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The Adoption









Is Vela of my dreaming? Or am I the object of his? 


Now he’s got me perceiving through his riddles and metaphysics


Truth is  we can’t survive without each other in a planet teethed


with silver dollars and ruled by aitu of various fang shapes


and skin colour or  as Vela has sung:







   All streets lead to the Fale of Terror


   Above its front door is this question


   WHAT’S ALOFA GOT TO DO WITH MONEY?


   Merchants  with bible-black eyes and smiles


   as bright as new coins  hook themselves


   to the ice-blue walls inside







   Assess in orderly litanies the various cuts


   decide on weights and prices


   the profit and sources of supply


   and at their meetings echo this refrain


   What’s alofa got to do with money?


   What’s alofa got to do with a person’s price?







  Literally  one morning I woke to him sleeping beside me


in a public ward  Moto’otua Hospital


Admittedly  he was in the next bed and tubed to hanging bottles


feeding his anaesthetized slumber


Like me  his lifelong duodenal ulcer had perforated


corroding poisons into his centre the surgeons slit


open and mopped out that midnight


(I’d come  two weeks before  and my stitched


belly was healing nicely)


  So  figuratively  our mutual dependence was born


of the same planet-wide malady:  the Sacred Moa bursting


to let us wear our Century’s medal — upright belly scar morse-coded


both sides with stitchdots  a wicked centipede


permanently crawling upwards:  Camus’ Sisyphus


repeating the Mountain   Odysseus tied to Rock and Eagle


Yeats’ glad-eyed seers climbing Lapis Lazuli Mountain


Maui in Hine’s unforgiving tunnel Kuki Kaa fixed


into my vocabulary and Baxter detailed in our coffee bar conversations


and carried to a Wanganui Jerusalem which filled his questing


mouth with the communion bread of aroha  (Vela later admired


my translations of Baxter’s sonnets)


  Enough free-flowing symbolism  back to a perforated Vela sieving


sleep as Mahatma Gandhi’s physical reincarnation


ebony hide tightly gathering in frugal bone and muscle


scars not folds  fat honed away by perilous journeys endured for generations


a mythical creature polished to lava hardness but now caught


in the solid grasp of that hospital  siever of the sick and dying







  For days  he was curtained with doctors and nurses


who broke in and out of his coma  and replenished his feeding bottles


though they pronounced him dying:  he’d been found bleeding


from every orifice on the Town Clock steps


What heartless children would abandon


their father!  Nurse Fa’afetai whimpered  (Very un-Samoan  I suggested)


The other perforated ulcers in our ward agreed we were losing


alofa in our hunt for the mighty Tala







  Aunt Ita  Old Testament prophet of my upbringing  had visited


and injected fear of eternal damnation and  for my promised


return to God’s correct premises she’d prayed success into my operation


Grateful for her divine intervention  I was sticking religiously to diet


and exercise regulations  reducing stress by avoiding other victims’ problems


However  Gandhi’s abandoned reincarnation — the resemblance was uncanny —


kept corroding that resolution as if he’d chosen me


his last disciple  witness  accomplice







  Each day I fled his curtained silence to the veranda


and  in gay view of Mt Vaea where RLS is tombed for tourists


feasted on my son’s science fiction collection


(My wife brought love in my favourite soups


My daughters continued my conversion to Cartland


and the Mills and Boon stable)







  He slipped into my night sleep as flyingfox — cheeky batwinged rat


squealing estatically as it devoured  upsidedown  my dreams’ marrow


(Later  he’d reveal that was his atua and insist I tell him


all the stories about Dracula  Batman and Batwoman  who  from then on  he referred to as his ‘revered cousins’)







  Zipp!  Pause  Zippp!  Pause  Zippp!


And I was awake to the final Zipppp! of my dying neighbour uncurtaining


the morning and then  crosslegged  he started unplugging his lifelines


  Nurse  Nurse!  I shouted  unwilling to be accomplice


to his suicide  pinning his arms sidewards  (God  he stank like flyingfox)


  Nurse Fa’afetai and another wrestled him prone to mattress


and chastised him for ingratitude


No verbal protest but his bulbous eyes were fired at my betrayal


Verandawards  I retreated while Nurse Fa’afetai doped him


back to sleeping obedience


She couldn’t understand why he wasn’t dying


as Dr Falani had predicted  (Vela hated fulfilling others’ prophecies)







  Judas!  The snake hiss stung me to his mischevious chortling


as he picked his toenails and raised black pick to nose to savour


Did you speak?  I asked but he ignored me and inhaled the fragrance


of his toedirt  (Connoisseur of Toejam  my children later labelled him)


  By evening  without permission  he’d discarded his lifelines


and was roosterfit for dinner which he unpicked of meat


eating only the overcooked veggies  toothless mouth pumping like an


accordion







  Day after day after day  so Coleridge might’ve written


Vela maintained his haughty silence  refusing all medicine and our existence


Poor beggar’s nuts!  Some patients whispered


Manic depressive!  Dr Falani  Freud’s disciple  interpreted


Nothing true alofa can’t cure!  Nurse Fa’afetai offered


  Why can’t others’ problems leave me alone!  I protested to my wife


But he’s only pintsize  she insisted


He’s the weight of our total history  the mountain of ash


smothering my night breathing  I told her


  That night  secretly  I packed to escape homewards


Don’t go  his whisper blew the mountain skywards


Sit  listen to the tales of my journey


And I was trapped in the sieve of his breathing


  So he began  night after night and out of the hospital


to my home  wife  children  year after year after year  plaiting


the delicate rope across the abyss of our forgetting


Sometimes he’d disappear  I never asked where


but guessed to recharge breath at the source of all stories


or to win more heirs to his chronicles







Vela  the Cooked


Vela  my adopted father who taught


           me the biology of language


Tagaloaalagi whispered into Vanimonimo







Vela  who appointed me his chronicler


in the written script of the Albinos
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Vela’s Beginnings









Runt to complete the litter of six brothers and five sisters  (remember


Christ had twelve disciples)  but unlike Maui Ti’iti’iatalaga


and our other superheroes  he wasn’t born of a randy atua


and delighted accepting mortal:  his ringwormed father had to carry


his filariasis-bloated balls around in a sling


his mother bred heirs in obstinate silence and was always hungry for pork


(They’d squeezed him in one rainy afternoon in their taro patch


in between weeding and planting — too quick a squeeze they hadn’t enjoyed it)







Unlike our ancestral demigods he was to be


no ingenious faitogafiti


no lusty adventurer


no reckless stealer of fire  ‘oso and ava


no expert fisher-up of islands


no conqueror of Mafui’e  Atua of Earthquakes


no plaiter of magical snares


no snarer and beater-up of arrogant La


no suicidal challenger of death Goddesses







He wasn’t even to be his parents’ favourite


to be envied  despised  picked on by jealous older kin


In truth they’d let him fatten his sinews


off their uncomplaining generosity


(afterall  aiga must feed aiga)







Our grand songmaker was to be punily unheroic


inventing his beauty in songs fished up out


of his moa  the storehouse of our genesis:










(1) Le Tupu’aga




In the Beginning  there was only Tagaloaalagi


Living in the Vanimonimo


Only He


No Sky  no Land


Only He in the Vanimonimo


He created Everything 







Out of where He stood


Grew the Papa


Tagaloa said to the Papa  Give birth!


And Papata’oto was born


And then Papasosolo


And Papalaua’au and other different Papa







With His right hand Tagaloa struck the Papa


And Ele’ele was born  the Father of Humankind


And Sea was also born to cover


All the Papa







Tagaloa looked to His right


And Water was born


He said to the Papa  Give Birth!


And Tuite’elagi and Ilu were born


And Mamao  the Woman


And Niuao  and Lua’ao  the Son


In that manner Tagaloa created


Everything else


Until Tagata  Loto


Atamai  Finagalo  and Masalo were born


There ended the children of Tagaloaalagi and the Papa
















(2) Vela’s Birth 




The Lulu   Atua of his aiga  swept in at his birth


and perched on the fale rafters


gazing down


  In the Atua’s moonbright silence


he was to hear his death song


at the moment of his birth







  Death


  Death is


  Death is a song







To hear it early is to decipher


all paths to all songs


Each song  wellcaught  wellshaped  wellsung


  illuminates the ocean path that dances


from the Fafā at Falealupo  World’s End


and the agaga begin their shuffle


  to Pulotu  Estate of Saveasi’uleo  half-man


half-congereel who cannibalized his brothers


in the waves and  in repentance  retreated


  to Pulotu to await the promised fulfillment


of his genealogy in Nafanua  his daughter


the Clot-of-Blood-that-was-Hidden


  Atua undefeated  uniter of our islands


last to relent to the Albino aitu


with their magic Book and preaching sticks







Our songmaker started in the Lulu’s gazing


and  like us  had to pace the lava channel


until he was agaga in Tagaloa’s reflection


  leaping up into Saveasi’uleo’s inventive mouth


(and the promise of time without end)


to survive each shade of Po:







  Potagotago  Night-that-Gropes


loto searches for the yearning body


  Pouliuli  Night-that-is-Black


agaga can’t map the moa’s geography


  Posoloatoa  Night-that-is-Forever


when fear in the soul has no ending


  Pomalemo  Night-that-Drowns


finagalo is abandoned in the formless tide


  Potuputupu  Night-that-Grows


mana’o reaches the atua’s bowels


  Pofanau  Night-for-Giving-Birth


Tagaloa’s maggots become human


  Pomaliu  Night-for-Dying


masalo is convinced there is an ending


  Poula  Night-for-Abandonment


the senses break into dance and orgy


loto  agaga  fear  finagalo  mana’o


maggots  masalo  fuse in the uninhibited


conjunction of sprung phallus and vulva


and we are born with wisdom










(3) His First Song




  Uncauled  but slick still with amniotic fluid and blood


roped to his mother  as the impatient midwife drags


him out  he slaps into the Ao and screams/sings:







Va-Va-Va-Va-aaa!







His first song is of the Va  the Space between all things


like the birth fluid holding all in the Unity-that-is-All


Va  the relationships that must be nursed and nurtured


Va  the Harmony in which we are one:  stone  bird  fire


air  fish  atua  blood  bone  shit  sound  colour  cloud


tree  smoke  eye  lizard  turtle  shark







  The raftered Lulu deciphered our songmaker’s first song


and decided ‘All his life he’ll want to swim back up


his mother’s sacred passage’


  (But  remember  brothers  Maui  in


his valiant quest for immortality  was ground


to sad meat in Hine’s obsidian channel!)










(4) His Name




Our ancestral superstars sometimes


took their names from


their birthday’s omens







  No auspicious signs on our


songmaker’s day though:  the midwife griped


about not being fed


                        the placenta was shoved


into a shallow hole under a palm  (dogs


would dig it up that night and devour it)


                        in Niusā  the Sacred


PalmGrove  the wind dozed


in the conch’s mouth


                        no vaisalo for


the exhausted mother who didn’t care


what name he got


                        in the bay his brothers


raised their night lobster traps


and found them empty


                        their father snored on


under sad dreams floundering in


the rafters of the aumaga’s fale







Someone suggested Vela  Cooked


because he looked red and hot


(The records don’t identify the suggester)







So Vela it was to be


Ordinary  Homely  Easy


on the tongue and to forget







Over the elusive stretch of his self-


making he was to be called


(in order of aging):


  Velaputa  Fat-Vela  who at


two was as cuddly as


a succulent suckling pig


  Velavaetoga  Yaw-footed-Vela  who at


twelve sprouted screamingly painful yaws


as large as hibiscus flowers


  Velasoso  Stupid-Vela  who at


fifteen stuttered at the girls


and tripped over their cruel giggles


  Velafaipese  Vela-the-Songmaker  who at


twenty and the arrival of Mulialofa


sang his gay way everywhere


  Velalēāu  Vela-Can’t-Reach  who at


thirty was wifeless (or haremless as was


the practice) and childless


  Vela-ma-le-Ma’ila  Vela-with-the-Scar


who at thirty-five got speared in the arse


for seducing the blind widower next door


  Etc


          Etc


                 Etc 










(5) Songs of the To’elau




Yet unfluent in the sea’s languages


in the beach’s dreaming  in the coral’s pain


in the turtle’s talk  in the dolphin’s leaping


in the sue’s slow dance  in the octopus’s grasp







  at ten he could catch the To’elau’s fluent skip


sweep and leap  its quivering caress on his skin


its wise songs of islands to the south where







  men ate dogs  sharks and one another  sucking up


the blood’s salt tunes and mana and hung


their agaga from āoa trees to dry


and the fat daughters of Po suckled insatiable aitu


with dog claws and pig mouths  on the milk


of the earth’s languages







  as his lean mother had tuned him at her hungry breasts


shaping the net of his ears to snare


the lullabies of allthings







In his old age  veins clogged with night  he was to sing:







We can’t rewalk the exact footprints


we make in the stories of our lives


But we’ll hear again our footsteps


like the lullabies our parents sang us


the moment our stories end


Perhaps out of our footprints


our children will nurse wiser lullabies







Aside One







In my telling there’ll be many asides —


my style wanders but I promise


they’ll all tie up finally to our songmaker







  Everything is intelligent  said Pythagoras


Everything is relative  said Einstein


Everything is floating


  We’re atua with arseholes


and a man called Freud is dead


said Dr Farani my crazy neighbour







What’s an arithmetician  a dreaming


physicist and a wise madman got to do


with our songmaker?  you may ask


  (And who was Freud? And what


are they doing in our pre-


Papalagi saga?)







Sang our songmaker:


Through my songs I explore


  all my possibilities  to sustain myself


      I’m Pythagoras  Einstein  Falani


  and Freud  I’m everyone


I’m everything


And everything is intelligent


relative and we are atua excreting our deaths:


we can imagine ourselves immortal


yet know we must revert


to Tagaloa’s maggots







We’re holy rock ’n’ rollers looking for seats


in Tagaloa’s rocking band


So  c’mon  babies  suck up and shoot


out the joy of all who we can be


Tagaloaalagi  Boss Atua  won’t let us self-destruct


We’re holy rock ’n’ rollers searching


for the unique beat of our land










(6) Pig




Even songmakers are reefed on


the inevitable mystery of cock


springing fatly and humming


  The taulasea split his foreskin’s tightness


It bled but a week of stinging


seawater healed it







One night on the beach


his penis sprang roundheaded and demanding


He discovered it a onestringed instrument


  of exquisite pleasure and he played


it tightly into the sultry To’elau


weaving around him like a temptress







Fia mea!  Fia mea!  he chanted


monotonely to the beat of his composing hand


(he’d heard his brothers’ urgent singing


  in the secrecy of the pigpens)


He hummed to his instrument’s centre


Then POW it spat whitely into the To’elau’s clutching







Addicted he played it nightly  sometimes furiously


when in the fale’s communal dark he heard


his brothers and their wives furtively thinging


  ‘I’ve so much to give away


but no woman’ll have it’  he sang


in his erect loneliness







In our country pigs are aristocratic


(Sometimes fed better than our children)


Our songmaker’s duty was to feed those beauties daily







Kinky stench of pig and mud


in the grunting darkness  the moon as round


as a raunchy sauali’i’s testicle


sniffing wetnoses of pig nudging his crevices


‘Hold still!  Hold still!  Hold still!’ he sang


to his thighs pumping


‘Hold stiiiill  you beauty!’ And into


the hot clutch of slippery pig


he shot his gift no woman wanted







That week as he fed his beauties


and sucked in their heady odour


the song caught in the net of his head


one he was never to make public


but crooned under his breath whenever


he thinged woman  man  or beast:







  Pig is best


  Pig is delicious


  Pig is true aristocracy


  Pig  Pig  Pig!


  Pig never spits back


  So hold still  my lovely  hold still







(By the way  he never ate pork again)
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Mulialofa







(1) The Taulasea from Lona




  Mentors are absent


from the first twenty years


of Vela’s chronicles


  With other heroes


there are narratives of wise teachers —


usually a toothless grandfather (or grandmother)


  But for Vela


not even a waywardly expert aunt


is mentioned







Neglect  rejection  loneliness


were probably themes


of these two decades







One revealing fragment:


Hurry up  do this  do that!


Quick or I’ll come and slap your mouth!


Watch out or I’ll break your jaw!


May you be cooked in a umu!


I’ll come and trample you!


Hurry  son of a stinking pig!


The sau’ai’ll come and eat you!


Life’s a slap here  there  everywhere!


Life’s a kick here  there  everywhere!










Another:


Tane’s forest wears a melting cloak of dew


When the forest was born


Some immense atua paced this track


Its tears are on the stones


Come back  kind atua


Come back  be my friend







And one sure verse still sung today:


A shadow in Pili’s crawling


Stalker of loneliness in the forest of Tane’s head


Companion of atua in the stream’s whispering


and wild boar breaking the bonds


of the Fue-Tagata


Thirsty drinker of dew the La sucks up at noon


Vela is pigeon soaring


Vela is the sweep of wings  the lift


of swift sky and the Atu’olo tumbling


away to Fagaloa and Mulifanua







  Then out of the sunset


came the abundant Taulasea from Lona


(with his bundle of cures):


Mulialofa  Loving-Arse or Arse-for-Loving


  or the Arse-End-of-Love


Mulialofa-Ailalolagi  Mulialofa-Eater-of-Worlds


Mulialofa-Taulasea-o-Fatu  Mulialofa-Healer-of-Hearts


who  in a week of soft nights with


ti leaves  coconut oil  herbs


and incanting hands  reduced


Vela’s father’s ‘burden’ to sling-


less proportions and hooked


him on the cure


and Mulialofa became aiga indispensable







  The women giggled


the men guarded their rear


and Vela fell in love 










(2) Solo a Mulialofa




(Mulialofa  as songmaker


composed many songs and poems


Only one remains though)















	Tepa i le Lagituaiva

	Look up at the Ninth Heaven






	Tepa i le sami i’ila

	Look at the glittering sea






	O fea le ao?

	Which is the head?






	O fea le i’u?

	Which is the tail?






	Tino o le tane

	Body of a man






	A’o mana’oga o se fafine

	But the desires of a woman

























	Atua o le atunu’u

	Gods of the country






	Fa’alogo mai i la’u tagi:

	Listen to my pleading:






	Sui lo’u tino e pei na

	Change my body as






	Sui e Tagaloa fua o le Fue-Tagata

	Tagaloa changed the fruit of the Fue-tagata






	Sui o’u totoga i le tama’ita’i

	Change me into a woman

























	Pei o le ma’a taula

	Like the anchor stone






	O le va’a a Tuli

	Of Tuli’s canoe






	Na pa’ulia i Amuli

	That ran aground at Amuli






	Fia manava mai le malemo

	Want to breathe from the drowning






	Ia maua le va fafine

	To find the split of woman






	Ae le o le tu a le tama

	Not the erection of the male




















(3) Solo mo Mulialofa




(Vela composed many songs expressing


his love for Mulialofa but in my research


I’ve found only the following four sonnets)








(i) Mouth and Tongue




You taught me that mouth and tongue know


more languages than talk







languages subtle  dazzlingly various


in awakening the blood’s fire







Quivering trail of lips and breath down the spine


and smooth flank  light as a butterfly’s dance







Lazy lick of tongue shaping the affluent geography


of nipple  belly  navel  heart







soft inside of thigh  the spring of cock


singing and mouth closing moistly around







Slow suck and pulling upwards


draining all of me to stem and head







and filling my moa with alofa


that will hold me to you  forever





(ii) Nose




You showed me too that the nostrils’ gift


is apt entry into the celebrating blood







Nose fossicking from head to toe in hair


ear-round  the twist of urgent saliva







tongue  armpit sweat and thick hair


splendid with musk and urgency







Over trembling skin  pores opening


all the vapours drunk with messages of love










into all the forbidden crevices  valleys


circling down to arsehole —







yes I can say it now without shame —


arsehole!  stenchhole!  shithole of exquisite smells!







Love knows no forbidden territory


or boundaries imposed on the heart





(iii) Hands




Today my spine creaks like a dead tree


and your long healing hands







perform their miracle again in


the spellbound eye of my fading memory







Their supple slip and squeeze unclenching


the luminous pains of my youth







each finger a gift soothing every vein


of yearning in the deep Po-o-Mana’oga







all young people have to endure


to unravel the body’s demanding tides







Hands that teach all the body over


until I’m again as green and singing







as the heart of the youth


that I was and loved you





(iv) Cures




My father too laughed behind your back


‘Like a woman!’  they said but they needed 







your cures for knitting broken masalo


and the easily-wounded loto







through your mending of diseased flesh


and the body marked by sorcery







For instance  my heartless father you unslung


from the curse of his whale-heavy balls







and he could once again outcreep


swift young women in their midnight fale







and run fleetly away if their relatives


awoke and gave honourable chase







At first I was ashamed to love another man


but you cured my agaga of that
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The Contest









‘We are the remembered cord


that stretches across the abyss


of all that we’ve forgotten


We don’t inherit the past


but a creation of our remembering’


     sang Vela





(1)




The contest remains a divining bowl of seawater


in my decaying skull  (in it I read again the


tides of my life):







  Alopese of Manu’a  half-atua  half-tagata  born


of the Rock where the La rises and Tagaloa


hatched his human reflection


  Alopese  the Tuimanu’a’s Lord of War  who read


the signs and harnessed the atua’s ferocity


in the Conch’s whispering


  Diviner of the Word who fattened on the mana


of defeated heroes  the tanifa’s bitter blood


and the ambidextrous songs of the dolphin


  Reader of the Future who could lift out


of body as the blue-beaked ti’otala


that cheekiest of birds







It was he who ate the night away as he flew


and at the bright rooster’s call we woke


he was the unblinking eye of our malae


  Eyes as rapacious as midnight


tight wrap of muscle and austere sinew


around his talking staff


  Long hair bleached skullwhite


with limestone  ancient tattooed skin like


shark’s hide bristling


  Leaning on his staff rooted to earth


he rose  (even the La shivered)  to clog


my moa with fear (and awe)


  ‘I’ve come to meet the one who is man


and woman gifted  who they say can sing all


the seasons through into the future!’  he called







  ‘There’s no one of that gift here!’


‘He is here!’  And his gaze swept over


and hooked our faletele


  (People who are afraid will sell even family)


‘Yes  go out!’  my family ordered Mulialofa


(My father even pushed him out)


  Unleashing his mane to flow down


his back like black lava  (such arrogant


beauty)  he stepped into the narrowing eye







(In the dying creature that is my body


our love burns again like a togo fire


welcoming fishermen from the cold)







Ten paces was the Va between them


to leap across in imagery coined by


the inventive weapons of the unforgiving heart


  The rules were as simple as a spearpoint:


alofa was the chosen topic  each would offer


four-line verses alternately


  each verse to follow a set rhyme scheme


and so it would run until one


was empty of artifice


  then the winner could demand


anything of the vanquished (even his


agaga  finagalo  loto  masalo)


  (We circled them  watched  waited


for one to tire  to bleed  to sing himself


out of contest into infamous humiliation)







(Art is the devising and disguising


of tricks that make the leap


look effortless  magical  miraculous)







Guest Alopese was to start


His opener is a turtle’s egg still


hatching in the sand of my tongue:







‘They say alofa is stored in the Va


between your heart and your lungs


They say alofa is a pain


rich in death’







Mulialofa’s counter:


‘Alofa grows out of the Va


in Tagaloaalagi’s magnificent head


They say alofa is a cure


rich in joy’







Alopese:


‘Alofa is spring water bubbling up


from unknown depths of earth


They say alofa is a thirst


that can’t be quenched’







Mulialofa:


‘Exploring the depths of alofa


true lovers will find no ending


Their search is the quench


for their thirst for alofa’







So they matched leap for leap


giving alofa marrow  flesh and breath


and we fed on their succulent imagery







As word of the contest spread


all our islands and atua joined


the witnessing circle to feed spellbound


  The contestants rested at night


and I would sneak (in our fale) into Mulialofa’s


reassuring arms — ‘Nothing to fear’ he’d whisper


  But each night he felt leaner


as if his daytime verses had fed off his fat


and the dreams of his exhausted sleep


  Until my frantic mouth couldn’t raise


his impotent slackness gripped


by his fear of losing


  By the thirteenth night he was stone


to my consoling as he wept


in the drowning sleep of the defeated conjurer


  Next morning under the La’s blade


he admitted defeat and bowed his head


to his lean shadow on the breathing grass


  (I’ll remember him always in that pose:


an atua of polished stone alight with sun


solid  resigned to the penalty of the game)







‘I demand his bones’  Alopese said


The feeding circle (my father among them) wanted


Mulialofa to pay the just but terrible price


  With long bamboo knife they slit open


his right leg from groin to toes


(He didn’t utter a sound)


  Peeled away the bandage of flesh


(The malae began to drink his blood)


Broke out the thigh bone


  Tossed it to Alopese who whooped


sucked out the marrow noisily


and of the hollow bone made a flute


  He fluted arrogant tunes


while they unstitched each bone


from the house of Mulialofa’s flesh


  and tied together with sinnet a Bone-man


white as smiling teeth  who danced


one-legged to Alopese’s fluting song:


  ‘Bone-man  dance like a dog


  Bone-man  jump like a shark


  Bone-man  twirl like a top’







Into the sanctuary of the pigpens I fled


as if I too had been pillaged of bone


to fashion a mockery of bone
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‘Leave me here to dissolve to earth!’  he begged


as I lifted him out of his bed of blood


that evening in the savage emptiness of malae


  Wrapped him in tapa


and to the dreaming mountains carried


him like a bride


  Trapped wild pigs and of their bones


and one skull built a new frame


for his flesh


  And as he healed in my embrace


we slept in the murmuring of Pofanau


when Tagaloa reshapes maggot into person


  (The world is afloat in our unstill eyes


All is an amniotic tide changing


Dreaming is the continuing of our waking)


  I woke to the startled emptiness


in my arms: he was gone into


a morning forest webbed with mist


  and glittering dew as hard as tears


into that dimension where unfulfilled spirits


refuse the way to Pulotu







In the unravelable maze of mountains


I stalked his long sad silence as he searched


for new verse for vengeance he was never to exact







Today he still wanders the Atu’olo —


his sorrow is the mournful noon cooing


of the pigeon and the tava’e’s eternal circling










(3)




‘To win you must catch a rhythm


a way  a beat no one can imitate


Learn from everything’ the Lulu advised


  For the passing of ten breadfruit seasons


I watched  learned  caught first the sea’s


creatures  moods and swings


  Then sky  stone  river  creeper  bird


tree  dew  lizard  ant  beetle


All their languages I trapped


  But each time I returned to Lulu


and sang him my new songs


he echoed them exactly back


  (A song is not invented  It simply is


It is caught  fished up out of the sea


of all that is and will be)







In the river that was dream I was flyingfox


hovering in the white stillness


and the stench of acid fire


  above a strange reef of cloudhigh dwellings


with millions of eyes and fissured


with deep chasms like dry riverbeds


  I flew lower and in one of the chasms


black youths in exotic hides gyrated


to a black singing box


  to a beat I’d never heard


like the rapid shatter of rain


or branches breaking in strong wind


  to a voice chanting an imagery


both savage and hypnotically direct


muscled like jabbing spear arms


  And in that gifted flow of dream


I netted their imagery and beat


in my upsidedown flyingfox head







‘I’ve come to meet the one they say steals


the bones of songmakers!’ I challenged


from the eye of their dawn malae


  (Around me they were waking)


I called again and they emerged


to circle me with ridiculing laughter


  Suddenly through them like a wave strode


the Tuimanu’a and Alopese propped up


by his talking staff (such arrogant beauty)


  ‘Don’t be foolish — you’re too young


to die!’  said the Tuimanu’a  (They laughed


and jeered — a clatter of fat hens!)


  ‘Watch’  Alopese said and then played his flute


and out of his dark fale hopped


the grinning one-legged Bone-man


  At Alopese’s command the Bone-man rushed


at me as if to attack  (they laughed)


but I refused to retreat


  ‘I can’t be refused — it’s the Law’


I reminded the Tuimanu’a  ‘So be it


if you want to die’  He answered


  The Bone-man sat beside his haughty master


‘You set whatever rhyme you please’  Alopese said


so sure of easy victory


  ‘Are you sure  sir?’ I asked


‘On any topic set to any patter  beat —


I know them all’ he laughed


  My cunning flyingfox heart leapt


I had him in the net closing in


My tongue could taste his blood


  In the To’elau were Mulialofa’s love songs


and the scent of pua  scent of


mosooi  scent of pig  scent of woman’s sap


  scent of my life’s total stretch


as the La grasped my shoulders


and raised me to my uncourageous feet







‘Gather round  kings and aristocrats of our land


and listen to my brand new beat’  I began


my attack  ‘I’m a holy rock ’n’ roller


  looking for a seat in Lord Tagaloa’s


ferocious band  I’m a holy rock ’n’ roller


eager for revenge


  ‘So  c’mon  Alopese and your toothlessly


scared Bone-man  there’s a new beat rolling


through this nobody land


  ‘C’mon  Alopese  put up your voice


put up your heart  put up your everything


I’m going to win them all


 in this one-sided contest’


Stopped abruptly like a club blow


Caught a blink of panic in Alopese’s eyes


We waited for him to repeat  to leap


  He chuckled  pretended there was nothing wrong


Bone-man jumped up to his one leg


and tried to scare me again


  ‘You want to dance  Bone-man


so dance to my rocking beat from


the land of the acid dead


I’m a holy rock ’n’ roller eager for revenge …’







  My song snared him and spun him


round  up and down like the black


youths in the vibrating chasm


  backslides  headspins  turtling


until his sinnet joints snapped


and he was a heap of bones at Alopese’s feet


  ‘Defeat him!’  the Tuimanu’a ordered


His Lord of War  His Taulaaitu  His Second-


Self  His prize Shadow and Echo


  Alopese couldn’t  He tried and tried


but my beat wasn’t in his knowing  in


his air or in his future


  Each time he tried and failed


his talking staff withered and the Tuimanu’a


and His people withdrew the protecting circle


  leaving him naked  without mana


shelter for his pride  a stranded fish


kicking for breath on lacerating coral


  to be speared even by inexpert children


taken home and roasted on coconut embers


and eaten by toothless grandmothers


  (Revenge is sweet and out of the To’elau


I sucked Mulialofa’s love and victory


as I watched Alopese die that day)


  ‘Your demands?’  the Tuimanu’a asked


(Some chiefs always pretend extra aristocracy!)


‘His voice is all I want’  I replied







I’ll not follow the usual twist of


the revenge tale and say Alopese


then melted into a grovelling coward


  No flaw of fear even when they trussed


him up like a pig and exposed


his gifted throat to the Tuimanu’a’s knife


  No sound of fear as the knife dug in


and slit across and blood bubbled







up to the blade and skilled hand


  that lunged in and down through


gullet into the sacred depths


of chest  heart and moa


  Grasped the kicking voice on fire


and wrenched it up and out


into the circling  gasping air


  I knelt and the Tuimanu’a’s red-


flowing hand unclasped and covered


my in-sucking mouth  releasing


  Alopese’s voice  his mana  to surge


like Tagaloa’s breath that gave us life


down  down


  into all that I was  am


and will be in the Unity that weaves


winner and loser


  conjurer and conjured


artifice and reality  illusion and fact


in the fatal game  in the endless dreaming of the dream
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Tonight I catch again the homeless wailing


of the Pig-man in the sad mountains


of my soul


  Tonight Alopese’s arrogant fluting


and the Bone-man’s clicking dance measure


the faulty pulse of my heart


  (We exist in the sacred water


gathered from the Fafā  I’m a long


remembering but have deciphered


  little from that water cupped


in the desperate hands of my skull


and dribbling away unreturned)


  Tonight Mulialofa  Alopese  Bone-man


Pig-man and the holy rock ’n’ roller


That I inelegantly was


  dance again around the healing


togo fire burning as slowly


as the last rising dawn


  That is enough


enough warmth for an old man


about to bathe in the waters of the Fafā
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