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DEDICATED TO THE ENJOYMENT OF THE READER


Part One

 


ESCAPE

 


 


Kahu woke with the dawn. The rising sun
glinted through the frond-covered front of the sleeping house,
shimmering over the slumbering tribe on their mats.

He heard the roar of the heavy surf crashing
over the coral reef beyond the lagoon and the squawks of parrots in
the palms.

He heard a muted, impatient bark, and smiled.
Dogs were extremely rare, owned only by a chief of a tribe – if he
were lucky.

This Chief – together with all his strong
young men – had set off in two Long Boats on an expedition across
the oceans, desperate to find a safe place where the tribe could
live in safety. To the boy, that was forever ago.

He was the only child of the Chief, thus the
precious dog was his responsibility until his father returned. Tutu
barked again. A short sharp bark that said Kahu should be up and
out exploring the new day.

Without making a sound the boy slipped out of
the sleeping house, standing awhile, scanning the horizon through
the palms that led down to the beach, shivering. Yet the air was
warm.

Every morning, first thing, a certain kind of
excitement would surge through him and for a brief time everything
marvellous seemed possible. Something good was sure to
happen: like the Long Boats magically appearing through the early
morning haze, everyone laughing and happy, with stirring tales to
tell.

A cold nose nudged him. He glanced down at
Tutu, then turned his anguished gaze back out at the horizon. “They
must come today… it’s my birthday!” he said.

The dog woofed consolingly. “Of course they
will, boy… never fear…” Although he doubted they would ever see
anything of the adventurers again.

To look at him, you would never think Tutu
anyway special – let alone extra special. But he was.
He could talk to Kahu and had done so since toddler
days!

He was a big ugly looking creature with a
broad, flattish head, a whitish, yellowish, thickish coat. His nose
was large and black, his eyes dark brown with a strange flicker of
blue light. He was revered by the tribe who believed him to be a
god sent to protect them. Recently, he had twice saved impetuous
Kahu’s life.

It worried him now to see the boy grow sadder
and thinner day by day. He growled a growl that said ‘Snap out
of it!’ and Kahu quit his mournful gazing, grinned, and forced
an excited pretence.

“They might be nearly here… out of
sight! They might be stuck by the tide along the dark
line… race you to the beach, Tutu…!” and he dashed off.

The ‘dark line’ was the horizon line
that clearly marked the end of the world. With great care you could
sail up to it, and along its length, but go over it
and you dropped off, over the edge – gone for ever. Every morning
boy and dog raced down to the beach. Every morning the beach was
empty. Every morning the sea was empty. Every morning sadness
grabbed the boy in a clutch that hurt his chest.

Today was worse than ever. It was his
birthday. And as well, he was to be initiated into high rank. And,
in the long absence of the Chief, take his place. And he was
frightened. He wanted to run away and hide. He wanted to weep. But
a Chief never cried. And he certainly never ran away – a scared
halfwit!

Instead, through a blur of tears held hard
back in his eyes, he yelled at the waves to bring back the Chief.
Then he kicked out at a big reef rock, bashing his toes. He yelled
with pain, hopping about, while Tutu rolled on his back, woofing
gleefully, though he tried not to. It was not funny – but it
was!

 


 


After a while the pain stopped and Kahu
giggled at himself. What a fuss!

He poked Tutu in the belly. The dog rolled
over gazing at him expectantly, knowing what he would say next.

“Well… come on, you… let’s climb the high
rocks,” he ordered and shot off, yelling loud enough to rouse the
tribe. From the high plateau of rocks they could see the far
horizon. The ocean was so vast it went on forever. The boy searched
it till his eyes and head ached, for signs and shadows that could
be the Long Boats returning.

But no. Not even a dot appeared.

Eventually, turning away, they gathered
sticks and leaves, tossing them on the heap that would be lit to
welcome the fleet’s return – be it day or night.

At this stage, it was always a big relief for
the dog because Kahu’s grieving then ceased and a happier time
usually followed.

But today was not usual. The boy still
fretted.

“A Chief never breaks a promise, does
he?” he muttered, lost in thoughts.

“Never!” said Tutu, to be kind. “…unless he
can’t help it… of course!”

“That’s what I’m now thinking…” Kahu
despaired, staring woefully in the direction of the thatched huts,
the meeting house, the sleeping house – mindful of duty and all
things sacred to the tribe. Must it now be the time to say
aloud all hidden fears? Must hard truths and
decisions be his, alone? Must he lead so soon?

Without asking Tutu’s opinion he knew the
answer. Yes. Yes. Yes.

It was all up to him!

“They don’t return because
they’ve fallen off the edge of the world!” he sadly, openly,
declared. “So…” He grasped at a daring, utterly forbidden idea, but
then fell silent, twisting a stick in his hands that hurt, but
which he could not fling away.

“So..?” Tutu nudged him. “So?… say boy, say…
I’m listening!”

Kahu took a deep breath and trying to sound
strong and brave, declared that he must – and he would
– now rule. “With the Chief long gone I must lead the
way… yes?”

“Just so,” encouraged Tutu, “and you’ll do so
wisely. There’ll be no finer chief.”

“But… I don’t know how!” he cried, wilting.
“I don’t know what to do first! The Elders will serve me well but
there aren’t any strong men left to defend us… and we’re all weak
from hunger. The Evil One stops us fishing… and unless it’s
killed…?”

He fell silent – this prospect too terrible
to think out loud. As chief, it would fall to him – as bait
– to rid the lagoon of this hideous menace.

 


 


For a long time a shark had made its home in
the lagoon preventing the tribe from fishing, forcing them to throw
their nets and spears into the more treacherous parts of the ocean
where lives were easily lost. Sometimes the tides were safe, even
friendly – these times fish could be caught in plenty – until the
Evil One came. Then it seemed that the ghastly beast could read
their minds and was soon patrolling that area too, forcing
retreat.

Sharks had often got into the lagoon,
lingered a while then swam off. Not this one though – it was
determined to stay.

“The most important part of being a chief…
even a very young one…” Tutu seriously advised, “…is always showing
a brave face. Fear is like fire. It races through the head turning
courage and wise thinking to ash…”

Kahu dropped the stick and gave him a hug.
“You talk in riddles, dog, but what I’d do without you, I don’t
know.”

“I do,” he retorted. “You’d take foolish
risks fishing the tides… never leave off searching for the Long
Boats, grieve for and after everything… not eat… and not listen to
my advice in the first place… like now when I offer it.”
Kahu argued the point. He said good advice was always pleasing and
that he always listened. Yes, he did make mistakes, but that was
part of being a boy and part of growing up. How else could one
learn about things? When he was small, he pointed out, he could not
swim, or throw a spear, or shoot an arrow, or fish in the deep. Now
he could!

The dog had no wish to be reminded of these
nerve- shredding steps in growing up so wisely dropped the
subject.

“So?” asked Kahu. “…say about this new
advice… my ears twitch…?”

“It’s nothing serious,” mused Tutu, “…just
another pretend…” He snapped at a fly.

“Yes,.. yes… SO…?” the boy urged. “Oh…
forget that fly!.. Tell me!… SO…?”

“Ah, yes,” continued the dog. “So, I
say, let’s pretend that the Chief really is returning today.
So, a great feast must be prepared in welcome. You will
order this, so fixing your direction as our new chief… and… don’t
look at me like that!… everyone will smile of course…
they’ll know it’s just pretend… but they’ll honour your
wishes.”

The boy laughed, but unhappily.

“Now who’s being foolish, eh? There’s nothing
to make a great feast with… or any kind of feast. There’s only a
few coconuts left!”

“Yes. Yes. I know…” placated the dog, “…we
all know… it’s just a game to keep the tribe amused and busy till
your initiation. And anyway, a feast is still a feast in the right
mood, even if it is only baked coconuts and a few roots and
herbs. It shows that even a young chief knows how to rouse up his
people… don’t you see?”

After a long hard pause, all things
considered, Kahu nodded. He recalled how the Chief had often used
pretends to help things along. How ashamed of him his brave
father would be if he could see him moping about, scared and
miserable, instead of proud and brave and… leading!

He braced up, squared his skinny shoulders.
Only women wept – that was part of being a woman. Men must be brave
– that was part of being a man.

He would order that feast!

When they returned to the village the women
were scrounging things for a meal. Kahu fixed a happy smile and
tried a wobbly, authoritative voice. He spoke to his mother
ordering her to order the women to prepare a great feast ready for
the return of the Long Boats.

She smiled but her sad eyes so hurt him that
his courage nearly crumbled. But then, the forbidden idea
flashed, daring him to speak out – loud and clear!

“We must break the rules today and go to the
forbidden place. There is plenty food there!” he cried out.

The tribe gathered about him, agog. This was
a very dangerous order! It was from this part of the jungle that
attacks on them always came.

To his astonishment his mother sweetly
agreed. Secretly, this had been her own intention. Now – even in
pretence – it was good to be openly ordered to do so.

And, when put to the Elders, they also
agreed! Kahu began to feel like a real chief. The Elders (a group
of rather silent but wise old men) had already decided that this
daring venture must now be attempted; and that the time had come to
speak openly about the whole situation.

Emboldened by this unexpected approval the
boy suggested that they might try fishing the lagoon – that the
gods might favour them by luring the Evil One away – time
enough to fill a few baskets with fish. Although interested, the
Elders did not believe the gods would favour them with
anything.

In their hearts they believed that the Long
Boats would never return but that the Evil One would stay
forever. It was hard not to weep openly, let alone announce this
raw truth just yet. Perhaps – pretence aside – perhaps the Long
Boats were out there?

 


 


They climbed to the plateau to check… But no.
For a long time they gazed silently out over the great waters
wishing, but facing facts. Too many full moons had passed; too
many high tides. It was a miracle that their unprotected plight
had not been discovered and the island taken over. Time now to stop
depending on miracles.

The woman and children ventured deep into the
jungle. They moved cautiously, silently, using hand signs and bird
calls to communicate as they dug roots and gathered fruit and
herbs. Boys shinnied up trees spying out signs of strangeness, but
nothing alarming was to be seen. Baskets of mussels were gathered
from the exposed reef, together with several crayfish and crabs.
The astonishing find of a big barracuda, trapped in fallen branches
and left stranded in the shallows by the outgoing tide, had them
struggling to hold back shrieks of joy. Truly, the gods were
blessing them!

What they could not know was that the
branches were a trap, skillfully set by a deadly foe who had been
secretly living there, watching.

They had left the island at dawn, returning
to their own, there to report the situation: that the island was
theirs for the raiding; that it could be taken without any
resistance; and the boy-chief offered up in sacrifice to the
gods.

Returning to the village, the intention had
been to ration the gathered food but hunger got the upper hand on
caution and a feast was immediately, eagerly, prepared.

While this was being done, The Elders called
Kahu’s mother to council. Here, it was painfully agreed that the
Chief would never return; that serious changes must now be made –
and with all haste. But what? And how? Where?

Kahu’s mother was a very brave woman. To
leave the island and search out a safe place for the tribe to live
had also been her own ambition. Now she must make this happen.
Therefore she declared her intention of taking a canoe and
searching out a distant island. She was as confident as the Chief
had been that there was something out there for them. She
vowed not to go near the dark line, but turn away to the west.
Skilled in canoeing and the ways of the tides and blessed with
powerful good senses, the Elders were impressed, but also
apprehensive.

 


 


They mentioned Kahu’s grieving; his absolute
belief that the Chief would return. His belief that
the gods protected them all. Indeed, to the boy his father
was a god! Such a boy, they cautioned, at such a painful
time, learning of these changes could possibly die of fear and
grief. Or worse! His head could soften and leave him quite
mad. The good brave woman understood all this.

But which was the greater risk – for them
all to perish?

“He need not be told everything all at once,”
she said. “We will plan carefully.”

It was also decided to delay the initiation
until next day. Instead, this day would be Kahu’s happy birthday
feast. And so it was agreed.

That night the tribe slept deeply, lulled
into happy dreams by the good food. In the morning they were all up
greeting the sun with gaiety and song as it peeped over the horizon
all of a blush. The rest of the food was tucked into. There was
plenty more back in the forest. And, although unripe, it was still
good.

 


 


Only Tutu was ill at ease. Not that anybody
noticed. Not that he wanted anybody to notice. Not until he was
sure that the qualms he felt were nothing more than jittery nerves
owing to Kahu’s initiation; that it might once more be delayed.
Sometimes he wished he was not such an old dog. His wits were not
what they once were.

His unease had started during the gathering
of the food when he caught faint whiffs of a curious odour, and
persuaded himself that it was merely a wind-born smell passing over
the island – which frequently happened.

 


 


The village got such a sprucing up. Fresh
sleeping mats were laid. The meeting house was decorated with
flower garlands, shells and feathers. The special place where the
boy would rest until his face healed, was lined out with large cool
banana leaves, the floor layered thick with crushed herbs so that
fragrant oils were released – these to soothe the pain, and induce
sleep.

Until the sun was directly overhead, Kahu was
one of the children – free and easy – but come the hour, he must
then put aside all childish things forever. Time now to empty his
mind in preparation for the ordeal ahead.

 


 


The ceremony to change him into a
magnificently tattooed young chief would begin at full moon. Until
then he must rest in total silence.
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