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			In memory of Max and Joseph, my beloved brothers
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			Surrounded by the Ko‘olau mountains, the Mānoa Valley is shaped like a gigantic footprint into which the dawn is now spilling, and, as the sun rises over the mountains to Daniel’s right and its spreading mellow light emphasises the massive heads and shoulders of the mountains, and the chilly cool of the dew on the vegetation prickles his skin, it’s his forty-seventh birthday, and he is alone for the first time of any of his birthdays but he doesn’t feel the need for company, for people he is familiar with, feels safe with; no, inexplicably though he is thousands of miles and memories away from ‘home’, he feels self-contained, complete, without a beginning or an end, just here, on the narrow front lānai of his apartment, two storeys up, in a sweat-stained canvas chair he bought at the Salvation Army store for $3, mug of hot coffee in his right hand, letting the sunrise slide down over the forested foothills and slopes and across the valley floor now covered with expensive homes and apartments into his eyes and head and, with its illuminating warmth, helping him finish the poem he has been writing over the past few weeks about these mountains and this valley:

			… The Ko‘olau watched the first people settle in the valley

			The Kanaka Maoli planted their ancestor the Kalo

			in the mud of the stream and swamps

			and later in the terraced lo‘i they constructed

			Their ancestor fed on the valley’s black blood

			They fed on the ancestor

			and flourished for generations …

			The akua have been generous in helping him find this poem, anchoring him to this new location, this time, and this sunrise into the future and, he hopes, more lucid readings of who he is and where he has come from.

			He is where, a few years ago, he never intended to be, but he is not afraid any more; well, not now, not today, as the refreshing breeze that is following the spreading light curls around his bare chest and arms, reassuring him that he is safe with himself, by himself, in the healing presences of these mountains and akua and the Kanaka Maoli who gave language to the air he is breathing: air scented with the fecund mud of the stream that flows through the valley and behind his apartment.

			The sun continues rising, its inventive lifting starting in his belly and surging up his moa into his lungs and heart and up through his astounded gullet into his questing mouth. Soon he will release it full-bodied up into the sky, free of the range’s grip.

			It’s been almost two years since he shifted from Aotearoa/New Zealand to Hawai‘i and this valley. 
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			He is lying on his back in bed. Everything is phosphorescent white: even the pile of pillows at the bottom of the bed behind which the woman, in white silk pajamas, is standing. Again the fear is churning in his belly; he can see his naked stomach rippling with it, and he wants it all to be a dream as he gazes up into the woman’s slim face, into her unmoving blue-green eyes, which are as frighteningly deep as the Pacific, and then from her face down to her right shoulder and down her arm to her hand that is pointing down at him, with a black pistol gripped in her long-fingers. On each finger, glittering, are rings he recognises. He tries swallowing back the liquid fear that has surged up from his stomach, while he turns onto his side, his body curling into a foetus position, his arms wrapped around his head protecting it from the shots he knows she is going to fire. It’s a dream, he keeps hoping, a dream. He isn’t going to die! And he still refuses to recognise the woman. No, it can’t be her! No. But when he peers through his arms, he knows it is, and she is now smiling that incandescent loving smile she used to give him in the mornings of their early life together. Yes, Laura … Please! Please! With both hands, he reaches up for the gun, and screams into her smile as her finger pulls once, twice, three times. Thud, thud, thud! Sharp, metallic, calculated, unforgiving … And as usual he hears his own jagged screaming and he observes himself waking to his trembling body and bed drenched with sweat, and for a long while he just lies there staring into the darkness, struggling to calm his bundle of fears, regrets, guilt and remorse, as the wet sheets turn cold around his body. 

			This dream has recurred once a week, usually during the early hours of Friday morning, since he left New Zealand and shifted in to Mānoa. Why Fridays? He has pondered that endless times, and though that pondering comes with excrutiating remorse, he persists, welcoming the detailed pain as deserved punishment for what he has done to Laura. 

			They married on a wet and cold Friday afternoon in the registry office, with Paul as their best man and witness – he can’t recall why the rest of their ‘tribe’ and his father weren’t at that miserable ceremony. Their daughter Cheryl had been born on Friday at dawn, after a long, agonising process, during which a desperate Laura had kept shouting, ‘It’s turning me inside out!’ His mother, since the day he first understood what she was saying to him, ruled that Fridays should be banned because she detested fish and chips, his dad’s and most kiwis’ favourite Friday night takeaways. Most accusing and undeniable of all is the truth that he slapped Laura for the first time – and he’ll never forget the sharp echoing sound and feel of that unforgivable slap – after they got home from a drunken Friday night party and she again accused him of trying to make it with another woman. And so, as always, he continues to punish himself pondering the significance of Friday.

			He is refusing to accept that one of the reasons he agreed to accept the writer’s fellowship in Hawai‘i was to try and escape this dream, and the killing break-up of his marriage. True, it is a recurring dream, but each time it happens it is a new and frightening tide that envelopes him and he has to struggle, like a drowning swimmer, to surface from it, and, through his relieved mouth, suck in the lung-reviving breath of life, again. At least he now has a routine to cope with its after-effects. 

			You’re alone, you’ve been alone for almost two years. If you suffer any serious illness there is no one here in your apartment to help you. And this dream, this execution, you’ve coped with all that time, so get out of bed, carefully. Left leg out first; plant it on the floor. Then your other leg. Stand up straight, steady your shaking. Okay? Now left foot forward, then your right; good. Repeat that. You’re doing fine. Open the bathroom door. Right, now turn on the cold tap. Keep your head up; you don’t want the nausea to start again. Good. Now cup your hands and fill them with cold water. Now dash the cold water against your face. Repeat it, and again. Good. Very good. Now turn, strip off your ‘ie lavalava, drop it into the wash basket. Towel? Got it? Now dry your body with it … Yes, isn’t it sweet to be alive; to have overcome your weekly death? So sweet, you can taste it in your saliva. And once again it reconfirms Aaron’s claim, when he was recovering in hospital from his first violent ‘accident’, that living at the edge along the precarious line between dying and living makes you acutely aware of the addictive sweetness of being alive. 
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			If it isn’t raining heavily, he walks to and from work; he’s been doing it for almost all the time he’s been in Honolulu at the University of Hawai‘i. Because of his high cholesterol and blood pressure his doctor has recommended that he exercise regularly – a brisk thirty-minute walk or jog each day would be ideal. He also enjoys the route down Woodlawn Drive, then across the sports field of Noelani Elementary School, round the back streets and through Saint Francis School and the Newman Center and into the campus. The route is lushly rich in fruit and flowering trees and plants and their aromas – mangos, avocados, bananas, vi, papaya, ginger and frangipani. Most fascinating for him is the inescapable presence of the Ko‘olau Range. If he is walking away from the Ko‘olau, he sometimes plays games with it, unexpectedly looking back over his shoulder and catching it observing him – yah, gotcha! – and smiling to himself, knowing it is always going to be there. Most fascinating though is his return, his walking up towards the range, and watching the light and clouds and shadows changing constantly on the mountains. When the range is still blazing with light, he feels it is disappearing into the heavens, and he has to look at his arms and reaffirm he isn’t disappearing with it. When swift winds are driving large clouds across it, outracing their immense shadows, which swim in and out of the ravines and valleys on its slopes, he races with them, letting his heart and belly sing with the speed. 

			Once – and the memory of it still awes and frightens him – he stopped in the middle of the Noelani School field as evening was happening, his feet deep in the dry grass, and had gazed up at the Ko‘olau. With mounting fear, he had watched the last rays of the setting sun contracting into one quickly reducing sliver of brilliant light, which, as it slid and slipped across the massive contours of the mountains, as if someone was pulling it towards the west, looked as if it was never returning. That night, he tried recording the experience in a poem, and managed only one worthwhile line: The light is pulling out. 

			The back of his aloha shirt and armpits are soaking wet by the time he reaches his office, and he doesn’t have the time to let his air conditioning cool him and dry off the sweat. His first class that day – 303: Writing of Poetry – is five minutes away, and, as usual, that tight dry starting-to-churn-up feeling of anxiety is again at the dead centre of his stomach. Though he has been teaching American students since he arrived at the University of Hawai‘i, and finds most of them – especially the Asians and Hawaiians – welcoming, considerate and respectful, he still considers himself ignorant of their ways, finding even the ways they speak difficult to understand. 

			As he hurries down the corridor, he recalls that when, during his first year as a lecturer at Auckland University, he first told his mother about his dread, she laughed and repeated her core philosophy: ‘Daniel, you in the lion’s den; get out of it. Just act; be an actor like Marlon Brando. That’s what they want, a performance like On the Waterfront! All through my schooling, I wanted for to see acting, but my bloody ignorant Hamo teachers were not John Wayne or Bogart’. Another time, when she caught him spewing in the toilet before his lecture, she said ‘Hey, Daniel-in-the lion’s den, why you sick with worry? They only bloody Palagi. You, beloved, you the brown Brando. Yes, you be like me: act through your life, act, act, act; that’s the only way you going to get somewhere.’ 

			Just before he turns the handle of the door into the lecture room, the tight ball of stress in his stomach begins easing away. His mother had certainly been the most accomplished, unrelenting and devious actor he’d ever known. It isn’t lying, no, she insisted when his father discovered in her payslip from her first job at the hospital laundry that her name was now Emerald Malaetau. She repeated that denial when he later accused her of conning her way into a secretarial job in the Social Welfare Department under the name Janine Elizabeth Wiley. Then later, when he was at university studying Shakespeare and she persisted in walking round him, while he was trying to analyse Macbeth, reciting Lady Macbeth’s lines and claiming that she’d first read the work of Bill – as she always referred to Shakespeare – in Samoan in her village, and, exasperated, he accused her of lying about that. She’d continued repeating the denial whenever he or anyone else, including the police, had accused her of lying. Even if you’re caught red-handed, never admit that you’re guilty. Why? Because the so-called ‘truth’ comes in many forms and guises. Isn’t that what Albert Einstein meant in his theory of relativity? After Albert, her favourite philosopher, every thing was relative, depending on your individual perspective and viewpoint. ‘What about agasala, sin? You know, doing wrong?’ his father insisted. After Albert, there was no such vicious creature, she argued, only illness, and lack of certain chemicals in the brain. ‘Where you learn all that lapisi from?’ he countered. ‘Look around you’, she pointed out; ‘look at all your extremely poko and brainy son’s books. Go into his computer and up into the space, into the internet. Listen to his very clever talking, to him and his godless and intellect-whatever-that-word-is friends! And go to the movies, Lemu, then you no longer be slow but become fast in your brain and learn as fast as the computer in 2001 Space Something-or-Other. 

			He doesn’t look at his students as he walks self-consciously across the room in front of the blackboard, feeling their heavy scrutiny, places his folio of lecture notes and a copy of their only class text on the desk, stands with head bowed, hands gripping the front corners of the moveable lectern for a deeply silent moment, and then, letting his shoulders sag as if he is now ready to relax and get into it, gazes up and into the expanse that is filled with their curiosity and expectations of who he is and what he is like, this Samoan/Polynesian professor from New Zealand, a country they know little about and care even less about. With his mother’s absolutely winning Joan Crawford smile, he extends his arms in the manner of Miss Baystall when she’d first welcomed them to school, and, in Brando’s voice as Mark Antony in Julius Caesar, says, ‘Aloha, talofa, hi!’ He feels them lift instantly. ‘As I’ve said before, it is wonderful to be in a class in which most of you look like me … Apart from the fact we’re all handsome, most of us have one other thing in common.’ He waits, and they are dying for it. ‘We are all permanently suntanned!’ 

			His dread has vanished; gone without him observing it, worrying about it. He has them, in the cool of his acting. Like his mother always said, it’s all acting; give them your best Brando performance. 

			It is going to be another good day in Paradise, he feels.
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			Will you ever enjoy travelling, or, at least be free of stress and worry and fear, as you do it? You’ve done a lot of it, attending meetings, giving lectures, papers and readings all around the world. You’ve also lived for varying lengths of time in countries such as Samoa, where your parents took you for three of your long Christmas holidays and where, on your MA graduation, you took Laura for her first visit, and where, after you completed your doctorate, you lived with your father and stepmother and taught at Samoa College for a year. Later you took Laura on your first sabbatical, and you rented a spacious house on the slopes of Mount Vaea and completed your first novel, The Final Return. After your two children were born, you took them to Samoa for holidays and hoped they’d connect with their relatives and being Samoan. And you went to Fiji, where the University of the South Pacific offered you a writer’s residency; you took your family there and spent three unbelievably productive years writing your second novel, Pogisā, and your first collection of poetry, Inside Us the Light, and left reluctantly in 1987 after the two military coups. After all that travelling and having to adjust to other countries and cultures, have you grown adept and used to doing it? For instance, how have you found your shift to Hawai‘i (and America) and your attempts to settle into it?

			‘Are you tired?’ Michelle asks Daniel after they are seated at the corner table in Sam Choy’s, her favourite restaurant, in Kapāhulu Street, at about 7 p.m. ‘You look tired; have you again been working too hard?’ He shakes his head and tries denying to himself, for the first time in their relationship, that he is irritated by her questions. He wonders why so many haole Americans insist on discussing every thing – and they mean every thing – even over dinner. ‘I know you: once you get into the zone in your writing you go on and on until you drop,’ she says. ‘How’s your novel coming along?’ 

			He continues smiling, shrugs his shoulders and hopes she won’t insist, tonight, on filling all the silences with conversation. Why do they insist on doing that? Are they afraid of the menagerie of fears, secrets, aitū and so forth they believe lurk and crouch in those silences? ‘It’s going well,’ he replies, hoping that will divert her from the novel.

			‘I bet you it isn’t going well,’ she says, brushing a long strand of her blonde hair away from her left eye. ‘I bet you, you tried and tried all the hot humid day to unravel, develop the difficult, complex, destructive relationship between Mark and Shirley …’ He now wishes he hadn’t told her the storyline.

			‘I had to give it up in the early afternoon and go for a swim at Kaimana …’ That should discourage her.

			‘You mean, you went without me, Daniel?’ Her eyes are round with mock surprise. ‘You didn’t do that, did ya? God, you Noo Zealanders treat yar wimmin roughly, neglect them, ignore them …’ He realises it was the first time in their relationship he’s been for a swim without her, and is glad about it.

			‘What are you having tonight?’ he asks, handing her the menu.

			She reaches across the table and holds his left hand. ‘I’ll have you, but I’ll order my usual seafood salad.’ She laughs, the soft white light of the restaurant snared in the sheen of her perfectly groomed hair and in the glint of her laughter. ‘What are you having?’

			‘You. I hope, but later.’ He mimics her invitation but doesn’t really mean it. ‘Right now, I’ll have some stamina-inducing lobster!’ They laugh together, and she caresses his arm.

			He’d first met her at the departmental function held to welcome him. He caught her distinctive scent of Aloha perfume before she came into his view. ‘Michelle Bramford, Professor Malaetau,’ she introduced herself. ‘I don’t teach here; I’m on the Board that finances the writers’ fellowships, and I wanted to be here tonight because I love your work. Simply love it.’ 

			‘Thank you, thank you. And what do you do?’

			‘I’m just a humble amateur artist,’ she said, and paused, looking up into his face. ‘I do watercolours and acrylics …’

			‘Of what – what kind of art?’ He felt secure again, now she was embarrassed.

			‘I suppose you can say, of seashores and the landscape, mainly.’ She looked down at the floor, hiding her discomfort. ‘I do the seashores and magnificent mountains of Hawai‘i.’ Paused again. ‘Is that a good enough description of what I do?’

			‘I guess so,’ he replied. 

			Not long after that he used the excuse that he had to meet the other guests, and moved away politely. For the rest of the function, she was absent from his view.

			‘Here’s my card, Professor Malaetau,’ she intruded again at the end of the function as he headed for the door and home. ‘If you ever need someone to show you round O‘ahu, please ring me.’ He was not surprised at her boldness – weren’t American women supposed to be like that? He accepted her card without looking at her, said thank you and walked out, relegating her into that zone of the people you meet once and see no need to meet again. 

			The next evening, a balmy Saturday, while he was suffering his usual weight training in front of the television and the world news, she rang. ‘This is Michelle. Am I interrupting anything important, Daniel?’ she asked, as if she’d known him for a long time.

			‘No, I’m just lifting some weights,’ he heard myself replying. He realised he was automatically playing her game of familiarity, and enjoying it.

			‘Do you lift very heavy weights?’

			‘No – well, not too heavy.’ He was even showing off.

			‘No wonder you look very fit!’ He could sense genuine admiration in her remark. ‘Me, I’m the most unfit woman you’ve ever met.’

			‘You looked very fit to me the other night,’ he returned her compliment, recalling her physical appearance and liking what he had seen and was imagining ‘Really fit, Michelle.’ He caressed her image.

			After that he quickly accepted her invitation to show him around some of the beaches of O‘ahu the next day.

			That guided tour, on that brilliant Sunday, with her driving always in sight of the Ko‘olau into the cool trade winds and the lush mythology of Hawai‘i as Paradise, and then swimming in the healing waters of Waimānalo, extended the next day into dinner with her at her cosy and expensive home in Kāhala right on the water, and a few impatient days later erupted into an uninhibited exploration of her bed and a wild savouring of the compelling newness of their lust for each other and a discovering and triggering of their favourite points of sexual fantasy. ‘Jesus,’ she’d exclaimed, ‘Jesus, I love it, love it!’ He revelled in her frankness about and boundless, extravert enjoyment of sex, and she in his. 

			Over those first few weeks, he observed that Michelle was fastidious, neat, tidy, controlled in most things. The way she dressed, the way her house was organised and furnished was expensive, tasteful but never challenging; her politics, her tastes in food and her paintings showed she lived within set prescriptions that didn’t invite or attract controversy. She was safe within the expensive cocoon of the conventional tastes of the wealthy. 

			She divulged that she’d grown up in Los Angeles, in a wealthy home. Her father produced some of the biggest crime television series – she was too ashamed to name for him. When Michelle was born and her father started making lots of money, her mother stopped aspiring to be an actress and devoted her time to raising Michelle and money for the Cancer Society – her own mother had died of breast cancer, and her father of lymphatic cancer. When Michelle’s mother was tested and found to have the cancer gene that had killed her mother and many of her mother’s female relatives and ancestors, she didn’t hesitate from having both her breasts removed, as a precautionary measure. Soon after that Michelle’s father had left the family for the hugely-breasted young star of one of his series – his latest lover in a long series of them. 

			Michelle had been packed off to an exclusive girls’ boarding school, while her vengeful mother took her father to court where, on the basis of their prenuptial agreement, she was awarded half of his worth: enough for she and Michelle to live on in splendid comfort for the rest of their lives, and for her mother to start the series of disastrous marriages that were to be her life. 

			Feeling utterly forsaken by her parents – especially by her father, who she had been devoted to – and finding herself in a school (and later, a university) where most of the students behaved extravagantly beyond the conventional, Michelle had woven a protective skin of safety limits around herself: don’t do anything that attracts attention, including commendation. She had learned early that she had a large passion for art – particularly painting – but even that she curbed, by choosing to specialise in realistic watercolours. 

			A few years previously, Daniel had walked into one of his writing classes in Auckland and unexpectedly into the middle of a heated, hilarious discussion his students were having about sex. ‘It’s fucking spring and we’ll all randy, aren’t we?’ a gifted poet, who was studying to be a medical doctor, was saying. He’d not expected such frankness from her. 

			‘You speak for yourself,’ a young man said. ‘Spring’s got nothing to do with it. You’re just not getting enough of it.’ The others laughed. 

			‘Fuck you, dickhead!’ she countered. ‘Whoever’s fucking you needs to have his head examined!’ When she saw Daniel, she collapsed into her seat, hugging her embarrassment. 

			‘Are you poetic enough, Professor, to believe that spring makes live creatures randy?’ someone else asked. They waited, and he had to make it good. 

			‘I’m sorry, I can’t comment on that, because Samoa, where my physical roots are, does not have spring. Only a wet and dry season!’ Some started laughing. 

			Pointing at her attacker, the poet said, ‘Yeah, and he’s in the dry season all the dry time!’ 

			Daniel took the opportunity to explore their generation’s sexual mores and behaviour. ‘Is there such a creature called Love in your scheme of relationships?’ he asked. Maybe, they concurred, maybe when you needed to be with your partner for a long time. But most of it was lust – healthy, heart-thudding, overwhelming, inescapable lust that gave your genitals total control of your life, they claimed. Forever in a relationship? he tested them. 

			‘No; hell no,’ replied his romantic poet. ‘Six months if you’re lucky, then it cools quickly and you go searching for lust in new others.’ 

			‘And gender doesn’t matter?’ he continued. 

			‘Depends on your preferences,’ she reasoned. 

			‘On the preferences of your lust!’ someone called. 

			After that wave of laughter, he asked, ‘If our society allowed us to be honest about our relationships – say, admit in a marriage that it was now all bloody boring and meaningless – would any of those last forever, like in the adverts for marriage and true love?’ After a bout of noisy debate, with his romantic poet trying to control it, they arrived at the consensus that no honest relationship lasted. ‘Not even for oldies like me who’ve lost the lust and are permanently limp and just want friendship and consolation until I die?’ he then asked. 

			‘What about Viagra? That cures your limpness and, in doing that, restores your lust!’ the thoughtful aspiring novelist, who usually occupied the seat at the back corner, spoke up for the first time. Again they were all focused on poor limp old him. 

			‘Thank you, for that wonderful advice, but as a poorly paid lecturer, I can’t afford the exorbitant price of that cure,’ he declared. They clapped. ‘So until I die, I will have to be content with friendship.’ 

			In remembering that episode, he anticipated – but didn’t want to admit – that his lustful explorations with Michelle, like all his other previous ones, would flourish for maybe six months and then go the way of spring. 

			Four months later, Michelle is still at the centre of his view. Like all the other women who have shared his life at varying emotional depths of commitment and lengths of time, she initiated that entry, and he’s let her deepen her claim. This time, he was vulnerably inviting because he was alone and trying to adapt to Honolulu and a new job while still preoccupied, every day, with the effects of the break-up of his marriage, or so he keeps telling himself. ‘Again, you’re bloody lying to yourself,’ Aaron would have accused him. ‘You were starved for sex, that’s why.’ Well, that too. ‘And when everything, including the sex, gets boring, you don’t have the guts to end it, and the relationship just limps on until the poor neglected woman discovers you’re fucking another woman on the side, and ends it for you.’ Not true, was never true, he protests, as he watches Michelle pouring more French dressing on to her salad.

			‘Your lobster looks scrumptious: as edible as you, darling,’ she says. He has always hated being fondled and claimed, by anyone, in public; hated showing affection for someone he loves publicly. He has tried to rid myself of that, blaming his parents for raising him that way, but, even now, watching and feeling and hearing Michelle displaying her genuine affection for him is turning his irritation into upsurging anger he has to swallow back as he digs his fork into the grilled tail of his lobster: Karruunnch!

			Two months later, he realises spring with Michelle is over, as his students would say, and he is trying to escape his sorrow at losing Laura and his family by lusting mindlessly with Megan. Incapacitated by guilt for betraying Michelle, he is allowing his relationship with her to limp on, just as Aaron would have had it. 

			Once, just before Laura left for good, and she’d found out about his latest affair, at a party they were having at Keith’s house, she’d shouted, ‘Dan, you’re just a sleazy lying coward. You also lie convincingly to yourself, and I’m fed up with it. It’s never your fault. Women just come crawling to you!’ 

			‘Yeah, Dan, why don’t you admit that you’re just addicted to fucking more than one woman at once, and love the guilt and sleaziness of it,’ Mere accused him. 

			‘Like your mother did!’ Laura turned the knife, and, as he scrambled to his drunken feet to get at her, Keith kneed him in the belly and he dropped to his knees, winded.

			‘Why do ya keep going with other women, man? Ese lou lē alofa ia Laura ma lau fagau, Dan!’ Keith delivered the blow that made him stagger up and out of the house.
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			The pain under the bridge on the top right-hand side of his mouth worsens and lengthens in duration but he keeps postponing seeing a dentist. Then, when he’s having an ice-cold beer on Thursday afternoon, the pain jabs like a bolt of electricity up from the bridge into his gum and up through his cheekbone, and threatens to blow open his right eye, and he cries with the pain. He rings Michelle and she recommends her dentist, Dr Megan Shibata. 

			He rings Dr Shibata’s receptionist and pleads for an emergency appointment on Friday morning. He takes some strong painkillers and is able to sleep until dawn, when the pain re-grips the whole right-hand side of his face and refuses to let him sleep.

			His appointment is for 9 a.m. but he is in the clinic by 8.30, gripping a small pack of ice to the swollen right-hand side of his unshaven, ashen face. 

			‘I’ll see if Dr Shibata is in now,’ the nurse whispers after she settles him in to the dental chair and stretches it back until he is lying, head slightly raised, gazing up into the cream-colored ceiling. 

			‘What is wrong, sir?’ The nurse’s face comes into view above him: two glistening brown eyes above a white mask.

			‘Got this awful pain!’ he says, pressing his fingers into the side of his face. ‘Up here.’ He opens his mouth and jabs his forefinger into the bridge. ‘Under the bridge.’ Hurry, hurry, hurry! he pleads to himself.

			‘Professor Malaetau? I’m Megan Shibata’ The very American accent enuciates his name carefully. Her full face is in view, no mask yet – but because of his preoccupation with the pain, he doesn’t take note of her features.  

			‘This pain is bloody awful.’ He shows her the location of the pain.

			On with her mask, and she says, ‘Now, let’s have a look. Open.’ She examines the area quickly. ‘We’ll have to take some X-rays …’

			‘Just give me a shot of that stuff you use to numb a bloody sore tooth!’ He pauses. ‘Please. Anything!’ 

			Dr Shibata talks to the nurse; he doesn’t understand what she is saying. ‘Okay, Professor, just open your mouth.’

			God, he welcomes the needle as it slides – a thin slit of pain – down into his gum under the bridge and then up. Within seconds, the saving numbness starts closing round and squeezing the larger pain out of existence. Thank you, thank you, he wants to say to Dr Shibata. A short while later, as he runs his tongue over the area, he feels nothing there; no feeling whatsoever. Imagine your whole physical being and body numbed out of existence, out of all feeling, but your consciousness still knowing you’re alive and contemplating your being numbed out of existence. Imagine!

			It is only then that he starts to see Dr Shibata and what is happening around him: the nurse with the soft hands taking X-rays – six of them, he counts – rushing out of the room every time; Dr Shibata returning after that, and standing behind him and discussing his X-rays with the nurse. Before he can ask, she brings the X-rays round and, raising the chair so he is sitting up, shows him each one.

			‘See, the last tooth under the bridge has already had a root canal, so it can’t be that one. However, if you look at this one – the first tooth – see the roots? There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with it though …’

			‘So where’s the pain coming from?’ 

			‘Probably the one with the roots still.’ She pauses. When he glances up at her, she is smiling. ‘I’m not much help, am I? Nerves have ways of sometimes sending us the wrong messages. But my guess is the tooth that still has roots.’

			‘I thought this was all supposed to be scientific,’ he jokes.

			‘Sometimes it’s all intuitive!’ she says. ‘You should know that. I mean you’re a professor of literature.We’ll take a few more X-rays of the suspect and see what he’s hiding.’

			After the nurse takes the further X-rays, Dr Shibata examines his teeth one by one methodically, calling out things that the nurse notes down. ‘We’re just mapping your teeth, you can say,’ she tells him. ‘It’s your first time with us and we want a full record of your teeth.’ 

			He wonders where the Shibata comes from; she doesn’t look Japanese at all. Perhaps the straight jet black hair, the high prominent cheekbones, the roundness of the face, the long trunk? Some Spanish or Polynesian or European mix – or all three in there somewhere? Such a fusion is typical of Hawai‘i. She is in her early forties. She has dark, heavy shoulders and hips. Her movements are measured and experienced and her hands knowing as they move over and in his mouth, and her blue-black eyes seem so focused on what she is doing she isn’t aware he is scrutinising her. He starts noticing that though she is keeping the usual professional distance in the way she touches and moves round him, she doesn’t mind – or doesn’t notice – that sometimes she brushes or bumps or presses against him. And he likes that trust. 

			Standing beside him, she examines the X-rays of the suspect tooth from different angles, and then, showing him the third X-ray – a close-up of the root canal – says, ‘Yes, I think the root is badly infected.’

			‘Root canal job?’ He tries to joke, remembering how unpleasant his other root canal operations have been.

			‘I’m afraid so.’ She pauses and he glances up. ‘Do you want the details?’ He nods. ‘I have to drill through the bridge and crown and down to clean out the root …’

			‘No more details,’ he interrupts. ‘I suffer a vivid imagination that’ll perform the operation on me repeatedly between now and when you do it.’

			After he has gargled and the nurse has cleaned his lips and taken off his bib, Dr Shibata says, ‘I’ll make a prescription for painkillers to keep the pain at bay tonight, then come back tomorrow and I’ll do my best to extract your pain, painlessly.’ No trace of local in her language and the way she talks. 

			He gets off the dental chair. As he stands up, she reaches over and, with a tissue, dries the thin streak of saliva on the right side of his mouth. He can’t feel it.

			‘You’re not from here, are you?’ she asks as they go to the office to fix the time for his next day’s appointment.

			‘New Zealand. I’ve been here for only a few months.’

			‘Wow, Noo Zeelan’, eh. My friends tell me it’s a beautiful country.’

			‘Yes, it’s very beautiful,’ he hears himself saying: he has always refused to describe New Zealand that way. When he looks at her and she is smiling openly again, he repeats, ‘You should visit – it is very beautiful.’

			‘I’m not from here either,’ she says. ‘Shifted here from Las Vegas five years ago.’

			Next day the root canal operation goes smoothly; the only objectionable pain he feels is the first injections of novocaine. The rest of if is a lot of constricted movements by her hands and instruments in his mouth. As the thin drill penetrates deeper and deeper into the root canal, he catches whiffs of decay, just briefly but enough to remind him, starkly, of the stench of the dead dog he and his father had once come across in a stand of flax in the park near their house. 

			Afterwards, when he’s gargled and then wiped his sweating face with a hot towel the nurse gave him, Dr Shibata asks if he is feeling all right.

			‘Thank you,’ he replies through a numb mouth. ‘Thank you for saving me from the pain.’

			She takes off her glasses and mask and peels off her surgical gloves. When she looks at him, he notices that her eyes are bloodshot with fatigue, the wrinkles under her eyes more pronounced. ‘It’s just a matter of concentration and skill.’ She pauses, smiling, and adds, ‘You should take better care of your teeth.’ He feels this is a reference to his life. ‘Your mouth and teeth tell me a lot about you.’ She reads him. 

			‘I’ll make appointments starting next week to come and have the rest of my dental problems fixed, okay?’ he says.

			‘I’ll fix just your dental problems, Professor of Literature,’ she says over her shoulder. How strange, how insightfully strange, he thinks.

			At dinner with Michelle that night at her house, she wants to know in detail about his operation. He details it but omits any mention of Dr Shibata’s last remark: it is a priceless secret between her and him, not to be shared with even Michelle.

			‘She is very beautiful, isn’t she?’ Michelle says.

		

	
		
			‘I was in pain, I didn’t notice that.’ Then, to distract her, he asks, ‘How come she’s got a Japanese name and she doesn’t look Asian at all?’

			‘Ask her,’ she says.

			‘I can’t do that, it’s too personal.’

			‘Trust you men. Just ask her; you’d be surprised at what our beautiful dentist will discuss.’ He is sitting on the sofa. She sidles over, sits down in his lap, and wraps her arms round his neck. ‘Open your beautiful mouth, darling, and let me see Megan’s beautiful work.’ Looking at his teeth and gently running her forefinger over the bridge and the gum, which is still red from the injections, she whispers, ‘Is it sore?’ He shakes his head. ‘Here, let me heal it for you.’ She runs her tongue over his lips and then pushes it against the bridge and along his gum. When he starts to respond, she sucks gently on his lower lip. ‘Poor, darling. You really must get our beautiful Megan to heal the rest of you …’ The healing feel of her lips and mouth and breath spreads, like a reviving balm, across his whole face and down into his belly, and he recalls Megan’s expert and concerned hands and fingers around and in his mouth and down into the roots of his breath. Welcomes it, unconditionally.

			On their third appointment, while Megan works on his teeth, she sits on the high stool beside him, her knees pressed against his side, her whole presence entering his every pore, her eyes (which he avoids) and face filling his sight, her soft scent – is it frangipani? – fingering the depths of his breath. So sexual, so like foreplay, but because the nurse is there they pretend nothing like that is happening. 

			He unfolds his arms and drops his right arm down the side of the dental chair. When it lands on her left thigh and she moves her leg aside, he lets his arm stretch down between her legs and against her inner thigh. She is wearing cotton trousers under her gown. He holds his hand still – she doesn’t move her leg away. When he moves the back of his hand ever so slightly against her thigh, there is still no indication she is aware of it, but he knows she is welcoming it. 

			After she has finished with his teeth – and they’re both finding it difficult to control their lust – he asks if he should come back later. She nods once, avoiding his eyes.

			It is almost impossible for him, in his office, to subdue his desire, while he waits to see her, so he rushes back to her clinic and waits across the street in a café, sipping coffee until he sees the other shops closing and the nurse leaving. Quickly, he is back in her surgery and she is on her back on the dental chair, still avoiding his eyes, as he frantically unbuttons and unzips her clothes. He will recall it later as he being the dentist and she the patient, doing everything he wants, as he examines and kisses her mouth and then works down to her breasts and the rest of her body. All the time, he feels she is watching everything they’re doing.

			Later, after three more such sessions on her dental chair during the week, he recognises that is her way of sex: oblique, never showing she is directly in the act, watching herself from outside herself and being aroused by that, and then coming in long thin surges that ignite her body and threaten to blow it up, but that she suppresses by wrapping her arms round her shoulders, shutting her eyes tightly, clenching her mouth and holding in the explosion, swallowing it back until it is a series of whimpers, barely audible moans and shudders. Afterwards she avoids talking about it. Not that she doesn’t discuss sex openly; she does, but, if it is about her and Daniel, she describes it as if she is describing other people. Strangely, Daniel finds her oblique way fascinating, intensely arousing.

			Megan had shifted to Hawai‘i and the Mānoa from Las Vegas after her second marriage failed, buying a partnership in the two-dentist Mānoa Valley Clinic and a four-bedroom house at the head of the valley. Why Hawai‘i? he asks. Why not? Besides, her grandfather – that’s where she got the ‘Shibata’ – had migrated from the cane fields of the Big Island to Santa Cruz, where he’d played out the stereotype of the incredibly hard-working Asian fulfilling the American dream. He had worked his way up from dish-washer to maître d’ to owner of a small restaurant, the Pono Eatery, specialising in Hawaiian cuisine. That one restaurant, over two decades, three wives and twelve children, had blossomed into the Pono chain. 

			Megan’s father, the third son and the first in the family to graduate from business school, after serving in the Korean War, took over the management after his father collapsed and died of a stroke. He enjoyed managing the business immensely, but in keeping the company intact, profitable and functioning well he had to keep at bay his jealous, greedy, squabbling brothers and sisters and their spouses and children. That was an unrelenting demand.

			Megan’s mother, the third daughter of a Wisconsin farming family, had fled her home at the age of fifteen and never revealed much to her two children about her life before she met Megan’s father at the age of nineteen, while she was waitressing in the Beverley Hills Pono Eatery. 

			Eric, Megan’s brother, was born a year after the two met, then Megan. Apart from the food, there was little else that was Japanese, Hawaiian or Asian in Megan’s and Eric’s upbringing. That was the way their mother wanted it, although it further antagonised her husband’s family, who branded her behind her back ‘that haole bitch from nowhere’.

			She and Eric didn’t have a happy childhood, Megan tells Daniel. Her greedy, screwed-up relatives fucked up her parents by being a constant drain on their emotional, psychological strength. In turn, her parents took that out on each other, quarrelling incessantly, their arguments interspersed with long periods of accusing silence. So as not to aggravate that, Megan learned early not to make demands on them or attract their negative attention by revealing how she was truly feeling. Eric – gentle, gentle Eric, the only person she loved – couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do that. 

			At the age of thirteen Eric was diagnosed with bipolarism and put on medication that he hated taking because it turned him into a ‘fucking vegetable’ – his description. But when he didn’t take the medication, his behavior escalated bizzarely: for instance, at the annual family dinner to commemorate his grandfather’s life, he jumped onto the dinner table, stripped off his clothes and, lacerating his chest with his fork, yelled, repeatedly: ‘Ya should all go back to the cane fields, ya fuckin’ coolies!’ Megan had coaxed him off the table and, embracing him, steered him out of the room. Their aggrieved relatives had told her parents their crazy son had to be put away in an asylum. 

			Eventually, one night, after trying unsuccessfully to stop a quarrel between their parents, Eric fled from the house, screaming something about the moon falling, falling, falling. The police found his broken body on the footpath in front of a seventeen-storey building: apparently he’d leapt from the top of it.

			After completing high school, to escape her grief and her parents and extended family, Megan enlisted in the army, though she had achieved excellent academic grades. She loved the demanding discipline of military life, escaping especially into mastering the weaponry. She was stationed in Alaska and then the Middle East – she refuses to give Daniel information about that – and later received military scholarships to medical school. She graduated as a dentist and married a successful property lawyer – such a corny story – but realised two weeks later, on Thanksgiving Day, when she observed him snoring on the divan after their heavy Thanksgiving dinner, that it had been a mistake. She tolerated the relationship for another year and then reenlisted without telling him – this time for Iraq. 

			She refused to work as a dentist and fought on the front lines, volunteering for the most dangerous missions. One of her friends even accused her of being suicidal.

			Finally towards the end of her tour, she and her squad, while on a surveillance mission one night, found themselves trapped in a minefield. All her comrades were killed. ‘Why me?’ she asks Daniel. ‘I deliberately challenged death by being in the army and out in the field, but I was never wounded: not a scratch. I don’t believe in God or fate. Was it because I didn’t have the courage to kill myself like Eric?’

			Two days after Megan’s discharge from the army, she found herself in Las Vegas marrying her former commanding officer, now working as the head of security for the biggest casino in Las Vegas.

			Another failed marriage, then Hawai‘i.
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			He fishes his cell phone out of his satchel, and, for a moment, as it continues ringing, it trembles in his hand. ‘Hello, this is Dan Malaetau,’ he says, and senses from the hesitant, calculated pause at the other end that bad news is about to meet him, again. ‘Hello?’ He tries stopping the panic that is stirring in his belly.

			‘Is this Daniel Malaetau?’ A deep male voice, Polynesian, pro-bably Māori.

			‘I just said so. Who is this?’

			‘A friend of Aaron Whairangi.’ Another pause. Slow deep breathing. ‘He told me to ring you if anything happened to him.’

			‘So, what has happened?’ He tries not to sound apprehensive.

			‘I’m very sorry, mate, but Aaron died this morning. Yeah.’ The long pause is now Daniel’s, as he stops himself from asking how Aaron had died, because he has always known that Aaron’s death would be a violent one. ‘Are you still there, mate?’

			‘Yes,’ Daniel whispers. He doesn’t add the thought that accompanies that yes: I’ve always been here, waiting for the inevitable news of Aaron’s death.

			‘He asked me to ask you to come and bury him.’ This time, the caller is apologetic. ‘But it’s okay if you can’t come, mate. Hawai‘i is a long way away …’

			‘I have to come.’ The automatic reply slips out. ‘Yes, I promised him years ago.’

			‘I’m sure he’d appreciate that, Dan.’ Pause. ‘I understand his mother passed away a few years ago, and I don’t know where his brother and sister are. So I don’ know if any of his whānau will – will look after his body.’ Another pause. 

			‘How long have you known him?’ Daniel asks.

			‘I’ve known him for only about a year. We did – did some business together.’

			‘When is his funeral?’

			‘He told me that you were going to arrange all that. He wants you to see his lawyer when you get here. His lawyer has his will and instructions about how he is to be buried.’ The voice stops again. ‘I’m sorry to lay it on you like this, Dan – I hope you don’t mind me calling you Dan – but I’m just the messenger.’ Pauses. ‘He also asked me to ring Laura – he told me she was your former wife – and Paul Lagilua, Keith Soothby, and Mere Handsend.’ Another pause and then the anticipated question. ‘Who are they, if you don’t mind me asking, Dan?’

			‘We all grew up together,’ is all Daniel is willing to tell him. The caller has no right to intrude further – he is just Aaron’s messenger; another person who’s come into Aaron’s web of spellbound helpers and who he is now using to implement his final wishes.

			‘Dan, it must be wonderful living in Paradise,’ the messenger sighs. ‘Every kiwi’s dream is to holiday in Waikīkī, eh!’ Yes – even Aaron had promised, before Daniel left for Honolulu, that he would visit him, and they would walk what he’d described as the ‘world’s most expensive sand’ in Waikīkī.

			The caller never told Daniel his name, and Daniel didn’t want to know. After the call, Daniel sits in the brilliant light that is streaming through the louvres into his air-conditioned office on the seventh floor of Kuykendall Hall, gazing across the university and down over the city of Honolulu to the Pacific Ocean and into the thick haze that is blocking out the horizon and clogging the heavens.  

			Soon, out of the haze walks the Aaron who’d come to the airport to farewell him, with that gleam of mischievous merriment in his eyes that says, yeah, I’ve seen it all, so what? and that almost unnoticeable trace of a sneer on his lips, dressed in his black cap with the large blood-red x stitched on the front – Malcom X was a hero – his black leather jacket, designed after the one he’d seen Denzel Washington wearing in a gangster film, his hand-stitched black silk shirt an ‘associate’ had sent from Thailand, his tight-fitting jeans, and his black Spanish handmade boots another associate had gifted him. Aaron loved telling people that he loved wearing black like Johnny Cash. Despite all this flashy display of expensive attire, Daniel knows Aaron didn’t give a shit about it – he was only playing a role in impressing the women and those he had to work with. Mere, who is the most insightful compassionate reader of people Daniel knows, once whispered to him, as they observed Aaron circulating at a cocktail party her law firm was hosting, ‘If only he knew he is the most courageous and complete among us.’ When Daniel glanced at her, she had tears in her eyes.
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			In much Western literature and thought, it is assumed your so-called mind and intellect are located in your brain, and your emotions in your heart and stomach, separate from your body – your veins, muscles, flesh, sinews. (You found out recently that the Hawaiians locate intellect and thought in the na‘au, the intestines, and you are now trying to find out why.) Yet you know, after living it out, that all these – if they exist – are in fact inseparable. Your reaction to anything is a total, fused reaction of intellect, emotions, heart, body, mind. (You don’t want to be sidetracked by the eternal debate as to whether such divisions of the self are real, or whether once again reality is being viewed through thought-up concepts. Anyway, real or not, reality is what you believe it is.) So whenever you can’t escape recalling that one crucial event that has come to determine how you think, feel and believe about Aaron, and, through that, how you view your ‘tribe’ and yourself, your recollection is determined by the totality of all that you are and your possibilities. And over the years, as you’ve changed as a person, that has changed with it. 

			So this afternoon, as you watch the haunted Aaron surfacing from the haze over the Pacific, you re-experience to your darkest core that unravellable fusion of shock, surprise, amazement, sexual arousal, dismay, fear and horror that brimmed up from your belly and radiated swiftly into all your limits that afternoon at the end of winter, at the end of the your last primary school day, at the end of what you later identified as your innocence as a child. Sweat seeps out of your pores, and you shut your eyes and curl back in your chair …

			Arthur Helters is small, fragile small, with large freckles, bad skin, dirty red hair and grime-ingrained nails, and he stinks of neglect. He can’t return anyone’s gaze, and he lisps and can barely be heard when he works up the courage to speak. And because he has just joined the class, he isn’t one of you – not yet. Many small, physically fragile and disabled people exude that certain vulnerability that makes you want to protect and help them. Arthur isn’t one of those. All that he is signals he is an obvious target for the stronger, which means everyone in your class. There is nothing about Martha Dewwer – who joined your class the same time as Arthur – that makes her as conspicuous as Arthur. She is Palagi, like nearly all the class; she is chubby and pimply and acned like most of the girls; she performs averagely, like most of the class, in everything; she never volunteers answers or behaves in ways that make her a bloody show-off, better than the rest of the class; like most of the girls, she isn’t attractive to the boys, like Aaron and Paul and you, who determine what that is; compared to Mere, the superstar beauty and brains in your class, Martha is just plain.

			So why them? That is what has puzzled you all your life. Poor miserable Arthur because his absolute vulnerability invited abuse? Martha because she just happened to be there, just one of the many that Aaron could have chosen from your class?
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