’ But Frank took his time, moving the chair about and shifting around to get comfortable, before dispensing his thoughts about the weather and the progress of the communal veggie gardens. The three old people listened politely and Frank eventually started talking about his Reporoa farm and the events that had sent him fleeing northward. Edith clung to Sean and he didn’t blame her. The tale sounded even more frightening under the mid-morning sun. The old people were impassive. When Frank finished there was a long silence, then the man in the overalls said just one word.


    ‘Kurangaituku.’ He spoke to Sean then, but the words were meant for Frank. ‘Nothing to stop her now, but she won’t be moving far. We needn’t worry about her up here.’


    Then he spoke to Frank directly, and Sean watched his words hit home.


    ‘You’re lucky to be here. You didn’t know about Kurangaituku, and there are a lot of other things you don’t know about either, but you have learned one important thing — ignorance is no protection.’ He laughed then. ‘Why don’t you get yourself some chooks? Always good to have a few eggs.’ Sean watched Frank. The man didn’t even blink.


    ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ he said, ‘but I’m allergic to feathers.’


    When the laughter died, the man in the rust-coloured blanket, who’d been sitting next to Sean, turned and spoke in rather strained and correct English.


    ‘You had better go to meet Kurangaituku. It will be good for your practice.’


    Meet Kurangaituku? Good for his practice? Practise of what? Sean felt like he’d been king hit. He looked at the old man, perfectly bald, round eyeglasses, easily in his seventies but poised like an athlete on the hard wooden form. He smiled at Sean and spoke again.


    ‘Just you be happy,’ is all he said, and with that the three of them rose, thanked Sean, Frank and Edith for the news, and vanished into the building they’d been leaning against. The trio looked at each other in surprise and no small amount of bewilderment


    Sean didn’t set out right away. He wanted to help Frank construct a chook run. But Frank insisted on doing it himself.


    ‘Good for me,’ he said. ‘And that old man’s right about the eggs.’


    Edith laughed, but Sean was busy contemplating the blanketed man’s words, delivered with a smile, but carrying all the weight and force of a command. It would be easy enough to disobey, but Sean suspected that ignoring the instruction would bring on a slow and wasting expiry, a withering regret, a sickness of secrets just out of reach and opportunities missed — even worse than being torn apart by Kurangaituku. He felt he didn’t really have any choice.


    After lunch he loaded up, thanked Frank and Edith, and once again rode south. He looked at their faces as he left. Did they think he was a little touched? But Frank, at least, seemed unsure. The whole business had got to him and Sean’s departure made a sense he knew he wasn’t far from understanding.


    As Sean rode he pondered his predicament. Rationality said one thing, instinct another. Actually, rationality said two things, both conflicting, and so did instinct. By late in the day, just north of Hamilton, he was still some distance from a comfortable solution. He camped by a creek flowing near the old Te Rapa dairy factory, silent and hulking.


    He looked in Hamu’s trusting eyes. How could he endanger him and Bojay? What gave him that right? They both depended on Sean and here he was considering a course of action that seemed, the more he thought about it, insanely dangerous, purely suicidal. He decided that night, moths fluttering around the fire and a morepork calling off in the distance, to revert to his original plan, to travel through Taranaki. He might have to live with regrets, but at least he’d live, and so would Hamu and Bojay.


    A good night’s sleep firmed his decision and in the morning the three of them headed into Hamilton, ready for the turn-off to Te Awamutu and down to New Plymouth. It was a cowardly step, Sean knew, a soft option, but as he took the road to Taumarunui his confidence grew. He remembered Taumarunui well. He’d lived there for five years, up to his early adolescence. He wouldn’t be travelling that far, though, before turning off near Te Kuiti and coming out on the coast at Mokau, with its black sands and wild west coast surf and, inland, the startling ice-cream peak of Taranaki, rising out of the chequered plains.


    Sean’s thoughts wandered off to his childhood in Taumarunui, digging pumice caves with Graeme Carter, attending the local convent school at Rangaroa. He had lived in terror of the school hood, Willy O’Hagen, with his reverse-handlebarred pushbike and his leather jacket with the upturned collar and HELLS ANGLES written on the back in white paint.


    Sean used to catch eels in the drain at the bottom of the section, but he’d only brought them home once. His mum had thrown a real wobbly when she’d found a sink full of eels writhing in the chlorinated water. Sean took them back to the drain and let them go. What was wrong with her? Couldn’t she see he was just trying to do his bit? Some years later it dawned on him that the meal of fish fingers they’d had that night constituted some sort of statement, but he wasn’t sure if it meant a genuine acknowledgment of his well-meaning act or simply an assertion of civilised ways. Sean had always been aware that his mother was big on civilised ways, many of which conflicted with his natural leaning towards wild places and the creatures that inhabited them. Eventually he’d realised she was a bit of a wild thing herself, urges sublimated in an effort to accommodate her husband’s public service career, but even so she never was too keen on the eels and wetas, whose company her son so enjoyed.


    When Sean was twelve they’d sent him away to boarding school in Auckland, making some arrangement in which he played no part whatsoever, promising him as a Marist brother in return for a good cheap classical education. He’d hated it. He was hungry for two years and caned regularly for very little that he regarded as a good reason. They’d parted company at the end of the fourth form when, overcome by adolescent lust, he’d poured out his feelings and intentions towards Grace Kingi in a letter that was intercepted by Brother Lawrence, known to the boys as ‘Snoop’. Next year Sean had spent a term at Taumarunui High School where he achieved such social pinnacles as helping to talk Brian Newman into peeing on an electric fence — ‘It won’t hurt a bit. It just shorts out.’ — before his family moved yet again, this time to Paeroa.


    He had been in the sixth form, employed on weekends as a waiter with Mrs Browning who did catering for weddings and the like. A fellow with the unlikely name of Gladstone Albright was working with Sean one day, both of them slicked down with knife-edged creases in their trousers, natty black bow ties and shoes polished to perfection. Their duties included clearing up and dishwashing, and one of the perks of the job, apart from claiming any leftover food, included drinking any wine left in the bottles they imagined they’d been wielding with such ease and grace. This day there was a lot of wine left following the nuptial festivities of two well-heeled Hauraki Plains farming families, who were no doubt looking forward to the continuation of their dynasties. Gladstone and Sean got thoroughly pissed, so pissed in fact that much of the afternoon became a wine-sodden blur. Several years later, Sean’s sister, Emmy, reminded him of the sight that had confronted her that evening. There he was — black trousers and shoes apparently intact, but his bow tie askew, and in his arms a large cut-glass bowl of fruit salad and trifle — weaving his drunken way home.


    ‘I’m taking a peace offering home for the olds,’ Sean had apparently told Emmy.


    He was just thinking that perhaps he should have spent more time listening to her sane and intelligent commentaries on their circumstances when his thoughts were brought to an abrupt halt by a shout of ‘Oi Oi!’


    There in the road, just emerged from a nearby driveway, were four young men, shaved heads, tats, all on foot and all armed. One of them had an assault rifle, three of them had crossbows. Two of then wore ANARCHY RULES tee shirts. Unaware of the irony of both the sentiment and the juxtaposition, they stood next to each other, pointing cocked crossbows at Sean and deploying scowls and grimaces he felt would have been better suited to Sesame Street.


    The guy with the rifle called out, ‘Where have you come from?’ The four of them seemed to Sean about as threatening as the Auckland petrolheads.


    ‘Ngaruawahia,’ he said, his voice instinctively quiet and even. He noticed a sign over their heads showing the distance to Te Awamutu.


    ‘S’pose you’ve been staying with the niggers,’ the guy said. That’s when Sean’s mouth got away on him.


    ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I was staying with a couple of honkies.’


    All four of them did a classic double take at that. He would have laughed but for the weapons still trained on him.


    ‘Get off your horse and kiss the road!’ screamed the fellow with the rifle. He was apoplectic with rage at having his authority so casually dismissed. Sean could see the rifle shaking in his hands. The others, especially the anarchy rules pair, looked nervous. Below them, over the railings and through the trees, he caught a glimpse of the southern motorway.


    ‘Kiss my arse,’ Sean said to the group and wheeling Bojay he cleared the rails and skidded down the bank towards the motorway. The rifle cracked as they leapt. He felt the shot whistle close to his ear. At the same time, there was a sharp pain in his left arm, in the back of his biceps. They crashed through the trees, but Sean was still mounted on Bojay when they emerged at the bottom. Overhead, he could see his four ambushers peering down at him. A rifle shot spanged off the tar seal and Sean trotted a hundred metres, out of sight, before slowing to take stock.


    Only then did he realise that he had a crossbow bolt sticking in his arm, not right through, but the head buried deep in the muscle. It was starting to hurt and without thinking he tried to pull it out. The pain made him black out for a moment. He had to dismount before he fell off, and he sat on the kerb, visions of Matapihi’s panel saw surgery running through his head.


    ‘Dickhead,’ he said to himself. ‘You should have picked up a medical kit.’


    But the bolt still had to come out. In the end he held a slip knot on the shaft, tied the other end of the rope to a telegraph pole, and ran.


    He came to under a State Highway One sign. He was on the main drag, the road that would take him through Putaruru and Tokoroa, and all the spooky pines that grew so close to the road. He thought briefly of retracing his steps and getting back on his old route, well away from the haunts of Kurangaituku but he hurt and he didn’t feel like facing another ambush. With a sickly feeling of inevitable doom he mounted up and rode down the highway.


    The country outside Hamilton was just like the rural landscape elsewhere. It had always exuded an air of wealth and substance, horse and cattle studs, two-storeyed brick houses and avenues of English trees like oaks, London planes and elms. The trees were still there and so were the signs announcing notable racehorses and prize-winning bulls, but other than that everything was the same as elsewhere with flattened fences and thistles growing in what used to be lush pasture. Sean couldn’t have cared less. All he felt was pain and dread.


    In Cambridge, cleaned up like Huntly but nobody in evidence, he rummaged through the backroom shelves of a chemist shop, looking for a medical kit and anything he could identify as an antibiotic. A bottle of disinfectant helped clean the wound and he found a large jar of pills with a name that sounded suitable. Thinking what the hell, he gobbled a handful, hoping they were antibiotics. He imagined gangrene and blood poisoning and a painful and ugly end on the roadside — if Kurangaituku didn’t get him first.


    A supermarket had been well picked over but Sean managed to find a packet of dog biscuits. He stuffed them in his bag. Later that day, camped by Lake Karapiro, he tipped them out on the ground for Hamu while he dined on some of Frank and Edith’s pork with rice. His arm was hurting badly and his head was aching too. He took some more pills from the jar he’d picked up. When they didn’t make him hallucinate or give him the shits, his confidence rose slightly. Maybe he wouldn’t get too crook. He went to sleep by the fire, wrapped in Bojay’s saddle-blanket.


    In the morning he felt worse. His arm was throbbing and so was his head. He was hosting an infection. As he rode through Tirau and then Putaruru the pain got worse and so did a feeling of disorientation, a near-hallucinatory dizziness. Who was he? What was he doing? Why was he riding this horse? Where was he going anyway? He swallowed some more pills. Half an hour later his head had cleared but he still felt like he was dreaming.


    When he rode into Tokoroa he found branches laid out in the form of a vee, pointing to the bypass road that ran down the western side of Lake Taupo. Someone was trying to tell him something. Who? Why? He turned right and followed the sign past the side entrance to the Kinleith pulp mill. In the pine forest, thick and looming, he rode in near darkness with occasional shafts of dazzling light. Was this real or a feverish nightmare? He knew that he didn’t want to be caught among the trees after dark, so he kept up a good pace, alternately cantering and trotting for as long as his arm and his throbbing head could stand the jolting.


    They were still among the trees when Sean couldn’t take it any more. They’d been pushing themselves for what seemed like hours. Bojay was all lathered up, Hamu’s head drooped and his tongue hung out. The light said it was probably mid-afternoon and they’d have time for a cup of tea and an hour’s rest. They stopped by a creek. Sean made a fire and boiled the billy while the animals drank their fill. Bojay grazed on some toetoe growing at the edge of the pines.


    Sean sat on the pine needles, soft as any cushion, and leaned back against a tree trunk. His whole body ached. His head felt like a puffball. He wanted to throw up. No way could he mount Bojay again and keep riding. Not without a little rest anyway. He’d just shut his eyes for a moment.


    When he woke up it was completely black, or at least it was till he ungummed his eyes and staggered to the creek where he dunked his head. Dusk. The light was fading fast. He didn’t feel at all rested, he felt even worse than before, sick, weak and dizzy. He looked around, realising that night was almost upon them and he had no idea how far they’d have to ride to find clear country. No time for anything else. He whistled for Hamu who was following smells in the undergrowth, mounted Bojay and headed down the road. Bojay’s trot threatened to dislodge his pounding head.


    Within a kilometre it was dark enough for Sean to see stars in the narrow gap where the road divided the trees. But it wasn’t so pitch-black that Sean didn’t see the shape that leapt from the trees with a screech that nearly paralysed him.


    Bojay shied, jumping sideways. Sean saw the creature land beside them in the road. He fought to stay mounted. It was big, and it recovered its balance even as Bojay, not waiting for any command, broke into a gallop down the centre of the highway. Sean held on as best he could.


    Just as Frank had described, Sean could hear the ‘Thud! Thud!’ of the creature’s pursuit, not gaining but not falling behind either. He crouched over Bojay’s neck, all thoughts of illness forgotten. He urged the horse to greater speed and prayed for Bojay to keep his footing on the potholed surface. Bojay did but he couldn’t maintain the pace. Sean felt Bojay slowing and as he did the creature sprang. This time it landed square on Bojay’s back, right behind Sean. The horse stumbled and began to go down. Sean felt the creature’s claws grip him and something struck him a glancing blow on the head.


    Sean and the creature, it could only have been Kurangaituku, were thrown clear as Bojay fell and they landed side by side. Kurangaituku was first to her feet and in the gloom Sean saw Kurangaituku sizing Bojay and him up. The moment of indecision allowed Sean to draw his sawn-off. When the creature stepped towards him, beak raised for a killing blow, Sean shot her right in the head.


    Kurangaituku fell just as Hamu arrived, panting and giving the fallen monster a wide berth. Again, Sean remembered Frank’s tale. Frantically he remounted Bojay, praying that the horse was none the worse for his tumble. They galloped off down the road in the dark, hoping to get clear before Kurangaituku came to. Bojay needed no urging either. He kept up his gallop for what seemed like hours.


    When they were well clear of the pines, Sean stopped and dismounted to let Hamu catch up. They’d escaped. There was no sign of Kurangaituku and, apart from low scrub, they were in clear country, half a moon shining over rolling hills, with here and there clumps of trees and shelter belts.


    They all needed to stop, a chance to still their pounding hearts and collect their scattered wits. Sean gathered wood and lit another fire. Bojay munched half-heartedly and Hamu ignored the rest of the dog biscuits when Sean tipped them out. Sean couldn’t eat either. He just sat there in the firelight with a cup of tea and a smoke feeling miserable, sick and sore. He could smell the carrion stink of Kurangaituku all over himself. The moon told him they were about four hours from dawn, but at least they were clear of the pines.


    Hamu growled. When Sean looked at him his teeth were bared and his hackles were up. Sean followed Hamu’s gaze. To his horror, he saw a looming shadow, not ten feet away Kurangaituku stood there, not moving. Sean had all the time in the world to get a clear picture. The beak and claws stood out in the flickering firelight, but the most horrible thing of all was the eyes. They were black pits, alien and merciless, and they stared unblinking, while the claws clenched and unclenched. Sean leapt to his feet, expecting to be attacked and torn apart as he moved. But Kurangaituku was still.


    Sean became aware of the manaia nestling against his chest. It was alive. It gave him back the strength he thought he’d lost. His head cleared and his body tingled all over. Forgetting his pain, he waved his arms like he was shooing chooks.


    ‘Haere atu!’ he yelled, as loud as he could. ‘Fuck off!’


    Hamu gave a booming bark and from right beside Sean’s ear Bojay made a noise like the Muscle Shoals horn section blasting a bridge into the chorus. Kurangaituku recoiled. As they watched, the monster shrank, nearly half a metre. No longer was it towering overhead looking like it was about to leap and devour them, cleaving Sean’s skull with its massive beak, its shiny black eyes strange and terrifying. It was Sean’s height now and it looked directly at him. Sean saw what it was feeling. Maybe it was his feverish state, maybe it was his fright-fuelled imagination, but there was a being, just like Hamu or Bojay, just like another human. What Sean saw was a deep unhappiness. Kurangaituku was lonely and confused, gripped by unwanted passions. Sean and the creature stood there looking at each other and then it slowly backed away, lifting its great clawed feet and placing them with deliberate care like a dancer or a gymnast, like the formal movements of a warrior delivering a wero, a challenge. Despite his terror, Sean felt a sudden rush of sympathy for it. Where were its friends and family? Who could ever love it? Without thinking he spoke to it, just as it turned, about to vanish into the night.


    ‘Take it easy, sis!’ Sean called, and if he ever meant anything said he meant those words. Kurangaituku stopped. Sean had time to think that perhaps he should have kept his big mouth shut. To his horror he saw the firelit beast grow again, and turn its horrid gaze on him. ‘Oh no!’ he said to himself. He was reaching for the sawn-off when Kurangaituku sprang.


    Kurangaituku’s leap knocked Sean over and, just as he dodged a wicked blow from the creature’s beak, he felt a claw go into his eye. Hamu hurled himself at Kurangaituku and, even though he was plucked off and thrown to one side, his attack gave Sean time to rise and seize the monster around the neck, immobilising the beak and toppling Kurangaituku. The two of them fell right into the fire.


    Sean felt his hair crisp and sizzle and the stabbing pain of the hot coals searing his skin. At the same time he heard a screech of terror from Kurangaituku. When the creature leapt to her feet, he saw through his one-eyed daze that she was on fire. All down one side feathers were burning. Frantically she beat at the flames with her claws, but the tongues of fire spread. Ignoring the nearby stream and the long grass she could have rolled in, Kurangaituku fled.


    Sean came to with Hamu licking his face. He lay on his back feeling his wounds. One eye was blind. His head and his arm throbbed. His nostrils were full of the unbelievable stench of the burning monster. Sean was too weak to move and he stayed on his back, the front of his swanny pulled up and held against his eye. Bojay was eating grass again and Hamu, unhurt after his encounter, had started picking his biscuits out of the grass. Sean struggled to his feet and rebuilt the fire, one-handed and one-eyed.


    As he sat half blind, wondering if he was going to live or die, he noticed Hamu. The dog had stopped rootling in the grass for his biscuits. He was sitting with his head on one side, gazing enraptured at a point beside the fire. Again Sean followed his gaze. This time he saw a little creature, less than a metre high, warming himself by the flames. He was gnarled and misshapen with a high forehead and reddish curly hair. He was one of the little guys out of Cally’s paintings — one of the Maeroero. Hamu and Sean were entranced. Even Bojay had stopped munching. Sean could smell his grassy breath as he moved up behind them. The Maeroero turned to them and spoke, and the sound made Sean forget anything he’d read about the clear and piping voices of the little people. The Maeroero sounded like Tom Waits on a bad day, like cutlery caught in the waste disposal unit, and he spoke in a dialect full of g’s and k’s, grunts and clicks.


    ‘Tena koutou,’ he said.


    The barely comprehensible formal greeting sounded more like ‘tinna goat.’ A noise like three metres of concrete mixing in a truck followed. Sean strained to make sense of the noise.


    ‘Ko Uruao ahau.’


    Uruao? Sean had never heard the name before. It wasn’t from anywhere he’d been. Then the little guy started smiling and nodding, just like the blanketed man at Ngaruawahia.


    ‘Tatou tatou!’ he said to Sean, though the noise was more like a motor mower running over tin cans. Tatou tatou? All of them together? Uruao continued smiling and nodding. Sean wondered what he meant. Then Sean heard a strange noise, like a mixture of grinding gears and a punk rock drum solo. The noise was coming from the little guy. He was shaking with what looked to Sean like laughter. As Sean fought to focus, he saw the Maeroero lift one arm and point, right at his face.


    That was about the last straw for Sean. He felt crook as hell. In the past couple of days he’d been ambushed, shot, chased, frightened half to death, and, to cap it all, he’d probably lost an eye.


    ‘And you can fuck off too, you crater-faced little dipstick!’ Sean yelled at the diminutive creature, sitting there by the fire, wrapped in a cloak made from some spotted hide and sounding like the old Cresta had just thrown a rod.


    And he did. He rose, still laughing and pointing, took a step backwards into the darkness and vanished, the collapsed-bearing graunch of his laughter taking a few seconds to fade.


    Sean was way beyond shock and surprise. He’d been attacked and nearly killed by one mythical creature, and laughed at by another. Big deal. He had his own problems. For a start he was having trouble standing upright. He tossed the remaining wood on the fire, wrapped himself in the saddle-blanket, lay on the ground and passed out from pain and exhaustion.

  


  
    10


    SEAN WAS IN A BAD WAY that night. Racked with pain, delirium, the infection raging, burns from the fire and exhaustion from his flight and his battle, he didn’t even know which way was up. He gobbled the pills like they were lollies. He crawled to the creek and lay with his head in the water, washing his eye and trying to soothe his blistered skin. Soaked from sweat, creek water and dew, he found yet more pain every time he moved on the hard ground.


    When it was light enough to see, Sean managed to get to his feet and saddle Bojay one-handed. The saddle-blanket was wrinkled and crooked, and the girth so loose that anything other than a gentle walk would have dislodged him. He didn’t give a thought to being caught up in the stirrups and maybe killed by the panicked flight that would have ensued. He didn’t know what he was thinking, other than that he had to keep moving. No way could he light a fire. He had no food and couldn’t have eaten anyway, though he did manage to stuff the last of the pills into his mouth and take a drink of cold tea from the billy.


    He turned left on the road to Tokaanu and looked up to see Tongariro gleaming in the sunrise, triumphant above the mist and cloud, Ruapehu and Ngauruhoe standing alongside. About three kilometres short of the settlement he fell from the saddle.


    When he woke a week later, he heard the whole story. Bojay had trotted into Tokaanu, stirrups swinging and the saddle still perched on his back. The locals were getting through their chores in the early morning. They thought at first Bojay was an apparition, materialised from the Waituhi Saddle or the legendary settlement of Hauhangaroa.


    They had followed the horse back to where Sean lay. Hamu who had guarded him while he lay insensible on the roadside, wouldn’t let them near him. One of the old people had to reassure the dog that they really were there to help and he’d done a particularly good job. Sean arrived in Tokaanu lying across Bojay and not far from death.


    ‘You’re a legend in your own lunchtime,’ laughed Roha. She’d been forcing liquids into Sean, wondering where he’d been, and whether or not he’d recover. It was touch and go for a few days. Some of the folk there even had bets as to whether or not Sean would survive. The odds weren’t too good till the day his delirium broke, he opened his remaining eye, and began climbing back to the land of the living.


    Sean had lost an eye. While he tossed and ranted they made him an eyepatch and he was wearing it the day he woke up. Roha held up a mirror for him and he almost wept at the sight of the mangled mess beneath it. But he consoled himself with the thought that new hair was growing back, his blistered skin was healing and the infection had gone. And he and his two friends were still alive. They’d survived Kurangaituku. He lay in bed wondering what he’d learned from his encounter. What had the Maeroero meant by ‘tatou tatou’? How come his gesture of kindness towards the monster had almost resulted in his death?


    George, a GP who had lived through the Fever and as soon as he could had moved back home from Taupo where he’d been a partner in a medical centre, wouldn’t let Sean get up. He made it clear that continuation of his journey was out of the question for at least several weeks.


    ‘They’ll cancel your medical insurance if you go against my advice,’ he warned.


    George laughed at Sean’s empty pill bottle. They were indeed antibiotics, but toddler-strength, designed for a two-year-old with a touch of the blahs, not even as strong as Junior Disprin.


    ‘Still,’ he said, ‘Better than nothing and they probably saved you.’


    He asked Sean where he’d been and, lacking the strength even to sit upright, Sean told him. Disbelief flickered in the doctor’s eyes when Sean described his encounter with Kurangaituku and with the Maeroero. Sean expected to be told he’d been delirious, imagining things. But George shook his head like he was waking himself up.


    ‘That would have been my reaction in the old world. But I’ve seen too many strange things, since the Fever, to dismiss the tale so lightly.’


    A day later Sean had a visit from an old man who pulled up a chair beside the bed and said he was one of the folk that had brought Sean in. No doubt the pills had helped, he said with a sceptical ‘Harumph’, but far more efficacious had been the manaia, untouched around Sean’s neck while everything else had been removed.


    ‘You’ve got some strong help,’ he said, ‘And I don’t just mean the horse and the dog.’


    He knew Kurangaituku was abroad. He made Sean repeat the tale of his encounter several times, questioning Sean on the monster’s behaviour and that of the Maeroero.


    ‘That little fellow was a long way from home,’ he said. ‘And what are you doing, anyway? Where are you going?’


    ‘I’m not really sure,’ Sean told him. ‘All I seem to get is warnings.’ The old man looked at him directly for the first time.


    ‘Give me a few days,’ he said. ‘I’ll ask around.’ As he rose and left the room Sean wondered what he meant.


    When the old man returned he looked worried. He sat beside Sean’s bed.


    ‘It’s a long story,’ he began. Here we go, thought Sean. More doom and gloom.


    ‘It starts with Uruao. That’s the name of the waka of creation of a very old iwi.’ Sean pulled himself upright. ‘Those people journeyed here to a place called Te Wai o Tinirau.’ Sean’s hand went to his manaia. ‘It’s a real place,’ he said. ‘It’s in the south, near Otepoti. People renamed it. They call it Makereatu now.’


    ‘Makereatu? What does that mean?’


    The old man looked amused. ‘The historians had a lot of trouble translating that name. It’s a male ejaculation. Since those early days Te Wai o Tinirau has always been a place of conservation, and especially a place of regeneration.’


    ‘Where do I fit into all this?’


    ‘There’s nothing left of Te Wai o Tinirau now. It all got quarried and crushed for road metal. That’s why the Maeroero are so annoyed. That’s why they caused the Fever.’


    Caused the Fever? That bunkly little troglodyte? Him and his mates?


    ‘That’s a bit extreme,’ said Sean. ‘They must have been really pissed off.’


    ‘They were. Angry about a lot of other things too.’ The old man gave him a puzzled look. ‘I’m not sure where you fit in. Nobody else knows either. Maybe you have to work it out for yourself.’


    That night when Roha brought a bowl of stew he asked her who the kaumatua had spoken with.


    ‘Uncle Ruka?’ she said. ‘He’s been away for a week.’ She plumped Sean’s pillows and helped him sit up. ‘Mangu saw him in the bush, though. He was sitting by himself, talking away flat out. Mangu was too scared even to say hello.’


    Two weeks later Sean was allowed out of bed. His clothes had been washed and patched and someone had retrieved the gear he’d left behind at his last campsite, where one large clawed footprint almost obliterated by time and weather confirmed his tale. The kids at Tokaanu went silent and wide-eyed whenever he was around, but he wasn’t thinking about Kurangaituku now. He had a better idea of where he was going. But he was even more nervous about why, about what he was going to do when he got there.


    Sean was told to be a minder for George. ‘He’s a thinker,’ said Uncle Ruka. ‘He talks a lot too. You might learn something off him.’


    George had watched how the Fever had blown everyone’s lives apart.


    ‘A lot of people didn’t survive the aftermath,’ he said. ‘Especially people by themselves.’ He told Sean of epidemics of flu, like the one that had struck the Ngahere community, and of people dying from simple infections and illnesses that hadn’t been a problem for years, like TB and diphtheria. Other people had been overcome by horror and despair. The dogs had killed people too, but they’d long known to avoid Tokaanu where people had always shot stray pig dogs on sight, no questions asked.


    ‘But the scariest thing is, nobody’s getting pregnant,’ George said. ‘What’s happening? I’ve done tests and I can’t find anything wrong with anyone. It isn’t looking good.’


    Maybe that’s part of the utu, Sean said to himself. Wonder how long it’ll last? Is it permanent?


    It was a dreadful thought and Sean tried to ignore it while he travelled with the doctor on his visits to outlying communities. Sean felt like an old hand as he shepherded George through the winter snowstorms on the Desert Road. Often they took shelter wherever they could, sometimes in culverts and sometimes under the mountain totara that grew, gnarled and stunted, on the roadside.


    Twice they were attacked by dogs and Sean christened the crossbow he’d been given by Mangu, who turned out to be one of the community’s hunters. The crossbow was made from the leaf spring of a broken-down Austin Gypsy, filed to shape, mounted on an old .303 rifle stock, and strung with woven stainless steel wire. It took all Sean’s strength to cock it, but it could drive a reinforcing steel bolt through a piece of four-centimetre matai.


    ‘Those shop ones are just toys anyway,’ said Mangu, dreads, tats, and a checked swanny, missing most of its front where squares had been ripped out to assist with personal hygiene in the bush.


    But he didn’t get a chance to use it, or his sawn-off, the day they were ambushed. He and George were on their way to visit a community of young soldiers at Waiouru. They were riding past the Chateau Tongariro, a place of evil repute. Sean turned to ask George something, but before his friend had a chance to reply a small hole appeared in his forehead, just as a rifle shot sounded. Sean was still trying to grasp what had happened when George toppled from the saddle and three men appeared atop a bank of the cutting they were riding through.


    One of the ambushers looked familiar. He gestured for Sean to dismount. As Sean swung free of the saddle, the man stepped forward, grabbed a handful of Sean’s swanny and pulled him, so that he ended up sprawled in the road. Sean was on his hands and knees, getting to his feet, when a kick in the face sent him sprawling again.


    ‘You again, you prick!’ said the guy. ‘Got you this time!’


    Sean saw dirty blonde hair, a tooth missing in the front. Colin? He was supposed to be dead. Colin swung his rifle by the barrel and laid the stock across the side of Sean’s head. The last thing he saw, before everything went black, was a scuffed and dirty pair of Doc Martens.


    When he came to he was lying across Bojay, his hands tied and a vicious pounding in his head.


    Not this shit again, he thought to himself. He knew there was little chance of another tattooed marksman hiding around the corner. He couldn’t see Hamu either, and he hoped the dog had the sense to stay out of sight. Colin saw him regain consciousness and trotted alongside. He sounded chatty, almost jovial.


    ‘I met some skinz in Hamilton,’ he said. ‘They told me about this smart-arse who was riding south. Sounded like you. I hoped it was.’ He nodded towards Sean’s eyepatch. ‘Hope that hurt like buggery.’


    How had Colin got here? How come he wasn’t dead? How had he escaped Kurangaituku? Colin guessed Sean’s thoughts.


    ‘Simple to get here,’ he said. ‘I took a microlight and flew direct. Couldn’t wait to meet you.’ Colin did a Hannibal Lecter imitation with his teeth. ‘We’ve got some company for you too. He looks a bit stringy but he should be young and tender.’ He laughed in Sean’s face. Sean grimaced.


    ‘You hear about the bad breath contest?’ he said.


    Sean passed out when Colin struck him again with the rifle butt.


    This is a major bummer, Sean thought as he regained consciousness, bouncing and lurching on Bojay’s back. He was still wondering how the hell he’d get out of this one when they rode around the back of the Chateau. Shod hooves clattered and sparked on the paved parking area. Colin pulled Sean off Bojay by his hair and prodded him with the muzzle of his .308 — through a kitchen, along a hall and down a flight of stairs into a damp and icy cellar, lit only by a small high window. He stepped past Sean, unbolted a door, pushed it open and motioned Sean inside. As he stepped into the gloom Sean heard ‘Enjoy yourself!’ followed by an evil chuckle. The door slammed and the bolt slid home.


    Sean’s eyes took a few moments to adjust to the gloom. He was taking in the concrete floor, the block walls and the dog kennel stink of the room, when someone spoke. The voice sounded young and uncertain.


    ‘Gidday,’ it said. The voice was familiar. Sean turned at the sound, to what looked in the gloom like a bundle of rags. He peered, and made out a human shape getting to its feet. They stood there, both trying to see, and they recognised each other at the same time.


    ‘Kevin!’ cried Sean, and ‘Sean!’ yelled Kevin. Both of them were slack-jawed with surprise and a split second later they were in each other’s arms. Sean held Kevin as the young man sobbed with relief. Sean wondered what the hell he was doing here? Eventually Kevin was breathing evenly. The two men sat on the floor, a ragged blanket keeping the worst of the chill away.


    ‘I followed you,’ Kevin said. ‘I got bored in Ngahere, doing the same old things every day.’


    Sean had a fleeting memory of tranquillity and certainty, the safety of living without nasty surprises, of waking up in the same place every morning, a real bed with proper bedclothes and knowing exactly what the day held in store.


    ‘I met some people in Ngaruawahia who’d seen you,’ Kevin said. ‘This old man told me about Kurangaituku. He said if I was quick I could ride right through the middle and I’d be safe.’


    He stopped and looked at Sean’s eyepatch. ‘What happened to you anyway? And how come these guys caught you?’ Sean’s head spun. Where to start?


    ‘I had a run-in with Kurangaituku. And I met one of these guys at Brynderwyn. I thought we’d killed him too. I think I should have made sure.’


    Kevin looked at Sean, very worried and very young.


    ‘I wish you had too,’ he said. ‘I think they’re going to eat us.’ He told Sean about his former cellmate, taken out three days ago and not seen since. Colin’s taunts had held him in a constant state of terror for the past week. ‘It’s my turn next,’ Kevin said. ‘That tall skinny dude said so.’


    Sean looked at his young friend — frightened half out of his wits, frozen, starved, kicked and beaten. That night they lay huddled together for warmth on the concrete floor.


    In the morning they were tossed a live eel and a plastic bottle of water. During the night, Sean had planned to jump the next person who came through the door, but when the time came he was rigid with the cold and too stiff and sore to move. All he and Kevin could do was wait until the eel stopped moving and do their best to eat it.


    ‘We need the strength,’ Sean said. He killed the eel by submerging his nausea and chewing its head off. He’d tasted worse, he kept saying to himself, keeping a brave face on things for Kevin’s sake. If they could hold on for another three days, when he and George were expected back, there was a chance the Tokaanu people would come looking for them.


    Sitting huddled against the wall, their one blanket wrapped around them, Kevin told Sean of a conversation he’d overheard.


    ‘That Colin is really out to get you,’ he said. Sean turned and looked at Kevin. ‘He was telling this guy what happened when he woke up, after you thought you’d killed him. He said a pig was eating Murray’s face. Murray must have been his mate. He reckoned it was gross. "What a way to go," he told this guy. No worse than him eating somebody. But he said, "I’m going to get that prick". I suppose he meant you.’


    Three days came and went. Every day they froze and every night too. They marked the time by killing and eating a live eel each morning. The bucket they used for a toilet was overflowing in a corner and stinking the place out. Nobody ever emptied it. Sean tried to make a joke after four days.


    ‘Last time I stay in this fucking dump,’ he said.


    Kevin didn’t laugh. He was expecting each day to be his last. He told Sean of Colin’s terrifying taunts, of how he was just waiting to be taken out, stunned with a blow to the head, gutted, spitted and roasted.


    ‘Sometimes they’re still alive when they get spitted,’ Colin had told him. ‘You should hear them scream when they feel the fire.’


    ‘That’s bullshit,’ Sean told Kevin, not really believing it himself. ‘And don’t worry. Something’s going to happen.’


    But nothing did. On the fifth day, Colin and two others came in without a word and knocked Sean flat with a rifle butt. They dragged Kevin out, kicking and yelling his head off. When the door slammed, the bolt drove home and Sean was left alone in the stinking gloom.


    Colin’s words echoed around the cell, ‘Your turn next, you prick!’


    Sean jumped up to see out the window but couldn’t get high enough. He tried kicking the door down but it was solid timber, opening towards him, and he succeeded only in hurting his foot. He strained to hear any sound, a hint of what might be happening. But there was only silence, and he sank to the floor.


    Then as he sat there, thinking that he’d kill himself, if he could, before Colin had him impaled on a spit, he heard a rifle shot — and another, then shouts, and horses’ hooves, dogs barking. He leapt up just as running feet sounded overhead. Shotguns blasted. The walls shook with crashes, like doors were being kicked in and furniture thrown. He heard feet on the stairs outside, and the door burst open. Sean had never seen a more beautiful sight than the gap-toothed, dreadlocked, tattooed apparition, in the torn, red and black checked swanny, standing in the doorway.


    They looked at each other for a moment, then Mangu spoke.


    ‘Man, it stinks in here!’ he said. ‘C’mon, if you can. We haven’t finished.’


    Kevin was with Sean’s rescuer, grinning with what Sean could see was a great relief. He wondered how close Kevin had come to being the main course. As they were going back up the stairs, Kevin started to tell him but Mangu turned with a finger to his lips. He held a rifle in his other hand and pulled a machete from his belt and gave it to Sean.


    ‘They’re all up on the next floor,’ he hissed. ‘But you never know.’


    As they reached the top of the stairs, two men attacked. One of them grabbed Mangu and the other fired his shotgun just as Sean ducked. The blast deafened him. He swung the machete, catching the guy on the side of the knee. The fellow collapsed, clutching himself, and quick as a snake Kevin was stabbing him with a large knife. Mangu twisted in his attacker’s grasp and, as Sean looked up, delivered a savage headbutt and a knee between the guy’s legs that lifted him off the ground.


    ‘You can tell he doesn’t drink in the Flying Jug,’ Mangu said.


    Overhead they could hear thumps and bangs and an occasional shotgun blast. Sean thought of his own weapons just as he heard a shout of ‘Fire!’


    ‘Watch it!’ said Mangu. ‘They’re firing out of the windows.’ But Sean was already kicking open doors along the corridor he remembered led to the kitchen. He found his gear in about the fifth room, his sawn-off still in its scabbard, his crossbow, even his saddle and the bags and blanket.


    ‘Where’s Hamu?’ he thought, and turned at a loud bark just in time to be knocked flat on his back by the dog’s leap into his arms.


    Back in the corridor, Sean smelled smoke. A man appeared coughing, at the top of the stairs. A rifle cracked. He reeled backwards, clutching his face.


    ‘That’s for George, you bastard!’ came a voice beside him. Over their heads the fire crackled and windows exploded.


    ‘We’d better get out of here!’ yelled Kevin in his ear. Two more people burst through the door at the top of the stairs. Rifle shots dropped one man and drove the other back into the billowing smoke. Sean turned at the shots and saw two more of the hunters. They were almost invisible in the shadows. One of them lifted a hand to Sean. One more person, probably a woman but hard to see by then, ran through the door and fell with a shot. Another, with his hair and clothes on fire, tumbled down the stairs and lay still on the kitchen floor. Flames were coming through the door now and licking down the room’s timber walls. A shelf of liqueur bottles crashed and the liquid caught, flaming as it spread across the floor. Sean, Kevin and the three hunters groped out the door and stood in the parking area coughing. Flames curled through the upstairs windows and a section of roof collapsed.


    ‘Serves the bastards right,’ spat Mangu. ‘We caught them just as they were going to kill this little guy.’ He nodded at Kevin. ‘I think they were going to eat him too. We found a fireplace and a big spit.’ And just like Matapihi, ‘No time for that sort of shit.’ He thumbed fresh cartridges into the magazine of his rifle. ‘Sorry we took so long. When you guys weren’t back in three days we rode to Waiouru. They hadn’t seen you and on the way back the dogs found George. We just knew who it was. We came straight here.’ He turned to the other hunters. ‘Did you get them all?’


    ‘All but one of them,’ came the reply. Sean’s heart sank. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘It was a tall skinny blonde guy with a front tooth missing.’


    ‘That’s him,’ said one of the hunters. ‘Soon as we started shooting he took off.’ They moved back from the heat of the burning building. The hunter laughed. ‘Friend of yours?’
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    AFTER A FEW WEEKS back in Tokaanu recovering, Sean resumed his southward journey, now accompanied by Kevin. The young man had aged, was wary of everyone, and aware of his diet in a way he never had been.


    Just north of Taihape they were caught by a sun-shower. They spied a church up ahead and took shelter in the porch. Sean found dry wood under the building and laid and lit a fire on the concrete floor. While they waited for the billy he opened the door, expecting a dusty and unkempt interior.


    It was spotless. The floor was swept and polished, the wooden pews oiled, clean linen adorned the altar, and in the sanctuary the eternal flame burned. The flame’s brass stand and all the candlesticks were burnished and gleaming. Late afternoon sun shone through leadlight windows, each one showing a saint from Sean’s Catholic boyhood.


    There was St Peter, bearded and patriarchal; St Paul stood among lightning bolts on the road to Damascus. The recently demoted St Christopher carried an angelic Christ child through knee-high wavelets. Ascetics looked at the ground, martyrs gazed piously heavenwards. Even St Jude was there, peering myopically outwards. Hastily Sean whipped off his hat and stepped backwards. He nearly tripped over Kevin, who hadn’t seen inside.


    ‘It’s boiling,’ Kevin said. ‘Where’s the tea?’


    Sean rummaged in a saddlebag, tossed a handful of tea into the billy and was served a faceful of smoke by a gust of wind. He wiped his streaming eye with the tail of his swanny and, when his sight was restored, the first thing he saw was Kevin’s open-mouthed gaze.


    She wore an ankle-length bright yellow robe and odd sneakers, one crimson and one gold. In her arms was a bundle of lilies. She didn’t look dangerous. Bojay was sniffing the back of her shaven head. She pointed to the fire.


    ‘You’ll have to get rid of that,’ she said.


    Sean didn’t even think of arguing. He’d never have argued with a nun, and that’s what he saw. He knew what nuns were like. For years he’d been convinced they wore roller skates beneath their robes, so they could sneak up on small boys, almost certainly involved in some sinful activity.


    While Kevin picked up the billy, Sean kicked the fire out onto the scythed grass and stamped out the coals. Their oddly dressed visitor watched silently as they carried their gear around the back of the church. They found shelter under a manuka pole and corrugated iron lean-to. The fire rebuilt, they settled down to a cup of tea, resting against their saddles. Sean could see Kevin felt as guilty as he did about their inadvertent desecration of the church. The woman followed them and stepped up to Sean, her hand held out.


    ‘I’m Sister Annie Choling,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t really be making you welcome, but I can’t help it.’


    Sean introduced himself and Kevin, and offered Sister Annie some tea from his cup. She sniffed, like she was used to better things, and declined, but then she invited them home with her to stay for the night.


    ‘As long as you both behave yourselves and don’t do anything peculiar.’


    ‘We’d be delighted,’ Sean said. ‘And we promise to behave.’


    ‘Don’t be surprised if people around here are funny about strangers,’ Sister Annie said. ‘We just had somebody pass through here who did the most horrible thing you could imagine.’


    Sean looked at her, a sick feeling growing.


    ‘We didn’t even know he was here till we saw him leave and then somebody found what he’d done. He was tall and skinny with blonde hair and a tooth missing. Do you know him?’


    ‘Colin!’ both Sean and Kevin exclaimed at the same time.


    ‘What did he do?’ Kevin continued.


    Sister Annie’s face was a mask. ‘There was a man here, a possum trapper, living by himself. They found him dead, hanging upside down, with bits cut off him. Your friend must have been staying there and nobody knew.’


    ‘He’s not our friend,’ Sean said. ‘He tried to kill us too.’ Perhaps Sister Annie should be more suspicious. Maybe she shouldn’t be inviting them home. He asked her why she trusted them, knowing that the eyepatch and the scars on his face gave him a villainous look.


    ‘You two are safe to be around,’ she said. ‘I can see your auras. But that man passed close to me when he left town.’ She shuddered. ‘Evil has a colour all of its own. I’ve seen it before, but never that strong.’


    Sister Annie Choling shared a house with Harold next to the church, about a kilometre from town. The house was full of cats. It stunk and Sean could tell that it wasn’t just tomcat spray, cats had crapped under and behind things. Both Sean and Kevin wished they’d stayed in the lean-to. They wondered how they’d manage to eat anything amid such a stench.


    To their relief the kitchen wasn’t too bad. Double doors, opening into the evening chill, let out the worst of the stink, and Harold’s meal of vegetable and walnut pie with a stone-ground wholemeal crust was a very pleasant surprise. They could hear Bojay and Kevin’s horse, Sofa, just over the fence. Hamu sat outside the door, deeply offended by his vegetarian dinner. He stared hungrily at the cats. Their casual saunter round the door instantly became a defensive, hissing and spitting, back arched, sideways scurry for cover when they realised a dog was loose on the premises.


    Sister Annie excused herself after the meal, leaving the others to do the dishes by lamplight. Harold seemed nervous about playing host to two characters of such travel-worn and desperate appearance. He looked far from desperate. The sight of him made Sean think of lounge suites and ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ on the stereo. Harold was elderly and effeminate. He wore a neat toothbrush moustache and an immaculate green and silver tracksuit.


    ‘They’re all my cats,’ he said with pride.


    After the Fever he’d gone through the township feeding the abandoned felines and over the winter he’d enticed them to his house. He realised they smelt a bit, and when Sean suggested that claustrophobia would force both he and Kevin to sleep outside he laughed.


    ‘Try the garden shed. The only smells you’ll get in there are earth and vegetables.’


    Harold and Sister Annie had been looking after each other for the past year. She was schizophrenic, he said, and prone to unpredictable enthusiasms.


    ‘And you can imagine what it used to be like for me,’ he said. ‘Rocks on the roof, slogans on the wall, insults and threats across the street.’ Sean nodded in sympathy. No picnic being gay in a small rural town. Harold and Sister Annie instinctively saw safety in each other and Harold was grateful for the Fever.


    ‘I’ve got a life now,’ he said. ‘It’s harder in lots of ways but I’m not afraid any more.’


    Sister Annie was the town’s vicar, guardian of its spiritual welfare. She looked after the church and every Sunday conducted a service concocted from Christian and Buddhist teachings and her own unique fantasies. Everyone came to listen to her sermons and prayers. People fed them, Harold said. They brought vegetables and other offerings to the church and to their home. For his part, he was a counsellor.


    ‘I’ve always been a good listener. And I know how it feels when everything turns against you.’


    The whole town was in an uproar over Colin.


    ‘Lucky you met up with Sister Annie first,’ Harold said. ‘Most of the people here would have shot you, no questions asked. I probably would have.’ He straightened a rug on one of the armchairs. ‘You must admit, your looks raise a few questions.’ Sean lifted an eyebrow, forgetting that the gesture was hidden by the eyepatch. Kevin looked from Harold to Sean. He’d been silent up to that point.


    ‘Thanks for everything,’ he said to Harold. ‘We really appreciate your hospitality.’


    Great, thought Sean. Ten out of ten for manners. Then Kevin spoke again.


    ‘Actually, those people in town are lucky. You too. We’d have wasted you if you’d tried to harm us. No shit.’ He looked like he meant business, and Sean watched Harold’s eyes widen.


    ‘No offence, young man,’ he said.


    ‘That’s okay,’ Kevin replied. ‘None taken.’


    Bet he used to watch old Clint Eastwood westerns on the telly, Sean thought. He realised that he didn’t know Kevin all that well. Maybe his youthful partner was hiding some very useful surprises.


    The three of them chatted about life on the road. Harold was curious about what the pair had eaten. All three laughed over the curried dog Sean had shared with Matapihi, but Sean could tell Harold was really revolted, his laughter polite rather than heartfelt. He talked of the markets, now a regular feature of the town’s life as people had gradually gathered at the centre of the district.


    ‘People are much nicer to each other now,’ he told Sean.


    ‘They’re not in such a rush and there’s room for people like me. People share more — food, everything.’


    Sean was struck by the thought of what would they be eating for the next part of their journey? Where would the food be coming from?


    ‘Do you have any thoughts on where we could acquire food?’ Sean asked Harold.


    ‘You’ll have to trade for it at the markets, like everyone else,’ he said.


    Trade. Of course. Sean started mentally reviewing their meagre possessions and he remembered the eel net.


    ‘Do people around here eat eels?’ he asked Harold.


    Harold’s face twisted with revulsion. ‘Yes, they do,’ he said. ‘There’s a creek down the back here, if you’ve got any way of catching them.’


    Kevin waited till they were setting the net in the icy water before he spoke.


    ‘If I have to eat another eel, I’ll spew,’ he said. It was too dark to see his face but his tone was grim.


    ‘You didn’t have to bite their heads off.’


    ‘I still had to eat the bloody things though. I’m not eating any more. Bad buzz.’


    The net was full in the morning. Kevin left Sean to clean the two dozen eels while he and Hamu walked purposefully off.


    ‘Rabbits,’ said Kevin. ‘Time we had a change of diet.’


    Sean had his first taste of what he laughingly described to Harold as genuine free trade. The open market was held in the main street under sun umbrellas and colourful canvas awnings. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. He traded the eels readily enough, but everyone looked suspiciously at him.


    ‘Fuck that,’ Kevin said when Sean told him. ‘Harold was right. We’d best be outta here.’ That night the cat stink seemed particularly vile and they decided to leave in the morning.


    Kevin spoke for Sean too when he said to Sister Annie, ‘Nice little town, but we know when we’re not welcome.’


    Their saddlebags stuffed with food, they said goodbye to Sister Annie and Harold, thanked them and wished them well.


    The roaring Rangitikei gorge gradually gave way to the flat plains of Hunterville as they rode. They could see the railway being taken over by yarrow and other wildflowers. Tangles of convolvulus hoisted themselves on gorse and broom growing beside the tracks. Blue cliffs of papa rock had slipped in places and other travellers had made tracks over the tumbled masses, already overgrown with blackberry and old man’s beard. The vine was flowering in the late spring, climbing on the manuka and other small trees that had managed to get a foothold in the gradually dissolving debris.


    Sean and Kevin spent the night beside a gentle stream. By the morning it was a raging, dirty brown torrent, thanks to heavy rain that began falling before daybreak. It soaked them and promised a miserable day. Neither had thought to stash any firewood. They spent all day under the hastily erected tarp, eating cold vegetables washed down with muddy water and last night’s cold tea.


    ‘Pity you didn’t set the hinaki,’ Kevin said. ‘It’d be miles out to sea by now.’


    The next day wasn’t much brighter, but at least the showers were scattered rather than steady. They started riding early, hoping to find dry fuel and a hot meal somewhere along the way. Just north of Bulls, they passed an open hay shed with a heap of old fence posts and battens in one corner. They made themselves comfortable there. Bojay and Sofa dined on hay. Kevin laughed when Sean produced the final eel from the Taihape haul.


    ‘Told you,’ he said, ‘I’m not eating any more of those manky things.’ He turned to his saddlebag and, like a magician gave a bow and a flourish before pulling out a rabbit.


    ‘Maybe we can stew this,’ he said. ‘I shot it the other day.’


    When nobody was looking Hamu ate the skin. It made him fart all night.


    ‘Good thing this is an open-sided barn,’ commented Kevin.


    Bulls was a washout, literally. It was hosing down and there was no trace of the markets they’d been hoping for. They were soaked and miserable, and both envied Bojay and Sofa the stoicism that allowed the two horses to plod on in the teeth of wind and rain. Sean and Kevin spent the night under a bridge near the Palmerston North turn-off. A pile of driftwood had dried out on the bank, giving them a fire and a hot meal, and almost making up for the stony ground they had to sleep on.


    It was fine and clear in the morning. The two horses worked their way through a large patch of red clover while the men gnawed on woody parsnips. But at least they were dry and the wind was back in the north, warm and fragrant with fresh wildflowers. Sean was conscious of the smells. They’d been there all his life but they were stronger than ever, no longer mixed with the stink of rot that had covered everything for the first months after the Fever. But there was something else. Familiar and unpleasant. What was it?


    Kevin realised first.


    ‘Hey man, get a load of that,’ he said. Sean stopped and sniffed.


    ‘That’s cat,’ he said. ‘Where’s it coming from?’


    It wasn’t everywhere. They got occasional whiffs, carried on gusts of wind. It wasn’t as strong as it had been in Harold’s house, either. But it had a more mature and pervasive quality, like the source was a good distance away, but close up it would be overpowering. Hamu was aware of it. He looked nervous.


    His nose twitched in the breeze and something in his mix of breeds made him point with tail stiff and paw upraised.


    ‘What’s with Hamu?’ asked Kevin. ‘He got a thing about cats?’ Sean remembered one of the kids’ cats terrorising their jog, hissing and clawing every time the animal went near, ambushing it and retreating to safety beneath the couch.


    ‘Looks like it.’


    That night they camped by a creek. Kevin shot a wild turkey at dusk as it settled in a tree. In the morning the wind was back in the north. The cat smell persisted. This time even the horses were nervous. Sean looked around. Something was wrong with the landscape. The smell blew across them again, Hamu pointed, and Sean realised, just as Kevin spoke.


    ‘Hey man, there’re no animals around here!’


    ‘You’re right. There’s nothing. Why not?’


    Sean couldn’t figure it out and he was still puzzled when they camped for the night. Hamu was even more restless. He jumped at every little noise, snorting and growling. Bojay and Sofa weren’t happy either. They both objected to being tied and tried to break their halters, tossing their heads and stamping around.


    On the second night they were all wary. They had seen no animals all day. As the moon rose Sean could have sworn he heard a noise straight from an old television nature programme.


    ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, sitting bolt upright and startled by the fire. Kevin sat up too, wide awake.


    ‘Something roared,’ he said. ‘Nothing roars around here.’


    None of them got much sleep after that. The horses trampled nervously about and twice more Sean and Kevin heard a distant roar.


    ‘Something’s going to happen,’ Kevin said the next day when they were riding past the empty paddocks and flattened fences.


    ‘Wish I knew what,’ Sean said and right on cue two lionesses exploded from a patch of broom near the road.


    The beasts were huge and they moved like lightning. They made the dogs who’d attacked in the past look like playful puppies. Hamu gave a warning bark and Sean only just had time to draw his sawn-off. He shot the leading lioness as she left the ground in a leap that would have landed her right on Bojay’s neck. The blast didn’t kill her, but it stopped her and halted Hamu from a suicidal charge. The second lioness tried to stop, dirt and grass spurting where her claws dug into the ground. A shot in the ribcage drove her back a few feet and she settled on her haunches, panting and bleeding.


    The attack was over in the time it had taken Sean to draw the sawn-off and pull the trigger twice. Kevin was open-mouthed and wide-eyed with disbelief when Sean turned to him. Sofa was trembling with abject terror.


    Nobody moved. They struggled to breathe out. Their hearts pounded. What the hell is this? Sean thought. Lions near Levin? No way. Sean turned as the first lioness rose to her feet. Half her head was shattered but she still looked dangerous with her left eye gleaming and a canine tooth like a boning knife bared in a savage grimace. Hamu had changed his mind about attacking. Even with the lioness badly wounded it was clear she’d have opened him up from stem to stern with one clawed swipe. It took Sean two more shots to finish off the animal. Bojay and Sofa, their nerves shredded, flinched at each bang.


    ‘Where’d they come from?’ Kevin asked. ‘There aren’t supposed to be lions here.’ His face was white. Sean dismounted and stroked Bojay’s neck, making soothing noises in an effort to calm him.


    ‘They’re here though,’ he replied. And how many more were there? Was it safe to stop anywhere? His head spun. Then he saw Kevin suddenly stiffen and unsling his .308.


    ‘Oh, no,’ Kevin cursed. ‘I don’t believe this shit.’ A dozen dogs appeared from behind the broom bushes and trotted towards the dead lions. Sean hastily stuffed more shells in his sawn-off. Weren’t the lions enough?


    Kevin lowered his rifle. ‘They don’t give a stuff about us.’


    The dogs were slinking around the lions. The bravest among them attempted an exploratory nip. Within seconds they were disembowelling the two beasts, snapping and growling at each other as they pulled out loops of intestine. Sean looked at Kevin.


    ‘This is a very bad scene. Let’s get the hell out of here.’


    As they trotted away with frequent backward glances the dogs didn’t even look up.


    A few kilometres down the road they saw a figure in the distance, riding towards them. As he drew closer he called a greeting and a few seconds later they were shaking hands. Cautiously. The man wore a safari jacket over motorcycle leathers, and an akubra hat with an imitation leopard-skin band. Sean couldn’t imagine where he fitted in.


    ‘I heard the shots,’ the guy said. ‘Lions, I guess.’


    ‘You guessed right. How come?’


    ‘It’s a long story. If you feel like coming home with me I’ll tell you.’


    He was Maori, about Sean’s age. His padded leather trousers were chafed and scarred and he was hung about with weapons. Sean saw a rifle with a telescopic sight, and a sawn-off in saddle holsters. He had a large-bore rifle slung on his back, a .45 automatic in a shoulder holster worn outside his jacket and a bush knife in a thonged sheath hanging from his belt. His dog looked like Hamu, a mix of working breeds with a definite attitude. The guy spoke like an Aussie, short vowels and a nasal intonation. His speech sounded rural and when he began talking, his metaphors and expletives reminded Sean of conversations he’d had while on a trip out west in Queensland.


    ‘I’m hunting lions,’ he said. Kevin did an exaggerated double take.


    ‘No shit?’


    ‘Where are you guys from, anyway?’ the fellow asked. Sean took a deep breath and told him the unvarnished truth. They watched the guy soaking up the tale, especially its more magical aspects. Sean sensed that he liked a good story.


    ‘Sounds outrageous enough to be true,’ he said. ‘I’ll believe it if you’ll believe the lions.’


    ‘No trouble believing them,’ Kevin replied.


    As he spoke they rode up to a grove of oak trees at the head of a long drive with a large sign, lettering faded but still legible. WAINUI LION PARK it said, with a picture of a roaring lion’s head. A schedule of charges followed and some wag had long ago added with Day-Glo aerosol POMS ON BICYCLES FREE.


    ‘I’m the proprietor,’ the fellow said. ‘But we haven’t had many visitors lately.’


    ‘What happened?’ Sean replied. ‘Lions scare them off?’


    They turned into the drive and rode through a gate in a four-metre chainmesh fence topped with barbed wire.


    ‘We’re safe in here,’ the guy said as he shut the gate behind them. ‘The lions are all outside the park now.’ Cattle grazed peacefully on lush pasture. Sean saw horses and goats. The drive led up to a large old colonial house, a verandah on two sides and fruit trees growing in a lawn where half a dozen sheep didn’t even look up. Swans cruised on a lake surrounded by kahikatea and rimu and a colourful mix of smaller trees. Variegated coprosmas and pittosporums, with red, yellow and green flaxes beneath, covered the banks, and raupo grew in the shallow water at the lake edge. A row boat was tied to a small jetty.


    ‘There’re stables around the back,’ their new acquaintance said. ‘You can drop your gear at the back door.’ He led the way to the stables where all three watered the horses and carried large bundles of hay to adjacent stalls.


    ‘You’ll be safe here,’ Sean whispered to Bojay. ‘Not sure about me and Kevin though.’


    The guy was whistling as he unsaddled his horse and hung his rifles on the wall. What was the song? Sean knew it, but it hovered just out of reach. As they walked back to the house, it came to him. ‘Bad Moon Rising.’ Their mate was singing it now, with what sounded like a gleeful anticipation.
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    ‘I COULD USE A DRINK,’ their friend said. ‘I suppose you could yourselves, after your little encounter.’ He stopped suddenly.


    ‘My name’s Zed. Like that redneck sheriff in Pulp Fiction.’ He grinned. ‘But I’m not a bit like him.’


    ‘Pleased to hear it.’ Sean remembered a grisly scene of rape and torture where people had been attacked with a Samurai sword.


    ‘If I get drunk enough I’ll probably tell you where my name came from,’ he promised as he flung the back door wide on a scene that mixed Kerouac and Hemingway. Lion-skin rugs lay on the floor, books and paper covered every available surface. A large and ornate bong sat in the middle of the kitchen table next to a kero lamp. A candle sprouted from what looked like a lion skull.


    ‘How about some tucker first?’ Zed said. ‘Steak and chips do you guys?’


    He lit the wood range and two of the candles in the growing gloom, then left the room, returning with a jug and three glasses. ‘Home brew,’ he said. ‘Just the thing for a large thirst and a sore backside.’ It was thick and treacly, as good a stout as Sean had ever tasted. ‘Good health. Or rack and ruin,’ Zed toasted. ‘Hard to tell the difference these days.’


    The steak, produced from a meat safe in the wall and cut on a well-scrubbed block, was delicious and so were the chips. Neither Sean nor Kevin had eaten food like it for months and they couldn’t believe how good the home brew tasted.


    ‘I just killed a cattle beast,’ Zed said. ‘Most of it’s in barrels of brine but I do like a bit of steak. Blood, you know.’ That sounded sinister to Sean. Why wasn’t he more on edge? The answer came to him with his third or fourth glass of stout. The guy seemed familiar, comfortable. Sean was sitting across the table from somebody who wasn’t really very different. No wonder he had felt alarmed. No wonder warning bells had sounded.


    ‘Had enough?’ Zed said. ‘Coffee and other treats in the lounge.’ He cleared the table and lit the kero lamp, loading an antique trolley with the lamp, the bong, a coffee pot off the stove, and cups and glasses. Wheeling the trolley from the room he gestured for Sean and Kevin to follow, through a wide hallway. Tapa cloth was tacked up behind framed paintings on the walls. Wooden floors marked with knobby tyre tracks led into a large room with comfortable furniture, and a stripped-down motorbike occupied the far end. Zed pushed the trolley to a large, low table and pulled three armchairs within reach. From a glass-fronted cabinet with a stuffed peacock on top, he took a corked bottle, an ancient kauri tobacco tin, an inlaid wood humidor and a rack of pipes.


    ‘Make yourselves comfortable,’ he said. ‘This’ll be a long night, I hope.’


    It was, and it was probably unforgettable too, except neither Sean nor Kevin could remember large parts of it. Zed poured them a coffee, uncorked the bottle and carefully measured an inch into each of three tumblers. The liquid was clear and oily and looked harmless enough to Sean. They toasted absent friends — for once the words really meant something — and following Zed’s lead Sean tossed back his drink. It exploded inside him. He dropped the glass and grasped the chair arms. He hacked and coughed and clutched himself while Kevin looked on in horror. Zed sat unperturbed, waiting for Sean’s paroxysm to finish.


    ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said. He was right. Sean did, but he sipped his next few drinks, especially after Zed said his motorcycle ran like a rocket on the liquid. Kevin didn’t touch his drink. He carefully placed his glass on the table and asked if Zed had any more stout. He did. He left the room, returning with three bottles and an opener. Kevin surveyed the largesse like a dog who’d just discovered an extra tail, poured himself a glass and took a discreet sip.


    Zed had built a still. He also grew his own tobacco and some extremely strong dak. As he had since his youth, he devoted a lot of his life to the production and consumption of intoxicants.


    ‘I used to think I did this as an act of rebellion,’ he told Sean and Kevin. ‘But now there’s no point.’ He laughed as he passed Sean the bong. ‘Anyway I just like the taste.’


    Zed’s father was Irish, a scholar from Dublin steeped in Greek myths and legends. That was why he had been named Xerxes, in the face of strong protests from his aristocratic Maori mother who would have preferred something a little more local.


    ‘They gave me rissoles at school,’ he said. ‘So when I left I started calling myself Zed and buggered off to Aussie for ten years.’


    When he returned he married, probably because it made everyone else happy, and bought the lion park.


    ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’


    Then along came the Fever. As soon as he was able to move, he opened the gates and let all the lions out.


    ‘You guys only saw two,’ he said. ‘But they breed like rabbits. There must be dozens out there.’


    Life got simple then. For the first nine months Zed lived by himself, almost going crazy from loneliness and despair. But he kept himself sane growing vegetables and securing his stock inside the fences that were now keeping the lions out. He also caught eels and carp in the lake, kept bees, ducks and chooks


    ‘We’re a day’s ride from the markets at Waikanae,’ he said ‘I trade meat and eggs for things like candles, salt, coffee and ammunition. But I’ve got pretty much everything I need here. Pretty much.’


    He looked over Sean’s shoulder at the door and the expression on his face changed. Slowly he got to his feet and stood swaying. Sean and Kevin turned and saw in the doorway a young woman. Sean struggled to focus and struggled even more to stand. He didn’t make it. He fell back in the chair and settled for an upraised hand and a ‘Hi!’ But it didn’t matter. She wore exactly the same look as Cathy at Ngahere, complete with the thousand-yard stare and the slack features that suggested nobody was at home and only a twenty-five-watt bulb had been left burning.


    ‘This is Fiona,’ said Zed. ‘Come in, girl, make yourself comfortable.’ She didn’t move and her expression didn’t change. Zed moved unsteadily around the table. Taking her hand he led her gently to an armchair near his and helped her to sit.


    ‘She’s been here for six months,’ he said. ‘I don’t know anything about her. I even had to give her a name. I talk to her and I still have no idea if she hears me.’


    He’d found Fiona at the Waikanae markets. He was just leaving one day, saddlebags full of goods he’d traded, when she approached unnoticed and laid her hand on his stirruped boot. What could he do? He ascertained from some of the stallholders that she was on her own and had run away from every attempt to provide her with a home. He brought her back, behind him on his horse, and she barely moved even when they were attacked by a lion that he had to shoot from the saddle. He washed her, gave her a room of her own and some of his wife’s clothes to wear — ‘They looked better on her anyway’ — and had been caring for her ever since.


    ‘And here’s the corny bit. It’s so predictable I’d never have written it. I fell in love with her and not only that but the constant sight of her causes the worst case of unrequited lust since Cleopatra told Mark Antony she had a headache.’ Absently he poured them each another drink and recharged the bong. Sean tried to look alert. Kevin tried not to look disapproving. Fiona gazed off into the distance while they sipped and smoked. Zed leaned over occasionally to pat her hand on the chair arm and murmur some endearment.


    Sean couldn’t remember much after that, though Kevin occasionally took the trouble to remind him. Zed banged on about Ireland, Kevin would say. ‘Who cares if they put up statues of drunks and poets?’ Sean had talked some incredible nonsense too, Kevin said. Little of it had made sense to the young man. Sean suspected that while Kevin had listened bewildered, Sean had imagined himself the James Joyce of the Antipodes. Kevin must have wondered what he had struck, watching Sean swinging on a bong and pouring out the contents of his tortured soul. Sean and Zed even decided to fight each other, except when they got up they both fell over. Zed had lain on the floor bellowing poetry at the top of his voice.


    Sean awoke in the morning still in the armchair, clutching a neatly folded blanket with no idea where he was. Slowly intelligence returned, aided by the sight of the motorcycle and by Kevin snoring gently in the next chair. Had they really spent an evening drinking motorbike fuel and smoking lethal herb with an Irish-Maori poet?


    Zed came in with a pint of stout in one hand and a large brown egg in the other. While Sean shook his head, gently, Zed broke the egg into the drink and, reaching down to the table, picked up a ring spanner to stir the concoction. He handed it to Sean, who struggled to an upright position and took the drink.


    ‘Cheers,’ said Zed. ‘Get it into you.’ Kevin watched aghast while Sean gulped the handle down.


    When Sean’s stomach had reached an understanding with the vile elixir, he realised that he felt better. Revived, in fact.


    ‘More steak and chips in the kitchen,’ Zed said as he wheeled and stepped lightly out of the room.


    That was the pattern for the next three days — heaps of good food; smoke, drink and verbal pyrotechnics at night and a good heart-starter in the morning. Each day they worked in the mornings, gardening, repairing fences, looking after the stock. In the afternoons Zed played, mostly tinkering with his motorbikes. Both Sean and Kevin declined his offer to go hunting. Neither felt like that sort of excitement and they both discovered they just didn’t like shooting things. They asked if Zed had seen any sign of Colin.


    ‘That must have been him!’ Zed exclaimed. ‘I wondered who’d be crazy enough.’


    About two weeks previously he’d heard a motorbike go through at speed, but he hadn’t seen the rider and he didn’t hear the bike slow down.


    Zed had a motocross track in an adjacent paddock. Fiona, Sean and Kevin were watching as he screamed and blatted around, airborne on the jumps and showing a skill that had kept him up with the best at the Saturday night speedways in the Old Times.


    At the back of the track he miscalculated and came off and, despite his helmet, caught something sharp across his forehead. He was on his feet straight away, picked the bike up and was about to mount and ride on when he saw Fiona’s reaction. She was screaming and pointing at the blood starting to run down his face. He must have heard her — they probably heard her in Foxton. As he realised what the noise was and where it was coming from, the blood ran into his eyes, blinding him and making him stagger. Fiona’s screaming went up several decibels. She dropped the basket of puha she was holding and ran to him, arms outstretched like she was in some Hollywood love scene.


    Zed was no fool. It took him only a split second to twig that the sight of the blood had burst some psychological dam in Fiona. He let the bike fall, met her with open arms and held her while she screamed and sobbed till she was hoarse, dry, and probably as sane as any of them.


    Back in the house, a cup of tea at the kitchen table, Fiona talked in a broad Geordie accent.


    ‘Thanks for looking after us, Zed, man,’ she said after she heard the tale of where she was and how she came to be there. She couldn’t believe she’d been out to lunch for nearly a year and a half. She and her parents had lain down with what she knew from the telly was a really dreadful illness. She’d woken up. They hadn’t, and that’s all she could remember. But she amazed the company with the speed of her adjustment and her acceptance of circumstances so radically different to her memories.


    ‘I’ve been talking to you since the day I met you,’ Zed told her. ‘Some of it must have got through.’


    Her real name was Glenda, but she much preferred Fiona. When Zed suggested she lie down for a while, have a little rest, she told him no way, she was here now and here to stay. Her words trailed off as she passed out and slumped forward. Zed caught her and carried her to her room where she slept for a day and a half. She finally emerged with a puzzled look, saying ‘Who am I? Where is this?’ These were familiar questions, to Zed and Sean at least, and they spent the next week answering them patiently and carefully. Fiona had LIFE SUX tattooed on her left arm, as well as the name JOHNNO, done herself in gothic lettering. Things came back to her in a steady flow. By the end of the week, she was talking about her father spending his redundancy money from the engineering works on tickets to a new life in New Zealand. He’d had no trouble getting work, she said, but the car-parts factory had closed and he was redundant here as well. The pay-out was soon spent on bills Fiona was eighteen, doing an animal husbandry course at the polytech when the Fever swept over the country. Gradually she remembered wanting to be somewhere else, somewhere safer than a world where bad things could happen to the people you loved and probably would.


    The four of them were comfortable, like old mates almost. But Sean could see that as Fiona grounded herself more and more in the low-tech reality of their daily lives four was two too many. Zed probably thought so too, though it seemed to suit him having Sean and Kevin round as a hedge against the more alarming commitments and undertakings of intimacy.


    Sean and Kevin talked one day and decided they’d best leave. They asked Zed about crossing Cook Strait.


    ‘Not a problem,’ he said. ‘I know a guy in Wellington with a motorised scow. He makes regular trips to the Mainland, as long as the weather is right. The horses will be fine on the deck.’


    It sounded feasible and, after months of worrying about the crossing, Sean seized on the idea. Three days later they left.


    They formed a watchful caravan. Zed’s dog, Porkus, stuck close to Fiona in the middle. Sean and Kevin, Hamu, Bojay and Sofa travelled in the rear, alert for lions and pleased to be on the move again.


    They camped out twice, on a grassy paddock with rusting swings and a disintegrating slide at Paekakariki, and on the outskirts of Porirua.


    ‘We’re safe here,’ Zed said as they made camp within the view of several young people who called out and waved. ‘These folk know me. I used to have family here.’


    Didn’t we all, Sean thought. Hadn’t they parted company with a lot of people, parents, children, partners, friends? Hadn’t they struggled to come to grips with losing everything that was comfortable and familiar, and all the people they’d loved? Sean supposed the shrinks and psychologists would have had some useful advice on the matter.


    ‘You have to integrate all your experiences,’ they might have said.


    ‘I’m doing it, I’m doing it!’ Sean might have replied.


    On the third day they came to Kaiwharawhara, where the ferries used to berth while journeying to and from Picton. There they met Geoff.


    ‘How the fuck are ya?’ he cried as soon as he recognised Zed, dropping the sack that he’d been carrying and flinging his arms wide. Geoff had been a seaman since he left school. He’d loved and fought in most of the world’s major ports, and in some of its more exotic backwaters as well. He was Celtic and something Polynesian, a mixture that Sean was already aware caused both volatility and indifference to many conventional considerations. But while Sean was of average height and build and had learned to conduct himself accordingly, Geoff looked like a rugby flanker, two metres tall and rangy. He walked in an athletic crouch, arms swinging loosely like weapons. Geoff had met Colin.


    ‘That prick!’ he said. ‘I had to throw him and his motorbike overboard.’ Kevin almost choked on a piece of roast mutton at the thought of Colin and his conveyance hurtling through the air and splashing into the tide.


    ‘He tried to stick me for the fare,’ Geoff said. ‘It was only two dollars.’ Normally Geoff would extract a fare from his passengers before departure, but this day they’d been in a hurry to catch the tide. They were a few metres from their destination, the Lake Grassmere groyne, when Geoff finally got a chance to confront Colin.


    ‘Where’s the money?’ Geoff had asked. Colin had apparently made some reference to Geoff’s dreams. He had also laughed, but what had really upset Geoff was when Colin pulled a knife on him.


    ‘That’s when I threw the jerk overboard,’ he said. ‘Him and his bike.’


    Geoff became thoughtful when he saw Kevin’s reaction, joy and relief at the thought of Colin meeting a watery end. He turned to the young man.


    ‘There’s obviously something serious between you guys, so what I have to say is probably bad news.’ Kevin’s shoulders slumped.


    ‘I might have known,’ he said. ‘Go on. Tell me.’


    Geoff didn’t intend killing Colin and he’d thrown him overboard only fifty metres from the breakwater. He’d turned and was hoisting a sail to take advantage of the wind they’d been battling into, when he happened to glance back at the breakwater. Colin had swum to safety and having climbed to the top of the jumble of boulders was cursing as loudly as he could and giving Geoff the fingers.


    ‘Sorry, mate,’ he said after Kevin told him what had happened at the old Chateau, and Sean had embellished the tale by describing Colin’s deed in Taihape. ‘If I’d known all that he’d have sunk with his motorbike.’


    They stayed that night in Geoff’s Tinakori Road home, a stately old mansion, particularly rambling and decrepit by lamplight. During the evening Zed and Fiona decided to make the crossing too.


    Early in the morning, a mild nor’easter blowing and a steady ground swell from the same direction, they began their voyage. They weren’t going to Picton via Queen Charlotte Sound, Geoff said. He preferred to stay clear of Cook Strait with its treacherous currents and sudden wind changes.


    ‘Okay in a big vessel,’ he said, ‘but we’re only small, so we’re heading due south out of the harbour and landing near Lake Grassmere, on the coast.’


    Both Sean and Kevin thought of Colin doing an enraged dance on the breakwater. They looked at each other, sharing an unpleasant twinge at the prospect of running into him again.


    The scow felt small as they chugged out of the harbour into the open sea. Bojay and Sofa were tied to a ring in the middle of the deck. They were surrounded by a dozen bewildered goats who were making the crossing with their new owner, a Marlborough farmer called Richard. The two travellers left the saddles on their horses but stowed their saddlebags and weapons against the wheelhouse. They could see their destination, distant but clear, as the scow rose on each following swell. But the clear view didn’t last.


    First it started to rain, no great cause for alarm, but then it started to blow as well. In less than five minutes the sky behind them turned black.


    ‘Not looking good,’ commented Geoff, as he and Zed stoked up the firebox and crammed on all possible speed. It wasn’t looking good to Sean either. As the roiling mass of storm cloud advanced steadily, the ground swell increased in size and frequency and wind-blown rain lashed the group. Geoff yelled something about the breakwater.


    ‘If we can make it there we’re safe,’ they heard.


    Sean wasn’t too keen on the way he said ‘if’ but kept the thought to himself. Geoff looked like he knew what he was doing and Sean didn’t want to put him off his game. Fiona was sitting on one of the saddlebags in the shelter of the wheel-house. Richard hung on to the mast in the bow, while his goats kept as far astern as possible. Bojay and Sofa stood splay-legged in the centre of the deck. Sean imagined he saw revenge in their eyes. Hamu and Porkus sat side by side next to a large netting sack full of life jackets and plastic bottles and flagons. The dogs were panting and eager, bursting with a desire to be useful and neither having a clue how to go about it. There wasn’t much Sean and Kevin could do either, so they hung onto the side of the wheelhouse, wet and warm in their swannies. Sean jammed his green cocky’s potae tightly on his head as the wind blew harder. The scow started a corkscrewing motion and Sean was reminded just how slowly they were moving by the chop and the swells hitting her starboard stern quarter.


    But they were getting there. The breakwater and the calm seas behind it were only about two kilometres away. They’d be safe in its shelter in just a few minutes, with the worst of the storm behind them. The engine clanked as Geoff turned everything right up. Sean guessed they were probably doing about ten or twelve knots, helped by the turmoil at their rear. Suddenly there was a horrible graunching noise and a furious knocking that shook the whole scow. Geoff didn’t hesitate. He dropped his shovel-full of coal, slammed the firebox door, disengaged the crankshaft and blew all the steam. He cursed and grabbed Zed.


    ‘Give us a hand with the sail,’ he shouted as the scow started pitching and wallowing and a wave broke over the deck. It washed the goats up against the port rail and soaked everyone else. As the water drained away Sean saw their saddlebags and weapons in the scuppers. Pulling a life jacket from the sack, he dived across the deck and tied everything together, the last knot tightening just before the next wave washed the bundle overboard.


    Things happened very quickly then. Sean sat on the deck slicing through his bootlaces. Bojay was down and so was Sofa. He couldn’t see Kevin anywhere. Fiona was helping Zed bowse a loose-footed mains’l, while Geoff grappled with the swinging boom. Richard was hanging on with one hand while he tried to hold two goats with the other. Sean kicked his boots off and cut the horses’ leads. As they struggled to their feet, Sean wrapped Bojay’s rope around one hand. The next wave hit — a wall of green water that picked them up like chaff and threw them overboard.


    Do horses swim? The thought flashed through Sean’s mind as he struggled up through green water. To his vast relief, Bojay did. Both their heads emerged from the water at the same time. Bojay shook his and started dog-paddling. Sean pulled himself onto the horse’s back.


    As they rose on a swell, he saw the breakwater about half a kilometre distant. There was no sign of either Kevin or Sofa, but Hamu was in view. He was swimming, his head and shoulders out of the water except when a breaking wave submerged him. Porkus was with him and several goats as well. Sean and Bojay followed them, slowly gaining on the bobbing heads, till they were opposite the end of the breakwater. Its tumbled rocks and blocks of concrete were awash with breaking waves, but it looked calm on the lee side.


    Sean called out to Hamu. The dog turned towards him and he pulled Bojay’s head around so the horse was crabbing across the waves. Sean was lying on him, almost floating, holding onto his mane with one hand and pulling on the reins with the other. He didn’t know how long it took, but one minute they had waves breaking on them and the next everything was still and Bojay was paddling powerfully towards the sandy beach at the start of the breakwater. Sean looked around and saw Hamu scrambling up on the rocks. A few seconds later, he was barking encouragement.


    He was barking at something behind them too. Sean turned his head, half expecting to see Kevin. The scow was just rounding the end of the breakwater, water pouring off the deck and the sail taut with the wind. Zed and Fiona were holding on in the bow and, when Sean looked again a few seconds later, he could see Geoff’s face in the wheelhouse.


    There was still no sign of Kevin. He couldn’t see Richard and the goats either, just wild seas surging and breaking towards the southern shore of the big bay they were in. The scow passed them. Zed and Geoff called out something to Sean before they tied up at a tyre-hung concrete wall. A few seconds later Bojay’s feet touched the bottom. Hamu stood on the beach barking as they heaved themselves out of the water. Sean slipped off Bojay, led him through the shallows and up onto hard sand.
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    SEAN HAD MADE IT to the mainland, to Maui’s Waka. But where was Kevin? He mounted Bojay, turned the horse’s head and took off down the beach. Zed, Fiona and Geoff leapt off the end of the breakwater and started running in pursuit. Bojay’s hooves drummed on the hard sand. The surf thundered and the spray thickened. Sean’s heart sank as he thought of Kevin and Sofa trying to survive in the crashing seas. What hope would they have in the two-metre waves? He could see the sea churning with white water and the air swirling with windblown mist and spray. But as he galloped, crouched low over Bojay’s neck, peering between his ears, he saw a group of figures away in the distance, vanishing and reappearing in the mist. Somebody had survived. He urged Bojay to greater speed.


    He drew closer and the figures became clearer. Sofa. Several goats. Richard, crouched over a figure lying on the sand. Sean jumped off Bojay, just as the body on the sand stirred, coughed, and puked up about a litre of sea water.


    ‘That’s got him,’ said Richard, as Kevin drew in a shuddering breath and opened his eyes. It took him a few seconds to realise where he was.


    ‘I thought I was drowning,’ he said. ‘Is all this for real?’


    Richard looked like he’d just run a marathon.


    ‘For sure, mate. Bad enough giving you the kiss of life. At least I didn’t have to revive your horse.’


    Kevin hacked up another litre of sea water and hauled in more air.


    ‘Thanks,’ he said. He noticed Sean for the first time, the relief on his face growing. He smiled when he saw Sofa.


    ‘Didn’t know you could swim that well,’ he said to the horse. Kevin had pulled himself onto Sofa’s back, but they’d followed the goats into the heavy surf and been rolled and tumbled by a wave that broke right on them. Kevin didn’t remember any more, but somehow he’d retained his grip on Sofa’s reins. The horse pulled him ashore as he made his way through the breakers into shallow water.


    Ten goats stood around Richard. One of them was wearing an orange life jacket. The goats had amazed him with the way they’d handled the heavy seas.


    ‘They listened to their mother,’ said Sean. ‘They didn’t go swimming in jeans.’


    He looked at Kevin and Richard’s sodden clothing and laughed.


    ‘Thought we’d had it that time,’ he said.


    Before long they were all sitting together on the beach, Zed, Fiona and Geoff as pleased as anyone to have survived. Sean remembered Zed telling Fiona a sea voyage was just the thing to put the colour back in her cheeks, and wondering at the time what piece of overwrought melodrama had produced that insight. What was she thinking now? He was still wearing his hat and his eyepatch. It was crooked. Fiona leaned over and straightened it.


    ‘Now I know pirates can swim,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t ever sure about people walking the plank.’


    ‘What about our gear?’ Kevin said. ‘Wonder if that’s been washed up?’ Sean suddenly thought of his weapons. He didn’t care about his saddlebags and their meagre contents, except for Pablo Neruda in a plastic bag, but he didn’t want to lose his sawn-off and the home-made crossbow. He knew how much Kevin valued the chisels he’d been collecting and the set of wooden bowls he’d been working on. He heaved himself to his feet. Up the beach, Bojay and Sofa were already busy munching on a patch of pingao.


    ‘Come on then,’ he said to Kevin. ‘If you’re up to it we’ll take a look.’


    They found their gear high and dry on rocks at the southernmost point of the bay, about a metre away from being swept past and lost somewhere down the coast. By the time Sean and Kevin caught up to the others they were limping and hobbling along, helping Richard drove the surviving goats towards Richard’s farm.


    ‘Fuck this for a laugh,’ said Zed. Crumbling bits of highway dug into his unaccustomed bare feet. ‘Best we get something to wear.’


    They stopped at the first farmhouse they passed. The hedge at the end of the drive was wild and the front lawn looked like a hay paddock. A rural delivery flag, on the mailbox by the road, stood upright as it had for a year and a half. The front door was shut and as they approached, after closing the main gate on Bojay, Sofa and the goats, they hesitated. The mix of respect and sadness that struck them surprised everyone. They knew what they’d find, but for Sean anyway things were different. Growing in him, minute by minute, was the feeling that the country they were in now was new and clean. Any action could have a million consequences, spreading out like echoes. Maui’s Waka was different to the North Island.


    Richard opened the door and they stepped inside. The house smelt musty, unused. Everything was covered with dust. It was an expensive home, brick and tile, with lots of aluminium joinery, and good quality carpets and drapes. Through the open lounge door they could see leather furniture, coloured rugs, white shag-pile carpet and a heavily varnished, hewn-timber coffee table with cups and a pot on it.


    They moved down the hallway and past the main bedroom. Through the open door was one of the saddest sights Sean had ever seen. It looked like a bundle of clothes at first tossed in a heap on the bed. There was no smell and everything was tidy, except for a jug knocked over on a bedside table and some clothes scattered on the floor by a walk-in wardrobe. But when he looked a little closer, in the dim light he could make out two bodies, parchment skin and hanks of hair, one dressed in the remnants of a print dress and the other wearing a corduroy shirt and moleskin trousers. They were in each other’s arms. There was no way of telling who’d died first.


    The sight stopped everyone. Fiona and Kevin were both outside the door, their eyes wide. When Sean caught his reflection in a mirror across the room, he was weeping. Nothing he’d seen yet in his travels had brought home to him so powerfully, so poignantly, the human face of the Fever and its awful aftermath. This wasn’t a crumbling institution, a cold TV or a disintegrating road. This was two people, clinging to one another, all hope gone and nothing left but love.


    ‘We’d better bury them.’ Richard’s voice was loud and shocking.


    In a shed out the back they found a spade and a shovel and several pairs of boots. They fitted Sean and Kevin perfectly but were too small for Richard. He had to make do with a pair of jandals from by the back door. Nobody spoke while they interred the couple. As Sean had done so often elsewhere, they laid them in the grave together, wrapped in a blanket and not weighing more than a bag of potatoes. Sean wanted to say something, some sort of prayer, but he didn’t find his voice till the last shovel full of dry Marlborough dirt went on the grave. What he finally managed to croak out probably wouldn’t have made the New Testament.


    ‘Goodbye, you guys,’ he said. ‘And thanks for the boots.’


    The sun went down as he spoke. Once again they stopped and looked at each other, and this time it was Fiona who voiced what was suddenly in all their minds.


    ‘Where will we stay? What will we eat?’


    Geoff said he had some rice on board. Sean volunteered to return for it while the others scouted out greens and whatever else was edible. They fired up the barbecue. When he returned with a ten-kilogram sack of unpolished rice, they’d found cooking oil that was only slightly rancid, puha, curry and salt. They found whisky too, and coffee that was stale but still drinkable. That night they bedded down on the shag-pile. The horses and goats happily munched away in the front yard, while Hamu and Porkus guarded them. Inside, everyone talked themselves through the day’s events.


    Kevin saw two rifles on pegs on the wall.


    ‘Do you think they’ll mind if I take one?’ he said to Sean. Sean knew what he meant. He thought for a minute.


    ‘No, mate. We’ve said goodbye and buried them properly. They won’t mind.’


    They breakfasted on rice and puha and started on the twenty-five-kilometre walk to Richard’s home. Thirty people lived there, he said, growing fruit and vegetables and raising cattle. Three of Richard’s people came in sight just before noon, riding up the road in the shimmering heat. Mountain peaks rose to the south of them and coastal hills to the east. Richard’s people left the food they were carrying — the wholemeal bread, smoked trout and fresh fruit filled Sean and Kevin’s saddlebags — and rode back for extra horses. By that night everyone was at home on Richard’s farm, the goats secure and everyone pleased to eat a good meal and sleep in a comfortable bed.


    Geoff’s scow had a collapsed bearing on the crankshaft and, bemoaning the lack of oxyacetylene — ‘Can’t beat the old red spanner’ — he, Zed and Fiona, accompanied by two men from the community and a bag of metalworking tools, said their farewells and set off for the return voyage. Sean and Kevin left with them, except the pair would be continuing their southward journey.


    Once again they’d be alone, a prospect that, for Sean at least, grew more and more attractive as they rode. Sean wanted to savour the freedom and expansiveness he could feel in the landscape. He sensed a depth to everything, a revelation of secrets and mysteries. Here was a place where answers were as clear as the wide blue skies, and answers were what he needed. What did the Maeroero want? What part did he play? Sean could feel the manaia, alive against his chest. He remembered the misshapen little creature in the piebald pelt that had laughed at him. He and his mates had caused the Fever? Get away.


    They soon came to the main road, and a parting that surprised nobody with the lack of emotion involved. Zed and Fiona were well and truly united and Geoff had thoughts for little other than the repair of his scow.


    ‘The Force be with you,’ said Zed to Sean and Kevin.


    ‘You too, bro,’ said Sean. ‘And thanks for the lift.’ Fiona and Geoff laughed.


    Sean and Kevin were soon lost in the coastal hills, riding past the groves of willows, elderberries and tree lucernes popping up among the eucalypts. Blackberry climbed all over the ruined fences. Wild-looking cattle occasionally peered around trees and from within thickets, and insects whirred in the long grass. The storm that had almost drowned them had filled the dams and creeks. When they camped that night they lit the fire and tied the tarp to a chorus of frogs celebrating the wet.


    Birds woke them in the morning, loud in the trees all around. Sean and Kevin lay under their saddle-blankets, their heads on their rolled-up swannies, and luxuriated. Sean drank in the day and the layers of sound all about. The sun would need to be higher and hotter before the traces of vegetation and cowshit in the summery air really hit their peak, but already he could smell the plains with their dry grass and wandering herds. He thought of the goats. He thought of Richard and his community too. But mostly he thought of what the day held for them. A young woman from Richard’s community had given Kevin an old AA accommodation guide. According to that, they’d be coming out on the coast soon, at Kekerengu, the gunwale of Maui’s Waka, under Te Tapuae o Uenuku, Footsteps of the Rainbow, the mountain they’d seen as they sailed out of Wellington harbour. Sean was looking forward to eating koura, the lobster for which the coast had always been renowned. Their saddlebags were packed with bread, made by Richard’s friends from wheat they grew and ground themselves, and he and Kevin had eaten their fill of rabbit stew, but Sean always had liked koura. He hadn’t tasted any for over two years, since he and Te Rina had stayed with friends on Whangape Harbour on the fabled west coast between Hokianga and Ninety Mile Beach. Sean really wanted to see a place named after the eating of lobster.


    Kekerengu was snuggled into the coast, a calm blue sea sparkling in the sun and seals at home on the rocks. People were living in the old tearooms. They made Sean and Kevin very welcome, even if they were wary of their first visitors from what they clearly regarded as ‘foreign parts’.


    ‘People don’t travel any more,’ an old woman told them while they cracked and sucked lobster legs and ate the wholemeal bread while it was still fresh. ‘They’re probably busy trying to survive where they are.’ She and her husband had retired in a comfortable home a little way down the coast.


    Now her cooking and gardening skills were a mainstay of her community. They weren’t just a means of embellishing her leisure after a lifetime as a librarian in Blenheim, raising four children and serving on local committees.


    ‘I wouldn’t have eaten like this. I’d have turned my nose right up. I probably wouldn’t have talked to you two either. Moving to the coast was the best thing Alf and I could have done and, dreadful as it sounds, the Fever was the next best thing that happened.’


    Sean thought of all the people he’d met with lives opened up and new opportunities abounding, from Ralph, the former investment consultant at Ngahere, to Sister Annie Choling. But he still had to pull himself up from saying, Who are you trying to kid? Kevin looked shocked. Few of the teenager’s experiences could have been worse than his old life. He could see that the old woman was trying to put a brave face on things. From somewhere deep in his store of smart remarks and inappropriate comments, he dragged up something he hoped would fit the occasion.


    ‘I’ll take koura over melting moments any day,’ he laughed. ‘But I’ve always been a bit of a gastronome.’ She laughed, dutifully, Sean thought. He detected a tear too, and even though she pretended that she had an itchy eye, she was too late to stop it overflowing and running down her cheek.


    Margaret was probably in her late sixties. The younger members of the community — three children, several adolescents and a group of men and women in their thirties and forties — all deferred to her, making sure she was comfortable with enough to eat. When everyone sat down to a meal that night they were all interested in what was happening elsewhere.


    ‘Don’t get me wrong about the Fever,’ Margaret said. ‘I’ve lost my children and their families and no doubt you’ve lost family too.’


    She patted Sean’s hand and looked lovingly at Kevin. ‘If what I went through is any indication, a lot more people must have survived the Fever than managed to live with what came after. In a way I’m glad my husband died. All the death and the change would have been too much for him. It would have been too much for a lot of people, but so was modern living.’ She put her cup of borage tea down, and looked for a minute like she was carrying a heavy and painful load. ‘That’s what I mean. We just couldn’t keep going like we were and something had to happen, something really drastic.’ Sean thought of the Maeroero — ‘Kati ra, kati ra!’


    ‘I’m sorry for all your loss, Auntie,’ he said. ‘And I agree with you too, about people not coping, before or after.’ What could he say that made sense? ‘Kids were killing themselves in the Old Times. Their parents did too, after the Fever, when everything changed and they lost all the things they thought were important.’ He’d have to be careful here. He didn’t want to end up sounding like some nutter. He thought for a moment. ‘If you’ll pardon me saying so, being a woman you’ll have a fair idea of what’s important. As for me, I’m still finding out, but I never did believe anything worth having came out of a Cashflow machine.’


    Margaret laughed and lifted her cup in a toast. ‘I think what you’re saying is that you don’t want anything to interfere with this delicious lobster, and I’m right with you there.’ She looked to Sean like she wasn’t fooling. The new world she was living in might have its disadvantages — he guessed she’d probably had a lot of trouble with people looking wrinkled and unironed — but she was coping, and clearly getting some satisfaction out of finding her skills valued and appreciated.


    One of the young men, who’d been sitting at the other end of the table, came up then and spoke in Margaret’s ear, before taking his seat again. She gave Sean and Kevin a long hard look, and spoke a little hesitantly.


    ‘You two look like you’re capable of it, but I don’t know whether you will or not.’


    They were being lined up for something. Sean took a sip of tea, pretended nonchalance. Margaret spoke again.


    ‘We go to the markets at Kaikoura every three or four weeks, usually with the folk from the marae just down the road. Three times since last winter we’ve been held up and robbed by people living at the Clarence River mouth.’


    She took in Sean’s blank look.


    ‘It’s about halfway. They stole our money and goods coming and going. We need to give them a fright, make sure they stop bothering us. Could you help us?’


    Sean had a flash of exploding heads and burning buildings. He felt ridiculous too, like the hero of some spaghetti western. He explained about losing his ammunition and having no ammunition for Kevin’s .308. He’d stripped and cleaned his sawn-off but it didn’t feel particularly safe to threaten people with an empty weapon.


    ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Margaret said. ‘We’ve got ammunition here. We’ll pay you too. Twenty dollars each to ride with us to Kaikoura and back.’


    What could they say? The offer took Sean by surprise. It was probably time to have a good look at his negotiable skills. He envisaged his appearance — patched eye, dreadlocked, bearded and travel-stained. No doubt he looked like a few miles of bad road. He could see he’d make a plausible heavy. But as a career, even as a pastime, the idea didn’t appeal. Still, the money and ammunition would be handy and he couldn’t think of another way to acquire either. Trading eels on a stretch of coast teeming with fish and lobster? As long as they didn’t have to hurt anyone.


    ‘Okay,’ Sean agreed, after a quick eye signal from Kevin. ‘Just a fright? You’re sure of that?’


    ‘I hope so,’ said Margaret. ‘None of us want to see anyone hurt.’


    A day later they set out, lobster in barrels on the back of a cart drawn by two horses. Two young women sat on the cart with bundles of fresh herbs and bags of glasshouse-grown produce, like chillies and tomatoes. Two men, one with a rifle and one with a crossbow, rode alongside. They didn’t look at all intimidating, and nor did the contingent from the marae down the road. Except for an old man who winked at Sean when Margaret explained what was happening, they were all young people, carting dried fish and vegetables. Sean was starting to develop a really bad feeling about the trip. An hour out he was wishing they hadn’t taken it on. The old man knew. He became very serious when Sean spoke with him.


    ‘This won’t end well,’ he said. ‘But it’s been a long time coming and you look like you’re up to it. None of our whanau is, and not the people from the tearooms either.’


    He told Sean to expect three men in their thirties and forties, who used the threat of violence to get their way even if they hadn’t hurt anyone yet. The old man, Poutu te Rangi, described them as bullies and cowards. He showed Sean a .22 rifle shaped into a handgun concealed inside his plaid jacket.


    ‘I’ve still got a couple of teeth left,’ he said.


    They passed a huddled collection of cribs, or baches as Sean and Kevin used to call them before they moved south, spread out around the Clarence River mouth. Nobody was about, but Sean could feel eyes on them, and he and the old man sat up most of the night when they camped in a grove of ngaio trees just outside the town.


    ‘Somebody has to do this,’ Poutu explained. ‘There’s no right or wrong in it, just getting on with things.’


    Poutu — never mind the ‘Uncle’ — knew as well as Sean that giving people a fright might well involve killing somebody, and there wasn’t a lot you could say about it.


    ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘that’s not so important.’ Oh yeah, thought Sean. What is?


    ‘We’ve been waiting for you,’ the old man said.


    We? Who’s we?


    ‘It’s the Maeroero,’ he continued. ‘Somebody has to put things right with them.’


    Put things right? How?


    ‘Talk with them. Find out what they want.’ Poutu looked worried.


    ‘We don’t really know what you have to do. Maybe you know already, maybe you don’t. But we all depend on you.’


    Hope you’re not too disappointed, Sean thought.


    The Kaikoura markets were full of people, laughing, gossiping, jostling, wheeling barrows of fruit and vegetables and greeting old friends. The Kekerengu folk sold and traded all their goods and by mid-afternoon they were ready to leave. They camped out again that night and by midday on the following day they were approaching the river mouth. Everyone was worried, looking nervously about.


    Four men on horseback were strung out across the road around a corner. They had shaven heads and black gear. Rifles were levelled. Sean saw a couple of swastika tattoos.


    The two carts were side by side. Sean was riding out in front, his sawn-off drawn and cocked and resting across the saddle. One of the men called out.


    ‘Just drop your goods and money over the side and ride on!’ He addressed Sean directly. ‘And don’t you even think about it. We’ll waste you!’ He looked surprised to see Sean, and a little nervous. He didn’t even notice Kevin, who’d been beside the cart, chatting with one of the young girls from the tearooms.


    Sean shrugged. Behind him he heard bags of coin tossed to the road and goods joining them.


    ‘That’s the story,’ said the man who’d spoken. ‘Nice and ...’ He didn’t get a chance to finish. Poutu’s .22 shot took him right between the eyes. The others whirled around to what had looked like a bundle of rags in the back of the cart. One of them managed to fire a round, but Sean’s shotgun blast hit him in the chest the same time as the shot from Kevin’s .308. It blew him out of the saddle and stopped everyone.


    ‘Drop your weapons or you’re both dead,’ Sean said to the remaining two. ‘Fuckin’ oath!’ he heard from Kevin. The stalemate lasted all of three seconds, before two rifles clattered in the road.


    ‘Now put everything back on the carts and fuck off. And no more trouble, not ever.’


    The two men, one of them probably only eighteen, looked incredulous for a second. They dismounted and replaced all the bags. Then, wheeling their horses, they galloped down the road and onto the shingle beach. As soon as they were gone everyone leapt to the cart where Poutu had been riding and lifted the blanket. The old man had blood all over his face from where the shot had creased his scalp. Sean thought he was dead at first and one of the young women from the marae started to wail. But Poutu opened his eyes.


    ‘Stop that racket, girl,’ he said. ‘You’ll give me a headache.’ He looked around then and eventually focused on Sean. He felt the wound on his head.


    ‘I didn’t see that one coming,’ he said. ‘Did you get them?’


    A few kilometres up the road, Kevin rode forward and joined Sean.


    ‘You know,’ he said. ‘I was expecting to see Colin. I just know we’ll run into him somewhere.’


    Sean looked at Kevin. ‘He’s not our only worry.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘You’re not going to believe these little guys.’


    ‘What little guys?’
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    SEAN AND KEVIN FELT READY to face the future. Packed in their saddlebags were shotgun shells, a handful of .308 cartridges and forty dollars worth of one and two dollar coins. They were stocked up with herbs and spices, flour, vegetables and dried fish. But mainly they’d developed a lot of confidence in their ability to handle trouble, even if the spectre of a gap-toothed and enraged Colin still lurked at the back of their minds.


    Sean had decided to keep quiet about the Maeroero but Kevin asked him straight out.


    ‘What little guys?’ he said. ‘What did you mean Colin isn’t our only worry?’


    Oh dear, thought Sean. How on earth could he explain the Maeroero? He tried anyway.


    ‘They’re reject fairies,’ he said. ‘They caused the Fever.’ Kevin gave him a long look.


    ‘It’s all that dope you smoked with Zed,’ he said. ‘You’re losing it, man.’ He shook his head and changed the subject.


    On their own the Kaikoura coast felt quite different. Sean made Kevin laugh when he called out to the seals and the gulls that squabbled on the rocks as they rode by. They even waved to some people at the mouth of the Clarence River. The people waved back, too. Maybe they didn’t recognise either Sean or Kevin, or perhaps they did.


    ‘How many people do you know wearing an eyepatch?’ Kevin pointed out.


    They stopped at their old campsite outside Kaikoura and enjoyed fresh fish and veggies fried with chillies. They leaned back against the trunk of a ngaio tree, drinking tea with wild honey like old campaigners. But let’s not get carried away, Sean said to himself.


    Next day they rode through Kaikoura. The locals greeted them with waves and cries. They’d set up their stalls under the shop awnings, and they watched as Sean and Kevin continued south into the dense bush that shaded a steep and winding road.


    Their path reminded Sean of the old gravel roads of the Tai Tokerau backblocks. But in that region, in Winston Peters’ Ngati Wai country, north of Kaitaia, around Whangaroa Harbour, in places like Hokianga and Herekino, people had lived everywhere. Families made themselves comfortable in anything with a roof, driven from the cities by high rents and no jobs.


    Here there was nobody. They rode for two days before they even saw a dwelling and they didn’t bother investigating. Derelict homes were unmistakable. The paddocks on the hills around this house sported broken fences, with occasional pigs and cattle foraging among the young gorse and broom. Everything was dry and as they came down onto the north Canterbury flats, after three days, they could see the place was suffering a severe drought. What pasture remained was burnt by the sun and a hot wind blew from the nor’west. They crossed two big rivers that were reduced to a trickle, and smaller streams that were dried up completely. After the travellers had two thirsty days, they learned to use whatever water they found, though Kevin drew the line at the scummy bottoms of near-dry cattle troughs. Sean even dug down two feet, in the sun-baked gravel of a stream bed, for some brackish water that he scooped into his hat for the animals. The water did absolutely nothing for the potatoes they boiled in it.


    ‘Forget the tea,’ Kevin said. ‘It’ll taste like crap.’ They drank the veggie water instead. It made Sean very nostalgic about curried dog.


    Just north of Christchurch things became a little greener. They found small streams with dark pools shaded by willows, where they all drank their fill. They were even able to wash. Eels, trapped by the drought, examined them from the shallows. Sometimes it was easier to travel at night, cooler and well lit, with a rising moon in the cloudless sky and the hot wind reduced to a whisper. They weren’t moving fast.


    Sean’s first dream came when he and Kevin were dozing in the leafy shade of a willow on a hot afternoon. Bojay and Sofa were making a meal of the leaves overhead, and Hamu twitched and yelped as he chased rabbits in his sleep.


    Sean felt at home in the dream. It was only a fragment. After he woke it took him a long time to separate where he’d been from the place where he was.


    He’d been standing on the foreshore of an inlet. Houses peeked through trees behind him. Ducks and chooks fossicked along the high-tide mark and in the shallows before him. He wasn’t wondering where he was. He didn’t even realise when he’d woken. He lay in the dappled sunlight on the stream bank, his head on his rolled-up saddle-blanket. The scene was just as vivid when he replayed it with his eyes wide open. Dragonflies darted and hovered over the cool water. A cloud of midges gathered. A fantail herded and ate small insects.


    They stayed by the stream that night, dining on rabbit cooked with a herbal mixture devised by a young woman at Kekerengu. The meal was delicious, the ground soft and warm, and the alarm birds — spurwing plovers, they later discovered — woke them at first light with their urgent cries high overhead. They took their time with a breakfast of reheated leftovers, while Bojay and Sofa continued devouring the foliage that was even now changing colour and starting to fall.


    On the outskirts of Christchurch two people rode towards them. They were both in their early twenties, a young Pakeha man and a Maori woman. The man had suffered a serious beating. He had teeth knocked out. Fresh swelling around both eyes was purple and bloody. His nose looked broken, his clothes were bloodstained and torn. One arm hung useless at his side.


    She seemed in better shape, but her face carried some mean-looking bruises and her eyes had a haunted quality.


    The fellow managed a ‘Gidday.’ She didn’t say anything.


    Sean and Kevin got as far as a brief ‘Kia ora’ before the battered state of the pair blew any formalities away.


    ‘You guys are in a bad way,’ Sean said. ‘You looking for help?’


    ‘We’re getting away.’ The woman spoke for the first time. ‘Out of the city.’


    He needed cleaning up. Sean had no idea what she needed, apart from safety. Returning to the city was out of the question. He looked at Kevin, who nodded.


    ‘Come on then,’ Sean said. ‘I take it you’ve got no objections to riding west.’


    It wasn’t a hard decision. Sean and Kevin suspected Colin was somewhere in the city, at home with the skinz who had long made the place their stronghold. Turning west and taking the inland road was a relief, even though Sean had been looking forward to seeing what had become of the trees and flowers he remembered from calendars. But they could see that bad trouble lurked somewhere in the city. So west it was, and they wasted no time in putting several kilometres between themselves and the city.


    Clayton was his name, Hoheria was hers. They’d met at the Cathedral Square markets and had spent the past six months looking for somewhere to live. They’d finally decided to move away from Christchurch in search of another community.


    But they weren’t quick enough. They’d been accosted by four skinz, and a tall skinny guy with dirty blonde hair. The attackers tried to force Clayton to look on while they raped Hoheria. He’d fought ferociously. They almost killed him. Leaving him for dead, they all ravaged the young woman. She was left unconscious. It was night when she came to and dragged her still-insensible partner around the back of a nearby house. She remembered the blonde one saying that they hadn’t finished, they’d be back. He didn’t say what they’d do, but she was terrified. Barely able to move, she recovered their horses and lay on the back porch with her arms around her mate wondering if she’d ever feel like a person again. Some time in the night Clayton regained consciousness and the two of them tried to comfort each other. At dawn they began their ride out of the city. They had no clear destination in mind. They just wanted to get away from the nightmare.


    Sean and Kevin called a halt at midday under the shade of a row of poplars. A cup of tea. Something to eat.


    ‘Excuse me,’ said Hoheria hesitantly. ‘Could I please have that hot water? We need to get cleaned up.’


    ‘Feel like some fried veggies?’ Kevin asked.


    ‘No thanks. We’d better keep moving.’


    That night they talked Hoheria into stopping and they camped by a willow-lined stream. The young couple spent over an hour immersed in a deep pool. Sean shot a turkey with the crossbow and tried to cook food for four in one frypan. A good meal helped them relax. As a full moon rose, Sean could see they were slowly rejoining the land of the living. They were both relieved to be alive and in a safe place, but Hoheria still looked around at every noise. Sean and Kevin did their best to reassure her, especially about Hamu’s abilities as a watchdog. They slept around the fire, Clayton and Hoheria in each other’s arms and Sean and Kevin wrapped in their saddle-blankets.


    Sean dreamed again, a magical little village by the sea. This time there were people in the dream, smells and noises too. He could hear surf and a dog barking. He saw wide, dusty, sunlit streets and cottages from his childhood, windows and doors forming friendly faces. Men and women wearing colourful patched clothes walked with arms around each other. There were no old people, and no babies either. He heard laughter and casual chatter. Wood smoke tickled his nose and when he sneezed he woke up, lying by a dead fire under a full moon. This time the dream had come with a sense of urgency, the feeling time was running out. Where was the place? Where did the dream come from? What did it mean? He lay in the moonlight wondering.


    Magpies woke them, warbling away as the hot sun rose. They took turns bathing in the stream and when Sean got back Hoheria was helping Kevin fry turkey and potato leftovers with freshly gathered chickweed. Clayton was trying to get some movement back into his left arm, immobile after a kick in the elbow while he lay on the ground.


    ‘Thanks for everything,’ he said. ‘Things were looking really black for a while there.’


    Sean laughed. ‘You wouldn’t care to rephrase that?’


    Hoheria stopped her stirring. ‘They’re getting browner by the hour.’


    When they were packed and mounted and riding through Darfield, cleaned up like the small towns they’d seen elsewhere, she dropped back to where Sean and Bojay were cruising along in the rear. Where was Sean from, she asked. Who was his iwi? From Ngapuhi, he told her, surprised at her resilience, her ability to look beyond her own hurt. His ancestry was Samoan and Irish. He didn’t know about Kevin. She was Kahungunu, she said, but she wasn’t sure about anything any more.


    ‘Nearly everyone I knew is gone now. Everything is different since the Fever. Where does that leave Clayton and me?’


    Sean felt like replying ‘Why ask me?’ but he suddenly remembered Auntie Mihi. He looked at Hoheria, trust in her eyes despite her horrible experience. He had to say something.


    ‘You’re a Pacific person,’ he told her. ‘And it doesn’t matter what happened. You’re still Ngati Kahungunu. Maybe it isn’t such a big deal any more. Maybe it’s more important than ever. Your choice. It always was.’ He felt like an imposter, a charlatan.


    But it was enough for Hoheria. She thanked Sean and rode ahead to Clayton. Sean heard the sharp hiss of an indrawn breath as Clayton stretched and flexed his arm, and reached out to caress her shoulder. She spoke to him and he laughed. Maybe Sean’s words had been of some help. He wondered what she’d said.


    ‘You’ve got a big mouth, mate,’ he said to himself.


    For the next two hours he felt a rising tide of responsibility, waves of alarm and a deep and irresistible current of uncertainty swirling around him. He thought of Auntie Mihi, Uncle Wire, and all the old ones who’d navigated the treacherous waters of the twentieth century, equipped with nothing more than the collective strength of their own characters and the teachings of those who went before them. He’d never thought of Uncle Wire silenced by doubts, but he must have had his moments, invisible to Sean in his youthful arrogance. He could hear the old man chuckling as if he was riding alongside.


    ‘Now you know what it feels like, boy!’


    Now Sean did know. He was so busy thinking about Hoheria’s state of mind and wondering how she was able to keep going after such a horrendous invasion, that he missed the turn-off that led down to the Rakaia River, through places like Glentunnel and Windwhistle. Clayton had a good map in his shoulder bag but he couldn’t see very well through his swollen eyes, and before long Sean realised they were heading into the Alps.


    A few kilometres past Springfield, deserted and windblown, they boiled the billy and consulted Clayton’s map. A southerly front blew over. Clayton and Hoheria must have been accustomed to such weather, but Kevin and Sean couldn’t believe the sudden plunge in temperature and the way the freezing wind knifed through their swannies. Sean was suddenly aware of Hamu at his back, out of the wind and leaning against him for the warmth.


    According to the map, they could take a southerly turn at Lake Lyndon and skirt the northern end of Lake Coleridge, then follow the Acheron River down to a road running alongside the Rakaia River, opposite Mt Hutt. As they climbed towards Porters Pass, a feeling of foreboding grew in Sean. They rode around rocky bluffs and between hills steeper than any he’d seen. Stony slopes and tussocky promontories marked their progress. Hawks soared high overhead in the pale blue sky. The streams had names like Kowhai and Rubicon and the water was icy sweet, spilling into rocky pools and tumbling down miniature gorges. Sean battled with a growing anxiety, a certainty of trouble on the way.


    The sun was glowing gold above snowy mountains as they came to Lake Lyndon and the turn-off they’d been looking for. They made themselves comfortable below the road on the lake shore. As they sat there resting, Clayton nursing his wounds and Kevin and Hoheria tending the fire, a gust of wind from the east brought the distant roar of motorbikes. Sean leapt to his feet and called to the others. Kevin heard the bikes too and stopped to listen.


    ‘They’re coming this way,’ he said. ‘They’re onto us.’


    ‘How do they know?’ asked Hoheria, her voice tremulous with fear.


    ‘Horseshit,’ said Kevin.


    Hoheria looked shocked. ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘Horseshit,’ repeated Kevin. He nodded towards Bojay and the other horses.


    ‘These guys leave a trail a blind man could follow.’ And there was the answer for an ambush.


    ‘Quickly,’ Sean said. ‘Put those bigger logs in the road, just on this side of the corner. Kevin, you and Clayton fight together. Hoheria, you fight with me.’ When the logs were in place, he checked everyone’s weapons. Two firearms. Sticks. Knives. A tomahawk. The crossbow, good for one shot. He thought of Matapihi and the dog attack near Wellsford. This time the stakes felt a lot higher. Things had a far more deadly edge. He cocked the crossbow and checked the shells in his sawn-off. The motorbikes changed gear two or three kilometres away.


    ‘We’ve got the advantage,’ he said. ‘Shock the shit out of them with our first attack. Get them when they come off their bikes.’ He tried to sound confident, but he certainly wasn’t feeling it. He passed the crossbow to Hoheria and made sure his knife was loose in its sheath. The feeling of the weapon sliding between the ribs of the rottie in that early attack flashed through his mind. Focus, he growled at himself. These guys are dangerous.


    He could see Kevin, checking his weapons and stamping his feet with fear and impatience. Clayton had Kevin’s tomahawk stuck in his belt. He was practising one-handed thrusts and swings with a hefty piece of driftwood. Hoheria was holding the crossbow, a knife in her belt and a solid branch on the ground at her feet. She looked grim, out for some serious revenge.


    The roar of the motorbikes grew louder but somehow filtering through was a watery noise behind them. Sean whirled. There in the lake, close to where a stream was discharging, huge bubbles were rising. Hoheria saw them too and her jaw dropped.


    The two front riders rounded the corner, hit the branches in the road and crashed with a spectacular shower of sparks and a screaming of metal on tarseal. Kevin ran forward. One rider was struggling to his feet, dazed from the crash, and Kevin knifed him under the ribcage. The other rider lay in the road, not moving. Kevin was just stepping back when the others arrived. They braked hard, swung wide, and one of them rode off the road towards the lake edge. None of the six came off. They each stopped their bikes and were dismounting in a leisurely manner. Sean fired his shotgun. One fell. Hoheria took careful aim at another with the crossbow, sending a steel bolt into his eye and protruding out the back of his skull. She dropped the crossbow and picked up her branch just as the remaining four attacked. Two of them had sawn-offs and one carried a machete.


    Sean saw Clayton go down from a shotgun blast. Kevin shot their attacker before taking a machete cut in the arm. Suddenly Sean’s sawn-off was knocked out of his hands and a tall wiry figure was all over him. The guy was punching, headbutting and biting. He was trying to stick Sean with a mean-looking knife that flashed in and out of his vision. It scored his ribs and sliced into an ear when he dodged a thrust to his good eye.


    ‘I’ve been waiting for this!’ hissed a familiar voice. His attacker stepped back and glared crazily at him. ‘You can pay for everything now!’


    Sean didn’t even get time to draw his knife before Colin was on him again, stabbing and headbutting. Sean tried to pin Colin’s arms, but had to let go when he felt teeth sink into his neck. A blow on the nose blinded him. Tears in his eye and knees like jelly, he grabbed at Colin. Locked together, the pair staggered across the grass verge. Sean thrust Colin away and tried to draw his knife. He could hear a shotgun blasting as he dodged and fended. Colin slashed Sean across the forehead. Blood ran into his eye. He heard a wild laugh. He grabbed for Colin again and pulled him close. Sean was losing the fight to keep off Colin’s teeth and his stabbing blade, when they overbalanced and toppled into the water.


    If Colin was unstoppable on land, he was a nightmare in the water. He twisted and writhed as they sank and somehow managed to get his hands around Sean’s neck. Sean struggled for all he was worth, but Colin’s grip tightened and he started to black out.


    Then ‘Shut your eye!’ came a shocking compulsion. Something like a huge and muscular eel brushed up against him and the hands vanished from around his neck.


    ‘Hold your breath! Swim up!’ Something pushed him from beneath and next thing his head was breaking the surface and he was gulping air.


    He trod water, a few metres from the bank. What happened? A body floated to the surface next to him. A body without a head. Blood spread outwards in a widening crimson pool. Aghast, Sean flailed and splashed out of the water. He collapsed on the bank, where he sobbed and heaved up a pint or two of lake water.


    He was still lying there when he heard Hoheria’s wail of naked anguish. He pushed himself onto his hands and knees and looked across the grass. There were bodies everywhere, torn and bloodied. Hoheria held Clayton in her arms. Her cry echoed across the lake. Kevin stood beside her holding his arm, staring at Sean and the body in the lake.


    Kevin helped Sean to his feet, gasping with pain at the effort. He fell back clutching himself, a growing stain in the front of his swanny.


    ‘How bad is that?’ Sean said, pointing to Kevin’s chest.


    ‘Don’t know,’ he said, wincing as he lifted the front of his swanny, revealing only a blood-soaked and slashed shirt. ‘I think I’m okay anyway. You’d better see to Hoheria. They got Clayton.’


    A shotgun blast in the chest had killed Clayton instantly. Hoheria cradled her man’s head, her tears falling on his face, her cries sounding in the hills. Sean didn’t know what to do. He approached her with the words that carried a universe of meaning but changed nothing.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. The words left him feeling completely powerless. They seemed feeble, inadequate. Hoheria looked up and her tear-streaked face broke Sean’s heart.


    ‘He was so beautiful,’ she said. ‘Why did it have to be him? Why not me?’


    Sean moved without thinking, put his arms around her, stroked her hair. Tears sprang from his good eye. His grief felt as old as the lake and just as deep. He and Hoheria, Clayton between them, clasped each other, rocking and weeping.


    Eventually Sean moved, looking up as if he’d been dreaming and was seeing his surroundings for the first time. Hoheria still clung to him and gently he disengaged her arms. Stiff and sore from what felt like a million cuts and bruises, he turned to where he heard a branch being broken. Kevin had managed to light a fire and was poking sticks under the billy, one-handed. His other arm hung useless at his side. He saw Sean looking, and nodded towards Colin’s headless corpse, bobbing in the shallows.


    ‘What happened to him?’ he asked.


    Sean thought for a few seconds. The truth would have to do.


    ‘A taniwha bit his head off.’ Kevin looked disbelieving. ‘Sure.’


    Sean looked again at the lake. He thought of Frank and Kurangaituku.


    ‘No shit,’ he said. ‘Remember the dream I told you about? Remember Cally’s taniwha?’ Sean watched Kevin trying to get his head around a story and a painting turning real. He could see the young man wanted to believe.


    ‘Neither of us were kidding,’ he said. ‘That taniwha’s real. His name’s Tinirau. A lot of people know about him too.’ He pulled the manaia from beneath his swanny and showed it to Kevin. ‘That’s who this is. He’s looking after us.’
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    SEAN HARDLY KNEW where to start, until he took a closer look at Kevin. The young man had a machete slash in his arm but more worrying a stab wound in the chest. Sean suspected a lung had been damaged. Kevin winced every time he breathed. Hoheria bathed the wound with hot water, and applied some of the antiseptic cream they found in a medical kit carried in one of the motorcycle panniers.


    ‘I’m worried about him,’ Sean said to Hoheria when they were out of earshot. ‘He needs more than we can give him.’


    ‘For sure,’ she said, Clayton in her eyes, but Kevin’s troubles in her voice. ‘He needs complete rest. We have to find somewhere, and soon.’


    They made Kevin as comfortable as they could, a cup of tea and a blanket by the fire. After they bandaged his wounds Sean insisted he remain still.


    ‘You stay there, cuz, you’ve done enough. We’re lucky to be alive.’


    Sean and Hoheria gathered rocks in the last of the fading light and built a cairn for Clayton, high on the bank overlooking the lake and planted about with heather and yarrow. They were very wary about approaching the lake edge for water.


    ‘It isn’t much but as long as I’m alive you’ll be remembered,’ Hoheria said. The tears streaked her face and splashed on the stones. Sean was weeping too as she turned to him.


    ‘Excuse me if I sit here with Clayton for the rest of the night. You’d better look after Kevin anyway.’ She stopped crying and Sean watched her wrap herself in what was left of her friend before turning her gaze back on the people left alive.


    How did she do it? She looked across to Kevin, propped against his saddle and trying to drink a cup of tea. ‘He’s going to need all the help he can get.’


    Sean sat with him for most of that night watching his young friend get steadily worse. By first light Kevin was having a lot of trouble breathing. He barely had the strength to spit out the blood that collected in his mouth while he wheezed and rattled and winced with pain. As the sun rose, Sean and Hoheria hoisted him onto his horse and rode on either side, steadying him as he swayed.


    They took all morning to make their way across slips on a narrow winding road down to the Rakaia River. The old concrete bridge was still standing, the tarseal deck lifting above the swirling torrent far below. For the next two nights they camped beside dried-up riverbeds eating wild turkey and self-seeded potatoes, taking turns trying to get food and drink into Kevin. The young man ate little. Sean could see he was running on the strength of his youth and a sort of residual fitness. It was only a matter of time before infection and illness really got a grip on him. Hoheria fussed around him, making sure his wound was clean and he was warm during the nights that were already growing colder.


    ‘Try this,’ she’d say, holding out a spoonful of food. ‘If you can’t do it for yourself then eat it for me.’ Kevin would make a huge effort. He’d focus on Hoheria and grin, he’d even try to laugh but the mirth quickly degenerated into a coughing fit and a spray of pink-tinged froth. By the time they got to Mayfield, infection and delirium were taking hold.


    A nasty surprise met them at Mayfield. Six large and leaping dogs attacked, Dobermann crosses and something that looked like a Dalmatian with a shark’s head. Sean shot three of the beasts while Hoheria buried her hatchet in the skull of a fourth. The other two fled when a woman appeared outside a roadside building, discharged a shotgun into the air and yelled ‘Fuck off!’ in a voice that made Sean think of a blowtorch blistering paint.


    The woman watched the dogs racing like greyhounds through the thigh-high thistles growing out of the highway. She turned to the three friends. Sean and Hoheria were struggling to hold Kevin in the saddle, when suddenly he rolled his eyes up in his head and slumped sideways, every muscle peanut butter and all his awareness flown off like escaped birds.


    ‘You can’t come in here,’ the woman said, swinging the shotgun around so that Sean was staring down black barrels the length of a room away. ‘Last people that stopped left the flu. Killed two of us. Won’t happen again.’ She peered at Kevin. ‘What’s the matter with him?’


    ‘Knife wound,’ said Sean. ‘And if we can’t stay here where can we go?’ He watched the woman looking at Kevin. She was about the right age to be his mother. Sean wondered what her story was.


    ‘Not a safe place between here and Geraldine,’ she said. ‘That flu took a lot of people. You can’t stop anywhere. You could carry on to the coast, or you could try going inland, Burkes Pass, the Mackenzie Country.’ Her voice trailed off, her face suddenly showing hopelessness, like she couldn’t be bothered feeling anything else. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Good luck wherever you’re going.’


    They stood silently looking at each other. The woman lowered her shotgun. Sean saw her eyes fill with tears, and he felt like crying himself till he looked across at Hoheria and saw a steely determination focused not only on the woman but on him too. Hoheria spoke so quietly they had to strain to hear.


    ‘Thanks for your help with the dogs. We’ll be right anyway, we’ll find somewhere.’ With a brief nod to Sean who had to move smartly to keep up, she slapped Kevin’s horse forward, holding him in the saddle with both hands and gripping her own horse with her knees.


    A kilometre down the road, both she and Sean struggling to hold Kevin upright, she spoke again.


    ‘Dances With Wolves. We need to make a travois.’


    Sean remembered a triangular frame, loaded up with gear and pulled behind a horse. He nodded, and started looking around. It was nearly five kilometres before they found a deserted barn that hadn’t been picked clean of everything useful. By the time they started lashing willow poles together, Kevin had regained and lost consciousness several times, and Sean’s worry about his young friend had grown almost to panic proportions.


    Hoheria reassured him. ‘We lost Clayton. We’re not going to lose Kevin too.’ Her tone made him sit up on Bojay and take a deep breath. ‘I mean it. I’ve lost everyone else and a big piece of me too. I’m not going to take it any more.’


    Sean looked at her. She seemed impossibly young. In her face was a frailty and delicacy that made him think of his daughter Rewa telling him of words that described the moon, like secret and glowing, while she did her homework at the kitchen table and he made a pot of tea.


    They finished the travois and tied it between Bojay and Hoheria’s horse, with Sofa on a long rope behind. The horse was agitated at the sight of Kevin while they bumped and scraped down the road, the young man at least comfortable on a rapidly woven net of baling twine. That night they camped by a stream. The next day they came to Geraldine, hoping for a busy market and people who might be able to help them. But the place was deserted. Empty stalls sat under bright awnings on the footpath in the centre of town. Everything was tidy and the market didn’t look abandoned, it just looked like nobody had turned up.


    ‘Somebody’ll get the sack for this,’ Sean joked, trying to dispel a cloud of despair brought on by the bare trestles and deserted street. He could see that the sight had hit Hoheria like a goods train. But she pulled herself together quickly enough, dismounting and giving Kevin a drink from a water bottle. Hamu sniffed and piddled.


    ‘I think we should try the coast,’ she said. ‘Easier country, not so cold at night.’


    But the Maeroero, it must have been them, had other ideas. Just outside town Hoheria and Sean found branches laid right across the road and an unmistakable arrow pointing to Fairlie. They looked at each other.


    ‘I sure don’t feel like arguing with those little buggers,’ Sean said shaking his head. He hoped the sign meant some sort of assistance, but he was afraid of more laughter, or worse. Hoheria looked puzzled so Sean told her about the Maeroero.


    ‘I don’t know what they’re capable of,’ he said. ‘For a start they caused the Fever.’ Hoheria didn’t blink.


    ‘Then we’d better do what we’re told,’ she said.


    They turned right and followed the road through country that got steadily steeper. Boxthorn hedges and weedy pasture, with the usual flattened fences, gave way to patches of native forest in the gullies. Here and there an ancient gum tree with a mottled trunk and peeling bark stood on a ridge amidst a litter of fallen branches.


    Sean first heard it when they rode through a cutting. They travelled another two kilometres with the noise getting louder and clearer, until they stood at the bottom of a drive lined with stone statues like Tolkein’s Púkel-men. Somebody was playing ‘Down By The Riverside’ on a trombone.


    ‘Up there,’ Sean said to Hoheria, and they wheeled, following the trombone notes between the statues and the bush that thickened as they climbed. The music grew louder till they came around a corner and there in the middle of the track, legs spread and head thrown back, was the trombonist himself. He wore a kilt, a black bush singlet and a sporran made from a bull’s scrotum. His feet were bare, his brown hair unruly and his beard reached his waist.


    ‘So it’s you,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’ He turned and walked away from them up the drive, the trombone in one hand and his kilt swishing as he stepped briskly forward. Sean and Hoheria stood wide-eyed and motionless, Kevin lay unconscious on the travois between them.


    Sean was miles away. The unusual musician, the native trees and winding track had wafted him away to the last annual Wekaweka Trolley Derby, when members of the local hippie tribes had hurled themselves drunk, stoned and generally hilarious, down three kilometres of steep, winding and rain-soaked south Hokianga clay road. Snail, who came second, wore leather shorts, a tattered parka and a carved wooden helmet adorned with gigantic curving cow horns. He’d made a Flintstones wooden motorbike with no steering so that at every bend people had to pull him out of blackberry clumps and the swampy headwaters of streams.


    Hoheria was the first to recover. Sean dragged himself back into the present when she waved her hand in front of his face and called, ‘Hello!’


    ‘What does he mean, "So it’s you"?’ Hoheria was saying.


    Sean glanced down at Kevin and across at her. ‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘Guess we’ll find out.’


    They rode on through bush and bird sound. Their guide gave a skip, and there around a corner stood the most unusual dwelling either had ever seen. It was two-storeyed, maybe three. It had turrets and gables, added on like a Lego hallucination. Part of the roof was corrugated iron, some of it was shingled and some was thatched. One weatherboard wall was visible and they could see one wall covered with what looked like old printing plates, layered like fish scales. A dragon had been painted on them, bedecked with jewels, its fiery breath wrapped around an open door. A car door with the window wound down had been worked into the dragon’s armpit and several stone statues stood on the wooden verandah. Some were like the Púkel-men that Sean had seen down the drive. Two of them were Maeroero.


    Sean and Hoheria dismounted and were lifting Kevin between them, his skin burning and his head lolling, when they were joined by a woman, her flaxen hair in a long plait, and a young girl with a pixie face clutching her skirt.


    ‘Hi,’ she said, pulling Kevin’s arm across her shoulder, ‘I’m Marianne. That’s Roger. The bed’s all ready.’


    They laid Kevin in clean fresh sheets. Sean stood aside while the two women undressed the young man. They helped him sit upright while he drank a frothy green concoction that smelled of hay and wildflowers. Kevin was asleep in seconds and didn’t stir when they cleaned his wound and applied a poultice.


    Marianne turned to Sean. ‘I think we were in time. We’ll know by tomorrow morning.’ He looked at Hoheria, making herself comfortable in an armchair by the bed. ‘Go on,’ Marianne said. ‘Nothing for you to do here. And you need some cleaning-up yourself from the look of your clothes.’ Sean glanced down at himself. His swanny was slashed and blood-spattered. He could feel the cuts from Colin’s knife when he breathed, little splashes of pain as his chest rose and fell.


    ‘Unless you want to get into bed now, we can patch you up in the kitchen and tell you what’s been happening here,’ Marianne said, straightening from pulling the bedspread around Kevin.


    ‘Kitchen’s fine. Thanks.’


    ‘Roger’s been dreaming about you,’ she said. ‘Riding south to meet somebody.’


    In the kitchen there were cups of limeflower tea and manuka honey. Sean winced and gasped while Marianne washed his wounds with a clear liquid. The same mixture calmed him considerably when Roger poured him a belt and toasted timely meetings.


    ‘Glad you’re here,’ he said. ‘We’ve been waiting for three weeks.’ Sean looked at him. He wondered what had been in the dreams. What had the Maeroero to do with them? He couldn’t think of anything to say so he raised an eyebrow. The one under his eyepatch. Roger continued.


    ‘You have to go on and leave your friends here. That’s one thing I understood from the Maeroero. They’re really looking forward to spending some time with you.’


    Sean felt a stab of fear. He suspected the little creatures meant him no serious harm, but he was alarmed at the prospect of their mischief.


    ‘Stay for a week and then you’d better get moving,’ Roger said. ‘Your friends’ll be safe here. They can catch up later.’ Sean was still digesting this when Marianne spoke.


    ‘In case you’re wondering, the dragon’s a taniwha from Lake Tekapo. Lots of them live there. He didn’t mind about the flames either. He just laughed.’


    Sean had a memory of something large, slithery and incredibly muscular. He tried to picture Cally’s painted taniwha head on it, alive with teeth and jewellery. Quickly he put the image out of his mind.


    ‘They used to be really annoyed at people taking water for the dams. The Maeroero are still upset.’ Sean looked puzzled. ‘They come around all the time now.’


    ‘We’ve been learning to talk with them,’ Roger said. He made a noise like a tin shed collapsing. ‘Just saying gidday wrecks my throat. They like the trombone though. Pity I can’t play it better.’


    Roger had gathered his little family in one afternoon. He’d recovered from the Fever and nearly gone crazy after a solitary week. So he’d mounted a bicycle and gone searching, armed with the trombone on which he’d learned to play two notes. He’d stopped at every farmhouse he saw to blow an experimental blast. At the fourth hedged-in, red-roofed cottage, he’d alerted Marianne, sitting alone after burying a husband and starting to think about whether or not she wanted to go on living. Roger’s trump was the sweetest sound she’d ever heard, she said, and the two of them carried on. First they found ten-year-old Myfanwy and then teenaged Lucy, a dark and intense young woman whose Gothic fantasies had no trouble accommodating the Fever.


    Roger and Marianne were both artists, painters and carvers, and at first they pursued their interests with vigour and enthusiasm. But they soon found the demands of their new life left very little time and energy for any activities not directly connected with survival.


    ‘Pity you’re not staying,’ Roger said to Sean. ‘We could use an extra pair of hands over the winter.’ He turned on his chair to look at the door. ‘But your friends’ll be a big help anyway.’ Sean pictured Kevin asleep, Hoheria beside him in the armchair, and he was almost overwhelmed by a rush of love and affection for the pair. With it came the realisation that he didn’t want to be parted from either, that they were now his family.


    ‘I don’t really like the idea of moving on without them,’ he said. ‘We’ve come a long way together.’


    ‘Sorry, mate,’ Roger replied. ‘But I don’t think you’ve got a lot of choice in the matter. I get the idea those little guys run the show now, and I sure as hell wouldn’t want to upset them.’


    Sean thought back to Uncle Morepork’s warning. ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of them. You won’t know another moment’s peace.’ He wondered what the Maeroero had done to make Roger so wary of them.


    ‘What happened?’ he asked. Roger looked at Marianne. She shuddered.


    ‘They didn’t hurt us,’ he said. ‘But they scared the crap out of us.’


    Marianne placed her hand on top of Roger’s. Sean could see she her face tensing. She took up the story.


    ‘We used to see them sometimes,’ she said. ‘At first we thought we might have been doing something wrong and they were angry with us, but we finally figured it was just the way they sounded. You know, like possums on the roof. And then we started to work out what they were saying, that we all had to pitch in together and look after each other.’ She poured more tea and picked up her cup. Her hand was shaking. Roger continued.


    ‘It started when we tried to get the tractor going. They didn’t like that. They don’t like machinery.’ He looked around nervously. ‘We just wanted to plough up a bit of ground for potatoes and turnips, so I got working on a tractor in the shed. They were okay till I started it up for the first time. As soon as they heard it they went ballistic.’


    Outside the sun was lowering and the room darkened. Marianne lit a lamp, a flickering light that threw leaping shadows, silhouettes that grew stronger as the darkness deepened.


    ‘They nearly killed Roger,’ she said. ‘I was just taking him out a cup of tea when he started the engine, and all hell broke loose. Two of them appeared out of nowhere like they always did. One minute nothing, next thing they’re standing next to me. And they made the shed vanish. We found it later. It was a heap of corrugated iron and timber where we were going to put the garden.’


    ‘What about you?’ Sean asked Roger. What on earth could the little creatures have done? Roger shook his head.


    ‘It was horrible,’ he said. ‘One minute I’m in a shed working on a tractor ... next thing I’m in an open paddock ... wrestling with a giant eel. And you couldn’t imagine how slippery and slimy it was.’


    ‘Well actually ...’ Sean started to say, but Marianne spoke again.


    ‘I didn’t see an eel. I just saw Roger suddenly start fighting with the tractor.’


    But the fight hadn’t lasted long. She’d dropped the two mugs and started towards Roger when the tractor rose about ten metres into the air, spun around several times and fell with a shattering crash right beside Roger.


    ‘It was just like something threw it,’ she said. ‘It smashed the whole thing to pieces. And it was all so loud. There was this noise like rolling thunder. It started when the Maeroero first appeared ... it got so loud. I wanted to throw myself on the ground with my hands over my ears.’


    ‘The tractor’s still out there in pieces,’ Roger said. ‘I tried to put it back together once, but the Maeroero appeared again and the thunder noise started up, only this time it sounded like growling.’


    ‘They come around most days now,’ said Marianne. ‘They just watch, but it’s like they’re keeping an eye on us. And they’re such ugly little beggars, with their horrible noises and warty skins. Where on earth did they come from?’


    ‘They caused the Fever,’ Sean said. He tried to explain, thinking of Uncle Morepork’s words about a whole lot of mischievous Luddites guarding the mauri of the land.


    ‘I can believe that no trouble,’ said Marianne. ‘Reject fairies too. How come they never got into any storybooks?’


    ‘They did. Rumpelstiltskin must have been a cuzzie. And all those critters like kobolds and hobgoblins that turned milk sour and scattered flocks of sheep. I think they’ve always had a bad press.’ He thought of Cally’s paintings and the misshapen little creatures lurking in the undergrowth.


    ‘Kati ra, kati ra!’ he hissed.


    ‘That’s them!’ cried Roger. ‘What does that mean, anyway?’


    ‘Something like "that’s enough, that’s enough".’


    ‘Makes sense,’ Roger said. ‘No wonder they were pissed off about the tractor. Today one piece of machinery, tomorrow agribusiness.’ He looked relieved, then he grew thoughtful again.


    ‘But what about the dreams? Can they just get into my head like that?’


    ‘They can do what they like,’ Sean said. ‘Nothing to stop them now. And what about the dreams anyway?’


    ‘You’re in them,’ Roger said. ‘I saw the three of you coming here. I’ve seen you crossing a high pass in the snow, and riding with a beautiful red-haired woman.’ Marianne gave him a look. ‘Not my type,’ he added hastily. ‘I much prefer blondes.’


    Sean laughed, then grew silent himself as he thought back to times with Te Rina and her dark-haired beauty. He was suddenly struck with envy for Kevin — no longer alone, with Hoheria in the armchair beside his bed and caring for the young man in a way that made him ache with loneliness. Sean pushed his chair back and rose just as Marianne stood up.


    ‘We’d better check on Kevin,’ he said. Marianne was already making up another poultice. The three of them tiptoed into the room where Kevin was breathing raspily in his sleep and Hoheria was invisible in the shadowed armchair.


    Kevin stayed asleep all night, Hoheria refusing to leave her armchair. She was snoring gently when Sean and Marianne looked in the next morning. She was still there when Kevin awoke the following evening with panic in his eyes and wild questions on his whereabouts.


    ‘You’re safe here,’ Marianne told him. ‘And you’d better stay in bed for at least a week. You nearly died.’ Her voice softened. ‘I suppose it wasn’t the first time either.’ Kevin managed a weak smile. Hoheria looked proprietary.


    Sean felt the feeling of family grow even stronger. He remembered Hoheria’s words about clinging to what she had in the face of everything she’d lost, and he realised he was no different. He’d lost a great deal. Te Rina, the children, his life in the Old Times. Where was he going? Why? What did the Maeroero want? Hoheria watched him drift away. Her voice was gentle when she spoke.


    ‘We’re a family, the three of us,’ she told Marianne. Kevin gave a weak thumbs-up from the bed. ‘I don’t know what happens next but I do know we need to stick with each other. Us three being together is like a second chance — even a third chance — and I don’t think we can afford to let it go. We mightn’t get another.’


    ‘I know you’re right,’ Sean said later when they were alone. ‘We need to stick together.’ Even as he spoke a sick and empty feeling was growing. How could he possibly move on by himself? How could he leave Kevin and Hoheria behind?


    ‘You have to go on ahead,’ Hoheria said. ‘The Maeroero told me last night. Scary, aren’t they? Scary and ugly. But as soon as we can, we’ll come after you. You shouldn’t be hard to find.’ She repeated Kevin’s words. ‘I mean, how many people do you know wearing an eyepatch?’


    Later that day, when Sean checked on Kevin, the young man spoke to him.


    ‘Sorry I doubted you,’ he said. Sean stopped in the doorway and turned back. This was a first.


    ‘Hoheria told me about the Maeroero,’ Kevin said. ‘Marianne too. I see what you mean.’ Sean walked back into the room and sat on the bed.


    ‘So you understand I have to leave?’ he said.


    ‘Sort of. But whatever it is you have to do, I’m with you all the way.’


    Sean smiled. ‘None of us have a clue what’s going to happen and I’ve been scared shitless. But it really helps knowing you believe. Thanks for that.’


    Five days later, relieved to see Kevin sitting up in bed feeding himself, the rents in his swanny sewn up, his saddlebags packed with manuka honey, roasted barley and dried meat, Sean saddled Bojay, mounted and rode off down the drive. Roger, Marianne and their family waved goodbye. Hoheria made no effort to wipe away her tears.


    ‘We’ll find you,’ she called. ‘We’ll start looking in the spring.’
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    ONCE AGAIN, Sean was alone. He’d left his family and friends behind. The emptiness was familiar, and so was the feeling of danger ahead, especially when the Maeroero’s arrows directed him inland through Burkes Pass. But to his relief he didn’t have to cross the Mackenzie Country, the place where the Fever started. At the top of the pass another arrow sent him down the Hakataramea Valley. The clear blue cloudless days and chilly nights, creeks full of eels and roadside groves of pines that gave good firewood and a soft bed of needles lent him comfort at least, as he tried to cope with the turmoil in his head. By the time he reached Kohurau, after crossing the Waitaki River on a narrow bridge that felt like it was a hundred years old, he imagined he was ready for whatever the future might bring.


    Sean spent the night at a place called Duntroon, near where the Maerewhenua River joined the Waitaki. He remembered the name ‘Maerewhenua’ from an Old Time dictionary of place names. ‘Land of the strange, wild people’, the dictionary had said, and when he saw the name on a signpost he was filled with alarm.


    He camped under a rock overhang, puzzled at first by the tatters of chain-mesh fencing that were all that remained of a protective cage around the overhang. But as he sat eating eel, unleavened bread and wild honey streaked with propolis, he noticed drawings on the walls illuminated by the firelight. Hunters wielded spears; moa, penguins and giant eels danced and slithered. The drawings were ancient, the place felt churchlike, and that night Sean dreamed again of a little village by the sea. In the morning his plans to follow the river down to the coast were changed yet again by an arrow in the road that sent him along the Maerewhenua River towards the Kakanui Mountains.


    At first he was riding along crumbling tarseal. Oak trees stood bare and bony in the early winter and fallen leaves littered the road. Then with a shimmer and a lurch he was on a narrow winding track threading his way between mahoe and kotukutuku. The day was warmer. Bright sunlight filtered through green leaves and Bojay’s hooves were silent on the spongy ground.


    What? Was he losing his marbles? Sean was just wondering what he might have accidentally eaten when he realised. The Maeroero. Of course. Then everything changed back. The leafy canopy vanished and tarseal scraps clattered underfoot. The temperature dropped. Sean started to breathe out. He was just beginning to relax when they were back in the trees, the tarseal gone. A few more steps — bony oaks — then ancient forest. The changes just kept coming. Sean was almost unhinged by the shifts, in and out of the trees, ducking branches and telling Hamu everything was okay, it wasn’t his fault, he was a good dog.


    Kukupa and brightly coloured kaka, like giant budgies, swooped about Sean as he rode through the trees. At first he couldn’t nail the feeling of familiarity, the sense of déjà vu. But then with a shock he realised he’d already seen the forest, in Cally’s paintings. The knowledge that somehow she’d been here before failed to reassure him.


    He rode all day like that, boiling the billy at what felt like midday. He did his best to flow with the changes — the bare oak branches turning as he watched into the leafy peeling bark limbs and tiny fuchsia dancers of the kotukutuku. It was almost night. He stopped for a meal of hastily gathered acorns by a set of shallow rapids, blackberry and gorse on the banks. When the scene changed to dark waters overhung by trees, a nightmare blackness began simultaneously in the pit of his stomach and in his head. He just couldn’t take any more strangeness. His vision swam and he passed out.


    The fire had burned low when he came to, lying in the frosty grass, Hamu’s whimpers in his ears. He felt like he was dreaming, the forest around him ghostly and unpleasant. A final flicker from the fire reminded him he was frozen so he struggled to his feet and started walking. Bojay followed on the well-marked trail that changed into a narrow gravel road as he climbed. His footsteps crunched when the leaves faded and he had to force himself to take each step.


    To Sean’s relief a half moon rose as they walked in the dark. At least it didn’t change and, after several hours of the shifts, he was finally able to anchor himself as the track threaded through forest one minute — mahoe tree trunks glowing pale in the cold light — and the next minute his boots echoing in clay-sided cuttings. Hamu killed a weasel on the gravel road, the thin and agonised screaming splintering like breaking glass in the night.


    As he climbed it grew colder. Finally he emerged at the top of the pass just as the moon came out from a bank of clouds. Sean looked out over a treeless landscape with deeply etched spurs and gullies and distant peaks. Ice glinted on the grass when he stopped on the roadside for a rest. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, he thought. Maybe he should have stayed below the pass.


    As he sat looking across the sea of hills below everything became darker. Another change, he thought, trees blotting out the moonlight, but it wasn’t. Clouds had covered the sky and sleet started blowing in his face, icy and penetrating. If he didn’t get moving he’d freeze. As he climbed to his feet everything flickered like another change. Maybe it’ll get warmer, he thought, but it started to snow. Get moving, he urged himself, this feels dangerous. He couldn’t stop shivering and Bojay trembled as the temperature dropped. The horse sheltered his head between Sean’s shoulder blades, butting him occasionally and almost sending him sprawling.


    The hypothermia-induced rapture crept up on Sean as he walked downhill. At first he didn’t see the snow-covered slopes on his left, the drops to his right.


    ‘Gotta keep going,’ he said to himself, repeating the phrase over and over. Before long he felt warm and safe. He slowed his pace and marvelled at gently rounded hills and inky gullies below the road.


    The snow was soft when he sat. Kevin would love this, he thought. Snowflakes melted on the sleeve of his swanny, clear in the moonlight. His clothes were wet. He didn’t care. He lay down to rest.


    Bojay and Hamu nudged at the inert shape, but Sean didn’t stir.


    Right on dawn a figure approached Sean’s body. Hamu looked on alarmed while he shook and slapped and finally slung Sean over Bojay who carried the unconscious traveller back to a hut at the Kyeburn Diggings.


    Sean woke wrapped in blankets next to a stoked-up wood-stove, a pot of stew bubbling.


    ‘I’m Fairgo,’ said the guy. ‘Get yourself around this.’ He helped Sean drink something that fumed in a tin mug. It seared his throat and burned his stomach, and warmed him right through.


    ‘I was dreaming about eels,’ Fairgo said. ‘Flying eels. And suddenly I just had to be out on the road.’ He shook his head. ‘What’ve flying eels got to do with anything?’


    Fairgo was a thirtyish Pakeha man who’d been an unhappy electrician in Otepoti when the Fever took his mostly estranged family With nothing to keep him there, he’d driven off in pursuit of the magic he remembered from holidays with his kids, camped by a stream high in the Kakanui Mountains. He’d found the magic too, but it wasn’t as pleasant as he remembered. He was a prisoner, he told Sean, kept by strange little creatures as if he was some sort of exotic pet.


    ‘What’s with everything changing back and forth?’ Sean asked Fairgo when he had his strength back. Fairgo stopped muttering to himself while he cleaned two rabbits for a stew.


    ‘You mean the Changes?’ Fairgo said. ‘That’s the Maeroero playing with your head.’ He peeled the skin off a rabbit and quartered the carcass. ‘They use the Changes to keep me here.’


    ‘How do they manage that?’


    ‘In the beginning I tried to leave several times. I never got further than a couple of kilometres before they drove me crazy.’ He looked at Sean. ‘Beats me how you got right over the pass.’ Fairgo tossed the rabbit pieces into a pot. Sean could see him thinking while he started on the second rabbit.


    ‘Why would they want to deal to you?’ Fairgo chopped up onions and other vegetables for the stew and added them with salt and a jug of water while the pot sizzled on the woodstove. Delicious smells filled the hut.


    ‘Wouldn’t have a clue, mate.’


    ‘Those little buggers caused the Fever,’ Fairgo said. ‘They got sick of waiting for people to get it right.’ Sean looked at Fairgo, a sudden realisation rising in him.


    ‘They don’t want things to start up again,’ he said.


    ‘Probably not.’


    Sean jumped to his feet, his eyes wide. The past two years started making sense. No wonder everyone was puzzled, from Auntie Mihi to Poutu. No wonder nobody knew what the Maeroero wanted. They didn’t want anything, not for humans anyway. But what was he doing? And what about the dreams?


    That night he woke with a jolt and sat bolt upright under the possum-skin cover. Flying eels? He woke Fairgo on the other side of the hut.


    ‘Tell me about the Maeroero.’ Fairgo’s sleepiness vanished at the excitement in Sean’s voice. He thought for a few moments, then spoke.


    ‘They don’t like hurting things. One of them was eating an apple when he found half a worm. When he realised he’d eaten the other half he started crying. His mates had to help him away.’ Fairgo swung his feet onto the floor and used his flint and steel to light a candle. ‘But they don’t like humans much. They don’t trust us.’


    ‘Do they send you dreams?’


    ‘Never.’


    Tinirau. The taniwha. The Maeroero knew. They wanted to stop him. Sean felt the manaia twitching against his skin. Maybe they saw it as a threat. Perhaps they wanted it. He shook his head. Fairgo was speaking again.


    ‘You know, the little bastards aren’t all that smart. They’ve been studying me but I don’t think they’ve learned a lot. Whatever it is you’re doing, we should be able to figure a way.’


    Sean spent the next day working out a plan.


    ‘We’ll give them what they want,’ he told Fairgo. ‘I guess we’ll be seeing them soon enough.’


    It took him three days in Fairgo’s workshop to copy the manaia, shaping and finishing a piece of pig’s jawbone. They smashed some old bottles for coloured glass jewels and Sean wove a kiekie thong. He tied the new manaia around his neck and picked up the original.


    ‘If you like I’ll wear that,’ Fairgo said.


    ‘They’re here,’ Fairgo said. ‘It’s show time.’ He looked nervous. His hands shook.


    ‘Remember the rules,’ Sean said. ‘They can’t hurt you.’


    ‘Yes they can,’ Fairgo said. ‘They can turn my brains into scrambled eggs. Yours too. Don’t forget it.’


    Sean looked out the open door. Sitting on a log across the yard was a little being, about a metre high, with curly red hair and a high forehead, wearing the hide of some spotted animal. It was the same guy who’d laughed at him. It was Uruao.


    ‘Good luck,’ Sean heard behind him as he stepped out into the wintry sun.


    ‘Long time no see,’ Sean said. Uruao made a noise like a ship sinking, hissing and gurgling with interior explosions. Sean thought he heard ‘Tena koe’ in there somewhere. When Sean sat on another log Fairgo joined him.


    ‘Thanks for the dreams,’ Sean began. Uruao made a rocks-on-the-roof noise.


    ‘He’s saying ‘What dreams?" whispered Fairgo. Then Uruao started a cacophonous humming and to his surprise Sean recognised the tune, an old Peter Tosh song about living right.


    Uruao spoke, a lengthy statement that sounded like a quarry crusher. Sean didn’t understand a single word. Fairgo spoke softly in his ear.


    ‘He didn’t send you anything,’ he said. Uruao made more quarry-crusher noise.


    ‘The Maeroero want to know what the hell you think you’re doing.’ Uruao stood up, adjusted his pelt and held out a hand to Fairgo. He made a car-crash sound. Fairgo whispered again.


    ‘He wants an apple.’ Sean’s mental wheels spun.


    ‘They like apples,’ Fairgo said. ‘Give him one from the bowl on the table. Make a big deal of it.’


    Uruao took the apple, polished it on his hide, and bit into it. He grunted with pleasure. Soon he was down to the core. He popped it in his mouth and started chewing. He was just about to swallow when a thought struck him. Raising a cupped hand, he spat the mouthful into it. After carefully examining the masticated mess, he stirred it with a knobbly forefinger and extracted something that he flicked at Sean. It bounced off his eyepatch and landed in the dust. It was an apple pip. When Sean looked up Uruao was holding out his hand again. Another car-crash noise reverberated and this time Sean understood. He unhooked the manaia from round his neck and handed it to Uruao with a bow and a flourish.


    The Maeroero took the manaia and started to tuck it inside his robe. Then he stopped, sniffed at it and glared at Sean. A growling noise started and two more Maeroero appeared, one wearing a feather cloak and the other a plaid travel rug.


    ‘Oh shit,’ said Fairgo. Uruao hurled the manaia to the ground and Sean had the sudden shocking sense of something diving into his head and rummaging around, flinging thoughts and memories about like so much dirty washing. His eye rolled up till only the white was showing. He passed out and fell forward, Fairgo unconscious beside him.


    It was dusk when the two men came to and helped each other inside. Fairgo lit the stove and put the kettle on to boil. He felt beneath his jumper.


    ‘They got the manaia,’ he said. ‘We didn’t fool them for long.’


    Sean wanted to weep. All that way, all that trouble, the hopes and dreams of all those people. What now?


    He slumped on the stool by the woodstove. Fairgo gave a weak smile and went outside into the fading light, returning with a hand held out to Sean.


    ‘It’s a consolation prize,’ he said. ‘An apple pip and the manaia you made. How’s your head?’ Sean tucked the apple pip into his hatband and put the manaia in his pocket. Fairgo’s eyes were looking in different directions.


    ‘Never mind the scrambled eggs,’ Sean said. ‘I’ve got a major stir-fry in there. But at least we’re still alive.’


    ‘Yeah,’ Fairgo replied. ‘I suppose that’s better than a poke in the eye with a burnt stick.’ He gave a bitter laugh. ‘But not much.’


    A week later Sean left, riding aimlessly down to the Taieri Plains. He felt like he was running on empty. He’d lost everything. He wasn’t even able to console Fairgo, who’d fallen back into prisoner mode, sitting by the stove all day and staring at nothing. Sean wasn’t even surprised when there were no changes.


    He found people on the Taieri. In a market at Outram he spent the last of his money on a bag of salt, some chickpeas and a packet of tobacco. The folk were lively and hospitable but Sean found the friendliness forced and offensive. He kept moving for something to do, completely without direction. He crossed the Taieri River and found himself in flat country with pines covering hills in the distance. Willows grew in the swampy places and starlings perched in the gum trees, calling to Sean as he rode by unseeing.


    Camped next to a lake with the unlikely name of Waihola, he sat by a driftwood fire, his head in his hands. Maybe he could just swim out into the nor’westerly chop and end it all. Something stirred in his pocket. Bugs, he thought. Could he even be bothered? Listlessly he slipped his hand in, expecting to find a beetle. But there was nothing, only the manaia he’d shaped in Fairgo’s workshop. He pulled it out, intending to throw it into the lake. The kiekie thong looked fresh and green. Coloured glass jewels glowed. He stared at it, and as he gazed laughter started in his head, quietly to begin with, then booming and irresistible. Slowly he got to his feet as the laughter crashed and surged like surf.


    ‘Hamu!’ he called, but the dog was right beside him, panting and eager. ‘Something’s happening!’ Bojay had stopped munching. He put his head up and whinnied. The laughter was outside Sean’s head now, pealing and echoing across the lake. A flock of geese took flight, honking loudly. Ducks flapped and pukeko burst from the raupo. A whirling mass of sparrows gathered. Sean stood on the sand, looking out at the lake, an unbelievable relief growing in him. He felt the manaia hot in his hand as the laughter slowly faded and birds wheeled and soared about him.


    Streaks of red and yellow reflected on the suddenly calm water as the sun set. A floating log was just visible a few metres from the shore. Sean fastened the manaia around his neck. It seemed to dive beneath his swanny, as if it was pleased to be home.


    He slept well that night, once more full of hope and promise, and now with a sense of complete wonderment. Sean breakfasted on fresh-water mussels from the lake, looking forward for the first time in months to what the day held. The manaia was inscrutable in the morning light, but Sean understood all he needed to know. Tinirau was back. Bojay stood quietly while Sean packed and saddled up, and Hamu drank from the lake, belly-deep in the chilly water.


    Just south of Milton came a noise Sean hadn’t heard in well over a year — a car engine, labouring as the car bumped and lurched over the broken highway surface. He tried to stop Bojay panicking as the vehicle drew alongside and he caught a glimpse of a woman with red hair and sunglasses. Was she the woman in Roger’s dreams?


    He was still wondering when, out of sight, he heard the car engine clank to a halt. He rounded the corner to see that two men walking by had stopped. Sean could hear their ribald remarks, and the woman telling them to bugger off, she had friends coming along soon. When Sean was fifty metres away, riding unseen down the ‘long acre’ with his crossbow unslung and cocked, they managed to drag the fighting, cursing woman from the car.


    She kneed one man in the balls and headbutted the other, who retaliated by punching her in the face. Sean’s crossbow bolt took him in the neck, dropping him at the woman’s feet and giving her a chance to reach into the car and grab a hardwood club. The man she’d kneed was still clutching himself as she straightened and, before Sean was able to cock the bow for a second shot, she brained the fellow. There was a noise like a pumpkin dropped on concrete and the guy joined his mate stretched out on the ground.


    Sean trotted up to the woman, sitting sideways in the driver’s seat, her feet on the ground, her head in her hands. She looked up as he approached. One eye was starting to swell.


    ‘You okay?’ Sean asked.


    She was beautiful. Red hair, high cheekbones and wild green eyes. Sean’s heart lurched.


    ‘No, I’m fucking not,’ she said. ‘But thanks.’


    ‘No sweat,’ said Sean, trying frantically to think of something to say and finally coming up with the offer of a cup of tea. She looked surprised, and thanked him again.


    Sean gathered wood, lit a fire, boiled the billy and tossed in some gorse flowers. He turned so she wouldn’t see him taking them out of his swanny pocket and surreptitiously removing the worst of the fluff and twigs.


    ‘My name’s Alex,’ she said. ‘Bastards. Wonder who’ll miss them?’ She looked at the two dead men, no remarkable sight for Sean by then, and probably not for her either.


    ‘Sean,’ he said, straightening from stirring honey into her tea and offering his hand. She was mid-twenties and dressed for a garden party. She saw Sean looking.


    ‘I’ll wear what I like and get around any way I want,’ she said, bristling. ‘Anyway this is the first time in months that I dressed up and look what happens.’


    Her make-up was impeccable. She even wore stockings.


    ‘Sorry, my dinner suit’s still at the cleaners,’ Sean said as he spooned beeswax from her cup and spilled it all over his travel-stained trousers. She laughed, loud enough to startle the birds in a nearby poplar windbreak. Hamu gave a delighted bark.


    ‘This tea’s nice,’ she said. ‘Where are you going?’


    ‘Not sure. Just looking for a good place to live.’ Tinirau was hot and heavy round Sean’s neck. ‘What about you?’


    ‘I was going to Central Otago but it doesn’t seem like such a good idea now. Maybe I should stay on the coast, near the sea.’


    They sipped their tea and looked at each other. Sean saw a gorgeous woman, perfectly groomed. He was suddenly aware that he’d been on the road for two years and no doubt looked it, bearded — dreadlocked, scarred, with an eyepatch, his clothes torn and smelling like he’d been living under a log. Alex must have read his thoughts and his impulse probably surprised him a lot more than her. He leapt to his feet, whipped off his hat and bowed deeply.


    ‘At your service, madam,’ he pronounced. ‘I’ll take you wherever you like.’


    She laughed again. ‘I accept, sir. And, for what it’s worth, the clothes you’re in look better than any dinner suit.’


    It was worth a lot. Alex was the first woman Sean had seen in two years who made him conscious of his appearance and the impression he might be making. He put a rope halter on a smart-looking stockhorse he’d seen up the road. When Alex changed into khaki overalls and light boots, he fell in love all over again.


    ‘There’s a place called Kokopu Waters out on the coast from Kahuika,’ she said. ‘I think you’d like it there.’ Sean had just slung Alex’s two bags across Bojay’s saddle and had helped her mount. He stopped just as he was about to leap onto the bare back of the stockhorse.


    ‘Where did you say?’


    ‘Kokopu Waters.’ She looked puzzled at the excitement in his tone.


    The manaia was jumping about under his swanny.


    ‘I’m a musician,’ she said. ‘I used to play gigs in the pub there. I don’t know who’s there now. We’ll have to go through Kahuika anyway.’ She watched Sean mount the stockhorse and urge it onto the road. He turned back and called to Bojay, who followed.


    A little way up the road he finally thought of something witty to say.


    ‘You know, I read somewhere that strange travel suggestions were dancing lessons from God.’


    She laughed. ‘I guess we’ve just had the first instalment.’


    They rode for several hours through the rolling hills of South Otago and arrived in Kahuika mid-afternoon, finding the markets by following hand-painted Day-Glo signs. About two hundred people were trading items they’d made, grown, caught, and even found. Food was everywhere. Sean could smell roast meat, watercress and puha boil-ups, smoked fish, fresh-baked bread, barbecued meat and the yeasty aroma of home-brewed beer. Some stalls carried clothing, mostly homemade. Others carried fishing gear and weapons, ammunition, tools, home-made medicines, bottles of liquor. People haggled and bartered loudly, argued with each other, shouted and laughed, greeted friends, yelled insults at enemies.


    They found a stall stacked up with everything they needed for the stockhorse. Sean sorted out a saddle, bridle, shoes and nails. He was cultivating a look of disinterest mingled with irritation, before some serious haggling, when he noticed the fellow running the stall eyeing his sawn-off in its leather scabbard.


    ‘Don’t suppose you’re interested in some quality women’s clothing,’ Sean said, his heart sinking.


    ‘Not in the least,’ said the guy, still looking at Sean’s sawn- off.


    What the hell. Nearly out of ammunition. ‘The weapon for everything.’


    ‘Done.’


    Sean really disliked the transaction. He felt defenceless with the reassuring weight gone from between his shoulder blades. But Alex took his hand and squeezed it, whispering, ‘Thanks.’ He’d have traded his clothes as well, and done a naked jig, for a repeat of that moment.


    Sean shod the stockhorse and saddled her, while Alex and the stallholder fussed around the animal who’d really taken a shine to Alex.


    ‘I think I’ll call you Starlight,’ she said, while the horse rubbed her head up and down Alex’s curvaceous front. Sean nearly died from envy.


    Then Hamu turned up, towing a little girl who was holding onto his collar. She was seven or eight with haunted eyes, hollow cheeks and skinny wrists protruding from the sleeves of a ragged jacket. Her jeans were filthy, her hair matted and full of leaves and twigs. Sean watched Alex melt. She handed him her horse’s reins, knelt by the girl, and the two of them threw their arms around each other, sobbing and weeping.


    ‘Do you know her?’ Sean asked Alex as they were riding down to the Kahuika River. She had mounted and Sean had lifted the little girl up behind her. Alex was silent for a while then she turned to Sean, traces of grief and pain on her face and echoes of loss in her voice.


    ‘Yes and no.’ It was all she needed to say. Sean could see she’d spent the past two years coping with volumes of hurt that had just returned, wrapped around a gift of love. He felt his own hurt too as they rode through the deserted streets.


    That night they camped beside the river, Sean’s by-now-tattered tarpaulin strung in a grove of willow trees. The girl ate three bowls of stew and told them her name was Lydia. She whispered to Alex, a tale that Sean wasn’t really listening to. The feeling of a journey ending was growing stronger by the minute. He looked across the fire at Alex, her arm around Lydia, the flames flickering on her face. What a joy it would be to get close to another person.


    Then he realised Alex was looking at him with an expression that said maybe she was thinking something similar. She spoke, her voice soft and musical. Sweet smells and silky flesh filled the night.


    ‘You must have ridden a long way to get here.’


    He told her where he’d come from, within him a thousand tales from his travels. In her reply was a promise that made his heart leap.


    ‘You’ll have to tell me about it some time.’


    That night they slept together, Lydia in the middle, all three of them snuggled up against the early spring chill. Hamu lay at their feet, alert to every little noise, while the two horses grazed under a rising moon as the river slid silently past.


    In the morning they set out for Kokopu Waters, past weed-choked paddocks, broken fences and the occasional wandering animal, a horse or a steer too big for the dogs to pull down. They had an all-day ride, through country that grew steadily wilder with bush growing down to the road and pointed hills that resembled the unlikely cones Sean had left behind in the north.


    Kukupa soared and tumbled high overhead. Korimako chimed unseen in the trees. Streams gurgled through culverts under the road and ran alongside, sparkling and splashing playfully. They reached the top of a hill and saw the sea away to their left. Waves broke on rocky shores and tree-lined inlets glinted. The sun shone through clouds blowing gently up from the south.


    ‘Not far now,’ said Alex. ‘We should get a good view from the next hill.’


    They rode through a cutting and below them, like a toy town in the sunlight, lay Kokopu Waters. Sharp and clear were short streets and trees growing everywhere beside a large inlet. Nothing moved. Sean could hear the faint cries of seagulls and the distant roar of surf. It was the place of his dreams. A huge weight lifted. He looked across at Alex and the tears flooded. She reached over and took his hand.


    ‘You big soft thing.’


    Halfway down the hill towards the red-roofed cottages she spoke again. ‘I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t. You probably wouldn’t be either.’


    Sean managed a tremulous smile. ‘Somehow I have the feeling this is just beginning,’ he said.

  


  
    17


    IT WAS THE YEAR of the Water Dragon. Lydia and Whata, Dennis and Corinne had been married for two years, and Desiree and Tony married a year before. The ceremony partly celebrated their young love, but for the Kokopu Waters residents it was a final act of desperate hope. And still nobody got pregnant.


    Sean gave up. There was no hope. They were doomed. That winter he slipped into a black depression. By the time spring arrived he was just going through the motions — feed the animals, dig the garden, chop the wood. Sometimes he even forgot to eat. Why bother?


    One day he was in the orchard, inspecting the trees, mechanical and almost unseeing, when he looked at The Tree. To hell with it, he was thinking. What was the bloody point anyway? Why had he bothered? He was just about to kick the trunk when he noticed little green bumps between the unfurling leaves. Buds? They had to be. His eyes opened wide and he stepped back. Yeah, boss. Buds for sure.


    Sean told Kevin and Hoheria, nobody else. Who else would understand? Who wouldn’t dismiss him as barking mad? As it was, enough people gave him funny looks. Even Alex was in two minds. He’d caught her sidelong glances that made clear her opinion he was a couple of oat flakes short of a full bowl of porridge. He was even unsure himself. Perhaps the Maeroero had succeeded. Maybe he had lost the plot. But the buds gave him new hope. What did they mean?


    The first thing they meant was blossom; pink, white and the most beautiful flowers Sean had ever seen. Alex burst into tears at the sight of the first delicate petals.


    ‘They’re lovely,’ she said. ‘What do they mean?’ Sean just shrugged.


    ‘No big deal, probably.’ But it was, to him, Hoheria and Kevin anyway. They’d helped him sprout and grow Uruao’s apple seed. The three of them kept telling each other they didn’t want to get people’s hopes up for nothing, but when the petals wilted and dropped and tiny green apples appeared they could hardly contain themselves.


    ‘I’m late,’ Lydia said to Alex one day. ‘You don’t think ...’ Alex took a long look at her girl.


    ‘Something’s going on,’ she said. ‘We’ll get Frangipani to check you out.’


    Frangipani felt Lydia’s pulses and examined her irises. Her voice was loaded with suppressed emotion when she spoke.


    ‘I want to see Corinne and Desiree too.’


    ‘I am, aren’t I?’ said Lydia.


    ‘You might be. I want to see the others first.’


    ‘Wait a few weeks before you tell anyone,’ advised Alex. ‘And no horses or sex just in case.’


    ‘What about my husband?’ said Lydia.


    ‘What about him?’ said Frangipani, who had long held to Germaine Greer’s last-century dictum that the ideal man was a metre high and lived quietly under the stairs.


    ‘Never mind. That’s my problem.’


    The three young women managed to keep the news to themselves for a month but eventually Desiree’s husband, Tony, guessed the reason for his prolonged loss of privs.


    ‘You’re pregnant, aren’t you!’ he said one night when it was suggested that yet again he sleep on the couch. Desiree lowered her eyes. She could take the weight of the deception no longer. Bugger the secrets. This was their business.


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I am!’


    People were delirious with excitement. They danced and partied. They held ceremonies thanking everyone from God, to the Tree Spirits, to an endless list of multicultural deities. They organised communal feasts. They listened to a thousand variations of ‘I knew it all along’. Cats appeared wearing ribbons. Eggs were painted and distributed. There was a frenzy of knitting, sewing and carving. Pita and Jacqui even dyed their goat blue and gold, why Sean wasn’t sure. The three couples were hardly able to move unaccompanied. Their houses were repaired and refurbished for them and their gardens dug and planted. Their well-being was constantly scrutinised and inquired after. The merits and meanings of names were discussed endlessly.


    The apples were the size of golf balls now. They were starting to change colour, glossy green with paler streaks. Nobody noticed and Sean couldn’t see any point now in saying anything.


    At first the community kept all news of the pregnancies to itself, but before long an announcement was made at the markets where they discovered that two of the young Kahuika women were also pregnant. The small number of people who knew had kept quiet for similar reasons to the Kokopu Waters folk, but like them they had great difficulty containing themselves. When word of the pregnancies got out the festivities spread and overlapped. Frangipani set up a two-day-a-week clinic at the markets and within a fortnight she’d diagnosed two more pregnancies. Dr Kamisese Prakesh started travelling around the district on horseback, as far as the Taieri Plains and almost up into Central Otago.


    ‘I’ve got a big surprise for you,’ Beatriz said one day when Kamisese arrived home after three weeks away.


    ‘No thanks, dear,’ he said. ‘I’m not really very hungry.’ He’d diagnosed four more pregnancies and had helped the happy communities celebrate.


    ‘It’s not that sort of surprise,’ said Beatriz. ‘Unless you have the same expression in this country.’ Kamisese caught the excitement in her voice.


    ‘And what expression would that be?’


    ‘I’ve got a bun in the oven,’ she said. She helped him to the floor when he fainted.


    In the middle of all the excitement Fairgo arrived, looking like he’d been let out for the day.


    ‘Do you know that bloke?’ said Alex. ‘He looks like he’s been at the sheep dip.’


    ‘You’d look like that too, if you’d seen what he’s seen,’ Sean said. Alex was puzzled.


    ‘Never mind. He saved my life once.’


    ‘Uruao doesn’t understand how we did it,’ Fairgo told Sean, who heard a clear echo of rocks on a tin roof. ‘All the Maeroero are grumpy as hell. They thought you’d be loose as a goose by now, good for nothing.’ He peered at Sean. ‘You’re okay, aren’t you?’


    Sean laughed. ‘You tell me, mate,’ he said. ‘How did you get away anyway?’


    ‘I kept a straight face for ten years. It’s easy in those mountains. Then I thought, to hell with it, and I started laughing.’


    ‘Do you know what happened?’


    ‘I had more flying eel dreams,’ Fairgo said. ‘I’m glad our trick worked, even if we did get it arse-about-face. The Maeroero finally couldn’t stand the sight of me. They told me to bugger off.’ He laughed and thumped the table. ‘I found out about the pregnancies from them. Uruao had a real hissy fit. He demolished my hut.’


    Fairgo liked working with wood and made bassinets for all the expectant families. As fast as he worked more women became pregnant.


    ‘I’m hapu too,’ Hoheria told Sean one day.


    ‘We just have to wait,’ she’d been saying to Sean ever since she and Kevin helped plant The Tree. ‘Things’ll happen when they’re ready.’


    ‘See,’ she said. ‘We must be ready.’


    Kirsty joined the gravid ranks, refusing to name the father. Genetically he seemed to be up to scratch, she said, but he had a few personality problems that she didn’t care to live with. And anyway what was wrong with getting pregnant and then finding a partner? There weren’t any hard and fast rules on the matter as far as she knew, and speculation on the father’s identity would only cause offence.


    One day, at the height of summer, Sean and Tao were returning home from the inlet foreshore. They’d been checking on the ducks and Sean had been picking over the driftwood left at high tide, looking for good pieces to carve. A movement on the hill, away in the distance where he’d gained his first view of Kokopu Waters, caught his eye. Two tiny figures on horseback had come through the cutting, gazing down as he, Alex and Lydia had, all those years before. Who were they? The sight made his hair stand on end and he legged it home, stoked up the stove, and put the water on to boil. A cup of tea. The familiar chore calmed his nerves.


    With the water heating, he stood waiting, leaning against an oak tree in full leaf. Before long two people rounded the corner at the end of the street and rode towards him. Tall, on a large brown standard-bred like Bojay, was a Maori man in his late twenties, dressed all in black — a silver-disc band on his flat-brimmed, black hat and a black wool poncho that left his arms free like an old western movie gunfighter. Beside him was a Pakeha woman, a few years younger, with long dark hair hanging loose under a peaked cap advertising an Old Time beer.


    Both were travel-stained and weather-worn. They sat on their horses with the ease earned after many hours in the saddle. The man spoke first.


    ‘The eyepatch suits you.’ He was clearly enjoying some private joke, grinning all over his face. The woman burst out laughing.


    ‘Cally!’ Sean shouted. ‘Hemi!’


    Hemi swung off his horse and helped Cally dismount. They all fell in each other’s arms laughing and weeping.


    ‘I said we’d come.’ Cally rested her hand on his arm. ‘I wasn’t kidding.’


    Sean looked at them. His friends. People from his past, people he loved. He was just about to offer food and drink and his open home when Cally spoke again.


    ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said. Hemi looked protective. Sean’s jaw dropped.


    She was too. Between three and four months, Frangipani said, suggesting that she keep off horses for a while.


    ‘You’re here to stay, girl,’ she said. ‘Hope you like the place.’


    Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. She and Hemi could have been anywhere. Every evening was filled with stories. They couldn’t believe Kevin’s adventures and, even though he’d shared many of them, hearing them retold shocked even Sean. He and Kevin caught up on all the news from Ngahere, only a year out of date. Hemi and Cally took them over every inch of their journey. Sean had never been so interested in anything and Hemi turned out to be a gifted storyteller, leaping, dancing and gesticulating, as he acted out incidents from their travels.


    Edgar had died eight years before, Hemi told Sean, remembering his affection for the old man. Sean could still see Edgar sitting in his deckchair waiting for the dogs. Edgar had taken advantage of the occasion of his death for a final practical joke.


    As people gathered round his bed, solemn and tearful, he’d feebly lifted a hand for silence.


    ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve gathered you all here,’ he said, and promptly expired.


    ‘I didn’t think it was all that funny,’ Cally said, when Sean’s outburst of raucous laughter had finally petered out and he’d dried the worst of the tears. She turned to Kevin who wasn’t laughing either, and tapped her temple with a forefinger.


    ‘Things must have got to him,’ she said.


    The Kaiwaka folk had arrived in the same year, sailing a yacht on the short trip across Bream Bay from Mangawhai Heads to Whangarei Harbour. Sean wished he could have been there. Merenia said gidday to Jim and inside a week they were an item — daily practising the arts of crockery-hurling, invective and riding off in a huff for solitary sojourns deep in the bush.


    ‘They really love each other,’ said Cally. ‘Nothing could separate them.’


    Marie and Doug had watched over Cally and Hemi as they’d grown. Sean could see they’d done a job they must have been proud of. It would have been very hard for both of them, he was sure, waving goodbye to the two young ones, knowing they’d never get a letter or a phone call and they’d probably never see either of them again. They wouldn’t even learn about Cally’s pregnancy, though when Marie had asked one day Cally had apparently smiled mysteriously saying that anything was possible.


    ‘Did you know what was going to happen?’ Sean asked.


    ‘Tinirau told me. It must have happened about Wellington.’


    Hemi laughed at almost everything, but he didn’t laugh at that and he didn’t laugh when Sean asked him about Brian. He just looked at Cally and Sean had his answer.


    ‘It was the flu,’ Cally said. ‘It killed Cathy. Brian died a year later. He couldn’t sleep, he wouldn’t eat properly. It was a broken heart really.’ She snuffled and next thing they were all weeping, their painful memories reawakened, their heartbreaks still close to the surface.


    ‘What about Matapihi?’ Sean asked Hemi the next day. ‘Did you meet my mate?’


    ‘Sure did,’ said Hemi. ‘That’s some moko. He’s the big kamokamo at Okahu Bay now. He wanted to ride south with us, but he reckoned he’s too busy looking after a thousand people.’ Hemi reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small packet. ‘He sent you this though.’


    Sean opened the packet and sniffed the yellowish spice. It was a strong curry and it made a delicious possum stew. Sean was delighted when Fairgo added whisky, distilled by the wild men of the Hokonui Hills according to an ancient recipe.


    ‘I often wanted to do this when I was eating dog,’ he said.


    Cally and Hemi had stopped in Ngaruawahia and were told by an ancient Oriental man in a rust-red blanket sitting in the sun with an elderly Pakeha couple that Sean had arrived safely in the south.


    ‘But you know that already,’ he’d told Cally.


    They’d ridden right through the centre of Maui’s Fish, camping among the pines.


    ‘Bad buzz,’ said Hemi. Cally laughed.


    ‘I told you we’d be safe,’ she said.


    ‘I don’t care. That was the scariest thing I ever saw. Worse even than Auntie Thelma telling me off when I was little.’ They’d seen Kurangaituku in the moonlight, her beak and claws terrifying. Cally called out a greeting. Hemi cocked his sawn-off. Kurangaituku hadn’t moved.


    The folk at Tokaanu remembered Sean and Kevin well. Along with Kurangaituku, they were now a local legend.


    ‘In our own lunchtime,’ Sean laughed, remembering Roha’s kindness. Uncle Ruka was still alive. He sent a letter for Sean, painstakingly written on good notepaper, stamped and addressed C/- the Kokopu Waters Post Office.


    ‘Pai tou mahi,’ Uncle Ruka said.


    ‘How did you guys get across Cook Strait?’ Sean asked. Hemi looked him straight in the eye and spoke without a flicker of a smile.


    ‘We didn’t go that way,’ he said. Actually they’d crossed the strait with Geoff and had heard a lurid tale of Sean and Kevin’s storm-tossed voyage years before. They’d also stayed with Zed and Fiona and had heard an even more fanciful story about how they’d crossed the renamed Ngerunui Plains, fighting off lions and packs of wild dogs.


    They helped Hemi clean up a house for him and Cally, and the pair of them fitted into the community as if they’d been there all along — and in a way they had. That was one of the things Sean learned over the years, that people kept their past with them, the important thing being how easy it was to live with. Sean had no trouble living with his, but he was very wary about spending too much time wandering around in it. If he wasn’t suddenly blasted with a noise like a train wreck, he’d be bumping into some long-dead auntie or uncle.


    ‘C’mon, boy,’ Sean would hear. ‘Watch what you’re doing.’


    One day he saw Cally down at the foreshore. She was getting large and so were the others. Cally was gazing intently at a spot a few metres out in the water where huge bubbles were rising. She was having a boy, she told Alex and Sean, and they were going to call him Tinirau.


    ‘Do you want to have a baby?’ Sean asked Alex that night. She gave him a look.


    ‘Doubt it,’ she said. ‘Been there, done that. I’ve even got the tee shirt somewhere. What about you?’


    Sean thought for a moment. ‘No thanks. The dreams are enough.’


    But were they? Were they really? He reached for the bowl on the bedside table.


    ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Try one of these apples.’
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