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      In loving memory of my father

      Pine Tamahori Ngarimu,

      whose cheekiness and humour

      inspired a whale.
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      My whale brother, Ira, fills my mind with images of feeding in murky depths. In my sleep, I navigate the ocean as a whale in its element, and I burn with a yearning I don’t comprehend until I wake startled as if yanked from my mat. The ocean whispers to me on the salt-laden breeze, ‘Kai, we must go.’ So, when dawn colours the clouds, I go to my parents’ whare (house).

      “I leave on the next tide. I cannot tell you why, but destiny pulls me.”

      My mother, Marama, searches my face, understanding but unable to mask her pain. Starman, my father, clasps me to his chest and I can now look over his head. He is tall, but I am taller. We are both navigators, sons of the sea, and my father knows well the currents which drive our lives.

      “You can’t travel on an empty stomach. Come and eat with us. Your brother and sister will be upset you are leaving while they have to stay at home.” My mother raises a brow, smiling wryly at the impending ruckus my departure will cause.

      I agree, but leave to pack my gear before returning to my childhood home. Once I completed my manhood rites, I built a whare to give myself some privacy and space. To the villagers, I appear solitary but happy. The truth is, I am rarely alone as my connection to Ira ebbs and flows like the tide. However, we have remained together during the last cycle of the stars. I’m not sure if my yearning belongs to Ira or if his desire is mine.

      Our meal is delicious, my mother’s cooking is legendary, and the company is lively. My sister Aroha and my brother Maui are constantly locked in a battle of wits. It’s entertaining, so I know I will miss them.

      “Who will referee your contests when I’m not here? I ask you to spare our poor parents and stop this bickering when I leave the whare.”

      I ruffle their hair, but they are smart enough to know I am asking them to do this as a favour. Both give me a long blink, our secret code for agreement. My mother smiles at me, and I wonder if she has known our code all along. Aroha begs our father and me to tell the tale of our journey to the islands.

      The ancestors have told her of my impending journey, and she is kind enough to think of Maui, who doesn’t know yet. I cuddle my siblings and agree to tell them part of the story because I don’t know when I'll see them again.

      “When I was a boy, our father’s ancestral home summoned me to the islands. Starman the Navigator,” I always call my father by his name when I tell the story, “the Chief, my best friend Koha, Piki, and Papa Whetu all set off in the voyaging waka. The vessel was fast. Once we shouldered the sadness of leaving our loved ones behind, we gave ourselves to the excitement of the voyage. I remember those golden days as some of the happiest times of my life. Starman allowed me to put my navigation skills into practice during the nights, and in the sunlit hours, Tāwhirimātea (God of the sea) flew our waka over the waves.

      The Chief schooled us in the arts of leadership, strategy and arms. Papa Whetu taught us when to fish, how to choose bait and the finer points of surviving upon the sea’s bounty. Our minds were soon as fit and nimble as our sun-baked bodies. Ira travelled with us. He is so familiar with the currents that his guidance sped our progress. Within a few days, Ira led us to Rangitāhua (The Kermadec Islands), where our parents formally committed to each other. Starman took me to the sacred cave where my tīpuna shared the gift of generations of navigating knowledge with me when I was still in Marama’s womb. I saw stars sparkle from the walls of the cave in the torchlight. Magic surrounded me as blood surged in my veins, and I swam in the ocean with the spirits of my ancestors. They prepared me for the trial that would await me when I became a son of the sea.”

      My siblings fix their eyes on my face. It amazes me that they still enjoy the story, they've heard it so often. Our mother looks on wistfully, enjoying being together but sadly aware the family dynamic is about to change.

      “Tell us about the sea cave!” Maui cried.

      “Maui, we need to be patient and let Kai tell the whole story,” said Aroha gently.

      “But it’s the best part,” said Maui, wide-eyed.

      “But when he meets the girl is my favourite bit of the story,” pleads Aroha. Maui’s bottom lip quivers, so she rolls her eyes with a sigh, raises her hands in submission, and mouthes “ok” silently at me. Aroha indulges Maui even more than me, and I'll miss her thoughtful kindness.

      “So, we arrived on the beach near Starman’s original village. Many years have passed since he was a boy growing up there. Starman took some time to remember his whanau and friends. I experienced his loss with him on that beach and grew closer to my mentor that day. Together we paddled an ancient waka from the shore, out past the break of the reef. Starman prepared me for the initiation ceremony he planned at first light. Tangaroa, however, made other arrangements. A swift current grasped our waka and propelled us past the reef’s drop-off into the deep. Ira sang to me that I must be brave and prove my worth. Chanting ancient navigating songs, Starman relinquished me to the care of my sea father, although he didn’t know what to expect.”

      Maui’s eyes shine, full round moons in his face. He knows the plot but leans into Aroha, cuddling against her body in the crook of her arm, holding his breath.

      “I dived into the sea. Unseen forces manipulate my body, and I plummet like an anchor stone through the water. My eyes are open, but there's no sting of salt. No craving for air in my lungs, and I hang suspended in time. An enormous fish swims lazy circles around me before beckoning me to follow. It's unlike any fish I have ever seen, with rainbows for scales. ‘Your guide,’ Ira whispers to me."

      I recall the stories our mother told us and wonder if this is my great-grandfather.”

      Maui covers his eyes with his hands and emits a yelp, knowing what comes next.

      “My leg jerks in reaction. I look down to see an enormous tentacle twining its way from my ankle to my knee. The creature is massive, dragging me sideways away from my guide. Frantically, I try and prise the sucking tentacle from my leg, but it won’t budge. Peeping out from the shelter of the reef is a moray eel. I summon Starman’s guardian, a predator of octopus, to help me, and he obliges. My leg is suddenly released, but a cloud of drifting ink disorients me. Closing my eyes, I thank the moray eel who wends around my arm to convey his relationship with my father. As the water begins to clear, I spy shimmering rainbow hues in the distance and kick out after my guide. The fish seems to slow, and it lets me close the distance until I'm almost on his tail.”

      “Be careful!” yells Maui.

      “The hammerhead shark rams into me from below. Once again, I'm disoriented and begin floating upwards toward the surface. Then boom! The shark hits me again, knocking me sideways, before pushing me down. My body aches from the blows, and my vision blurs, so I reach for Ira, and he begins to sing. The refrain runs through me, and I feel I'm singing with him.

      A pod of chittering dolphins surrounds me. They pound the shark with their blunt snouts, encircling me in their darting embrace, warning the hammerhead to back off. To my surprise, the shark withdraws after taking several blows. The dolphins swim with me, then tow me to catch up with great-grandfather fish.

      Up ahead, I can see a dark opening in the reef, and my guide swims straight in. I want to follow great-grandfather fish, but a black and white sea snake bars my passage. We hang in the water, eyeballing each other. I advise him I go to become a son of the sea, but he stares back at me and doesn’t budge. So I tell the snake the story of my great-grandmother who summoned sharks with her blood, as I know sharks eat sea snakes. At the end of the tale, I reach for my diving blade. The snake darts back into the reef as I raise the blade to cut my finger, and I swim past.

      It’s gloomy inside the reef, so my instincts guide me in the dark. I trust in Tangaroa, and he rewards me with a glimpse of blue in the distance. The rainbow fish sparkles in a ray of light, and I know I'm going in the right direction. We are swimming gradually upwards. The light is becoming brighter, and as I round the last bend in the tunnel, I'm stunned.”

      Aroha’s eyes are half-closed as she envisions the scene, and Maui nibbles on his thumbnail. I will miss telling stories to my attentive sibling audience, and I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “The tunnel opens to a pool of blue so intense with colour that I think I've entered The Well of Tangaroa. Walls tower above, and the azure eye of the sky gazes down on the water. Sunlight streams from the heavens in dazzling sparkles to ignite the divinity of blue. I drown in nature’s beauty and don’t notice I have surfaced to breathe air once more. Off to the side of the well is a sandy strip at the cavern entrance. Reluctantly, I tear my eyes from the water as something draws me to the cave. Once I step inside – my life changes.”

      “How did it feel, Kai?” asked Aroha.

      “My wairua (spirit) tingled with life and expanded, shining with colour. It’s hard to explain.”

      “It makes sense to me because your wairua always looks like all the colours in the world to me,” smiles Aroha. “Sorry I interrupted; please continue.”

      “Tangaroa adopted me as his son. Waves rippled through me, then outward through the oceans of the world. My brother Ira joined me, and Tangaroa gave us a shared kaupapa (purpose). Our blood will run forth through generations and ages as guardians of Tangaroa’s children.” I always pause when I tell this part of the story because I feel the weight of the privilege Ira and I bear.

      “And now, story gobblers, it's time to eat with Kai,” said Marama sternly.

      Nobody argues about stopping in the middle of the story for a change, and Maui follows Aroha’s lead, and she knows I leave today. The meal is fantastic and the food extra tasty, so an excellent time to tell Maui the news.

      “Mama, I will miss your cooking while I’m gone. At night I'll dream of your stew and fat-basted birds cooked slowly over the coals.”

      “Where are you going, Kai? Can I come?” Maui asks hopefully.

      “I'm going on a voyage with Ira. You can’t come with us, or when Papa travels, Mama and Aroha will be without a man in the whare.”

      I have considered the best way to tell my little brother. He worships me because we do fun activities together. When I depart, he will have to eel, fish, hunt, paddle, wrestle and dive with the other boys his age. Maui is popular with everyone, so finding companions isn't an issue. In truth, his pride in me as an older brother makes me feel extraordinary. Perhaps Maui will leave a more significant gap in my life than I will leave in his. I rumple his hair, and we poke out our tongues in unison with a noisy ‘bhaaah!’

      The tide calls my name, and my blood runs with the waves. It's time for me to depart. Aroha and Maui scrape the flowing tears from their faces as they endeavour not to sob. I try to be brave for them and speak of the stories I will share when I return. When my mother embraces me, I struggle to blink the moisture from my eyes.

      “I know Ira will take care of you, Kai, and your fathers, but I’m your mother, and I love you. We will speak and think of you every day you are gone.”

      My father comes to my rescue, slapping my back and telling me how proud of me he is. Of everyone, he alone understands the seductive call to voyage we experience as sons of the sea. He honours me with a hongi (touching noses and sharing breath) and nods his head at my waka (sailing canoe). Papa helped me build my voyaging waka when the elders initiated me into manhood, so it's well-seasoned for travel.

      “Last night, my grandfather visited my dreams. He wants you to wear our sacred pounamu (carved jade) because it always longs to return home. One day it will be yours permanently. Wear it with pride. It is imbued with our navigation knowledge and the spirits of our seafaring tīpuna,” said my father, placing the pounamu around my neck.

      The optimal time to launch arrives. I wave to my whanau on the shore, and Ira shows off by splashing his tail, excited that I have returned to the ocean. Tāwhirimātea teases the tears from my lashes as I hoist my sail to harness his breath. Although I am a son of the sea, I don’t neglect any of the other Gods. Complicated karakia (prayer and ritual) were completed with my parents and Aroha to curry favour with the Gods and ancestors. The waka is laden with so many blessings that I fear it might sink. I laugh out loud at my joke, and a playful wave slaps water in my face. The thrill of the journey ahead seizes me, and I whoop for joy as Ira breaches, inviting me to follow.
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      Ira is a humpback whale and he is magnificent. We connected when I was in Marama’s womb, but Ira has grown immensely in the past few years. So have I, but my stature is puny in comparison to his. Our progress is swift. Even though we fish and play, sometimes I ride on his back while he tows the waka.

      “Are we in a hurry, Ira?”

      Although our conversations occur in our minds, it's as easy speaking.

      “I must arrive at our first destination at the right time, Kai. It wouldn’t do for me to be late. What if I miss something important?” Anxiety lurks behind his question, which is so unlike Ira. While I don’t understand his sense of urgency, I share it. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

      “I can feel something, Ira, but I don’t know what.”

      “We need to find mates, Kai. Our sea father gave us a task. Strong and enduring bloodlines won’t create themselves, little brother – we need to get busy. I eat and eat to grow larger to compete for the best mate to breed healthy calves. How are you planning to attract a mate? You are well past breeding age but haven’t produced any young yet.”

      I attempt to explain to Ira that I have plenty of time to seek a mate, but in the end, I concede he has a point. Like my Papa before me, I attract many wāhine (women), but although I have dallied and enjoyed their attention, I never settle. Now that I think about it, I'm one of the few men of Kāingatipu my age who doesn’t have children. Perhaps I'm waiting to meet someone as special as my mother.

      “Don’t wait for a Marama to find you. Your mother is one of a kind.”

      “I agree with you, Ira, but I want the mother of my children to be special. To accomplish our task, I need a mate who understands our world. She will be intelligent, sensitive, spiritual, fertile, with a sweet nature and beautiful, of course. What’s so funny? I’m so glad I amuse you, big brother.”

      Ira believes me a dreamer who has no understanding of the feminine psyche. He might be right, but I cling to the ideal I have envisaged as his laughter bubbles through me.

      The sun deepens the colour of my skin at sea, and my hair bleaches to a streaky light brown. During the intense heat of the day, I shelter under my woven shade and nap, confident that Ira watches over me. When darkness descends, I search the stars and steer the course as ancient memories flow. My blood sings with joy, for I am in my element where I belong. I recall the story of my parents voyaging together and Papa teaching Mama to read the stars. Ira has baited my hook, and I start dreaming of sharing the wonders of the heavens with someone I love.

      “See, Kai, you want a mate as much as I do”.

      As a voyager, I'm grateful that l love the taste of fresh fish. The waka is laden with supplies from my mother, but Tangaroa blesses me with tuna and kingfish, which I fillet to eat raw, dipped in seawater. Like the dutiful son I am, I eventually eat my dried seaweed and smoked kumara as both my parents instructed me to do. I curl up to nap under a sun-filled sky with a full belly.

      The lurch of the waka wakes me. I can’t feel Ira for the first time in days, and I cannot speak to him. We are disconnected. Whitecaps ride the choppy waves, and the sky is now an oppressive mass of angry clouds. I sniff the air and know a storm is brewing, but I also sense hostility and wonder where we are.

      While I slept, we may have strayed into the area where my people defeated their enemies en route to Aotearoa. Ira is a colossal whale, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about him.

      “Where are you, brother?” I call into the wind, but there is no response. The wind is building, gusty and malicious, so I pull down my sail before it shreds. My waka tosses like a seed pod on the water, and I close my eyes to consider the available options. Ride out the storm and hope the waves don’t swamp my waka, or try and run before the storm as Starman once did, continue to search for Ira and hope he can lead us to safety swiftly?

      A water spout spirals from the ocean to my right, then another to my left. Inside the spinning water, I glimpse a blur of ghoulish faces, and their ill-intent smacks me in the face as they grimace, anticipating revenge. They shriek, and cold fingers brush my spine. But I am a son of the sea. My parents are Marama, Starman, and Tane the Brave, so I do not cower or flinch from these wasted souls.

      “I belong to Tangaroa!” I shout. “You have no power over me. Go back where you belong.” The ghouls cackle a discordant response.

      “We demand utu (vengeance) for our lost souls, you insolent calf. Together we will peel your flesh from your bones and eat you.”

      The spouts move in on the waka, but I am chanting, calling on my ancestors, hands stretched to the sky. I implore my sea father to protect Ira so we may fulfil our task for him. Lightning cracks the sky, and the smell of ozone surrounds me as a bolt strikes the second water spout, collapsing it into the ocean. The first spout is upon me and the prow of my waka lifts, sucked upwards by the revolving water. Thunderclaps and rumbles signal a warning to the ghouls, but they reach for me. I grab my whalebone mere. The weapon is made from the bones of Ira’s tipuna and laced with protective spells.

      “Think you scare me dead things,” I hiss, “we have defeated you twice before.”

      Perhaps it is risky to taunt them, but I have a true purpose, and they do not. An internal heat warms me. The sensation of the sun kissing my skin and aroha (love) burning fierce and bright. Tane shimmers next to me, his flaming taiaha (wooden striking weapon) slicing impossible patterns through the air. On my left side, flanking me, is Nani Aroha, my great-grandmother. She cradles a stone bowl in her hands and blows glittering specks into the spiralling spout.

      I brandish my mere and strike the water. The ghouls are already screaming in pain as the spout dissipates in a cloud of spray. A hand reaches for me from the collapsing structure but evaporates under a double blow from my mere and Tane’s taiaha.

      My spirit father shimmers for a moment. His pride washes over me in radiant waves as he salutes Nani Aroha, and I feel so loved. The journey to the next realm no longer holds any fear because I have tasted the spirituality that awaits me.

      Finally, I understand my mother’s explanation of her battle with the yearning to be reunited with Tane and her Nani. She told me about it because she considers it a flaw in her nature that I might have inherited. Now I know Marama is attracted to the divine, as any mere mortal would be.

      Inspired karakia of thanks flow from my lips as if I have trained as a tohunga (spiritual expert) my whole life. My thoughts turn to my missing brother, so I open my skin and let blood flow into the sea. I am worried that I still cannot sense Ira. The current takes my blood. Sharks circle but soon lose interest when there is no prey, but I follow the direction of the meandering thread.

      “Tangaroa, our quest is yet unfulfilled. Please aid me in my search for Ira, the whale, for something is amiss.”

      The current takes the waka, and I hoist the sail again, imploring Tāwhirimātea to undo the mischief of his deceivers. Suddenly my waka stops. I peer over the side and perceive a large shape on the bottom of the seabed.

      The water is shallower here, so I anchor and dive in, making for the shadow below. It's Ira, but he is just lying there. He needs to breathe just as I do and I'm concerned we've been disconnected for so long. I am desperate to wake him up, but he is unresponsive. Swimming to the surface to breathe, I try to come up with a plan to stir him.

      Tane’s flaming taiaha appears in my mind, so I clamber aboard the waka and unwrap my prized weapon. The taiaha was made for me by an artisan of considerable skill. While I'm reluctant to take such a fine weapon into the sea, it might be the only way to save Ira. I rub the weapon with an extra coating of fat to protect the wood before I suck in as much air as possible and dive to the seafloor.

      Leaning into the taiaha, I place the sharp blade against the softest part of Ira’s skin, trying to cause enough pain to get a reaction. He still doesn’t move, and I swallow my panic. His eyes are robust, so I decide to poke his bum.

      It isn’t dignified, but I don’t want to damage under his dorsal fin, and I already tried biting his mouth. I pray to everyone that he won’t poop on me. Causing Ira pain is something I never expected to do, but his life depends on me.

      My throat constricts, tears well, “please,” I plead, “I cannot lose my brother.”

      Whether my sea father answered my prayer or my lack of air created a link between us, I feel Ira. Kicking for the surface to breathe, I scream at Ira in my head to surface. I share the taste of salt air in my lungs, my relief at breathing, and finally, he stirs.

      Diving down and swimming to his eye, I urge Ira to come up with me. He is sluggish, but our connection holds, so I recite a mantra, “swim to the air,” to try and move him. Ira lumbers through the water, lacking his usual poetic grace of movement. When he breaks the surface, Ira breathes and becomes more alert. My relief swamps him, and he teases me.

      “Ah! So you do love me.”

      “Of course I do, you lump of blubber!” My tears of relief and snotty nose underscore my declaration of love.

      “Ow, my bum hurts,” he moans.

      “Sorry, Ira, but that was how I woke you up because I ran out of options. Forgive me?”

      “I’ll think about it. What happened, Kai?”

      “The spirits who assailed us possess a powerful sleep enchantment. These are the same ghouls who tried to kill my mother when our people fled to Aotearoa. My grandmother and tīpuna wove many protections around Marama and me while I was in her womb. It’s the reason I was less affected than you. We must give thanks to them and our sea father. If it wasn’t for their efforts, I might have lost you.” My voice breaks with emotion.

      “Well, perhaps I forgive you, after all, little brother. Let’s sing a song of gratitude together.”

      I clamber atop Ira’s hulking form and lay flat against him while we sing. The contact with Ira comforts me, and I am grateful because the separation has left me shaken.

      When the stars come out, I triangulate the location of the foul spirits, determined to avoid ever passing there again. Ira is hungry and consumed with feeding to grow. His excitement is infectious. Too bad there will be no females waiting for me when we arrive at the whale breeding ground. Still, I am content with our companionship and hold imaginary conversations with my whanau, so I don’t miss them too much. Marama’s gentle words guide me through karakia and ritual. Aroha’s insightful comments and Maui’s laughter sound in my ears, and I spend every night surfing the stars with my father. Life is good.

      “We are almost there, Kai. Wait for me here.”

      Ira quivers with anticipation, creating a surge of mating urges in me. I wonder if it will be the same for Ira when I find a mate or if he knows how to shut me out. When he returns, I will ask him. For now, I’m a captive of his desires. Mating is not new to Ira, but this year he is a whale on a mission to impregnate as many healthy cows as possible. Humpback whales are not monogamous, and Ira won’t have any responsibility to raise his offspring. He wants to father many calves.

      My feelings about their customs are mixed. While it would be nice to do whatever you please, I’m sorry that Ira will not share bonds as I do with my parents and siblings. He pointed out he has me, and through me, experiences whanau aroha. His carefree exuberance is contagious, and I wonder if it inhibits my desire to settle. Sleep isn’t an option for me, so I decide to fish. It will give me something to do and something else to think about besides sex – I hope.

      The fishing is frustrating and a great distraction. I hook one specimen after another that wants to fight on the line or is inedible. After throwing back a barracuda, a pufferfish and a stingray, I decide to keep an aggressive squid. The chewy texture will provide variety to my diet, and it tastes good with seaweed. Eventually, I tire and sleep.

      A dream unfolds, and I stare at a girl floating under the water.

      “Where are you?” she asks.

      “I am on a voyage with my brother Ira.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I can wait for you much longer.” She sighs in exasperation.

      “Where are you?”

      “Waiting for you, of course, exactly where you can find me.”

      She's beautiful, and I am desperate to know how to locate her. There is something familiar about her, and I wonder if she’s my mate.

      “I will come to you as soon as I can. Please, tell me how to find you?” My dream voice is urgent and pleading.

      “Nothing in dreams is ever that easy, Kai. If you are coming, you need to hurry.” The girl looks sad, and her image begins to shimmer before disappearing altogether.

      I jerk upright - awake. To commit the dream to memory, I repeat our conversation out loud several times. Marama would know how to interpret the words and meaning better than I, but she is far away. My lip cops a good chewing while I mull over the words. Dream messages are often cryptic, but this one seems straightforward.

      Scratching my head, I lament that I'm in a hurry but have no idea where I’m supposed to go. Ira will return when he's ready. He didn’t say how long his mating mission would take, and it’s been two days already. In the spirit world, ‘soon’ could mean any length of time, so I try not to fret about sitting around in my waka doing nothing.

      The girl haunts me. Her face appears when I try to sleep but also when I’m awake. I long for Ira to return and reassure me I’m not going insane because I am obsessed with my dream.

      The stars offer me solace, but the moon laughs at my dilemma. Marama’s namesake turns the water to shimmering silver, reminding me of the vanishing face.

      “My duties are fulfilled, little brother. You seem to be in a bit of a state,” says Ira.

      “You took your time, Ira. How many offspring can we expect?”

      “I can’t be certain, but Tangaroa will be pleased with me. Now, what ails you?”

      My dream and the message tumbles out to Ira in a garbled mess. But, Ira comprehends the significance of the strange visit. He tells me we need to hurry to the meeting place anyway, so we leave immediately.

      “Ira, I don’t even know if that is the right direction. What if the girl is in Aotearoa?”

      “Sometimes, I forget that for all your seasons, you are still a calf. The girl told you to come, not to return. How many places have you visited besides Aotearoa?” Ira asks, patiently awaiting my answer.

      “Well, not many. We stopped at Rangitāhua on my last voyage, then Starman’s birthplace, and we visited relatives on two other islands,” I stammer.

      “So, if she is waiting where you can find her, it should be somewhere you know. You also mentioned she felt familiar to you. Who do you know on these islands? Do you remember any girls?”

      Ira’s reasoning makes sense. It’s been over ten years since I journeyed to the sea cave.

      “Surely, it cannot be the Dolphin Girl? The girl in my vision looked like a goddess, and she wanted me to come to her. When I last met Dolphin Girl, we didn’t like each other at all. I get along with everyone, but she was the most infuriating person I ever met. That is why I remember her so clearly. She was arrogant, went out of her way to play nasty tricks and make me look stupid. A surly gap-toothed, spoiled brat of an overindulgent chief.”

      “Yet you remember her still. Time changes many things, Kai. Look at how much your appearance has changed over ten years, and mine for that matter. Two fine specimens of our species, if you don’t mind me saying so,” he laughs.

      For my sake, I hope Ira is wrong about the girl's identity. However, his instincts are superior to mine, and I struggle to remember any other girls, although I try desperately. As we sail in the moonlight, I hope my dream doesn’t turn into a nightmare.
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            Rangitāhua – The Meeting Place

          

        

      

    

    
      You have missed a musical feast if you have never heard whales sing. The sound reverberates through me, liquifying my bones until flesh merges into the ocean. I, stupidly, assumed the voyagers who like to stop between Hawaiki and Aotearoa named the Meeting Place. The name Rangitāhua is much older than we are. Ira tells me whales have met here each year since they came to exist. They share news from around the world, places we have never dreamed of, with their haunting singing. I am one of the few humans who have attended a whale gathering.

      The privilege of the experience fills me with wonder. At this meeting, the whales speak of all crucial matters to them and our world. I will try and recount how Ira explained it to me.

      Whales exist to maintain the balance of life in the ocean. They are caretakers, gardeners, and monitors of Tangaroa’s domain. Whales consume enormous quantities of the tiny creatures in the sea, redistributing the nutrients through their digestive process when they defecate and pee. I feel embarrassed that I often make fun of Ira about pooing new islands and drowning fish. It turns out he is fulfilling an important function.

      At the annual meeting, they discuss food supplies and how best to sustainably manage krill and plankton stocks. The cows assess the safety of breeding grounds, travel routes, and they incorporate the number of new calves into each pod population.

      What I find fascinating is the whales
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