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        all the other Sicilians from whom I am descended…

      

      

      

      
        
        …to my father, Vito, from whom I inherited the

        Sicilian blood…

      

      

      

      
        
        … and to my daughter, Kristen, to whom I pass

        on the blood of this ancient people.
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      This book is a work of historical fiction. The events chronicled here are derived from archeological evidence and historical records, but some of the names, characters, places, and specific incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used with actual people and places in Sicily to illustrate the history of the island and bring it to life. Any resemblance of these characters to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      The time frame for Islands of Fire: The Sicily Chronicles, Part I begins in the era referred to as B.C.E. or “Before the Common Era,” which is the generally accepted scientific reference to the time before the birth of Christ (formerly written as B.C.). In later parts of the book, the reader will note the use of the term C.E., or “Common Era,” to refer to the time since the birth of Christ (formerly written as A.D., for Anno Domini). The use of B.C.E. and C.E. is a religion-free nod to today’s world of science; however, Vito Trovato, the old man in the story who is mentoring Luca, hasn’t accepted the modernization of the term yet and, so, in his quoted passages the reader will still see B.C. and A.D.

      

      The Ancient Place Names list attached at the end of the story describes the names of islands, villages, towns, and cities as they evolved over the millennia. The Vocabulary is an aid in deciphering the words used in antiquity, along with the modern meaning. The List of Characters includes those individuals, both historical and fictional, for each era and portion of the story in which they appear.

      

      This volume, Islands of Fire: The Sicily Chronicles, Part I, is followed by the next volume, Crossroads of the Mediterranean: The Sicily Chronicles, Part II.
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        To have seen Italy without having seen Sicily is to not have seen Italy at all, for Sicily is the clue to everything.
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      Another chilly night. The moonless sky is hauntingly black and a thin sheet of clouds obscures the stars overhead. The air is still; the only sound I hear in our encampment on the edge of this mountain is the murmur of a passing breeze winding through the trees. Scores of exhausted soldiers are bivouacked around me in this pass through the Atlas Mountains in Tunisia. We wait for orders from our German commander or, worse, a sudden attack by enemy forces.

      We have no firepits to warm us, only the red glow of a cigarette to light the ruddy cheeks and coarse hands of the men. We know that burning cigarettes is discouraged, but the pop of a flaring match is worse, so we have adopted the practice of chain smoking, lighting each butt from the one before to avoid the signal given off by the sulphurous burst of a new match.

      “Shhh,” one man whispers to some others sitting in a cluster near him. Sound is also discouraged, but my fellow recruits from Sicily have little of home left in them except the stories they share on these dark nights.

      “Silensu!” the man says again. “Ira infernu!” he spits out in Sicilian argot.

      These men were recruited by the local authorities in their towns, mostly from Gela, Agrigento, and Mazara del Vallo on the southern coast of our island. The Italian government thought it expedient to bring young Sicilian men into the conflict, men who had a local connection and who would commit to the fight to preserve their homeland. We didn’t count on being shipped to North Africa though, even when the German commander told us that this was the way to keep the Americans and British far enough away from attacking Sicily itself.

      I sit behind these squabbling men, understanding their disappointment and pain, but I am also disappointed to be defending this mountain pass in Africa rather than my beloved Sicily. I shift my position and arch my shoulders to stretch them, then lean back into the shallow wooden chair that I have provisioned. It is not very comfortable, but I can rest on the burlap sling seat and back of the sparse furniture.

      The stiff neck of my starched sand-colored uniform chafes at my skin, so I poke a finger into the collar to pull it from my neck. Lifting the stubby cigarette to my lips, I draw in deeply and hold the breath for a moment before letting the smoke drift slowly out in a silent whisper between my lips. But I should write more about the war, not just my discomfort.

      It’s doubtful that anyone will read this journal, even if it survives the war. Even if I survive. But the bloodshed, devastation, and terror all around us convinces me that I should put my thoughts on paper.

      I am Vito Trovato, from Mazara del Vallo. I was drafted into the Italian 131st Armored Division Centauro. Most of the ‘recruits’ – we’re encouraged to report that we volunteered – are from my part of Sicily in the province of Trapani on the western side of the island. The German Army built up its reserves by recruiting divisions of Italian conscripts to defend our land. But, more importantly to the Third Reich, we are here to serve as a defensive line against attempts by the enemy to use Sicily as a staging area for an attack on the European mainland…and, from there, to the Fatherland.

      They think of Sicily as a barrier island, a battleground between Africa and Europe, and they treat us like cannon fodder. They know we will fight to protect Sicily and our people, and that should be enough to satisfy their goals.

      My country has been thought of that way for a long time…a barren ground on which the peoples of the world staged their battles. If it’s not the Greeks taking over our cities and taking our women, then it’s the Romans stealing our grain or the Spanish or Byzantines or Normans vying for domination over us.

      No one believes that the Nazis care about Sicily itself, or the Sicilians. But I am a Sicilian, and any invaders coming to my country must be sent back.

      We haven’t been very successful in sending back the invaders, though. Now, or in centuries past. Maybe we should just regard each new aggressor carefully and choose which ones we should surrender to.

      We – the 131st Armored Division recruits – assembled in the square of our city in November of last year and we were later ferried across to Tunisia to fight the Allies who had landed there. I have a good education from the university at Palermo and I returned to my home in Mazara to teach Italian literature to secondary students. The German hierarchy thought I should become an officer and lead men of lesser status.

      I had to laugh at this. I am true to my occupation, but it’s hard to find a profession of lower status to a German general than a teacher of literature. But, these are unusual times.

      We landed the next morning and the Germans quickly set up their camp. We Siciliani were left to ourselves, an armored detachment in defense of a German operation that, otherwise, pretended we weren’t here. They say the place is called the Kasserine Pass, but all I know is it’s cold, dark, and unfriendly.

      We’re in a trail through the mountains and they say it has some importance to the war, but the war itself lacks meaning for most of us. We hear that our Prime Minister, Il Duce, is fighting against the Americans and British, but while leaders declare wars, real men fight them. This pass, this Kasserine, matters for some reason that Herr Rommel, the most honored German field marshal, decides. But will he die along with us?

      I would rather be back in Sicily, in Mazara del Vallo, but I suppose defending my country against these attacks here in North Africa keeps the threat farther from my people. Sicilians have had too much conflict throughout our history; we could use a break.
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      It is now the evening of the following day. We were told at daybreak that Rommel was moving his 10th Panzer Division against the Allies defending the Kasserine Pass. He was relying on a combined push by the German Afrika Corps Assault Group and our Armored Division to overpower the Allied positions. It appears to have worked, and we pushed the American and British contingents into a panicked retreat from the mountains in North Africa.

      The commander reports that the Allies lost many men and much military equipment in the rush to abandon their positions, and he bravely predicts that the enemy can no longer take over the North African theatre.

      Once again, we are assigned to sit and wait. All around me, in small clumps, tired soldiers sit around the muddy roadway, leaning against the worn tires of the trucks we drive, and smoke cigarettes. One of the new recruits – we can always pick them out by the relative cleanliness of their uniforms – seems dazed. When I walked over to him and offered him a cigarette he smiled wanly. He looked like he was lost, or confused, or maybe just scared.

      The Nazi commanders tell us about the great generals – Montgomery, Dunphie, Patton, Kesselring – but the names mean nothing to us. We’re soldiers who fight in the trenches, in the dust, in the hills. We can’t see farther than the sights on our rifles, or the smoke and cinder that erupts when one of our shells lands on enemy lines. Dry clothes, a pocketful of cigarettes, and a little to eat…that’s all we hope for.

      We drove the Allies from North Africa, but then something happened. Herr Rommel changed his mind. I heard rumors but couldn’t tell what was true and what was not.

      All that mattered was that we were pulling back, giving up the pass and the land we had died to hold. The survivors were thankful to let go and retreat to safer ground, but we were also dejected to leave behind our friends who had died for nothing.
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      Another day has passed. In the early morning hours, we shipped back to Gela, on the southern coast of Sicily. We retreated from North Africa, although the German officers told us we had just conquered North Africa. Most of my men are uneducated farmers, but they can tell that there was no victory over there. So, in shipping out, we moved the battle lines backward across the water, back into Sicily, all the while keeping our eyes and scouts focused on the coastline of the continent we were abandoning. If we had conquered it, we wouldn’t have to keep watching it.

      ‘We’ve run before the enemy,’ he said to us. I knew the German officer’s mastery of Italian was weak, which meant that his mastery of Sicilian was probably non-existent. He might have wanted to say that we escaped the clutches of the Allies, but to say ‘we’ve run before the enemy’ sounds – to the ears of the exhausted foot soldiers assembled in the piazza – more like ‘we lost, and so we ran.’

      Siciliani are a proud people and running from the enemy leaves a stain on the man’s soul, his family, and the community. Over many years, many centuries, we’ve been overrun by people from Europe and the east, but surrender is ugly.

      ‘We’ve run before the enemy.’

      Herr Traubel couldn’t have worded it any more poorly.

      The Germans told us to plan to regroup on Sicily and establish a line of defense against the advancing Allied forces. But their strategy failed almost immediately. American General Patton landed with his Seventh Army on the shores of Sicily near where we had landed, outside of Gela. Rumors are the news bulletins for soldiers at war, and we were no exception. I heard from a German sergeant that Patton was heading west away from us, although that didn’t make sense. Why quit the battle when they seemed to have us in retreat?

      We also heard that British General Bernard Montgomery was heading due north, right into the path we had been ordered to take as we backed up through the island. We were given a short pause in the march and the men slumped to the ground to rest their backs and legs.

      We were pushed back again, at the instruction of the Germans. They didn’t want to confront the British on the southern shore of our island and they didn’t know where the Americans were headed by their swing to the west. All this meant for the soldiers in my command was to put themselves in between the two armies, the Allies advancing and the Germans backpedaling from the confrontation. My men asked what to do, and I could see desperation in their eyes.

      I had been put in charge to lead these soldiers, and I intended to do so. But I couldn’t tell what the Germans would do, and I was becoming afraid of what the British and Americans could do.
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      Another day of light fighting and a rapid retreat, and now we are camped out near a stream on the eastern part of Sicily. The Allies are advancing toward us and have already won battles in the south between Gela and Ragusa, and the west around Agrigento and Licata. Many small towns in Sicily have been transformed from quiet hamlets to killing fields in an afternoon.

      We are being driven back into the north-eastern corner of Sicily with only the water and Straits of Messina behind us. The Germans have no option but to stage another retreat across the strait to the boot of Italy and try to reorganize there and make a stand against the Americans.

      We Siciliani are being dragged along with the Germans as they pull back from the south. The campaign is going terribly for all to see, and my men don’t need my summary of events to realize that we are losing.

      Some men have left the ranks, never to be seen again. Some have been found ahead of our division, with a single gunshot below the chin. Some have merely sunk into a sullen depression, forced into losing a battle they had not chosen to fight.

      ’I know we fight for our country,’ Adolfo told me one morning. ‘But the Germans don’t care if we win it.’

      I have to agree with him. I don’t need to remind him of the history of our country, how people from everywhere have fought for domination of Europe and the entire Mediterranean region using Sicily as the battleground. Adolfo has had enough fighting. He doesn’t need to be reminded that this has been the plight of our island ever since it was first inhabited by primitive people.
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      This morning was bright and crisp. The sun rose and brought a soothing warmth to my skin. The air was still, except for a light breeze that tickled the leaves of trees. It is a new day and I have come to a decision. Lifting my pack by a strap and throwing it over my shoulder, I looked once more at the camp around me. My six-month contract had ended weeks ago.

      Adolfo sat with lowered chin nearby, but when I stood he turned in my direction. He looked up with sullen eyes and nodded. It was as if he knew what was in my mind.

      I held his gaze for a moment, then I turned and walked toward the edge of the encampment. And when I made it that far, I continued walking. I am heading home for Mazara del Vallo.
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          ISLAND OF FANSU

        

      

    

    
      Anu’s eyes openly slowly as he rolled from his right side onto his back beneath the soft weight of the animal skin covering his body. He peered out of the small shelter that he slept in, a lean-to pushed back into a crevice in the rock and covered with more animal hides to shield him and his family from the cool air of early spring. Through the narrow gap between the leather flaps at the opening to the outside, he could see the first hint of sunrise as the dark sky was chased up into the heavens by the yellowish orange glow of the sun on the horizon returning from its own short slumber on the other side of the world.

      Baia lay beside him and her soft breathing let him know that she had not yet been awakened. Anu rubbed the heel of his left hand against the crust of sleep that clung to his eyes and let out a soft sigh as the day dawned upon him. Blinking his eyes twice, he reached up with his left arm and stretched to loosen his muscles. He didn’t want to move his right arm yet; it was wedged between him and Baia as they shared each other’s body heat.

      Anu blinked his eyes again to clear his vision, then brushed his left hand across his brow and the bridge of his nose. Another long sigh escaped from his lips as he adjusted to the dim light coming in through the opening of the hut. He was reluctant to leave the warmth of the hide that protected him and Baia from the crisp morning air but, with a resigned heft onto his left shoulder, he hoisted his sturdy body up from the grassy mat that had cushioned him against the sand and rocky surface of the shelter’s floor.

      The cool air greeted him once he slipped out from under the hide. It wasn’t much of a shock to his bare skin, not for a man who had lived many winters on the coast of this small island. As Anu rose to his feet, he pulled another animal hide over his shoulders, enough to cover his upper body and reach the waistline of the soft pelt that covered his loin and legs.

      A slight shiver shimmied down his back, an action that provided momentary warmth as he stretched his arms above his head and prepared for the day ahead. His feet were covered with sewn hides taken from the toughest animals, stitched together carefully by Baia’s deft hand with animal sinew and twisted fibers serving as thread. His britches were similar, though composed of softer material, and the hide that covered his upper body still held the fur of the animal that had been sacrificed to provide this covering to Anu.

      The people of Fansu, a tiny island in the middle of the great sea, respected the animals that they hunted and the plants that they gathered for sustenance. The existence of his people would have been impossible without the hunting and gathering that was a daily necessity for the tribe, and they thanked the animals and plants for giving themselves up to them. They paid homage to the animals especially, because they moved about on four legs or two just as the people did, and the tribesmen believed that the earth mother had given these creatures to them for nourishment. So, the people carved the animals’ images on the walls of sacred caves in solemn appreciation.

      It was to one such cave that Anu was going today, to render features of ritual art on its walls to honor his father who had died the day before. Carving images of the animals and humans was reserved for the sacred caves found nearby and kept for privileged ceremonies such as Anu planned for the day.

      The tribe had long ago chosen this particular cave because it was angled toward the sun that fell from the sky at the end of the day. The opening of the cave let in the radiant red light as the fiery ball settled into the water on its trip around his world, to reappear on the other side of his little island after they had slept.

      Anu stepped toward the opening of the shelter and turned slightly back to survey the people who made up his world. There was Baia, whose fluttering eyelids and twitching smile reminded Anu of the amusing and confusing dream his head had conjured in the dark of night. There was also his young son, who recently had learned to go about on his feet but was now cuddled in the crook up Baia’s right arm, nestled in the warmth of her body and the animal hide that was big enough to cover them both. On her stomach, and pressed closely to Baia’s breast and armpit, was the latest addition to his world, a tiny newborn girl whose gentle babbling suggested that she might be awake and angling for her mother’s nipple.

      Anu looked out at the sun, squinting now that its light was growing stronger, then glanced back once more at his people. Baia’s eyes were now open, probably brought out of her sleep by the needs of the baby. She looked up at Anu and blinked recognition. She knew that her man had a duty to perform for the elder who had died, and he would soon be out into the sunlight. Baia would remain in their cave to take care of the children.

      Anu looked beyond this cluster of bodies to another person. His father, Anutu, was composed with crossed hands and feet, curled up on his left side and resting in death at the rear of the shelter. After Anu had carved the animals on the cave wall that morning, he would return to bury his father’s body in the soft earth of the hut where they lived.

      Addressing himself to his responsibilities, Anu stepped out into the sunlight, scanned the cluster of huts that housed his tribe’s people, crossed the small circle that separated them, and walked toward the broad grassy plane toward the sacred cave nearby.

      The first part of Anu’s trek was easy. The land was smooth and covered with wild grass, and except for the fist-sized rocks strewn across this well-worn path, the walking was relaxed.

      As he neared the cave, Anu had to mount a narrow ledge that hugged the rocky cliff and circled around it to his destination. The sacred cave had been a part of his tribe’s spiritual ceremonies for many years, chosen in part because it was not likely to attract idle wanderers, and in part because it was lit by the glow of the last sun of the day, much as the people who died were lit by the last light of their lives as their spirits passed into the other world.

      He climbed over a large boulder just beside the entrance to the cave, a last impediment before he could slip inside. The interior of the cave was as dark as night, since it faced away from the rising sun on the other side of Fansu. Anu pulled a leather bag from his shoulder, crouched down, and spread the implements of his art on the floor of the cave.

      The first thing he reached for was a clay pot filled with a tar-like grease and small, cold chunks of wood partially darkened from the previous evening’s fire. He laid down a pile of brush and dried leaves that he had collected along his walk, then pulled two sticks of wood from his bag. He spread all these implements at his feet.

      Crouching down and sitting cross-legged on the earth, Anu placed one stick of wood – the flat one with tiny holes on the side – on the earth. He moved the pile of grass and leaves close to his leg, then pulled the smudge pot alongside them. Spitting on the palms of his hands, Anu grasped the other stick and rotated it back and forth between his palms. As his spit coated the wood, it made the stick glide more easily across his skin. When he thought it was moving quickly enough, and with as little painful friction as possible on his dry hands, Anu applied the end of this stick to one of the holes in the wood on the ground.

      Spitting once more into his hands, Anu began to rotate the vertical stick rapidly, creating friction and heat in the joint with the other stick. More spitting and brisk rotation of the stick, he continued with this action for nearly two minutes. Slowly, the lower end of the stick began to warm up and wisps of smoke rose from the wood on the ground next to Anu’s leg.

      A bit more spitting and rapid rotation of the stick produced even more heat and smoke. Pausing only briefly, Anu moved the grass and leaves closer to the stick and resumed spinning. The glow of the heat caught the tinder and a small flame erupted. Anu added more fuel, and then placed the smoldering pile of leaves into the smudge pot. The cool embers and tarry substance quickly caught the heat and the small flame grew larger.

      From this, Anu was able to produce a long-lasting light source which he would use to survey the walls of the cave and conduct his ritual carving.

      Once he was satisfied that his smudge lamp was self-sustaining, Anu stood up and stared at the carvings that already occupied the cave walls. He didn’t recognize many. It was the custom among his tribe that the carvings would be rendered by the family of the lost person, alone, without the help of others. Anu had lost his mother whom he had memorialized on the cave wall as a woman with an abundant belly, proof of the brothers and sisters that Anu had enjoyed; some lost, some still among his kin. The other carvings were put there by his fellows back at the village, but such art is too primitive to attribute to a particular creator.

      Except for one. The father of Lotya, Anu’s friend, was famous in their tribe. He had fought and brought down a mammoth, twice the size of a human being. After the man’s later death, Lotya celebrated him by carving the scene on the wall here, and the size of the animal – easily dwarfing the man whose spear was aimed at its heart – made it clear that this was his father.

      Anu found a part of the wall that was relatively untouched and set the smudge pot down in front of it and just to his side. He wanted the dim light to be cast on the wall he planned to carve, and not have his own body shield the flame. Reaching into his bag, he retrieved two stones. One was elongated and had a tapered end. The other was a large, rounded stone that Anu grasped in one hand as if to smash its bulk against the other.

      He examined the wall once again, this time to imagine the art that he would carve. Anu had spent the evening before deciding what image would represent his father. Anutu, the older man, was a hunter but so were most men in the tribe. Anu wasn’t trying to decide what set Anutu apart from the rest; these were simple people, they were mostly alike and all contributed equally to the survival of the tribe. But he remembered Anutu also as a keeper of animals. His father tended the sheep that the tribe kept fenced in with a stick-and-vine corral.

      Raising his left arm with the elongated stone to the wall, Anu brought the hammer stone in his right hand down with a smack. This produced a small hole in the wall as a chip fell at his feet. He repeated this motion several more time until a smooth line of pits appeared curving from left to right. Reaching for another tool, a stone sharpened at one end more than the last, Anu repeated the action along the line of holes already created. This secondary work deepened the small pits already made and strung them together in a closer line so that, when he stepped back, Anu could appreciate his work as a curved line that would form the start of his carving.

      Anu worked a long time on this project, switching from the first stone implement to its sharper successor, carving curves and arches in the stone to depict a sheep. The art was mostly composed of straight and curves lines that, although apparently representing an animal, had no depth or detail. It was all monochromatic, with no suggestion of color, and so depth was impossible to achieve. But once he had completely this stick figure of the sheep, Anu proceeded to etch what was obviously a man alongside it - his father, Anutu.

      At one point, Anu rested, his right arm tired from striking the large bulbous stone in his palm against the carving implements applied to the wall. He tended to the smudge pot by gently stirring the embers and grease adding more leaves to create a flame. After a moment’s respite, Anu returned to the silent chore of adding his father’s image to this sacred cave.

      Finishing the carving gave him great satisfaction. He knew that Anutu would not arrive in the afterworld until this work was completed, but now Anu nodded his head in a confident feeling that he had completed the task. He gathered up his implements and put them back in the bag, slinging it over his shoulder. He lifted the smudge pot and treated it with care. A fire once started could never be deliberately put out; it was a simple rule of life in his tribe. Even though they now knew how to create fire on their own, it was still a gift from the gods and no one in his tribe would extinguish the flame once started.
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      Anu stepped out into the midday sun, blinked twice to adjust his eyes from the dark of the cave, and began the long trek back to his village.

      Anu trudged the distance back to the village, through small stands of cypress trees that grew at the edge of the cliff encircling the small island of Fansu, past meadows of short grasses making their annual appearance in the wild. The tough hides that he used for his footwrapping absorbed the sharp stones that were encrusted in this cliff, and his strong legs easily navigated the small crevices and minor slopes that crossed his path.

      He recognized a type of ruddy tree on his path, so he tapped its branches, which stirred a fresh scent that he inhaled with pleasure. The tree, with its twisted trunk and silver green leaves, was a distant ancestor of olive trees. Anu was already familiar with its primitive fruit and aroma and he had harvested the tiny berries in the past which he and Baia crushed to turn into an oily substance to tenderize and flavor the meat they grilled over an open fire.

      The cool morning air had been replaced by moderate midday temperatures so he loosened the sinew strings that bound the leather hide around his shoulders, letting the animal skin fall loose around his arms. A hint of a breeze blew steadily across the plain as Anu crested the slight hill and saw the clump of huts in the distance. The slope of the earth was now downward and he began to smell the village fire and the scent of baking bread, so he quickened his pace.

      Upon arriving at the village, Anu went straight toward his own hut. By this time of day, the people were out of their shelters and moving about. Lotya, a man of the same age as Anu, approached him and they exchanged greetings. It wasn’t necessary to shake hands or embrace or engage in any other physical communication. Life in the tribe was very communal and most considered the people around them to be kin as, in fact, many of them were.

      At the hut, Anu’s son was at the doorway, looking up at the man as he approached. Baia kept close watch over the boy but knew that the others in the village would also keep an eye on him, just as she would for the other children of the tribe. She looked up when Anu entered and smiled. He had completed his task and, today, would set about the business of burying his father, Anutu.

      “This day,” Anu told her, “I take his name, Anutu,” he said, indicating his deceased father at the back of their hut. “And he,” pointing to their son, “takes mine.”

      Like most things in the simple life of these people, names were not used in abundance. It was common for one’s name to change as life’s circumstances were altered, as when a man took on the name of his father at the older man’s passing. Anu, now Anutu, was honoring not only that tradition but also his father. And, at last, his son would have a name.

      The baby girl didn’t need a name yet, so none was chosen. It would be in due time and, if her mother perished for some reason before that event, the little girl might just as well use Baia’s name, rather than waste it. Creating things that didn’t need to be created, like new names for every birth, seemed unwise and unnecessary.

      And like names, their language itself had its own inherent conservation, just as with other resources for this people. The villagers spoke in the present tense, rarely using the past and never the future, because time, for them, was the moment they were living in. It wasn’t hard to conceive of something that had come and gone, and the people understood that an animal or person had lived before but didn’t now, but they were unable to imagine the future and so they didn’t think in terms of it.

      Therefore, Anu didn’t say that his son “will take” his name. So Anu took on the name that his deceased father no longer needed, just as his son would take on his name. The laws of linguistic conservation acted like boundaries on their speech, so the phrase instead was “he takes mine.” These same boundaries affected their nonverbal communication and the primitive art forms that they practiced. Cave drawings had little imagination, because imagination required conceptual thinking about something they hadn’t witnessed, just as thinking about the future required imagining about what they hadn’t observed.

      The words and vocabulary common to these people grew out of the necessity of survival, so verbal exchanges between men – the hunters – involved more hand gestures than vocalized sounds, so as not to attract the attention of the animal they sought to bring down. The gathering activities of the women allowed more vocalization, but not remarkably so, as the villagers were still developing their own list of words that would be necessary to achieve their purpose of communicating. The focus was more on nouns, since a person might want to refer to a thing that they knew but which was not present, while they would use their hands and arms to suggest the action of a verb. Swinging one’s arms in a steady motion, spinning an index finger in circles, or pushing upward with exposed palms all had their own meaning, and indicated actions better than words could have.

      Each tribe might have created its own word for essential resources like water, because it was the foremost noun that the people would label. In fact, it was precisely the words for nouns – things that they could hold and show to other tribes – that served as the codex for translation of tribal languages whenever they encountered new people on the plains. Beginning with things like water, fire, tree, pig, and so on sowed the seeds of understanding between people who encountered new tribes for the first time.

      And words for concepts like “where” or “when” were hardly ever spoken; rather they were indicated with the body and facial expressions like raised eyebrows, shrugged shoulders, or a glance cast left and right.
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      Death was never welcome, but it was a common part of life in the primitive world. Anutu’s father had seemed to just pass on out of life. There was no indication before his last day that anything very important was wrong. He moaned about a belly that ached more than normal the evening before, while eating his food and after completing the repast. But he lay down on his mat without mentioning anything else, so his son and Baia were surprised the next morning when he didn’t wake.

      At first, while Anu – now Anutu – stood over his father wondering what had happened, Baia let out a single whimper. She was very attached to the man who had brought his son into her life, and she didn’t expect him to leave so soon. Baia became sad that morning while she helped her man arrange the older man’s body, crossing his legs and folding his arms in a fetal position, the common position used in preparation for burial. They knew that his limbs would become wooden and not easy to fold, and that a body left to harden without folding would be hard to bury. So, it was common for the villagers to arrange it this way.

      While little Anu looked on, Anutu picked up a tool fashioned from a short wooden handle with a wedge-shaped stone tied to one end with twine made of braided reeds. First, he stabbed at the earth with a sturdy stick to loosen the soil, then picked up his tool to scrape and carve out a small indentation in the floor of the hut, near one end away from their sleeping mat. He dug with care, trying not to tear the bark or let it break in half. He removed layer upon layer of soil, piling it by the side of the excavated hole, while the grave went deeper.

      At first, little Anu tried to imitate his father’s actions, using a small piece of wood to scratch at the dirt. But soon, he lost interest in the activity and moved outside to find his mother.

      Anutu continued digging, leaning farther into the hole as it approached the depth necessary to hold his father’s body. When the grave was dug sufficiently, Anutu stood up, stretched his back, and laid the bark down at his side. He would need help moving the body and wanted a break from the work before completing the final task.
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      All together the tribe consisted of about fifty people. Childhood wasn’t recognized except for the very young like Anutu’s son, barely walking about on his feet. It was assumed that as soon as a young person could use their hands for useful endeavor, they would be taught to help out in the activities of the village.

      There were eleven huts to shelter the tribe. The family was the nuclear unit, but some huts provided for more than a man, woman, and their children. Anutu’s father and mother had remained with their sole surviving son and Baia until their own deaths. Separate huts would usually be built only when the dimensions of the domicile could no longer accommodate those within.

      The eleven structures were loosely arranged in a tight compound, with each clump of four to five huts existing in a separate cluster with a fire pit in the center of the area between them. The men and women of each cluster would prepare their own fires, large enough for the people sheltered there, but not so big that the flames wasted the fuel that was carefully collected and stored.

      When the early morning cooking chores were completed, the embers were packed closer together and more large stones added to the perimeter, to contain the heat and keep the fire burning with less wood. It was in this way that the village fires would burn throughout the day, tended carefully to avoid having to restart each one, but conserving the fuel needed to cook the meat later in the day and keep the people warm on cool evenings.

      Lotya followed Anutu back to his hut. Stooping down to pass through the portal of the hut, they entered the shaded confines of the shelter. The roof was raised to a peak in the center, but it was still not very high. The two men were able to stand, but with little space between their heads and the thatched roof of the hut.

      Anutu waved his hand to tell Lotya to follow him, and the two men moved to the back of the structure where the lifeless man lay curled up next to the gaping hole that Anutu had dug. They moved silently into position, Anutu taking the upper body and head – the correct role for the son of the man to be buried – as Lotya reached for the lower body, with legs folded together. Without words, they lifted the old man’s remains into the pit and carefully arranged him, laying on his left side, arms and legs still folded and the body fitting comfortably into the grave Anutu had dug for this purpose.

      Anutu reached for two stone implements, a broad, rounded hammer stone and a large, sharp-edged flake, and put them into the hole beside the body. He added a thin cloak of leather, some sprigs of olive branch, and a small clay cup. Then, standing to see his father one last time, Anutu decided that the burial was complete as prescribed by village culture, and nodded his head.

      Lotya and Anutu pushed dirt from what was piled up beside the hole and covered the body beneath the soft earth. As the grave filled and the dirt pile disappeared, Anutu slowed his work, as if he was now at last thinking about his father and the life that the man had given him. He paused briefly, causing Lotya to stop pushing dirt. Kneeling next the grave, Anutu rested his hands on his thighs, breathed a sigh, then resumed the burial process.

      Lotya, too, spent a moment in reflection, to honor his friend’s father and one of the elders of the clan, then resumed work as Anutu did.
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      Tano carried in his right hand a sharpened stone tool, rounded at one end that fit into his palm, and sharpened to a fine edge on the other. He had shaped this tool earlier that day, following the instructions of the older men of the village, so that he could use it to bring down the green, pliable saplings that were now stacked up in the clearing.

      It was a tool that had been used by the villagers on Fansu for as long as anyone could remember, and a technique that continued to improve over the lifetimes of the men there. They taught him two ways to make the tool, using the sharp-edged black rock called sida, or a bulkier, gray stone that could be rounded at one end and sharpened by flaking at the other. Sida – or obsidian - was found in small quantities, dug from riverbeds that had once been scorched by lava flows or washed ashore by waters that brought it from another volcanic island. Tano knew the material could be very sharp, but it was harder to round off the other end for holding. The edge of the obsidian that would cut through the wood could also cut through his hand.

      He chose the other stone, carefully searching the gravel beds for a rock called chert. Tano found several that were just the size of his fist, so he collected them and returned to the campfire to shape them. Sitting down on a fallen log, he spread a leather hide on his left upper leg and pulled another, smaller leather patch onto his left palm. He cradled the first of his stones in his left hand and examined it, drawing his right index finger along the white lines on its surface, outlining the place to strike.

      He held a bigger, heavier stone in his right hand – a hammerstone – which he brought down with force on the white line he had just targeted. Nothing happened at first, so he paused, raised the hammerstone again, and brought it down as closely as he could to the line on the chert. This time, a thin grayish-white chip flew from the targeted stone, leaving a smooth, inner surface. Tano rotated the target a bit, visualized the spot to aim for, and struck again, once more cleaving a fracture from the chert.

      He proceeded in this manner, switching the chert from side to side, until he had removed several chips and produced a cutting stone that had been fractured in a precise pattern, a pattern that created a long, sharp edge on the side opposite of the smooth, rounded end that he now palmed.

      Tano took this new tool with him into the forest and set upon a clutch of saplings that were growing tall in the spring air. Some were twice his height; some just came to his shoulder. He knelt down and, raising the sharpened tool to his side, he hacked at the base of saplings, cutting each one down and piling them up as cordwood.

      Collecting enough of the sticks and saplings to build a hut took Tano an entire day. By the time the light was fading, he only had time to carry a few piles back to the village. He would return the following morning for more of the chopped wood. With a child on the way, he had to provide a shelter for his new family.

      Back at the fire pit, Nanda and Baia had prepared the evening meal along with the three other women and children who lived in that cluster. Nanda was able to share three loaves of acorn bread that she baked that afternoon. Baia heated a clay pot in the middle of the fire, occasionally throwing handfuls of water into it to create steam, and then tossed in handfuls of shellfish collected from their nets that morning.

      The other women, led by Neeri, leaned over a shallow pit next to this surface fire. Into the pit they carefully rolled red-hot stones that had been heated in the center of the fire and lined the pit with these stones to create a sunken oven.

      A boy sitting with the women hefted the shoulder of the slaughtered pig which Neeri propped on a still-cold stone next to the pit. She rolled the shoulder over and, using a razor-sharp blade of obsidian, scraped the hair from the hide, then cut several slender slits into the leathery hide. Inspecting the hunk of meat and pounding it with a round stone to gauge its tenderness, Neeri rubbed the meat with the same oily mash that Baia used on her vegetable wrap. Then she tucked sprigs of sweet rosemary and the white bulbs of small spring onions into the slits. After once more checking her work, Neeri carefully slid the meat into the pit, resting it on the large heated stone in the bottom of oven.

      The boy reached out to Neeri and handed her green saplings about the length of his arm, which Neeri used to cover the opening of the pit. The boy then handed her large leaves that had been rubbed with the olive oil, which were placed on top of the saplings. Over that, Neeri placed the bark of a tree so that the pit was completely covered, except for the few vents that emitted the smoke from the meat cooking within.

      Anutu, Lotya, and Tano found comfortable spots around the fire. Tano was joined by Folu, the woman carrying his baby. Baia withdrew a few bundles of the root vegetables that she had prepared and handed them around to those at the fire. Next, she shared handfuls of the shellfish that had burst open in the heat of the fire to reveal the pink-orange flesh within. Two children approached the circle with baskets of berries that had been collected and passed the fruit around. Nanda removed the loaves of bread and tore off a hunk before handing it to the next person to her right.

      They ate while sitting around the fire, occasionally speaking to express themselves, but their contentment was evident from the food, and consumption of it was more important than conversation. The aromas of roasting meat filled the air and they anticipated that next course. When the bread, fruit, shellfish, and vegetables had been consumed, but while still waiting for the pig shoulder to feed them, Anutu looked up to the sky. The sun had disappeared behind the hill in the distance and the faint glow that trailed it was being chased by the darkness that closed around the tribe.

      A few stars blinked on in the deep blue bowl of the sky. Anutu pointed to the brightest cluster, a brilliant burst of light that stood out easily even with the mild glow from the fire pit. Lotya, then Baia, followed his finger and looked up.

      Before Anutu could add words to his gesture, they felt a low rumble under their feet. It persisted for several minutes, and a red glow appeared on the horizon opposite the setting sun. The people sat quietly until it passed, then exchanged worried glances. Little Anu huddled close to Baia and her baby whimpered. Adults around the fire sat motionless, and some tended to the younger ones whose eyes were wide with fear.

      Looking once again at the sky, but this time with a change in his attitude, Anutu spoke.

      “Gods awake.”

      The people knew he was talking about the glittering stars that appeared whenever the sky went dark, but they also wondered whether the shaking of the ground was another god that they feared.

      They were quiet for a long time, and nothing was heard except the hissing of the steam and burning fat in the hunk of meat in their oven. Finally, Neeri pushed aside the bark and leaves, then poked the fire, realizing that the meal would be wasted if they sat in stunned silence any longer. She tested the toughness of the meat to indicate its doneness and, satisfied with what she found, picked up another stick to remove the meat from the hot stones.

      She used the same piece of obsidian to slice the pig’s shoulder into manageable portions and passed them around to the others gathered there. They ate in silence, pausing occasionally when the earth quivered again. Baia’s baby wailed and a small girl crept into the arms of her mother for protection.

      Anutu looked over at Lotya, who returned his glance but didn’t speak.

      “We go,” Anutu said.

      The brief comment was understood by Lotya but didn’t carry the full meaning of conversations that the men had already had. In the flickering light, Anutu saw that Baia had bowed her head, and she nodded her agreement with his solemn suggestion.

      “We go,” Lotya replied.

      The two men had talked for some time about whether the gods were angry at this place, or at them. Their understanding of the relationship between people and gods was primitive, and they hadn’t conceived of concepts like guilt or sin, since their lives were led too simply to have rules that could be broken. They didn’t fear the gods’ punishment since there was not guilt. But they still worried that the gods seemed to be fighting each other, and the humans didn’t want to be caught in the middle of such a battle.

      Anutu had expressed these things to Baia and told her that this might be the place where the gods would fight. He didn’t want to be there when they did. He and Lotya had talked about leaving, going to the big island toward the rising sun, a land they called Ganta. Maybe they would be safe there, and not interfere in the battles between the gods.

      Like Anutu, Baia was concerned about the shaking of the ground, and the red fire that shot up from the earth, and she agreed that they should go to Ganta.

      “Others, too?” she had asked.

      Anutu only shrugged his shoulders at her question.

      Folu sat working on a new cloak for Tano. He had brought her a deer hide, one that he managed to scrape from the downed animal two days earlier. The deer meat had already been consumed, but it was time to scrape and prepare the leather before it became stiff and brittle.

      Folu left the outside coat of fur on the pelt but turned it over on her lap to inspect the underside. It was mostly finished – the villagers didn’t like to leave edible muscle fibers stuck to the hide – but she had to pull some fibers and scrape the surface gently to make it as smooth as possible. It was important for her to make this covering comfortable to wear against Tano’s bare skin, so any imperfection in the hide should be removed.

      When the task of cleaning the underside was done, Folu reached for a slender, finger-sized bone fragment taken from the same animal. This bit of antler came from the very tip, the narrowest diameter, and had been rubbed, scraped, and polished until it could serve as a type of needle. In one end of the antler bone, Folu had created a hole using a very hard stone sharpened at the end, digging in a circular motion until a depression was created on both sides. Persisting in this circular motion, then turning the bone over to repeat on the other side, she slowly bored a hole that sinew could be passed through.

      She put the pelt back on her lap and, using the pointed stone tool, pressed and pushed on one end of the hide until a hole was made. She repeated the action at a point of the hide opposite the first hole until she was satisfied with the result. Then, retrieving her antler-bone needle, she passed a long strand of animal sinew – taken from the same animal that yielded the hide and antler – through each hole. With these in hand, Folu rose to her feet, turned toward the tree branch behind her, and strung the pelt up on the branch by these threads. There, the deer that had brought the villagers meat, leather, sinew, and needles, would hang until the prepared hide was dried out and ready for use.

      Meals took hours to prepare. Flour would be ground for bread which then needed to be baked, root vegetables and other tough edibles needed long hours at the edge of the fire pit to cook through, and meat – whether it was going to be grilled over the fire or roasted in a pit – took considerable time to clean and prepare. And meat was not always available. The hunters were out most days, so the catch may be consumed before two sunsets, but any surplus was cut into slivers and hung to dry, so the moisture in the meat would not be a breeding ground for maggots or bugs.

      Fish was a staple of their diet, since the island of Fansu was small and had a long shoreline. And this night, some small octopus and squid were part of the meal. Each was sliced into mouth-sized pieces and tossed into a heated clay pot greased with animal fat. The pieces sizzled and popped in the heat, and delicious aromas rose into the air, making stomachs growl and faces smile.

      When the food was consumed, they people relaxed around the fire. There were no earth tremors to frighten them on this night, but the memory was still fresh. There was more talk this evening about the gods spitting red fire into the air.

      “What do they want?” asked Nanda.

      “Huh,” grunted Tano. It sounded like a muttering of disgust, and Lotya quickly corrected him.

      “The gods are here,” waving his arms to indicate all of nature that surrounded them, “It is not for us to ask what.”

      “What do we do?” asked Nanda.

      Baia shrugged her shoulders and tried to formulate an answer. Anutu looked at her and waited for what his woman would say.

      “They argue and fight,” Baia said, and then laughed, “sometimes like you and me,” she said, looking at Anutu.

      He only smiled.

      “They fight,” he then added, “they fight here,” pointing to the ground, but spreading his pointed finger to indicate the entire island.

      “We go,” Lotya concluded.

      Those around the fire agreed, some nodding their heads or sitting in silent acknowledgement. Their little island, Fansu, seemed to be a battleground for the gods. It sat very near another island, Ganta, so big that it hid the rising sun each morning. To these people, the gods were not supernatural beings that watched from afar; they were natural and they inhabited the concrete world around them.

      But these powerful beings, so great they could whirl through the air or creep along under the ground without being seen, were known to the people only by their actions. To the tribe of Anutu and Baia and the others, angry gods acted in heat, wind, and tremors.
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      In the early morning air, Tano stepped out of the portal of his new hut, turning once to peer back at Folu. She was awake, rubbing her belly to dispel the pains she felt, but otherwise showing no signs of distress.

      He planned to go to the place where the stream met the big sea and cast his net into the water for fish. He reached down to the folded net that was kept just beside the hut and hoisted it over his left shoulder. It was soft to the touch, the braided fibers from the tree bark having been moistened and made pliable by daily immersion in water. Shifting the net to balance its weight, Tano walked between the shelters in his cluster and down toward the water’s edge.

      The village was built far enough from the sea to avoid the water that rose and fell twice edge day, but close enough that fishing on the edge was still within sight of the people tending morning fires. When Tano arrived at his chosen spot on the shore, he greeted an older man who was already there. Farutu was seated on a large rock that straddled the lapping waves and he held onto two ropes, one in each hand. He kept his arms spread so that these tielines would keep the mouth of his own net open for the schools of fish that played about in the water.

      Farutu sat in Tano’s favorite spot, but the villagers didn’t feel like they possessed the land and so fishing spots were claimed by those who arrived first. Tano nodded to Farutu, who returned the greeting with “Seeio,” this village’s way of saying hello.

      Tano moved to a place where there was an elevated dropoff into the water and set down the wooden bucket he had used to bring water to construct his hut. He then pulled the net down from his shoulder and spread it wide on the ground to his right. Standing with his left shoulder pointed to the water, tielines in his hands, he reached up with this left hand first and, in synchrony, tossed the net into the shallow water below his feet.

      Waving his hands a bit caused the net to wave in the water, an action that would attract the attention of the small fish by the shore. After about twenty seconds, Tano drew his hands in toward his body and grasped the tielines together, swiftly yanking the net out of the water. A few fish flopped on the ground next to him, tangled in the net and gasping for the air their gills sought from the water.

      Tano picked through the net to grab hold of the fish, tossing them one by one into the bucket. Their silvery scales were slick and he had to have a sure hold on the thing, or else it would slither back into the water. Having thus freed all those in his catch, he picked up the net and prepared to repeat the process.

      He continued in this way, listening as the sound of the little fish flapping in the bucket died down with each layer of catch he threw in. Within an hour, Tano had collected more fish than they could consume that day, but it wouldn’t be wasted. Folu knew how to dry some and others could be traded with the villagers in exchange for tools or other foodstuffs.

      When Tano picked up his net and bucket, he saw that Farutu was still sitting on the large rock by the shore. The old man had caught some fish but didn’t seem too concerned about sitting longer and collecting less. Tano raised his bucket in Farutu’s direction.

      “Some?” Tano asked, suggesting that he could share with his fellow fisherman.

      Farutu smiled and nodded his head. He was a master at crafting arrows by stripping the green skins of the bamboo shoots that crowded the forest near the village. He also knew which trees yielded the best wood for the bows that would launch his arrows. So Farutu could barter for fish; catching them was more of a pastime.

      Tano turned and walked back into the village. When he presented the bucket of catch to Folu, he could see that she was even more uneasy. She rubbed her belly more, and occasionally reached her fingers down between her legs with a look of concern on her face. Rather than ask her to deal with the fish, Tano went in search of women who could help her, since no man could understand what to make of a woman who delivered a baby.

      In a moment, he returned with both Baia and Nanda, and the women immediately knelt beside the pregnant woman.

      “Hurt,” Folu said, grimacing and touching the area between her legs.

      Baia reached her hand into the same spot and, retrieving it, saw that her fingers were wet. She showed them to Nanda, and both women knew the time had come. They spread some straw on the ground next to Folu, bunching it up to form a cushion against the rocky ground. Baia then stretched a large leather pelt over the straw, and she and Nanda helped Folu slide across from her mat to the pelt.

      “Stand, yes?” asked Nanda.

      Folu looked surprised by the suggestion. She had never given birth before and wasn’t prepared for this part.

      “Yes, stand,” Baia repeated. They helped the woman to her feet, groaning, who now wondered why they had made a bed so soft if she had to stand.

      “Now, down,” said Nanda, pressing her right hand gently on Folu’s shoulder, guiding the younger one into a crouching position. Baia was behind Folu, helping her rest her body against her and remain slightly elevated above the ground, while Nanda moved around to the front the deliver the baby.

      Tano remained on the periphery of this event, fear etched in his expression. He had never been this close to childbirth before, but he was well aware of the dangers and knew that many of the village women had not survived the experience.

      At first, Folu cried a bit and grunted, but then she fell very silent. Tano saw that she was still conscious and still working to push the baby out, but a calm came over her just as the baby was approaching delivery. A sudden action by Nanda caught his attention and he peeked over the midwife’s shoulder to see a wet, pink baby cradled in her cupped hands. A cough, and a sputter, and the baby’s toothless mouth opened wide in a tiny cry.

      Baia couldn’t see from her spot but read the events correctly. As soon as the baby was out, she lowered her support so that Folu could sit down on the hide, then lay back in repose. Nanda placed the still wet baby on Folu’s chest, then examined the white and blue-veined cord that connected the newborn to the mother’s innards.

      “You push now,” she told Folu. The young mother had been told about the life that trailed the baby, and knew there would be one more, easier delivery to take care of. But she seemed startled when she saw that there was a thing that connected the baby to it. A brief fear furrowed her brow, but then Baia spoke.

      “It is the life that brought baby. But not a real life.”

      Encouraged to push by Nanda, Folu worked the afterbirth out of the delivery canal, and the sack sagged on the ground between her legs. Nanda had come prepared and she reached into the folds of her wrap to produce two twisted threads. Attaching one to the cord close the baby’s belly and the other a hand’s width down the cord, she reached her open hand back to Tano.

      The man’s eyes went wide, confused at why Nanda was gesturing to him. Baia was facing his direction and took in the scene with a light chuckle.

      “Cut,” she said, cupping her hand upward and flipping it toward her, telling him to bring a knife. “Cut,” she repeated.

      Nanda’s hand was still held open in his direction, so Tano turned quickly, grasped the sharp cutting stone he had used on the saplings two days earlier, and gave it to Nanda.

      The midwife quickly sliced through the cord between the two knots and lifted the afterbirth to remove it from the hut. In the meantime, Baia was sprinkling water on the baby and gentling removing the birth fluids from the skin. Then she stood and followed Nanda out of the shelter.
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      Tano sat next to the fire with the women of the village. They were preparing the meals for the day; he was using his scraper to sharpen the tips of arrows that he got from Farutu and one lone spear he himself had crafted from a birch branch.

      The fire was low at this point in the day, packed tight with heated rocks and kept small, just enough to bake the day’s bread and soften the fibers of the vegetables that would be too tough to chew. Nanda arrived with an armload of harvest from the village’s common plot. She brought a dark green, leafy plant, a twisted and dusty bundle of small tubers the size of a child’s fist, pale-leafy lettuce that seemed to be a bit sunburned, and long stalks of field grass with bulbs on the end of each branch that sported tiny white-yellow kernels and wisps of feathery hair. She lowered the bundle onto the ground next to the fire and prepared to distribute the largesse among the women seated there.

      Tano knew little about food; preparation was not left solely to the women in the village but the men contributed in only certain ways. They built the fires, brought in felled game, and helped prepare some of the harvested food. But the women knew how to use their heightened olfactory sense and their experience at the fire pit to deliver the food that would nourish the tribe.

      Nanda and Baia made daily trips to the water’s edge, stepping lithely through the soft mud and reeds to pick up the small sea creatures that populated the sea grass. There were small shells that they would throw into the fire to cook and pry open. There were larger, black-shelled elongated bivalves with a creature of soft orange flesh inside, and a broad, white-shelled animal with pink and white flesh.

      When they had enough for the day’s meals, they would walk, slowly, back to the village, their eyes on the green sprouts that hugged the trunks of trees and grew in lonely clumps along the path. The aromatic leaves of these plants – early forms of thyme, sage, and rosemary – would be used to flavor the meat and root vegetables to be eaten that day. Some of these were so fragrant that Nanda tied bunches together and hung them from the roof of her hut.

      The leaves and scented herbs could be picked in bunches, but they did not harvest more of the sea creatures than they needed in the day. Fish, once caught, could be dried, but there was no way to keep the dead shelled animals, and the people could return anytime and there would be more to get.

      These treasures they brought to the campfire where Tano was sitting, working the end of the shaft of an arrow that he had bartered from Farutu. While the women prepared the foodstuffs for cooking, Tano rubbed his sharpened stone over and over across the tip of the arrow, sometimes shaving splinters away, and sometimes simply using the stone to smooth and compress the fibrous wood grains of the bamboo-like shaft. Every so often, he inspected the results, holding the tip up close to his face, then putting this end of the arrow into the embers of the fire to harden the point.

      Tano finished sharpening and hardening the tip of the arrows he got from Farutu that day and returned to his shelter to check on Folu. She was lying on her mat, with the newborn suckling her. Folu looked up at Tano and smiled, more relaxed now than in the morning. She lightly tossed her head to the side to draw Tano’s attention to something. Hanging from the long, wooden ribs of the ceiling was a string of fish. In the excitement of the morning, he had forgotten his catch but one of the women had come along and cleaned and strung the fish up to dry.

      “Neeri,” was all Folu said, and Tano smiled in appreciation.

      While he was in the hut, the earth shook and Folu cried out in fear. Tano quickly ran outside and stood stock still at the sound of a roaring wind rumbling through the village. Other people were out of their shelters, and Folu called out to Tano.

      “Here, here!” she said urgently, and waved for him to come back inside.

      He put his hand up to reassure her but stayed in the middle of the cluster as more people arrived. There was fevered talk among some, as children clutched at their mothers’ sides, as the elders gathered together.

      The ground tremors continued, accompanied by an eerie wind, and suddenly a brilliant red glow rose in the southern sky. The source was too distant to spot, but the fiery light continued to grow until it lit up much of the sky in that direction.

      “Manta,” one man said, pointing toward the unseen island in watery sea beyond their own island.

      The eruption continued to shake the ground for a long time that day, even until the sun fell into the water and the southern sky was ablaze with orange and bright yellow fulminations. Initial fears subsided with the earth tremors, but concern was still present on the faces gathered around the fire pit.

      “Gods awake,” said Anutu, and Lotya nodded.

      By this time, Folu had come out of the shelter with her baby and huddled close to Tano. Neeri, Baia, and Nanda were there too, with their children and another few adults. They ate their meal in silence, but after finishing, conversation resumed.

      “We go,” was Anutu’s advice.

      “Gods fight here,” said Lotya pointing to the ground at his feet. “They fight on Fansu. We go to big island, where sun rises,” he added, pointing to the east, to the land they called Ganta.

      “Safer there?” asked Neeri. “Why safer there?”

      Anutu shrugged.

      “Not safe here,” he replied, shaking his head and looking down at his feet.

      Farutu had joined the group to offer his elderly advice.

      “Ganta never shake,” he said. He had no way to know this, but the people trusted those who had lived so long.

      “We go,” repeated Anutu.

      Tano was silent. He feared for himself, Folu, and the baby. He didn’t want them to perish in the great fight between the gods. But he had raised the subject with Folu and she was terrified of the sea. “I won’t go,” she had said then, clutching her baby to her breast. Tano tried to persuade her, reminding her that the elders knew better, better than Anutu. Even Farutu said they should go.

      But Folu shuddered at the talk, and looked at Tano, shaking her head. Around the fire that night, she repeated her position.

      “No, we not go,” she said, rocking her baby and looking at her man with fear and uncertainty.

      Tano sighed, and others watched as this young couple debated their future.

      Not much more was said that night, and people in the other clusters in the village had begun to talk of it. Anutu and Lotya were leading the talk, but only professed their opinion and didn’t try to convince the others.
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      In the village, survival depended on cooperative work. There weren’t very many people – even procreation had its unique traditions since most of the villagers had some blood relation with the others – any actions that split the group were dangerous. Past experience dictated that they stay together, an internal defense system that protected them from the unfamiliar ways of other tribes, ensured cooperative food gathering and preparation, and perhaps most of all proved to all members that they were part of a community that would respect and protect them.

      But a consensus was developing among this cluster and some members of other clusters. Anutu, Baia, Lotya, and Nanda had decided that abandoning Fansu and moving to Ganta was better, and Neeri who had lost her man intended to follow. They all knew, though, that in the end the tribe had to move as one for safety. There would be more talk, and more disagreement among the villagers, and out of the debate each side hoped their view would win the day.
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      Anutu and Lotya stood talking to people from another cluster in the village. Among the fifty people in the tribe, about half wanted to move to Ganta and the others wanted to remain.

      Tribal life was lived near the edge of existence. The risks that were inherent in hunting wild animals was still a present concern, though it was reduced somewhat by the growth of agriculture, so fewer men were lost in violent endings. Childbirth was still the greatest threat to the women, but the social support structure – not to mention the generations of midwifery – was slowing easing the deadly consequences there.

      Still, a critical mass was required to maintain the variety of primitive technologies that sustained the society, not to mention at least a limited heterogeneity in the gene pool. This matter of biology was beyond the understanding of the people on Fansu, but the improved prospects of survival of large groups over small groups was a lesson not lost on the ancients.

      Lotya cast a glance at the campfire in his cluster, smiling at Nanda and their children, then returned his attention to the small clique gathered around him.

      “Fansu trembles,” he said. “The gods are fighting. The fight is now bigger.”

      Anutu stood silently by, staring at the ground and slowly nodding his head.

      Farutu, the oldest among them, listened carefully, studying the faces of those in a circle that included both men and women. The only children to hear the conversation would be the littlest toddlers, those standing in the shadow of their mothers.

      “Folu,” began Tano haltingly. “She won’t go. She says the baby is too small, this is our land, and she is not strong enough.” He paused, then added, “I think she fears the sea more than she fears the gods.”

      “The gods are not fighting us,” Farutu offered. “We do not have to fear them.”

      “But we are too small for them. We are like the leaves on the trees,” Anutu said. “When they fight, the trees shake and the leaves fall. When they fight, we fall.”

      Neeri said she would go. She had no man; he was killed in a hunt long ago and she had no child.

      “I will go with you,” she said.

      Baia walked over, holding Anu by the hand and cradling the baby in her cloak. She entered the circle of people and stood beside Anutu.

      “We will go,” she said, and looked around the circle to see the faces of those around them.

      The same discussion was being held around the many clusters’ campfires each evening. More so, now, as the gods made the earth tremble more often and the sky turn a bright orange-red. Anutu and Baia knew the people who would go and counted that it was about half of the tribe. They knew that moving half away and leaving half behind would put each group in danger. There were other tribes on the island who kept mostly to themselves but taking their people across Fansu to the side where the sun appeared in the morning they would meet these other tribes.

      There is a danger in that, too, thought Anutu. The other tribes didn’t fight with them, but that was because there were equal numbers. If only half of the people made this journey, would another tribe attack them? Would they take their weapons and food? Would they take their women and their children?

      In the end, the villagers who decided to go feared the violence of the gods more than they feared the other people they would meet. And more than they feared the sea they would have to cross to get to Ganta.

      It was a huge land, much bigger than Fansu, so large and so close it was easy to see from their land. The water that separated them was not angry; the waves were small and the sea didn’t seem very deep. Ancient stories told them there was land under the water, that a person could walk to Ganta without sinking. These stories emboldened those who wanted to move, but they were old stories and maybe couldn’t be trusted.

      The next day, after fishing for the day’s meals, Anutu and Lotya returned to the village. Baia and Nanda had collected the vegetables they needed for cooking and were at the campfire already. Neeri was grinding some acorns to prepare the bread for baking, and Folu had brought down some of the dried fish that had been hung in her shelter.

      They gathered at the center of their cluster and conversation returned to the move. The groups were each becoming more certain of their decision; only a few people were still wavering. But each time the people gathered for food, the subject arose again. Moving to another land, something their ancestors did often before, was a tremendous moment and couldn’t be pursued without understanding the dangers that awaited them.

      Lotya and Anutu sat on the edge of the circle, with Lotya showing Anutu how to bend saplings into a curved shape. With his hand, he indicated a bucket-shaped shell, then a covering over sides and bottom.

      “The sticks can be wet, then bent, and held in place like this,” he said, twisting one branch and tying its ends together to hold the bent shape. “After it dries, it stays,” he added, picking up a curved branch that had been molded in this way. He held the bow-shaped branch, and showed duplicates of it arranged in a row, using his hands to show one after the other, demonstrating for Anutu how a long shell could be made of these bent sticks.

      Lotya then picked up a fragment of the leather mat at his side. He wrapped it around the bow, showing how a surface could cover the series of bent branches, again in an open-topped bucket shape. Anutu nodded his head but looked worried.

      “How can it stay out of water?”

      Lotya was ready for the question. He twisted around, looking for something. When he spotted the leather bucket that Nanda used to carry water from the stream, he directed Anutu’s attention to it.

      “Bucket keeps water in,” he said, and Anutu agreed.

      “Bucket can keep water out, too.” At that he rose quickly and waved for Anutu to follow him. He picked up Nanda’s bucket and the two men went down to the stream. Standing on the rocky platform that Tano had used to cast his net, Lotya took hold of the braided rope that was tied to the bucket and lowered it into the stream. Instead of plunging it in to gather water, he lowered the bucket slowly so that it bobbed on the surface.

      A grin spread across Lotya’s face, but Anutu wasn’t convinced. He picked up a rock, held it in front of Lotya and said, “People,” and dropped the rock into the bucket. Both the rock and bucket sank into the sandy bottom of the stream.
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      Later that day, as the people gathered around the fire to eat the evening meal, Anutu and Lotya once again sat on the fringes. This time it was Anutu who had prepared something. He took some branches that had been soaked in the stream, just as Lotya had soaked his to build a floating bucket, but Anutu wove them into a flat, square shape, many sticks going one way and many going the other way, looping them over and under each other and then pulling the arrangement into a tight, flat bundle.

      “This way,” he said confidently, “like twigs and sticks floating down the stream. But this will float toward Ganta.”

      Lotya stood and hooked his hand toward Anutu, directing both men to return to the stream. Anutu knew what his friend intended, and he wondered too whether his idea would work.

      At the water’s edge, Anutu tied a short length of braided rope onto his woven platform of branches and lowered it into the water. Altogether, the raft was no more than the length of an arm on each side, certainly too small for a man to stand on, but Lotya couldn’t resist taunting his friend. With a leg stretched out in the direction of the water, he acted as though he was going to step onto the raft, and Anutu howled.

      “No!” he said quickly, then realized his friend’s tease. Lotya withdrew his foot but crouched down and picked up a rock. It was larger than the one Anutu had used to defeat Lotya’s design, but still he leaned forward over the water and lowered the rock onto the raft. Both stayed afloat, although the added weight allowed some water to lap over the edges of the little wooden platform.

      Lotya stood and smiled at Anutu, who decided to celebrate the event by letting go of the rope. The men stood on the shore and watched as the raft floated down the stream.

      The two men walked back to the village, eagerly talking about Anutu’s invention. The smoke from the firepits and the smell of roasting meat reached them and they quickened their pace. Still, Lotya couldn’t resist proposing his plan.

      “We go that way,” he said, pointing away from the sun that now was settling into the sea. “And we build your rafts.”

      “We have trees and branches here,” Anutu noted. “We can build now.”

      “But then we have to carry the rafts across our land, to the place where the waves come from Ganta.”

      Anutu considered his friend’s comment seriously while they walked in silence for a few minutes. Just as they arrived at the circle of their cluster’s campfire, he said “If there are no trees there. Do you know?”

      Neither man had been that far from their village, so Lotya couldn’t answer the question. But Anutu was right. What if they walked across their land and found there were no trees.

      “We cut trees here,” Lotya said, pointing to the earth to emphasize his point, “but not make rafts. We carry branches with us and make rafts at water’s edge.”

      It sounded good to Anutu, but still involved a lot of carrying. And they would have to bring their food and clothing too.

      “Sheep help,” added Lotya. This hadn’t occurred to Anutu; in fact, it was only a sudden realization from Lotya. Anutu’s father had kept his sheep for wool and meat, but he also showed the people how strong they were.

      “We need sheep for food,” Anutu picked up the theme. He knew that they couldn’t bring sheep onto the rafts, but they could be slaughtered before they launched their rafts, to provide food for the travelers.

      “We could tie the sticks and branches to them while we herd them to the water,” he suggested.

      Lotya agreed, smiling and nodding his head.

      With this, each man slumped down into a sitting position at the firepit with their families, knowing they would continue their planning at a later time.

      The meal was as delicious as the aromas that drew Anutu and Lotya to the hearth. The roasted mutton was drawn from the pit oven, and the fleshy vegetables were enriched by the savory notes of animal fat and fresh cut herbs. Fresh water washed down the meal, and spiny blackberries were passed around to flavor the meat.

      As the sun disappeared at the horizon and the sky slowly darkened, the people gathered closer to the firepit and enjoyed the warmth it gave off. Women suckled their babies and engaged the other women in talk of vegetable gardens and the weight of the chickens and sheep penned together near the cluster of their shelters. The men were mostly quiet, staring at the flames and listening to their women talk. Except for Anutu and Lotya, who were busy planning the voyage to Ganta.

      Using his hands to indicate the size of the raft he planned, Anutu was also telling his friend how long the branches and tree trunks must be. Big enough to float and carry at least three people, and enough pieces to weave a tight platform to remain buoyant and resist sinking. But small enough to carry the pieces with them to the other side of Fansu.

      Counting practices were primitive, in this case it was centered on the construction of a single raft. When the two men talked through the process, they had a good idea of how many tree trunks would be required for one platform. Knowing that a man, woman, and a child would be on it, they then considered how many of the people would go, and how many times they would have to make this raft.

      Anutu spread the fingers of both his hands, pressing his outspread palms into the dirt. It created a simple diagram of ten lines, and he pointed to one after another to indicate how many rafts they would have to make. Then, he took his index finger, pointing upward to get Lotya’s attention, and pointed to one of the lines in the dirt.

      “Anutu, Baia, Anu, baby,” he said.

      Pointing to another line in the dirt, Lotya added, “Lotya, Nanda, baby.”

      Both men nodded, and proceeded to silently name the men, women, and children who would occupy each of the rafts indicated by the lines in the dirt. When they were satisfied with their estimates and how the people were dispersed, both men sat back on their haunches and nodded agreement.

      “When?” Lotya asked. And as if the gods were listening to his question, the earth shuddered, then shook more violently, as a bright orange plume of light appeared on the distant horizon.

      “Big fires are set by gods,” Anutu said. “When we push onto the sea, we set a big fire. The gods will leave us alone then, until we get to Ganta.”

      Over the next few days, the people who decided to leave Fansu busied themselves for the trip. The men hunted less, killing only enough deer and wild pigs to feed them while still in the village. They couldn’t bring large animals on the rafts, but they continued to hunt for small animals, mice, shrews, hedgehogs, and birds that could be carried aboard the floating platforms without sinking.

      The women tended their garden and helped their men fish the shores. They bundled the harvest grain and tubers in large skins given by the sheep they raised and hung the fish by strings in the sun to dry. Within a few days, they had acquired more food than they usually harvested, a cache needed to sustain the people over the trip they envisioned and for the first few days on Ganta, since they didn’t know what they would find there.

      Some of the men were assigned to felling trees and cutting branches to the specified lengths. The piles grew large as the days passed, and the people who had decided to stay on Fansu talked often of their decision. Doubts grew, but so did the arguments. The anger never challenged the peace of the village, but the indecision spread stress and confusion.

      By the time the wood piles had grown enough to account for the rafts necessary for the voyage, the “leavers” were ready. At night, the conversations at each cluster roamed over the actions to take, and the people who would go. At times, “stayers” joined the “leavers” discussion to test their ideas and ponder their decisions. Some “leavers” grew more worried and evidenced second thoughts.

      Tano had talked to Folu many times about this; he clearly wanted them to go with the “leavers.” She resisted forcefully at first, but each time the earth shook with the tremors of more earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, she rushed to his side, clutching their baby to her breast. Over the few days that they watched the “leavers” gather the wood and food, Folu slowly changed her mind. So, they joined them.

      On the evening before they planned to go, the people abandoned their singular clusters and met together at the biggest firepit in the village. There were many families there, too many for Anutu to count with his fingers, but he knew all of them and recognized friends among those who decided to leave and those who decided to stay.

      As he had promised to Baia, they built a huge fire in the midst of their clusters, one that could be seen by the gods, a fire intended to protect them that night and to strike fear into those who would harm them on their journey.

      And around the circle of this fire the people of the village stood, sat, and talked. The children played, thinking this was a special occasion when they were all together. The men talked in hushed voices, making plans as much as they were replying to the “stayers” questions about leaving. The women held similar conversations, but also shared stories that by repetition they hoped would imprint the history of their people on those who would no longer live among them.

      A very old woman entered the circle that included Baia, Nanda, and Neeri. This woman, Seeta, had outlived two men and produced seven children, losing three to the ravages of life in primitive times. Seeta approached the three women and knelt before them.

      “This for you,” she said to Baia, and she handed her a string of shells that had been pierced and hung together as a necklace. Turning to Nanda, she offered her another band, one that had antler tips dangling from it.

      “And this for you,” she said to Neeri, finally allowing a small tear to drop from her eye. Neeri was older than Baia and Nanda, and closer to Seeta’s age. For Neeri, the old woman offered a special gift. It was a stick that was thin at one end and thickened to a bulb at the other. The thin end was wrapped with many windings of thin leather strips, as in a grip. The bulb opposite it was festooned with eagles’ feathers which danced in the light breeze of the evening.

      Seeta was thought to have special powers, a special strength often attributed to anyone who lived so long among the people. And this stick was one she used to tap someone who was sick, a totem that was intended to transfer Seeta’s energy to the person in need. At her advanced age, she couldn’t travel but she knew that anyone who dared to cross Fansu and challenge the sea would need special power.

      And she knew that Neeri possessed it. Now, all she needed was the totem.

      Seeta knelt before Neeri and presented the wand. Neeri initially held back, not anxious to assume that role, but with Baia and Nanda looking on, she took the totem from Seeta and pressed it to her breast. Seeta gave her a serious look at first, shedding more tears, but then smiled at the knowledge that her friends would be safe.
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      The next morning, the village awoke early. The women had already brought the hot embers of the night fires back to flame, and they were preparing food for the journey. The men who tended the sheep carried armloads of tree trunks and branches toward the corral that held the animals. Anutu and Lotya made sure they planned to take no more than half the sheep, leaving the others for their friends who would stay on Fansu.

      They used the cordage and braided rope from fiber plants and bundled the wood together. One bundle was tied to each side of a sheep so that an animal could carry two bundles at a time. The men knew they still had more wood to carry, but they had already hatched a plan for that.

      Tano hunted deer and had brought down several in the days leading up to their departure. He shared some of the meat with his family cluster but gave the rest to the “stayers” who could dry it and eat it long after their friends had gone. But Tano kept the hides for a special use.

      In the evenings after hunting deer, Tano chipped more of the hammer stones he had used for chopping wood. Flakes flew from the core as he shaped the edge of the bulbous rock he cradled in his left hand. One such flake tumbled across the ground and landed at Folu’s feet. The flake itself was thinner than the hammerstone that Tano was shaping, but its edge was also sharper. Folu turned it over in her hand and considered how this sharp-edged tool might be used later.

      Tano used his sharpened hammerstone to scrape the deer hides clean and he converted them to broadcloth that he spread on the ground. Onto these hides he heaped the remaining wood so that he could drag the cloth as they walked, pulling along their stockpile of timber.

      The time had come to leave. The people who had decided to go to Ganta gathered in the middle of their village, surrounded by those who stay. The earth was still that day, and some “leavers” became doubtful, but Anutu, Baia, and even Tano spoke to remind the assembly of their reasons for leaving, and to remind them of the dangers of staying amongst the gods while they were fighting. “Stayers” listened to the words of these three people, and they wondered too about their decision to remain on Fansu. Several men were seen looking at their women, asking for confirmation that their decision to remain in the village was right.

      After some brief embraces and unspoken farewells, the “leavers” assembled their children, food, and what meager clothing they had and turned toward the small herd of sheep they would use as pack animals. As the departing group emerged from the circle of the village, they looked back at those who remained. It was the only society they had ever known, the only environment they had ever inhabited. Some of the hunters and a handful of the women had ventured to the other side of the island where another tribe lived but leaving Fansu altogether was a dangerous undertaking.

      “It is good,” Anutu said, as if to convince not only his friend but himself.

      Lotya merely nodded.

      The sheep bayed a bit when they started out and the two boys tending the animals had to check and shift the bundles of sticks bound to them, to keep them balanced.

      The people walked up a slight incline to a minor ridge that separated their island into two parts. They left behind the sea that swallowed the sun at night and crossed over to the side where the sun struggled back out of the water in the morning.

      After cresting the ridge, they could see that other coast. It would have been a two-hour trek if walking alone, but the animals moved more slowly than the people, so reaching the other shore took longer, and they did not arrive until the sun sank below the rocky ridge that the people had walked over.

      They came to a halt near the water but safely up from the soft waves that lapped on the beach. They would be sleeping in the open air that night before challenging the seas in the morning, but they also needed to eat.

      The four sheep the people used to get that far were now unburdened of their loads of wood. One would give milk the following morning, and so was spared while the others were slaughtered. Sheep wouldn’t fit on a raft, but the people could use their wool and hides, and cook their meat, taking some of it on their rafts.

      As the sky darkened, another fire could be seen farther away on the same shore. Anutu and Baia and some of the others had met with these people before, usually in the middle of their island, on the rare excursions away from their own village. The people stared at the little fire that lit the edge of a stand of trees and considered whether to engage those nearby.

      “We leave them,” said Lotya. “No need to go there.”

      “What if they come here?” asked Tano.

      In fact, as the men considered their options, several people emerged from the darkness and approached them. They were carrying heavy sticks but did not appear to be menacing. These new arrivals spoke some words to the villagers, but Anutu, Baia, and Tano couldn’t understand them. Baia and Nanda joined their men while Folu hid in the shadow of the people.

      Attempts at conversation were futile. The people of the village and those they were meeting had few common words, and direct communication was difficult. One of the intruders pointed his stick at the large bundles of cut wood; another one approached Neeri, the only woman not attended by a man.

      Folu, who had stayed hidden, stepped into the circle. She was quick to analyze what was happening and what needed to be done to resolve it.

      “They want wood,” she said. Then, nodding in Neeri’s direction, “and they want her.”

      Without waiting for consent or words from the other people, Folu handed her baby to Neeri and walked over to the sheep that had been preserved for her milk. Taking the sheep by a rope, Folu walked it over to the intruders, lifting the leash up to the man who stood in front. Then, she took a leather band that she wore around her neck, from which dangled a special carved wooden object, and handed it to the man.

      Stepping back, Folu didn’t bow, but quickly nodded her head. She interpreted well that nodding was a gesture of assent and bowing would be seen as subservience. Some signals communicate best without words.

      The man raised the leash up and inspected the sheep. Then he looked at the necklace and at the other men around him.

      “As the sun comes, we go there,” said Anutu, pointing toward the sea. He put his hand up on his forehead as squinting at a bright light and stared off toward the water.

      The leader of the intruders didn’t understand his words, but he gathered that these villagers were continuing on and would not stay near their own hunting grounds. The idea of venturing out onto the sea didn’t seem to take him by surprise, and Lotya wished for a moment that they could communicate better to find out what these strangers knew about the waters. But with Folu’s gifts and some assurance that the villagers would not be a problem, the leader of the intruders swung around and guided his men back to their own encampment.

      When they were gone, the villagers shared relieved smiles and looked at Folu.

      “But why did you give him the sheep?” Tano asked her.

      “He would take it anyway, and maybe our wood. We can’t bring the sheep, but we can’t cross the sea without the wood.”
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      When the people were certain the other men had returned to their own camp, they resumed their preparations for the meal. Some of them began arranging the wood and reeds for raft-making and began assembling their crafts.

      Just as the aromas of cooked meat were lifting up and starting the stomachs to growl, they took a finished raft down to the water to test its ability to float. Rocking gently in the surf, the raft reminded them of the flotsam that crowded their stream after a storm. But their device was too square and too tight to be mistaken for an accident of nature.

      Lotya pushed the raft out a bit further into waist-deep water to test its flotation, holding the rope that was tied to it so the craft didn’t slip away. Seeing that it remained aloft the waves, he hailed Anutu standing on the shore and smiled broadly at their creation. Then, he leaned over at the waist and tried to wrestle himself onto the raft, but it kept slipping out from under him. Seafaring was not in their experience and boarding a floating craft was an untested skill.

      Watching this, Anutu roared with laughter and Tano joined in on the fun.

      “Yes,” Lotya said, laughing along with them. “But we can’t use this unless we can get on.”

      Tano was carefully observing what was happening. Whenever Lotya would pull himself up on one side, the other would tip into the air and throw the man off. So Tano stepped down into the water and offered a suggestion. He took the reins from Lotya and waded around to the other side. Holding down his end of the raft, he invited Lotya to try again from his own side, and this time they were successful. The real test would be if the craft would float.

      Anutu came down to the water and edged up onto the raft with Tano on the opposite side. It stayed afloat, so he and Lotya reached down and jerked Tano up onto the platform with them. The three men stood in a tight circle in the middle of the platform, giggling at their success, an event that was observed by the people who had gathered at the shore and now cheered them on.

      After successfully testing their invention, they retired for the evening, knowing they would resume in the morning and build other rafts sufficient to take their small tribe across the waters to Ganta.

      Around the campfire, the men decided to stand watch through the night. The intruders appeared to have been satisfied with Folu’s gifts, but Anutu and Lotya didn’t want to take any chances. Each sat up for a while at a time, joined by Tano and another two men, tending the fire. They had to sacrifice some of the wood they brought for the rafts, but a bright fire would serve as protection too.

      The morning came early since the cool weather of a night without shelter kept most of the people awake. In the light, they could see a small land mass offshore, with the shape of Ganta looming over it in the distance. The villagers gathered their belongings, finished building the remaining rafts, and gathered at the shore.

      Boarding their sea vessels entertained all who tried, and the laughter tamped down the fear that some felt embarking on this journey. Each raft was held in place by a man holding onto it with a rope, and when all the people were ready, these guides pulled the rafts out to sea. They expected to sink deeper into the water and then would have to board the rafts themselves, but they were surprised that the depth of the water on the short voyage to the nearby strip of land was easy to manage while still standing immersed in the water. It never got above the men’s heads, so they stayed in the water until they reached the other shore, before the sun had even risen to the highest point in the sky.

      “Up,” said Lotya when they made landfall.

      “Off,” said Tano, meaning the same thing, and the people disembarked from their craft.

      What they were standing on was a thin strip of sandy beach no wider than the village they once lived in. They could walk across it quickly, and go back into the sea, but Baia said no.

      “We can wait,” she said. “When the sun just begins its journey through the sky again, when there is a longer day, we go then.”

      The people had brought along dried fish and some already cooked meat, so they didn’t need a fire. It was fortunate, since this barren island had no wood and a fire would require giving up some of a raft. They settled in a comfortable circle, shared the food and told stories about their village and the friends they had left behind.

      “They are gone,” Neeri said. It was an interesting way to phrase it, since she and the “leavers” were the ones to depart the village. But it was true, since they never expected to see those people again – they were gone. With saddened faces, the people around the circle nodded or stared down at the sand.

      “Farutu didn’t fish,” Lotya said, smiling at the thought that came out of the blue.

      “What do you mean?” asked Tano. “I see him fishing.”

      Lotya chuckled a bit.

      “No, Farutu only sit and stare at the water,” Lotya added. “Did you see him pull up his net?”

      Nanda joined the little joke.

      “He did,” she offered, “but he would only have one fish. Sometimes two.”

      “Why not more?” Tano asked.

      Nanda held one hand up and, with the other, poked between her fingers to show that the net had holes.

      “He couldn’t keep them,” she said, laughing then. “So, he made bows and traded them for your fish. He only sat there to have quiet.”

      The people in the circle traded other stories and laughter about their old friends, to remember them.

      “They are our people,” Neeri said, “but they are gone.”

      The people huddled closer together, putting their children between their bodies for warmth, and drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning, they rose quickly, gathered their things and once again launched their rafts into the sea toward Ganta. The men assumed they would encounter shallow waters again but the sea got deeper quickly and the water was over their heads before they were very far. Hoisting themselves onto the rafts, the men knelt down on the platforms and resorted to using tree bark for paddles. They could not get much speed but made steady progress to the shores of the big island of Ganta.

      Before the sun fell and the sky darkened, they reached the sandy beach and pulled their rafts onto dry land. They were too tired to turn to hunting or even gathering for the food, so they relied on the remaining stores of meat and vegetables they had with them. But a fire was necessary.

      “Tano,” said Baia, “would you build us a fire?”

      He nodded and went in search of some fallen wood. They had landed on Ganta and could probably have sacrificed a raft, but that seemed too brazen a decision so soon. Tano brought two of the children along so he could load their arms with branches for the fire they would build.

      The three returned with enough wood to get the fire going; more could be gathered later. So Tano sat down in the middle of their circle and reached for his bow starter. The invention was still new so everyone watched, as Anutu did with admiration. In very little time, a flame licked up in the straw and Tano piled more grass and tinder on it. Supplying more wood, a handful at a time, caused the fire to grow high enough to reach the waists of the people around it. That night, they would have warmth.

      Once Tano was certain that the fire was going and could be tended by others, he went back into the brush for more wood. His helpers came along and they worked together gathering kindling and thicker branches for their camp.

      A grunt was heard from near a stand of trees, followed by another one. Honking and grunting grew louder and with occasional shrieks that almost sounded human. Tano thought he recognized the sound of wild pigs, so he picked up a sturdy stick while the little children raced back to the campfire.

      Tano waded through the tall grass and reached a small clearing where two wild pigs were grunting and leaping at each other. There was some kind of fallen animal near them, and it seemed to him that the pigs were fighting over it.

      “This is a good meal,” he thought to himself, then he crept closer to get in position to stab one of the animals. Looking at the rough stick in his hands, he longed for his sharpened spear, but he didn’t have time to retreat to the campsite. When he was closer than his own height, one pig turned his attention on Tano, and the man plunged with his makeshift weapon. The point dug into the pig’s shoulder; the animal squealed but quickly shook the weapon loose.

      In the meantime, the other animal sensed an advantage and tore at the wounded swine. In a grunting, shrieking pile, the two animals tumbled together toward Tano, who was then caught in the rolling heft of these creatures as they fell upon his legs and pinned him to the ground. Stabbing again with his weapon, Tano was more concerned with freeing himself than with bringing down an animal. The two pigs continued to bite and claw, unmindful of the human trapped beneath them.

      Just then, Anutu and Lotya ran up, each brandishing sharpened spears, which they used to impale the animals. With a second thrust, the men finished off the pigs, then pulled them apart to roll them off their friend.

      Tano was covered with blood, both from the pigs and from his own body, and he looked very weak. Neeri had arrived with one of the hides Tano had stripped for carrying wood. Now, they carefully loaded him onto the hide so they could take him back to the camp. Other men arrived to try to preserve the animals; no food should be left to scavengers.

      With Tano moaning and twisting about in pain, they dragged the stretcher back to their makeshift camp, where Neeri tended to the fallen man.

      They washed Tano with the waters from the sea, and Folu sat with him through the night. Neeri was self-conscious about trying to impart magic, as Seeta had told her to do, but she mimicked the actions of the seer left behind, tapping Tano’s forehead with the wand and speaking in hushed tones above him. She focused her energy on the stricken man but lacked the confidence that such actions would require.

      The fire kept everyone warm, but the people would have stayed awake anyway, waiting for Neeri’s magic to work. They wanted to know they would be safe on Ganta, safe in this new land.

      In the early morning light, Folu placed her hand gently on her man’s chest. Whipping it away in fright, she cried out. His chest wasn’t moving, and Folu’s eyes opened wide in terror.

      Anutu rushed over and examined the man, as did Neeri who approached with what could only be seen as a look of inadequacy and guilt. Tano was no longer alive, that was certain, and even an elder woman’s magic couldn’t bring a person back into life.

      Folu sat by his side, rocking and sobbing, clutching their baby close to her. She cried mostly in silence, though she sometimes let out a stream of whimpering that tore through the camp with her grief. Anutu and Baia talked about burying Tano and wanted to do it in a shelter, as their people had always done, but they had just arrived and there were no shelters yet. Yet they were reluctant to just bury him out in the open.

      “Not good,” said Baia, to the background sounds of Folu weeping.

      “Where?” asked Lotya.

      “He will be buried in a shelter. Should we build one here?” asked Anutu, pointing the ground that was their temporary camp.

      “No, takes too long,” said Baia. “Tano should not be here that long,” referring to their tradition of burying a body before it started to decay.

      Lotya looked at Anutu, who looked up on the cliffs above their beach. He squinted because the sun was just coming over the mountainous rise of Ganta, shielding his eyes to look at the contours of the cliff above. He could make out a shadowy black spot on the face of the rock, not too far up. Anutu looked at Lotya, then turned to walk toward the cliff. Lotya didn’t need any instructions, so he followed his friend toward the mountainous rise.

      After about an hour of climbing they reached the mouth of a cave, which they entered and inspected as a place for shelter.

      “We will shelter here?” Lotya asked.

      “We may stay, we may not,” answered Anutu, “but this will be Tano’s shelter.”

      The two returned to the camp where Anutu gathered his tools for cave carving. They wrapped Tano in one of the hides to transport him to the cave, and started out, leaving Folu crying with Baia and Nanda. Neeri stood nearby, shaken by what she thought was her failure.

      Just before leaving the camp though, Anutu went back to Tano’s pile of tools and hides. He searched among them until he found the bow drill used by Tano to make a fire and carried it with him up the hill.

      The two men were the strongest of this little band, but their unwelcome task still required great endurance to climb up the face of this cliff with a dead body in tow. This return trip took three times longer than the first trip, and they arrived only when the sun was already falling into the sea. When they dragged Tano’s limp body into the cave, they immediately set about digging a place to bury it. Folding his arms and legs so that he would fit in a sitting position, they put into the grave some of Tano’s cutting tools and the broken branch that had not served him well in the fight with the pigs. But they didn’t cover the pit yet.

      Anutu set his tools down on the dirt and proceeded to apply Tano’s bow drill as he had watched the man do. Sparks quickly grew, and he fed them with tinder and grass to produce a small fire to light his way while carving. Once it was well underway, Anutu turned toward the pit with Tano’s body in it and laid the bow drill beside the man, then he and Lotya began to cover the hole with dirt.

      Anutu turned his attention to carving, but Lotya only sat nearby and watched. He was not skilled in cave drawing and let his friend tend to it.

      Finding the right surface on the cave wall was important, and Anutu took his time doing so. Wiping his palm against the rock until he thought he had found a flat surface of sufficient size to handle his art, he set about the task. Anutu would carve Tano’s body lying flat, and he would add many etched scratches across the fallen body, with its arms akimbo.

      Lastly, Anutu would carve a large wild pig next to Tano, slain on the ground, with similar etchings to display the wounds that the dead man had inflicted before he succumbed. It was a fitting tribute to a man Anutu had loved and treated like a brother. And it would remind everyone who every saw these carvings of what a brave man Tano had been.
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