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To Tema and Tu for giving me a home in the Pacific all those years ago.

And to all the Saumakis for welcoming me back.


PART ONE



THE WEDDING OF IOANE MATETE AND AMALIA HOKO

On the morning of the wedding of Ioane Matete and Amalia Hoko, it rained. The clouds that had been waiting, dark and swollen for days, gave in to their impatience and a torrent of water pounded the island. The damp between Ioane’s toes made his feet itch and the itch in his feet made him desperate to move on. He was an explorer, not used to staying still. As soon as the wedding – by which he meant the wedding night – was over, he would leave his new bride and set out once more on his travels.

He changed in a stranger’s house. He tied a garland of leaves over his sulu, a piece of cloth wrapped like a skirt around his waist; he had not worn one for years. He put on a clean white shirt, which the mud would soak and splatter the moment he stepped outside. He shaved off his beard and examined the skin underneath. It was as brown as his shoulders that saw the sun every day. He frowned. He was not looking forward to the ceremony. Tradition: he’d spent all his adult life trying to avoid tradition. ‘It’ll soon be over,’ he said to himself.

He’d been an ocean away when the thought came to him that it was time a man like himself had a wife. He’d decided to return to the island, his island, his first visit in fifteen years. And he had been right to come to this isolated village, the village of Moana, which he had never visited as a boy. It was on the other side of the island from his home and known for its beautiful women. Ioane had scanned the thatched houses that stretched up from the beach, the rundown little school, the rowing boats bobbing on the water and the girls, who glanced at him with wide eyes. Yes, he’d known then that here he would find a wife. And it had been easy. Temalisi Hoko had met him on the shore and promised him her daughter. The men of the village wouldn’t marry her because there was no one to give her away: no father, no brother, no uncle. The village expected her to remain unmarried. Tradition, superstition. Ioane Matete assured her he did not care.

In her own home on the beach, Amalia Hoko was having her face painted by her mother.

‘Stay still, child,’ Temalisi said, holding her daughter’s cheek steady in her hand. ‘This is an important day for you – you’ve got to look your best.’

‘But it’s raining. There is no point spending hours on my hair and face; it’s all going to be ruined anyway.’

‘Yes, it will be ruined, my girl. But as long as there is something to destroy, your husband will know we have made an effort. Better to have streaks down your face than to look like you do every other day. It’s the island way.’

‘But he’s only seen me once. He doesn’t know how I always look.’

‘That’s not the point, Amalia.’

As the bride got ready, the weather got worse. The rain clouds became storm clouds. A growl of thunder was heard and then a bolt of lightning was seen in the distance and another and another.

‘This is a bad omen,’ Amalia whispered. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t do this. The sky is angry.’

‘Better you should,’ her mother replied.

‘I should stay single. My father died over a year ago. It’s too late. There is no one to give me away. Why do you want me to shame myself by walking up the aisle alone?’

‘You’re meant to have your wedding today. I feel it. This is just a storm, my Amalia. The island isn’t trying to scare you. It will stop soon.’

‘Are you sure? It is scaring me. Look at the lightning. Why am I getting married? It’s wrong.’

 ‘No, it’s not wrong. The lightning starts in the ground and rises up to strike the clouds. Put your fingers to the floor, you can feel the thunder. The island is fighting off the rain. It’s blessing your marriage.’

‘Perhaps.’

On hearing the thunder, Ioane Matete went to the door and let his hand feel the strength of the downpour. He was a man who knew weather. He had spent his life at sea. He had been in storms with sixty-foot waves, he had known winds that had driven him hundreds of miles off course and lightning that felled whole forests of trees. He had stood in the opening rain of the monsoon more times than he could remember and had felt the first fat drops hit his skin; plentiful, abundant, rejoicing rain. That was rain he recognised and it was not what was falling now. In all his life, Ioane Matete had never seen a storm like this.

There was no love in the rain he watched pound the village of Moana. This rain attacked the land, it tried to flatten the plants and drill through the roofs of houses. And this thunder did not rumble, it roared the bellowing clatter of a thousand crashing skulls. It made the ground shudder as though it was about to split open and swallow the village. And the lightning was now close and getting closer, creeping up on the village like the waves up the sand. It was menacing and deliberate. Ioane Matete knew that it wanted a sacrifice. He laughed, took a step outside and stared up at the heavens. He let out a howl and with his arms spread out and his head facing the sky, moved around in a slow circle, daring the weather to take him. Within seconds he was soaked to the skin and bolts of lightning had struck on either side of him. He smiled.

‘So it’s not me you’re after.’

A small boy ran into Temalisi’s house and announced that Ioane Matete wanted to have the ceremony on the beach.

‘Why?’ asked the bride.

The boy shrugged. ‘He says he’ll see you in half an hour. He says not to worry about the weather. He says you’ll get wet.’

‘Tell him we’ll be there,’ said Temalisi. ‘Can you pass the message on to Tom Havealeta, please?’

‘Okay,’ replied the boy reluctantly, preparing to head back into the rain.

‘What’s it like out there?’ Amalia asked quietly.

‘The rain drops are bruising my skin,’ came the answer as the boy launched himself into the storm.

Amalia stood up and ripped off the pretty white dress she was wearing.

‘I’ll be as good as naked in this,’ she said to her mother’s questioning glance. ‘I’m going to wear my brown lavalava. It will be better. The village has turned to mud. Brown is the right colour. And my husband will see me with a lavalava wrapped around my waist every day. Let it start now. What top can I wear?’

Excitement grew slowly inside Amalia Hoko, starting as a small knot in her stomach and spreading throughout her whole body. It was as if the pores on her skin were opening and new life was being drawn right into her heart. She ran to the wide windows at the front of the house and stuck her head outside. The rain pummelled down, massaging her scalp. She reached out and grabbed the sea-spray at the window. She rubbed the salty water into her arms and inhaled deeply.

‘That smell!’ she called out to her mother, luxuriating in the aroma of ocean mixed with the crisp scent of fresh mud.

‘Put some clothes on, little Amalia,’ Temalisi softly scolded. ‘You’re getting married any minute now. Your father would be so proud.’

Amalia looked at her mother sadly and shook her head, ‘No, Tema, he wouldn’t be.’

Ioane Matete was the first to arrive on the beach. With a stick he drew an aisle in the sand – this would be his church if only for the few seconds before it was washed away. He stood at the top of it, waiting for his bride. He remained there, standing straight, impervious to the weather, without thoughts.

Tom Havealeta ventured down to the water’s edge, holding a palm leaf over his head. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’ he demanded, straining against the wind, wiping sand from his face. ‘You can’t expect to get married out here?’

‘I do,’ replied Ioane Matete. ‘I’ve always dreamt of having my wedding on the shore.’

‘Well, I’m afraid,’ Tom gestured around him as a heavy gust of wind blew the palm leaf from his hand, ‘that it is not going to be . . .’ but then he trailed off. Ioane Matete was staring straight into his eyes and he saw that there was no point in arguing. ‘Okay,’ he said.

A few more people now left their houses and ventured to the beach, more out of curiosity than in belief that the wedding would take place. The largest family in the village, the Tatafus, had at first refused to leave their shelter, but theirs was the oldest house and their palm roof had not been able to withstand the rain and the wind. They weren’t going to get any wetter, so they walked down, through the mud, to the sand.

‘Come on, Amalia, it’s time to go.’

‘How do I look?’

Amalia Hoko, as she was for the last time, looked like a child. Her shoulder-length brown hair had gone even curlier in the rain and the frizz made her face seem younger than its sixteen years. Her lavalava was straight and shapeless, hiding her modest curves – she seemed as flat-chested and narrow as a boy.

‘Like someone’s wife,’ lied her mother, holding tightly to her daughter’s hand. ‘Now, promise me you’ll be good to your husband.’

‘I’ll try to be. If you want me to be. If you’re sure this is right.’

‘I do, I am.’

‘And one day you’ll explain to me why, why we are going against tradition?’

‘Yes, my Amalia,’ said her mother, stroking her arm. ‘But I think you’ll understand for yourself the day your first child is born.’

‘But if I don’t, you’ll tell me then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay then.’

‘Good girl.’ The mother reached out and kissed the forehead of her daughter. ‘Right, it’s time for me to go. The next time I hug you, you’ll be a married woman. Goodbye, little one.’

She left Amalia in the doorway and hurried down to the beach.

Ioane Matete observed as his soon-to-be mother-in-law joined the rest of the villagers. He laughed at the wedding party shivering on the beach. They could have been the half-drowned survivors of a shipwreck. He knew they wanted to give respect to Amalia, the little girl who had grown up amongst them, who was as much a part of the village as they were, but look at them now, he thought to himself; shadows with downcast faces and clothes dragged apart by the wind.

As Ioane Matete watched, a group of pigs took advantage of a break in the lightning to run back to the shelter of their pen. They knocked into an old man on his way down to the beach. The man fell into thick mud. Ioane Matete laughed. ‘This is how weddings should be,’ he thought to himself, feeling the chaos all round him as something internal, primeval – something wonderful.

Amalia stepped out of the house as a bride and walked alone along the beach towards the man who would be her husband. Her lavalava was battered by the wind, her hair flew in all directions around her face and she quickly became as wet as those who waited for her. She saw her mother standing at the back of the group and a man of about Temalisi’s age at the front, next to Tom Havealeta. He must be Ioane Matete.

‘I don’t remember what he looks like,’ she thought, but then comforted herself by noticing that with their faces screwed up against the wind, with their brightly coloured clothes trying to fly away, with mud splashed all over their calves, everybody was almost unrecognisable. It seemed to her that the man she was going to marry was the only person who was smiling. ‘It’s a strange day,’ she thought. ‘We’re going to be unhappy.’

Amalia stopped thinking about the wedding; instead she concentrated on the walk along the shore. She paid attention. She tried to feel each grain of sand that touched the sole of her foot, she tried to see each wave that broke, and tried to absorb every drop of rain that fell on her body. ‘I am a part of the island,’ she told herself, comforted by the idea that Amalia Hoko had never existed, that she was as unimportant as each tree, each bush, each piece of the island’s whole. She was not a girl who would have to live with what she was doing. She was not giving her body and soul away to a stranger. She was simply a part of the island, nothing more, nothing less.

Ioane Matete saw that his wife-to-be was unaffected by the weather. Good. He wanted a woman like that. The lightning was moving away and she was walking confidently towards him, not rushing to get out of the rain, not in a hurry.

‘We’re ready,’ he said.

‘Very well,’ replied Tom Havealeta and the service began.

Ioane Matete thought he had forgotten the details of the wedding ceremony. In his head it had mingled with the religions and traditions he had encountered around the world. But as he listened to the familiar Christian service, he realised that he had attributed a lot of the island’s ways to other places. He remembered a great deal more than he expected – it was as though he had never gone away. The only part that was new to him was a tradition from the village. Tom announced he would tie their little fingers together. This meant it was almost over.

Amalia watched as her delicate finger was crushed against her husband’s large, rough one. There was hair on his, and blood under the nail. She did not like the comparison between them. How could she have anything in common with a finger so unlike her own? How could she live with it? She imagined what it would be like to share a house with that finger, and could not. How then could she sleep with it? She glanced back at her mother for comfort and wished her father was standing behind her.

At that moment the thunder and the lightning returned, adding their voices to that of the wind and the rain. The thunder bellowed so loudly that Tom was forced to pause and wait for it to calm a little so that he might be heard. The lightning struck a tree in the forest nearby, splitting it in two; one half falling into the thick mud beneath, the other smouldering. The guests huddled together.

‘Amalia,’ Temalisi called out to her daughter. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes,’ she yelled back, but while the wind had carried Temalisi’s words to the bride, it took Amalia’s away from her mother.

‘Let’s hurry up,’ Amalia said to Tom Havealeta. ‘I think we all want to be out of here.’

The lightning strode lazily, like a man on stilts, striking now and again on its way from the forest towards the huddled islanders. When it reached a point directly above Tom’s head, it paused. The villagers looked up in terror. They wanted to run but Ioane Matete turned around and faced them. They stopped moving, stayed where they were; their legs wouldn’t carry them away.

Tom no longer cared whether people could hear him or not, he just wanted this inappropriate, God-defying ceremony to end. He waved his hand in front of the bride and groom to attract their attention and declared them man and wife.

There was a clap of thunder, louder even than all the others, the sound of the sky being torn in two, and then lightning, drawing its legs up beneath it, pounced. The wedding guests were scattered, thrown away, blasted back across the beach. The village lay stunned on the sand.

When she came to, Amalia questioned whether she had invented the whole morning. The sky was blue, the sun was out, no trees seemed to have blown over and the sea was serene. She didn’t know how long she had been unconscious or what had happened. Had she really just married in a storm? But, in the silence, there was a reminder of the wedding: the smell of burnt flesh.

Amalia stood up slowly and brushed the sand from her damp dress. She saw Ioane Matete, her friend Laita watching her and, further up the beach, the rest of the villagers. They were on their knees, huddled in a circle as if in discovery of treasure, or the dead. She turned her face to the sky expecting to feel rain but it was her own tears that were wetting her cheeks. Amalia vomited. She knew what she would find when she broke through the backs of her neighbours: her mother’s body.



THE CRAB

Amalia Matete woke up alone on the first day of her life as a married woman. She peered down at her battered body and rubbed the bruises on her thighs. She felt sore between her legs. There was blood on the leaf matting beneath her. She put her nose to the stain and sniffed. The smell contained everything that had happened to her in the last twenty-four hours. She smelt her own pain and the end of her childhood. She smelt the sweat of her husband, the drops that must have fallen off his body from the effort of pinning her down and depositing his fluids into a hole she had hardly been aware of having. But below those smells she also sniffed her mother, who, up until last night, had slept on these reeds, had lived in this room. Amalia couldn’t think of her as dead, so she tried not to think of her at all.

‘I suppose it’s my room now,’ Amalia Matete said out loud.

Her gaze fell on the chest that her father had brought back from the sea. He had found it washed up on the sand bar just off their beach. Inside there had been six cans of blue paint, which had turned every room in the house the colour of one of those island mornings when the sun rose through thin clouds and its light bounced off the pale water below. Her parents had put all their things into that chest, making the room seem quite empty.

Amalia saw the window that her mother looked out of every morning before coming to wake her. Temalisi knew that her daughter’s first question would be, ‘how’s the sea today?’ and Amalia remembered her mother sitting next to her on the floor, leaning over to kiss her and saying, ‘the sea, Amalia, is jumping with catfish’, ‘the sea is still asleep like you’, ‘the sea is cold today and grey’, ‘today the sea is attacking the house’, ‘in this sea your father will fill his nets’, ‘the boatman is out on the sea this morning’.

Amalia got up from her mat and, ignoring the pain, walked to her old room to find something to put on. She wondered if it was supposed to hurt this much. Laita Havealeta had told her about her wedding night and had talked about soreness, but she had said it was temporary, a momentary discomfort, nothing more.

That wasn’t what this was.

All her clothes were hung on nails in the wall. Her father had hammered them in, hitting his thumb twice for every time he hit metal. He’d given up after five, claiming his hands were too important to lose, since his hands fed them all. The nails had lasted and he had died.

She had to stop thinking about her parents. She pinched the skin on her hand. She was married now and the last thing her mother had ever asked her to do was to look after her husband. She should have demanded to know why. She should have refused. But she hadn’t and now she was stuck with her promise.

She was someone’s wife. She would act accordingly, even though she didn’t know what that meant. She thought she could ask Laita; she had only married a year ago – she would still remember when it was new. But something, pride perhaps, stopped Amalia Matete from leaving the house.

She dressed sensibly, putting on a blue lavalava and a white shirt. She thought about wearing shoes, but couldn’t bring herself to put them on. It would feel wrong in this house. The wood panels under her bare feet were comforting. She’d trod on them every day of her life. Tying her dark curls up in a handkerchief, she headed to the back of the house, into the kitchen.

‘I’ll make my husband some breakfast,’ she mouthed silently.

She made special food using pork that had been prepared for the wedding, and boiled yam. She remembered the villagers’ eyes as her husband dragged her away from her mother and forced her back to the house. Why had he done that? What special cruelty was it? Did he not care that her mother had gone, did he not understand that she had to mourn? Was this dragging and beating what husbands did on the first night of their marriages?

One of the women had tried to talk to him. Laita? Amalia put her hand to her head feeling again how he had pulled her by her hair, how he had warned them all; ‘Keep away. She is my wife.’ His wife, his thing. And she had gone along with it. When the villagers had followed, had tried to protect her, had tried to take her home with them, she’d told them to do as he’d ordered. Why? So that he could throw her down on her mother’s mat and touch her and make her touch him, when all she’d wanted to do was cry.

‘My friends must think I’m an idiot, worse than an idiot, for getting married, for not running away. They’re right. I am an idiot, an idiot covered with marks like an octopus’ ink. Why did I do it? Why did Tema want me to? The island warned me. Tradition warned me.’

She set the food aside and waited for her husband to come back.

‘He’s probably gone to explore the village,’ she told herself.

A shout, followed by the sound of feet entering her house, caused Amalia Matete to breathe in deeply. She put a smile on her face that made a cut on her lip ache and went out to greet her visitor. It wasn’t her husband.

‘Amalia Hoko—’ began Tom, but he stopped when he saw the young girl’s face. ‘Oh, what has he done?’

‘I am Amalia Matete,’ she corrected, stepping away from the opening arms that were approaching her, knowing she’d be hurt if they touched her body, even gently.

‘Oh, Amalia. Come home with me.’

‘I’m married now. A wife can’t leave her husband.’

‘Well, fortunately, your husband has left you. He’s taken my boat.’

‘He must be fishing.’

‘No, Amalia . . .’

‘I’ll get you some breakfast. I’ve just made some. It’s delicious.’ Amalia Matete put her thumb to her four fingers and raised her hand to her mouth, signalling that he should eat.

She ran back into the kitchen, stood by the door for a few seconds to let the wind hide the tears in her eyes, then brought out the plate she had prepared for her husband. She sat opposite Tom, careful to tuck her legs underneath her, the soles of her feet facing away from her guest.

‘Amalia,’ he said, his voice that of her friend, not simply a man of the church, ‘I’m sorry about your mother.’

‘Mmm hmm,’ Amalia Matete replied.

Tom ripped the pork apart in his hands and took a bite. ‘We cremated her last night. We thought it would be best, considering the state of the body.’ He paused, waiting for Amalia to react.

‘You burned her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then how can I bury her? How can I put her next to my father and my grandparents? How can I lie next to her when I die?’ she asked, her voice growing faster and faster with panic.

‘We had to, Amalia. She had been hit by lightning, she was . . . But you can still bury her. The ashes are in the house next door.’

Amalia wasn’t listening. She pictured her mother’s body as ash. She saw it as a piece of barbequed taro that had been left in the fire too long. No one wanted burnt taro. The image would not leave her mind; her mother as some discarded vegetable. She could not understand why Tom had done something so savage.

‘She won’t be whole in heaven,’ she said.

‘Amalia, when we say that we are not talking about the body. The body remains here on earth. Your mother lived a whole life; she loved her father, then her husband and you. She was kind to the rest of the village and generous with her pigs. Your mother is whole, she always has been.’

Amalia slowly shook her head. She wanted to believe him but in her heart she knew he was wrong.

‘Is there anything you need?’ he asked.

‘No. Not from you. I have a husband now.’

‘Amalia, I think he might be gone a long time. He was seen heading around the headland through the coral. He’s probably going to Laumua. His boat is there. We tried to follow him. Hosea Unga was out on the sea when Ioane left, but only some of the Tatafus can sail through the pass.’ Tom paused. ‘And Ioane Matete, it seems.’

Amalia stood up. ‘Sorry, but I have to go . . . and make breakfast for my husband.’

‘Amalia,’ started Tom, ‘I’m not a stranger, I . . .’ but she had already left the room. He finished his food slowly, in silence, hoping that she would return and speak to him. When she did not, he got up, stepped over the pig board on the side entrance and left the house.

This time Amalia Matete cooked fish, frying it over her little stove.

‘We’re nearly out of oil,’ she said, aloud once more. ‘My husband can go and pick some up when he gets back. Perhaps that’s where he’s gone now. I must tell him about my father’s boat. Imagine thinking he has to use someone else’s. He’ll be angry that I didn’t mention it sooner.’

She started boiling water for more yams but decided to make him breadfruit instead.

‘It’ll give him energy; he’s been up a long time.’

She left the food cooking and went back to her new room. She hesitated by the door, afraid to enter; that room contained the last traces of her mother and the only memory she had of her husband.

‘I have to clean it out before he gets back,’ she told herself firmly. But instead she went into her old room. She lay down and fell into an exhausted sleep.

Amalia Matete woke up to the smell of burning breadfruit. She rushed through into the kitchen, grabbed the pan and took it to the back door. No one was on the beach. She ran with the evidence of her failure into the sea and kept running until the weight of the water against her legs forced her to slow. Waist deep, she stared at the pan, half angry at herself, half afraid of what her husband would say. She dived under the water and scooped up some sand for scouring.

She swam down to the sea bottom, pulling herself along by digging the pan into the sand. She held her legs tightly pressed together and kicked them in unison, pretending to be a mermaid, imagining that she never need return to the world above. She opened her eyes and saw fish, coral, seaweed and seashells. She swam around a jellyfish. A curiously-shaped pink shell, the size of a frangipani petal, caught her eye. It was flat along the bottom with straight sides and a smooth circular top. She clamped her hand around it, like a shark pouncing on its prey, and held it in a closed fist. She wanted to stay down there, a mermaid, a shark, and pretend that her mother was alive, that she had never been made to marry. She wanted to stay down there so badly that she begged her lungs, ‘just a little while longer, just one more moment’, but her lungs wanted air.

Back on the beach she prayed that her soaking clothes would be dry before her husband returned. On the waistband of her lavalava she made a pocket for the shell she had picked up and then began to scrub away all the traces of burning from her pan.

By the time Amalia Matete returned to the house it was nearly midday and her husband had still not come back.

‘What would he like for lunch?’ she asked herself as she walked into the kitchen. She stood, dripping on the floor, shivering a little now she was out of the sun. There wasn’t much to eat. Her neighbours had picked up most of the wedding food while she was swimming. It would feed the whole village for a few days. They had left her a flower on the kitchen floor. Amalia held it up to her nose then put it behind her left ear. No, she was married. She moved it to her right.

‘Fish,’ she said and began to cook the last of it, enjoying the heat from the stove and the smell from the frying pan. She was hungry. She stuck out her tongue and let the smell linger on her taste buds. She would make something for herself as soon as it was finished. But first, she put everything on her husband’s plate and set it to one side for him.

The three women she liked best in the village put their heads around the door.

‘Amalia,’ said Laita, with sadness and love in her eyes, ‘how are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ she replied, ‘but very busy.’

‘You’re not fine. What are you doing? Let us help.’

‘No. I need to sort the house out. My husband is exploring. I want it to be clean when he returns. Maybe you could come back once he’s here. I’m sure he’d like that.’

‘Amalia . . .’ Zeno Tatafu, the schoolteacher who had taught three generations of Hoko women, tried.

Amalia turned her head away. Them or him? Their love or his beatings? The choice had been made for her on her wedding day. ‘Please don’t come back until then,’ she said. ‘He’ll think I haven’t been working.’

‘Okay, Amalia. But you know where we are if you need us,’ said Whinney, the doctor’s wife.

‘No, Whinney, it is not okay,’ Laita said. ‘Amalia, we’re your friends. You can be sad in front of us, or confused or angry or hurt or even frightened. Why are you talking like this? This isn’t you.’

‘It is me. I am married now.’

‘And—’

‘Listen, Laita. I am not you. I did not marry a seahorse who I can drift with, who will court me and carry the eggs I give him. I married an eel and I am a crab. I tried to be myself last night. I tried to reason and to fight and be the “me” you know. You can see the results; the signs of the eel’s teeth are all over my body. So what does a crab do? It changes its shell so that it changes its scent, so that the eel no longer wants to attack it. I am Amalia Matete now. I am in the only shell that will keep me safe and I need to clean the house. Please Laita. Please Whinney. Zeno, please.’

‘Amalia, my lovely Amalia. Maybe you are right and maybe you are not, but don’t forget it is not only the crab that changes. The eel has to change too as he moves from the river to the sea.’

‘I know, Laita. But that part isn’t up to the crab.’

‘No, I suppose it isn’t.’

So they left, and Amalia was about to start on her own food when she saw that the stove had gone out. There was no gas. There would be no more hot food until it was filled.

‘My husband will do that when he returns. It’s a man’s job,’ she decided, remembering that it had been her father that had bought the new canisters from their neighbours before he had died. The gas was heavy. She had often helped her mother with it and both of them had joked about Amalia marrying whoever next walked along the road so her new husband could carry it the rest of the way home. Now she would never have to fill it again. That was a good thought.

 Perhaps she’d cook on a fire outside until he got back. It would remind her of fishing trips with her father when they’d stopped off on uninhabited islands and camped, eating warm fish off large leaves. She thought that collecting the wood would take her mind off everything else, and she was good at starting fires, at building a pyramid of sticks that would light quickly. She’d find some leaves for kindling, then perhaps she would heat some pork. No: all the wood on the island was soaked from the wedding storm.

Her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since before the wedding, she realised. She’d find something that didn’t need heating. The sea would feed her. She ran outside, back into the sun, and up to her father’s old boat, lying upside down on the beach. One of the fishermen, a Tatafu, waved at her and she waved back. She pushed the boat out before he could walk over to her. It was heavy but she was tough when she wanted to be.

Amalia Matete felt peaceful out in the little rowing boat. She felt natural in it. She had been born in this boat, she had lost her first tooth in it, she had spent hours in it being told stories by her father, and even her mother . . . Enough thinking.

Her arms were strong and she was a good rower, good enough to have been a fisherman her father had said. She pointed the boat to where she saw birds hovering over the surface, knowing that they were looking for the same thing she was and had probably found it. To stave off her hunger she took the little pink shell out of the top of her lavalava, put it in her mouth and sucked the salt off it. She enjoyed the sharp sour taste as she pulled on the oars. The birds flew off at her approach.

She put down a line and waited patiently. Amalia Matete was patience. She knew that to catch a fish she had to become a part of the ocean. She concentrated. She allowed herself to be absorbed by the water. Time passed without her noticing. She was no longer hungry. She was the waves. She was the sea. She felt a tug on the line.

It was a young tuna. She grappled with the hook in its mouth. It caught awkwardly and its blood spilled into the boat. It soaked into her clothes. She wondered where so much blood came from. Was it lucky to have a fish bleed on her? Or deeply unlucky? She had bled too.

She removed the hook and brought the fish’s head down firmly on the deck. Then she leant out over the side of the boat and rinsed her catch in the sea. She watched the blood mix with the clear water. On an impulse she put her finger into the ocean and drew on the surface the outline of the shape the blood made.

Amalia Matete hacked off the head of the fish. It was no longer an animal, it was a beheaded mermaid, she thought, but then corrected herself: it was her dinner. She cut off the tail, sliced along its side and scraped out the guts. She took the shell out of her mouth and wrapped it once again in her blood-drenched skirt. She bit into the cold flesh of the fish and drank a little of the remaining blood. The meat tasted good. It lifted her spirits. She ate more. Now she was thirsty. She popped the eyes into her mouth and sucked out their moisture.

She stared back at the island and examined her house sitting proudly on the water’s edge. It seemed so solid from here, so firm, as if it could protect her from anything. How close to the sea it was, yet it had never been swept away. Even on the night her father died, when the full moon had caused the tides to come right up into the village, it had remained undamaged. How strange that was, now she came to think about it. But the beach was a steep slope and her house jutted above the water, only the stilts that held up the front were touched by the sea. The large windows looked like benevolent eyes, smiling in her direction. She was ready to go home. She threw the bones, skin and head overboard and started rowing to the shore.

‘My husband will be back by now,’ she said out loud and felt the fish in her stomach twist and twirl.

The house was empty. Amalia Matete drank straight from the rain tank and went inside. She called out, ‘Ioane Matete,’ pretending that her marriage was like her parents’, pretending she wanted him to be there. She listened to her voice reverberate, filling the silence. ‘Husband,’ she yelled. Amalia thought she heard people approaching the house, but no one entered. She picked up a pillow and put it over her face. She breathed in deeply through her nose and screamed into it from the bottom of her lungs for all the hurt inside her; for her abandonment, for the pain between her legs, for the loss of her mother, the enslavement of her body and for all the unknown things that were yet to come, and she kept on screaming until she could scream no more.

Amalia Matete spent the rest of the afternoon gathering and plaiting leaves, hiding as she did so from the people who loved her and came to wish her well. She would make a mat to sleep on. At first she thought of it as a mat for her mother’s room, but that didn’t feel right. Then she thought of it as her new mat, but that wasn’t it either. Neither did the idea that it was a marriage mat seem plausible to her. Had she invented her husband? Had he ever existed? Was she married at all? She tried to picture him, but every time she did, all she saw was the storm and the faces of her parents. Her husband was a ghost to her. She pulled up her lavalava and touched her bruises.

‘So you are real,’ she said. ‘But where are you?’

She felt panic rising up inside her once again. She was scared but didn’t know of what. Did she want him to come back or didn’t she? She wished her mother were still here. They used to make matting together.

‘I am alone,’ she said and carried on weaving. ‘It is our mat but I’ll sleep here without you.’

Once the mat was finished Amalia Matete took out the shell she had found that morning. She fingered it nervously, trying to make sense of her world through this piece of the sea.

‘Tell me what to do,’ she begged it, rubbing her thumb over its soft sides, ‘tell me how to act.’ But the shell did not speak to her. She pressed its cold surface to the side of her face and let it bump over her swollen skin. ‘Fix me, please,’ she asked it, ‘don’t leave me alone.’ But the shell was just a shell. ‘I need Tema,’ she told no one, ‘and my father, Tamatoa.’ She breathed into the bottom of the shell and licked it, but there was no salt left.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
       
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/img001.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
TWO
ROADS






