
[image: ]


        
            [image: Albert%20Wendt.jpg]
        

        
            Albert Wendt

        

        
            Albert Wendt is one of our foremost writers and has been an influential figure in the development of New Zealand and Pacific literature since the 1970s. He has published numerous novels, collections of poetry and short stories and edited several notable anthologies of Pacific writing. His work has been translated into various languages and taught around the world.

            He has been awarded many literary prizes and honours. Most recently he won the 2010 Commonwealth Writers’ Prize for the South East Asia and Pacific Region with his novel The Adventures of Vela (Huia Publishers).

            The unpublished manuscript of Ancestry was overall winner of the 2011 University of the South Pacific Press Literature Prize.

            He is a member of the ‘Āiga Sa-Maualaivao of Malie, the ‘Āiga Sa-Su‘a of  Lefaga, the ‘Āiga Sa-Patu and ‘Āiga Sa-Asi of Vaiala and Moata‘a, of Samoa and Aotearoa.

            He is Emeritus Professor of English at the University of Auckland and lives with his partner Reina Whaitiri in Ponsonby, Auckland. He continues to write and paint full-time.

        


        
            [image: title-page]
        

    
        
            First published in 2012 by Huia Publishers 

            39 Pipitea Street, PO Box 17–335

            Wellington, Aotearoa New Zealand

            www.huia.co.nz

             

            ISBN 978-1-77550-037-7 (print)

            ISBN 978-1-77550-066-7 (epub)

            ISBN 978-1-77550-067-4 (mobi)

             

            Copyright © Albert Wendt 2012

             

             

            This book is copyright. Apart from fair dealing for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced

            by any process without the prior permission of the publisher.

             

             

            National Library of New Zealand Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

             

            Wendt, Albert, 1939-

            Ancestry / Albert Wendt.

            ISBN 978-1-77550-037-7

            I. Title.

            NZ823.2—dc 23

             

            Ebook production 2012 by meBooks

             

            Published with the assistance of

        

        
            [image: 18987.png]
        

    
        
            For Tuaopepe Felix and Marita,

            Kube and Michael,

            Jeannette and Vilsoni,

            and Anne and Robert.

            Thank you for your alofa and agalelei.

        

    
		
			Robocop in Long Bay

			Who cares about picnics and picnics at Long Beach? Yeah, our parents and their generation, who never had picnics in Samoa and who do everything our boring Faife‘au, Rev. Loa, and his humongous wife, Faga, want. The Reverend and our deacons (one of them being my obedient dad) have again decided to have our church annual New Year’s picnic at Long Bay: Long Boring. Fourth tedious year in a row! Apart from being boring, picnics are uncool and a lot of work for us, the ‘Au Talavou, serving our elders hand and foot and looking after the horde of little kids. No matter how old you are – and I’m twenty and at varsity – you’re at your demanding elders’ beck and call. I and most of our ‘Au Talavou just want to do our own thing at New Year’s, like going to see Arnold with-the-unpronounceable-but-cool-name in his latest movie End of Days, or being with my girlfriend Caroline.

			But it’s to be Long Boring again, playing boring kilikiti and volleyball and doing all the barbecuing. Even the mea‘ai’s going to be the usual: sapasui, pisupo, barbecued steak and chops and sausages – rich with fat that’ll kill ya. Our FOB elders will insist on feasting on their favourite FOB mea‘ai.

			Last week I tried to get out of the picnic: I asked my mother to tell Dad I had to work at my holiday job at the Warehouse and continue earning money for my varsity fees and to help support our large hungry ‘āiga. Mum tried. I heard her in their bedroom. But Dad, in his quiet way, was bloody adamant that, being the leader of our ‘Au Talavou, I had to be there. What would the church and everyone think of our ‘āiga if his son, the Ta’ita’i o le ‘Au Talavou, didn’t turn up? I then tried my Aunt Umi, the only person in our family Dad tolerates in an argument. But he turned her down with a flat voiceless shake of his small head. While she was fuming about his dismissal, he said, matter of factly in Samoan, ‘That’s right, keep spoiling him and he’ll end up being a bus driver.’ Poor Aunt Umi – she’s a bus driver. He left before she could get at him.

			With Dad and his FOB generation, it’s always appearances and doing the right and proper thing. The public face is the most important face! I learned that early and have lived my life accordingly.

			I’ve been bloody unlucky all my short life because I’m the only son – I have four older sisters – and the only heir in our ‘āiga to be going to university, where I’m expected, by Dad and Rev. Loa and our church and my ‘āiga, to qualify as a lawyer. I was born into my parents’ undeniable expectations of my being the brightest, cleverest kid at school, Sunday school, high school and varsity. I wasn’t even allowed to do any sports at school so I could concentrate solely on my schoolwork. My poor unfortunate sisters had to work during the school holidays to help support our family. My parents refused to let me do that: I had to stay home and devote my time to my studies! When my sisters finished the fifth form – they all passed five subjects in School C, two with exceptional grades – Dad got them to go to work. Varsity wasn’t for girls, he insisted. My mother and Aunt Umi were silently bitter about that – they’d wanted my sisters to go to university and were willing to keep slaving, my mother at the hospital laundry and Aunt Umi in her bus, to pay their varsity fees.

			In most Hamo ‘āiga, the children work, give their full pay packets to their parents and get some spending money back. My smart sisters resented having to do that, and got their own back on Dad when, within three years of leaving school, they were all married and living away from home, with their money. When the grandchildren came swiftly, my sisters dumped them on Mum and Dad whenever possible, and on Dad sometimes for the whole school holidays – after all Dad doesn’t have a job! Whenever Dad tries to foist them on me, I insist politely and respectfully that I have a lot of study to do.

			When my Dad first came to Niu Sila, he worked in a tyre factory and hated it because, in his estimation, it was ‘low uneducated work for low uneducated people,’ but he worked hard because he didn’t want ‘any ignorant Pālagi to think I was a lazy ignorant Samoan.’ Then he was a cleaner at Farmers and hated that too because of the shame – every work day was full of his trying not to be seen by the numerous Samoan shoppers. When his cousin Lopaki got him a job at Ford’s Car Plant, he was a happy man because he could now boast he was a highly skilled motor mechanic. But shock of shockers, after ten years of Dad’s unquestioning loyalty and dedicated service, the Ford Plant closed down. He’s spent since then working for our church and our local rugby league club for free. Briefly he tried to get another job, but, in his own unique words, ‘I’m not going to continue exposing my aristocratic Christian tolerance and spirit to those uncivilised Pālagi racists!’ And he didn’t.

			However, our ‘āiga’s been all right financially, with Dad’s redundancy money and the dole, and my Aunt Umi’s and Mum’s and our three cousins’ wages. We own our own house (most of our church members live in rented accommodation); have a fairly new Mazda van; always have enough food to feed ourselves and the schools of relatives and friends who swim by; pay all our bills on time; and contribute, at the aristocratic level of our Dad’s matai and deacon status, to church, ‘āiga and community fa‘alavelave here and in Samoa. ‘No one can accuse us of not contributing at the generous appropriate level expected of us,’ Dad keeps telling our relatives. It’s a philosophy that keeps us, if not poor and poverty-stricken, at a fairly modest level of existence. It is certainly not the Warehouse Way, which I believe in fervently.

			 

			It’s a fine Sunday morning. ‘And it’s going to get hot, very hot,’ Dad predicts. We’ve been up since 6 a.m. packing the things for the picnic. I put on my Ray-Bans – Caroline’s Christmas present – and throw my sports bag into the back of the van. ‘Let’s go!’ Dad orders. I get into the driver’s seat, beside Dad. On our family outings Dad trusts only me to drive. That’s because he suspects Aunt Umi, the long-time experienced bus driver, of drinking secretly. (Everyone in the family, apart from poor Dad, knows she does!) Mum and our three cousins have never learned how to drive. Today our van is noisy with three of the grandchildren – Dad’s favourites, and he spoils them rotten.

			My sisters and their obedient husbands, who’re all afraid of Dad, and the other six grandchildren are in their vans and cars in the street, waiting for us.

			They follow us through the still empty streets of Mangere on to the Northern Motorway. A fine haze hangs over everything. Even though I’m not keen on this picnic, my stomach lifts as I gaze up into the immense summer sky, stretching up into God’s head …

			As we go over the Harbour Bridge, I imagine an endless line of our congregation’s cars and vans trailing us, all of them chocka with large adults, large children and large amounts of food and drink. We’re snaking merrily towards Long Bay; yeah, it’s going to be another Hamo New Year’s takeover of Long Bay Beach.

			Twenty minutes later, after meandering through the wealthy, comfortable, all-Pālagi Eastern Bays suburbs, which are beyond the dreams of my parents, we drive down the hill to Long Bay. Over the heads of the houses and vegetation, the still sea glitters as it stretches out to the horizon with the blazing sun trapped in it. To our right and along the shore are the newest and most expensive homes and beach houses. Again, all Pālagi, but one day I’m going to have me one of those, just for the summers, just for the beach. A super-bach! Yes, my hero, the millionaire owner of the Warehouse and my boss, is quite right: you work hard for yourself and your community, plan and work out your proper place in the business world, get a good education, then go for it, and you can’t miss. He’s also encouraging us to apply for grants from his foundation to help us through varsity, promising to hire us for managerial training once we get our degrees. And I’m going for it, man! Already I’ve switched from law to a business degree, without my parents knowing.

			 

			The first three parking areas along the beach are almost full of vehicles; picnickers are spread out under the trees and along the dunes. As prearranged, many of our people are already parked in the last parking area when we arrive there, and ensconced already in the spacious pavilion under the line of trees across the field are Rev. Loa and his wife and many of the elders.

			As usual, Dad and Mum and their grandchildren get out of the van and head for the pavilion, leaving Aunt Umi and me and my sisters and brothers-in-law to unload and carry our picnic eskys and bags to the shade beside the pavilion. Our congregation greet us as we do that.

			For an amused while I observe Mum and Dad and their noisy brood waddling across the burnt grass. The annual FOB New Year’s fashion parade is on! Our elders and recent FOB bros and sisters are parading the attire they got as Christmas presents. The public display is also to show how much (or how little) their children and relatives loved them.

			Dad’s wearing the thick sunglasses his favourite grandson gave him, the Chicago Bulls cap I got him after numerous hints, Levi’s jeans from a daughter, the Nike sports shoes he told Mum to get, Nike sports socks from another daughter, a purple t-shirt with ‘MANU SAMOA, THE BEAST’ printed on the front and the black leather belt with the silver buckle and studs that he kept telling Aunt Umi she could buy at Victoria Market.

			Mum’s attired in Ray-Bans from me, a silvery Michael Jordan t-shirt, Levi’s with a floral lavalava over them to try and hide her over-thick thighs and hips, black sandals with six inch platform soles and a Miami Dolphins cap sent by a sister in Los Angeles. Needless to say, most of their attire, like everything else in Kiwiland, is MADE IN CHINA. Again, I believe in the capitalist philosophy: use the cheapest labour and sell your products in first world markets. That provides a lot of work in poor countries, cheaper goods for the world and healthy profits for yourself.

			My ‘Au Talavou committee and I had planned everything for our picnic the Sunday before. So as soon as I go on to the field to start the kilikiti, all the players join me, put up the wickets and divide into their pre-chosen teams. The batting team retreats to the shade of the macrocarpas, and the fielders spread out over the field and around the edge of the dunes.

			As the team of cooks follows me to the barbecues beside the pavilion, the batting team starts singing and clapping. The cooks are the team that came last in our annual ‘Au Talavou kilikiti competition. They moan and gripe, but not too loudly, as they start the fires and prepare the lunch.

			I go over to the pavilion and, politely, greet the Reverend and Mrs Loa and the elders. ‘Is everything in order?’ Rev. Loa asks.

			‘Yes everything is operating smoothly, sir,’ I reply in Samoan. Shit, they like that – me still being able to speak Samoan, and correct respectful Samoan at that, and being an obedient leader who will that day assume all their ‘taxing’ responsibilities.

			‘He’s a good boy, a good boy!’ I hear Uncle Makiva, the senior deacon, whispering to Rev. Loa, who nods sternly. My parents inflate visibly with pride.

			‘Let’s play cards,’ Rev. Loa suggests. The others agree, and start bringing out packs of cards. Uncle Makiva and a few other elders are already stretching out on the floor to sleep. I note that their grandchildren have been removed by others; taken away to the swings and beach along with their noise and incessant demands.

			‘May you have a good day,’ I say in Samoan, then move back and away.

			Non-Samoan groups, mainly Asian, continue arriving, and, unwilling to challenge our occupation of the main field and pavilion, stake their claims to the shrubbery and low trees at the end of the fields and dunes.

			I try to be invisible as I inspect the cooks and their work. The sharp sound of sizzling is now the dominant noise in the cacophony. And the enticing smell of barbecuing meat and fat is waking hunger in my belly. I thank and encourage the cooks and then wander over and watch the kilikiti.

			Every time a batter is bowled out, the Ta‘ita‘i of the fielders blows on his whistle, shrilly, and he and his team go into a mock slap-dance routine. Every time runs are scored, the batters sing and clap louder.

			My resentment at having to be here is gone, I realise. I feel rewarded; yes, rewarded! All is well, everyone is happy and our Hamo tribe isn’t going to disgrace us in front of the Pālagi and other people.

			I rub sunblock all over my body and, without the elders noticing, slip back through the trees to the dunes. The tide is out, well out, leaving the seabed exposed. Many people are walking, running, skipping out to where the water starts. Long Bay. Yes, it is long: as long and as round as my new feeling of freedom. I sink up to my ankles in the soft hot sand as I march down to the beach.

			I stand where the wavelets pancake in and around my feet, gazing out at the cloudless horizon. Caroline, where are you? What are you doing? I met her when I started university, in a first-year course in anthropology, and though she looked Pālagi, I knew from her build and the shape of her face and eyes and mouth she was Samoan. I was right. Her father’s a Pālagi, a well-off car salesman who wants nothing to do with the Samoan Catholic Church and the Samoan community. ‘The way Samoans live will continue to keep them poor,’ Caroline has reported him saying. I tend to agree with him, but I’m not going to tell Caroline that, because basically, crudely, her dad’s a redneck who doesn’t want Caroline and his other kids to have anything to do with Hamos. So Caroline hasn’t told him about me and I haven’t told Dad about her. Dad prefers to believe that, because of my very strict Christian upbringing and my 101 percent focus on my studies, I’m not interested in ‘girls’.

			As I’ve already said, I learned early from observing my elders’ behaviour to always behave as a ‘tama lelei’ while under the severe scrutiny of those elders. So that while they believe you’re the ideal, dutiful, loyal, generous, Samoan-church-God-loving son, you can go right ahead and be who you feel like. It’s not hypocrisy; it’s what I’ll describe as a ‘practical schizophrenia’ that allows you to survive and be admired by your community as a ‘tama lelei’ while, with a clear conscience, you also give expression to the side that they condemn as ‘evil and sinful and of the flesh and un-Samoan’ without hurting them. What they can’t see won’t hurt them, eh? Open rebellion or dropping out is not my way. I’ve seen too many mates wrecked doing that. So, while my elders were/are convinced I’m not interested in ‘the temptations of the flesh’, I’ve gone right ahead and revelled in them. Caroline is the latest in a long line of females and sex that stretches, exhilaratingly, back to when I was about ten. 

			The balmy sea air wraps its sensuously soft skin around me as I remember some of that line. I retreat to the dunes and, in a low hollow, wrap my beach towel round myself, lie back against the slope and, from behind my sunglasses, savour the flow and variety of women on the beach and in the water …

			 

			Webbed across my vision and plunging down swiftly as I glance up is a fine net. I cringe and try avoiding it, but it catches and spreads and tightens round me as I struggle. Gasping and slick with sweat and fear, I wake, remembering where I am. For a dead still moment, I don’t recognise the three figures sitting two to my left and one on my right.

			‘Hi Robo!’ one on my left greets me, smiling. Three gold front teeth. Leupega, known as Rube.

			‘Long time no see, Robo!’ Daniel, Rube’s younger brother and nicknamed Den, adds. Haven’t seen them for almost three years. I return their greetings and we shake hands.

			We glance at their small lean-muscled companion, who is sitting with his back to me, gazing down at the beach. Fa‘akali, nicknamed Wait, Rube and Den’s cousin.

			‘Lotsa good looking keige, ā!’ he says over his right shoulder, which is flying a tattooed eagle.

			‘Yeah, lotsa temptation, bro,’ chortles Rube, who tries to hide the fact that he possesses the richest vocab among us – he gets it from the crime novels he loves reading. ‘As sweet as honey-coloured velvet fudge.’ His American accent and manner of talking comes straight out of Elmore Leonard’s crime novels and Marlon Brando as the Godfather.

			‘Maka‘ukia!’ exclaims Den.

			‘I can kekega jus’ watchin’ ’em stroll sweetly by,’ Rube continues poetically.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ laughs the usually laconic Wait.

			They’re three years older than I am, and I’ve known them since Ā‘oga Samoa at our church and at primary and high school. It was Wait who nicknamed me Robo, after we saw Robocop and he concluded I was as bright as Robocop. Collectively, the three are known as ‘the Makiva Boys’.

			‘When did ya come?’ I try to appear relaxed being with them but I’m feeling awkward, uncomfortable, knowing what Rev. Loa and our elders and my parents and their Uncle Makiva think of them. As yet not many of our congregation have come to the beach to swim.

			‘We came with Uncle Makiva in the new truck we bought him,’ says Den. After Wait’s dad was killed in a pub brawl, his mother left Auckland with another man, and Wait shifted to live with his cousins at their Uncle Makiva’s large and feared ‘āiga.

			‘Ya lookin’ great, Robo!’ says Wait. ‘Don’t ya think so guys?’ The others agree enthusiastically. ‘Ya remember the times we us’ta sneak out of bed and go into Queen Street and play spacies, Robo?’ Wait starts reminiscing. My awkwardness worsens, because I know he doesn’t do this without another purpose in mind.

			‘Shit, yes!’ I try to sound keen about it.

			‘Cos you’ve always been the brainbox among us, Robo – ya soon figured out those games and we started making lotsa bread, eh!’ Den continues Wait’s line of interrogation.

			‘Yeah, with your genius intelligence, Robo, ya also soon mastered the art of wiring cars so we could drive home in luxurious comfort …’ Rube adds.

			‘Fuck, man, we could barely see over the steering wheel!’ laughs Wait. 

			‘Remember that time the cops chased us along the motorway and into Magele and we were crapping ourselves cos you were doin’ 150 ks?’ I enthuse, hoping the anecdotes and stories will circle away from me.

			‘Because it was so dangerous – some innocent motorists and pedestrians might get killed – the pigs called it off …’ Rube continues.

			‘… and we escaped, got to the park, soaked the car and kafēfē – ‘oi – kafēfē! – set it alight!’ Wait’s eyes blaze. ‘Some fucking rich Pālagi lost an expensive Tranzam that dark night!’

			We continue piling story upon story, one anecdote triggering off others, about our escapades as reckless fearless teenagers. When I see more and more of our congregation coming out to swim, I pull my towel over and around my head and face. Some of them wave to us but keep well away. The more Rev. Loa preached at them, and the more Uncle Makiva and the elders of their ‘āiga beat them for their ‘āmio leaga’, bad behaviour, the more the Makiva Boys took to ‘le olaga agasala lē pulea’, the ‘life of crime and without control and law’ – Rev. Loa’s description. But it wasn’t until the fourth (or was it the fifth?) time they were sentenced to the boys’ home that they dropped permanently out of high school and church and community. Uncle Makiva refused to let them continue ‘disgracing me and our ‘āiga in front of God, our church, our community and the Pālagi.’ The Makiva Boys, so we heard soon after they shifted out of Mangere, graduated to burglary, robbery, protection and drugs.

			You must be curious about why I didn’t continue going off the rails with the Makiva Boys. I’ve often wondered myself. Recently I listened to a radio interview with the highly respected Māori judge, Mick Brown. He was asked if over the years he’d observed some common reasons and causes why young people went off the rails. No, he replied sadly, but once they start, it is very very difficult getting them back on the straight and narrow. I think the metaphor of the straight and narrow rails as the ‘good and righteous life’ is too simplistic, too narrow!

			I had enjoyed le olaga agasala with the Makiva Boys: the intimate trusting friendship, the adrenalin rush and sense of triumph and achievement that came with the risk and daring, the breaking of the rules and outwitting the cops and our elders, and of course the money and things we pinched. No matter what Uncle Makiva now claims, he accepted, without questions, all the money, food and property his enterprising nephews brought home. Yes, sir! My dad did the same at first, but I made the mistake of giving my ill-gotten gains to Mum, believing she’d react the same way. Well, she beat her face with her fists and wept as if I’d crushed her heart. Then after Aunt Umi and I dried her tears, she gazed at me with those frighteningly innocent brown eyes of hers and, in a whisper that cut like a scalpel, said ‘I’ll stop loving you if you continue being a kama leaga!’ She scared me shitless. After that Dad threatened to do the same. But that’s not really what stopped me being part of the Makiva Boys. A short time after my mates were committed to the boys’ home for the fifth time, I had to ask myself why I’d never been sentenced with them for any of our crimes.

			As I reviewed all the instances of our being caught, accused and interrogated, and my mates copping it, I discerned one obvious truth: Wait, Rube and Den hadn’t conferred the heroic name of Robocop on me for nothing. They really believed I had great intelligence and ability and guts, and they respected me for that. Despite the fact that, like them, I am the son of an ignorant and loud-mouthed, hypocritical, unemployed FOB, I had the gifts to rise above that. When at school I topped everything except sports, they kept insisting, even when I argued against it, that I should finish high school and go to university and prove we weren’t ‘dumb coconuts’. And whenever we planned a hit, Wait, our leader, always valued and respected my views about it.

			‘It’s bloody hot!’ I announce. They agree. ‘Let’s go over there,’ I say, pointing at the low tree-covered headland a few hundred metres up the beach to our left. I keep my face and head covered with my towel.

			They look so out of place as we stroll the beach, in their thick leather boots, tight black leather trousers, black-and-red leather waistcoats and black t-shirts. Wait has his curly shoulder-length hair tied at the back in a ponytail. The other two have number two haircuts, and their skulls shine in the fierce light. Sleek black lizards strutting their stuff in the height of the summer.

			Once in the shelter of the sprawling pōhutukawa on the headland, Rube lights a joint. The little moralistic creature inside me starts panicking. Not that the creature doesn’t know I smoke and enjoy dope regularly. It’s just too public and too anti with our congregation. I hurry up the gravel track; the others follow. I veer off the track and through the low vegetation and sit on a large boulder overlooking the beach and bay. Wait sits down beside me. Rube hands him the joint. He sucks on it nonchalantly and hands it to me. ‘Sweet as.’ I thank him, suck long and deep and hold it in. ‘Great stuff, great,’ I sigh. 

			‘The best,’ Den says. ‘Our very own, grown by Māori mates up north. We go up, collect it and then distribute it here in Tāmaki Makaurau.’

			‘Bloody good prices at the moment,’ says Wait.

			‘We brought ya some,’ says Rube. Den pulls a plastic pouch from the inside pocket of his waistcoat. The creature panics some more, but my greed at the sight of such a fat pouch out-jumps it.

			‘Are you sure?’ I ask as Den extends it to me.

			‘Shit, yeah. You’re our best uō, Robo. And we haven’t seen ya for a long time.’ Wait smiles.

			‘Thanks, Wait, thanks a lot, mate.’ I try to sound humble as I take their gift.

			So for a long, slow, easy, becoming-more-relaxed while, in the cool healing shade, we pass one, then two, then three joints round. I think of the ‘ava ceremony, when, through the ritual sharing of the ‘ava, ‘āiga, friendship and community ties are reaffirmed and reinforced. We’re mellow, anchored in our friendship in the breezy air and light …

			‘Ya still bored with that stuff and our church?’ Wait asks, slowly. From below us waft the sound of the tin drum, singing and dancing at the kilikiti, and the hungry smell of barbecued meat.

			‘I’ve learned to live with it,’ I reply. ‘Though I don’t need it, like our FOB parents, to feel safe in Kiwiland.’

			‘Robo’s one hundred percent correct,’ says Rube. ‘I mean if all us Kiwi-born Hamos ditched the Fa‘a-Samoa and our fobby parents and kin, and opt out, what’s goin’ to happen to our culture?’

			‘So what are we doing outside it?’ Den asks.

			‘Din’t have a fuckin’ choice,’ Wait replied.

			‘We started pinching things cos our poor fucking parents were too bloody poor to get them for us,’ offers Rube. ‘We stole to help keep our ‘āiga fed, mate.’

			‘Bullshit, mate,’ Wait whispers. ‘Only partly true. We also loved doing it, bro. Loved stickin’ it to our teachers, the Man, the cops. Then we got to love the dough we made, especially that.’

			‘But why didn’t we listen to our Faife‘au and Uncle Makiva?’ Dean asks, smiling.

			‘Cos they’re hypocrites, bro, hypocrites,’ I laugh.

			‘But they’re still our elders and ‘āiga, eh?’ Wait declares. I look at my friends. A deep sadness has suddenly trapped us. I remember that their parents deserted them when they were kids and that they were raised by strict, severe guardians who abused them. I want to remind them of that, but don’t. I mean, Wait is right. My dad is a narrow-minded, chauvinist, cruel bigot, but he’s still my father. ‘And we can’t change that, ever!’ Wait emphasises.

			‘Yeah, look at us,’ Den continues. ‘We can’t keep away from our ‘Āiga Sā-Makiva even when they don’t want nothin’ to do with us kama leaga!’

			‘Gotta admit that,’ Rube choruses. ‘There’re no ‘āiga out there, not even the gangs we’ve joined. So we keep comin’ back to the Hamo ‘Āiga Way …’

			‘… and keep wasting our hard-stolen dough on fa‘alavelave and more fa‘alavelave!’ Wait continues.

			We’re all laughing uncontrollably – the vegetation, the air, the sea, the light, the sky reverberate with our laughter. 

			When Den declares he’s bloody hungry and we should follow the rich smell of barbecued māmoe and pākua moa down into the heart of the Hamo Christian camp, I jump to my feet – my moralistic creature and wariness gone – feeling as if I’m hovering in a dancing ocean of love for my three mates. ‘Yeah, let’s go eat the generous Hamo Israelites out of their misery,’ I remark, and start heading down towards the beach and the kilikiti and the barbecue. Robocop is scared of nothing. Not when he has the protection of the Makiva Boys.

			When we hit the edge of the water, Rube starts stripping to his boxers. Den follows suit, and when Wait, who’s usually prudish about exposing his tall, skinny body, hears I’m swimming too, he strips quickly. Boxer shorts are the latest craze, and the Makiva Boys are wearing the coolest most expensive silk ones: Rube’s shimmer with luminous white skulls, Den has golden revolvers on his and, as Wait runs into the water, a sexy Madonna with bloody red lips pouts at me. And before the approving sky can say ‘Cool man!’ we’re diving in and out of the refreshingly cold waves like we used to as kids on our first Long Bay picnics.

			We don’t stay in for long. Our invigorated bodies smarting from the cold, the sun lodged in the centre of our heads, we grab our clothes and run up and over the dunes to Uncle Makiva’s new truck. The first game of kilikiti is over, all the players are having drinks under the macrocarpas, the kids and their minders are eating round the barbecue area, and the cooks and servers are distributing trays heaped with food among the elders in the pavilion.

			Laiga, Uncle Makiva’s wife and my mates’ aunt, is drying two of her grandchildren behind the truck. She smiles and greets me and ignores her nephews. We dry ourselves and hitch on floral ‘ie lavalava. ‘Don’t do anything to shame us,’ she reminds them in Samoan. ‘Not in front of our Faife‘au and congregation.’ I avoid looking at them.

			‘Let’s go,’ I say.

			We cross the field, the burnt grass feeling prickly under my bare feet, to the tables and benches under the trees. ‘Bugger her!’ Den says.

			Most of the older men and all the women and girls under the trees greet me and ignore my friends as if they’re invisible. Again I’m acutely aware of the silent disapproving scrutiny of our community. ‘You know Leupega, Dan and Fa‘akali.’ I force my mates into their attention. A few of the older ones nod and say hello. Some of the mothers don’t bother to hide their hostility.

			Deliberately I sit down in the empty seat at the first long table and gesture to my mates to sit with me. There are no empty seats. They hesitate. Two of the girls and a boy get up and offer them their seats. I instruct the children to go and get us drinks from the barbecue area. Robocop is leader of the ‘Au Talavou and he will be obeyed! ‘Let’s go and get some mea‘ai,’ I suggest to Den. Wait and Rube get up too, but I tell them Den and I will get their food. ‘You’re makai, man!’ I laugh.

			‘Everything’s fine,’ one of my committee members reassures me in Samoan. The other cooks and servers echo him. We laugh and do fives. We’re handed four large plates and paper serviettes.

			‘Lotsa great mea‘ai!’ I exclaim. Den and I go up to the food-laden table and fill our four plates almost to overflowing. ‘Ese le māgaia o la kākou chow!’ I thank the cooks.

			We head back to Wait and Rube. Many of our ‘Au Talavou join us. Soon they’re all relaxed and joking with the Makiva Boys. I feel really good about that.

			Later, after we help the servers clean up the pots and pans and other things, we string up the volleyball net and choose four teams. Because the Makiva Boys have always been good at sports, the others compete to be in their teams.

			That afternoon as the elders play cards or sleep and the minders and young children go swimming, we play as if the Makiva Boys have never left us; as if we’re all still heading towards a righteous boundless future on God’s blessed rails.

			Den’s team, the White Mongrels, wins the play-offs against Wait’s team, the Black Angels. In a noisy mock ceremony, I present the White Mongrels with the tournament prize: four dozen large Cokes and the sole right to clean up the grounds. And while they quench their thirst and start picking up the rubbish, we take off for another swim.

			 

			‘There’s something we wan’ ya to do Robo,’ Wait asks me as we’re drying ourselves beside the sleek black truck they’d bought for their uncle.

			‘Anything mate!’

			‘I’ll ring ya on Monday,’ he says.

			‘Ring me at the Newmarket Warehouse, I’m working there.’

			‘It’s been a really neat day,’ Rube says. ‘Thanks ta you, Robo …’

			‘… and all the other ‘Au Talavou,’ Den adds.

			‘Yeah, it’s been like old times,’ Wait says, smiling – and he doesn’t do that often. The suspicious brooding gaze that’s always in his eyes is gone.

			Right then Uncle Makiva and Aunt Laiga and some of the other ‘āiga elders arrive and, ignoring their nephews, thank me for having organised the picnic. ‘Māgaia kele la kākou aso,’ Uncle Makiva concludes, patting my shoulder.

			‘We’re grateful our boys didn’t spoil it,’ Aunt Laiga remarks. I sense Wait, Den and Rube again withdrawing, quickly.

			‘Faigakā kele kama.’ Uncle Makiva apologises for his nephews.

			‘Pack our things,’ Aunt Laiga orders them.

			I can’t help it. ‘You’ve got a beautiful new truck,’ I congratulate Uncle Makiva. Rube winks at me.

			‘It cost us a lot,’ Aunt Laiga lies. Uncle Makiva nods his extra-large head but avoids looking at me or his nephews.

			I look across the park and notice that my aunt and cousins are packing our things into our van. ‘Gotta go,’ I tell my friends.

			Wait walks with me. Once out of his guardians’ hearing, he whispers, ‘I’ll ring ya on Monday, mate.’

			‘Don’t forget.’ I mean it.

			 

			On our way home, driving away from the blood-red sunset and the swift incoming tide, through suburbs that make me feel I don’t belong here, and after my mother threatens to sew up her grandchildren’s lips if they don’t stop their noisy arguing, my fuming dad has to do it. ‘Ya can’t keep away from them, can you? Everyone saw it. God witnessed it too. What a disgrace! How do you think your mother and I felt in front of our Faife‘au and congregation?’

			I refuse to reply. My eyes fill with tears.

			 

			On Monday, I keep busy at the Warehouse while I wait eagerly for Wait’s call.

			He doesn’t ring.

			Three days later, after lunch, I get back to work to find Aunt Umi waiting for me near the front entrance. She avoids looking directly at me. I move back into the safety of the huge shelves of the shoe section. She follows me. The acrid smell of new leather clogs my nose and head. ‘I thought I’d come and see if you’d heard,’ she starts. I turn away. ‘It was on the midday news.’ I withdraw further between the shoe shelves. She holds my arm, gently. ‘The announcer said two of them – two of them – died. Their car crashed while they were escaping …’ I pull my arm out of her grip. ‘… they’d robbed a bank at Otahuhu …’

			‘It’s not them!’ I’m drowning in the slick stench of new shoes.

			‘Leupega is in intensive care at Middlemore Hospital …’

			‘It can’t be them!’

			‘I rang Makiva, Robo,’ she whispers. ‘He told me.’

			I watch them, their cool boxers flashing in all their silky brilliance, diving into the forgiving embracing waves of Long Bay.

			Now I’ll never know if they’d wanted me to rejoin Their Way or whether they’d again abandoned me to God’s narrow and demanding schizophrenic rails.

		

	
        
            Interrogation

            I

            Andrea, my wife, possesses this uncanny, wonderful, sometimes frightening gift of experiencing these uncanny, wonderful, sometimes frightening dreams and then recalling them for only me and Regina, our daughter, in multi-coloured detail and in what she calls ‘the dream’s language’. 

            So on that unusually cold December Saturday morning when she woke as usual at 6 am, and deliberately woke me by rolling against my side, and, out of the dim dark, said, with urgent excitement and awe, ‘Although it sounded all the year round; although it rang out sometimes as early as half past six in the morning, sometimes as late as half past ten at night, it was in the spring, when Bengel’s violet patch inside the gate was blue with flowers, that that piano … made the passers-by not only stop talking, but slow down, pause, look suddenly – if they were men – grave, even stern, and if they were women – dreamy, even sorrowful,’ I knew we were again into another enthralling interrogation session. It was as if she was quoting from a story written by an experienced writer such as Katherine Mansfield, whose work I’d loved at high school. ‘That’s exactly how I saw that dream and how it wrote itself into my sight,’ she insisted. 

            Our life together has been influenced intensely by the way we interrogate and read her dreams. Even the name of our daughter, Regina, came in a dream the night before Andrea gave birth to her. The dream had also said that the love between Regina and Andrea would be special and would never be broken.

            ‘So shall we interrogate the text you’ve just described?’ I asked, for that was our usual procedure after each dream she considered important. Gently she slid her leg over my stomach, and put her right arm around my chest, her warm nudity and the odour of dry sweat and Figiel perfume wrapping round me like a comforting second skin. The centre window curtains were parted down the middle and the summer light was pushing itself through that gap and lying protectively across our shoulders.

            ‘I didn’t recognise the street, the garden, the house,’ she whispered, her warm slightly stale breath pulsing against the right side of my face. ‘But I knew the street is here in Ponsonby.’ 

            We married a few months after we completed our master’s degrees – she in civil engineering and I in architecture – and then, with my parents’ financial help, bought this villa, which was built in the 1910s, and which I’ve restored and enlarged, even having it lifted and a double garage constructed under it. Impressed with my restoration, many of our architectural clients, over the years, have hired us to retore their villas.

            ‘What about the Bengel?’

            ‘A very striking name. Whatever its origins, I’ve never come across that name in my life.’ I asked her if she’d seen any of the Bengels, and she replied, ‘Almost. I think the father – yes, the father was prematurely old and had salt and pepper hair, and he wore a black double-breasted suit, like the ones men wore in the 1920s, and his son was the pianist but I wasn’t that interested in his age and appearance.’ 

            ‘What about the music he was playing?’ 

            ‘It was that classical stuff that I’ve always found – difficult. But this time I found myself loving it and I wanted to tell you that. It just entered my welcoming eyes and shimmered, like the pianist’s fingers, down my throat into my ravenous belly and other vital regions!’ Her body trembled invitingly against me.

            ‘Chopin or Mozart or Bach?’ I tried the few classical composers I was familiar with.

            ‘Yeah, the first one – Chopin, the music our nephew Rodney plays every time we go to your arrogant sister’s house.’ I ignored her denigration of my sister because her live twinkling fingers were now playing Chopin, as it were, across my belly just above my ‘vital regions.’

            ‘So what about the passers-by?’

            ‘Yes, I saw two very thin middle-aged men wearing heavy woollen overcoats – dark blue their coats were – stopping in front of the front gate, and, putting their right hands to their right ears, listening intently to the playing, with smiles radiating across their pale faces, radiating and radiating until they were part of the exhilarating tide that was the music.’

            ‘Any others?’

            ‘Yes, an elderly rotund woman, with a court jester’s multicoloured felt hat – I didn’t find that strange – and a long blood-red scarf wrapped round and round her throat, its ends fluttering in the breeze that was funnelling down against her.’ Andrea paused, pondering, and then, chortling almost inaudibly, she said, ‘She stopped and gripped the front gate’s handle, but, unable to unlock it, she shook it violently once, twice, three times, and said, “Fuck that!” – and that really shocked me because women shouldn’t swear in public.’ She paused and then said, ‘You know, I don’t care if women swear wherever and whenever, but in that dream that’s how I felt about that woman swearing.’ She paused. ‘By the way, I think the dream is also sexist in pandering to the stereotypes that men assumed “grave, even stern” demeanours and women “dreamy, even sorrowful” ones when they heard that music.’

            ‘Perhaps it was part of the time the dream is set in?’

            ‘I suppose, so it’s dated in that way, the wording of it coming out of the late nineteenth, early twentieth century, maybe.’

            ‘And why do you think spring and blue violets in that garden?’

            ‘Perhaps it’s because I love blue and randy spring – you know that, darling.’ Her fingers were now searching pleasurably through my garden, as it were.

            ‘Do you want to continue this dream interrogation or not?’ I insisted.

            ‘Okay,’ she said, taking her hand away. She turned onto her back, and, gazing into the blue ceiling across which the morning light was now pushing back the darkness, pondered and then said, ‘The piano was a black lacquered grand.’

            And so we continued that interrogation into the eternal question that whole civilisations have tried to answer: where do those strangers in your sleep life come from, and why do they come? A question that Andrea, well before we met, had started living with because of her gift and the circumstances of her life; a question which her grandmother had tried to answer years before; and a question that, over the years, has become a binding strand in our marriage.

            Andrea was born in Samoa as Autasi Lagilua in the village of Gagaifo, Lefaga. (She changed her Christian name to Andrea, with my encouragement, not long after we met.) I was born in Malie and my parents brought me to New Zealand when I was only five, so I was raised here, while Andrea migrated here after she graduated from high school. When we first courted at Auckland University in the late 1970s, she told me that her parents had drowned at sea when she was a toddler and she had been raised by Faivai, her maternal grandmother, who’d believed profoundly in the truth of dreams being at the heart of all reality, and that because of that you had to learn not only how to live with them and facilitate their entry into your sleep, but how to read them and what they meant for your waking life. For instance, the first of her grandmother’s readings that Andrea could remember and describe to me, in her grandmother’s compellingly poetic story-telling manner, with which I was to become familiar as Andrea narrated her readings to me over the years, was this:

            ‘In the centre of the silver dark, in the protecting feel of it, is a luminous ocean-green dragonfly, a variety I’ve not seen before – delicate, with darkly veined transparent wings beating quickly, keeping it hovering, defeating gravity. Then at the rim of the dark I sense a crowd of spectators, their hushed curiosity focused on the wondrous creature. When their faces are lit up by the dragonfly’s luminosity I don’t recognise any of them, and wonder why I don’t, and am afraid because they aren’t Samoan or Papālagi or Chinese or any other race I know. Before I can identify them, the dragonfly rises up suddenly to the height of our breath and sight. We all sigh, loudly in applause. It turns its head towards me and my heart sings with joy as the creature bows, yes, bows once, acknowledging my worth, my value, my existence. And I wake up, weeping, sobbing …’

            Andrea first told me this on a Saturday night, on our second date after we had been to the movies – a forgettable thriller – and were eating at the Ponsonby KFC. (And I can still smell the acidic odour of the cooking oil.) I couldn’t understand why she was telling me this and why it was important to her. I’d been raised by my deacon lay preacher father and scientifically trained mother to consider such things as irrational, even superstitious. But because I was extremely attracted to Andrea – and had been so since I’d first seen her at our MA anthropology class on Polynesia – I needed to indulge her. She went on relating her grandmother’s narration:

            ‘For the next few days I tried to decipher that dream. What puzzled me most was this question: how do people and creatures you’ve never known become part of your dreams? Have we existed before, not only as peoples but as other creatures and things? My beloved, Autasi, that is one of the questions that will be at the centre of your life forever.’

            Andrea stopped and, gazing skeptically at me, asked, ‘You’re not really interested in this stuff, are you?’ She smiled when she caught my half nod. And immediately explained that her grandmother had believed that every one and every thing was connected through gafa/genealogy right back to the atua, and that gafa was intelligent, and when you maliu-ed – moved on – you became part of that intelligence and the inheritance of your descendants.

            The rest of that fried chicken conversation amid that invasive cooking-oil smell I can’t recall in detail, except that she had reached across the table and, grasping my hand firmly, had smiled – it was like a beautiful gardenia opening to fill all my sight – and said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m not crazy, I’m just strange, but you’ll get used to that. And I hope you want to get used to it, right?’ 

            I nodded, unreservedly, unconditionally, and meant it as a promise. 

            ‘Good,’ she whispered, ‘I want to know you too.’

            When I drove her home that night, the dragonfly continued hovering with all its marvelous luminosity and gravity-defeating flight in my eyes. Holding onto my arm, she slid into my side as I drove.

            II

            Andrea jumped out of bed, arms wrapped round her chest. ‘Fuck, for summer, its bloody cold!’ she cried, and scrambled into the bathroom and the shower, as she did every morning. She was right; it was crisply cold out of bed, so I put on my favourite dressing gown – the blue-striped woollen one she had bought me for my fortieth birthday – and, scurrying down the cold passageway, turned on a few of the heaters. By the time she came out, according to the quick breakfast routine we’d established over our life together, I had the electric jug on, the coffee ground, the milk in the microwave for eighty seconds, a glass of orange juice for her, a glass of grapefruit for me, two whole-wheat slices in the toaster, and the table set – even with napkins.

            ‘So how are you reading your dream?’ I continued, as soon as she had sat down opposite me, smelling sweetly of McMullin soap and Daniell shampoo, and in her bright red dressing gown, which was open down the front. I took the first sip of my coffee, eagerly anticipating its hot, addictive taste sliding down my throat and warming up my chest, waking up all my nerves.

            With both hands and a thick fluffy white towel, she continued kneading the wetness out of her hair, her face and exposed breasts glowing red from the heat of the shower. How she glowed! 

            ‘First thing is: I’ve never seen violets in any Ponsonby garden. So what does that mean?’

            ‘Perhaps they represent how you felt while in that dream, as you observed the Bengels. So repeat the wording of the dream and we’ll see.’ After she repeated it, I asked, ‘Don’t you think there is some sadness in that?’

            ‘Yes, maybe in the way it’s worded, but I didn’t feel any sadness in the scene while I was there.’

            ‘The piano playing, you know. Doesn’t that suggest strange compulsive behavior?’

            ‘It may to someone who reads the wording, but wasn’t in the dream. I accepted it as normal behaviour.’

            ‘What did you think of the relationship between the father and the son, if you thought anything at all about it?’

            ‘Normal. Now I’m awake, I could read something else into it, but I don’t want to.’

            ‘So, say you didn’t wake up at the time you did, and the dream had continued for some length, what do you think would have unfolded, darling?’

            ‘You know I never speculate outside the dream itself!’ Her knife crunched across her piece of toast. ‘I never unfold a dream outside the boundaries of sleep.’

            I knew that, but for some inexplicable reason, for the past few weeks, ever since our daughter Regina had rung and told us she and Ralph were separating, I now wanted her to. ‘Just indulge me, darling, just …’

            ‘Because you’re a lit freak who feeds on stories, you want me to do that, even though it’s against the rules I’ve determined?’ She took an impatient gulp of her coffee; thrust the piece of toast into her mouth. Her immaculately white teeth crunched down decisively on it and she started chewing rapidly. ‘Okay, let me develop the story outside the dream.’ She gulped down more coffee, took another massive bite of her toast, thumped down her mug and, gazing through me, back into her dream, said, ‘The plot line would go something like this: Harold Mansfield Bengel, the father, is a retired bank manager who, five years before, had lost his lifelong, devoted wife, Katherine, to a pulmonary haemorrhage, leaving him to care for their only child, Dyer Beauchamp, who is autistic and a savant.’ She paused, deliberately challenging me: so, see what you can do with that!

            We’d often discussed autism and savants, ever since Andrea had claimed, after excelling in three papers in psychology at university, that perhaps her grandmother had had a mild form of autism and was something of a savant in her incredible gift for remembering and re-singing any music you played or sang to her, and in her mesmerising ability to talk in the accents of the strangers in her dreams. ‘Wasn’t she feared, considered evil, by your village because of that?’ I’d asked. Not feared, not evil, she’d replied. ‘Hadn’t the church condemned such – such behavior as being part of Samoa’s evil and pagan past?’ I pursued her. ‘Yes, but when people learned that through her they could connect with their loved ones who’d passed on, and that through her the future could speak to them, they came to love her – but behind the church’s back, of course! They especially loved her songs – the songs she fished out of her dreams, which, when I was old enough, she taught me and I taught our village choir. Some of those songs became national favourites and are still sung today.’ She listed a whole swag of them, but because I was raised in New Zealand, I recognised only two.

            III

            ‘So to continue my Hollywood script: With the help of the best psychologists, Dyer Beauchamp is identified as a savant with an insatiable talent for playing the piano. He is given the best teacher’ — Andrea refused to slow down as she steered our shopping cart through the crowded entrance into Foodtown in Williamson Avenue, where we shopped every Saturday morning — ‘As yet I can’t think of a suitable name for that teacher. The teacher has to be a middle-aged woman – men are bloody useless at handling autistic kids. She could be a failed concert pianist with the relentless determination to become triumphant through her gifted pupil …’ In hurrying to keep up with her, in a busy aisle, I bumped into a tall, solid man dressed in a dirty singlet and black shorts and mud-caked sports shoes, who exuded the foulest BO my nostrils had ever encountered.
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