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Pa Hill

Lora Mountjoy

“I'M A LITTLE BIT DRUNK, you're a little bit....". The song on the radio was too close to the
mark. Pete kicked out with a pointed boot and the small black rectangle toppled over and
lay silent.

“Musta knocked the knob,” he thought dispassionately. "That little fall wasn’t hard
enough to stuff it.” The right arm came up in an automatic arc and the head tilted slightly.
Bottle to lips. Glug, swig. Down went the arm again.

On the plain below the late sun caught a window, turning it to sudden fire. Inside, curved
bum in the air like a sleek brown cat mother, a woman played with her child, who lay on its
back, reaching up, pulling the tit and sucking.

"You're like a savage with that child, Miria. How will it get on at Playcentre? Its father wor-
ried past, not sure if these two wild animals belonged to him. The child, yes, it has his eyes.
They must see some of his world. But the mother? Only one way to know her. He extended
a tentative finger, then with a breath of courage ran a practiced trill up her inside leg. She
shuddered down one side only, a twitching wave, and shook her head. Suffused with desire
he humped the laundry into the wash-house while the babe sucked and twiddled. The
dark mound of Pa Hill filled the wash-house window.

However much Pete turned the knob, he couldn’t get the radio to work and somehow it
was abandoned, staying after the round red lights of his Falcon had disappeared down the
road.

Over the years the hill had accepted many strange gifts. Miria's last bra, discarded five
years ago, decomposed among some mingi-mingi here, and now the shiny box of the radio
became odd neighbour to a jagged lava lump. Broken glass nestled among the smaller
stones, half burying the whitened remains of a single enigmatic boot.

Not all the flanks of the hill were naked lava though. There were trees, short scrubby
ones, sheltering pockets of leaf mould and moss, and the round brown crest wore a stubble
of lawn and sported a memorial plinth.

Soon after sunset the heavy blanket of night settled down, covering the mound and the
bodies of two people, who lay in one of its folds. To herself, Miria called her companion the
Poet, though in fact she knew very little of him. A stranger almost, his nightly runs seemed
destined from the first to merge with hers. She had seen his blue eyes flicker with unknown
pain as they searched her face. Now she felt the hot wind of his breath on her ear as he
spoke.

“You flow into the earth, you are part of a previous me, you take me to the essence.” His
tone was intense, insistent, but she hardly seemed to hear his words, which trickled past
her like the sand which ran down from laniguid finger to settle by her armpit. His groping fin-
gers met the sand, but missed the taut-spring tension of her body. "Wise sand, to rest in
Miria's cove” he murmered, then rolled onto his back, opening eyes wide to the deep starry
sky, gliding wit¥the earth on its slow spin solar orbit. Senses sharpened by Miria’s near-
ness, he felt the hairs of his body streaming in the breezes of space.

But when Pa Hill grounded him finally, when a sharp fragment under his naked thigh
brought him to earth, she had gone. For a wild moment he imagined her body dispersing
among the elements, atoms, molecules reshaping, becoming sand form then formless
sand. The image crumpled at the sound of an approaching vehicle.

They had come to the end of the road. Jan got out and leaned against the bonnet. Pete
stood by the doorand with one hand reached for her crotch. When she squirmed and tilted
out of reach he leaned the other hand back through the window, making contact this time
with a bottle which he opened and raised to waiting lips. Wiping the mouth with a sleeve,
he offered it to her.

“Like a drink?”

“Yeah.” The bottle didn’'t seem so much part of her as of him, but she drank thirstily and
passed it back. It moved between them, the cold wet shape a familiar friend on this strange
hillside. "A nice drop.” She felt betterand their hands touched, his fingers started creeping.

“If | was her match, I'd find her.” The poet looked over the rough stones which formed the
lip of their sandy bed and could see nothing but black, and a hint of prickly bushes. "I'd find
her by scent, follow her trail.”

Sudden light, a sweeping headlight beam from the road below, jerked a tangle of black
lines into relief. Maybe there was a female form in it somewhere too, but the blackness
swallowed the image too soon to be sure. He sniffed once, tentatively, then again deeply.
Petrol fumes mingled with mown grass and the dry ageless smell of the rock.

Perhaps it was because of the void moon that the child was restless. Its father sat beside
the bed, soothing hand stroking the fragile back, while his mind wandered down stormy
pathways.

“She's gone running. Nothing wrong with that,if she's alone. But she's not. She's taken
him up there, | know it. She’s taken some stranger to our place. He's there, spouting fancy
words, touching her.”

A wave of anger, an urge to destroy swept through him, so strong his massaging fingers
tensed and pressed too hard. A half gasp, half cry from the child shocked him, and he
reined in his runaway thoughts, replacing them with a sort of mantra, "Rest well, baby, rest
well. Daddy loves you, sleep my sweet, sleep sweetly now, hush now...” Only an odd star
broke through the drifting clouds to mark the mass of Pa Hill from the sky.

Not all the offerings of the mound were recent. Once, long before cars broke the silence
of the nights, a woman came, a silent stranger, stealthy but proud. She picked three stones,
and when she had worried them out of the earth it made a pit. She squatted over it and as
the bright full moon looked down through forest trees, she watched her own gleaming
blood stream and soak the ground. Even when the menses eased she stayed, settled seri-
ously on her haunches, being with the night. Then, replacing the stones, walked on.

Jan had loosened up a bit now, and Pete was able to guide her away from the car, past
the granite plinth to a gentle bank, hidden from the road.

“Still some beer left.”

“Thanks.” She fretted a little still; scanning a mental checklist. "Grass not too cold,
musn't catch... well... could catch anything, clean underwear, remember mother said...”

Look, there's three stars in a row.” His loud voice broke her chain of anxiety and she
answered automatically,

"Yes, that's the Pot.”

“Is that a fact? Can't see much tonight. More a night for feeling, ay?”

From his rocky perch the poet could hear every word, shuddering at the grossness. Who
would name a star 'The Pot'? What would it be called by someone who ate berries, roasted



lizards in leaves on hot coals? Miria seemed part of such a world, hard to imagine her with
pots, forks, spoons, on a lounge suite from the Farmers. No certainly not there, but where?
And where was she right now? As he looked up clouds mowed down the last daisy patch of
stars. He had moved to the lip of the cleft, but now that the darkness was even more in-
tense he felt stranded and started to inch back to the hollow, to the illusion of being some-
where. She had brought him here, surely she would return for him? But even as he thought
it, he knew it wasn't true, that the part of her which fascinated him was also the part that
would abandon him, on a whim or a change of mood.

Miria lay at the edge of the lawn, head pillowed on the smooth cool back of the radio, re-
ndered invisible by stillness and the black night. Watching a couple do what she had come
here to do. So much for the new lover, the poet full of fire for her. He had left her, moved his
mind from her body when she was ready to come to him. Let him stargaze, she would be an
unnoticed guest at someone else's lovemaking.

Really, it was like birdwatching. The female seemed to be a parrot, creature of sharp
shrieks and ruffling feathers. He was another species, hard to identify in the dark, but bent
on his goal. When he achieved it, gasping then shouting hoarsely in climax, Miria felt revul-
sion overtake her unexpectedly. Noiselessly she rolled to face the other way, the sharp
weeds and grasses which bordered the lawn stabbing and scratching her oiled body. Then
crouching on all fours she picked up one stone, another, then another. Smell of dried blood
ose from the earth, she retched and vomit flooded into the hollow.

Back in the cleft now, the Poet could still hear voices.

"There, that wasn’t too bad, was it? Wanna smoke?"

“Pete, | saw something move.”

“Course yer did, me."

“No, over there, a person I'm sure.”

“Rabbit more likely, or wild cat. Or rat.”

“Yuk, rat, do you really think so? Let's get back to the car.” The voices dribbled on but
the poet had stopped listening. Was it really a rat they saw, or Miria? He shuddered too at
the thought of a rat, instinctively covered his bare penis and wondered where his clothes
were. He had abandoned them so blithely, back in that other time and space, that world
she had woven around him. Well he was stuck in this reality now, and would have to find his
own way. He tried to see how the land lay, but it was so dark. He had never known before
how dark the night could be. Remembering that they had climbed down to get here, he
moved uphill now, slowly on hands and knees, feeling his path, peering till it ached behind
his eyes. Surely he would soon reach the road. The jagged bushes tore his skin and the
rough scoria grazed his knees. Somehow he had to find his clothes. his shorts and sweat-
shirt, his new running shoes. Considering the task, he felt both desperate and elated, at last
a party to some missed ordeal, some initiation.

Now Pete had the right to cradle one hand between her thighs, while the other rose in its
familiar arc.

"Wanna drink?" Yes, Jan did want a drink. It seemed to silence that nagging voice inside
her which asked inconvenient questions like why? what for? what's in it for you? Well, she
did like the warm touch of him, now nothing more was expected from her for the moment.
And he was quite a nice fella really.

He took his hand from her crotch and turned on the ignition, revved up a couple of
times, then let the motor idle.

“1 did see something move y’know Pete.”

“You and your rat.”

“It was big."

“Rats can be big, little girl. We go down the dump sometimes, shooting them. Some of
them are monsters. Could be that, or a wild cat. Don't worry, I've got my gun here, look.” He
pulled arifle from the back seat and leaned it out the window. “Don’t worry, I'll protect yer.”

She giggled and snuggled up to him, and her thoughts, falling into familiar patterns, idled
along with the motor as she gazed blankly through the windscreen. Suddenly they both saw
it, the movement, the eyes gleaming down among the scrub. Pete was ready with the gun
almost before Jan shrieked.

The loose shift lay against Miria's body as if it had been licked to smoothness, pressed
with a damp paw to follow her creases. Only a stray wisp of hair and a scratch on her wrist
hinted that she had not spent the entire evening grooming herself.

“I heard a loud noise,” he said, handing her a cup of hot milk and honey. "l went outside
for some fresh air and 1 heard... a shot?”

“I heard it too. | think it could have been a backfire. There was an engine running, then
that bang, and a minute latera big old carroared past me.I'd just reached the bottom of the
hill and was running along the straight. It came up behind me so fast | was scared stiff and
jumped into the ditch.”

She lifted her arm slightly to show the scratch, then started to lap up the milk. The big
chair held her as a hand cradles a peach, and he watched silently, wanting to trust her.

A cold wind whips
through whitened grasses
A mynah bird picks flesh
from the skull of despair
We entombed in our separate winters
cannot reach out
and touch each other.

Julie

Hills stand firm
and seemingly quite rigid
a north east slope
is burned today
a shaven land this is becoming
I'm pleased to look to bush

Chrise
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Main Shear

extract from novel in progress

by Catherine Delahunty

| SEEMED TO HAVE BEEN AWAKE ALL NIGHT when I heard wheels in the drive at Silvia's
place. I crept out the door into the fading night and the door of the Toyota Landcruiser was
swung open for me by my new employer. He wheel spun in the drive, turned up the Neil
Diamond tape and we roared off to the first shearing shed of my life.

“Feeling fit Gina, "Zack Davies in his early morning mood, grinning and whistling, slap-
ping his hand on the wheel in time to Wichita Lineman or Cracklin Rosie. | was to know this
moment off by heart over miles of rough metal and summer dawns. All | could say was, "I'm
okay,” or "Only twelve hours to go". | was not used to such pace and bonhomie at this time
of the day. Zack drove hell for leather through the dream scenery while | sat in a nervous
daze clutching the arm rest, knees gripping the edge of the seat.

On that first morning we crossed the range to the ocean side and drove some five or so
miles alongside the white beach with the smooth blue tide coming in, the sun’s colour still
soft.

‘It's going to be a hot one,” said Zack Davies, smiling with genuine pleasure at the hot
day ahead locked in a tin shed with greasy wool, stinking sheep shit and roaring motors,
bent double over 400 recalcitrant sheep. .

After opening about four gates we arrived at a large woolshed which sat naked on a hill-
side overlooking the homestead and the sea. There was a dark blue Falcon with a number
of dents in the side pulled up by the steps and a face in shadow looking outa small window
further down the shed.

“Dick’s always the early bird,” said Zack, charging up the steps with his shearing box and
the light of battle in his eyes. Once out of the car the air was cool, the clock in the car had
said five minutes to five, | stared briefly at the calm tropical world and then hurried into the
shed. The stench of sheep hit me in a wave, a motor was groaning in the far corner and be-
side it Dick the cousin was grinding something on a wheel. The air around him was full of
tiny golden sparks. He was taller and thinner than Zack, good looking | supposed. His hair
like Zack's was nearly blonde and he had the same full, fleshy features. In Zack's face they
conspired to a homely but ingenuous openess. Dick however, whose eyes were bluer,
whose lips fuller, was somehow hard and closed.

‘This is Gina, our new rousie,,,

"Gidday,” said Dick, giving me the familiar but never reassuring once over and returning
to the job in hand.

"Morning all,” said a voice from the holding pen, and | was introduced to Jack Smythe,
the farmer, a slowly spoken man of late middle age.. He jumped lightly out of the pen and
proceeded to explain where all the different pieces from a full wool fleece should go as it
came off. [ was confused immediately but there was no time to worry, the men were into it.

It takes quite a long time to get it right when you've never touched a fleece before, let
alone thrown one.

“Grab the back leg as she comes off and then wait for the other one and fold that bit over
the rest, keeping hold of the legs pick it all up and flick it out over the table,” Zack did his
best to explain and then to demonstrate the technique and I struggled along, throwing



some upside down or half off the table or completely twisted. There was hardly time to
panic over one sloppy effort before the next fleece was hitting the boards. In between them
there were the bellies and second pieces and dags to worry about. | was soon numb with
disbelief at the pace | was going to have to maintain for nine hours.

'So this is work,” | thought grimly, tossing a heavy fleece too far over the table and then
lunging for the broom before it was knocked to the floor by Dick, swinging a fat ewe out of
his catching pen.

By now as well as Jack at the wool table and filling the pens, there was an ancient old man
with a long face hanging under a felt hat. He gave me a surly nod and retrieved my hectic
fleeces with patient contempt. Zack told me later that he was Jack's old uncle, William
Smythe, who had never married and always worked on the farm, he remembered and pre-
ferred the days when women never appeared in woolsheds, except with scones.

What with the old man’s dubious looks, my own ineptitude and Dick's casual glances
down my T Shirt when 1 bent over the fleeces, 1 was decidedly unnerved. Zack was kind but
could feel that he and the farmer were also watching me to see, as it was later put into
words, "Can the hippie sheila work?"

Sentences like that one or when they said "What are ya, a bloody girl or what?" to each
other. To me the labels had always been literary jokes or myths, no-one talked like that. But
here it was for real and the words were an expression of strongly held views of reality that
inade me feel utterly alone. And all the time the sun on the roof came pouring through the
tin.

It was after lunch and | was getting a few things sorted out. Somehow | could just keep up
and throw the fleeces almost adequately. | began to notice the atmosphere on the board. A
shearing shed is a place where despite the noise and the constant movement everyone is
very aware of each other. There may be a little talk but there are continual exchanges and
reactions between the people in the gang and in my opinion, between the sheep as they
wait, submit or struggle with their fate. As for Zack and Dick they were engaged in serious
competition. The former with a grin of pleasure, the latter with a tight grimace, raced each
other sheep for sheep, tally for tally. They watched the clock and they watched each other,
keeping neck and neck for the whole day.

“They can't be like this everyday,” | thought, pressing myself against the wall between
them as they charged simultaneously into the catching pens. At smoko they flopped

against the bales of pressed wool. Jack was also doing the pressing, and both appeared
perfectly affable, except for one moment's pause when Jack would call out the tallies from
the pens underneath. A moment's pause and then, "Put one round you that time Dick,”,
“Look out next run mate”. The violence with which they plunged into the very next sheep
belied the camaraderie, or maybe I just didn't understand.

For myseif at smoko, I sat down with shaking legs, my eyes closing involuntarily. Mary

Smythe, who brought the smoko up to the shed, passed me a cup of tea and smiled sym-
pathetically.

“ used to work in my father's woolshed,” she said, "It was a six stand shed then. But the
first day is always the worst.”

| watched her stretching a length of wool between her fingers, running an expert eye
over the year's harvest. She was a tall woman, taller than Jack with little flesh over wide hips,
thin arms in a faded cream blouse. I felt young and small and chubby but also that she had
accepted me instantly, she wasn't running any tests.

“I'd better go and get your dinner on,” she said and I followed her with my eyes as she
walked past the window and down the paddock towards the house. There passed the wife
with her basket and apron but her passage down the slope suggested a freedom in these
fields. If the farm spoke she was the voice; land being a tired body too, constantly used,
slightly poison®d now and in places stripped to the bone. But land and the woman of it,
both in their essentials still rich and capable.

All too soon we were back on the board, battling with the wool and the hot still air pres-
sing down. You couldn't afford to look out the narrow window at the blue flash of sea away
across the melting fields and the white sand.

"I could go a nice cold DB and a swim,” said Zack shaking sweat out of his eyes.

"So could I,” I said.

“Didn't think you hippies went in for that sort of stuff,” said Dick "Don't you smoke grass
and stare at your navels round your way? “Of course, all the time,” | yelled as | hurled
another fleece in the vicinity of the wool table. :

“I hear you have some pretty good orgies when you're on drugs? Dick gave me another
less than subtle look of challenge and assessment and Zack who was a newly married man,
did his best not to look to interested in the conversation.

i was tired and | couldn't be bothered answering and the work went on. Despite the
vawning gulfs in communication and the total monotony, the woolshed from the first exer-
cised a certain fascination. It was so absurdly hot and relentless that the adrenalin was
somehow available to keep perfectly in rhythm. In a glazed and detached manner I could
admire the will of those men to keep up such a pace. | admired the sureness and skill of
their hands and the fluid power of their muscles.

The detachment of this reverie was neatly shattered by Dick again, “Live alone in the
bush, don’'t you" he said, "Don't you like men or what?" He was sensual, almost beautiful as
a shearer, until he opened his mouth.

“Yes [ live alone and sometimes | like men,” was all 1 could think of to say. At that mo-
ment [ could have wept for Gary and his role as my lover not to mention the breadth and wit
of his conversation, but fortunately and unbelievably it was five o'clock and the last two
sheep flew down the portholes virtually in unison.

Jack came up the steps with some cold bottles of beer and Zack passed the first to me
since although [ was a rousie | might, to some degree, count as a lady. It was blissfully quiet
save for the chorus of bleating lambs in the yards, we rested and we drank.

“Must be strange living all by yourself,” Zack said this after the beer was drunk and the
gear was ground and we were walking down to the quarters for a shower. He was wondering
aloud without snide implications and we were innocently, irrevocably drunk after a few
cold beers, and the hard day’s work. | wondered too on the strangeness of living alone, my
dreadful attacks of lonliness seemed remote compared to the sublime moments that |
couldn't explain to a person locked so tightly into the work ethos.

"There is a reason for living there, a purpose,” | thought, stumbling and dancing down
the paddock, "It is strange too, I'm nineteen years old but I'm lucky to have it.” The words
from Thoreau that | had just discovered came into my head,

“1 grew in those seasons like corn in the night, and they were far better than the work of
the hands would have been. They were not time subtracted from my life but so much over
and above my usual allowance. | realised what the Orientals mean by contemplation and
the forsaking of works, ”

It had taken this job, this utter contradiction of stillness and contemplation to give me a
sense of good fortune and purpose as an individual who lived alone. Thus on the first day |
knew I could survive the season, enjoy it even.

In a daze | sat down at the farmhouse dinner table which faced a shining sheet of glass
and revealed the beach, a travel brochure sunset. My plate before me was laden with ten-
der roast mutton and gravy, roast potatoes, pumpkin and fresh peas. This was followed by
blackberry pie and cream. | consumed it all with the joy of having it all laid on, it was like a
new childhood. | moved towards the dishes but she wouldn't have it, she waved me away to
my bed.

The sun had barely set on the quarters, the men in the next room were talking and a
glass clinked against a bottle for a moment as [ and my aching body, blanked out.



OUT of the deepest sleep (another midnight, another farm), | felt a hand on my I'eg. I sup-
pose I should have seen it coming. It was only a week since we cut outat Smythe's but we
had been working every day since, one day on Wilson's lambs and now two thousand ewes
to shear for the johnson’s. Over this time Dick's remarks as to my person and my mora|§ had
been getting more explicit. And 1, committed to honest answers had confused the issue
further.

“Well, you're obviously not a virgin,” he would say, "Neither are you obviously,” I'd mutter.
“But it's different for men,” he really did believe it. Was there no middle ground between
potential wife and available slut in his experience?

“Who'’s that,” my legs shrank up into my sleeping bag and | pushed myself to wake up,
swimming back from some miles down in sleep.

“Thought you might be cold,” I hated the way Dick whispered it, his hand still lying so
close to my leg. | immediately thought of tomorrow morning, to get rid of him, how to face
him, how to get on with my precious sleep.

"No [ wasn't cold, I was asleep,” even to myself itsounded like a frigid headmistress but
Dick persisted.

“Thought you might be lonely?”
“No”

It was so very boring but | was still scared, I'd been through it before but you never know
how hard they're going to push, what you do know is they are bigger than you, your anger
has to grow to match their bulk. But the windows were flat with darkness and the dark farm
stretched away for empty miles. The farm house was out of shouting range and Zack asleep
in the next room was an unknown quantity.

“Don't you know it's part of the rousie’s job to be nice to the gun shearer? b

“He hates me, "I thought, hatred with a blunt sexual reek, although | sensed he was smiling,
pretending a joke in the darkness.

“Look Dick, I've got to get some sleep, I'm not as fit as you guys,”

We stared at each other in silence, | prayed he'd believe me, that this just wasn’'t on, but
it seemed he was from the school brought up to believe that "they” mean Yes when they
say No. He leaned forward and his hand clamped down on my leg again. So | got really
angry,

“Fuck off,”

To my surprise he let go and stood up.

“Alright, alright, no need to swear,” and he walked to the door of their room. He stopped at
the door as if waiting to see me change my mind. [ saw from his silhouette that he was wear-
ing his jeans, therefore this wasn't a totally spontaneous accident of lust. It was bizarre but1
felt a prick of conditioned guilt, had some fleeting acknowledgement of his ever-less-ap-
pealing good looks been misinterpreted? | turned over to face the wall and held my breath
until I heard his bedsprings creak in the next room.

But I didn't go back to sleep, |1 got depressed instead. Because the sun was going to
come up soon and we would all go to work and nothing more would be said. It was nothing
anyway. | reminded myself of one trip to the city staying with friends in a big house, and
somebody’s husband decided to have the perfect close encounter with me. It involved
hours and hours of having to talk about it, having to rationalise my disinterestand having to
listen to him rationalise it before | could get some sleep. Equally depressing was the
thought that if either of these men had appealed to me with the correctly tortured romantic
intensity | would have fallen into their arms. "Fallen” is the operative word; like a dead
weight, abrogating all control and self respect for the helplessness of "love” as on the
popular radio.

This very morning the radio was whining about love forever, stand by your man etc;
mostly it was gdod to have any sort of music to work to but today exhaustion lent a grotes-
que edge to my perceptions.

At last it was seven am and breakfast in a yellow and lime painted kitchen. | sat beside
Zack, hypnotised by a flock of cream china swans struggling to fly towards open country as
depicted on a nearby Dalgety's calendar. Meanwhile Fran Johnson was serving up porridge
and hot milk and sausages and eggs and toast for the workers, with her three young chil-
dren milling around her. Her engagement photo was hanging beside a large white clock
and the date was printed in tiny letters underneath, 1968. In barely seven years she had
aged alarmingly while her husband Brian , although thinning on top and weatherbeaten,
looked fresh and boyish by comparison.

The novelty of eating huge meals prepared by already over-worked women, was waning.
These men ate in silence or there might be some technical assessments of the weather.
They were fuelling themselves up for labour and it seemed to preclude interaction. They
usually said "Thank you,” as they strode off to the “real” work to be done, but no-one so
much as rinsed a tea cup. A woman like Fran was always first out of bed and last in the
kitchen at night. Her day began waking up the men and plugging in the jug for the first of
many times. When they had gone she fed the ducks and chooks and milked the two cows
and did the kids’ breakfast. Then housework and cooking for the shearing gang while some-
how from one corner of her eye she supervised her oldest child's correspondence school-
work, holding the baby against her hip orlaying her crying in the pram. But as well there was

always her ongoing work on the farm; helping with the muster or grubbing thistles or baton-
ning the odd fence. The awareness of such labour dawned on me slowly as the season ad-

vanced. | wondered if these women had more chromosomes than me, something that gave
them the strength to do it all without audible complaint,but too often there was a jar of val-
lum next to the Quickeze packet on the kitchen ledge ora woman moving miserably inside
a stone or so of extra flesh.

Back in the vital world of government guaranteed wool price, farm subsidies and cheap
interest loans from the Rural Bank, they were sneering at dole bludgers and overstayers. It
was smoko and Zack and Brian were applauding Mr Gill for instigating the dawn raids on
Polynesians. Dick was busy cleaning combs and cutters and not looking at me fora change.
Maybe it had been worth it after all.

While listening in ! gazed out the open door of the shed and noticed a heavy old ewe, as
yet to be shorn, who was staggering down to the drain lying between the paddock and the
wool shed. She gave a flop down the bank and then lay in the water.

“I think she's stuck,” [ said to Brian, pointing out the door.

"Bloody old bag," he said and swung down the bank into the drain. He heaved her out
onto the bank where she lay, obviously dying. | watched his boot swing back and into her
side to get heron herfeet but to no avail. Then he came back to the shed where he was pre-
paring to drench lambs. "It gets on my wick,” Zack was saying to him, “They come over here
and they don't know how to behave and then they take all the bloody jobs too,” “"What you
mean is they were brought in as a cheap source of labour and now at the start of a recession
it's time to get rid of them,” | should have saved my breath but nevercould, all the time my
eyes following the old ewe, rising painfully to her feet and then staggering back to the
drain.

“There's still plenty of work around,” said Brian, “But the only people who wantIslanders
are those who are too lazy to go out and get a job anyway.”

He looked out of the door and saw the old ewe down in the drain again. "Bloody hell,” he
said without expression and clambered back down to her, dragging her sodden lifeless-
ness back onto the bank.

“It's not right that jokers like me and Dick have to break our backs and then half of it goes
in tax to support layabouts on the dole,” Zack was talking to me now.

“Wait a minute,” | said, "l pay tax too and I'd much rather it was spent on people than on
bloody warships and bombs to kill them with,”

“Yeah, but, if we didn't have defence then the bloody Chinese would be here in a flash, or
the place would be crawling with Islanders,”



“For Godsake we are Islanders,” | was losing my temper as usual.

"Oh no we're not,” said Brian, looking offended, "We're civilised.” The bad night had
caught up with me, the old ewe lay dead in the field, | could feel strings of abuse rising in
my throat.

"What is so civilised? Our race, we go around the world like a disease taking what we want
from others, poisoning what we touch and then we call them a bunch of animals,”

“Well they are more like animals than us," said Zack.

"She knows it really but she's just not going to admit. Anyone can see the way they live isn't
so developed and they're closer to apes than Europeans,” Brian was getting cross now but |
wanted the last word,

“So you think they're animals, well what does that make you?"

It was not a question anyone bothered to address. After all, this conversation, despite
the bad feeling it had generated, was merely theoretical for us all and the clock had moved
around to one o'clock. We went back to work in silence. Dick was looking more cheerful in
view of my general disgrace and also he had shorn more sheep than Zack two days in a row.

“What [ want to know,” he said to me as I knelt at his feet scraping up dags,"Is what made
you come and live up here in the first place if you weren’t looking for a boyfriend and you
don't agree with the way we think around here?”

I certainly wasn't going to talk about Gary with him, my initial reason for coming here, but
there were other reasons, other truths.

“[ wanted to live in the country and this place is beautiful, I love it,"

[ gathered up another heavy greasy fleece and threw it, I ran back to sweep the crutch-
ings and pick up the next belly. Bending, reaching, running it was now automatic and my
mind was free. It returned to me then as in many a private moment, a private leap to my
beach and the rock to sail away upon. The beloved mountain, all the landscape drawing to-
wards then falling away from her. All the water beating against her and flowing between us,
the conductor of her presence, the continuous nature of the daily mountain, infinite pos-
sibilities, infinite colour. A small cloud accompanying the several peaks, almost transpa-
rent. No snow, but fields of cloud would lie across the ridges and the biue outline rising out
of them. Green flanks and dark scars on the skirt of the mountain, anotherangle, anotherre-
sonance of strength.

"Yeah it's not a bad place to live,” Dick sounded startled to be agreeing with me, but
after all he had been born here in the cottage hospital down the road. He had grown up
here on a farm, grown up hunting and diving and riding. He knew all the bush for miles
around and all the natural riches pertaining to each season. Within him lived the uncon-
scious knowledge that here was his centre. There was no need for more than a brush with
bright lights or foreign countries. He had actually been to the South Island and Western Au-
stralia, but from a woolshed window you don'’t have to see a great deal to challenge your
version of reality, wherever that woolshed maybe.

But his question had started me thinking about how it came to pass that | had left my
home and my good friends and my urban life. How I had abandoned a variety of plans and
chances to end up here. The radio too gave me a synchronistic nudge in the form of a song
that had been Gary’s and mine, Janis Joplin singing Summertime when the living was going to
be easy for us, all our fantasies realised. “One of-these mornings you’re going to rise up singing,”.
The newly buried fallen angel voice filled the woolshed with pain and light.

JOANNA TOLD ME ABOUT IT WELLIN AD-
VANCE. "WE'RE HAVING A WOMEN'S
WEEKEND, FOR LOCAL WOMEN MAINLY.
WOULD YOU LIKE TO DO A WRITING
WORKSHOP?”

It sounded great. Other women in the
community had shown an interest in the
Writing co-op and this was the chance to
share with them the experience of writing
with women. At our next meeting we
talked about it. Julie would be away,
Catherine had to work that weekend, so
Chrise and | were “elected”.

The time flew and inevitably it was in
the few days before the Hui, as it was now
called, that Chrise came to see me and we
sorted out what we would do. I remember
the day well, my washing machine was
broken and we talked in the wash-house
as | scrubbed the laundry and pushed it
through the hand wringer.

The women organising the Hui had de-
cided to keep the structure open, to see
what everyone wanted to do before
finalising workshops, so we had no idea
what numbers, or what space, we should
plan for. We decided that for A comforta-
ble writing group ten was probably the
upper limit, and we prepared three exer-
cises.

Chrise had an idea which we agreed
should get the words flowing. We would
give a story line, with a few key points to
be included. The elements were carefully
chosen ones which had symbolic value,
and we both knew from experience that
they seemed to conjure images in the
mind.

Lora

Though we had only tried writing
poetry once in the Co-op, | had heard from
Marion Evans of Spiral that a Wellington
group had done so with great success. |
felt that if we “primed” the group first by
reading some poetry, we might find it
easier to start writing verse. In addition
there was the exercise which stayed in my
mind from a workshop 1| had been to with
Renée, writing about an early experience
with one’s mother 1 wanted to try this
again.

w2

We arrived on Friday night, most of us
tired. We know each other, see each other
often, but in busy lives find little time to
relax together. Now there was hot soup
and bread, some talk, some music, chant-
ing, tears of release and laughter. Because
it seemed just right for the moment I of-
fered a small poem of mine and it was
taken up as a chant which wove in and out
of the fabric of the weekend...

"Sweet mother of treachery

Sea of my fears

Lay still your waters

Let loose my tears”

We went to bed early, already wrapped in
the magic of women's space.

Next morning was fine, a bonus in mid-
winter so we made the most of it, with




exercising then a big walk to the beach.
Braver ones swam in surprisingly warm
surf, there were games in the sand, laugh-
ter again and the delight of doing totally,
selfishly what WE pleased.

It was late aftemoon before we all
gathered again inside. What would we do?
How about writing? What, everybody?

Well, why not, so we handed out paper
and pens to the 25 or so women and
Chrise explained:

“You are to write about a walk. Startin a
house, then go through a forest. You find a
container, then come to water, a town and
finally a wall. Don't think about it too
much, just write what comes into your
head.”

For us it was strange and rather forced,
having done it before, but we were
pleased to see other women engrossed,
concentrating. One of the reasons that we
had thought to limit the size of the group
was that we like each person to read her
work aloud. With this number it looked
like a marathon task. In fact, it was a joy
and a revelation. Each story was different,
each imbued with that particular woman’s

[ won't write one
one?

another one of those poems.

They live
but live
in a world of their own.

Sometimes:

Sometimes:

Now and then
the door is opened
for me

Occasionally
one of them

magic. By the time the last story had been
read, long after nightfall, the air was
charged with excitement. Many women
were amazed at what they themselves had
written.

Next day we held another workshop,
this time our planned small group, meet-
ing in a nearby house. We wrote a short
prose piece about our mothers, discus-
sing each person’s writing and inevitably
comparing and sharing further thoughts
on this endless topic.

Then came the poetry, some of our
own, some by other women, like Heather
McPherson....

"Simply let go a while a while

Let words flow though they don't
though they cross

cut and scatter and skirt into under-
neath hide...”

We set a topic, "How you feel, right
now.” The fire burned. We were held in the
glowing room, in stillness, concentration.
When we came to look at what we had
made, only Carmen had baulked at the
idea, though she clothed her resistance in
words:

crowding in narrow spaces
ready to burst out

drifting elegantly

at a slow pace

through wide and cool halls.

to join with them
be with them
know them

(or two if I'm lucky)
will come with me, as | leave again.

They are not
to be dragged out

on to a white walled sheet of paper

because | want

They live in perfect resistance.

=

Some of the verses are scattered now, but those that remain bring me back to that time with each re-

reading.

THE HUI

Suspended,

l am at peace.

Outside the wind gusts,
but it does not touch me.

Outside the family buffets

but they do not touch me.

Here is warmth

Here is peace

A cocooned time

Still, momentary, but mine.

Jocelyn.

THOUGHT FLOWS

Stirred by words

that have lain idle

dam broken down by waters -
they come now

with such force.

Chrise

PRESSURE POINT

So much red in this room

women in red,

our rages

locked in the hinge of our jaws.
Stay no more our feelings

let our power

pour from our hearts, our wombs
till the shamefree stains of women
colour the world.

Lora.

YOU ASK HOW I FEEL AT THIS MOMENT IN TIME...
Thank God I've got a cold

SO you can’t see the tears

I'm blowing into toilet paper.

Yet I'm a mother too

so out I must go

into the world of harsh lights...

Pity this can't go on forever.

Joan.

This isn’t the end. Some women wanted more. Things happen slowly here in the country, but the seed has
been sown for an open writing workshop sometime in the future.
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She took us once

down roads of powdered dust

towards a town forgotten

to where the outskirts of her

youth called back her mind,

we stopped beside the hitchrail there —

 ChEs

The Outing

Catherine Delahunty

I SAW THE CREAM YACHT coming up the coast on the morning breeze. She was leaning
over with her sail reefed down as she came around the arm of our bay. | thought nothing,
you know how you notice without really noticing. There was the cream yacht tacking to-
wards our jetty, as it did every three days. And there was the bread rising under the damp
towel. I'd just washed the churn and put the new butter away in the safe.

It was quiet. Matt and Ronnie had gone off at dawn up to the bush camp where they were
cutting scrub. | could see Jay ploughing down in the sea paddock, he always loaded the
cream cans himself. He'd had words with Jamie last night and Jamie had taken off this morn-
ing, riding out to check some cattle, or so he said to me out of the corner of his mouth. It was
better that he went off for today, better to keep out of his father's sight for a while. Serena
was away too, staying over to help Mrs French our nearest neighbour with her new baby. |
missed Serena, especially in the mornings with the dairy work and the washing, but it was
good for her to be amongst other people, she was growing up.

So there | was as the clock struck nine, leaning the sore place in my back against the hot
stove, looking but not seeing the fresh flowering clumps of jonquils amongst the fields
below, looking but not realising the wind making white tops on the water so blue. Spring
was really here but | didn’t feel it as I once had, how the sap used to kick then in my blood. 1
used to feel it in the greening of the hills and see it too, lifting the clouds off the sea. It was
always a busy time, yes, but not much more than any other. | had been married to Jay for
thirty-one years now and the spring had dissolved into a single memory.

| wasn't the same girl who stumbled along the jetty and followed the young man up the
steep track to the house. | marvelled then at the house perching above the bay, a strongly
built if rough, nest. | entered the kitchen half daunted, half captured, | caught the apron that
Jay tossed me and tied it over my black satin travelling dress and [ made supper on the coal
range, real life had begun. Then spring became a hard time, many years that merge into a
single spring, heavy with child. The wind was so cold from the sea as | huddled against the
cow, she kicking at the cold bucket. Even my vomit tasted of salt as I clutched at the door of
the cow shed, my waters breaking. That was the lonely morning when I had Jamie or was it
Matt, and Jay was ploughing. He was ploughing the same sea paddock. | could see him
walking behind the brown horse's back, | called out for him to come but he didn't look up
until he'd finished the row. [ prayed for a daughter then, | prayed fora woman's face, even if
it was just a little baby. Because we had no neighbours, not for miles, it was just us out here
at the bay.

When Mary French was in labour this last time, George came over on the horse and
asked me to come and help. Jay wasn't pleased to see me go but | went anyway. I left
Serena to take care of the house and I spent the whole night kneeling beside Mary. There
wasn't much [ could do, I had no special skill, but she said she was glad to have me there.
Mostly she hardly seemed to notice where she was, hours and hours she pressed her back
on the wall behind the bed. | knew then how lucky I really was, how little trouble I'd had
bearing my children. They had all thrived too, except the last one, Sophia, she was
stillborn.
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[ started the ride home when Mary was finally delivered of a daughter, | was dead tired but
the morning was so beautiful. The horse knew the track through the thin bush and then out
onto the tops. The kowhai was in flower in a green valley on the French's side of the ridge.
Not much of that left on our side now, Jay and his father had seen to that; years they had
worked in all weathers to clear this land, right to the top of the ridge. There was no fence yet
but I could see the start of it, way down the hill, toy sticks marching up the slope. I rode
slowly down the steep track, my head light with weariness and gratitude for the sun shining
on the silver ocean, and for the survival of us all through an arduous night. I felt as if | could
see right round the world that morning, although it was but a small journey of seven miles,
the first one for too many years to count.

When | got home Jay was in the kitchen, cold and silent. He ate his bread that Serena had
carefully baked as if it might be poisoned, his own daughter. But [ didn't mind about any-
thing that day. As 1 boiled up the copper,as | scrubbed the mud caked hems of the mens
trousers, I kept seeing Mary’s face, when finally the pain was over. | washed and wrapped
the baby, who squalled in her flannel world till Mary put her to the breast. | promised her
then that I would send Serena over to help her out with the other children. Her face in the
dim room had changed from older than old to a young woman again. Then George came in
with a glass of fresh warm milk, he thanked me for coming, he was a good man.

1 stood there remembering that morning, as the irons were heating on the fire and the

cream yacht was now dropping her sails altogether and making fast to the jetty. She went
up and down on the tide, a grey and white splash. Something made me go out onto the
porch where I could see Jay leading the horse and dray with the cream cans along the jetty
to the yacht. I should have been ironing, there was a heap of clothes and then the garden to
plant this morning. I felt none of the customary pleasure looking over at the waiting patch of
earth. Usually, planting the garden out was one of my private joys. Jamie always dug it over
for me, my back was just about had it. All that | had to do was take the trays of peas and let-
tuce off the window sill and put the little plants into their places in the warm sweet earth.
Mary French had given me some seeds from home, some of the old flowers, a precious twist
of tissue paper in my apron pocket. But I felt no interest in this task. [ could see the seeds
germinate, the plants grow. I could see me picking and cooking and bottling and the plants
dying off. | knew the end to be as the beginning and the ground seemed sour even in its
richness. A flock of gannets were flying past the mast of the cream yacht. How my heart and
my heavy body leaned towards those singing easy wings.
Then I looked down again, there was someone else getting off the boat. It wasn’t Clarrie or
Bradley, | knew their coats, their walks and besides I could see Clarrie on the deck in his
sou'wester. Bradley was leaning up to take a can from jay, the boat was rocking. Who was it?
I took a step off the porch into the garden and 1 could still see him on the jetty and then |
knew him.

"It's Royce, my brother, it's Royce come up from town to see me,” | started running down
the hill, holding up my stupid skirts, thinking Royce my brother and Emily and the children,
 hope all is well. It was twenty years since I'd seen the red hair of my brother. It was a while
since I'd done any running too. The cows stared at me as I ran past them and down the field.
The wind was really blowing now. | had to slow down to a walk as | went through the hay
paddock corner to catch my breath and then | came around the cabbage trees by the sheep
yards. Royce and Jay were shouting at each other, the wind carried their words to me.

"She’s not going,” Jay yelled, "I can't spare her,” Royce answered but 1 couldn't hearit. He
was a very big man now, still with a head of bright red hair. | looked at the grey bearded
weather beaten man my husband, they were both strangers to me. Jay was turned towards

the sea and shouting again.
“I tell you | can’t spare her, not for three whole days,” Jay spared no-one and nothing. He

was nailed to his endeavour, he was as spare and steep as his inheritance. | had married
him for the homesty of his proposal, "I need a wife,” his hungry innocence that matched my
own. | had sought to soften his iron in vain, he mocked infirmity, especially his own.

"It's springtime man and | can't spare her,” he was bellowing. Then it was like the music
halll once saw when I was a girl, Royce picked Jay up by the shirt, “You will spare her by God
or I'll break your neck,” | saw him drop Jay again so | turned then and 1 walked back up the
hill. My heart beat slowly now, all was calm inside me. 1 walked past the cows, Millie with her
golden incurious eyes and her heavy white udder nearly touching the ground, and thin
wicked Fanny, her daughter. I saw the new jonquils with their orange skirts as I walked up to
the wide porch. How often had | swept those smooth boards? To look at them was to feel
the beat beat of the old broom inmy hands. | walked into the cool dark of my house and |
hung my apron up by the stove.

It took not time to take the black satin travelling dress out of the camphor wood chest. |
shook it out but it had been folded for thirty years. The black was faded, the skirt was
crushed. I pulled it on, like entering a musty dark cloud, down over my petticoats. My blue
cotton work dress fell on the floor and | walked over it to the mirror. It took a while to do up
the tiny satin buttons on the bodice and then I looked into the yellow mirror. There was no
denying the woman that | was, the dress was loose across my bosom where once it had fit-
ted closely. It was tight over my hips where once it had fallen gently. Once my body had
been softly upright, too full I'd thought until that satin dress had moulded me. Where had
she gone? Five pregnancies, four children pulling at the breast. The thirty years of milking
and kneading dough, of scrubbing wood white and work clothes clean. The thirty years of
breath, lying in the darkness beneath the muscles, the inexhaustible bones of my husband.

1 smoothed out the satin as best I could, the black had faded in rusty streaks. 1 puton my

gloves out of the top drawer. | couldn’t think what 1 should take, what | would need in a
town. Oh Emily, of Royce, I was afraid now, what was a town? Buildings, people, the world.
Really it should be Jamie or Serena going, not my yellowish reflection. Where was my little
basket with the silk lining? I put in my best underwear and the brush and comb set that
Emily had sent one Christmas. It was her doing | knew, not even blood but she had made
me her sister. | covered my things with my best handkerchief.
Then I closed the damper on the stove and covered the milk jug with it's cloth. It couldn’t
be but was the same cloth that I'd sewed those beads onto, the first day in this kitchen.
Then away down the hill in my best dress with my old and only shoes still on my feet. The
cream yacht was big and stood out sharp as never before against the wet dark wood of our
old jetty.

"My father started here,” Jay was wont to say when he stood on the jetty and looked up at
the acres of cleared land. The jetty defied the rip of the tide and the fierce storms. Even on
calm days the water seemed to drag and suck at the timbers, but nothing moved.

I came past the cabbage trees again and down towards the sea. Royce was walking up to
meet me, Jay was holding onto the horse and dray. The cream must be loaded on because
Clarrie and Bradley were both standing on the jetty watching us. Royce was smiling and
smiling. I didn’t cry when he embraced me. [ just held tight to my basketand listened to the
warm words, "Em is longing to see you. She told me she was tired of waiting. Jay promised
to bring you ten years ago. Now we have our new place and she said it's time you came fora
visit.”

Jay stared at us. He stared at me in my satin travelling dress. It must have looked odd to
him too, the woman I had become. His wife, but also this other standing there in the only
clothes left to travel in. He stared at my gloves too. Then he turned his back and went
stamping back to the half ploughed field. I felt some words trying to come out about the
meat in the safe and the ointment for Fanny’s udder but I let them go. I let him go stamping
back.

Then Royce and | were walking out along the jetty with the water slapping on the posts
underneath us. His blue eyes had many lines like mine, a grown man but still clearas a bell,
broad as an ox. Clarrie came forward to help me down but I shook my head. I gave the bas-
ket to Royce and | sprang down on to that moving deck. The sails went up with a rush and a
shiver, the rudder gave a creak, air filled my chest and my skirts, the outing had begun.
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IN AOTEAROA

The land being too large

for the people

and flung too wildly

at the water

and the trees so old

with roots flowing out

The farm too full of echoes
for the narrow blinkered heart

The season of suicide and betrayal
brings pohutukawa stains

to such violent flowering

on the road to the sea e
as shorn lambs scatter Barbara Wilkie

from the boot of an angry boy

There is a dull fire,
a visible rage

king from this hearth Th I l d 4 A l
:}:T;ow::i srzlr)ns IiI:e a :truck child i e S a n . . O u rn a :
around the trig station. :

A cool moon and stars
serve to underline

by Julie Sargisson

the family lacerations f

|
Unequal to these stones
indifferent to such powers
he counts his sheep ]‘ANUAEY 21,1982
but labour as he might THURSDAY 21
(the hills surround, the hills observe) This urgency to write before it is lost, yet | know if | never wrote a word or took a photograph it
an alien magic mocks would not be lost, ever. Experience goes deep in the heart and remoulds. This island of white
one man’s failure, to love his own. 3 sand is so bright that you could become snowblind — white white white coral sand all

around the island and all over the island. The wide road, (it's not really a road), bet-

. ween these houses where we stay is all white sand too. And the forests of coconut

+ palms shimmering green in the sun and shshsh, sound like a river. You walk through

Coiie forests of them,and you move in a green light and you hear them and feel them, and

you look up and they divide the sky with their waving fronds. Grass grows in the sand

underneath them.
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It was about 5 p.m. on Tuesday that we sighted the islands. Since Sunday at 2
o'clock we'd been on that stinking rolling ship but then there was the day on Aitutaki,
the whole day on Monday that they took to load up the ship and unload. The ship, the
Mateora, anchored outside the reef and the tug and the deep barge that it pulled
going back and forth all day in the burning blinding heat. We all went and Grand
stayed and was sick all day and Aunty Grand and Uncle Danny’s friends took us to
their house and laid out a meal of bananas and fish and bread and banana puke and
arrowroot pike and we slept under the coconut palms on the pandanus mats and
Ben went to the plantation with the men to get the bananas. So many bananas, they
have there, and if the ship doesn’t come and take them away they go rotten. So the
wharf, when we leave is covered; hundreds of bunches of green bananas. The house
we went to there was Tere Kahi's house and she knows Amy and Jimmy (Ben's mother
and uncle who he has never met) and she is huge with a smooth beautiful face and a
powerful rich voice. A forthright woman, she says never again will | ask my relatives in New
Zealand for money after | go there and see how they sacrifice themselves to make it, here you have
no money and you eat — plenty bananas plenty coconuts. She has a daughter who has had
meningitis who wanders around the garden with a bottle she sniffs and rubbish in her
other arm and who says nothing ever — just wanders. Strange, but not strange among
these strong caring people. Flora and Mariana go off with her two beautiful grand-
daughters but they are shy. We go down and lie in the lagoon that is almost unbeara-
bly warm. A young girl, Terakahi also, I think, talks to me and is nice. She asks me what
1do, it's nice, nobody asks me —they be lovely to me and polite to me but they don't
ask.

Then all of us, the old ladies from the boat, Bob Mason, the children, the huge
bunches of bananas are loaded on the back of the truck and taken back down to the
burning wharf to wait in the unbearable heat for the last trip out to the Mateora. The
children in the loading pit and us around the sides, we move through the turquoise
water refreshed and rejuvenated back to the ship.

There is so much to tell, | am afraid | am skipping over everything. | can only write impressions as
they come and maybe it’s later that | have to describe the pictures in my head or even how | felt,
how we all felt — a bit sick and rocking and hot and very shy and nervous and wondering
at these places, these people who extend themselves so openly, so generously. At
Aitutaki, they say if someone is passing, anyone, and you are having kaikai you call
them in, always. Aitutaki: the dirt roads, the coconut palms, the heat, the large brown
eyes of the children gathered around me whispering papa’a, papa’a, the concrete
houses and the old empty wooden houses — they've gone to New Zealand, they
said. Down by the sea, the small painted outriggers — Piri and Jimi sailing around
thelagoon in a blue outrigger. Calling them, we have to go back to the boat.

Before, on the boat leaving Rarotonga, Flora and Mariana are sick, very sick and
then Ben is sick. The long rectangular hold is covered with boards and then canvas
and we pile our luggage, more than twenty of us, down the centre, and on each side
everyope spreads the mats to sleep on. They put up a heavy plastic tent — shaped
cover over the top and that's where we sleep at night. And Flora and Mariana, Ben

and Grand lying sleeping, sick. Flora and Mariana vomiting saying | wish we didn't
come. The old ladies lying dignified, covered in pareus. I sit out on the petrol drums
and look at the sea. For hours and hours, watching the water explode and fizz, the
steel blue water from under the hull of the ship. The engine raps out the drum tattoo
and the stink of the diesel is everywhere. I look and look into the vast expanse of
ocean but no birds, no fish — a desert rising and falling, I like the rhythm of it and
don't feel sick. Later some flying fish, small ones that fly a foot or so above the surface
of the water and then dive. I spend many hours watching the sea and making movies
in my mind of anything, everything, people, events, past, future possibilities, fan-
tasies. It's wonderful and peaceful, 1 am glad to be alone.

But after Aitutaki everyone feels better. Flora and Mariana decide they love the

boat and sit up'on the top deck with the other kids — Jimi and Eileen, an older girl -

from Otara. We sleep at night, comfortable on the mats, like refugees but with the dig-
nity of the Mamas, who have done this many times and constantly laugh and make
jokes and cheek the seamen who are Raro boys they know anyway. And in the even-
ing, sitting outside the tent on the hold, low to the level of the sea and looking at the
dark sea, and the stars, the children lying against us, Bob Mason says a prayer and a
sermon and then that strange singing — the women in their high whine, the old
women and the men answering. Just sitting there listening, all so foreign but yet what
else?... simple and beautiful, close to the essence of things. People who work with a
reality, go with it, a reality I think I had glimpsed before | came here. And that's where
we all sat, waiting to sight the tiny island, outside the tent on the hold, looking look-
ing at the horizon all excited, happy, making jokes, eating and sharing tea and coffee.
And then Bird Island, one of the motus and everyone rushes up to the top deck, and
there it is, shadows of palm trees, tiny in the distance and everyone is happy and all
the children wild and wicked and the Mamas, their grandmothers, issuing threats,
that make the dancing eyed children wickeder. It's 5 o'clock, late, it has been three
days, a long time and now everyone is glad. Sometimes the boat goes off course and
takes many more days or still perhaps has to wait outside the reef all night.

On the boat we sleep next to Grand and Danny — all just stretched out every way
on the mats with pareus over us because it's hot. When it rains, the water comes
under the mats and we're all wet and we perch on cushions on a wet oily canvas. But
it's alright and good to be with people who have always made these journeys one
way and another for centuries. It's good to be with the old ones who are strong in
body and spirit and are alarmed by nothing and arrange themselves with great pride
and dignity in these conditions.

Then we sight the first kaikawa — the white bird — and lots of flying fish and we
know the islands are ahead. They talk of the old schooners that sailed around the is-
lands and I am constantly haunted by the times before, the generations, these
people, this Pacific ocean, these people of the sea who know it... and the Rarotongan
seaman working, loading unloading... $10 a day.
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We cruise slowly approaching Bird Island, Rose Island, more, whose names I forget
— unreal islands in turquoise sea covered with palm trees and white white sand. It's
hot, shimmering, splendid, a strange movie, quietly now slowly, motoring in. Women
singing, flying fish. The Island... and we see the tiny motor boats coming out to meet
us. We anchor outside the reef. It is low tide, a treacherous reef.

That was yesterday, and we were woken in the morning from our bed of a pan-
danus mat on the concrete floor with pillows where we all sleep, and you just sleep,
you are tired and it's comfortable... we were woken by a bell clanging to be heard
throughout the island and then singing in the church, the strange chanting singing we
heard on the boat. Taken from the Bible, Aunty Grand said, the men sing a bitand the
women answer in a high chanting whine — it could be Chinese singing. They make it
up, the song, and take the story or teaching from the Bible. And then in the morning,
Wednesday morning, there's singing from the church; and the church across the wide
white sand road from where we stay is old, old, looks almost derelict, it could be of
railway sleepers, old heavy boards of unpainted wood bleached an iron grey from
the sun and a rusty corrugated iron roof, fine arched windows — shutters also made
of wood with fine patterns cut out and around the other side long poles leaned
against the side holding the whole building from falling.

There's singing after the bell and lying there on the pandanus mat I wonder —

* what then, what then? Like the fat brown toddler in Raro, Michelle says — and Ben -

goes out and says he'll wait for me down the beach, I go out to the veranda of concrete
where all the boxes that Grand and David have brought with them from Raro are and
sit as it all sways still from the boat. I'm dazed with looking out on the white sand road
and coconut palms and the many kiko huts under the palms down to the sea. The
kiko huts are the sheds with the racks of copra drying and for storing the small boats
that they came and unloaded us from the Mateora in. In one, there are huge old won-
derful tragic turtles that they have caught on the motus as they lumbered up to lay
their eggs. There they lie on their backs tied to a board by their flippers alive and if
you push them they raise their ancient heads. They can lie there alive for months
they say. I cannot bear it and avoid walking past that hut.

But then there I'm sitting on the veranda and Aunty Grand comes out and says
come, come like they all say, a command, and I go into the living room where they sit
up from the mats where they have slept — john, the old man and his wife who is old
too and might be a Mexican woman and Grand and Sari, and others. | can’t remmber.
John reads from the Biblé and we pray, I cannot remember what, everything is rocking
from the boat and strange and hot. Flora is with me, and Mariana has gone down the

beach with Ben.

A small boy sits on a rock out in the lagoon while I write, and he is singing a wild
Maori song at the top of his voice while picking the clams ‘paua’ they call them. When
Ben went fishing with the men this morning, Grand and me and Flora and Mariana
and Jiti went to pick the clams down in from of the houses where we stay, down
where the kiko sheds are and what they call the park; the wooden seats under the

ironwood trees and where the passage for the boats is — through the reef, and the
wide expanse, the white sand. And Grand and me and Jimi sat on the coral out in the
deep lagoon where the coral is beautiful sea-flowers like heather, pink and purple,
and she picked them with mask and snorkel and her skirt and T-shirt, telling me how
to cut them. I sat in the water and cut them, cutting out the black bit that you don't eat
_with all the fish around me in the water; the flat fish that swim upright, not like a floun-
der, that have brilliant yellow heads and black stripes. And 1 sat on the coral up to my
waist in crystal water with these yellow fish, ten, perhaps twenty swimming around
my legs for the bits of paua. Like losing your breath for a moment — a flash of perfec-
tion, a wonder. And then too yesterday, Mariana and me here where { am now, lyingin
the lagoon and the old ladies picking paua off the rocks and Matavea and the boys
came with the baby turtles to put them in a new box. They let them go, and there we
are, Mariana and me with all the baby turtles swimming around us and catching them
before they swim too far. There are many boxes floating in the sea tied by aropetoa
tree on the beach, they are half-filled with sea water and they keep the baby turtles
there while they grow. When they're big enough they let them go in the sea. The chil-
dren catch them, when they come out of their eggs here on the island and on the
motus. The first night | ate the turtle meat — here try it... and you can't refuse, and |
ate itand it was strong and delicious but no more... There are two huge turtles tied by
their flippers on a rope into-the sea, sort of tethered like a goat ora lamb. They just lie
and swim a bit and surface and raise their strange old lizard heads with their ancient
cow eyes for a breath and sink again. The boys pull them back to the edge and climb
on their backs and ride them the length of the rope.

And from here [ look out beyond the reef to a motu covered in palm trees and the
turquoise deep and brilliant lagoon and the huge bits of red iron on the reef from a
wrecked ship. Coming in on the motor boats, small wooden boats with outboard
motors, going through the reef at low tide was dicy. In the water you look and see the
reef and they wait for a wave to come to carry the boat in deep enough water over it.
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" FRIDAY 22

I am not keeping up with all the things | want to write down. It's such a solo affair, writing, and | feel too
self-conscious to write among them as they are not readers and writers and | already represent many
things they understand of Europeans even if | am not remotely those things.

But last night Ake gave us a small room of our own. We had been sleeping in a big
room next to the lounge and a thoroughfare to the kitchen and we'd roll up our bed in
the morning and everyone would start wandering through at about 5 a.m. It didn’t
matter, it was.quite funny, everyone shouting and laughing on the veranda at 5
o'clock, especially the old ones. john, Ake, David and Grand all get up at dawn. Here
there is a double bed, and enough room for Flora and Mariana to sleep on the floor
on the mat. The slat window on one side looks out to the wide road, the road like a
boulevard of sand that crosses from one side of the island to the other, so to stand in
the middle youlook one way and there's the sea, and you look the other way and
there's the sea. But not only the sea; these houses, some wooden, some concrete, a
few shrubs around them but just sitting in the sand, no fences. And here, this slatted
window, looks out on the old chirch | described and the huge concrete water tank be-
side it. Everywhere these water tanks as the island has no streams — the drill for the
washing water and the tank for drinking. The little blue painted shed is the weather
office where Earnest works, Ben's cousin.

The fishermen have come home from the reef with six big salmon. Jimi and Flora
caught many small fish from fishing off the beach yesterday — exotic brilliant fish and
we ate them for tea and then this morning for breakfast. The lie on the plate cooked
whole with theireyes and their goldfish lips and little sharp buck teeth. Sara cooks all
the food for everyone — always she isin the kitchen, or with her baby; Tali, a little sal-
low girl with strangely unseeing eyes and black curls close to her head. She is silent. I
want to help Sari and she indulges me and it is good when we talk but ! know she has
always worked this way and doesn’t think of it or question it. She has always lived on
the Island, always with her parents, and the kitchen and the white sand under the
coconut palms to the cookhouse is well trodden by her. Yesterday she baked eight
loaves of bread and we carried them to the cookhouse, a rusty corrugated iron open
shed, but laid with clean white coral stones. The oven was a drum set in the earth
where the .coconut husks and the shells burned and a big black iron chain. She put
the small cans of water in first and set the loaf tins on top and put on the lid There
were two of these and a bin full of coconut husks for burning and an open fire on the
other side — all neat and clean among the white coral stones. i

The coconut palms sound like a river — shshshshsh — they impose gently and ex-
quisitely upon your consciousness everywhere on the island — they are the island —
the baskets, the oil, the copra, the nu for drinking, the coconut sauce you eat with ev-
erything, the puke, husks for burning and growing things in, medicine and their won-
derful green shade. | see the breadfruit trees from here too. It could be Mexico, or
how | imagine it to be, Jamaica.

Still, | have not finished writing about first arriving here, at this picture post card is-
lang. This island where the people have little money, where they eat fish and
coconuts and kumera and become tired of it like anyone anywhere. Where a ton of

copra brings $300. In their boats the men sail or motor to the motus, climb the trees,
husk the nuts, dig out the copra, dry it on these racks, sack it, send it away... a whole
ton. Where David worked in New Zealand for nine months to buy a generator for the
whole island. This picture post card island.

Once the Mateora anchored -— the men opened up the hold and baggage was
thrown from the ship to small boats, all rocking, with the men and the boys on the
boats hanging on to the sides of the ship, catching bags, catching children, helping
the big fat Mamas climb over the sides of the ship and lower into the boats below.
Boat after boat came out to get load afterload of all their supplies, wildly excited chil-
dren, all of us happy to be here and off the ship at last. We watched the island, this
unreal painted island and the motus — gleaming white sand, grean coconut palms,
the reef with the waves breaking over. We passed out our luggage, we waited till last,
till old John came back out after taking Grand in. Aunty Grand had changed in the
cabin for the occasion into a big red shirt and lime green loose matadors with an ei on
her head of purple orchids and tiger orchids. They had returned after six months in
Rarotonga and she was so happy, a big grin as she sat in the motor boat with her Is-
land relations and her baggage around her like some wonderful island queen. We
waited in the late afternoon sun and watched the men unload the hold of bananas
and endless boxes, everyone yelling in Maori wanting to get it all in before dark.

Finally we climb into John's motor boat, Flora, Mariana, me and these three men
from the island. We cross the reef — wait wait now... the wave carries us across the jag-
ged coral which is just beneath the boat and in through the turquoise waters closer
and closer to the sand, the white sand, the groups of dark people, the palms and kiko
huts among them, the mounds of luggage on the white sand. It was warm warm and
evening dusk and the sea to step into warm and crystal clear and Jimi already swim-
ming like a big black seal and Grand saying come come meet my relatives and all
coming and kissing me first one cheek then the other and the children staring with
wide dark eyes — a papa’a woman... this is my daughter-in-law says Grand and | feel
rocky and breathless and filled with deep wonder and a sense of it's not real it's not
real... time slows, we stand and stare... Matavea comes, a skinny black girl with black
eyes and puts her arms around Flora and Mariana who also stand breathless in a
small capsule of wondering wonderful time stopped... to stand there and stare
forever.

Then the wheelbarrows — here come the taxis, they all laugh and the men carry the
luggage on their shoulders and the women carrying, pushing wheelbarrows, talking,
kissing laughing... For me it is all a blur — dark faces, very dark people, big women
with sweet faces and the strange lilting English, white sand, the dry brown kiko huts
everywhere that make you feel the foreigness, a stranger, and slowly walking up to
this house with Flora and Mariana and Matavea. And then | can’t remember... every-
thing rocking we walked in a daze with Grand around the houses being introduced,
eating...
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SATURDAY 23

| feel washed through, inside and out, by the sea — an exquisite physical weari-
ness, my skin tingling... It must be five in the afternoon. After breakfast this morning
three boatloads of us went to lay the rau. Earnest and Thomas, Ari, Ben and me and
the old one, one of John's brothers, in a wooden boat built on the island. We motored
to North Island, a motu like The Island; coconut palms and pandanus and white sand.
We collected poreo for Flora and Mariana and walked along the beach with Ari who
made us climb a coconut palm grown sideways and took our photo. | wanted most of
all to take his but [ was too shy. There were kiko huts there, the ones used by those
who come for the copra. The sea was clear and that brilliant turquoise colour of all the
lagoons here and the clouds were banking up — dark rain clouds. The other boats
had come, wooden sailing boats but with the outboard motors on as the wind wasn't
right. Boats piled high with the rau, a twisted mass of palm leaves. | couldn’t imagine
how it worked. All of us — the girls, the old lady, the fishermen, motored to the other
end of the lagoon, anchored the boat, threw over the end of the rau and we all began
to wade, pulling one end of the rau as we went with the small boat feeding it qutin a
huge circle. Thomas, the young girls, twelve or so years old but women already, me,
Ari, Ben and the others, all spaced apart pulling the net in a huge circle. Often it
would break and have to be tied and we waded and pulled and waded and pulled in
the warm waist-deep lagoon. The rain came, poured across the sea blown by the wind
and we ducked under the sea — rain cold. It might have been a scene from the Old
Testament — pulling the rau, shouting on instructions to each other, in.the wide
semi-circle, the rain turning the sea into a mass of dark waves and it was cold. 1 don’t
know for how long we waded up to our waists and then gradually into shallower water
through the lagoon towards the reef. It could have been for hours. The rau formed a
huge circle of spiky green leaves and brown leaves and now it was all fed out and we
all just pulled, you couldn't see any fish. Then the circle was becoming smalier and
smaller and the rau was being pulled in and doubled and the end of the circle was
lying on the reef where the water was only a few inches deep. It wasn’t until the net
had come right in and the circle was small that we suddenly saw hundreds of fish
madly rushing from one side of the net to the other. Parrot fish — they look almost
transparent silvery white in the water. Schools of them rushing and leaping and fling-
ing themselves at the net, just realizing what was happening to them. And the
maimai, the brown fish the ones whose spines are poisonous and are painful or make
you sick or die | don't know which — and then the beautiful flourescent yellow and
black angel fish, the strange square fish and the spiney blown up round fish that
sucks in water. Hundreds of them, mostly parrot fish and maimai wild in the now
small circle of the rau. After it was doubled and tripled in places and secured by rocks
in the shallow water, the men went in with the big coconut husking knives and steel
rods and proceeded to slaughter the fish. Our job was to pick up the killed fish and
put them in sacks and Thomas and Earnest would carry sack after sack out to the
small motor boat that had fed out the rau... There seemed to be thousands of dead
and dying fish, some slipped and wriggled out of your hands. As the numbers were
reduced they'd use a bit of the rau to pen off the rest and the slaughter continued.
They told us not to pick up the maimai because of the poisonous spines. We were, |
think, on a shallow part of the reef that went from the motu across the lagoon, out to-
ward® the main reef. If you looked up you saw the waves crashing over. The old Mama
was busily tearing apart fish and eating the fat— she offered me some but I couldn’t...

Finally the last sack was carried. The sea was awash with blood. Simon and
Thomas and Earnest and Ben rolled the rau up and hauled it back —a long long way
it now seemed to where the two sailing boats were anchored, from where we had
started. | wade back with Eileen, a young part Rarotongan girl from New Zealand who
had come over on the Mateaora with her Aunty. Wading through the waterl wondered
when the sharks would come as everyone said they most certainly would. But we
reached the boat without seeing any, Eileen gnawing on raw fish, piled in the rau and
set the sails while we watched the other boat with Martha and Nigelin, raise its brown
sails and fly away like a beautiful silent bird. Then us — the white spinaker at the
frontand the big brown triangular sail, old and patched from use, both full and billow-
ing and moving silent and swiftly across the turquoise waters. We were exhausted.
Thomas, big fat Thomas lying on top of the rau and Eileen and him cheeking each
otherand us all eating bananas and bread and drinking coconuts and the sharks now
dark shapes in the water following the boat and snatching at anything thrown over-
board. And Ari with his fish in his pocket, the old brother at the tiller. it felt so good
just sailing there, the work done.

Sailing back towards The Island — the relentlessly hot white island, the coconut
palms all blowing and divided fronds and shimmering — Ben said they looked as
though they are all pressed against glass and they do. The fish unloaded, divided be-
tween families, a wooden table of one family in the sea, some cut, others pull out the
guts with their hands, others rinse and throw into the big woven fish baskets. [t seems
that everyone on the island is there. Each family getting its own share of the fish —
the children picking up the fish livers to put in a separate bowl. The fish — parrot fish
— were taken then, gutted and cleaned to the big stake tables under the coconut
palms by the beach and John and Ake were there with knives chopping off the heads,
opening the fish to put them in the smoke house by the house, to smoke till Monday,
and dry to send on the Mateora to all the friends and relations on Rarotonga. They
can only sell the fresh frozen fish and they only take the rau out when a boat is pas-
sing through to send the fish. j

It is night. | sit between Bob Mason’s wooden house with C.A.O. outside the ver-
andaand John and Ake’s house. In the evening they teach Ben Maori words — tahi
ngauru ma tahi — means eleven, tahi ngauru ma rua means twelve and so on. I re-
member bits and John always says I will pick it up faster than Ben. All the stars are out
— the iron pot almost directly overhead. Tonight I told Ake and John abut the farm in
Masterton where [ grew up — they were polite, | don't know what they thought.

My writing is so b'ehind, I cannot keep up with events and write them down and get it done and go and do
something else. | don’t know why | do this at all — but something always brings me back to it. Ari wanders

by and asks me if I can see in the dark. Ari is 18 and lives by Helen’s in Rarotonga —
he touches my heart with his beautiful singing and guitar playing. | always like being
in his company though we don't talk much to each other.

Before, yesterday, | was still writing of our first night here. Going through the night
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on the sandy road to where Grand and Danny lived. There the whole living space is a
platform all covered with many pandanus mats and open on two sides. In the middle
was a heap of little old old woman, a small figure with this happy wizened toothless
smile — Danny's mother. And there she sits, every day and her family look after her,
fetch and carry for her. Another old one we met that first night was the father, 85, who

" sits also, in this house opposite here. Sits in a chair — he hurt his back in a hurricane,

and his family look ater him. When the boat comes he gets his bottle of gin and
swears and curses in the most filthy language, | am told.

Yesterday afternoon | am with Jane and Ti, the old Mamas — yet in this society
they are not the old ones and are mostly like naughty young girls. Ti's grey hair falls
down her back, past her bum and she plaits it and curls it round the back of her head.
They said the last time they wove was in 1945, before | was born, and when they left
The Island forever. The mat was of wide pandanus and it was nice just to be with
them. The shed was filled with pandanus and the coconut leaves they use for the big
fishing baskets. | want to make one. They said come to the motu with us and spend
the night next week. Jane, a wicked cackling old one, told of going with her father to
the Maori mission in Ponsonby when she was 14 where the RC's helped the young
Maori girls, new to the city and in trouble. Since then, they lived in Rarotonga and in
New.Zealand, but never back on The Island.

That evening, the dance. At dinner, the jokes at John and Ari, how they were off to
get a fox. Then the loud tape deck in the shed and the boys in the shadows here and
the girls in the shadows on the other side. All incredibly young and shy. Then finally
late some dancing. The Maori music, but this formal fox trotting except for Thomas
doing a bit of hula. Strange in this concrete shed with the big water tanks, the yellow
light bulb and the big fancy tape deck. Strange. Like a Bible class dance. We wan-
dered home and slept, exhausted from the day.

Tonight, a walk around the island — the big red crabs all walking down from the
bush. Jimi whistles into their shells to get them out, for bait. The chanting Bible sing-

ing from Jane and Ti's house with the old man and the lesson and prayers and Our

Father when we came home.

Ake and Tikeroa — John and Ake's son's children who they and Sari raise. He, the
son, lives in New Zealand. Strangely serious children already versed in the labours of
the island. Tikeroa, the fisherman, the worker— a sweet boy and Ake always helping
Sari in the kitchen, already utterly self-effacing and accepting in her role of constant
labours in the kitchen. Tikeroa, a plump black-eyed boy showed me his turtles, chop-
ping up the pauas to feed them. He knows all the fishing— many times, he says, he's
laid the rau with the men, already a man. Perhaps he's nine or ten.

Night. it's cool at last. Sari and Grand chatter in the kitchen. The night generator
faintly chugs, a cicada somewhere but never a chorus. Each day hols so much i feel |

am born again but then think of the many small deaths. | love these people and want
to know them more. Flora and Mariana know the children, are always taken up with
them — swimming, fishing, playing basketball — seeing, learning so much.
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SUNDAY 24

Sunday — day of rest. Today we don't work, we don’t swim, we don't play the guitar.
We sit and we can listen to the church service on the radio if we like. Early, we are
woken by the church bell clanging and clanging, then the strange chanting Bible sing-
ing and then hymns — beautiful forthright, harmonious singing. At breakfast we [earn
Maori — it is wonderful and | am learning. John is sparkling eyed and hilarious — he
asks us no’'o ean koe? Where have you been? The bread is raveorai opuhe, kare —
no, ai — yes, it is good to learn. Ben writes it all down but I'd rather just pick up what |
can. It's also a communication point and we can all laugh and talk together on their
ground. Flora and Mariana are off in a little girl huddle with Matavea and Ake. Grand
is cutting Ben's hair under the coconuts. We walk up from the beach through the
coconuts and the wandering chickens and the stake pig pens and the coconut log pig
pens with the half domestic half wild looking pigs. The church bell tolls — four ser-
vices today. The old falling over church is exquisite inside. The ceiling shaped like
the rectangular bottom of a boat in match lining painted wood and under, round the
walls small squares of match lining each in opposite diagonals around the whole
church and above them a board all around painted with red and green flowers. The
austere wooden pews, the open arched shutters and a pulpit halfway between the
floor and the ceiling many feet above the congregation, of polished carved wood.
One wonders what missionary contrived the pulpit.

We sit on the veranda — talk laugh tell stories, always the jokes at each other.

John, young John from Mangaia who came on the boat and who stays with Ben's
Aunty Blind in Mangaia — Ari, Ben and me went to a church service. The women sit on
one side, the memnon the other. I sitat the back with Martha—all the women have the
beautiful finely woven hats with brims and the little girls, the exquisite little woven
hats with the shallow crown. They have on their best dresses, clean and ironed, some
with bare feet. It is incredibly utterly hot — women with fans fan themselves and I sit
and stare out the open shutters with the painted flowers — old and faded in the arch
of the window. Outside the blue glittering sea and the green coconut palms softly
shshsh, it might be Jamaica. Nigel, Martha’s husband is the only other European. Most
of the service is in Maori, | sit in the heat and let the lilting words wash over me. The
minister stand behind the table and not in that formidable pulpit. At the start of
each hymn an old woman begins in this high ringing whine that fills the \_Nhole church
— it brings tears to my eyes for some reason — then the women all join in — a pierc-
ing whine and the men answer. Often they're all singing different bits at the same
time, harmonising — it fills that small church and the whole island outside. The front
windows are nailed up with rusty corrugated iron and the side wall beside me is visi-
bly leaning — I notice but this is neither here nor there After the service the old
mamas go to their house and start the chanting singing again.

MONDAY 25

- All day yesterday the singing — all day and into the evening when there was another

church service. The whole island might have been an order of priests and priestesses
chanting to the gods.

I sit on these wood seats by the sea under the ironwood trees. There is a cool
breeze off the sea delicious in this unrelenting scorching heat. Flora and Mariana and
Ben swim by the box of baby turtles. They have a huge turtle shell they’re playing on
from a turtle dead or killed just this morning. We have just returned from one of the
motus, where we went to get mature coconuts, the brown ones for the oil. Melvyn
handled the small wooden boat and outboard for Grand, Mariana, Flora, Jimi, Ben
and me and we motored through the deep turquoise lagoon that you could see down
down into, the boat cutting that calm surface of the water. it rained, cool sweet drops
on the flat marbling surface of the turquuoise water. We motored between the coral
heads growing like trees from the deep bottom of the sea. Flowery brown fingers
beautiful lacey in the water and the brilliant blue parrot fish (uu) feeding on the top,

its back out of the water. The clams (paua) with their irridescent lips deeper on the
rocks.

At the island we take sacks and wander through the green forest of coconut palms
with the wild arrowroot underneath. It's hot and wet, smelling tropical, like the glass
house in the Auckland Domain. Hot and damp and green but the palms are spaced
apart and it is easy and lovely walking and picking up the brown coconuts, the ones

you can hear the water shaking in. Grand calls us. We bag the big nuts and Melvyn .

husks them on a long steel spike with a spear end and throws the nut left into a sack.
We sit on the mountain of husks from the past coconut gatherings and watch.
Everywhere are the small brown lizards, geckos, and when we first arrived the palms
are alive with kaikawa birds, small white white birds, so white and graceful they look
like the dove of promise. Melvyn husks the nuts with speed and ease unappreciated
until Ben and I try and succeed with great effort and time. It's extraordinarily hard but
a knack that Grand shows. And Grand and | wander offand getagreennutandsitona
fallen coconut palm by the sea and she shops it with her big sharp knife and we drink.
The water is the sweetest ['ve tasted and we sit and talk and drink, and wait for the
the others. Melvyn who's young with frizzy brown hair and strong and devoted to
Grand, gets some drinking nuts to take back and husks them and we drink more and
Grand tells how when she came to The Island she was slimmer than me and how she
gradually grew fat eating the coconuts and drinking the water. And there’s big fat lazy
Jimi who won't work. The girls swim. Back through the turquoise waters, the coral
heads, the fish. Half close your eyes and the green water marbles white and green in
patterns of light before you. The sun burns. They say it is a good day to catch the tur-
tle and we see one a few feet in front of the boat raising its strange old head for a
breath. Melvyn speeds up, it sinks. He says the ones tied in the shed — they're going
to let them go. But Ben says one is already dead. Flora and Mariana and Jimi have a
baby turtle out that they’re playing with here in the water. They're neat little crea-
tures. The nuts are carried up and dumped in the cook house.
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Sometimes | wonder how many days until the boat comes and then you know, the
sun, the sea, the sand and these people are within you are the sound of the coconut
trees and their green shade and the sound of the waves breaking over the reef and
the children (and no traffic, no shops) have enchanted me and leaving is unbelieva-
ble. [ do a form of Tai Chi before breakfast and feel the sea and the wind in the dance.
These brown people move slowly — everything has its time, intense work — long sit.
Much being together and much space between. In our small blue and yellow striped
house of four or five rooms in all, many of us live easily. Grand and Danny and Jimi
and Ari sleep on the veranda and John and Ake and Tali, the baby and her mother
Sari, sleep on thin foam in the big concrete floored lounge with the garden in the mid-
dle. They pick up their beds every morning. And John and Thomas and Tikeroa and
Ake — the children, sleep on the back veranda, then me and Ben, Flora and Mariana
in our tiny back room by the water tank. At 5 a.m. Ben goes fishing with the men on the
reef — this morning they catch nothing. They're in the water with a big 6 foot shark,
Ben tells me, and throw a few rocks at it so it won't tear up the net.

All afternoon sitting in the wooden boat in the lagoon a few hundred yards from
the beach. Ari and Melvyn getting the paua, diving in the clear water. I jump in and di-
vide the crystal water with my two arms and look-down to the clams, some very big,
with their irridescent lips, and the pink and purple forests of coral. Cutting the black
gall of the shellfish, once Aunty Grand had cut it from the shell. She like a queen with
her boys she orders about. Two hats on, gnawing at the clams and some raw fish,
some coconut, bananas, she chops open a drinking coconut. And of course her packet
of Rothmans in a plastic bag — she’s smoking away. The small boys come around.
Melvyn spears some fish with his gun. We get a bucket of the paua and fish for tea.
Everyone is at the beach swimming, diving, picking the paua. The young girls are
there singing — Ari mimics them.

The white chooks wander around pecking at the coconut husks, shells that lie
around. The small crabs in pretty shells crawl on the sand, even up on the road by the
house but then that's only a hundred yards from the beach. | am becoming be-
witched by this place. The smoke house still smokes, drying the fish that we caughtin
the roi on Saturday.

Last night we sat on the veranda looking at the clear sky and bright stars. Nights
are long, we stay up savouring the few cool hours. We eat dinnerat 9 or 9.30 p.m. and
sit about until midnight at least. It's nearly then before Flora and Mariana go to bed
too. You have to wait till the heat of the day is gone. Grand says last night that some-
times they see the shooting star with the long red tail that stays in the sky for perhaps
three nights. They say it is a sign of royalty — arriving, orgiving birth... Mariana cannot
believe we see the same stars as the ones at home are seeing, Flora has seen a UFO
the night before. The nights are gentle and warm and a good feeling from the exhaus-
tion of the day. Sometimes standing in the road at night looking up to the clear sky
with a million billion stars | am pervaded with the miracle of it, being alive now, at this
moment on earth, having this split second of life given to see the earth and the stars

— then gone... :
Later we dress and go and lie down on the wooden benches by the sea. It is at last

cool, the shadows long, the big shiny tape deck on the copra racks playing the fast
Maori music. The sea and sky have paled — the tide is out. Thomas and David come
in in treir boat bring six or so groper, great apricot coloured fish that they will freeze
and send out on the Mateora.

TUESDAY 26

Tonight we have been here a week. | open my eyes in the morning to the wide
blue arc of the day, the still green waxy glitter of the sun on the coconuts and the leafy
breadfruit with fat fruit hanging. No wind, it is hot and will be much hotter, so hot that
walking across the unsheltered road will be like burning up in a fire. For hours last
night | lay sleepless and wandered outside for the smallest sea breeze. Mariana
came with me to swim and [ do a form of Tai Chi at the end of the beach in the brief
morning shade of the leafy green bushes. Ben was already out fishing on the reef at 5
a.m,

Last night dinner was delicious, more delicious in that some of the paua we had
picked in the day was served in a sauce, cooked, and some in a 'salad’ mixed with
coconut juice and tomato. This with rice and sweet juicy fish. The food takes on a dif-
ferent reality when picked in the day and your whole body feels clear and weary and
hungry. After, Ben and | walked around the island in the dark with the torch, around
the beach and the red lobster-like crabs with their big old shells on their backs liter-
ally covered the beach. The new moon, I have not seen it yet. For some reason [ await
it expectantly.

Evening. The newmoon, the very first new moon, a thin silver curve in the pink and
black clouds of sunset. We look at it from the beach in a kind of heathen worship. A
different time when the moon is rising, a creative time.

Today we made the oil. An'incredible scene. Beneath the coconut palms out from
the veranda by the smokehouse, Ben painting a black power fist on David's motor of
his motor boat. We bring the sacks of coconuts, the small stools with the long end with
a steel grateron it and put them in the shade. Many children who have gathered help
pull the fibre off the outside of the nuts so it won't fall in the gratings. John whacks
them around with a big knife and tips the water into the bowl. Jimi and Ari and Melvyn
sit on the stools and grate into huge aluminium washing bowls, their big flash tape
deck playing an odd selection of old songs — Kenny Rogers and Cher and then the
Maori music which is best. Grand emerges and with a piece of sacking wrings the
grated coconut handful by handful into another great aluminium washing bowl. Thirty
or forty coconuts. It sit with Grand and wring too but [ am slow and it's hard work, but
the white cream flows out and it's nice to be'there with everyone and the music and
the singing and the talk. And for hours they grate and we wring the shredded coconut
and throw out what we've wrung and all the children are around being yelled. at to
fetch things and do this and do that, only lazy jimi won't — and all of us on the pan-
danus mats underneath the cool shade of the coconut palms. Then it is done, a huge
aluminium bowl of white creamy milk, that might be goats milk, and everyone drifts
off — to sleep after the hard work. We pouritinto a bucketand we find a big pan like a
camp oven to cook it in. Grand and | go picking the miri behind the water tank. It
grows wild there and we pick the green tips — it's strong smelling, a bit like catmint or
pennyroyal — a whole bucket of green tips. Down past the smoke-house we dig a
hole in the sand and put the iron bars across and light it with dry coconut shells that
burn bright and fast. The husks from the coconuts we've used are burned because
that is part of the medicine. Helen told me that it wasn’'t many years agc in Rarotonga
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that people were arrested for using the Maori medicine, now itis accepted and often
sought after by the medical doctors.

Now we’'re down under the coconut palms with this fire in a little hole in the sand
and Grand is sitting on a kerosene tin stirring with a big iron skillet and we're lying on
a mat talking and Flora and Mariana and Ake and Tikeroa are feeding the fire and
fetching old coconut husks lying about. They see how high up the sloping coconut
tree they can climb — nearly to the top, it's a small one growing sideways. For
another few hours the big pan with the cream and the miri boils and boils and gradu-
ally it turns to the clear oil — green with the miri. Grand boils it until it's all green with
just the miri and white scum tobe taken gut. We leave it to cool in an aluminium bowl
sloped to allow the oil to drain from the miri, and go off to sleep orto  swim — it has'
taken all day in the incredible heat...

tewaiwai rose.

WEDNESDAY 27

Woken this morning by the church bel] — clang clang —
vice and the beautiful singing. Slept on the floor in an atte
long time lying awake in the heat. Sometime before dawn i
— arelease for a few hours. Tonight I'll bring a mat and s|
crabs or no crabs, we should have slept here every night.

Wednesday morning ser-
mpt to be cooler but still a
trained, cooling the hot air
eep down here by the sea,

We bottled the oil in old gin bottles and perfume bottles that we can find. | walk
with Grand through the tipani trees and the houses to t ;
spare old gin bottles, and then to Danny's old moth
walls are all kiko and propped up like open shutters
old thing, usually seated in a formidable lotus positi
chil_drerYs’ hair yelling,

he old man's house to find any
er's house where the outside
on sticks. She, a wiry wizened

on, is wandering about, doing
as spry and as alert as anyone. She asks me if Iam lonely here

and | say no, there’s everyone about — but I wonder? | am still an observer locked in
my own Papa’a world. My English is very different from theirs. They miss out many
words — hot, the sun, pours down the rain. But a lilting expressive speech and so
much more in tones and face and hand movements. | love to hear it.

Grand sleeps on the bench beside me, tired still from her labours yesterday. Jimi,
Flora and Mariana are floating about in the lagoon on the green glass balls that get
washed up on the beach here from the Japanese fishing nets.

Evening. We have made our bed down here under the casurina trees by the sea
and apart from the smell of the pigs nearby, it is cool and beautiful. The brilliant new
moon is up and the stars are out and the sea roars softly on the reef. In the afternoon
Sari sat down by the boat shed making kiko brooms. She plaited the hairy ends of the
ribs of the coconut fronds, four together, plait, four together, plait until the plait was
four or five hand spans long with the kiko ribs sticking out of one side, then finally she
would plait in a piece of string that would tie around and round the whole broom
when it was finally rolled up. They're neat, the kiko brooms — Grand loves threaten-
ing anyone from small children to grown men with them. Sari sat plaiting, and her
baby waddled about the place with her black curls and flat monkey face and strange
eyes. She made friends with me at last but when [ asked Sari if I could take her to pad-
dle in the sea, she says — no, that's not the way of my parents. And she was not al-
lowed, Sari said, because of a skin rash, but I don’'t know. Tikeroa and Ake hardly ever
go swimming either. One is never quite sure.

Then the fishermen come in the boat at 4.30 or 5 p.m. and everyone jumps to life. |
am handed a huge crayfish still creeping like a big red and blue spider and a long
rope with fish shoulder to shoulder the whole length of perhaps 15 feet or so. The fish
are all taken up to the cookhouse and there the umu is prepared. Everyone works. |
am given the easiest and most undemanding job as they indulge me as a rather deli-
cate helpless child — washing the cut-up fish while Sari cuts. The children gather
wheelbarrow loads of coconut husks for the umu and endless buckets of fresh water
from the kitchen and sea water. Grand makes small woven kiko baskets for some of
the fish, with a big frond draped over her knees and Melvyn scrapes down the
coconuts which Ari is given the task of husking. Gathered around the cookhouse on

.the sand under the coconut palms we work. I go to Sari for a pot for the fish and she is

scouring it and then begins on the blackened outside. | tell her it doesn’t matter
about that and she says — you don't mind? Some Europeans move their arms and
their shoulders and their mouths — and she demonstrates a sort of shudder of horror
— bad, that's why we always apologise for our cooking. I try to tell her, convince her, |
don't know if it's enough, the right words. We pick all the black squashy bananas that
are hanging by the smoke house — the ones from Aitutaki as there’'s no bananas
grown here. Grand is wringing the shredded coconut meat for the sauce and we peel
them put them in an aluminium bowl for banana puke. Grand pushes squashy hand-
fuls of them into some of the little baskets she has made and ties the tops of them to
go in the oven
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THURSDAY 28

Waking to dawn on the beach. A night of stars and the sound of the sea and nee-
dles of casurina hanging down and the strong smell of pigs. We slept though. The
dawn sky, a mass of pink and blue and grey-black cities in the sky. Jimi and Grand and
Danny aiready down the beach. Escaped along the cool shady beach and chant and

do a form of Tai Chi for the new day. Me shaky in mind and body — my usual uncer-
tainties, conflicts.

Ben drawing a big black shark as a pattern for Grand's tewaiwai when she asked for
mermaids and little fishes. Flora and Mariana hopefully drawing pretty mermaids.
Today they paint the school house — small building in the bush, one room for 10 chil-
dren. Ake and Tikeroa start school on Monday, and Jimi. We tease him — we're going
to be swimming all day while you're at school.

I go with Grand to Danny’s mother’s house to see them preparing the rito. On the
platform covered with mats, different kinds of woven pandanus mats, the old mamas,
including Danny’s old mum, are seated on the mats with great hanks of rito before
them. They're slicing the end off each piece to pull the waxy side off. It is almost un-
berably hot. I try to cut and tear as they are doing and cannot, and cannot really be
bothered. The small flies irritate. The old mamas irritable yelling at the small chil-
dren hanging about. I am glad I don't have to do it — the weaving. It is hard; the cook-
ing, the great aluminium bowls of washing, the children, then the weaving. Suddenly |
couldn’t bear it and had to walk away and was glad my lot as a woman is different.

The shadows are long on the beach at last. A faint cool breeze relieves the extraor-
dinary oppresive heat of the day. | have struggled with it all day. This forest of green
palms flicker slightly in their slatted green against the innocent blue sky. My God, I
could lie down and die with the heat today. The old turtle that had been tied on its
back was dragged through the buming sand to the sea to be tied there. It looked sick
and weak and tried feebly to flail its own way through the sand, but Jimi dragged it
and it must have been heaven to reach that cool water again.

And again | went back to see the ladies stripping the rito. The fine waxy bit, trans-
parent and paper thin stripped off the leaves and put in the aluminium bowls of
water. If not for my mood, it could have been encouraging. The old woman making
fans and the mamas and young girls stripping, babies and toddlers about, staring out
of large dark eyes and the old man helped out to a chairin the shade. The young girls
washing the rito and taking it to cook and bringing it to be tied up like a long hula skirt
to be hung and dried. But all seemed unreasonable and incredible labour to me
when in fact it was done by them with ease and devotion and an ancient patience and
acceptance that | do not possess. At least Martha could not do it, she said.

Later. The clouds like big white birds above the great half moon of the horizon.
Grand laughs when [ say it's hard work. We sit on the veranda. She describes the pre-
paration of the pandanus which is infinitely harder — picking it from the island,
bundling it into sheaves, roasting each leaf over a fire, 200 or so fora mat, dry it in the
sun for three days, putting it in rolls and pounding it. My God! Then weaving the mat

— two and half days work perhaps. If to sell — $40, $50. She laughs and looks like a
little gi?l.

ERIDAY 29 '
In the lounge before breakfast they tell us of the island council. John sits on his
bed, a single bed with bright green ends and talks softly. He is a wild looking man
when | look but fine with his dark brown skin and grey hair and huge belly though his
body is strong, not the flaccid pot belly of city men. But his warm smile and sparkling
eyes and soft voice always make you think of him as a kindly gentle fatherly man.

Again this moming woken by the bells. More disastrously so, as we have moved our
sleeping paraphenalia from the immense starry beach to the concrete wate-r catch-
ment which is open but rather like a prison with a light bulb glaring. Taro r:s th.ere
weaving a mat and the papery rustle of the pandanus goes on all night. Finally it raln.s,
torrential tropical rain, cool sweet, breaking a tension. Then Ben wandering round in
the dark finding if anyone was going fishing which they weren’t and then the bells.
And as the catchment is next to the church doors we had to scrabble our unseemly
selves up, me wrapped in a cotton bedspread and quickly remove back to the bed-
room as the people dressed in their clean white best appeared.

All day yesterday, as all day every day, Ake and Tikeroa must stay within call of the
house. Ake must be 6 or 7 and Tikeroa 9. At 5 a.m. in the moming Tikeroa must wake
the fishermen, carry the nets to the boat. Then the endless jobs of the house — c.arry-
ing the water from the tank acros the road. All day he minds the baby who lS' 18
months or so and gets the paua, scrapes the coconuts for the sauce, feeds the. pigs.
Ake must always be on call for small jobs and one never sees them swimmir.lg in the
sea. Tikeroa perhaps, before he is yelled at. Ake — never. If they play, their grand:
mother yells at them in her witchy voice and if they have a toy, they are told to put it
up. They have no toys but then the boys make incredible little boats and bows and
.such but Ake was slapped for playing with Jimi's rubic cube. At night when the ch u.rch
bell rings the children must come and sit down from playing or running c.)r.tallfmg.
Tikeroa is everyone's slave, bringing trays of coffee, putting in the sugar, stlrr.mg it -
all the old ones yell orders at him and he carries them through with an infinite pa‘m-
ence and wisdom beyond his years. Lazy Jimi goes off to the beach and does nothing
although he will always do things for me. I like being with the children and feel sorry
that they are such slaves but | know [ am different in a society that cannot afford t.o
allow its children idlenes. Tikeroa has wonderful deep black solemn eyes and is
proud to me of his infinite capabilities.

The dance. Drinking beer and gin and water in the moonlight from yeast jars wit_h
the boys. Ladies strictly not allowed but sidled in for a gin and some sweeF ml‘15|c
they play. Then they're drunk enough, courageous enough to dance. This tlr:ne
everyone goes, everyone dances and the concrete water catchment becom.es qulte?
gay and dizzy. Danny’s very drunk, doing wonderful solos of his own special Ma(.)n
dances in his black stove pipe trousers and ming blue shirt. He looks neat. Grand th-
nified, tries to ignore him, waltzes around with Sari. They are a wonderful pair of
ladies; their hair done with flowers, their brilliant dresses.
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SATURDAY 30

Out by the islands picking the paua. Cutting from the shells, cutting the black gali
out. Down in the clear water grey sharks circle. Thomas and John unperturbed — they
don't attack. The coral flowers yellow, light green pink and purple. The sun is hot and
for hours we move from coral head to coral head picking — John diving, Tikeroa pul-
ling the boat here and there, finding the clams. Ben and me cufting. Three buckets.
It's hard hot work — Thomas hungover—it's good to come back and sleep. Lie on the

veranda and read love comics and war comics till tea.

A beautiful barbeque at David’s for all of us going on the Mateora. Heaps of fish
and donuts and music. And Uncle Danny with his gin in a coconut.

AN
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Bell clanging early. Church, church, all day. The singing, preaching all in Maori.
Children in clean dresses — their hair done — beautiful, their shiny black hair and
dark skin. No guitar playing, no swimming, no work. People visit each other. A day of
no work is necessary. But the day is rigid — Victorian almost in it restrictions. We
sleep, we slip off to Duke’s pool and sit in the water. No-one is on the beach. It rains
and then it's cloudy, soft cool breezes. We read and sleep in the cool. The sea egg

spine in my foot hurts, | don't feel like doing anything. Tomorrow Ben will digitoutno
matter how much it hurts.

Sitting in the yellow kitchen around the long table, a cool wind blowing through.
John talksof the whale with great fear. Tells of a night anchored beyond the reef, a
whale rising up lifting the boat, sinking again — after that | stay away from the whale.

MONDAY FEBRUARY I

Rain in the night. Torrential tropical rain. No-one knows about the boat. Even the
owners can't contact it. Thomas wants just the boys to get clams. Wander about —
talk to people, the old mother's house. Watch Jane and Ti making their oil. It's cool,
sometimes raining, the smoke rising through the coconut palms.

Grand tells me how Akari, the dark Indian-looking girl of 12 or 13, is pledged by her
mother to look after her grandmother till she dies. She wants to go to New Zealand
but her mother says no, not till the grandmother close her eyes. Such a powerful au-
thority scene of the old people.

Pass the time with Aileen who's about 15, singing with the tapedeck on the beach
— When Will | See You Again. Ask her if she goes to concerts in Auckland but she says
— my mother says people smoke dope and get drunk and violent and I'm not al-
lowed. She’s nice and probably her mather is right anyway. John and Ake sit in their
green boat on the glassy grey-blue water of the lagoon, silently and peacefully cut-
ting the paua out of the shell and throwing them over the side. The white waves
explode on the horizon and | look expecting to see the big rocking Mateora, but no.
Today the children went back to school— they go from 8 to 12.30 because they are
needed at home to work. | feel it is time for us to go home too and Flora and Mariana
to be back at school.

Bill's beautiful smooth-faced wife breast feeds her plump third child in the water
catchment. She has a strong carved face and says — these people are brought up to
work, work, work. Jane and Ti are making the baskets from the split coconut fronds,
one on top of another. It looks difficult. | have not the conviction to learn it but it's
nice to talk with them. [ feel that now | am beginning to know people — them break-
ing through the regard for me. For that [ would like to stay but in a way, one has one’s
own life, own culture or sad lack of it, and | guess you are always an outsider in the
face of their generations here. -

The palms and bread fruit trees are still. The small children very dark and beauti-
ful, play on the road, the chooks all with tiny fluffy chickens following cluck about. The
Maori music on the tape deck — the boys drinking gin behind the church, Uncle
Danny on a drinking binge again.

At night a big fight. All of them drunk on the sweet home brew made from the fruit
of the pandanus. Ari and Thomas wanting to punch each other. Fighting on the road.
All the others trying to stop it. A black night drizzling rain, but hot ... drunken men on
the dark road. Ake calling from the veranda. Ari swearing obscenely. They move off.
Ben there in the middle ... :

Taro wanders by. Ngatiri following, traipsing along behind. Little Ngtairi who sobbed
when he first saw me. Little dark-eyed, dark skinned baby in his little dirty dresses
that Taro puts on him. He fell asleep on me today in the water catchment. I could love
him. Always wandering in the road somewhere, a bit lost Taro gone somewhere.

[ wonder what pictures | will have of this place when | leave ... The orange net curtains
festooned across the slatted windows and the big tree growing in the lounge like
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Xmas, Flora and Mariana and Matavea wading in their dresses in the glassy lagoon
today, the trees — pandanus and palms with hundreds of crabs climbing ... So many
incredible things ... so much I cannot begin to write.

TUESDAY 2

Flora beautiful with Danny last night as he sat in the lounge drunken and raving.
She says come, when he holds her arm and won't let go, come down to the boat and
see what they've caught. So clearly, so authoratively, so unperturbed by his drunken-
ness. He goes with her as obedient as a child. She wants badly to go home — I feel for
her.

We hear now that the boat has left Nuie - arrives here Thursday moming. Grand
rubbing great aluminium bowls of washing — I go and hang it out. The usual long
washing lines of clothes, strung between coconut palms waving in the wind. The roos-
ters crow. Earnest and David sitting, playing guitar and singing, Grand sits and
smokes. An infinite capacity for hanging out, talking, singing when the work is done.
But you wonder what happens here as the young people drift away to Australia and
New Zealand and those who have to stay, stay but talk of going also. Only the paren-
tal authority keeps them. John has six sons in New Zealand and Australia and only
Thomas remains. The wind — rain, it is cool. Grand's photograph album this morning

.— an old photograph of Ben's grandfather, barely defineable. A recent picture of

Ben's mother — a big dark heavy looking woman. Photos of Grand and Danny, young
— neat photos. Danny looked like Sam Ford in his stove-pipes and hair slicked back.
Always a smooth dresser. Grand a sweet big island girl with a hibiscus in her hair.
Each day is filled with strange moments, capsules of infinity stretching us, transport-
ing us. It pours — the children run shrieking, delighted with their fingers stretched
out.

The dark, more than half a moon. The children eating first at the table tonight —
full of fish and Sari's white bread made in the umu. Nothing since breakfast — they
are starving. In the evening before dark the kids all play baseball on the road — |
nearly wrote street. The teacher calls this part of the island the town. He lives in the
bush where the pandanus grows and the taro patches are.

WEDNESDAY 3

As always on Wednesday awake to the church bells, hymn singing. Fall out of our
hot little white room to breakfast. Ari, Thomas and John waking on the back veranda,
just outside our room, from their mats. The tapes start playing. Flora and Mariana get
up from their mat on their small piece of floor in our room. Breakfast at the long table
in the yellow kitchen, the grimy unlined walls painted all yellow and the concrete
floor and the old black gas elements in one corner. The partition hiding the bench
and a big steel sink that water has to be carried to from the communal tank across the
road. Most of the cooking is done in the umu though, a hundred yards or so towards
the beach. We eat mostly silently, fish and rice, bread and coffee. Mostly the same
food for any meal — everything with coconut sauce. [ clean up and do the dishes, a
bucket for the sink, a bucket for an aluminium bowl to rinse the soap from the dishes.
Always Grand comes and washes her face and hands in it even when the dishes are in
it. She's grumpy because Danny's been drinking and then saying things in front of
everyone thatannoy her and | know she wants the boat to come so she can move into
her old home and unpack all her boxes. Danny loped about yesterday with a pareu
around his-waist, a towel with a nude girl (back view) draped rakishly around his
shoulders, and a blue painters hat, a bit pissed I think, being smart to Grand and
zooming off on his motor scooter (the only vehicle on the island). It was very funny,
but Grand's gone into non-communicado.

Ben and me washed all our towels and sheets in one of the big aluminium bowls
that are the mainstay of existence here, over at the water tank where the miri grows.
The tanks are big concrete affairs that look like round risen loaves of bread with small
pits under the tap, concrete-lined. They are major scenes in themselves, like a vil-
lage well. You get buckets of water there, wash clothes there, shower there — every-
thing. There is a bathroom but it has only a toilet which water must be carried to for it
to flush and you must take a bowl of water in if you want to shower in privatei.e. in the
nude. So you never go in there. The usual long drop toilets down by the beach. Well
we scrub away at our sheets and towels and talk of the boat coming and going back to
Rarotonga and New Zealand. We feel we have imposed a long time and are still really
outsiders, strangers to the household except for sometimes, and they will be glad to
be just themselves again. | wish fora good feeling on this last day — if the boat comes
as expected.

Flora and Mariana return from the beach with yet more beautiful shells. Incredible
colours and shapes — they whistle the crabs out, they come out halfway and they're
promptly grabbed and pulled out looking very naked with their soft back exposed.
They then climb into anything — bottle tops anything they find. Exquisite shells. My
half coconut shell of poreo that | had buried in the sand for a week for the fish to rot
out, sit shining.

Jane sews on an old treadle in the water catchment. Ti lights the umu to cook the
sweet nut to take on the boat. You chew the sweet caramelly cutside. Danny’s mother
Serah, sits on her mat weaving fans. We talk of the boat, of what they are doing —
never beyond that. Ake there, baby Ake with her dark face and eyes, beautiful in the
way of very old Maori photographs... The bigger girls husking the mature brown nuts
on the iron spike. The rain falls, the smoke from the umus rises through the coconut
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fronds. The sea looks dark and stormy — [ wonder if | should make some food to eat
on the boat.

Night-time. The rising moon, a big wind, the palms huge and mysterious in the
moonlight. Ben and | reaching an all time low this afternoon thumbing through an old
Australian Woman's Weekly, an extraordinary find, reading recipes and looking at
pictures of delicious avocado and mango salads and almond biscuits. Talked about
food and what we felt like eating for hours. The diet of almost exclusively bread, fish
and rice and coconut sauce for every meal is having its effect. The rain too, and no-
thing to do, and a waiting on the whole island for the boat. Big cabin-biscuit tins of
paua dried to send. An event on the island since it usually only comes every 2
months.

| cooked up some beans on the fire in the cookhouse with Sari. Sari was grating
coconuts. The wind driving the smoke in, and through that and my pouring eyes we
talked. Of New Zealand mainly, tomatoes and lettuce and broccoli, things | missed,
other things. It was nice to talk with her after those relentless boys and their tapes.
She told me of the hurricane 4 years ago with the palms whipping and bending their
fronds to the ground, on one side then the other. Of it lasting nine days and old John
having to call Rarotonga every half hour day and night. He has a certificate of merit on
the wall for it. Of running through the palms before they whipped down upon you. Of
the dried fish and pauas for all those days. When the wind shifts to the west she said,
then you know. To talk with her restored me. Her capacity to patiently do the work
before her. When all my family are here | cook for many more people she says. Need-
less to say none of the adults ate my beans. It didn’t matter, Sari said she hoped the
boat wouldn't come tomorrow.

When [ see the girls in their old fashioned dresses come to read the notice of the
dance it seems like a mission society, the church, the Victorian missionary influence
utterly dominating. A repressive Xtianity. Old Bob postpones the dance for one
reason or another, the young people obey.
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THURSDAY 4

it pours with rain. The coconut fronds stream like hair. Puddles and small streams
course their way along the sandy road. In our tiny room we play drafts and snakes and
ladders with Flora and Mariana and Jimi. The boat is due at 4 p.m. but reaching it in
this teeming rain by motor boat would be miserable to say the least. Much less a \f/et
oily deck to sleep on. John, Sari, Grand and Ake have the flu and lie about sneezing
from diving for clams in the rain, yesterday. A miserable waiting time seems to have
set in... A small wet chicken sits in a coconut shell squeaking and going to die in the
rain. | foolishly brought it in. it will probably die anyway. The water tank outside jch.e
door pours a great fountain of water from a hole in the side. The drum set to catch itis

overflowing.
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FRIDAY 5

On the Mateora, heaving and rocking, riding big swells. It's rough and stormy. 1 lie
between Ben and Mariana, both feeling ill and Flora asleep. | can barely write this,
the boat is rolling so much. The worst I feel is moments of intense claustrophobia
under this fish-smelling canvas, but the possibilities of getting out in a hurry are so
remote — over piled suitcases and luggage and about twenty sleeping or sea sick
bodies — I have to ride it out. A small hell really but at least we have a drv mat to lie

on which is betterlthan last time. | have the flu and a period which seems more than
enough to cope with as the toilet is right out in the storm almost impossible to reach

without ending up in the sea with the boat rocking like this... When I look out towards
the cabins that v_vhole end of the boat sinks deep into the blue black water, thenrises
way up into the sky. The spray is pouring in on to our canvas — whooosh —and on to
the turtles that lie at sea level on this side of the hold. Big turtles from The Island
taken live to Raro. To be killed there. One has its head and front wings out waving

them when the sea rises hoping to swim away. They are beautiful strange old crea-
tures | wish they weren't to be killed.

R

SUNDAY 7

At Helen’s at last. But so much of the past three days and no time to write it. On
Thursday 4, finally the boat after 4 in the afternoon. The storm, the rain, the sense of
waiting and then the boat out beyond the reef rising and falling in the big seas. No-
body wants to go on it now it's so rough. We stand on the beach and watch the ship
with a sense of foreboding. Danny has to go out first because the boat has come from
Pango where there is a bad eye disease so if it's on the boat, no-one from the island
will go on only the passengers. Danny returns, no eye disease, but no passengers till
tomorrow morning. We are relieved. Today before dark they load 10 tons of copra. All
the men, all the boys carrying sacks of copra from every shed and kiko house on the
island, wheelbarrow after wheelbarrow of sacks go down to the beach. The small
boats loaded up — out through the passage, incredibly rough and treacherous with
the huge waves crashing on the reef, to the rocking Mateora. Till nightfall the coprais
loaded. On oneof the boats, a young girl Taila is swept overboard while the boat is by
the big ship, she swims around the back of the boat, an instant later the boat whacks
against the side of the ship.

But all this I did not fully realise until we went out the next morning. Everyone on
the island was down at the beach to say goodbye to all of us leaving on the boat. The
sea is roygh but not stormy like the day before and it looks as though it might clear
up.

WEDNESDAY 10

Am lost in lovely lush slow Rarotonga and forgetting to finish this writing. The strong image in
my mind that last morning on the island,-almost as strange, and unreal as that even-
ing we arrived. It is the old mama Serah, Danny’s mother, sitting on her pandanus
mats crosslegged in her small heap, the wrinkled skin of her bare arms hanging, her
withered breasts long beneath her faded old cotton frock. There she sat with one of
her daughters, both weeping and weeping. Danny’s mother, her eyes red and full be-
hind her black rimmed and many times magnifying glasses, on that platform under
the staked up kiko walls of her house. And her daughter seated on the edge of the
platform. Flora with me, seeing for the last time, these women and their lives, this
house, the kitchen with the floor of coral stones. Serah beckoned me and I kissed her
goodbye and she put a necklace of seeds and shells around my neck and Flora too.
Then, though we had never talked much or known even what to say, I would have
stayed and called her mother. It seemed unbearably sad, leaving in a moment of rec-
ognition. Flora and me walked away in tears. We will never see her again. And still |
am reminded of the tiny old Japanese woman in a movie [ once saw... left lying on her
grass matting floor, wailing and alone, in her hut in a forest of giant bamboos. The En-
glish woman reporter who came to know her and write her tragic story, became also a
daughter for the old woman... but finally she must return to her own culture...

The goodbyes on the beach by the kiko boatshed and the copra tables, the tur-
tles, the children swimming. Waiting for the last boat, Flora and Mariana already
gone. We kiss everyone — everyone we have known and not known. Many times | hug
Grand. | love her, despite her coolness of the last few days. Those people who are
now family. As the boat leaves they wave and there they are on the white sand under
the forest of coconut palms — their whole lives there —and we go.  am filled with un-
believable sadness and would have then jumped off and gone back. Sari and Tali
and John and Ake and Grand and Danny and the others all there waving and waving
and we wave back till the last.

Then the passage, the reef. Huge waves crash over. We wait and then motor like
crazy to try and fly through before the next big breaker bursts over the reef. We're
grasping baggage and the sides of the boat as it rocks and crashes and then over
comes a wave into the boat, overall of us, ourbaggage, our camera. Hold on! Hold on!
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