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For Sean


I must surrender myself to what surrounds me, unite myself with the clouds and rocks, in order to be what I am.

—Caspar David Friedrich

O le gase a ala laovao: Paths in the bush are never obliterated; the past is never lost.

—Samoan proverb

We all don the clothes of civilisation to go on shore, looking very strange to each other.

—Fanny Van de Grift Stevenson


Chapter 1

THE DRAWING

He spits out the pill so it rests like a shiny blue egg in the palm of his hand.

He remembers his Aunt Agatha – Scottish to the core – saying, ‘Elegance is refusal,’ at her bluestone house in Dunedin. He remembers the geranium, neither watered nor pruned, that grew on her kitchen windowsill, patterning the glass like wrought-iron lace gone wild. Refusal can lead to these strange flourishes, he thinks, which can grow elaborate over time and, given the right conditions, burst like a flower through the brain.

We can only imagine what we don’t have, he thinks, binning the pill his psychiatrist prescribed for him, and staring up at the tall frosted window, which gives little idea of the lush greenery of Sydney’s Royal Botanic Garden running rampant outside.

In the humid hum of this early December morning, just after ten, Lewis Wakefield has taken brief sanctuary in the men’s toilets of the Mitchell Library, among its Duchamplike urinals and white tiles. In the great light-drenched fish tank of the Reading Room, his stack request slips are being processed, weeded out from the genealogical searches and mad rants that greeted library staff when the portico doors were prised opened at nine.

He imagines the stack searchers trying to make sense of his pencil marks, tentative at first, then emboldened: The South Seas: A Record of Three Cruises in the Islands … Pt 1, The Marquesas, ca. 1889, an original manuscript (though the attendant has insisted the microfiche will do); Robert Louis Stevenson and family, March 1893, among a handful of photographs; and, he still can’t quite believe his luck, Robert Louis Stevenson, ca. 1892 / sketched by Girolamo Pieri Ballati Nerli, a pencil drawing.

The last is as close as he’s come to the real subject of his search, the Italian painter’s oil rendering of the Scottish writer in Samoa, and Lewis can feel a pleasurable surge of discovery, of vague outlines becoming near and tangible, and the intimate truth of touch. In a few days he will travel to Apia to continue his research, and staring up at the frosted window he can already picture a mountain forest framed there, lush with tree ferns and weeping with waterfalls. He becomes tangled in these threading, shooting thoughts.

By contrast, the portrait is elegant in its restraint, and Lewis is excited by everything that it refuses.

He advances over the marble mosaic of Abel Tasman’s early mapping of Australia, its dreamlike doodling, and enters the library. Perhaps too swiftly. For he is soon intercepted by the security guard, whose worried brow moves up and down, taking him in: silver moustache, red braces, brogues. Lewis’s pressed pinstripe shirt seems to pass the test, as does his lack of a backpack, but the guard still looks suspicious as he darts away, in jerky strides, towards the Special Collections area at the back of the Reading Room.

Only the manuscript is ready for collection. Here the Scottish writer’s spacious South Seas world has been reduced to a drab little box; inside is a teal-coloured wheel of microfiche. There are plastic-coated instructions for its use, but Lewis has left his reading glasses at home. Instead, his kindly neighbour at the microfiche reader counter – her pinkish face peeping out from an aureole of silver hair – shows him how to feed the tape through the machine and which buttons to press.

Lit up on the screen, the handwriting looks strangely squashed and spidery at first, with things darting out into the margins, crossed out. There is a chapter on DEATH but the page on screen is darkened, difficult to read. Back and forth the tape goes, beginning to sing. Other chapters fly past, a group of words returning to him as an afterimage: strange, austere and feathered mountains … Even on a computer screen, the writing unfolds as if freshly inked. Back and forth the tape goes, the singing sound spinning, humming higher and higher, a coloratura aria in the Reading Room.

He can’t divorce the writing from that sound. A whirring wind, the call of the dead. The Scottish writer’s words are sifting through time, sieved and spun forward by the microfiche, looking for a host. Lewis is thinking this as the black tape begins to thicken and bulge, ballooning from its sprocket. Now it is unspooling, first into his lap and then out onto the floor, gathering like kelp on the sea-green carpet of the Reading Room. An attendant is summoned.

It is not unlike being back at school, Lewis thinks, this feeling of silent reproach as the truant tape is slowly reeled in. With his tongue protruding, the attendant is different from the ones earlier this morning. ‘Will that be all?’ The man finally asks, confiscating the now tightly wound wheel of microfiche.

‘No, that’s okay – I’ll wait for the other requests,’ Lewis says.

Sitting across from the collection counter, he remembers Aunt Agatha saying that bad behaviour should never be rewarded, and he wonders if that will be the end of it. Then – once again he can’t believe his luck – there is another changeover of attendants, friendlier this time. Miraculously it seems the photographs have arrived.

He is led towards a large leather-topped table with the sign Reserved for using maps, plans or posters. Light pours in through the glass ceiling; today everything is lit up as bright as the Sydney sky.

The Scottish writer is seated on a leather chaise between his wife and his widowed mother, his stepdaughter’s face looming over his shoulder, at their temporary digs at the Oxford Hotel in Sydney, on excursion from Samoa. The way they are seated along the couch, at an angle and looking off to the right, makes Lewis think of a doctor’s waiting room. The leather studs glisten like eyes; pushed to one corner is a book, its cover darkened, dog-eared. What strikes him as strange is that the chaise is made for one person, not these jostling, dovetailing identities, hands entwining, bodies held in tongue-and-groove. A floating vessel for a single soul at rest, not unlike a psychiatrist’s couch.

He tries to imagine unfolding along it, in the Scottish writer’s velvet coat and long yellow socks, but he can’t. For his own dealings with a doctor, once twice-weekly, now every few months, he communes cocooned, bolt upright, in an Arne Jacobsen chair shaped like an egg.

For a moment the photo is eased out from its mylar sleeve for Lewis to inspect more closely. Its surface is matt and velvety, inviting touch, but the attendant slips it quietly back under plastic and whisks it away. Soon more are brought forth in a flourish of white cotton gloves. Silver gelatin portraits of the writer taken at H. Walter Barnett’s studios in Pitt Street, mounted on cardboard and alive with foxing. In another the writer relaxes, splayed out on a beach, with one sandy foot protruding, hair garlanded Islander style. This photo is more fragile, winking shyly through the plastic – Please do not take out of the envelope – still, Lewis can’t help slipping his finger in when the attendant isn’t looking, to feel the fraying of its edges, the deep gash in its corner, as if lashed by the palm tree dwelling there.

But it is the drawing Lewis has been waiting for. It is the portrait in its original guise, rendered not in oil but in pencil, in rehearsal for the real thing. Even the attendants are aflutter at the drawing’s arrival; it’s rare for DG P2 / 48 to rise from the cool depths of the library’s sandstone basement.

At first they worry that the light is too busy and bright for these soft shadings of pencil, an image of powdery vapour, winking at them through the mylar. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll guard it with my life.’ Lewis says it so seriously, his moustache turned suddenly soulful, that they begin to slowly retreat, back to their desk across the channel of sea-green carpet. So for a brief moment he can commune with the drawing as if cocooned in an egg-shaped chair.

Is he disappointed by the drawing? For that’s all it is, 40.4 centimetres by 28.4 centimetres, so the label reads; more paper than pencil. His eye quickly alights. First to the watercolour marking of the artist, an inky smudge in the corner, then up to the writer’s ear, vibrating in the centre of the picture. From there his eye climbs steadily, across the writer’s face, to leap up and straddle the strange bump, almost like a fontanelle, on his forehead. Without him realising it, it makes him fall in love again, but somehow differently this time, like finding a longed-for object of desire unveiled and nude for the first time.

‘What is it about the portrait?’ his doctor had asked, as if attraction could be explained through rational lines of enquiry, by isolating a single thread to pull at some aspect previously unknown, perhaps from his childhood. Lewis couldn’t answer him. Was it a painterly thing, a familiar face – avuncular, almost – presented plainly and stripped back, or the more troublesome idea of the subject himself – someone we presumed to know, the famous writer of a library of books, the teller of tales, who seemed eager to speak to us again? The portrait’s thin painted lips refused to part, and Lewis loved it all the more.

But his eyes are failing him, and still he needs to see. Along the bottom of the drawing the artist has left three lines of cursive script, scribbled in Italian. Now the words blur, three smudged lines, in the unblinking Sydney light. If only he hadn’t left his glasses at home, in the rush to be here at opening hour.

Lewis picks up the drawing, still shiny in its sheet of plastic, and pushes his chair back from the table, exposing a wedge of carpet at his feet. As he tilts the portrait away from himself, a few words draw clear: Al mio caro amico H. Walter Barnett, … He can sense the attendants beginning to stir, glancing across from their desk, each of them caught – he and them – in the public act of looking.

Just a few more words and he’ll be there. He pushes the chair back even further, opening up a larger field of carpet, and extends his arms, pushing the picture out towards the sea-green background, seeking both focus and depth.

Still the drawing catches the light, a distant mirage. And then out just a little further with his fingers, so the picture seems to flash there in the space: questo ricordo di Samoa Girolamo Pieri Nerli offre.

The words are dancing in the Sydney light, thrilling and tripping, as he topples from his chair, toppling towards the carpet – Lewis can make out little blotches of blue – towards the drawing of the writer now floating on its sea of green, beyond the reach of his fingers.

Security has been summoned. But all Lewis can hear are the watermarked words of the artist, their sweet offering of Samoa, calling him.


Chapter 2

TUSITALA

Turned to the painter, a pink ear blooms, as if the writer can hear an island of conversations – imagining them all speaking at once – and then the world outside the island. Time threading, these voices are ushered in languages he cannot even pretend to understand, fragments of stories asking for a narrative. It is as if his ear has summoned this trade wind of words, drawing them like the call of a conch.

Three miles downhill through roughly hacked forest is the watery receptacle of Apia Harbour. Nine days by steamer ship is Sydney; a month or more via San Francisco is London, a further day ahead by whim of the International Date Line. Quite deliberate is this perch in the Pacific. The writer has no choice but to imagine.

The painter is Italian, as big-boned as the writer is thin. He arrived from Sydney aboard the Lübeck just a few days before and is said to be something of a stylist – the daring harbinger of what they are calling southern neocontinentalism. A preposterous thought. And without even a letter of introduction he is here. Seeing the painter now setting up shop in his smoking room, the writer sees an artistic interloper, but also someone who could be a useful distraction from the days and weeks of writing ahead.

The writer is perched on a carver, a lion-skin rug separating him from the man who has come to begin his portrait. The painter stands on the edge of the rug, unsure whether to advance or retreat.

‘So, what are they saying about me?’ the writer asks, as if testing the painter’s parameters for devotion and discretion. ‘The cigar smokers of the Union Club, the ink slingers at The Times.’

The painter carries his weight with a swimmer’s slow grace. ‘Your letters are explosive, maestro,’ he replies, now advancing across the patch of mangy fur. ‘More explosive than the nitroglycerine the Germans are making from their boats of copra. They say you have been selling rifles to the natives.’

The writer’s eyes have grown huge and hungry, drawing the painter towards his lonely side of the rug. He observes how the painter likes to use his hands when he speaks, blurring the space between them and ushering a tide of Titian-tinged words. These lap at his feet as strangely transformed as driftwood.

‘Without the hurricane and your support of Mata‘afa, Samoa and the Pacific would be Germany’s by now.’

Samoa – a word, an island, fecund and floating. It satisfies the writer to think that he has filled imaginations faraway just by being here. He remembers the upturned German warship that greeted his own arrival three hurricane seasons before. It still lies stranded in the harbour, its masts gently prodding the horizon, landfall for the stray souls of children and frigatebirds.

‘Forget about the Kaiser,’ the painter continues, his hands swimming in semaphore, ‘the Queen and the President – they wish they could give you Samoa and let you do what you like with it.’

Samoa. Just the name summons another warm rush of words:

Fair Isle at Sea – thy lovely name Soft in my ear like music came. That sea I loved, and once or twice I touched at isles of Paradise.

He watches the painter extract his tools of torture from the wooden box: an arsenal of brushes, tubes of oil and a battlesmeared palette. With fingernails flecked with paint, the artist lays them out on the card table for the writer to see. The easel hovers uncertainly over the two of them, not unlike a guillotine.

It is at this point that the painter drops to the rug, his body collapsing around the small sketchbook he holds in his hands.

The writer is conflicted about sitting for the portrait. For longer than he can remember he has concocted his own portrait through the energy of his words: novels, memoirs, children’s stories, all trained on the horizon like the stoic lighthouses of his Scottish father and grandfather. Today he feels exhausted. Yes, another painting could be useful. Something else to live on after his death, which is knit to him closer than a wife, closer than an eye. He has never felt so outside of his body as he does now, hovering on his carver, afloat in the twilight of the smoking room. He is everywhere but here. A rushing wind, called by the conch, the teller of tales.

His mind briefly alights. Surely to give in to the painter’s wishes, to sit for the portrait, is proof that he is, after all, alive – not a corpse of a man hemorrhaging a body of blood. I am alive, he thinks, edging back so his feet leave the ground, and once again he is floating.

For a moment he imagines he is a child in his highchair about to receive boiled egg and soldiers. His earliest memory. Why then, as the painter takes out his charcoal and begins a preliminary sketch, does his life flash before him as proof, instead, of his coming death?

He tries to think of nothing, calming his mind to a point of stillness, encouraged by the susurrations of the painter’s charcoal.

Beyond the makeshift studio, the blackout curtains are drawn against the morning sun. Out through a chink in the curtains his thoughts dart. Through their heaviness he can hear the call of the crimson-crowned fruit dove – the soft ooh-ooh-ooh ending in a rapid oo-oo. Closing his eyes for a moment he imagines it is the sound of a blood vessel bursting, and then quickly another, until he is spitting blood again in his head.

Bien caillé, the doctor at Hyères had called his spitted blood. Clotted. But that was a decade before, and here in the Pacific, he reminds himself, he is the recipient of what seems to be a miracle of molecular reconstitution: My bones are sweeter to me.

Hiring the Casco was his widowed mother’s wedding gift. It was her idea to anchor him here – away from the world’s prying eyes, harbouring his sensitive soul on this island of trees. A storm on horseback, she would be on the other side of Upolu by now, for the opening of the new London Missionary Society church at Matafele.

Closer to home is his American wife, dressed in her blue native dress patterned with mould, hovering over giant eggplants and cabbages in the kitchen garden. She has always been creative with her hands, his wife. There are the breadfruit trees newly planted, and just recently she has taken to feeding the cows bananas to thicken their milk. The servants like to call her Aolele la‘ikiki, Little Flying Cloud, aloft in her tiny white boots.

Still closer there’s the lazy shuffle of staff – could it be the beautiful Sosimo or Talolo? – their bare boyish feet papering the verandah outside, followed by silence: a pent-up pause released, finally, by a wave of high-pitched laughter, heh-heh-heh. And somewhere behind them is their watchful shadow, the Australian maid Mary, whose waist is even tinier than his, and whose otherwise blank stare is lit by the faintest golden moustache.

He is everywhere but here. A rushing wind, called by the conch, the teller of tales.

‘So what shall I call you, maestro?’ the painter asks, bringing his attention back from the chink in the curtains. It is as if this question is the gravest, most important thing here, something to unlock the coming portrait with.

‘Maestro?’

The writer pauses, tantalised by the thought. Indeed, never had he considered his own name until coming to the island, here where titles are offered like flowers, each collecting and connecting to the next in a lovely necklace of vowels.

‘Tusitala,’ the writer says. ‘Call me Tusitala, the teller of tales.’

The painter brings a paint-speckled finger to his lips, pausing to survey his cargo of canvases, primed back in Sydney.

‘Then I’ll be Tusiata, a sketcher of shadows.’

The writer takes in this shadow catcher, whose continental airs seem as absorbent as his linen trousers already mottled with leaves. ‘So what exactly is it you’re after?’ he asks. ‘A likeness of what?’

‘Let us pretend,’ the painter says. A smile breaks out like a shaft of light in the stillness of the smoking room. ‘Let us pretend that you are Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde, and that this whisky flask here is filled with a potion that will take us from one state of mind to the next. It is that impression, that likeness, I want to catch with my brush.’

The writer slumps forward, his feet finding the floor. You cannot catch me, he thinks. Instead, he looks up at the etching of his grandfather’s lighthouse hanging to the left of the fireplace. The memory of light sends up a lonely flare in the foggy gloom. The turning intensity of the lighthouse is constant, not darting, something to be summoned through imaginative will. Despite becoming a writer against his father’s wishes, he is still drawn to the light.

From the darkened corner where he sits, the back of the canvas is the brightest thing in the room. He thinks of it as a window or doorway, a threshold for his spirit to cross and perhaps depart from. But the image of his escaping soul barely has time to form before it fades. At which point he signals for the portrait to begin. ‘Tusiata, your victim is ready.’


Chapter 3

THE SKETCH

Day begins, as it always does, with breakfast at her mother’s house.

Dwarfed by the ragged clumps of banana tree out the back, the house is louvred and small, not unlike her own, but painted a deep shade of olive. ‘Nature’s neutral,’ her mother likes to say.

Shoeless she treads the handful of steps from her door to her mother’s, comforted by the spongy pockets of grass, but fearful that small parts of her will drop away with each step, dispersing the image of herself she has created overnight in her dream. She is also fearful that she will find herself, or someone she no longer recognises.

In her dream her hair was limed and lightened, glowing red in the afternoon sun. From the ledge of rock she sang to him, the stranger with the moustache in her dream. Flicking the surface of the mountain pool, her voice drew him nearer, so he was led first by his ear, all fleshy and pink in the dappled forest light, then by his sideways-darting eyes. Half of his face was submerged in shadow. It was her voice that drew him close, but it was on her half-leg tattoo that his eye finally alighted, climbing – shyly at first, then quickly – to her sex.

By the time their eyes met, he was already beginning to swoon, his mouth open in disbelief. Clothes parachuted around his weightless body turned suddenly boyish, small ankles ready to snap. And as he fell, she grew stronger, empowered by what he could not see, the flower she held in her hand.

In the last few steps to her mother’s house she keeps hold of the vision of herself from her dream, and in a heartbeat she is there.

The television is on, sound turned down. Rugby players dance across a field, in training for the test match that night in Auckland. Fresh fruit covers the kitchen table, and on the lounge room wall inside is a different kind of offering: a salon-hang of saints, gloriously gold-framed, with photos of family peering out between them. A small charcoal sketch, its frame more modest, dangles by a single rusted nail at the centre of wall. There is no space between the pictures, no room to breathe.

She grew up within these living spaces, but in the morning light they are made strange again, like something once familiar now discarded. It’s the opposite to her, her mother’s house.

Her mother looks up from the table and smiles. Like the turned-down television, theirs is a shared understanding that works best on mute. As she sits down, her mother stands up.

Without a word, she begins to feed her body: mouthfuls of cigarette smoke at first, as if to erase all thoughts of the banquet her mother has prepared for her, then a mountain of cornflakes drizzled with honey, and pineapple juice to wash it all down.

Her mother is disapproving, her small face turned green by the light through the banana trees outside.

‘You should have your fruits first,’ she says. ‘Or water lukewarm, the temperature of the body, to prepare the stomach for the day.’

It is but the verse to her mother’s chorus that rings out over the breakfast table each morning: ‘Be kind to your body. It is God’s gift and the vessel for all our hopes and dreams.’

Standing by the window, her mother can’t contain the green light flooding in, drowning in its dazzle. Nature’s neutral. She wonders how this small bird of a woman gave birth to her: a big-boned body bulging with muscles and crazy with curves. The improbability feeds her, building her up and sharpening her wits. She will need them in spades today for the wedding. She also needs her mother to say the words, to affirm them.

‘Where am I?’ she asks, as she follows her inside.

Her mother has taken to burning incense; this morning sticks of amber smoulder under the pictures, as if it is feeding time for these orphan images, these hungry ghosts. A lenticular portrait of Christ winks at her; in another he offers a heart-shaped tear to glisten on his cheek. Scattered between are snapshots of her brothers, all exiled to other houses or other islands, pictured both as slim-hipped schoolboys and fattened fathers. They ran fast and far, her brothers. What she can’t quite locate is a picture of herself. ‘Where am I?’

Together their eyes alight on the small charcoal sketch, marooned by the shadow of its roughly hewn face. He is the stranger from her dream, Tusitala, a floating fixture in all their lives, torn loose from the Italian painter’s sketchbook and carried along to them by the female side of their family as if by the wind. He begets their story. Tusitala’s servant boy was Sosimo, who had a daughter, her mother’s grandmother, and in this way she can trace her name to his – in a necklace of names, a thread of running vowels.

It feels alive, the little sketch, like something wriggling under glass.

In the morning light it’s made strange again, she thinks, the opposite to her. Unlike in the famous painted portrait she has seen in books, here he looks askance, to something near and unknowable, and for a moment she swears she can see Sosimo dance in the corner of the Scottish writer’s eye. With the little wisps of incense smoke, the charcoal is singing. Sosimo’s voice flutes the air. And the writer is turning to speak, his lips parting, but no words spill out. It was said the two were friends, more intimate than servant and master. Who could say otherwise? she thinks.

Acknowledging this bond of sorts, but smudged in charcoal in the bottom left-hand corner of the sketch, the Italian painter had written: Al mio caro amico Sosimo, questo ricordo di Samoa Girolamo Pieri Nerli offre.

‘So where am I?’ she asks her mother again, this time addressing the wall of pictures that shifts gently in the amber smoke.

‘You are everywhere,’ her mother says.

It’s at this point she hears the call to church. Not so much the toll of a bell as a resonance deep within her, a soundless depth charge. No sooner does she feel it passing through her body in a warm liquid current than she is out the door, swimming in light.

‘Don’t forget who you are,’ her mother calls out to her, the words she has waited for all morning, naming her.

Across the lawn she is nearly to her door when the call returns to her stronger than the bell. ‘Teuila.’


Chapter 4

KIDNAPPED

The portrait in question, the reason for his travels, is sixtyone centimetres by thirty-five, and rendered in oil on canvas. Despite the Scottish writer’s icy stare the palette is hightoned, almost feverish. Nerli: the artist’s signature with its calligraphic flourish is rendered in Chinese red.

The subject is seated. His arms and legs have been cropped, emphasising his torso and face – but most of all his eyes. The looseness of the writer’s pyjama shirt contrasts with the tautness of his gaze, the atmosphere at once simple and severe, Samoan and Scottish.

Lewis has both seen the portrait and not seen it at all. While he has yet to journey to the Scottish National Portrait Gallery in Edinburgh to inspect the work in situ, as an art historian he knows the painting intimately in the way that a luggage inspector might know the bags which pass across his X-ray screen. He communes freely with each crack in the canvas, each daub of paint and brushstroke.

With little effort he could reel off the details of its painting. Place and date of execution: the Scottish writer’s house in Apia, late 1892. Number of sittings: ten, or if you believe the painter’s widow, twenty-seven. And the various characters just out of frame: the writer’s mother, his American wife and her grown-up son and daughter, all sheltering in an unfinished house in the unquiet jungle. Beyond the forest, he knows, the rebel chief Mata‘afa is encamped, concocting a war of whispers against the Germans and their chosen king, Malietoa.

Gliding at thirty-one thousand feet above the Pacific, Lewis’s mind races. On the small TV screen in front of him, the computer rendering of the island pulses emerald green. Upolu is perfectly shaped like a leaf turned on its side. Thrown eastward is its inverted twin, Tutuila. Figures of flight time and air speed flitter between Japanese and English.

He brings the tray table down and opens his book to the reproduction of Nerli’s portrait, releasing the eyes of the Scottish writer to stare out at the cabin.

Lewis frowns, tugging at his moustache and running a finger along his unsmiling bottom lip, worried by what he cannot see. He is constantly aware that the sitter is returning the artist’s gaze, that this is a painting about the necessity of maintaining eye contact; the face is nothing without being looked at. The stare is unvarnished: Lewis feels as though his soul is being poked with the pointy end of a paintbrush. They are roughly the same age, just closer to forty than fifty, and perhaps more fearful of life than of death. But still they look; they can’t look away.

The writer’s wife wasn’t shy to deliver her disapproval of the portrait: ‘If the painter had only been willing to paint just Louis and not the author of Jekyll and Hyde, we might have something that looked more like him.’ Through the whooshing of the Boeing engines, Lewis can hear the resoluteness of her Indiana accent, its bossy bravado.

He hopes through his research trip to Apia to answer her in some small scholarly way. The conference paper under preparation carries the working title ‘Kidnapped: Painting a portrait of Vailima’, and ten days in rainy season should give him ample time to collect an island of voices, to hear notes of dissonance and disquiet.

Such is the idea anyway, though at times his mission seems as shadowy and unresolved as that of the Italian painter Tusiata. So much seems left to happenstance, in the hands of unknown cataloguers and museum keepers. With the rest of the plane suspended in sleep, Lewis angles the reading light down on the book’s portrait pages so that there is nothing else in the cabin but those bright orbs moving about. Even in reproduction the flash of crimson in the corner of the Scottish writer’s eye is visible. Lewis wonders what he saw.

He finds both sanctuary and subterfuge in history. As the cabin lights dim around him, Lewis looks out through the Scottish writer’s eyes. He sees the Italian painter before him, a man with loose continental airs and a mouth turned pink with pleasure, and the blackout curtains beyond, making this big-boned body the only real thing in the room.

Returning from inspecting her breadfruit trees, the American wife would find the writer strangely stilled, as damp as the painted canvas, with perspiration trickling down his stork-like neck: I am not sure who suffered more the artist or the sitter.

Lewis understands the unwritten rules of portraiture. He knows the seductions of its mirror-like surface, the terrors of concealment and truth. He also recognises the feeling that has overtaken him in the sleeping cabin, a swiftness of sensation that brings everything to tingling close-up, like the sudden sharp illumination of a sheet of microfiche. At halo height above him the reading light shines preternaturally bright, breathing the portrait to life and coaxing a stream of words from the Scottish writer’s mouth.

Lewis knows this gliding giddiness all too well; for nearly two-thirds of his life, it’s been a silent warning call. And fumbling in his cabin bag, he presses out a small rectangular pill from its bed of silver foil and downs it with a cup of water. The pill is cerulean blue, the colour of a painted sky.

Lewis isn’t afraid of flying. At sixteen, in his second-last year of high school, his parents and twin brother died along with the rest of the passengers and crew when their sightseeing plane flew into a mountain during a white-out in Antarctica. His Aunt Agatha was visiting Sydney at the time, and Lewis had emerged from the toilet, wallpapered purple paisley, to be told the bad news.

Aunt Agatha described the horizonless dazzle of snow and cloud as if the white-out had somehow anaesthetised his parents and brother, rendering them as oblivious to pain as this indifferent world of snow. He remembers looking at his aunt and forgetting to wash his hands.

Later, when he moved back to Dunedin with her to study art history, he felt comforted to be closer to where his parents and brother had perished. The clear-cut pronouncements of Aunt Agatha, as if they had been carved from the city’s bluestone foundations, also helped assuage his grief, allowing him to find solace in his studies. The crash was a simple thing, it seemed to him – he thought of the plane pressing into the mountain, like the time his brother Garry plunged a lead pencil into his plump white calf.

Lewis began an honour’s thesis on the nineteenth-century landscapes of the sublime, recognising the organising hand of God in a snow scene or a glacier. He wasn’t religious, but the cathedral canvases of Von Guérard or Buvelot stirred in him an almost hallucinatory sense of awe – unfettered by the heavy carved frames on Dunedin’s red salon walls.

But such awe was almost beyond description and difficult to translate, so he struggled to articulate it. During his candidature a royal commission into the air disaster released its findings, unearthing ‘an orchestrated litany of lies’ about flight paths fudged and blemishes covered over by the airline. Snow scenes could be complicated things, he now realised. Lewis was persuaded by his supervisor to change tack. The Dunedin gallery was showing an exhibition of paintings about the South Pacific. He liked the sketchiness, the unfinished business of this painter Nerli who, a few years after his voyage to Apia, had disappeared altogether from the world.

When a departmental position became available at the university in Sydney, not long after the death of his aunt, the time seemed right to move back across the Tasman. Helped by his inheritance, he bought an art deco apartment on Botany Bay. He liked its rounded red-brick balcony, the way it appeared almost hermetically sealed. But most of all he liked the name welded in metal above the front door, one which existed in his mind as its own watery mystery: Oceania.

There was something calming in the chop-chop-chop of the bay’s seemingly shallow waters. And it was reassuring to see, above the whitecaps, the constant comings and goings of planes – so many every hour of the day, so many bodies in transit that would never be embedded in a frozen mountain like lead from a pencil thrust into his schoolboy calf.

The cabin lights come on with a merciless blink. At once Lewis feels comically constrained, knees knocking against the seat in front of him, a blanket strangling his neck. Miraculously he manages to stow his book in the seat pocket, making way for the sudden arrival of the breakfast tray and its cubist arrangement of little plastic containers.

Peeling off the foil, he notices a slow tremble in his fingers, the chemicals at work in his bloodstream. Suddenly, he is hungry. A shallow grave of scrambled egg is revealed, the steam briefly masking his face. He fumbles with the plastic knife and fork which are ridiculously dwarfed in his hands. He can’t help but notice the tattooed arm at his side, rhythmically brushing his own, feeling its heat and heft. With the movement of muscle and a film of moisture, the tattoo seems newly inked, the interlocking design moving like snakeskin around the man’s hairless arm.

Lewis lifts the window shutter to reveal the pitch-darkness of the Pacific outside. In the reflection he can just make out his tattooed companion beside him. Lewis can’t remember him from the beginning of the flight – perhaps, like much of the plane, he had boarded in Auckland.

From his very first flight across the Tasman, Lewis’s natural instinct has been to hold his tongue in the company of strangers – in any case, his original chaperone, the taciturn Aunt Agatha, considered too much energy was wasted on unwanted words. But there is something irrepressible about his companion, this man freely forking egg into his mouth.

‘Are you going home?’ Lewis finally has the courage to ask.

‘Bro, you’re not wrong.’ Carried in the man’s voice is a surety and warmth, something generated with time and long distance. Lewis recalls how each human cell contains two metres of DNA, and he’s thinking this when his companion points to the map on the TV screen with his fork.

‘I’m born in Aotearoa but this is my homeland. I want to see how my other family is going.’

The man’s plastic fork hovers in the air, as if to emphasise the point. ‘You are Samoan by your values and by your behaviour, not by where you were born.’

Lewis realises they are no longer talking about a piece of geography, a map point in the Pacific, but something embodied by this smiling man who calls him bro.

He soon learns that his companion is Troy from Savai‘i; that after Christmas he will travel by light plane to a hip-hop festival in Pago Pago, American Samoa. Together they study the map on the tiny screen in front of them.

‘The only difference for me is that when they speak English they’ve got an American twang.’

Troy’s hand still hovers over the screen, as if he has just this minute tossed these two stray islands, Upolu and Tutuila, in a game of knuckles.

‘Do you think they’ll ever be united?’ Lewis asks.

‘No, never,’ says Troy. Once again there is that surety and warmth in his voice.

‘We’re cool being two. We’ve had the missionaries, the Krauts, the Kiwis and the Yanks telling us what to do. Think of us as two islands connected not separated by water.’

Troy then brings his arm down next to Lewis, spilling into his space.

‘The Pacific is the body we share.’


Chapter 5

TUSIATA

He is always climbing. Up a hill barely cleared, with leaves the size of elephant’s ears. Now in the stillness of the room his face is shiny with sweat.

Along with his battered paintbox and easel, he brought with him the image of the swimmer. Before reaching the house he had come across the mountain pool, cleft from rock and overhung with trees. As he approached, it became an auditorium of sound for the slow strokes of the swimmer. The arms curved up and over in the style he recognised from Frederick Cavill’s floating baths on Lavender Bay. Crawling, they called it. And there was the frilly kick in the swimmer’s wake. His eyes were drawn to the rotating sockets of the swimmer’s shoulders, the mechanism for this body moving swiftly through the water. An Australian body. The shoulder’s steep bank of muscles was bookended by a boyish head and girlish ankles. He kept alive the question of the swimmer’s sex as he quietly slipped away.

‘You are late,’ the writer says, ‘and my time is precious.’

The painter is confused. Only the other day the island’s dateline had shifted, edging ever westward, as if America had cast its liquid shadow across the Pacific. So midday here is the morning of the following day in Sydney.

He is dripping with impressions, all these things that swim around him and slip away and fall into the sea. He must change the time on his watch, he thinks, tapping the face of his fob as if it were a crystal ball.

Time. At his Sydney studio, where he would occasionally teach, the painter is not known for the hours and minutes of the clock: In the morning I open the student, and then I go over to the public house and rest. In the afternoon I shut the student up.

‘So what time is it?’ he asks the writer.

‘Time you started painting my portrait,’ comes the quick reply, as sprightly as a metronome.

He had arrived in Australia by accident almost seven years before. The destination wasn’t important, just the distance – to be a hemisphere away from his disapproving father, the Marchese. On landing in Melbourne the painter felt his spirit loosening along with his brushstrokes. Then straight away in Sydney he became known for the writhing figures of his Bacchanalian Orgy. A dancing maiden, a drunken emperor, an empire fallen. Through it all he had dragged his brush, smudging the tale’s moral line, and Sydney society was aflutter with the daring independence of southern neocontinentalism.

Still, nothing quite prepared the painter for his coming to the island. From the steamer’s deck the mountain rose sharply, its soft-seeming green flanks like moss. In his viewing glass he picked out giant bird’s-nest ferns through drifting handkerchiefs of mist. Then, as the Lübeck bucked its way through the reef’s opening, strains of a brass band reached his ears. These were accompanied by shiny spots of colour, macchie: flags flapped, guns banged, oars flashed.

Once they cleared the Adler, whale-like in the middle of the harbour, Apia heaved into view: the shambolic trading store straight ahead, demarcating the London Missionary Society Church to the left, bulldog-squat, and the loftier cathedral to the right – colonial gatekeepers to stop the lavafed forest tumbling into the sea.

From the side of the rocking boat, the painter glimpsed native children spilling through the trees afloat with flowers – Goya red and Tiepolo pink – the size of their faces. Parked on his pony by the shore, the Scottish writer was so thin – the blue sash circumnavigating a waist that could have been cupped by a pair of hands – he was rendered all but invisible; to the painter, a mere chink of light.

It was late the following day, a Saturday, when the painter, strolling the harbour road with a fellow traveller from the Lübeck, formed his first three-dimensional impression of his subject.

There was no denying the Scottish writer this time, with his silver thistle pinned to a dark velvet lapel – in town for dinner that night with Lady Jersey, the Sydney governor’s wife. Grounding his presence was the short mannish figure at his side, with stoic ankle boots and a stormy face. She seemed nut-coloured, with large brown hands emerging from the white fringe of her shawl, her face lost in the penumbra of the parasol held aloft by the writer.

‘There goes the Scottish novelist and his American wife,’ said the companion on his arm. ‘Why don’t you paint his portrait?’

On the first morning he discovered a house painted peacock blue, sprayed crimson with bougainvillea. Tilted up from the garden, the verandah appeared something like a stage. Dressed specially for Lady Jersey’s visit, the boys Sosimo and Talolo had limed their hair, a flower pegged behind each ear. Most of all he noticed the tattoos on their legs below their tartan kilts: the inky blackness of them, patterned as finely as serpent scales.

Soon they were joined by the American stepson, ridiculously robust, his musculature foreshortened from the painter’s vantage point on the lawn. The young man cocked his head and called up to his sister on the balcony, who in turn called to her stepfather inside, who moments before had been dictating passages to her from his bed. Her voice, like her mother’s, carried something of the corn plains of Indiana.

Into the smoking room the painter was ushered. The doors and windows channelled a breeze, mineral-rich, from the mountain behind. A fireplace stood in the corner, its bricks unlicked by flame. Just as exotic, a lion’s taxidermied face stared up at him from a rug in the middle of the floor. Gradually the painter’s eyes were drawn to the wallpaper around him. Its ochre background was patterned with a design similar to the tattoos on the boys’ legs. Inside the room the sensation was of being sandwiched by skin.

‘Uncle will be down shortly,’ said the stepson, pausing to eye off the equipment that dangled from the painter’s arms. ‘You know, I too have a box of paints.’

The painter was used to these sudden declarations, and at his studio in Sydney was privy to divulgences of the most surprising kind – especially from young ladies during lifedrawing classes.

‘No, really,’ the young man continued, determined to get it out. ‘You know Treasure Island?’ The painter nodded.

‘Well, the map of the island was mine – just a boyish doodle – and the tale was written for me. I am not making this up. Uncle will tell you so himself.’

With this he was off, and the idea quickly took hold of the painter as he waited in the silence of the smoking room – to paint the Scottish writer here, with curtains blocking out the breeze, in this place without women.

When the writer finally descended, he was as impossible to pin down as a dragonfly. Around the room his spirit buzzed. Which made the painter all the more determined to confront his subject with this idea for the portrait.

A month or more before, as the Lübeck passed through the Sydney Heads, plunging into the Pacific, he had begun reading The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde for the first time. Even as the waves washed over the deck and water poured down below and into every conceivable space, he kept reading, tantalised by the very idea of identity – even when his cabin was under three feet of water and his brushes began floating towards him.

Now in this other Pacific room, still floating, he was knitted to the idea. ‘Maestro,’ he proposed with barely a stutter, ‘imagine that you are not truly one, but truly two.’

Still he is climbing, dazed by the sudden darting movements of his subject. For no sooner has the writer sat down than he is up again, ready to fly off.

Gripping the painter’s arm he says: ‘What I don’t want is a repeat of the John Singer Sargent upstairs.’ Swiftly they move from darkness to light, up the back stairs and into the writer’s study. It takes a moment for the painter to adjust his eyes, so sweeping is the view of the harbour. Then, as they turn their backs on the dazzle, the room’s inky corners slowly reveal themselves: a desk strewn with papers, and a single bed, slung with a curtain of mosquito netting, in the process of being made.

Cowering on all fours is a chambermaid. Elegantly outstretched, she reminds the painter of the swimmer outside. Her carroty hair falls limply forward, not quite dry.

‘Mary,’ says the writer, ‘I want to show our visitor the John Singer Sargent.’ Standing up, she straightens her apron with long, languorous strokes. Even her forehead seems elongated, the painter thinks. And as the light falls on her face, he notices the silky down of a moustache across her unspeaking mouth.

‘Damn queer as a painting,’ the writer says. The pronouncement brings the three of them face to face with the portrait, which floats above the mantelpiece on a wall painted the palest of greens. Once again the painter is pulled from light to dark as the John Singer Sargent summons the chilly gloom of a hemisphere away.

‘Edinburgh?’ he asks.

‘No, Bournemouth,’ the writer says, ‘though it carries all the gaiety, don’t you think, of Madame Tussauds.’

It is the composition of the painting that strikes the painter as most curious. Not strictly a portrait but, rather, two figures inhabiting the same space. In this strange painted tableau his wife sits on a sofa to the right, veiled like a poltergeist. He paces a Turkish rug to the left, his back to her, fingers emerging from velvet cuffs to scuttle over his chin.

‘No, we can’t repeat the mistake of the John Singer Sargent,’ the writer says, his eyes still fastened on the portrait. ‘This time my wife has been banished to the garden or the wilderness of her bed.’

The painter can sense Mary’s attenuated body seizing up at these words, as if she were a writing machine recording all the stray nerves in the room.

He turns to her and realises she has yet to utter a word. Her mouth has parted slightly, mannish and square and softened by the wisps of blond, but still she doesn’t speak. In an instant her face has grown paler, her dark eyes glassier.

‘Oh, I think I am falling.’ The words slip out of her, liquid deep. The painter can feel the tensile strength of her shoulders as she falls into him, swooning with the dead weight of a faint. His head is in her hair. She smells of the forest, of things mineral and airborne, unfixed from this place.

Only once she has been eased down onto the floor does he permit himself to look up at the writer, who stands frozen above them, his face oddly transfixed. In an instant he can see the cause of her fright.

It is but a shiny spot, a macchia, but still quite shocking in the brightness of the harbour light. A scarlet glob of blood has escaped his nostril to tremble on the edge of his face.


Chapter 6

TREASURE ISLAND

On the tarmac the heat rushes to meet him. It’s a grainy warmth, something for Lewis to rub up against, as threedimensional as the darkness. On the walk to the low terminal building at the edge of the runway, all that blinks through the velvety air is the sign, royal-blue lettering on white, with a flowing red flower in the corner: Talofa welcome arrivals.

Everything around him tells Lewis to slow down – the long shuffling queues at Customs inside, the way the blades of the ceiling fans calmly slice the air.

He asks the man who takes his arrival card about the long red flower on the sign. Again there feels to be a time delay, coupled with a shy avoidance of his eye.

‘It’s a ginger,’ the man finally says with the faintest of American accents. ‘In Samoan the word is teuila.’ To the tired traveller, the word sounds like three little air kisses – too wee la – and for the first time in a very long while, Lewis smiles.

The Customs man flicks through his passport as if it were a book, although many of the pages are blank, before handing it back to look Lewis deep in the eye: ‘Talofa.’

The word catches Lewis momentarily off guard, as if it were a casually lobbed hand grenade, and not the simple Samoan greeting of ‘go with love’.

‘Talofa,’ Lewis eventually responds, his mind beginning to race. ‘Talofa!’

At the baggage claim he watches the huddling shapes that emerge on the conveyor belt – small houses taped and bound and woven with sheets of plastic – until a lone black bag with a tartan ribbon on its handle slides out to shyly circle the room. Three times around it goes, the conveyor belt squeaking in the air-conditioned stillness, until it finally dawns on Lewis that it’s his.

In the arrivals hall, the crowds are gently milling and shuffling as if it were afternoon and not four-thirty in the morning. The men and women are all wearing the same kind of pleat-less three-quarter-length skirt, Lewis notices; no wonder the Scottish writer felt so at home here in this corner of the Pacific.

His eyes move in myriad directions. A fountain keeps changing shape and colour in a rainbow of fluorescence. Ceiling fans and recorded ukulele music strum the scene from above, in a commingling of real and story time.

He steps out into the warmth, his limbs moving stiffly through the air. His hotel shuttle bus is waiting for him just a few metres across the road, but the distance seems longer, like wading through water. Standing there, as if just for him, is the driver. He, too, is wearing a skirt – a lavalava, Lewis soon learns. And as the bus eventually plunges into the dense darkness beyond the fountain, the thought liberates him: the idea of not wearing trousers.

The small bus hugs both the road and the coast. Every now and then they pass a thatched meeting house, each one empty and neon-lit, a perfect oval of light. The movement almost lulls Lewis to sleep, but when the bus suddenly swerves to avoid a dog lying in the middle of the road, the warmth once again rushes to greet him through the open window, though this time it brings with it the fragrance of a flower invisible in the darkness outside.

Lewis sniffs the air and at once he begins to see. Unbelievably the sky has started to lighten, revealing in the distance the vaporous outline of a mountain. There’s something about it that makes Lewis want to sit up and take note. It’s the closest he’s come to experiencing landfall, having descended to the island so swiftly in darkness. Something is waving to him through the window, huge and heavenly as if slipping through the sky. Although he has seen them countless times in books and on postcards, nothing quite prepares him for his first glimpse of coconut palms. All around him he watches them sharpening into view, nodding and multiplying, and still he can’t quite believe it – their keening beauty at dawn, their absurd giraffe-like tallness, the way their heads burst darkly through the sky. At last he can feel his marrow melting.

Just light enough now to read, he takes from his jacket pocket the note that has been written for him, snaking around the corners of his boarding pass like a tattoo: ‘Left along a lane past the market you will find a fale with the sign Tropicana Nightclub. Go on a weeknight and tell them that Troy sent you.’

Again there’s that sense of surety and warmth, and in an instant he realises he’s arrived.


Chapter 7

TEUILA

From the slowness a piece of poetry breaks free – scrawled across the side of a bus barely moving down the harbour road, as does Teuila Lesolosolou. When pronounced, her name quickly patterns the air, quite unlike the slowness of her shuffle. On this or any other morning, all movement stems from the hips, which swivel with little discernible effort, as does the breeze off the harbour – little puffs of the Pacific, keeping her body in equilibrium.

Today her destination is the old Catholic church whose twin steeples edge up from Beach Road’s avenue of coral blossom like an uprooted tooth. As the bell tolls for Henry’s wedding, she stalls. An idea flowers up through her body, which has almost come to a stop. With the morning sun prickling her toes she releases the feeling that has announced itself in the lightest sheen of sweat across her temples and forehead, as if her skin is breaking up into particles of air.

She starts to sing:

Fascinating rhythm

You’ve got me on the go.

Fascinating rhythm

I’m all a quiver.

The voice is high in the head, keeping a deeper resonance at bay.

What a mess you’re making

The neighbors want to know

Why I’m always shaking

Just like a flivver

As Teuila sings her mind turns, slowly at first, then faster, but not too fast. It spins like one of the old vinyl records her embassy friend Klaus plays each week for their whisky nightcap, Sarah Vaughan Vol. 1 Night Song, softly smoothing time. Even when the needle jumps the songbird’s voice is steady and true.

Not so long ago Klaus had looked up the word for her in a dictionary as heavy as a tombstone. ‘Flivver, noun, an old cheap car,’ he read out with grim satisfaction. ‘Just like your country’s clapped-out buses.’

Teuila had said nothing, simply blowing cigarette smoke into the air. Then, just as now, she prefers to think of it as something more mysterious than that – as an uncatchable thing, invisible as the breeze.

With her black hair pulled back into a ponytail and a white puletasi falling full-length to her ankles, she appears like the other young women perambulating the church grounds with the slap-slap-slap of their sandals. But what the people filing into the church can’t see, pointing as it does out to the harbour, is the flower she has pinned above her right ear. Every now and then with the breeze from the sea it waves, starfish red.

Teuila breathes in these last few moments of calm. Looking out to where the surf breaks on the reef, she imagines a whole horizon line of flowers, each bloom connected to the next, like the old stories her father told her as a child, fagogo. Stories thread through her like a chain of DNA. Even the lies she tells are offered as flowers, each connected to the next, so the thread at least is true.

At the travel agency around the corner, where she works, she tells her customers: ‘Lucky is the man who’s going to marry me.’ Teuila Lesolosolou.

The church is filling. Its interior is cool and white, as tall as it is long, so Teuila imagines herself to be entering an ocean vessel, like the ones she watches slip off the horizon each afternoon. An island in the distance is the wedding altar, a shantytown of woven mats and painted bark cloth fringed by palm leaves. As she takes her seat, the old French organ splutters to life, tentative at first, then swelling with song, summoning them.

For the people who brush past she is all but invisible. She has chosen to sit furthest away from the altar, next to the door on the left side, the groom’s side, so the flower will be the first thing he sees on entering the church. Unconsciously her smoking fingers form a V shape in her lap. Her legs are demurely crossed, but soon they begin to jump of their own accord, as if imagining flight, so all she can do is look down and will them to stop.

‘Under the wide and starry sky,’ she says quickly under her breath, ‘dig the grave and let me lie.’

When Henry finally enters the church, it is as though the flower alone is singing to him. Teuila keeps her head down as he weaves his way down the centre aisle through the old ladies, a sea of white lace dresses, flying-saucer hats and fluttering heart-shaped fans. Without raising her eyes she can feel his shyness, the gravitational pull of it, as he arrives at the altar to wait for his bride. At which point Teuila permits herself to look up.

Through her extended eyelashes she takes him in. Just as she sees past his over-starched shirt and uncertain smile, his bride joins him.

He is smaller than Shema, who to Teuila remains strangely bloodless, but at once he expands before her. His cheekbones broaden then drop away, just as the reef does before the ocean’s fault line; his scattering of freckles disperses into a faint constellation of stars. Best of all she imagines his golden crucifix flicking his collarbone as he breathes.

That much she can control. But as the priest begins his words, and Henry’ s mother starts to quietly sob down the front, Teuila wonders how she can bear it. If she could now just slip out without being seen, the pain could perhaps be borne away on the trade winds to settle elsewhere, like the cargo ships abandoned beyond the reef. But once offered, her flower can’t be withdrawn.

She breathes in, her diaphragm contracting and expanding – something at least she can control. Above her she can feel the sun hitting the church roof, curling its edges of tin. The harbour, too, has slowed its soughing, becoming heavy in the heat. If only she could be that still – not this quickening, sickening feeling.

For a moment she distracts herself with the sequins of sweat that have arisen on Henry’s brow. She wants to pat them down with the handkerchief he’d had specially monogrammed for her in Auckland, but he is beyond her reach now. All she can do is sit and watch.

What comes over her is involuntary, like a muscle spasming, or the tic under her left eye when she is tired. Quick as a blink she kisses the air. Invisible to the rest of the congregation, it is gathered up and buoyed along by the flick of their fans, darting down the aisle like a fish to catch his eye. At that moment she feels a piece of herself breaking away, then another, and another … Just like a flivver.

Reluctantly, it seems, the church shudders to life. Around her, the voices spill forth in a rushing human wave, sweeping up everything in its wake. The congregation is singing ‘Lift Up Your Hearts’.

From where Teuila is sitting at the back of the church, their voices don’t seem to cohere, struggling, in turn, to keep up with the organist who lurches in and out of rhythm. It’s as if the song is breaking down into its individual parts and words, a curdling of sound:

God’s right hand made a path through the night,

Split the waters of the sea.

All creation, lift up your voice:

‘Our God has set us free!’

She is beckoned by the bird. Over her shoulder it has shot, mistaking the chandelier for the sun or perhaps a large lightfilled flower. Her eye is threaded to its darting underbelly of red. It travels with a sudden swiftness that only she can see, its tiny red pulse disappearing into the electric cloud of crystal teardrops. Only then is she reminded of the other hulking presence hovering overhead.

Glimpsed through the high church window, Mount Vaea appears to Teuila like a heart turned upside down. A mass of dark clotted earth and deep vegetable green, it pulses and shimmers with waterfalls. Even when the rest of the town is caught in rain, it steams and radiates with sunshine, and sometimes it has its head in the clouds. Today she can see the summit. Buried here, alongside the grave of his American wife, is the Scottish writer Tusitala.

She can recite his ‘Requiem’ with ease, and to Teuila he is the cartographer of the human heart. He is also in a real sense the mountain, and Teuila can measure everything that has happened in her life against its immutable presence, in the wheezing wisps of its heartbeat: ‘Under the wide and starry sky,/ Dig the grave and let me lie.’

Before he went away, she and Henry would climb to the summit at dusk or dawn. Across stream-licked boulders and mossy logs they would leap, making light of work that could undo the hardiest of climbers. Just the ancient rustle of teak trees and the call of the birds would follow them up, and even these began to fall away as they rose to the top, surfacing into light.

Across Tusitala’s low whitewashed grave they had scratched their names, and when the last of the embassy joggers had descended the steep mountain track, they would lie in the yellow-green shadows of the breadfruit trees and listen to the distant sound of the surf.

Even then, years before graduating in hydrography, Henry was able to explain how beneath the endless blue of the Pacific were volcanoes.

‘Like this one –’ he marked the ground with a stick. ‘To cough up more islands in the sea.

Her eyes were pulled to the straight strip of blue beyond the trees.

‘It looks calm but it isn’t,’ he said, giving her one of his boy-wonder smiles. Their last time on the mountain she had noticed the freshly painted sign: Western Union Money Transfer. Then when he’d told her the inevitable news that he was going to New Zealand to join the navy, a breadfruit had dropped near their feet – small and prickly and green – and the thought had ripened before her: their love would remain hidden like those volcanoes out at sea.

It was Henry who had reminded her of the Scottish writer’s tale ‘O Le Fagu Aitu’. How a young Polynesian sailor visiting San Francisco is dazzled by its preposterous wealth. Keawe stumbles into a rich man’s house overlooking the Pacific, where he is offered all his heart’s desires for the touch of a magic bottle. Who could blame him for seizing the chance? But the bottle imp of the story’s title can also bring its owner supreme sorrow, Keawe learns; the trick is to know how much happiness is enough, and then to pass along the bottle to another for a price less than what was paid for it. And on and on the story goes.

Teuila thought of it as they looked out at the reef that final time, Henry’s attentions scattered like buoys across the horizon. She saw love as a bottle imp, something to be wished for in a game of diminishing returns.

When the singing stops, there is little now but for the deed to be done, for her to act. The stage-like setting of the altar, the palm leaves and the screens of siapo cloth, remind Teuila that this is, after all, a play. Seeing the wedding in this light, as make-believe, helps inure her to the fear. She even allows herself the lazy conceit that this might be, in the end, a dress rehearsal – so stiff and unnatural are the lead actors, so grimly set are their jaws.

But it’s real. So when Henry takes Shema’s hand at the altar, Teuila wants to rise from her seat in protest. The cut of the bridal gown is unflattering, bulging where it should drop sheer. And her hair, as harsh as a Brillo pad, needs straightening. She should have vaselined her teeth, which keep catching on her best feature, her lips, glossed pale beyond belief, in an attempt at a smile.

In the garden bungalow halfway up the hill where Teuila lives, her dressmaker’s mannequin wears the beginnings of a swan’s dress, fastening behind the neck in an elegant halter. Drawn from the pages of Glamour magazine, she has imagined puce lips and a French roll in lustrous chestnut – nothing less for Henry’s bride.

For a moment Shema’s eyes seem to seek her out in the shadows of the church. It’s a look Teuila has grown used to, helpless and beseeching. At the travel agency where she works, village women come to be transported in other ways. For them, Teuila is a choreographer of desire.

‘Show me, Teuila,’ they will say. ‘Teuila the adorner. Show me how my husband can love me again.’

For Teuila, it’s all in the fingers: scissors, seams and a scattering of stardust. Only what you can touch with your hands can you hope to coax into being.

In this respect, Shema doesn’t stand a chance. Soon the priest will ask the church if there are any objections to the union, and Teuila wonders what it will take to make her rise from her seat – in a gentle roll of the wrists and hips like long ago, when the women farewelled their men going off to war from the sands of the lagoon.

Though it would be wrong to call this a farewell, thinks Teuila. For she knows that, come three o’clock in the morning, when all the beer is drunk, he’ll emerge rustling from the darkness to tap at her bedroom louvres for the sweet scent of moso‘oi, the pale green flower that blooms only at night.

She feels the pressure keeping her down like a hand, Tusitala’s hand, pressed on the back of her head. It’s a weight as heavy as the mountain outside, pushing her down into the old church pew, flat as a coffin, making it creak and groan.

In front of her, a little girl in a pink-sashed dress is struggling in her mother’s lap. There is the flash of white knickers as she flips onto the floor; only her mother’s whiteknuckled hand holds back her desire to run down the aisle.

From the brief quiet that has descended on the church, Teuila knows that the time has come. The priest has called on the congregation for their blessing of the union, and a breeze unexpectedly answers him, sending an old lady’s widebrimmed hat cartwheeling madly down the aisle. Teuila wonders why it doesn’t just fly over and land on her head, since shoulders are already turning, searching for her.

The attention feeds her, as oxygen will turn blood red, and she can feel her flower bursting. It’s something to hide behind and speak for her, and so she tucks her head under her arm, just as a swan does, and looks out through the church doors to the harbour, her vision inverted. Here Teuila tries to discern the horizon line, as the blue of the sky and the blue of the sea merge, and she wonders which is the mirror image of the other.

If I cry like this, Teuila thinks, my tears won’t drop to the ground but rise to heaven. If I stand I’ll fall.

Just then a windsurfer cuts across the harbour – perhaps one of the embassy kids Klaus had pointed out at the yacht club. From right to left, or rather left to right, the figure makes its dash in the direction of the port, a white tear across the papery blue. And in a blink it’s gone. It’s as if the figure has been swallowed up, submitting to the pull of the horizon, and in its wake the Pacific flows through her, consuming her, so she feels under and within it, a surge of heat shooting to the surface. It’s a blue that goes on forever.

If the windsurfer comes back, she thinks, I’ll stand up.


Chapter 8

HEAVEN BREAKERS

Tilting like a boat towards the horizon, the colonial lean of the balcony is alarming at first, the way it creaks and complains under the waiter’s bare feet. Before it has time to settle, Lewis reaches for the wine glass and takes a few quick sips. What had at first felt like seasickness soon begins to ease. When he closes his eyes to the sea, the slow scuffing sounds insinuate themselves, free-forming like jazz. Then with the arrival of his lunch Lewis feels himself falling willingly into the view: blue on blue on blue.

The morning before, Lewis had watched a documentary shortly after he arrived at the hotel. It’s the aftertaste of New Zealand wine, a sharp sauvignon blanc, and the abrupt angle of the balcony that remind him of it.

Dressed in white and twirling an umbrella, High Chief Tupua Tamasese was leading the peaceful march along the harbour road of three hundred or so mute men of the Mau. As they shuffled along the unmade road, the trees then but saplings, their white lavalavas cast a slow-moving cloud across the New Zealand administration, peaceful and quiescent. It was just after Christmas, 1929.

Lewis hazards a guess: it was around to the right, beyond the horizontal spread of coral trees, that the police had opened fire on the crowd. A machine gun was trained from the balcony, making sewing patterns in the sand between suddenly scurrying feet.

For a man of his size, Tupua Tamasese was surprisingly swift. Running into the crossfire, arms held aloft, he sung with baritone sweetness, Filemu Samoa: peace Samoa. His umbrella toppled moments before his body did, forming a white mound sighing softly on the coral road. A rifle bullet had struck his thigh, shattering his femur, so the wound was shy to reveal itself, slowly blooming with blood.

Unknown fingers had woven a floral wreath across the edge of Lewis’s hotel bed. The documentary had left him feeling drained, in need of a nap. Lifting the limp petals across to the coffee table, he thought of Tupua Tamasese’s fallen body draped in woven mats, the discarded skins of his departing soul: Filemu Samoa.

That first night a feast, a fiafia, had been organised for the plane-load of new arrivals. Their tables were arranged around a stage in an open-air hut; when the dancing began towards the end of dinner Lewis couldn’t tell what was inside or out. Even the taste of the palusami – taro leaves mixed with coconut milk and salt water – seemed indistinct, neither savoury or sweet, of the earth or the sea. But he grew to like its gentleness, just as he liked the way the dancing ushered the night-time in. And there it was again, the sweet scent of the flower hidden somewhere in the darkness.

As the dancing quickened, Lewis found himself drawn to a young woman sitting opposite, her wheelchair pressed up to the stage. Her face filled with rapture, hands splayed out, fingers electric. Over the sound of the dancers and the stomp of their feet, he could hear her, and every now and then her father pressed a cocktail glass to her lips, her face bursting with a pink paper umbrella. The sounds she released were like a language known only by her and her father; each note rang out like birdsong.

Around her, the other guests exchanged polite smiles, their eyes glancing off the oiled bodies on stage, deaf to the dancers’ stomps and calls. The young woman’s body edged closer, as if releasing her soul from the confines of her chair. Tears were streaming down her face, and Lewis wondered about the mysterious transmission enacted before him – of giving and receiving.

He thought then of the secret language he had shared with his brother Garry – a song, like hers, released from their bodies, beyond words and aching to express their experience of the world. And now lost to time. Or was it? Perhaps it lay dormant, waiting for some scent or sound, some shape or sinew to release it.

With the first few sips of wine comes a jolt of jet lag. It’s the delicious disjunction between knowing that he’s here on the balcony, and the sense of slipping past the horizon that appears before him like an unevenly brushed line of aquamarine. He can sense but not see the surf. After another sip, the taste of passionfruit trips off his tongue and he can hear the horizon. He remembers how, only a few years ago, Samoa changed time zones, slipping west over the international dateline. A day had been lost. And around the same time cars had been flipped from right-hand drive to left. The discombobulating thought tickles Lewis as he calculates it’s only two hours earlier in Sydney; thirty-six hours since he last took his medication on the plane.

His senses are too busy to worry. There’s a sparkle and a velocity to the harbour this midday, which is soon confirmed by the distant figure of a windsurfer, cutting across from the direction of town, unzipping the blue with a streak of foamy white.

If you squint, he thinks, editing out the glisten of government buildings to the left and the new sea wall that horseshoes around the harbour, it’s easy enough to imagine the scene.

The image of the Lübeck bucking towards shore comes freely to him, its twin masts announced by a smudge of smoke, bursting through the horizon like all the other steamer ships from Sydney, Auckland and San Francisco before and after it. Heaven breakers, they were called, palagi.

He sees the windsurfer has almost reached the hotel, a kilometre or so to the right, where his sleep this morning was disturbed by the tolling of bells – not for morning Mass, he was told, but a wedding. And it was as if the sound of the hymn-singing had summoned him to the restaurant, the words of ‘Lift Up Your Hearts’ travelling to him across the bay. The waiter comes to take away the half-finished plate of oka i‘a, his voice so soft Lewis has to lean even further into the verandah’s view to hear. There’s such a shyness in the boy’s manner that Lewis feels as brazen as a warship in a harbour, a cap tossed upon a shelf.

Lewis is in no doubt about who saw who first: Tusitala, angled on his brown pony Jack, was watching for any sign of his cousin among the passengers disembarking from the Lübeck; instead, the painter’s pointy black beard had emerged from the row boat, conspicuous in his straw boater and flannels of white.

When he was a young boy in Edinburgh, nurse Cummy had cultivated that hawkish stare; on holiday in Paris he had watched her heap second helpings of creamy mashed potato on her plate when the waiter wasn’t looking. ‘To grow strong,’ she had told the sickly boy, ‘let your eyes nourish you. There’s no harm in looking – to have and to hold in your mind’s eye.’

Disembarking on the beach, the writer saw a man with charcoal-black eyes and lashings of what they were calling southern neo-continental style – almost African. He looked at the painter and saw a heaven breaker.

Lewis feels the nudge through his whole body, in the threedimensional scent of coconut oil. It’s the waiter again, both offering himself and withdrawing, asking if there will be a second glass.

Lewis looks out at the harbour to see the windsurfer returning speedily from whence he came, flying through the air. The breeze must have swung around, he thinks, just as a corner of tablecloth is whipped up along with the waiter’s hand-printed lavalava.

He remembers his box of blue pills back in the hotel room, and quickly pushes the glass away.

‘No thanks or I’ll fall asleep,’ he says. ‘But if you can tell me the best way to Vailima, that would be much appreciated.’


Chapter 9

MARY

She slips out unseen. Along the length of the verandah her skirt brushes the hedge of gardenia, its perfect buds still unbruised by the early morning sun, before she spills out onto the lawn. Only just September and the atmosphere is unseasonably close.

She calculates there are but a dozen long steps across the lawn, the length of the mountain pool, before she reaches the dark cloak of the forest. A dozen steps of being seen.

But Mary is alert to the energies of the house. Upstairs she can hear the curious rhythm of call and answer as the writer dictates passages from his bed. This will go on for hours with his stepdaughter, their dueling accents of the heather and the cornfields, until the arrival of the Italian painter mid-morning. Within the fog of mosquito netting in her bedroom, his American wife – her mistress – is already high on laudanum and blind to the blinking world outside.

It is only the stepson Mary has to be careful of as she treads lightly across the lawn, feeling the spring of buffalo grass underfoot. The photographer. From beneath the dark skirts of his camera, he is forever raking the garden with his eyes. He is someone to be wary of, especially when idle. But more recently he has been occupied with a task, a subject to be consumed by his camera. His quarry is the new wing which rises slowly from the clearing. Already the foundations have been laid for the great hall, with the stirring of a grand stair, and hopefully a roof before the start of rainy season. But that is on the other side of the house from here, towards the west, back behind her now.

She is almost running as she reaches the steaming edge of the forest, her heart racing, as she dives into its welcoming darkness.

A little flash of fear and then she breaks the surface. Three or four strokes as her body adjusts to the coolness of the water and then she is fine. After a moment or two she can begin to focus on the things buzzing around in her head, calming them down with the lulling movement of her crawling strokes, releasing the fear from the tips of her fingers. Feeling at one with this body of water overhung with trees.

Just the sight of blood can undo her – not just the always startling intensity of its colour but the warm source of its spillage; that something so repressed by skin could be made manifest. As a girl it took but a nick on her thumb – she was drying a gutting knife – for the tingling weightlessness to come over her, as if she were a handkerchief dropped to the floor. It was a mystery then, a strange fairytale that had somehow snatched time from her, for when she awoke on the kitchen floor in Woolloomooloo, with a sea of freckled Irish faces staring down at her, there was no sense of then and now, only the dull thud of where she’d fallen on her head registering lost time.

But yesterday in the study was different. Perhaps because it had involved a stranger and had somehow implicated her master. Maybe that is why the incident had continued to undo her, foundering her, releasing her from all sense of gravity, so she continued to faint, over and over again in her head. Here she is always falling, made suddenly weightless, snatched from time.

The three of them had been standing in front of the painting upstairs, but all she could see was her master’s bright blot of blood, and all she could feel were the pinpricks of sweat across her forehead, and gave in to this sickly sweetness, like a shudder through her brain. And the next thing she was conscious of was the stranger’s face pressed to hers.

There was a comfort in the bigness of his bones. His mouth was fleshy and broke easily into a smile, and then he said in an accent that seemed sung instead of spoken, ‘The angel has broken.’ Next he was unbuttoning her boots and bringing a flask of whisky to her lips. But the look cast on her by her master was harder to grasp. It was conspiratorial, as if some dark secret had been transmitted from him to her. And in that instant she realised that all traces of blood had been wiped from his moustache.

‘Mary is not as strong as she seems,’ he pronounced. ‘But then again, are we not always the opposite of what we seem?’

The stranger had produced a handkerchief scented with sandalwood, which he was soon dabbing at her temples and neck.

From the corner of the room her master watched on, as if he were the narrator of the scene.

‘Mary does not speak, but the voices inside her are loud and sometimes deafening. Which is how she happened to find herself in our service. You see in Sydney we all heard her silent cry for help.’

‘Really?’ The stranger looked up from his dabbing.

‘Yes, at the Oxford Hotel – perhaps you know the establishment?’

The stranger nodded, but in the meantime had taken a sharper interest in the pretty thread of blue veins at her wrist.

‘She was the hotel’s maid and had taken refuge in our room. She was being harassed by another guest, a mad harangue, on account of her swift shyness, which he took to be rudeness. If you’ll permit me to repeat the story –’ he turned to Mary, still supine on the floor – ‘he said you had the long carriage and small face of a bat.’

Still the stranger remained focused on her wrists, as if hypnotised by the tiny pulse of blue.

‘The pump of her heart is slow,’ the stranger finally declared in his beautiful accent of chorus and verse. ‘Not out of weakness but strength. Perhaps from all her physical exertions …’ Here he paused, noticing the dampness of her hair. ‘In the service of the house.’

And the next thing she remembered was being whisked up into the stranger’s arms, feeling gravity at last, before being laid onto her stretcher bed downstairs.

Her hands sluice the surface, drawing her mind clear. The rhythm is self-generating. With each stroke carved out of the darkness, a slipstream is released from her hip, propelling her forward, her hair wrapping itself around her in shiny streamers. As she swims she displaces the body of her past. Yesterday is pushed behind her; the blood is washed clean.

She becomes aware of the fecund forest gathered around her. Turning her face to draw breath, she sees the spray of a giant bird’s-nest fern overhead. Further back are the strangler figs and the spiky forest palms and those armadillo ones that only sprout fruit when they die. And running rampant through it all are the scissoring leaves of the banana plant. Such unimaginable ripeness. They are all but trespassers in the forest, she thinks. No sooner have the logs fallen than they become tangled in vine.

He comes to her through a chink in the green. It is an offering of sorts, an intervention of kindness. He brings with him the smell of sandalwood and ylang-ylang and soon he is crouching, the white linen of his trousers pooling at the edge of the water.

She stops and lowers her head so her eyes are at surface level. For a moment she imagines she is a lazy tide, like that which overlaps Cavill’s pool in Woolloomooloo where she learnt to swim. Even now she thinks of the movement of a body through water as something spiritual, beginning with the miracle of floating, and expanded by Cavill’s not always graspable theories of natations.

But the painter has broken her slow-moving reverie. He is reaching out to her across the water – a swimmer’s arm – to pluck a lily pad from her hair. ‘How is my angel?’ he asks, his voice scaling across the water like a tenor’s.

She glides closer to where he is crouching on the bank. Slowly her eyes edge up his sweat-soused flannels to a curlicue of chest hair at the opening of his shirt. It is like a question mark, she thinks, and the hat in his other hand, misshapen beyond belief, a melted moustache.

But it is his face which calls her: as large as a circus bear’s, the blackness of his beard pointing to the pinkness of his smiling mouth.

‘I’m not here,’ she finally says, gurgling the water with laughter.

‘The Australian angel speaks!’ The circus bear is laughing too, and reaching out to her again, but this time to pull her up from the depths.

She meets the grip of his hand with her own, tugs back to find his strength, and then she is up – no longer floating, but falling into him, though unlike yesterday she stops gravity with her outstretched hand. Where she touches his linen shirt she can see the olive stain of his Sienese skin beneath.

He looks down to where she has left her mark on him and says more seriously now: ‘See, you are here.’

But before he looks up again she has gone, up to the eyrie of overhanging rocks, to dry her body in the sun.

When he eventually joins her there on the ledge he is shirtless, and she can’t help but notice the little black tufts of hair around his nipples, the same pink colour as his lips.

He looks up at her over a tanned shoulder, the sun finding the creases of his laughter lines. ‘So how did you become shipwrecked here, in this madhouse of bohemia?’

She thinks back to their arrival at the Oxford Hotel the year before. They were like beachcombers – the Scottish writer and his unlikely entourage – with their clacking fishnet bags of gourds and shells, rolls of tapa cloth and cedar chests wrapped in rope. Something brought in by the tide. And she felt gathered up with them and taken out to sea.

‘Like you, I suppose,’ she says slowly, before swatting a lazy fly at her ankle. ‘The Pacific is what brought us here, and it is what will take us back.’ She likes the way the painter has drawn out these feelings before dispersing them, like the sun drying the droplets of water on her skin. As with swimming, his presence makes her aware of the autonomy of her body as something distinct from her head. And once again she feels gathering around her the fecundity of the place. Even her eyelids feel swollen as if stung by the sun. And when she next looks down to the edge of the rock he has gone.

She sits up, startled – has she somehow hallucinated his presence? – and then hears something moving quickly through the greenery.

There is a splash, like the lightest of pebbles, or the tearing of silk, and when she looks down she sees his body moving through the dark water. Only when he surfaces does she notice the whiteness of his buttocks.

She wonders how just the presence of his body could make her feel the realness of the rock beneath her. There is the shock of being here not there, of being not floating, of something dropped suddenly to the earth. I am the rock, she thinks.

‘Come in,’ he calls out from below. ‘Make a pretty painting in the water.’ Even before he has finished his sentence she is diving from the rock.


Chapter 10

STOLEN THOUGHTS

Ahead up the hill the view is suffused with barbecue smoke, blanching the afternoon heat through which comes the yawning note of roosters. Past a road sign he ambles. Kill your speed. And then another. Be smart – slow down. The heat softens him, as if his body is but a membrane porous to the stories floating through the air.

Somewhere Lewis has read how people are but vessels of ephemeral fact, encoded with data transmitted from one generation to the next. As the heat begins to make sensuous his thoughts, softening them, he thinks of himself as the Scottish writer’s amanuensis, channelling Tusitala’s words out of the atmosphere.

He walks on. There is no footpath as such, just spilling gardens that bring forth the occasional dog or child to witness the passing of the stranger in his teal-coloured shorts and Birkenstocks. In Tusitala’s day, the forest would have tumbled all the way down to town, with not so much a trail as a faint crack of light between the taro leaves. To a painter’s eye, the palette would have registered as a myriad of green.

This afternoon, the Cross Island Road carries the lulling whoosh of taxis and SUVs.

He hunkers down. Away from the harbour, the sea air soon thickens. Waiting at the lights for an unending stream of traffic, he feels a discharge of sweat so sudden it’s as if his facial features are liquefying. As his body softens, his senses sharpen. In visual riffs up and down the road, buses parade like catwalk queens, lavishly costumed, extravagantly titled: Queen Poto, Lady Lanuvea. Even their thick black exhaust seems perfumed. Halfway up the hill Lewis stops to wipe the sweat from his brow. A bell tolls for early Mass and over a garden hedge he watches a dog sunning itself on a low-lying concrete tomb. Lewis moves closer to the hedge. The dog flips over and he can just make out the inscription below: Ray Taulapapa Lesolosolou 1939–2005. Beyond the tomb, a deep green lawn travels up to a small garden bungalow – louvred, but more closed than open. As Lewis waits to pick up a breeze the song carries out to him through the tiny slits of air, Whitney Houston’s ‘Greatest Love of All’. Only with the breeze does Lewis notice the banner strung high above the roof. The fabric is the same colour as the sky, so when the white embroidered words begin to stream with life, it’s as if they are written by a plane:

In the end

My Immaculate Heart

Will Triumph

The words are still pulsing when he turns back to the road. Here a taxi has stopped, and the driver is calling out to him with a friendliness that makes him wary.

‘Hello! Where are you going?’

Lewis can taste the salty sweat as he smiles and motions up the hill. ‘Thank you but I’m happy to walk.’

Walking on, he notices that the taxi is stalking him – offering and retreating – in a series of slow–fast shifts through the barbecue smoke. Soon all he is aware of is its shifting shadow. Which is how Blue Machine nearly knocks him from his feet, flicking mud at his legs as it passes in a burst of reggae. A painted skull grins below the back window of the bus as it disappears around a bend.

Turning back up the hill, Lewis notices the taxi is still stationed just metres away. It’s there in his peripheral vision, something he wishes he could brush off like a fly. He moves to quicken his pace, but his sandals catch in the mud and he lurches suddenly into the middle of the road.

There the taxi is waiting for him. Smiling from the open window, the driver’s face is broad and calm, inviting him in. The door has been opened, issuing forth the sound of Christmas carols, and Lewis pauses only briefly before stepping in. A necklace of shark’s teeth hangs from the rearvision mirror, along with a crucifix.

As the car slowly climbs the hill, groaning under their collective weight, Lewis realises he’s forgotten to tell the driver where he is going. ‘Vailima, please.’

‘Yes, I know,’ the driver says.

The car’s cabin feels sunken and small, a metal skin for their bodies’ warmth. Even the silence that settles over the cab takes on a bodily shape. Lewis is scared, then excited, by the idea that the taxi driver can read his thoughts.

Turned down low on the stereo, Dolly Parton is singing ‘I Believe in Santa Claus’. As they climb higher, the cabin begins to cool with the air from the mountain outside. Through the open window Lewis can absorb the green, pooled by purple, with moving traceries of red from the tendrils in the trees.

‘Si‘usi‘u pusi,’ says the driver, following Lewis’s eyes. ‘Cat’s tail.’

The higher they go up the road, the bigger the houses. They pass a Mormon college and churches of seemingly every denomination – Baha’i and Seventh-day Adventist – but no people. Coming to the gates of what looks like the biggest house of all, the taxi slows. An ancient tree canopy obscures the house from the road but for a glimpse of red tin roof which sweeps up in imitation of the mountain behind.

‘Why have you stopped?’ Lewis asks.

The driver buries his head in his hands before looking up, his fingers tugging the skin around his eyes. ‘I can’t go any further – it’s a sacred place,’ he says. ‘Some Samoans are still afraid to go in there.’

Lewis looks at the overgrown gates: they seem to contain more than a house. Their heaviness marks a point of transition, he thinks, not unlike Henry Jekyll’s red baize curtains parting to another world. Through the gates he imagines a spillage of stories, mineral-rich, which are carried down the streams that fall from the mountain behind.

The taxi’s engine is still running as the driver tells Lewis the story of the aitu fafine. Their bodies begin to vibrate with the story, as the image of the spirit’s red flowing hair is carried out through the open window to find shape in the branches bobbing with si‘usi‘u pusi outside.

‘The wind can bring her,’ the driver says, ‘or the sound of singing along a stream, and heaven help the man who falls for her and follows her through the forest. He feels light-headed at first. Then –’ He brings some fingers up to Lewis’s eyes, pressing them so they turn white. ‘And then he goes –’ The driver clicks the bones in his fingers. ‘Like that, something in his brain just goes.’

The driver is now looking at the mountain that rears up behind the house.

‘Why did he come to Samoa?’ the driver asks. ‘Was it for the peace and quiet, so no one could steal his thoughts? But then why did he become involved with the chiefs, with everything here? Why did he want to be buried on top of the mountain, to be carried up by Samoans, when he knew it was difficult to get to?’

The driver’s knee is knocking against the gearstick now. ‘His dream was to look out over Upolu. They say it is a beautiful view of the sea from up there, but I think it was more symbolic. I think he wanted to be High Chief.’

The man’s voice has dropped almost to a whisper. ‘Up there no one can steal your thoughts.’

Lewis is still staring into the gap between the trees as the taxi drives off. It’s inscrutable, that absence of leaves, and as his eyes adapt to the darkness, a streak of red bursts through, sweeping low before flying off.

The bird makes him think of the Scottish writer and the flash of vermillion caught in his painted eye; how two rainy seasons after his last sitting he met with a convulsion as violent and as final as Henry Jekyll’s in the book.

Mayonnaise. Of all things, he’d been helping his wife on the back verandah, whisking the egg yolk with the oil and tasting the sharpness of the lime, when the bowl fell suddenly from his hands, sending a pale trajectory across the dark gardenia hedge.

‘Do I look strange?’

These were his last recorded words. That night Sosimo kissed his hands and laid them across his breast, knitting his fingers together like flowers. The next morning the household watched his coffin, held aloft by a dozen brown hands, disappear into an ocean of leaves. Every now and then, at a turn of the mountain, it would emerge from the trees, bobbing higher and higher, floating free.


Chapter 11

SOSIMO

Teuila prays for rain. She prays for absolution, something to subsume her and the memory of the wedding that morning. With the wheeling flight of the windsurfer she had seen her life open up before her, a horizon line of possibilities, a barely visible thread stretching left and right, waiting for the windsurfer’s return to bring it back together.

She had briefly glimpsed her future. A life with Henry in Auckland; or rather, a life in Auckland waiting for Henry to return from sea – lost in the suburbs, in One Tree Hill perhaps, disappearing from view. It would not be unlike the fate of her least-favourite customers – confined to the middle row of a 747, without window or aisle seat, just a sea of heads in front. It’s a vision that is nightmarish in its realness. Apart from being alone, anonymity is what she fears most of all.

Tusitala’s words come to her unconsciously, as easily as breathing. In a whisper she invokes the lesson of the trees:

Lord, Thou sendest down rain upon the uncounted millions of the forest, and givest the trees to drink exceedingly. We are here upon this isle a few handfuls of men, and how many myriads upon myriads of stalwart trees!

But at the instant the words are released she loses all feeling for them – they seem at once strange and disconnected and devoid of meaning. She is suddenly suspicious of such words that can be accepted unquestioningly. Most of all they make her angry – that from her mother’s great-grandfather, Sosimo, all she inherited apart from the little sketch were these words. No other semblance of his life, just these distant prayers of Vailima which offer no comfort in the wilderness of her bedroom.

She lights a cigarette and wonders what Sosimo would have done. Together her family has assembled the bare bones of his life: that he had disgraced his father to live and work at Vailima, and that after Tusitala’s death he had raised a family before dying of Spanish flu in the great scourge of 1918. And around these fragments, stories have collected: that he was the greatest changeling of all, able to defy and deflect the slings and arrows of time. He was part-man, part-woman, with long flowing hair, a sweet singing voice and strong curious hands. And he could summon any shape he desired for himself.

She draws back on the Consulate, the tobacco giving her the faintest of head spins, and wonders what shape she will become. For a moment she sees Sosimo’s lesson as this – that her destiny can be willed at whim, in the crinkling of a brow and a singing stream of smoke: What will I become?

And then she slumps back, exhausted by the thought. From her bed, she watches the moving tide of her curtains – a shimmer of spotted pink, mauve and green. The cotton is washed tissue-thin, as if the flowers are transported by air or water, shifting in and out of focus. Memory is like this.

One minute the curtains are pressed flush to the cement-block walls; the next they’re drawn out through the glass louvres, making her garden pavilion appear like one enormous lung. Henry is close in her thoughts one moment; far away the next.

She grew up overlooking her father’s bungalow in the front garden, fringed by ginger flowers. It was always something separate from the rest of the house, an island. Then when he passed away in her final year of high school, Teuila took over its teal-painted interiors, empty but for a single bed and the blue-patterned vinyl floor; she woke up each morning to a view of his tomb in the garden. To this day it isn’t something she is afraid of, but rather, a comfort – something to sun her thoughts on.

For as long as she can remember, Ray Taulapapa Lesolosolou had waged a war against clutter. In his world view, clutter came in many guises, both spiritual and material, which needed to be vigilantly guarded against. Finally refusing to come out of his house – now hers – he had told the rest of the family, ‘Ou ke le maga‘o ‘e fa‘alavelavea la‘u va‘i; kalu ai oga ouke maga‘o e kulimaka‘i mea piko i makagofie o lo‘u olaga, lea o lo‘o folasia mai i o‘u lava luma. I don’t want to be distracted; I want to focus on the most beautiful things in my life and for me they’re right under my nose.’

Respecting her father’s space, she had filled his rooms with just a few signs of her night-time activities. Pinned across the door of his bedroom – now hers – is the Miss Tutti Frutti sash. Inside, bolts of material lean in one corner; the dressmaker’s mannequin stands in another. A tinnysounding ghetto blaster holds court on a pile of Glamour magazines next to the bed.

Islanded in her father’s bungalow, Teuila was slow to reveal herself.

Until the final year at school she and Henry had circled each other like reef fish. Then, too small to play rugby, Henry was chosen to represent his class at the annual charity concert, and it was Teuila he turned to for guidance – to sharpen his songs and sartorial style, was the official reason. But deep down he seemed to be after one of those long slow stares that take you in, without judgement.

On Saturday afternoons, when Teuila’s mother was in town playing bingo, he allowed her to shape him like a piece of material draped across her mannequin.

‘You bring me to my best,’ he told her one afternoon: from a medley of tunes to a phrase to a gesture.

‘Greatest Love of All’ was probably beyond his scratchy vocal reach. But Teuila instructed him to look out through the louvres of her father’s house and go deeper.

‘Picture Mount Vaea and the sound will come, trust me. Feel it here,’ she said, slipping a finger between the buttons of his shirt and pressing at an abdomen as warm and firm as breadfruit.

‘And no hair across the eyes either,’ she added. ‘We need to see the feeling here.’ Slicking back his fringe with Vaseline.

He performed admirably, as it transpired, but as far as both their families were concerned that was that. End of story. Their destinies had already been foretold: for Teuila, a desk job at the local travel agency; for Henry, a weekly gig with a dance troupe while waiting for his naval enlistment to come through.

In the months that followed, when their families deigned to keep the two of them apart, he was the genie that only came out at night – a hallucinated, longed-for presence. During her long days at the travel agency there was rarely a time her mind didn’t rub at the image of him, and she would stretch this moment out with a cigarette, and then another, watching his imp-like shape form in the smarting haze of the roadside barbecue outside.

It was an agony, of course, a curse that she had brought on herself, making her a sleepwalker through her own waking life. For at three o’clock in the morning she would hear the rustle at the window outside, and all her senses would stir, like a match head struck into flame.

Across the blue-patterned floor not even a cockroach is seen to scuttle. Which means that rain or, more likely, a storm is approaching, and Teuila feels the pressure mounting within her chest, a series of stabbing pains, as if her heart is tearing.

She feels, both within and outside of her body, something floating in the vessel of the room. She brings a hand to the cleft of muscle revealed among the folds of her kimono. These contractions of pain, she realises, are following the precise rhythm of the curtains, in and out, as if her heart is a mere vessel of nature, obeying the tides and susceptible to the weather.

Everything around her – the bells for early Mass, the hum of humidity, the promise of rain – is like a measured pause before death, a slow holding-off.

At the old Chinese theatre down by the markets, her mother would be at her umpteenth game of bingo by now, daubing the numbers with her coloured marker, the movement becoming mechanical in this assembly line of hope. Across the floor at her mother’s feet, discarded sheets form an ocean of inky dots, the flotsam of her faith.

These thoughts drag Teuila down until she feels she is drowning. It’s a below-sea-level kind of lowness, this feeling, where everything is grey-blue and sounds come to her baritone-deep and tears are impossible. She can’t remember feeling this low, like the end of the world.

She wonders what Sosimo would have done when faced with such oblivion – on finding himself all alone in the house but for the corpse of his master, Tusitala. Had his feelings, like hers now, gone into revolt?

In the last few months before he left, Henry had worked weekend shifts at Vailima, now a museum on the hill. Teuila has always considered its rolling red roof the colour and shape of a dog’s tongue, and the house had been rebuilt so many times in the wake of hurricanes that to call it colonial was like calling her the Queen of Samoa, even if Klaus from the embassy did.

She would visit Vailima at any excuse. Instead of approaching by the main drive, she would instruct her taxi driver to go down the Road of Loving Hearts at the side, screened by hibiscus hedge, to surprise him. On the lawn she would slip off her shoes and soundlessly approach.

Sometimes she would imagine herself as Sosimo, shapeshifting across the grass, feeling the strength in his calves and the sweetness in his voice. Then, waiting for Henry’s tour to end, she would light a cigarette, watching the smoke gather around her like a shroud, until she was something neither female or male, but simply a rushing spirit that would snatch up Henry’s smitten soul and carry him away.

And in a breath he was gone. She knew the precise time and date he was leaving because she had booked the flight herself. She imagined his choice of meals, the movies he would watch, and knew the exact flying time to Auckland in hours and minutes. Even the bouts of air turbulence she could foresee, as she had learnt to travel the low- and highpressure points of meteorological maps at the click of the mouse. But still she wondered what was in his heart.

With Henry gone, for once the most beautiful thing – as her father liked to say – wasn’t right under her nose. And in his growing wake she began to fill her life with clutter: bingo, Klaus and singing gigs at Tropicana. During the day she dealt with what seemed like a never-ending stream of oneway traffic that trickled and rushed and sometimes slowed. There were even the days when, looking up from her desk, there was no one there. All that greeted her was the poster by the door:

We call it home … You’ll call it paradise.

Then the other week, as if materialised from the barbecue smoke outside, Henry returned to Apia for his wedding.


Chapter 12

VAILIMA

The dragonfly brushes up against the windowpane, softly thrumming as if asking to be let out. The glass doesn’t look old and bubbled and handmade, but new and freshly washed. The dragonfly is dazzled by its reflection for a moment before flying away. Gardeners call out to each other across the lawn, their laughter trailing off, absorbed by the trees. The dragonfly makes a last dive at the window, falling soundlessly to the floor.

‘Before we go on with our tour I’d like to ask you, please, no touching, do not stand on the lion skin, and please stay on the mats, thank you.’

They are standing in the smoking room, shiny and spotless and sanitised by the sun. The room feels smaller than Lewis expected, with hardly enough room for an easel.

The lion skin separates him from his guide. She looks barely twenty, small and slight, with thick wavy hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her accent is American-tinged and each sentence ends neatly with a smile. Rather than what she says, Lewis is struck by how she says it, the verbal segues that lead him from one room to the next, zigzagging as effortlessly as the dragonfly.

Downstairs the house is but one room deep, the doors open to the garden, so no sooner have they entered than they are outside again, shuffling on the verandah out the back. Even upstairs in the writer’s study, Lewis finds he can’t focus on the various first editions and translations on the otherwise spartan shelves, or the single bed pushed into the corner against a wall of peacock blue. His eyes are drawn outside.

‘Between the trees there,’ says the guide, ‘that’s the trail. Have you been to the tomb?’

Lewis shakes his head at the mountain which seems more vivid than the house itself.

‘It’s good to go early in the morning,’ she says, ‘or late afternoon.’

Into the wife’s bedroom, where Lewis studies the old framed photographs hovering behind curtains of mosquito netting. ‘Her Samoan friends,’ notes the guide. The servant girls in the pictures wear short hair and chokers, their young breasts pointing up at their mistress seated on her chair, a grey wig spilling down her long white missionary dress.

He can think of nothing else as they pass through the other bedroom suites and then back down the stairs – the perfect peaks of their breasts rising to Aolele la‘ikiki, Little Flying Cloud.

‘We’re walking on the original grand staircase – it’s redwood, very solid. Welcome here to the last room, the great hall.’

The girl’s speech is learnt by rote, as if lyrics to a song, always leading to the chorus of her smile. He tries to imagine her with short hair and a choker, glimpsed through a veil of mosquito netting. It’s a view that haunts him as they pause at the bottom of the stairs: the laudanum dreams of the house’s mistress, Aolele.

The tour now at an end, the guide abandons him by the piano. It’s where the writer accompanied family singalongs – or so he was told – on his flageolet. Across the room is the iron-box safe. Its doors are splayed open to reveal a pretty olive-green interior: See, no ghosts.

Once the guide has gone, Lewis has a sudden need to go upstairs again, to move against the flow of the story. It’s as though the mountain air has blown history clean from the walls. A succession of hurricanes and changes of occupancy have meant that little remains of the original house, which at the time of the painter’s visit was being extended to accommodate the grand vision of the widow’s wing.

Up the staircase he sprints, two steps at a time. And once upstairs he can hardly stand still, dizzy with the thought of having the place to himself. Lewis thinks that if he keeps moving, sweeping through the bedrooms as the wind would, he’ll find the household’s soul.

He moves faster and faster, in fear that the guide will call him back down again, and he won’t catch what it is he’s after. He keeps thinking of Aolele’s view through the mosquito netting, or maybe it’s something else that lies there waiting for him?

Along the length of the study he rushes, rugs and mats slipping underfoot, losing his sense of gravity. The little bed in the corner looks so lonely he could sail through the air and leave his body’s imprint there, but quickly he regains his balance. He keeps moving towards the door, hoping that what he is looking for will be around the next corner.

In the corridor connecting the new and old wings he finds a small opening in the wall covered with glass, and a switch next to it. When Lewis turns on the light, it reveals the house’s original exterior, which he realises is almost the same colour as his shorts.

For a moment a face hovers there, silver-haired, its oval shape cut in half by an old-fashioned moustache. The eyes, one blue and one brown, seem to pull the face apart. It shifts in and out of focus, until Lewis finally recognises it as his own.

The realisation jolts him awake. His mind’s eye begins to open and expand and fill with light. Around him, plaques and photographs inform him of every conceivable household fact: the architect from Sydney, the redwood summoned from California, the overstuffed Scottish furniture carried in a dozen journeys up the hill by a pair of long-suffering bullocks. But Lewis is not sated. He is curious to know these lives in a bodily way, their taste and sight and smell. He realises that’s what he is looking for, circling something he can’t quite inhabit: the scent of gardenia at dusk, the tang of fresh lime, the last wavering of peacock-blue light.

In the bathroom he opens the medicine cabinet to disturb a row of bottles: Magic Mosquito Bite Cure and Insect Destroyer, Waterbury’s Surgical Dusting Powder, Hinds’ Black Fly Cream, Epsom Salts, Initial Line Tansy Leaves And Tops, Kennedy’s Discovery.

Jotting the names down in his notebook, he imagines the contents rubbed on skin or passing between lips, down throats, to coat the lining of stomachs and intestines; the exigencies of this house of bodies. Lewis can sense a quiet cry for help from these unopened bottles, as if a kind of sickness lingers there, waiting to be released into the mountain air.

He thinks of these little bottles sitting there, waiting for the household to be cured. So what really ailed them that spring in 1892, when the Italian painter arrived on their doorstep? What was it that made them so uncomfortable within their own skins?

Lewis scans the medicine cabinet and imagines all the powders and cures distilled into a single pill, rectangular in shape, the colour of a painted sky. Taken once daily, with food, it could paper over the cracks and conjoin this house of bodies, making it whole.

Was it something his mother ate during pregnancy, or perhaps inherent in his father’s sperm, that saw the embryo cleft in two?

For Lewis, neither science nor philosophy can properly explain the mystery of what went on in his mother’s womb. Their birth had been explained to the young boys in the kitchen one day after school, as their mother prepared a sponge cake. She had held out the mixing bowl as if it was the most natural thing in the world – that freshly broken egg with its trembling double yolk. Still, she’d looked baffled when Garry, always bolder than Lewis, asked whether for the cake recipe it counted as one egg or two.

Later, when the biological details of their reproduction were satisfactorily explained, their father had shown them their X-ray photo at ten weeks’ gestation. He’d pointed at the grainy black-and-white image with his pipe, the smoke seeming to animate it: ‘See, the two little spines.’

No doubt even then they were wrestling in the womb, fighting to be the one. That was to be Lewis’s curse, coming head first; Garry was breach. Right from the start they kicked and screamed with their competing claims of uniqueness.

As it turned out, they were identical only in body. At school Lewis was quiet and inward; his brother, exuberant. And then slowly these differences became inscribed on their faces, not only with the scars of their playground fights, which had a ferocity that terrified even their father, but with the tiny self-assertions of character. So the permanence of Lewis’s furrowed brow was inversely reflected by the astonishment of his brother’s smile. Only at night, deep in dreams, with their faces framed by pillows, were these differences erased.

Garry beat him to puberty. In a month he shot up. Soon Garry was befriended by a pack of pretty girls from dancing class, and he quickly left Lewis behind.

It was around this time that Lewis began to experience pains of separation, a little spurt of jealousy that soon dropped, like his voice, into a bodily ache. When Garry was sent to hospital to have his wisdom teeth out, Lewis’s jaw locked with pain. The next morning the softest wisps of hair appeared across his chin. Within a month he was shaving.

Such were the psychic pushes and pulls that kept the brothers together even when apart. So much so that for Lewis there persisted the fear that, without Garry, he would be forever anaesthetised, without feeling. As it transpired, the very opposite was true and, until now, decades after the crash, a little pill had softened the sharpness of separation, keeping the terror of uniqueness at bay.

For Lewis, every mountain is a tomb, imbued with feeling. Looking up from Vailima’s bathroom window he sees not only the Scottish writer’s final resting place but the grave of his distant childhood. It’s what he saw from the airport bus in the delineation of dawn, and now more clearly in the slow burn of the afternoon.

Across the buffalo grass outside he walks, slowly at first, then faster. The museum’s white walls and blood-red roof are almost too bright to behold, moiré patterning in the heat of the day. Once again he feels a swiftness of sensation, a giddiness, but any warning call grows fainter until all he hears is the forest, the thrumming of its distant heart.

Turning his back on the house, he looks for an opening, a chink of light between the trees. A fleck of red from the aitu he knows is dwelling there.

Tomorrow, he thinks, tomorrow I’ll come back to climb the trail in the coolness of dawn.


Chapter 13

THE STEPSON

He sets it up three-legged on the buffalo grass, a dark-skirted creature that lets in the light. Doubling himself over, the stepson stoops, adjusting his centre of gravity before entering the darkness enfolded within. It is felted and hot, smelling vaguely of dried shark’s fin and onion, and for a moment he can hear the sounds of the island outside.

‘Master!’ From across the lawn comes an excitable shout. It is Sosimo – he can tell just by the kink in his voice – perhaps back from the forest with some wild bananas for the cows.

The camera always seems to have a curious hold over the Islanders, the stepson thinks. A devil’s box, they had called it on Apemama three years before, believing it to contain a sorcerer’s circle of pearl shells – not this turning mechanism for catching the light.

And here at Vailima another spirit box has claimed their attention. Hauled up from the harbour, it carries the height and width of a man, this iron-box safe parked inside the house. All the way from San Francisco it has travelled, and in a swirl of superstition it is said to harbour the bottle imp, just waiting to rush out and take strange shape in Vailima’s three hundred and fourteen and one-quarter acres of murderous green.

He rests his knees on the cushioned grass, feeling his body expand, relaxing not fighting the dark confines, and looks out. What now will be released in a photograph?

Through the viewfinder the house is only just held by the frame. Already spilling out to the left is the great hall, as if the house is reflecting a mirror image of itself, dreaming of wholeness. Looking out he can see the writer’s prayerful mother, newly arrived from Edinburgh, in her starched white widow’s cap. On the upstairs balcony she is seen to pace in prayer, as if willing the new wing into being. He wants to call out, to quell her utterances, but he is muffled by the felted darkness.

The camera had been his mother’s idea. It was to be a spirit catcher, to preserve on photographic plate their vaporous trails across the ocean. Avoiding the lens herself, she was only too willing to direct from behind the camera. And as they happily island-hopped, pushing the edges of the Pacific north and eastward until they seemed to enter a dream, she had called them ‘the photographers’, he and his stepfather, putting to plate what Tusitala couldn’t manage to put to paper.

But today he has no one to direct him. His mother has taken once more to her bed, closing the door to the sounds of his stepfather dictating passages to his sister. It is like a prayer, he thinks, this strange call and answer, call and answer, between his stepfather and sister. It echoes in all of them, this story being put to paper upstairs.

Spawned these past weeks since the painter’s arrival is the strange tale of ‘The Beach of Falesá’. In words slung from his study they have heard the voices of the dead, conjured by a con artist named Case, through a spirit machine they call a Tyrolean harp. Not even Tusitala’s educated Scottish accent could disguise the realness of these voices.

‘Where is this beach?’ they had asked him, sensing the source of the story to be close to home.

‘Climb to the top of Mount Vaea,’ he had cryptically replied, ‘and look around you. You’ll see the string of sand circles forever.’

‘Master!’ This time Sosimo’s voice is louder, as if determined to coax him out and into the light. But for the moment the devil’s box has got hold of him, this container of unruly spirits with its little window on the world. There is a comfort in looking out at the same time as looking in.

He finds this easier than writing. All he has to do is frame the image, release the shutter and let in the light – not unlike blinking. By contrast, writing is about closing your eyes, he thinks, clenching them as tightly as possible, and to slowly make out what is writ in the darkness. ‘Slinging ink’, as his stepfather calls it, doesn’t quite describe the mental handwringing of the exercise.

‘Master!’ Sosimo is closer now, his voice breaking free of the forest behind them. Looking out, the stepson prefers this image of the house, perfectly framed by the viewfinder, made whole, to that which is carried by the growing anxiety of Sosimo’s voice. If only the felted skirt of the camera could insulate him from that sound and keep his view of the house so perfectly aligned.

Thankfully a camera cannot capture this disquiet, the stepson thinks, this thing that is passed from one human being to the next. Sometimes he wonders if it is the portrait’s doing – this restlessness of spirit, this whirl of words from the study upstairs. It is as if the painter has opened the door of this house in the forest and let the story of Falesá out. And still his mother sleeps on, her night cries muffled by her veils of mosquito netting. Sometimes he wonders if they are all living her nightmares, and yet they are even more fearful of the moment when she wakes.

Is it his dead brother she sees as she wrestles in her bed? The calm eyes holding hers as he slowly bled to death? Hervey was four, three years younger than him, when his sickly condition worsened in the winter they spent in Paris. He remembers them watching as Hervey’s little life ebbed out onto the blood-stained sheets. ‘Blood, Mama, get the things – wait till I am ready.’

Perhaps it had started back then in Paris, this descending disquiet he now feels on the edge of the forest, laid dormant all the while, waiting for the right moment to reappear. It had been distracted at first by the child his mother had inherited for herself – a child with a grown-up literary reputation. And then outwitted by the speed of the adventure she had set in motion for them all. If they were the photographers, she was the director.

As long as they kept moving, crisscrossing the Atlantic and then the Pacific, they wouldn’t have to face this thing waiting for them to be still. This disquiet which waited all the while for a shape to fasten itself onto.

Samoa was not meant to be the end but, rather, a swift stepping point to Sydney and then home again to Scotland. Once the breadfruit plantation was up and running, and Vailima more or less self-sufficient, they would be off, a smudge of steamer smoke on the horizon. But something had festered all the while, made mouldy like their mother’s little white ankle boots. Their departure had been put off by the building of the new wing, and the new wing by the start of rainy season. An Italian painter had arrived in their midst and their life had slowed to a stop.

His mother, with her knack for premonitions, was the first to sense it, and now her fear seems to be taking shape around them, suspended in a shared stillness, as heavy and humid as the mountain that hovers over them like a noose.

‘Master!’ There is no denying Sosimo this time. Not even the felted darkness can insulate that sound. With his dancing hands he has wrenched back the camera’s skirt and let in the light.

After the expansive view of the house, what is presented to him now is rendered in extreme close-up. Framed by the viewfinder, Sosimo’s usually soft face is set like a trap. A film of sweat has varnished it, and his dark eyes still hold the fear of the forest. It makes the stepson think of the writer’s famous book and the horror of Henry Jekyll ‘knit to him closer than a wife, closer than an eye’.

There is an uncertain pause. Then Sosimo cannot contain the rushing words: ‘Master, you must come with me. It is as clear as the sound of a gramophone and only you can make it true and go away.’

Sosimo is already tugging at him, pulling him free of the camera’s skirt as if he were something caught in the surf.

But the stepson is still liquid-limbed from the dark confines of the camera. He can’t find his centre of gravity and is soon caught, topsy-turvy, in a wave of bright green light. Sosimo is under him as he falls to the ground. Over both of them the camera hovers, just as Sosimo is straightjacketed by the stepson’s superior height and weight. Face to face, they are without words. The moment stretches on, with these two men lying on top of each other on the grass, each animated by the breathing from the other.

It is a new sensation for the stepson. What strikes him at first is the difficulty of domination, for a body to hold down another with such resolution. It is a feeling you must give in to, like riding his stepfather’s pony, Jack.

Quickly he is up. He is strangely suspicious of himself, how easily his body gave in to the sensation, lulled by the scent of coconut on Sosimo’s neck.

Now he towers over him, sending an unambiguous shadow over the servant boy. This time he is the one tugging at the other, and soon he has Sosimo back upright, barefoot on the buffalo grass.

‘You are not making sense to me,’ he says, for he has little patience for what can’t be grasped in a single sentence or registered as an object on a photographic plate. He stands with his arms crossed, his chin nudging the light. ‘What is it that you have seen?’

‘Master, it was the aitu, as clear as I see you now. Her hair was red and as long as you are tall. She was calling out to the Italian gentleman. Calling out from the rock. Quickly, we must hurry.’

The stepson’s arms unfurl, only to tighten again in a knot behind his head. ‘Where?’ For still it hasn’t registered, the singing spirit Sosimo has seen in the forest.

‘The swimming hole.’

The stepson knows it as the place, rarely visited, where the writer practises his flageolet each afternoon, so clear and contained are the acoustics – a folly of sorts.

Sosimo’s earlier words return to him: ‘Only you can make it true and go away.’ But this time the words sweep him up, drawing him to the horizon line of trees – but not before he has gathered up the camera, to clatter like an unruly child at his hips.

Sosimo does not speak as he leads the way through the forest. It is still mid-morning and the sun has yet to eke its way through the foliage to steam in the shadows. Yet the effort of carrying the camera through the looping threads of vine and across muddy puddles brings a prickling heat to the surface of his skin. All he can do is focus on the backs of Sosimo’s calves, shiny with a smudge of tattoo, and a tendril of hair that has escaped the coiled bun on top of his head. As Sosimo pauses to signal the approach of the swimming hole, he can feel the warm release of sweat down the length of his spine.

They have approached from the top, screened by the wild orange trees. It is a higher ledge of rock, a perfect viewing platform, and as Sosimo pulls back a branch for him to plant the camera, it is as though he is the stage manager of the scene, that he has somehow choreographed the two bodies entwined on the rock below.

There is a weft and weave of skin – of fine and freckled, and olive – and the long red hair has managed to wrap itself through the tangle of limbs, so at first it is difficult to discern what is male and what is female.

Looking at the two sleeping bodies through the frame of his viewfinder, the stepson wonders what they have wrung out of each other to be so exhausted and now dissolving into one. Through the bearded man’s pink mouth he can hear the zephyr of a snore. Pinker still and throbbing with sensation in the centre of the picture is Mary’s ear.

He is moved beyond words at the sight of them, not yet shocked. From his mother and stepfather he has grown used to the idea of bodies at war, not so much against each other but against themselves – soused in laudanum or hemorrhaging from within, blooming with eczema or other unseemly disfigurements of the flesh. These days his parents sleep in separate quarters as if in other countries, like a soul torn in two.

Not this sweet communion of flesh before his eyes, like a dream which Sosimo has awakened in him, and which only he can make true and go away.

Resuming his place within the cocoon of darkness and shutting out the sounds of the island outside, the photographer pauses. It is his favourite part, this instant before a picture is taken, inhabiting both that moment and a point slightly into the future, as the entwined bodies sleep on, laced by the sun on their ledge of rock.

It is a moment around which everything coalesces: the prayerful widow pacing the upstairs balcony, his mother wrestling with her dreams, and his sister putting to paper the strange tale of his stepfather. Soon the pair before him will wake up, dazzled by the morning light.

But the photographer’s work is already done. The image is imprinted on the photographic plate.


Chapter 14

WILHELMINA

Teuila lets her hand drop to the floor, following the waves of her hair which pool at the foot of her bed. Here next to the ashtray is her phone. While she retrieves it, the screen briefly reflects her unmade face, colourless like something glimpsed under water, before she manages to punch out the number with her thumb. In a whisper she says: ‘Wilhelmina, I think I’m drowning.’ As if grief is a body of water.

By the time she comes to, Wilhelmina’s taxi has driven a good way up the front lawn, its headlights casting the darkened room in a strange pinky glow. The wind has died down and the temperature still has a midday intensity to it. Teuila’s forehead bursts with pinpricks of heat and then she is suddenly shuddering with cold.

At least the weight has lifted from her chest, and Teuila manages to prop herself up with a pillow for the arrival of her guest. At the doorway, Wilhelmina’s silhouette hovers like a balloon about to be released into the sky.

She fumbles for the switch. Then the single globe overhead floods Teuila’s room with light. It’s as if all the wigs, baubles and gowns that drape the dressmaker’s mannequin are being woken from their hibernation. Pinned above the door is Teuila’s Miss Tutti Frutti sash.

Behind Wilhelmina looms another figure, anxious to get in. Tall with her towel-turbaned head, she appears imperious and, like Wilhelmina, virtually expressionless as they enter Teuila’s room.

The visitors absorb the room’s visual clues: the crystal ashtray overflowing with half-smoked Consulates, the large bottle of Sprite standing barely touched. But it is the absence of music and Teuila’s puffed and unseeing eyes that give her away. Her skin is the colour of ash.

Dropping their bundle of stage costumes and cosmetic bags on the floor, the pair huddle at Teuila’s bedside just in time to hear her say in a voice punctuated by a low stringy cough, ‘I thought I was gone.’

There comes the dry rustle of palm fronds outside and soon the curtain levitates in a warm stream of air. With her visitors to perform to, Teuila feels her spirits lifting too. Her cough splinters into a laugh, her fingers thrumming her throat, and next she is reaching for her cigarettes.

‘Can you believe Shema was wearing a white beach dress that was on sale at Chan Mow & Co last week? That girl has no shame!’

Teuila’s audience wait a moment before smiling, at which point they realise that she is saved.

Wilhelmina presses play, and Whitney Houston’s ‘Greatest Love of All’ vibrates through the speakers of the ghetto blaster. It is as if they have been waiting for this signal. Tara shakes her hair free of the towel and slides across the vinyl floor to take her place, knees up, under the window louvres. For a moment the curtain strays across her face, and Teuila can’t help herself.

‘Tara, it’s your veil.’

Wilhelmina steals a quick glance at Tara before nudging a cosmetic bag into the centre of the room with her toe. Here she settles cross-legged on the floor just as the ballad builds to its finale.

Despite Whitney’s best efforts, the song is anticlimactic. The visitors want to ask Teuila about the wedding, but they also know they must wait until later, much later – by the bar at Tropicana, or in the back of the minibus coming home, or (more likely) back here in Teuila’s magic room. But not now. Spread out on her bed and blowing smoke rings at the ceiling, Teuila won’t be talking.

Just as Whitney’s voice pauses for breath, the curtain retreats through the louvres; Tara’s face is revealed under the light bulb’s glare.

‘Look at her freckles,’ says Teuila, laughing through the cigarette smoke. ‘Tae lago.’ Fly shit.

Tara’s pencilled eyebrows flick up, and her crescendo of American-tinged cursing drowns out Whitney mid-chorus. Then, with the utmost delicacy, she begins to scrape her ankle with a Lady Remington.

Taking a slow swig of Sprite, Teuila watches these dress-up rituals from her bed. The sugar acts like a drug, intensifying the shifting registers in her room. As she bobs up from the floor, Wilhelmina casts a monster beehive shadow across the walls behind her. Frosted fingernails flutter over bronzedusted eyelids. ‘Almost there.’ Dab, dab, dab and soon her eyelashes are done – ‘Superglue for super lashes!’

Looking up, Wilhelmina’s eyes are aflutter. ‘Even without you the show must go on,’ she says, towering in her high heels over Teuila’s bed. ‘That much we learnt from you. Even with one table in the house the show must go on.’

Teuila’s kimono has loosened. The contours of her chest fall away into ridges of plump muscle and dark shadow. Taking a deep breath she says, ‘I never played to one table.’ Her eyes squint suspiciously through the cigarette smoke.

Everyone in the room knows a storm is on its way, and each does her best to deflect attention away from it.

Tara’s lips are now painted a glossy red, and a white silk magnolia emerges from behind her left ear. She pouts for her audience of two. ‘Do I look like Billie Holiday?’

Glancing at her compact mirror, Wilhelmina replies with her own small assertion of self. ‘I’m finding that Retin-A is actually changing the shape of my face.’

Her face appears huge and alien, like a flying saucer, in the tiny mirror.

‘It’s very powerful,’ she continues. ‘We all have different techniques to fight the ageing process.’

‘Just as none of us do blow jobs the same way,’ says Tara.

‘That’s why you’re called the Rubbish Bin,’ comes Wilhelmina’s quick reply. ‘You end up with everyone’s leftovers.’

Tara brings a bottle of Vailima to her lips. The beer slowly rises up the bottle’s neck so the others can sense its sweet salty taste. She pauses before putting the bottle down. ‘Teuila, did you ever do shows with extra money for sex?’

‘Never,’ Teuila says with a firmness that seems to draw the curtains once more into the room. ‘That’s dirty money.’

‘I would do an old man for five hundred tala,’ continues Tara. ‘For a thousand I’d carry his crutches up the stairs.’

‘That’s why we say American Samoans are nothing but trash,’ Wilhelmina declares. ‘And all you’re good for is working the taxi phones – and giving lip.’

Wilhelmina’s chiffon gown, champagne-coloured, grazes the floor. Everything about her is bronzed and dusted.

Teuila’s eyes rest for a moment on this vision hovering by her bed. It’s like looking in the mirror and seeing a younger version of herself, something shinier reflected back – not unlike the diamanté necklace Wilhelmina is holding out to be fastened at her neck. Teuila also senses a quiet hunger, something that can’t be easily sated. It scares her just a little.

‘You should enter Miss Tutti Frutti next year,’ Teuila says, her fingers finding their sense memory as she takes Wilhelmina’s necklace. She motions with her chin towards the satin sash and begins a monologue they have all heard before, on many late nights and early mornings in Teuila’s room. They know the story’s precise rhythm – verse, chorus, verse, chorus – but somehow with each telling something new is gained – just like with a Whitney song.

‘I remember the night I was crowned, a queue ran all the way down the street from the old Chinese theatre. There wasn’t a spare seat in the house. And of all the contestants I was the only one …’ She pauses. ‘Well, all the others had nice figures and I said to myself, “Win or lose, I have to get the talent category.” My song was “Diamonds Are Forever”, and Shirley Bassey was my look. We share the same skin colour, you see. Her voice and style are unique. She sings ninetynine per cent of songs in a different way. And she can’t wear the same dress twice. She’s a dame.’

‘Were you nervous?’ Wilhelmina asks. All eyes in the room are fastened on the sash.

‘I’d prepared for the competition thinking it was just another show night for me.’ Teuila pauses, smiling at the memory. ‘No, there were no nerves. It was like I was running up-down, up-down. I thought to myself, What else do I need? I’ve already got my crown – my crown of self-respect.’

Tara begins to sniff, bringing the back of her hand across her nose.

‘I was thankful for the crown – of course I was – but that’s not the whole of it. Because here –’ She looks at Tara with an accusatory twist. ‘It might be different in Pago Pago, but here it’s family first. Your family comes first.’

The necklace with its tiny gold clasp hangs expectantly at Wilhelmina’s throat. The young protégé swallows, her neck muscles tensing slightly, before yielding to the reassuring softness of Teulia’s hands – despite their largeness, the deployment of hooks, zips and buttons is her particular specialty.

And no sooner is Teuila humming in her smoky contralto ‘Diamonds are Forever’ than Wilhelmina and Tara are sent, glittering, out into the night.


Chapter 15

TROPICANA

It’s still light when he reaches the Cathedral of Immaculate Conception. Blue streamers wave at him in slow motion from the feet of the Virgin Mary, whose white cement hands gesture out to the harbour. Her fingers are open, as if conducting the breeze, or perhaps summoning the rain. The cathedral doors usher him in: no souls denied here. An early evening service has begun, and as Lewis enters the church the priest’s amplified words ring out: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’

He settles into the back row alongside a mother and her teenage daughter, the pew complaining as he takes his seat. At first he has trouble focusing on the service. The gold logo of the girl’s sunglasses catches the light, sending a reflection dancing around the walls of the church. Lewis’s eyes follow, moving beyond to take in the church’s interior: the painted blue horizon line, the high porthole windows and the slow soughing ceiling fans giving way to the chandelier overhead, a giant jellyfish viewed from the bottom of the sea.

The mother turns to Lewis and smiles: Talofa. Immediately he feels welcomed into their world. Stray thoughts are banished as he stares out through their eyes. Edging down the aisle comes a shining vision: a group of altar boys bearing candles and a crucifix, their purple cassocks trailing on the floor. The priest is speaking of repentance and how it’s the season of Advent, the coming of Christ.

Lewis can feel his soul welling up in the aqueous light. He remembers helping carry his brother’s coffin from the church at his family’s funeral. Garry had never felt as heavy as he did that day. Lewis wondered if there had somehow been a mistake, if it was his father’s body he was carrying instead. Already he was taller than his uncles and he had to stoop to keep the coffin level as they went down the church steps, his trouser cuffs flapping in the hot gusting wind.

Later he stood holding hands with Aunt Agatha as the hearse drove away. She seemed uncertain what to do apart from clasping his hand, which hurt from her squeezing. Her green eye shadow had started to run, as if melting with grief.

Now in the church something warm and pillowy presses Lewis’s palm. The priest has asked the congregation to reach out to one another and greet their neighbours. And so Lewis finds himself linked to the mother and her teenage daughter, their hands joining as they sing ‘Lift Up Your Hearts’. He gives in to the feeling, momentarily at one with the congregation and the swelling hymn of the sea.

His right hand made a path through the night,

Split the waters of the sea.

All creation, lift up your voice:

Our God has set us free!

Outside the light has begun to dim. Looking up at the mountain pressing itself through the high church window, Lewis thinks he can see a face – whether of Jesus or Garry or perhaps the Scottish writer, he doesn’t know. Just the word that suggests itself in the hulking head of rock: Repent.

Lewis sinks back into the plastic-covered seat and lets out a soft sigh. Everything around him presents in short spurts of pleasure: the blue streamers flickering in the taxi’s rear-view mirror, the waft of coconut from the woman driving, the mother and daughter who wave to him from the steps of the church.

Seamlessly they travel down the harbour road. As they stop at the traffic lights, the image floats in through the open window. It’s a handpainted billboard of two birds meeting on a branch. One appears to be a crow, the other a dove. Behind the crow is a nest filled with eggs; flying foxes hang from the trees like washing. Drifting above are the words: Birds Are Essential to Life / E Taua Tele Manulele I Le Ola.

It reminds Lewis of Troy’s note, which he slips from his shirt pocket and hands to the driver. She smiles. Nothing more needs to be said, and there is a relief in the uselessness of words. Just a glance, like those two birds alighting on a branch. And then, as if by the click of the fingers, it’s nightfall.

Past the markets, they travel down a waterlogged lane, dodging potholes and the looming presence of rain. After a few minutes they arrive at an open-air pavilion, brightly lit and decorated with garlands of gold-painted coconuts. Even the sign seems handmade: Tropicana.

The rest of the evening unfolds dreamily, jump-cutting through time. The getting out of the cab he can’t remember, nor paying the driver, just the swift unfolding scenes. At first only a few men sit around watching an All Blacks game on a TV set dangled from the ceiling. Then after he downs a few beers, groups of women arrive to cluster at the bar. The later they arrive, the tighter their tops seem to be, skirts inching up shapely legs lit by the neon colours of the Vailima beer sign behind the bar. Through the heavy night-time air their names waft together like perfume in a department store: Alosina, Wilhelmina, Tara … It has never occurred to Lewis before how words can be fragrant like this.

The rugby game has finished by now and men and women gather on the dance floor, cigarette smoke mixing with the smell of beer. Watching from his table, Lewis isn’t always certain which dancer leads and which one follows. Individuals shift into other bodily shapes like a moving sea of crazy paving.

The crowd rises to a pitch of excitement when a dance troupe suddenly appears from the wings to occupy the open space before the bar. Behind their heads the beer sign seems to intensify; a green neon palm tree strobes.

Songs and outfits blur into one. There are grass skirts and feather boas and foreheads stretched by smiling, shiny with sweat. But Lewis remembers most of all the solo dancer. Her body spills over widely planted feet as she catches his eye. It’s as if she is performing just for him. Her arms gently undulate about her and with open-fingered hands she reaches for the moon – even if, on this night, it is laden with cloud.

When people begin to rise from their seats to pin tala notes to her body, at first he hesitates.

‘Go on,’ says the man at the next table, toasting him with a longneck of beer, his red eyes smiling into the night.

As Lewis approaches the stage she calmly avoids his eyes. But as he presses his tala note into a small gap left by her coconut bra, she brings her hand over his, brushing his face with long lashes. There is the smell of talcum powder and Kool Mints and a spray of jasmine, as if the whole of Aunt Agatha’s dressing table had been condensed into a single essence.

He’s still drunk with her scent when, moments later, he finds himself in the club’s bathroom, a naked light bulb bathing the scene: a man, half-standing, has collapsed over a basin with the tap running in a steady trickle.

Zipping up his fly, Lewis considers leaving without washing his hands. But Aunt Agatha had instilled in him the ritual of hygiene that he finds hard to shake even now. He looks over the sleeping man’s head into the basin and notices how the running water is leaving a tidal mark of rust. He’s thinking of the water running forever as he reaches over with cupped hands and the slumbering figure shoots suddenly upright. Gripping Lewis by his collar, he pulls him to his dark perspiring face.

Lewis can feel a button popping and the close smell of beer on the man’s breath. A filigree of crimson covers the whites of his eyes.

As a child Lewis would succumb to a cold dead faint at the sight of blood, and the same wooziness overtakes him now. Time folds in on itself. Then without warning she is there, the solo dancer from before, the shadow of her beehive bobbing like a mushroom cloud along the wall. Next she is haranguing the drunken man, her tarantula eyelashes flashing angrily, and extracts Lewis from his muscly hold. Which is how he later finds himself in the sanctuary of the garden outside, alone under the branches of a monster tree.

‘I’m Wilhelmina.’

The contralto softness of her name takes shape in the evening air with the thinning scent of kerosene smoke. They are sitting apart from the last group of drinkers on the club’s back deck, near the tree’s dark scaly trunk, its ancient boughs spreading over them, giving rough shelter.

The beer has made him unusually loquacious and he manages a mouthful of words – ‘Fair Isle at Sea – thy lovely name’ – before stumbling.

She laughs, throwing her head back to release a few springy tendrils of hair while bringing a ringed hand to her throat.

He looks to locate the diaphragm that released that unearthly sound, but the tree throws long, looping shadows. All he can see is the glitter of her eye shadow and the flash of her ring. And once again there is that mingling of scents – of talc and Kool Mints and jasmine, though this time he doesn’t think of his aunt.

When, moments later, the taxi she has ordered for him floods the scene with light, he doesn’t know where to look. Instead he asks her the name of this thing looming over them.

‘Why, it’s a mango tree,’ she says.

The next thing he knows he’s travelling alone in the back of the taxi. Down Beach Road, they slide past the old Catholic church, still draped in streamers from the wedding, the darkened Madonna calmly gesturing out, the wind slipping through her fingers. Sloshing drunkenly opposite is the sea.

When the drumming begins on the roof of the cab, he feels it bodily. Each sound echoes deeply and distinctly, and for a moment he imagines they are mangoes falling. Only when the noise steadies to a constant thrum does he realise it’s what they have been waiting for all day, everyone here on Upolu – the start of the rain.

Lewis slumps back and starts to snore.


Chapter 16

THE HYDROGRAPHER

Even before it comes, Teuila can feel the rain. For her, December is always like this – a time of sea and sky melding, of lives emerging from and retreating into water, a return to the sea. It’s a sea that can’t be swept across, as the windsurfer of her memory did. It’s something to be weighed down by and suspended in, to – hopefully – survive.

Almost three o’clock in the morning. She sits cross-legged on the blue-patterned floor outside her bedroom, waiting for him. It’s her father’s vestibule, a room without clutter. She has preserved it like this for nearly six years – an empty vessel, and all the better to harbour the stray souls of her memory and will. She feels suffused with the spirit of Sosimo now, full of the sweetness of his song and the strength of his limbs. It’s at this hour of the morning that she is most comfortable in her skin: I desire only him.

Rising to her knees, she rolls out the fine mat that leans patiently by the door. She only has to give a little nudge for it to spread itself into the centre of the room. Slowly she gets up and begins to circle it. Fringed with red parakeet feathers, the mat is fine in every sense. The weave is almost imperceptible, but at a certain angle or when she stoops to lift a corner, the pandanus glows a dull gold with tiny pinpricks of light. Despite its fineness, when she sits down she can’t feel the hardness of the linoleum underneath.

The mat was bought for Henry’s wedding and should carry a painful memory. Instead, when she stretches along it she feels she is floating. Down the length of her body she looks, down past her toes. As her eyes begin to water the rim of red feathers advances and retreats like blood welling.

It’s her mat of atonement. In some villages, when a crime has been committed the chief will kneel outside the house of the family wronged and ask for their forgiveness. Teuila thinks of Henry’s family now – not just its isolated members, each wrapped in their own shame, but as a collective thing, a living organism growing into the community, an aiga. Despite the way she has been mistreated, Teuila kneels on Henry’s mat and prays for them, because their loss is also hers.

The mat contains her. It’s as if her world has shrunk to these last few woven strands. She could be on a raft or an island – or so she imagines as she lies waiting for her hydrographer.

She’s thinking this when the rain finally comes, first pitting the leaves of the moso‘oi bush outside, then lashing its branches against the window in wave on wave of drenching sound. The smell is of the ocean, and the sound carries with it an ocean’s distance. How easy it is to imagine the island returning to the sea.

Waiting for Henry, she counts the raindrops one by one.

His face swims towards her, slightly out of focus. The eyes are squinted and shiny, the smile broad and wide like a cat’s, with the beginnings of a moustache – cat’s whiskers, she likes to think. His shirt is imprinted with flowers, and around his neck is a string of tiny wooden beads ending in a swag of red threads: si‘usi‘u pusi.

Most beautiful, though only hinted at in the photograph, is his torso. It’s not overly muscled like those of the rugby players who return thick-necked from Auckland. It’s smooth and boyishly taut, with nipples and belly button forming a perfect triangular constellation.

Watching him dance at Tropicana, with grass tassels around his calves and a flag slung across his hips, she saw his torso licked by flame, the air thick with kerosene smoke. Later, when he came to her at three o’clock in the morning, she liked to take those beads in her mouth, tasting his sweat.

That was four years ago, what now seems a lifetime. But good things happen from slowness, she thinks. Like Henry. Henry will come to me tonight, she thinks, out of the rain.

All she has now is his photograph. It was taken on his last trip back home, a few years before. As a junior surveyor on HMNZS Resolution he had been stationed in Apia Harbour – four days in, ten days out. His knowledge of the Pacific had been reduced to The Admiralty Manual of Hydrographic Surveying. She remembers thinking, How can an ocean be contained by a book? And struggled to comprehend the vast tedium of his task.

Using an old-fashioned echo sounder, the ship had travelled up and down Upolu’s coastline. Trawling the sea in grids of parallel lines, they had measured the ocean depth at low and high tide, with all that seemed unfathomable reduced to blinking data on a computer screen. ‘It’s like mowing the grass,’ he’d joked.

With all those squiggly lines, the surveying charts seemed as exotic as the Dead Sea Scrolls. Just a few miles out the ocean plunged suddenly from thirty to three thousand metres. She wondered what this fecund seabed looked like, this womb of the islands.

‘I want you to take me there,’ she’d whispered in his ear.

And so he did. One of his last stints onshore coincided with the November full moon, and at four o’clock one morning he woke her, not even giving her time to gather her wits or her spilling hair before leading her to the lagoon, blindfolded by sleep.

Around them the palm trees were shot silver in the moonlight; the lagoon was shiny oil-black.

‘Watch carefully,’ he instructed her, and after a few minutes the water began to ripple and pulse with the faintest green phosphorescence. Into it they dived, and it was as though their lovemaking had spawned not so much a child as an ocean, the water thick and warm with the texture of albumen. Their hands could barely contain the rising streams of green, the softest and most slippery of tendrils, which Henry managed to scoop up with his baseball cap.

For breakfast they had eaten their catch, this milt of the coral worm – fried with onion on toast, palolo. It was their little secret. He had just licked his lips when she took the photograph.

Now his face swims towards her, looming in and out of focus with the waves of the rain.


Chapter 17

VA

She’s still seated on the mat when the tremors pass deep underground. She knows from experience that they will last only a minute or two, that the ocean’s seismic plates are shuffling, pulling the world briefly apart before finding new points of alignment (that much she had gleaned from Henry’s Admiralty Manual of Hydrographic Surveying). But for a moment she imagines she is surfing, held in perfect sway, before being thrown suddenly forward onto her knees, so now she is crawling.

Strands of hair drop to the mat, looping and threading and darkening her vision, crisscrossing her in shadow and bringing her back to some more essential view of herself.

When the tremors finally subside and she regains her balance, she feels something has shifted. Not the physical world, still miraculously intact and defined by the familiar spareness of her father’s room. But something within her has somehow been prised open, to reveal a tiny crack of light, a new chance to remember.

It’s the rhythm of the rain, its gentle persistence, that coaxes her memory of the wedding.

Looped with long blue streamers, the cathedral’s facade appeared something like a wedding cake; its white interiors were fringed with palm leaves and draped in siapo cloth. It’s now approaching dawn of the following day, but Teuila wishes she could untie the streamers and fold the cloths into neat little squares. She wishes she could take things back to the beginning – to the virginal whiteness of Shema’s beach dress from Chan Mow & Co. But she can’t.

She snatches at her memories through the sound of the rain. Individual moments draw clear, but it’s as if the rest is free-floating in infinite space – the space her father called va, the between-ness that holds all the elements of the world together. Sosimo joins her here, a presence as fluid as the inky spools of his hair, along with the stories of her childhood. It’s as infinite as the horizon, this va, surfaceless like the December rain.

She remembers the old story her father had told her as a child, about Vaea’s bride, Apaula, and how beholding their slain son Tuisavalalo, her husband had slowly turned into the mountain and her tears had formed not one river but five. Five rivers. Vailima.

Grief is something instructive to build from, she thinks. It’s a kind of strength, not weakness, and transforms everything in its wake. She thinks of a mountain of tears, a mountain of sadness. Only from this point can you hope to see things clearly.

It’s in this way, as if glimpsed from a distance, that her memory of the wedding returns to her. She remembers Henry walking down the aisle; a little girl in a pink-sashed dress crying; a bird with a red underbelly darting from view; the windsurfer travelling fast towards her.

But she realises that her sleepless night has altered her memory of the day – deliberately reversing the order of events, undoing them, one by one, untying the blue streamers that can’t be undone.

She hopes it will never stop raining. It’s so forgiving and final, this curtain of water beyond the louvres of her bedroom. It demarcates time, she thinks, between then and now. But if you listen, really listen, it also unravels it. It helps take her back, to where she was doubled up in the pew by the door at Henry’s wedding.

She saw the scene upside down: her view of the harbour and the windsurfer jump-cutting through the waves towards her. For a second the boy’s face was so close she could see his features clearly. It was not the embassy kid Klaus had spoken about, but herself as a child. The view was fleeting, scudding past, and as she returned to the service before her, she realised the priest was in final preparations for the union of Henry and Shema.

She knew what she must do. Up went her eyes: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve. She counted the ceiling fans around the large chandelier above the centre aisle, noting their differing rhythms and speeds. It was here that she saw the little bird dart, disappearing with its red underbelly into the cloud of crystal droplets. And through the upper windows – those portholes in this blue and white vessel suspended over the horizon – there was Mount Vaea, instructing her. It summoned her to rise.

A sea of heart-shaped fans fluttered. Teuila knew she must stand up, but before she could she saw the little girl with the pink-sashed dress, who had escaped her mother’s hold and was running towards the bride and groom, crying. It was a bad sign, the worst of omens. But before Teuila could stand up and say her piece, Henry had stepped down from the altar, passing the girl in the pink-sashed dress, to move swiftly down the aisle.

He looked straight ahead in the stunned silence that quickly enveloped the church. Around him hatted heads dropped in shame. Fans stopped mid-flutter. Only Henry moved through the now breezeless room.

He couldn’t see the flower she was wearing since it was pointing away from him, out the door and towards the harbour – the direction he was now taking, following the windsurfer, fast out of their lives, and Teuila knew that Shema had worn the white beach dress from Chan Mow & Co for nothing.


Chapter 18

PACIFIC TIME

It passes through the night, so low on the Richter scale that no one will remark on it the next day, but sending a deep tremor through his body, a silent shudder. It lasts just a few woozy moments.

In its aftermath Lewis wonders if he’s dreamt it, so surreal was the feeling of the hotel’s cement walls turned suddenly liquid, the room held inside a wave, suspended by it. The air was viscous, a bubble about to burst. Without his glasses, he saw the ceiling fan turn in the motion of a double helix, before resuming its slow-motion wobble, the keeper of Pacific time. His bedside lamp had remained on, a miraculous thought.

Two decades before, something like an earthquake had riven Lewis and his world in Dunedin. He had gripped the scaly trunk of an elm, the summer sky splintering into a million tiny leaves, but Lewis had felt frozen and murderous, his teeth chattering as if his mouth were full of snow.

‘It’s about regaining your balance,’ his doctor had told him in the devastating week that followed his psychotic episode. ‘Being bipolar is a terrible gift, the gift of shapeshifting. Living with it is also learning to mourn its loss.’

Sensing a musical nature in the young Lewis, with his wild blue-black hair, the doctor had added: ‘You’ll need to conduct your own requiem for all those surrendered souls.’

Of course it was much more than that, Lewis learnt, and ‘finding balance’ would take a small lifetime of tiny incremental adjustments, a marathon of patience. But every now and then his footing faltered, and he would find himself slipping willingly through the chasm – it was the sensation of slipping he couldn’t live without, even though he knew giving into it would be the end of his world.

As he puts on his glasses, the scene draws clear. Strewn like seaweed by his bed are the stems and petals from a flower arrangement; an orchid has imploded. Offered on his pillow are tiny smears, a seismographic smudging, and reaching for his nose he can feel a little blood, its metallic taste creeping up to the roof of his mouth. Spurts of adrenaline bring him bolt upright in his bed.

Now he remembers what occurred only moments before. Falling from his bed. Falling headfirst towards the sharp edge of the coffee table which sprang towards him, the pages of the book outstretched like arms with the portrait of Tusitala embracing him. It was welcoming, like finding land while bodysurfing. Then he was back in his bed, but this time the portrait was falling towards him, the book’s pages unfurled and flying through the air.

He remembers how the portrait was the only still thing in the room, around which everything moved and shifted. He thought that the room would never stop turning and dissolving, unanchored from the island, but still he was okay; swaddled somehow, straitjacketed by Tusitala’s smile that only he could see.

It’s still night-time outside and Lewis falls into a deep and wondrous sleep.


Chapter 19

LADYFINGERS

They are still green and embryonic in form, the little ladyfingers she retrieves from the ground before reaching her mother’s house. It is not beyond ripening, this tiny bunch, a prayerful hand dropped from the heavens overnight, dislodged by the earthquake and the rain. Something for the table, she thinks.

As usual the television is turned down low. Her mother is watching the winning try from last night’s test match in Auckland. Repeated in slow motion, the player dives and skids, again and again, hugging the ground, making love to it. There’s something in his closed-eye reverie that makes Teuila remember him, from somewhere in their past. A friend of one of her brothers – another soul who has flown the coop.

She’s thinking of his birthmark in the little cleft of muscle near his hip – he called it his iliac crest, and she remembers tracing its secret bloom with her finger – when she puts the bananas down on the table and lights a cigarette.

Today her mother doesn’t stand up, nor does she smile. The bananas look suddenly clenched and prickly in the gloomy light cast by the rain, as does her mother’s face – drained not of colour, but of faith – like she sometimes appears, though only rarely, after a bad day at bingo.

How little time it takes for their roles to reverse, Teuila thinks, towering over this childlike figure now silent and unsmiling at the kitchen table. Has she grown, or has her mother got smaller? Faith fills her mother, ripening her spirit, opening her hands in prayer and plumping her soul. Without it, she disappears into the folds of her Mother Hubbard dress, clenched and unformed.

Glancing at the wall of pictures inside, Teuila soon discovers the source of her mother’s loss of faith. The faces of Christ still wink into infinity; the schoolboy limbs of her brothers scramble towards the horizon. But at its centre is an aching absence, marked by the single rusty nail.

It hovers, an unbleached rectangle of wall, this unwanted patch of green.

On the floor below, where the incense had bloomed the day before, the portrait has shattered – or rather, its glass face – into a myriad of unhappy fragments. But from where she and her mother are now standing, it is Tusitala’s own face that appears to have broken into its many parts. An eye has collapsed, the line of his nose broken, his lips prised apart.

Teulia is reminded of her dream from the day before, and wonders what this can possibly mean, Tusitala’s mouth opened in disbelief, then smashed by the angry earthquake overnight. But then she realises she is not here to understand the nature of loss or catastrophe, or even to offer condolences, but to be useful to her mother. That is her role.

Here the refrain returns to her, from the women who flock to her at the travel agency down the road: ‘Show me, Teuila,’ they say. ‘Teuila the adorner. Show me how I can love again.’

She is magnificent with her hands, coaxing and caressing, but most of all practical. Only what you can touch can you bring into being. In this way it takes but an old pair of pink rubber gloves, a sheet of waxed paper and a memento from her nights with Klaus at the embassy – an empty tin canister that once housed a bottle of Chivas Regal.

Crouching down low she begins removing the shards of glass, piece by piece, each releasing the smell of old rotting wood and helping to restore the picture within. Her pink fingers move swiftly and gently, respectful that something more mercurial than a portrait is being handled and brought to light. Spilling from the frame is an essence, she thinks, something to catch with her fingers. It’s slippery and colourless and difficult to grasp, but it’s all she has of Sosimo – something spilling, a glint in the Scottish writer’s eye.

And no sooner has her mother stopped crying than the sketch has been eased from its mounts, rolled in waxed paper, and entombed in a tube of darkness smelling faintly of whisky.

Something winks at her all the while, this time not Jesus. Embossed in silver on the tin is a figure she now traces with her glove. A figure dressed in kilt and sporran, with blobs of tree or mountain hovering over his shoulders like angel’s wings, a silver saint.

Teuila thinks of him as her saviour as she spirits him away.


Chapter 20

IN TIME OF RAIN

Lewis wakes to rain. At first he can’t see it from the vantage point of his bed. The maid has drawn the curtains – not for his privacy, he assumes, but to shield their eyes from his spread-eagled nakedness. His limbs seem to jut out at all angles like his books piled up rudely on the coffee table.

But he can sense it. To his ears, the individual droplets form a symphony; that it is unvarying comes as a relief at the same time as he feels consigned to a watery underworld. It’s something that connects him to everyone on Upolu, this rain, drawing them into the one consciousness.

He’s imagining this as he urinates in the bathroom, his penis still distended from sleep, and looks out through the louvres and flyscreen to the back garden, the leaves labouring under the weight of the droplets.

The rain drowns out the sound of everything, including the call of the maids. So as he goes back into the bedroom to open the curtains, he is surprised to discover a retinue of them standing there in their long dresses in matching canary yellow, with their mops and buckets.

‘Talofa, good morning!’ they call in unison, before slowly dispersing into the rain.

Stepping into his tartan boxer shorts, he tries to makes sense of all that greeny-greyness out there. He can discern the darker shapes of palm fronds moving back and forth through sheets of water, and the shadows of shrubs which fan out to reveal a strange liquid void at the garden’s heart. Once his eyes adjust, he realises it’s the hotel swimming pool, an eye swelling with tears. At the corner is an artificial island with a solitary palm tree. Its loose leaves lash like a madwoman pulling out her hair.

In spite of the rain, a young man edges barefoot around the pool with his net. Lewis can just make out the words of his T-shirt: God can do! And across his back: Just ask.

Lewis marvels at his apparent faith in navigating the blurred space where the garden finishes and the pool begins. He wields his net aloft in the watery sky, like a giant oar.

Lewis thinks of the pool as the Pacific itself, its water level rising and falling and constantly changing outline and shape to accommodate such brave and extravagant lost souls.

He’s thinking this as he sits cross-legged by the coffee table, here in the Roberta Haynes fale at the hotel on the harbour. The room is perfectly shaped like an egg. The curtains and bedspread are patterned in 1950s ‘island style’; the ceiling, carved and vaulted, rises to a central pitched point. Looking up he feels newly hatched into his parents’ age.

The day before he had noticed other garden bungalows identical to his, each connected by a freshly painted black path lined with shrubbery and small wooden sculptures. Each carried a different name: Marlon Brando, William Holden, Harry Bullock … famous past guests who had stayed here during the hotel’s heyday. It tickles him to be confined to this fantasia of fales, especially now the outside word is losing its shape and definition in the rain. This sea of curiously shingled huts, each an island or an idea.

Lying open before him is a book with a photograph of the Scottish writer. The reproduction is poor, but everything about it is otherwise clear. It’s a few months before the arrival of the Italian painter. Tusitala sits on the verandah at Vailima, an island in a sea of women: his mother in profile like Whistler’s mother; Aolele glowering, perhaps reproaching the photographer for taking too long; Aolele’s daughter looking askance, a shadow of her mother; and their Australian maid dressed in white, her whale-boned waist still painfully thin. Within months she was on the steamer ship back to Sydney.

Her stern brow and refusal to smile remind Lewis of the university colleague he once shared an office with, also called Mary. He grew fascinated by the way this Mary preened her eyebrows and how she hummed with pleasure while eating her food at her desk each lunchtime.

He’s still staring absently at the photograph when he hears the sound of drumming outside. Breakfast is being served. Cast adrift on the coffee table is a small box inscribed with pharmacy type: name, address and instructions to take one daily with food. He shakes it, hearing the metallic sheets inside, studded with blue, the keepers of his equilibrium, and slowly rises.

Any compulsion he once felt has gone. He feels loosened, like stretched elastic, without the desire to spring back to his former life or shape. Coming here to the island has freed his body somehow, relaxing him and releasing him from the pang of need. It’s as if he has already dived into the pool outside and is swimming like a tadpole underwater, slowly changing shape. The water offers no resistance. For the moment there is no need to come up for air: God can do! … Just ask.

He puts the pills out of sight on the top shelf of the bathroom vanity. Closing the mirror he pauses, surprised by his own reflection dwelling there. The strangeness of it. His heterochromic eyes have never looked so dissimilar; a long crooked nose pulls the symmetry of his face out of balance. Caked around one nostril is a tiny trace of blood from the night before and he feels the faintest of wobbles. Not even the silver moustache can join the two halves of his face together. It’s a struggle to comprehend such a vision of himself. He imagines swallowing the pill and becoming miraculously whole. At the same time he realises: This is how I am.

Sometimes, when he isn’t expecting it, the image of his twin brother will materialise – in a window, a doorway or a sliver of mirror. Never does he appear at the same age he died but, rather, in uncanny parallel with Lewis’s own life. This morning it’s as though Garry has emerged, dripping and tingling, from the swimming pool outside – hair plastered across his brow, moustache drooping.

He smiles, water trickling down his chin. And then, as if daring the mirror to release him, he spins around. Where at school Lewis had excelled at languages, Garry shone in Latin tango. At the Year Nine dance class, lines of girls eager to be whirled out first would regularly mistake Lewis for his brother, and he would revel briefly in the duplicity before freezing when the music began. Then he would watch Garry’s quicksilver moves across the stage, fast–slow, fast– slow, always a fraction ahead of his partner, and think, if only the two of them were put together – with his cerebral love of pictures and words and Garry’s of bodily rhythm, they would be in perfect sync.

‘You know I resented you,’ his brother tells him through the mirror. ‘The way you could see things. I never could. Things were always moving too fast.’

‘But you could feel things,’ Lewis begins to protest, but already Garry’s image has started to fade. Then it disappears altogether, and Lewis is faced once more with his absence.

A school concert and hockey season were the official reasons Lewis wasn’t on the trip. No, Lewis couldn’t possibly miss the under-seventeens finals, and so he was spared the joy flight down McMurdo Sound. Until that year he had shown little ability for sport. But on a muddy hockey field, at last his looping limbs could do some good. And then there was the school orchestra. Even with a knocked-about cello his long white arms became unusually eloquent, sometimes reducing his bow to wispy strands of horsehair. There was a school concert the same week as the Antarctica flight.

He remembers Garry was becoming something of a stranger. It was 1979 and he was beginning to coat his long lashes with mascara, stiffening his shoulder-length black hair with eggwhite. Around his tiny wrists he tied strips of ripped calico like bandages. As a boy Garry had liked to draw himself as an earringed pirate or a Japanese princess, and now this vision was materialising before the family’s eyes.

‘You’re going down paths that are alien to me,’ their father had said when Garry arrived home one morning at breakfast time, the bandages still dangling from his wrists.

Yes, a trip to Antarctica would be just the thing, it was decided. So Aunt Agatha was summoned from across the Tasman, alighting with her black Gladstone bag, pinched waist and pert pink nose. It was then she had given Lewis his first book on art, with Manet’s little drummer boy on the cover. As they leafed through the pages together, Aunt Agatha always turned to the colour plate of Vermeer’s lacemaker. With her downcast head guarded by ringlets, the lacemaker seemed to offer an interior world quite unlike the bold gaze and dancing hands of the drummer boy.

‘You shouldn’t favour one twin over another,’ Aunt Agatha would tell his mother. ‘You know it will come back later in life to haunt you.’

But despite Aunt Agatha’s protests, she and Lewis were there at Mascot to wave the family off.

It’s still raining as he waits at the hotel entrance for his taxi. Glimpsed through the trees, the harbour has become a dirty washout with the sky. So evenly grey it could be a painted opera set, the sharply silhouetted palm trees but cardboard cut-outs. Like extras, the bellhops run – their umbrellas, lavalavas and flip-flops constricting moves that would be unbridled on a rugby field. Lewis is so entranced by their movements that he doesn’t pay much attention to the taxi being whistled over to him until he steps down into the darkened cabin.

Hanging from the rear-view mirror is a necklace of sharks’ teeth, along with a crucifix.

‘Hello, Mr Wakefield,’ says the driver from the day before.

Once again Lewis is struck by the man’s calm, knowing manner. The bellhop offers a few words in Samoan before closing the door behind him.

‘I won’t be climbing the mountain as I’d hoped,’ he begins, without quite knowing where his words might lead him, ‘because of the rain. Where is the public library?’

The taxi has already looped back onto Beach Road and is slowly heading into town.

The driver points past the cathedral and a cluster of government buildings ahead through the pinky cloud of coral trees.

‘See the clock tower at the roundabout? Just the other side.’

The clock tower stands on its own island in the traffic and appears like a lighthouse squashed down by a giant’s fist. They drive past it at walking pace.

‘Are you married?’ the driver asks.

Lewis smiles at the thought. ‘No, I’m not.’

Marriage. It’s the most unimaginable of things. In his parent’s wedding photo, his mother wore a white lace mini, and his usually hirsute father was unrecognisably cleanshaven.

Lewis can’t imagine ever giving up his individuality and turning into someone he could no longer recognise.

‘Have a girlfriend?’

Lewis decides to humour the driver. ‘No, my work is too busy to have someone else in my life.’

The driver smiles to himself. ‘Do you meet Samoan ladies?’

Lewis suddenly remembers the Tropicana the night before, and how the women’s names wafted through the air thick with kerosene smoke. Today it all seems like a dream. But he prefers not to share last night’s story with the driver, who has turned suddenly suspicious.

‘No,’ Lewis says. ‘Work.’

Slowing the taxi down so that it is all but stationary, the driver turns to him and confides, ‘It is different in your country, my friend.’

The springs in the car seat squeak as he leans in closer. Lewis can see a stud glittering in the man’s earlobe and wonders why he hadn’t noticed this until now.

‘Here we have customs and traditions. There must be a man and a woman, and the two come together.’

The taxi has stopped outside the Nelson Memorial Public Library, its entrance marked by a wall of crazy paving.

Lewis is still remembering last night and how men and women came together on the dance floor, but probably not in the way the driver envisaged.

‘I’m only saying this because you were seen last night at Tropicana.’

Lewis looks up guiltily, wondering if the man has stolen his thoughts again.

‘There are no secrets in Samoa,’ the driver says with a smile. ‘They are always being told.’

Lewis feels momentarily caught out, another palagi not to be trusted, a heaven breaker.

‘I find it strange, that’s all,’ the driver says, leaving his suspicions to dangle in the cab.

Lewis can’t help himself. ‘Strange?’

‘That an educated man such as you would choose to spend time –’ here he pauses to let out a sigh – ‘with them.’

‘Them?’

‘Yes, those moral degenerates you were seen with last night.’ The man’s anger comes like a thunderclap in the rain. ‘They are God’s disgrace, those fa‘afafine.’

Flicked from the man’s tongue, the word sounds magical, like a genie released from a bottle. Lewis is astounded. ‘You mean the girls performing on stage?’

‘Surely you must know,’ the driver says with a final bitter laugh.

Lewis really doesn’t mind not knowing. And with this realisation he quickly pays his four tala and steps out into the rain.


Chapter 21

THE AMANUENSIS

From the upstairs verandah she catches the words tossed up by her brother in the garden, as if in a game of ball. She knows she is fine as long as she does not pause with them, to own them, before passing them on to her stepfather inside.

Each day the words are more or less the same, announcing the same information, but today they carry with them an added weight, as if knowledge has somehow calcified them. They are little rocks, these words today.

‘He says the painter has arrived.’

She says it with the swiftness of her step, which carries her from the verandah railing to the pale green interior of her stepfather’s study. From her mother, who swept up their little lives in a suitcase, she has learnt that the confidence of movement disguises any undercarriage of fear or uncertainty. She is her mother’s daughter. Even the dark rings around her eyes seem to be cast from the same shadow.

‘He will wait for you in the smoking room.’

She tries to reconcile her impressions of the painter with the man she saw yesterday in the photograph. Until now he has been a fumbling figure of fun, charcoal-smudged, of whom her stepfather has fashioned a limerick:

Did ever mortal man hear tell of sae singular a ferlie,

As the coming to Apia here of the painter, Mr Nerli …

A painter of portraits, but in his gait more like a dancing bear. A man of bowing, dipping graces, forever advancing and retreating. With hat-squashed hair and large clownish eyes, lips the colour of pomegranates. But who was it who said that no Italian is in himself entirely harmless?

It was the previous afternoon she encountered her brother on the mountain road. She had been sent down to the market to buy yet more reams of paper to absorb Tusitala’s outpouring of words; her brother was returning from John Davis’s photography studio in town. His blond-haired hands carried a satchel of freshly developed plates and it took but a casual remark from her to coax a viewing of the photographs. Under the nodding heads of the taro leaves they had looked through the prints, still stained and smelling of chemicals.

They did not speak, only swallowed. He had withheld the picture in question until last, calmly convinced she would know what to do with it, that she would carry the knowledge it contained along with her fingertips, that she alone could make sense of its tangled truth. It was Sosimo who had nicknamed her Teuila, a dissembler of beautiful lies, a weaver of words, so enamoured was she with the elaboration of her stepfather’s stories. Though as Tusitala’s amanuensis, surely she was more a trader of truth.

The photograph curled up at its corners. Perhaps the chemicals had overcompensated for the immodesty of the image, blanching it, as if seeking to erase Mary’s freckles from the enveloping expanses of skin. Unmistakable, however, was the painter’s pointy black beard emerging from this shipwreck of limbs.

‘So how long have you known?’ she asked her brother, suggesting the photograph was but a pictureless vessel for the knowledge it contained.

‘Just this past month. Of course, there is no question the portrait must continue, but what is to become of the girl?’ He spoke with the utmost seriousness, like one of the boys from their stepfather’s books.

She looked at her brother, his head nodding earnestly along with the taro leaves, and thought of Mary. Normally her long carroty hair was pulled back from a forehead that contained not intelligence so much as an intuitive otherworldliness. But here in the picture it fell across her face, with only an ear emerging, as perfectly formed as a shell. The painter’s sleeping head lay next to it, perhaps dreaming of its faraway sound.

It seemed suddenly indecent that such a private moment had been captured by her brother’s camera, snatching this single thread of memory to be left dangling there. And so she grabbed the photograph out of her brother’s hands and, without further word, continued on with her journey down the hill.

She does not need to look at it to know that the photograph is there. Screened from the writer’s eyes, she feels bold enough to touch it inside the pocket of her flowing native dress, patterned in mould, just like her mother’s. She feels the thrill of this little secret she holds in her fingers. It gives her the courage to take the next step, to call her stepfather to account.

‘He says the painter has arrived,’ she says again. ‘He will wait for you in the smoking room.’

She could be speaking in Japanese to her stepfather, immune to her words, who lies supine on his bed dressed in a long blue and white kimono. He stares up at her, his eyes as large as life buoys, even if she, his stepdaughter, is the one in need of saving.

At Grez she had watched him row her mother out onto the lake, her tiny feet balanced on the prow in red espadrilles. How easily it could have been her, alone with him on that gently nodding boat. But, prone to seasickness, she had let her mother go in her place.

Watching from the shore as her mother’s red espadrilles grew fainter, she had suddenly wished that it was her. Not long after, as if emulating her mother’s first marriage, she had been betrothed to a scoundrel – an artist this time, not a prospector, though the ensuing life of single motherhood was just the same: a protracted cry for help.

In being summoned to the Pacific, she had been saved. Her son was now safely dispatched to school in California, his legal guardianship passed along to her stepfather. In so many ways she is beholden to him, this prone figure swimming in silk. But deep down she wonders if she is still the same young woman at Grez, watching stricken from the shore.

His face turns to her, as if coming up for air. Through the mosquito netting his lips seem to be scribbling but no words spill out.

As long as she keeps circling the bed with her notebook and pen, ready to catch the stories, she will be fine. She thinks of her mother lying motionless in her bedroom next door, her spirit rotting like the camisoles in her camphor chest. As long as she keeps moving, this fear won’t fester.

The call from her brother had caught them midstream. Her stepfather had been dictating a new passage of the story that had gripped them all these past few months – about the trader Wiltshire and his shotgun bride Uma on the beach at Falesá, and how superstition swept down from the forest like contagion looking for a host. ‘Devil-Work’, the chapter was called.

In writing them down, in their precise rhythm and flow, she wondered if words could have this effect, disseminating the very fear of their telling. If he was Tusitala, the teller of tales, then she was Teuila, the flower of their telling.

So she thought as she watched and waited for his mouth to release these words to float across the room to her. It was her duty to catch them before they dematerialised, snatching their meaning and shape before the breeze from the harbour swept them away.

This morning he was summoning the sound of a spirit from the forest:

It rose, and swelled, and died away, and swelled again; and now I thought it was like some one weeping, only prettier; and now I thought it was like harps; and there was one thing I made sure of, it was a sight too sweet to be wholesome in a place like that.

She had become mesmerised by the music of the words, as if they had been released from his lips by a flageolet, and then queasy at the thought that they were seeding within her, grafting onto her soul.

Committing the words to paper, she wondered if the tapu that had been cast on Wiltshire and Uma in his story had somehow shifted through the air to settle on Vailima. Is this what paralysed them in their beds, rotting their camisoles, bringing mould to their boots? And as the medium of the story, she wondered, was she now the source of the contagion, colouring his words, taking possession of them?

Behind the mosquito netting her stepfather is already beginning to stir. He reaches for his pyjamas, the gauze turning his flesh into tiny pinpricks of pink.

‘Where is Mary?’ he suddenly asks.

Once again she can feel the photograph in her fingers, its corners curling like a question.

‘Mary?’ She thinks of the strange fecundity of the forest, how growing near the mountain pool in the photograph are the tree African violets, with dainty white flowers and monstrous leaves. She thinks of the natural corset shape of Mary’s tiny waist and how in a month or more it might begin to show, ripening slowly like breadfruit – something to fasten their fears onto, ‘devil-work’, the painter’s child. Something easily banished from here, on board the Lübeck, to be sent back to Sydney from whence she came.

‘Mary is unwell,’ she says.

In Sydney they had coined a verb for what she had been noisily conjugating in the bathroom downstairs: to chunder.

‘Perhaps Mother has a cure,’ he notes wryly, motioning to her white widow’s cap taking flight on the balcony outside.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he is already beginning to assemble himself for the portrait downstairs. He starts first with the yellow knitted socks his mother had presented on her return from Edinburgh. Pulling them up to his knees he stands before his stepdaughter, half man, half giraffe.

She turns her back to his dressing and begins to walk towards the desk at the far end of the room, passing the widow outside as she goes.

Quickly she must catch his words and pass them on.

‘Brother says there has been a sighting of an aitu,’ she says matter-of-factly, so as not to disturb the toilette of her stepfather behind her.

She is now eye to eye with the Buddha that rests dolefully on his desk, commanding calm. As if in defiance, she looks up – first to the hulking shape of the mountain through the windows, then down across his spilling papers, a waterfall of words.

‘The aitu was heard singing by the mountain pool.’

This hardly raises a murmur from her stepfather, and so she leaves the photograph on the desk, casually dropped by the blotter, as if the wind or a stream had carried it there.


Chapter 22

THE PACIFIC ROOM

The library is empty. Journals and books line the walls, their spines inscribed, but something seems missing. For Lewis there is not the usual interface between the reader and the written word. No catalogue is immediately apparent: neither cabinets of index cards nor computer screens. There are no welcoming reading tables or chairs. Just a cathedral space of books open to the heavy humid air.

This absence doesn’t quell his curiosity. If anything, it arouses him.

At the museum the day before he’d been told how some of the Scottish writer’s first editions had been bequeathed here. Others had been turned into the local tongue, transforming in translation –O Le Motu o Oloa sounded more like a love song or lullaby than the title of the well-known boys’ adventure tale. He learnt that few had been spared the vicissitudes of the weather, their papers buckling and untethering from spines, just as his hair had seemed to lift and curl on arrival at the airport.

It takes him a few moments to adjust to the library’s stillness before he senses that he isn’t alone. At a service bay around the corner a pair of attendants sit in a pool of gentle light. As Lewis approaches the counter he realises he doesn’t know what it is he is seeking.

‘Can I help you?’ a young man softly asks.

‘Yes please, I’m after some information,’ Lewis begins.

‘About what?’ Even the young man’s oiled hair seems raised in a question.

Roberta Haynes, he wants to say. I want to find out all there is to know about Roberta Haynes. Instead he says: ‘Tusitala.’

He hopes the name will act as a medium to bring these books to life.

‘What title?’

On the wall behind the attendant is an AIDS education poster. In comic-strip form, it tells the story of a young man leading his girlfriend down a beach. The girl says: ‘No more shame-job. No condom, no way!’

Lewis looks down at the floor where his toes squirm in their sandals, an unseemly white with dark spidery hair. He feels suddenly ashamed about what he’s doing here in the library, as if the knowledge it contains is not his, or at least should be negotiated.

‘I’m researching a portrait of Tusitala,’ he says, politely pausing, ‘that was painted here in 1892. Where do you keep your historical papers?’

The attendant appears as flummoxed as the young man in the comic strip.

‘What title?’ he asks again.

Lewis considers walking away when the attendant’s supervisor glides across to the counter and, smiling at Lewis, recites in a light contralto: ‘Fair Isle at Sea – thy lovely name.’

She has a round face devoid of eyebrows, and wise brown eyes. A large hand with bronzed fingernails taps the counter.

Orbiting her head is a pair of old-fashioned headphones, releasing into the library’s stillness an insinuation of sound. Lewis looks at her face and feels the stirring of a song, but the headphones muffle the lyrics. All he can hear is the welling rhythm of chorus and verse, an echo from a distance.

In Aunt Agatha’s lounge room in Dunedin there was an old German record player cabinet, its powerful acoustics housed within a carapace of walnut veneer, teetering on legs as dainty as stiletto heels. Lewis would lie on his stomach on the floor, the record’s cover notes hovering on the shag pile; he could never get close enough to the songs and their lyrics.

It all comes back to him now with the tinny faraway sound from the supervisor’s headphones in the library. The very blankness of her face encourages memory, and from the air he can summon the flourishes of the ocarina, marimba and baroque toy trumpet, and then the piano improvisations from the master himself, Burt Bacharach.

Through the conjured crackle of his childhood, the words of Hal David come of their own accord. He had read how before meeting Burt in 1957, Hal was stationed in Hawaii during the war, and Lewis wonders if this helps explain the emotional spaciousness of their music and lyrics, their watery oneness.

The lady behind the counter has been staring at him, daring him to blink.

‘Hello, I’m Wilhelmina. We met last night.’

The contralto softness of the voice is enough to return Lewis to the night-time garden.

Without make-up her face is like a chrysalis beginning to reveal itself. Under the brightness of the library’s fluoro lighting he can tell she knows that he’s remembering her – that she’s slowly dawning on him like the shape of the mango tree emerging through the kerosene smoke.

‘You didn’t tell me you worked here.’

‘I like to keep my mystery.’

‘As does this library,’ Lewis says, this time daring her to blink.

But now that she has offered herself to him, Wilhelmina retreats once more behind her younger male assistant, back to the pages of a women’s glossy magazine behind the counter. She licks her fingertip as if to turn a page, then pauses. Without looking up, she motions to a pair of swing doors just beyond the counter.

Handwritten above the doors is a sign: The Pacific Room.

‘I think you’ll find what you’re looking for in there,’ she says. ‘Leave your bag at the entrance.’


Chapter 23

SINA AND THE EEL

By the toll for late morning Mass she is finally ready for sleep. Just five minutes should do it, Teuila thinks. In five minutes I will sleep ten years. And later it won’t matter.

When she rang up sick for work that morning, her boss Pauline had asked Teuila about Henry’s whereabouts. ‘Isn’t he with you?’

He is always with me, she wanted to say, but replied: ‘When he left the church yesterday, I imagined he was going far away.’

‘Back to Auckland, do you think?’

Teuila coughed uneasily and said nothing, though not even this could stem the tide of Pauline’s curiosity.

‘I bet the Gold Coast – what do you say?’

Teuila thought of the furthest point he could go. She thought of Mount Vaea and the soft cleft of grass at its summit. If he’s anywhere, she thought, he’ll be waiting for me there at dusk.

‘I have no idea,’ she eventually said.

Now she can feel the tic thrumming under her left eye, as if all her nerves have been reduced to this one tiny point. She remembers the distance she has travelled through the night. Yes, just five minutes, she thinks.

But before she can draw the curtains for her nap, her eyes are lulled by the motion of the palm tree through the louvres outside. In the wavering light it flexes and waves, flexes and waves, labouring under the weight of water and wind. Its trunk glistens black, swelling like one gigantic eel swimming through the sea towards her. Its thrashing leaves make this creature oddly human.

Teuila was six when her father told her the story of Sina and the eel. It was around this time he had noticed his child changing in sometimes unmistakable ways: wearing a pink frangipani behind the ear, or singing too loudly in church – things Teuila’s siblings never dreamt of doing. Sometimes it was just a look, the way she would dreamily stare out at the palm tree in the garden or listen intently to the distant sound of the surf.

‘Let me tell you what it is to turn,’ he said one day, gathering Teuila in his lap and pointing out to the very same palm through the louvres of his garden pavilion.

Teuila cried her eyes out at the story he went on to tell her – about the beautiful young girl befriended by an eel, which she brought back from the lagoon in her water gourd. The eel was a Fijian suitor in disguise, and he responded to Sina’s daily attentions, swelling to the size of her fale, growing in status but also frightening her. So much so that Sina had her brothers haul the eel from their house – not an easy task because of the way it slipped through their grip – and place him in the local spring. When he outgrew the spring he was moved to the village bathing pool, where he took the form of a rock and only emerged in Sina’s shining presence.

His immensity embarrassed her. And the love that engorged the eel also brought his downfall. He had become so large that it was impossible now for him to swim home across the ocean or turn back into his former self, and so, knowing Sina would never marry him, he died of a broken heart. But before he died he asked Sina for one final thing – that she have his head chopped off and planted next to the fale where she would live the rest of her days.

‘A tree will grow from it,’ the eel explained, ‘tall and strong. And every time you drink from its fruit you’ll be kissing me.’

At the time her father told her the story, Teuila’s tears fell for Sina. She could think of nothing sadder than being unable to marry the man of her dreams. But with the passing of the years it is the eel she feels closest to.

Each thrashing wave of the palm outside her window brings her closer still, as if her soul were harboured within its dark clusters of fruit. Yet Sina’s knowledge strengthens her. She knows that she will never be with Henry in a traditional sense, that marriage is beyond the simple practicalities of their lives; nor will she die of a broken heart. Instead, she dwells somewhere between knowing and hoping, in that welling state brought on by the rain.

Teuila wishes her father were still here so she could ask him what it now means to turn. She liked the way her head rested back in the cleft of his chest so, when he spoke, she couldn’t see his face, only felt the pattern of his words.

‘So, what about Sosimo?’ she would ask him now. ‘Sosimo the changeling.’

In the years since her father’s death the legend of Sosimo has grown, watered by the tears of her mother and attended daily by her siblings, as if he were a fragrant offering left on Ray Taulapapa Lesolosolou’s grave – proof that something within them all hasn’t died but flowered.

‘So, what about Sosimo,’ she would say again to her father, this time not as a question, but carrying something more open-ended than that, the possibility for all of them – the freedom to change.

‘Am I not proof of that?’ she would tell her father. ‘He’s in my blood and I can feel his soul stirring again.’

Looking out at the tree in the garden, Teuila can feel her heart swelling to the size of the small louvred room, straining under its watery weight, unable to hold back the power of the creature bursting through.


Chapter 24

SMILE!

Lewis peers in through the glass to see an old man sitting reading the newspaper at a large communal table, a walking stick resting between his legs. Lewis pauses, wondering if this is a space he can enter, then pushes through the swing doors. At once the air-conditioned coolness lifts his eyes to the cantilevered ceiling above. In the middle is a windowed wedge of raining sky.

It feels sacred, this space, he thinks, like a small Italian chapel – as if a coin slot will somehow illuminate the scene and reveal what needs to be seen.

Keeping vigil atop a bookshelf in the centre of the room are two small wooden sculptures – one a maiden, the other a warrior – and on the column above them a sign: SMILE! It takes more muscles to frown than to smile!

The room has the shelf space of a small school library. There is a sense of knowledge contained. As Lewis slowly circles the books, his hands fidget over the embossing of spines, packed so tightly he imagines if one book is pulled out, the whole room will collapse in on itself, an island of quietly lapping words.

A page of newspaper slowly turns. The old man seems to be reading every item on every page, imbibing them unhurriedly, word by word, as if by taking these stories in he is uncluttering the world. With imperceptible slowness he turns another page and gently smooths it down. Just behind his head are the three or four shelves devoted to the study of Tusitala.

Lewis can’t bring himself to disturb the old man’s painstaking task. Instead, he gives in to it and relaxes. On display nearby is a shelf of Pacific fiction. Gently his eyes brush their spines, their titles washing up like strange driftwood in his mind. At random he picks one up, his finger slipping into its loosened spine; the book falls open:

Not yet – not even yet – has Samoa lost her charm. In the early eighties, before the world had found her out, she was all charm, all gold …

He thinks how this island has offered itself up like so many pages of a book, to be written over and erased and sometimes torn. He wonders what more will fall open for him.

It’s only once the old man slowly rises from the table, placing his newspaper back on the rack, and the swing doors settle once more into stillness that Lewis approaches the shelves and gets down to his task.


Chapter 25

THE WIDOW

She opens the bandbox. The small white bundles of organdie inside appear embryonic, waiting for her widow’s crown to fill them with faith, sending the transparent trail like an anchor down the straight of her back. Only then is she ready for the morning and the day ahead. At the mirror in her bedroom she allows herself but a brief pursing of the lips before she is off.

Out onto the balcony and it is as dark and gloomy as a home November sky. The heavens are poised to open. Or so she hopes. Thinking and hoping: the two activities have become so entwined in this, her sixty-third year.

Along the balcony she paces, her widow’s cap taking flight like the white tail of the tropicbird – or so Sosimo likes to say. And as she paces she mouths the prayer her son wrote for her despite giving up on God twenty years before:

Lord, Thou sendest down rain upon the uncounted millions of the forest, and givest the trees to drink exceedingly.

It is as though the words of the prayer have summoned the painter, for just at this moment she can see his beard bobbing across the lawn towards her. His movement is lackadaisical, as loosely unhurried as his dressing. The gentleman seems to have permanently unbuttoned flies. Slowly he salutes her with his hat.

There had been talk of her purchasing the portrait, as something to adorn the new staircase, but progress has lagged these past weeks and months. The painter arrived in August and it is October already, and word has it that his portrait disappoints, dissipated not unlike his reputation. According to her son, the Italian has the morals of Tavernier, the artist from Hawaii, drawn to volcanoes, whose best work was shooting himself. She wonders if her son is playing with the Italian like sport, egging him on – for more writing material, she suspects. But he is not to be encouraged, this sketcher of shadows.

Theirs is an intimacy kept safely at a distance. The first and only time they spoke she had sought to impress him with her knowledge of the paintings of the Italian Renaissance.

‘So tell me, maestro,’ she had begun, ‘are you planning an ascension, a descension or perhaps an adoration?’ Her experience of the galleries at the Accademia in Venice swirled around in her head. ‘For the portrait of my son.’

The painter took his time to reply, blackening his beard with his charcoal-smudged hands. ‘Nothing quite so definitive,’ he said with an enigmatic smile. ‘I prefer to think of it as an apprehension.’

The word made her think of Giorgione’s Tempest in Venice, in which the huddled figure of a mother and child is suddenly exposed by a lightning flash.

‘Whatever the case,’ she said finally, ‘I hope it will be a good likeness – I realise my son is not easy to reproduce in any style.’

Since that initial exchange she and the painter have been content to wave at each other from across the lawn.

Today he dawdles. Only when he approaches the chickens milling around the croquet court does he hurry, suddenly dancing among them, so they scuttle away, their feathered pantaloons bustling in a tropical version of the cancan.

Just before he reaches the house the downpour comes. It starts as it means to finish – with a spilling burst, the rain bouncing off the lawn, releasing with it the narcotic waft of gardenia. He runs towards the entrance and performs a little leap – perhaps just for her – before disappearing from view. She can hear the excitable opening and closing of doors below and then the house is quiet again, if silence could possibly describe the succumbing sound of rain and the uneasy calm that each sitting brings.

Is it the rain or perhaps the portrait that sequesters them in their different parts of the house? So she wonders as the rain gathers them in their separateness under the singing tin of the roof.

It has been weeks since Aolele emerged from her bedroom. Her American daughter-in-law has always managed to gather sickness around her like an extended family. Unmentionable is her current illness, the malady that has clung to her as tenaciously as the tuitui weed to rock in the garden. Her silent, unseen presence has threatened to turn Vailima into a sanatorium, and more recently she has been joined in the house by another invalid. Stricken by silent waves of nausea, Mary has been little seen except by Sosimo and is confined to her rickety camp stretcher out the back.

Such tensions have been welling, waiting for a suitable point of release. To this purpose, or perhaps as a distraction, the stepchildren have this morning taken to the kitchen in a performance of sorts. There is a feast to prepare for Mata‘afa’s latest victory in the forest, and ordered specially for the occasion are twenty pigs, fifty chickens, seventeen pigeons, four hundred and thirty taro roots, twelve large yams, eighty arrowroot puddings, fifty palusamis and eight hundred and four pineapples – all to be laid out by Sosimo on banana leaves on the verandah downstairs.

The widow paces, not to be weighed down by such secular chores. Down over the railing her mind swoops, around to the right, and just out of vision her mind’s eye rests, to hover over the building works to the west of the house. Here a tarred awning is slung like a hammock between the frames of scaffolding, rain pooling in the centre. Around the edges wooden struts reach up to her like fingers clasped in prayer. She imagines the awning drooping lower and lower, like the falling register of the French organ at the Catholic church in town, as if all around her the island is sinking, drawing her into its depths.

She prays for these sinking souls – prays for them to rise from this drowning patch of forest. But most of all she prays for her son.

Just the other day, finding themselves momentarily alone, she had asked what was ailing him. They had been inspecting the building works in a brief respite from the rain, her son oddly distracted.

He paused, as if summoning a secret from over his shoulder. Aolele was the source of his discomfort, he told her finally: ‘The natives think her uncanny and that devils serve her. Dreams dreams, and sees visions.’

‘Do you fear she is losing her mind?’ asked the widow, not unused to the unfathomable furies of her late husband.

‘No,’ her son replied. ‘It is as though she has glimpsed something previously unseen in me.’

‘In you?’

The widow had looked at her son then, an unfinished staircase rising in the air behind him, and wondered if what had been glimpsed was his own coming death, for at that moment he had coughed sharply into his hand, leaving there a dainty imprint of blood.

She steps from the balcony and slips into his study. How effortlessly she floats within its pale green walls, reaching for his presence in much the same way as the Italian painter does downstairs with his brushes of hog’s bristle. Circling the room, she likes to think that her son is something graspable, like the silver-plated flageolet in its nest of tussled sheets. Back and forth she paces. Through its palimpsest of rain, the mountain outside hovers like a human head, eyeless and inscrutable. Strewn in pages across the desk is her son’s spirit. Pooled in ink pots is his blood.

To others he exists as nothing but words floating in the air, a life of the mind. But her hips gave birth to this body of emaciated muscle and bone. Stubbornly he lives. Ever since the Casco brought them idly into the Pacific four years before, it is as if he has been slowly disappearing before her eyes. She wonders if it is a trick of the tropical light, this vanishing act of her son.

Just as the emulsions on a photographic plate add girth to the subject’s waist, so the trade winds seem to erode his very being.

In this way he has always been someone to be prayed for and made substantial and whole. Cummy their nanny had tried to complete him, bossing him into being. As had her late husband, the lighthouse engineer, instilling Calvinist zeal into his feeble frame. And so as a compromise to them all he had studied the law, as if to test the boundaries of what was possible and permissible. Yes, he is an idea to believe in, but also her son.

Her eyes rake the surface of the desk. It is the most unquiet of places, with piles of papers and books marked with torn strips of unfinished manuscript wagging like tongues. All these unfinished words are sowing his hair with grey, she thinks, just as Aolele’s garden is being strangled with weed.

She picks up a page:

They say it scares a man to be alone. No such thing. What scares him in the dark or the high bush, is that he can’t make sure, and there might be an army at his elbow.

When the page goes limp in her hand, she flicks it upright:

What scares him worst is to be right in the midst of a crowd, and have no guess of what they’re driving at.

It scares her to be so untouched by faith, marooned for a moment in this faithless Falesá. Despite the closeness of the room she shivers. With all this talk of her son’s ailments – a conversation that began in his youth, turning ever more lurid in his maturity – it makes her wonder: might it be a condition of the spirit? It is as if something is worrying away at him with silent stealth from within.

She remembers how thirteen years ago, with blooms of a mysterious rash across his side and a Neptune’s girdle around his middle, he had been plunged into an icy bath. It was at the Shandon Hydropathic Establishment in Dunbartonshire, the gothic turrets outside piercing an overcast spring sky. She had brought him there in the hope that his memory would be cleansed of the American woman and her grownup daughter he had met at Grez three years before. She had watched the grim proceedings from the door. Around his bath had bobbed the suety faces of the medical staff, awaiting his miraculous rebirth.

Despite it being spring, the Scottish winter had returned and the water cure had, if anything, exacerbated the concatenation of ailments that racked her son’s fragile frame. The day before the bath he had been woken at dawn and wrapped in cold wet blankets; later they had steamed him with a spirit lamp and fed him boiled mutton. He had grown limp and speechless and unable to walk. At one hundred and nine pounds and eight ounces his body could barely hold down the wooden plank that was lowered tentatively into the bath. Still their faces hovered hopefully around him, as if this living skeleton would somehow sprout wings and fly. Instead, he sat up like a shot.

‘I want – I want – I want –’ he cried. ‘I want a holiday, I want to be happy, I want the moon, or the sun, or something.’

His voice had fanned the water in increasing eddies of asperity.

‘I want the object of my affections badly, anyway – and a big forest, and fine breathing, sweating, sunny walks, and all the trees crying aloud in a summer’s wind, and a camp under the stars.’

He had slunk back in the water, as if shivering at low tide, and in the distance there came the bell for tea.

Thirteen years later and he has his big forest and his sunny walks, he has his camp under the stars. But something continues to gnaw away at him all the same – not a flesheating creature, but something of the soul.

She thinks of the tiny invisible insects here in the tropics. The one that works its way into closed boxes and pincushions, even able to penetrate the glass face of a watch, to play havoc with the mainspring. Is he so beyond fixing, her son?

She returns to the desk. Perhaps here, beyond words, in the subconscious shapes of ink she will find a sign. Across the blotter they float like jellyfish, these inky residues of his thoughts and words.

It is then she sees the photograph. At first she feels the warm flush of skin. The paper is incandescent, curling to hold the heat of the sun. The bodies are floating, she thinks, Adam and Eve before the fall. She feels her mouth drying as she drinks the image in, her eyes filling with salty tears. For a moment the figures swim within, held by her eyes, before spilling down the photograph.

She puts it down and it is only then that the truth slowly dawns on her – that they are not angels ascending. It is the girl who empties her bedpan each morning. Mary. And he, conjoined in flesh with her, is the painter, the apprehender of her son’s disappearing image downstairs.

She still feels the warm flush of skin, but the feeling is no longer welcome here. The image sears, too explicit to behold, a shock. Masaccio’s Expulsion from the Garden. It is something to be rid of now, to cast adrift from this island of her son’s shipwrecked soul – it is something he can no longer have or grasp, this sweet sleep of skin.

She finds the matches by his spare tobacco behind the Buddha on the desk. Horseriding has kept her hands quick, and no sooner has she brought the sulphurous flare of the match swooping like the tail of her widow’s cap to the curling mouth of photograph than it is aflame.

In the grate she watches the first angry plumes of smoke give way to the licentiousness of flame. And illuminated here, held briefly by the pellucid tissue of ash, are the two bodies entwined, moving now in their sleep, before falling as grey powder through the grate.

‘Madam!’ Summoned by the smell of smoke, Sosimo is calling her through the door.

She is still pacing her son’s study, exercising her thoughts. All she can think of is the strange freckled girl downstairs, stretched out on the old camp bed. She imagines Mary’s large mannish feet sticking out the end, her spilling hair the colour of a Bellini Madonna’s, hands threaded across her middle, swelling with child. The Madonna del Parto.

Was this why Mary had been silently drawn to them at the Oxford Hotel in Sydney? A tall flicking shadow, seeking something beyond the reach of her ropy white arms? She remembers the girl had helped them up with their luggage, the rolls of tapa cloth and bags of shells, and that she had asked where they were from.

‘We are citizens of the world,’ Aolele had announced, unstoppable then. ‘My husband is Scottish, I am American, and my children somewhere in between.’

‘No, I meant these,’ the girl called Mary had said, fingering the frayed edges of tapa cloth.

‘The Pacific,’ Aolele had said then, stretching out the word. ‘It is where my husband has decided to remain.’

The way she pronounced the word made it sound like a place beyond judgement as well as geography.

The girl seemed content with such an answer, and not another word was heard from her until she announced her intention of accompanying them on the Lübeck with little more than Frederick Cavill’s How to Learn to Swim as luggage.

Gingerly, Sosimo steps into the room. His tattooed legs resemble black lace stockings at a garden party.

‘It is nothing,’ she says as his eyes dart to the little heap of ash in the fireplace. ‘Though please sweep it up and say nothing about it to my son.’

As Sosimo crouches, his calves bulging, she notices that the inky design seems to run out midstream. Hovering there, it is like a lost train of thought.

‘Sosimo?’

He looks up from the fireplace, his fingers lightly dusted with ash.

‘Your legs.’

Evidently he is used to such abstract expressions of curiosity. ‘It is a pe‘amutu, madam,’ he says. ‘An unfinished tattoo.’

‘Like most things in this country,’ she says, trying to diffuse the sudden heaviness of air. ‘Unfinished.’

She proffers a brief pursing of the lips, neither a smile nor a grimace.

When he eventually stands up with the pan, she realises that there is still more she has to ask of him.

‘The Lübeck leaves for Sydney tomorrow, does it not?’

‘Yes,’ he says slowly.

‘Please make sure there is a berth for Mary on it.’

She can see the uneasy chain of events passing through his mind, and for a moment he hesitates.

‘And please pack in her luggage our finest length of tapa cloth. It will be spring on her arrival in Sydney, but I think she will need every comfort in the coming months.’

Sosimo seems at least reassured by this request, but on turning to leave she calls him back.

‘One other thing …’

For this final request she is unable to maintain eye contact, preferring instead to rest her eyes on the tussled sheets of her son’s single bed. Here his flageolet lies, forlorn and faraway. She thinks how in these past few months Aolele’s moods have grown ever more sullen, like the swollen stillness before a storm. Once again Giorgione’s Tempest swirls in her head.

‘My son is becoming unknowable to me,’ she says. It has taken her a mile walking around his room to come to this point. ‘Please comfort him, for I fear his wife no longer can.’

Only then does she glance at Sosimo. His face shows no surprise, just a faint moustache of ash.


Chapter 26

DR JEKYLL & MR HYDE

Lewis plucks from the shelves a replica of the first edition – Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1886 – and is surprised by how slender it feels. In his mind it had grown huge, as weighty as War and Peace, not this slender volume with so tiny a spine.

He remembers reading the book as a boy, and feeling chafed and abraded by the twin strands of the story, the way they refused to blend into a reassuring shape of wholeness. Perhaps he was irritated by a nagging sense of familiarity, recognising deep down that he and his brother could never be one.

It would come later: in his early twenties, the book sat more comfortably within him. Once he was alert to his own terrible gift of shapeshifting, it seemed natural that a soul could be so threaded and twisted, sometimes violently, and he felt at peace with the knowledge.

He wonders if this was a state Tusitala finally arrived at, a pacific strangeness that the Italian painter limned so eloquently with his brush.


Chapter 27

AOLELE

She opens her eyes but it is only the portrait she sees. It has wrenched her from her sleep, the call of her husband’s face. For the first time in weeks her feet have yielded to the territory beyond the island of her bed. They anchor her to the earth: landfall after all these weeks of floating. Little Flying Cloud.

She passes through veils of mosquito nets, a maze of them, and along the length of her husband’s study she must pass another veiled version of herself, in the John Singer Sargent, and then down the safety of the back stairs, this time veiled by the forest.

They will soon be returning from the harbour – a whole wagonload of them, with a kerosene lamp casting phantasmagorical shapes in the forest. All but Sosimo have journeyed down the hill to farewell the Lübeck. Even the departure of their maid has required the full attention of the household, as if to ensure she is safely dispatched across the horizon line and that the heavens that have been broken can now be repaired. Mary’s departure was swift. By all accounts the climate was not to her liking.

In the darkness of the smoking room, Aolele pulls back the curtains, letting in the last of the light. Here, just south of the equator, nightfall comes quickly. Twisting the gold rings off her fingers, she calculates there are perhaps twenty minutes left before the sun dips behind the mountain. Just enough time.

Her husband has taken to calling him a drunkard and a sweep, the Italian painter Nerli, already dismissing his portrait as flaky – for catching not so much a likeness as a shadow. But the painter has proved useful after all. His bounty of brushes and tubes of oil have been left on the old card table overnight, still in their spirit of creative upheaval. In such a state, he would not even notice her artful act of subterfuge.

But she must hurry. Outside she can hear the hectic birdsong, loudest now as they anticipate the night. And since the chiefs have declared a tapu on firearms in the forest, their voices seem to multiply: I think they are hummingbirds but they say not.

On its easel in the corner sits the nearly finished portrait. Even from this distance she can tell the latest coat is months away from drying, as if the paint itself is protesting in the late October heat. Like skin it seems to sweat from the inside out. This is not the climate for the painting of oils, she knows, and the Italian painter has had no choice but to work ‘wet on wet’, the worst of ways.

His eyes glint from the corner. It is a little unsettling at first, as though he is sitting there in judgement, watching her like the Weir of Hermiston. For some reason the painter has narrowed his eyes to almost a squint, when in reality they are much larger and swimming with life. Still, it is a strange comfort to have them trained on her all the same.

She picks up the brush. It feels a nice weight in her hand and the quality of hog’s bristle is good. She sees there is just enough crimson to squeeze from the tube.

These are the same boyish hands that had struck her husband nearly two decades before. They were hands that dreamt, he liked to say. And still they do, even when the rest of her has gone to fat. Butterball, her husband calls her these days.

And so her hands had clutched a brush. It was at the artist’s colony of Grez and his eyes had sought her out across a field, by her easel on the riverbank. It was like the sighting of a pistol.

Inventive hands, conjuring in their quickness. Today she has hauled an old candle box in from the garden. Fleshy fingers, immune to splinters. Setting it up on the old card table in the smoking room, Aolele rubs it down with one of the painter’s knotted rags, releasing a rivulet of silverfish.

Calmly from the corner the portrait watches her, still mesmerised by her hands. Even without rings they flash. Suspicion in his eyes, but then, she notes, he has rarely shown any respect for the painter’s craft: Like the study of music it does little to expand the mind in any direction save one. She can all but hear his dipping, dismissive tone.

In the short time remaining she is to paint a portrait of sorts, perhaps more of a caricature. Certainly with faces it always pays to exaggerate just a little. And start with the eyes. Once you have captured these, everything else seems to fall into place. So Signora Oggi had told her all those years ago at the painting academy in Florence.

It is a maxim she has applied in her work as an amateur painter in the decades since. Constant subjects have been her children, offering their faces as dutiful signs of love. Though strangely she has never painted him, her husband. Perhaps because from that very first sighting at Grez it was as if he had been conjured by her easel – those bulging eyes and that faint tremor of a mouth in a face too big for his body.

Yes, we all get the face we deserve. After all these weeks of floating, this she can see clearly now.

Short wavy hair parting to an unsmiling bust of a face with large sleepless eyes. So her son had captured her that one time, emerging from beneath the ragged skirt of his camera to record a face downturned at the mouth, a dead calm between the eyes. And old enough to be the Scottish writer’s mother. Dear weird woman, so her husband’s letters begin these days.

Her mind races, beginning to echo the hectic birdsong outside, its buzzing growing louder as the day drains of light and there is nothing left to see. It seems impossible to contain these darting thoughts, to corral them for action … At which point she reminds herself of the maxim that had been written just for her: hands to be kept employed in useful work cheerfully done.

After all these years his words still steady her, summoning her to act.

So when she finally starts to prime the wooden box, her hands become wildly animated, filled with the industry of a devil or a bee.

‘Aolele! Aolele!’

It sounds like a lullaby, Sosimo’s song.

The wagon has yet to return from the harbour and it is still too early for the nightly call for prayer – the sound of the conch which gathers them on the verandah in a sweeping circle of lamplight.

Both a question and a command: it is as if Sosimo is summoning the night and with it the scent of the sea. Even up here, high in the hills, there is the stench of seaweed which mingles blithely with the sound of tree frogs and ironwoods creaking in the forest. So much insolence to be kept at bay. It was around the time of the painter’s arrival in August that Sosimo had told her the story of the aitu fafine. The forest had been the scene of a battle in King Malietoa Laupepa’s youth, perhaps thirty years before. And from this place of death a spilit had grown restless – this soul of the unburied dead, the aitu fafine.

Sitting on the ice chest, a flower behind his ear and hair freshly limed, Sosimo could have been describing himself.

‘She lives in the spring and moves with a rushing wind,’ he said. ‘Not until the body is properly buried will the aitu rest in peace.’

‘How will we know this place?’ she asked.

‘The women of the dead will know,’ Sosimo replied. ‘Across the ground they will place a sheet around which they will move and watch. If anything falls from the forest it will be brushed away once, twice. On the third time it is known to be the spirit of the dead, which is then folded into the sheet and carried home, the aitu rested.’

His arm shot out to show Aolele the spot, pointing up from the verandah to the mountain: ‘There!’

In her mind’s eye she had pierced the mountain’s impenetrable canopy, travelling swiftly like an arrow. In a valley over the mountain she had pictured the beehiveshaped hut of Malietoa’s rival, Mata‘afa. Busy bees they had been.

Around the time of Sosimo’s story back in August, her husband had ridden there in white cap and yellow half boots, like an adventurer from one of his tales, accompanied by Lady Jersey in her hunting tartans. But his real purpose was strapped to the horse’s haunches – wrapped in fine mats and bound in lengths of siapo cloth. There were reports in the newspapers that he had been selling rifles to the rebels, in an independence war of his own making.

In the months since, Aolele has heard the unhappy echo in her garden, has seen the camouflaged faces passing behind her curtain of climbing beans, a war without fighting. Not a gunshot had been heard, just insults traded in London newspaper columns and letters to the editor.

For months now she hasn’t worn a watch, preferring to keep what they call Pacific time. Marking her days have been the most vivid of dreams. In these dreams her husband has summoned her, his face beseeching her. And all the while the Italian painter has worked away at his portrait downstairs. From her early sighting of the painting she has been loath to call the subject her husband; it is what she fears.

From that first sighting, the portrait figure seemed at war with itself, changing pose before her eyes, the outline advancing and retreating as if disfigured by the very act of transformation. Not even laudanum could bring clarity to the image.

There has been no end to these dreams. Such a restlessness of spirit that she has become convinced that it is the soul of the unburied dead, something grafting onto everything that she sees. Beseeching her is her husband’s face; reflected in his eyes is the aitu fafine, a single scarlet swirl.

‘Only you can make it true and go away,’ she had heard Sosimo say.

And so it shot through her, alone in the jungle of her bed, the idea swiftly taking shape, this strange contraption parked on the old card table in the smoking room. An old candle box with loose banjo strings strung at the back, susceptible to the wind, and the beginning of a crudely drawn face on the box’s white-primed front.

The rough wooden surface is thirsty for paint, but first impressions are often best – when will the Italian painter learn this for himself? The bulbous eyes come first, then the pointed teeth and flaring nostrils. The face is not so much drawn as released from her brush, the flames shooting from the aitu’s head. She is catching a likeness before it has time to form.

Early in the morning she will sit it among the rows of eggplants and cabbages, draped in beads, to keep the hungry ghosts at bay. With the Italian artist’s scarlet paint, it could be an amanuensis for these drumming spirits in the garden. Some call it a Tyrolean harp for, when the wind blows, the aitu will sing.

And once summoned it can be buried.

There is still a rivulet of red left gleaming on the palette, just a daub or two. Her next impulse is instinctive; Nerli’s portrait asks for it. It is what is missing from her husband’s face, the reflected thing in all their minds this spring. But the hog’s bristle is too insensitive for this particular task. So with her finger dipped in crimson she presses at the corner of the portrait’s eye, dabbing the canvas as if drying a baby’s tear.

Stepping back on the lion skin she feels her instinct has been right. The aitu fafine dances in the corner of its eye. She is present in the picture.


Chapter 28

FINDING FALESÁ

The library is no longer empty. The books seem to gather around him, a shantytown of compressed words: some thinlipped and anonymous, alongside more magisterial leatherbound volumes; others leaning, tottering, collapsing. Pages turn and stay open, with others stacked up, spines spooning. Tusitala’s five years at Vailima have produced a wilderness of words.

Across the reading table Lewis watches the stories and words before him plant themselves like a garden: novels, letters and diaries commingling across time, their covers buckling and begging not to be closed – not yet. Anything but to become one of those tombstones on the shelves.

He reads Tusitala’s letter to his friend in England, the great American novelist, writing of ‘a little slip of a half-caste girl about twenty’ sitting in a white European house with its rose garden, looking out at the palm trees and listening to the sound of the surf. How much easier to look out than in.

And there is the story Tusitala was writing at the time of the painter’s visit, a novella. Of the cynical copra trader Wiltshire, who comes to Falesá, where superstitions sprout like weeds. With his one-night bride, Uma, Wiltshire finds himself ostracised from beach life – the subject of a taboo placed on him by rival trader Case. To keep the local villagers in his thrall, Case has constructed a temple of false gods in the jungle: candle boxes coated with luminous paint and strung with banjo strings, which sing through the trees when the wind blows.

The sowing of so many stories and words.

Then, like a ghost conjured in this pocket of air conditioning, the painter arrives, his pointy black beard emerging sharply from the steamer smoke, announced with the blank promise of a calling card. The Samoa Times reported on 27 August 1892:

It is the intention of this gentleman to reproduce, mainly in oils, some of our magnificent scenery, and also to make some portraits of the Samoan natives, which he proposes to exhibit at the Sydney Exhibition.

And just as suddenly as he arrives, the painter vanishes. Other characters and events take over, deemed by history to be more important. Nor is there any mention of the portrait among these written accounts being shielded from the humidity outside. It’s as if the painter has retreated between these un-inking words, to darken the paper that crackles in Lewis’s hands. The sketcher of shadows.

But then something falls loose from Tusitala’s diary. They are but a few stray words that start to return this painted wraith to marrow and muscle:

We had a visit yesterday from a person by the name of Count Nerli, who is said to be a good painter also a drunkard and a sweep, and looks it. Altogether the aristocracy clusters thick about us.

And then, written the same day to a friend in San Francisco, a few more words that fire a bullet into his heart:

For the Count, it shall rather be my study to ignore him. He is only a foreign Count and the morals of Jules Tavernier.

Tavernier was a painter acquaintance of Tusitala’s who had shot himself three years before Nerli’s visit. And so, it seems, the Italian painter had been jinxed before he even began. Cast out to the harbour’s fringe, to the shadow world of beachcombers and traders, to a return berth aboard the Lübeck and an ocean of obscurity. Just a few stray words but, for Lewis, as explosive as nitroglycerine. The Scottish writer might as well have placed a curse, a tapu, on the hapless painter.

The portrait will be lugged back to Sydney and then Dunedin, where it fails to sell, again and again. And then on to Wellington where, two and a half years after its painting, it is finally exchanged for forty pounds to a Mrs Turnbull from Kelso, Scotland.

Debt will trail the painter in his journey from one century to the next, from the New World to the Old. Copies of the portrait begin to mysteriously circulate, increasingly pale and lifeless diminutions of the original in oil, pastel and engraving, fifteen in total. Yet even these counterfeit faces have the effect of keeping the writer alive, just as a cheap knock-off handbag will memorialise the luxury of its original. If anything, the memory of his face grows stronger and sharper – even as the black pointy beard recedes back further and further through time, behind a horizon smudged by steamer smoke.

He will end up in an unmarked grave in Genoa, on the Italian Riviera, its location known only by his widow, Marie Cecilia. An Auckland groundskeeper’s daughter, she will outlive her husband by thirty-three years and do somewhat better with a grave – modest, but marked by a prodigiously flowering pink cyclamen. (Lewis has seen the photo.)

The painter wouldn’t care to be remembered like that, Lewis thinks, closing the books that have accumulated around him, silencing them. He is, after all, Tusiata. A smudge through time, an unfinished tattoo.

Instinctively he looks up for Mary, with her elegant tilting neck and intelligent eyes. An attendant would do – anyone to share his discovery with. But he finds himself all alone in the Pacific Room. With just these words stirring to life, to bloom briefly in this room rained on by memory.

It wasn’t until he moved to Sydney in his late twenties that Lewis nearly lost his virginity. Over dinner at No Names, he and Mary had drunk a bottle of wine between them and he noticed then that the powerful teeth and jaw she employed each lunchtime now produced a smile so reckless it seemed to stretch across her face, which was pleasantly flushed and furry.

She had accompanied him home. When together they had stretched out along his parents’ old black leather couch, he had felt the stirring of something deep within him, distinct from the feeling of panic that next brought him swiftly to his feet.

Later his doctor would tell him how his libido had been neutered by his mix of medications, as though it was something surgically removed from his brain. But at the time it was inexplicable, this quick succession of feelings – the death of desire. When he eventually saw Mary off in a taxi, what he missed most was the way their bodies had spooned so perfectly together.

When he finally looks up, it’s not Mary he sees but the skylight above. In the grey-green of late afternoon something else is absent. The glass has drawn clear, and he realises: the rain has stopped. At once he feels the muscles in his face relaxing, and then he does something quite unimaginable. He smiles.

After his time in the library, it’s as though the figure in the portrait has finally begun to shift and smudge, the painting’s surface breaking down to reveal the chalky residue of the original outline buried beneath.

The Pacific Room has taken him back to the teeth of the canvas itself, its raw weave ready to absorb the world anew, thirsty for new brushstrokes. He’s learnt as much from this absent portrait – that it’s all about looking and listening, gathering the voices around him, conducting this island of voices in his head.


Chapter 29

LORD OF THE NIGHT

Wilhelmina keeps her headphones on as she begins to clear away the books, the music releasing in little curlicues of sound. Tottering on the table, the books threaten to collapse under their own musty weight. On the rare occasion they journey out from their shelves – like they did today with the Australian stranger in his teal-coloured shorts – she longs for the moment their covers snap shut and they can be slid back into place, to occupy their slivers of darkness again.

She feels a pleasurable emptying out as her head fills with sound and she returns the last of the books to their homes. Dionne’s smoky voice soon expands in the space, feeling its edges and filling out the little grooves and bumps along the shelves.

She feels close to the vocals this afternoon, even if in a sense all the songs she hears are the same. Dionne is always walking down a street, trying to hide her feelings.

Just tell me that we’re through …

After a sleepless night and a slow-moving day, the song’s emotion is all she can feel. The previous evening at Tropicana had panned out not unexpectedly – in a trail of beer and cigarettes which lit up the dawn. With the Australian set off safely in his taxi, she and Tara had sat out on the darkened deck, their umbrella an island in the rain as they reprised the wedding, playing out its trio of sadness. From Shema’s viewpoint to Henry’s to Teuila’s they had shifted, taking it in turns – even re-enacting the ceremony, with Tara substituting a tablecloth for a veil.

‘Shema never had it so good,’ she spluttered over a sudden heavy downpour of rain.

Wilhelmina played Teuila, mimicking perfectly her slumped shoulders and downcast looks. Even the way she let her tears run, unfettered, down her face was like Teuila. But they were real. For Wilhelmina sees it as her duty to serve Teuila by channelling her, to love her by inhabiting her soul, to feel her sadness, but also to imagine a different future – a future where Teuila and Henry might be together, not through.

It’s four o’clock and closing time for the Pacific Room. Wilhelmina always feels reluctant to leave. She’s been entrusted with the words in these books – just as Dionne has been entrusted with the lyrics to Burt Bacharach’s songs. She accepts them with good grace and respect, even though they don’t always respect her in return.

It strikes Wilhelmina how Dionne might lose her man in the end, but she always gets the song; she says a little prayer. So Wilhelmina thinks as she puts the last of the books away and turns the photocopier off, its lights trailing off and its trays rattling into silence. The books might hunker down in darkness each night, but come morning she has the power to switch the lights on and summon them. In this way she thinks of every unopened book as an unsung prayer. It’s up to her to release them.

Up through the skylight Wilhelmina can see the canopy of the coral trees outside. As she turns off the light, all she sees are the trees. At once the bookstands retreat into peoplesized shadows, shyly circling the reading table which holds the last of the light. With everything where it should be, everything back in its place, history can at last recede into the distance and the room begins to fill with a different kind of knowledge.

As Wilhelmina locks the library doors for the day, she imagines the forest spilling once more down to the sea.

It was her father, and his father before him, who had told her the lesson of the trees: to admire the gatae not for their coral blossom but for their scabby bark – a precious balm for centipede bites. And it was her great-grandfather Carl who had first passed down the story of the forest: how, being a volcanic island, each plant had journeyed from far across the water to arrive here – by person, bird or bat.

With a fantastic fanned moustache and deep worried eyes, Carl was a botanist employed by one of the large German trading houses, Godeffroy & Son. This was in the days when the forest met the sea, and people moved around the island more freely by boat. Apart from the steam train that hauled copra to the harbour, the colonial powers had barely left a trace on the mountain’s dark canopy of green.

Drawn to the forest, Carl was a chronicler of every leaf, which he’d mark in extraordinarily precise German script. Wilhelmina remembers him with a photograph she keeps in her bedroom, at her place beyond the yacht club, a vinetangled house with its own secret garden.

In this photograph Carl – dwarfed by monster taro leaves on the mountain road – is comically clutching a spear. But what really endears this quaint figure to Wilhelmina is the grass skirt he has carefully wrapped around his trousers, colonising his sturdy German thighs. These thighs he had passed down to her, along with the photo – and, of course, her name, that of his mother back in Münster, who waited patiently for a son who would never return.

She closes the door. The sun is already beating a path to the mountain glowering softly behind her, the sky teetering towards twilight. Away from the bustle of the main road, Wilhelmina takes the shadowy path along the foreshore. She moves slowly past the tomb of the unknown German soldier, towards the yacht club and its languid flotilla of boats. To her right, the harbour is a darkening wash at her feet.

Passed along with Carl’s photograph was the story of how he had watched the great storm ebb here on the edge of the harbour. It was March 1889, and boat debris littered the narrow strip of sand at Carl’s feet, the language of their cargo – English, German, American – ridiculously mashed up like a child’s nursery rhyme. In the end, the hurricane had spared no nation.

She walks on past the graveyard of boats, the white hull of the Nike 2 glowing blue at dusk. Just do it … She turns up the volume on her headphones. Bursting through the twilight, gently ripping it, comes the sound of Dionne’s voice, emptying it out, finding its own horizon line.

Before his death Carl had drawn up plans for a secret garden. It was to be something modest during the day, almost plain, bordered by ylang-ylang trees and furnished with shrubs with names more beautiful than their unremarkable foliage: the moso‘oi and alii o po, or lord of the night. But in darkness these plants would flower with the most intoxicating of blooms. Their beauty was best appreciated with the eyes closed, beheld by the mind, on a still night with the faintest of breezes. It was to be Carl’s fragrant garden.

But as Wilhelmina nears the yacht club all she can smell are the fish fingers grilling on the deck out the back, and then, a few steps more, just the sharp brine of the sea.

Up past the club, and there’s no mistaking her house. Alone on the point, it rears up like some primordial beast, a modest shack made palatial by the vegetation that grows up and around it, surfing its walls and roof. So dense is the tangle that it’s impossible to make out any windows or doors, not even an entry – just a TV antenna that points up into the twilight sky, waving shyly with fala fala vine.

With each step she visualises not only what is past, but also the semblance of a future, thinking of Carl, but also asking, always asking: What would Teuila do? As if each step will bring her closer to what she desires.

After dinner and perhaps a movie or two, if the wind isn’t blowing too strongly from the sea, the vines will loosen and the house will open up to the sweet stirrings of Carl’s secret garden. It’s the scent Wilhelmina imagines coming to Teuila as Henry tumbles in through her open window, the air swelling with moso’oi and alii o po, three-dimensional in the darkness. She imagines desire smelling like this.

And it’s to this fragrant forest that Wilhelmina longs to return.


Chapter 30

THE BODY CATCHER

Just as the rain summons him, so it takes him away. It tricks Teuila into sleep and into thinking that life hasn’t stopped, that she won’t wake up alone under the glare of a naked light bulb, a Miss Tutti Frutti sash pinned limply above her door.

He came to her in a dream that shifted seamlessly through time. School days hunting geckos along Leififi’s grassy fence. Sweeping across the harbour to the grey HMNZS Resolution. The ship was anchored and empty – a maze of fluoro-lit corridors down which she ran, wrapped in a length of boa, shedding pink feathers in her wake. At the centre of the maze was Henry, standing on the mess hall stage in his ill-fitting wedding suit. Singing.

Every dream ends this way, with Henry just beyond her reach, struggling for the high notes of ‘Greatest Love of All’.

Teuila wakes in the suspended stillness following rain. At first she wonders if he had come to her like a moetotolo, a sleep crawler who had crept into her bed, for she can still feel his body’s warmth on the sheets. Above her the floral curtains flood with reflected light. But the calmness of the scene teases her, bringing her to a sudden panic.

She has overslept. Peering out through a crack in the curtains she sees the sun is retreating from the garden already, climbing to the sky-blue banner she had strung up the year before: In the end / My Immaculate Heart / Will Triumph.

She must hurry.

Quickly she calls for a taxi. It is Tara, sniffing, who answers.

‘Please tell him to come straight away. I don’t care if the soccer game is on. Tell him I will reward him handsomely next week.’

No wonder the driver – whose beeping horn prompts her to stub out another half-smoked Consulate – is happy to take her the short distance up the hill.

She lights another cigarette as they begin their climb, the driver’s earring glistening in the evening light.

Turned down low, Dolly Parton is singing ‘I Believe in Santa Claus’, the lyrics bursting through the dusk like birdsong.

Dreamily she flicks ash out the window, releasing a trail of little orange sparks.

‘Meeting anyone special?’ the driver asks.

Behind her right ear is a red hibiscus which bobs like a drunken promise in the back of the cab. On the seat next to her is a duty-free bag, its transparent plastic revealing the silver canister of Chivas Regal nestled within.

‘Just Klaus,’ she says, staying true to her name, dissembling in the trailing light.

When they eventually come to a stop along the Road of Loving Hearts, Teuila leans in so close to the driver she can smell the shampoo still drying in his hair.

With a sigh she whispers into the dark space above his diamond: ‘I’ll give you your Christmas present next week – long and slow.’

The mountain is darkening. Through the canopy of ifilele overhead she sees the sunshine slowly withdrawing, climbing up the scaly trunks of the trees, draining the forest of colour and light, turning it sepia at her feet.

She knows she must escape the darkness lest she drown in it. She also knows she must take the shorter of the two tracks, the one straight up to the right, which after nearly a day of rain appears running with mud.

She tests the track with her heel, feels the sucking of traction, and begins to pull her body up.

Ahead the shadows of the forest seem murky at first – as unfathomable as the strange shapes she woke to in her bedroom as a child, waiting for cognition to set them right. Then gradually the fala fala vines and ‘ie‘ie sharpen into view. From the corner of her eye she sees a rhinoceros beetle rear up on its miniature legs, ready to pounce.

She breathes the forest in. She could climb this mountain just by smell, this scent of leaves and earth as deep as the sea.

Today it’s as if a giant hand is lifting her up – the pull is that strong. Sometimes she will slip back and a branch will snag at her clothing, lashing her, but adrenaline inures her to the sting. Sometimes her balance is lost with the weight of the duty-free bag she is holding and she falls to her knees, blood mixing with mud, but she feels the lightness of rising, the lightness of air.

Even when climbing the mountain she carries the sensation of seeing it from afar. As a child she was told the story of Vaea’s special power, glimpsed every now and then from the east at dusk. On these occasions the mountain was said to emit a strange pink glow from the place of Tusitala’s tomb, a rosy beacon in the sky. This is the image she carries in her head as she rises up through the mountain.

With each step she grows more attuned to the cargo she is carrying, the whisky container and its silver saint – her saviour.

When the sketch had come crashing down at her mother’s house, at first she saw it as an omen, a decisive and logical break with her past. Now she sees it as an opening, the possibility to change. During his time at Vailima, Henry had helped with the framing of its memorabilia, some posters and one or two drawings. It will give her another reason for meeting him at the summit at dusk. To ask his advice and defer to his judgement, to watch him unravel the little drawing with his fingers and see what she sees harboured there in charcoal. Seeking not just the sketch of a stranger, monstrously moustached, but the soul of her ancestor. An imp to be bottled again under glass.

She is beyond tired now but branches haul her with their ropy arms. High up, flying foxes veer from tree to tree, spreading the ‘ie‘ie, thickening the forest.

I am as naked as a leaf, she thinks, a single lau in an ocean of trees.

She has always been led by the forest, through a path never clear, found by touch, fumbling, rather than sight.

‘When I was six or seven,’ she told Klaus one night at the embassy, alone with Sarah Vaughan playing and a bottle of whisky, ‘I realised I was something more than the other boys and girls in my class. Something separate and floating in between. I realised I had something different in me, which is the fa‘afafine side.’

Klaus had been glancing at a pile of visa applications but now he looked up, pursing his lips. For him, childhood was a site of practical biology rather than mystery.

‘So at primary school, did you wear a girl’s uniform or a boy’s?’

She could picture it hanging in her mother’s wardrobe like the shed skin of her former self – the navy shorts and starched white shirt embalmed in clear plastic and smelling of camphor. Something never talked about but always felt.

‘Sometimes I used to wear girls’ clothing during a fiafia,’ she replied. ‘People in those days knew you were a fa‘afafine but you had to wait for the right time, the right age. Those days were all right for me – I was never forced to be somebody else.’

‘And your parents?’

‘They were fine. Because I have two older brothers, they never felt they were losing a son, only gaining a longed-for daughter. In our culture it comes as naturally as breathing – opening up to the fa‘afafine side, to the possibility of something more. But Teuila had to wait.’

Klaus took a sip of his whisky, then asked: ‘When did you know it was the right time?’

‘When Henry came to my school – his family had moved across from Savai‘i when I was fourteen or fifteen. He didn’t know it at the time, because he was still too busy chasing geckos, but he allowed me to be something outside of myself – to become the shape of … me.’

A pale patina of mould had begun to spread itself across the record’s grooves, making Sarah Vaughan’s voice seem furry and faraway.

‘Fascinating rhythm,’ Klaus began to sing in deep German baritone. ‘Fa‘afafine, just like a lady.’

Teuila stared silently into her scotch. The ice had melted, turning it the colour of tea. Her memories were spent.

A week later, at their next embassy date, he brought along Tusitala’s collected stories, The Body Snatcher and Other Tales, as if he needed the Scottish writer’s words to mediate the meaning of her story.

Sarah Vaughan’s Night Song was once again playing as he began to read, cupping the book in his large liver-spotted hands.

As she listened, Teuila’s attention soon moved to the inky drawing on the cover. To her it resembled Tusitala’s tomb, this old picture of a coffin hovering on planks above an open grave. The earth around the grave was freshly dug and crisscrossed with two abandoned shovels.

Graves to her were like friends, patient keepers of time and memory. She lived with her father’s every day. She couldn’t think of anything more abhorrent than its violation.

As Klaus continued reading, the words seemed to lie there like the shovels in the picture:

With every day, and from both sides of my intelligence, the moral and intellectual, I thus drew steadily nearer to that truth, by whose partial discovery I have been doomed to such a dreadful shipwreck: that man is not truly one, but truly two.

Klaus finished reading just as Sarah Vaughan’s voice began fading into silence, and Teuila looked up a little frightened, not knowing what to say. Staring at the book’s cover she wanted to pat down the earth, to let what had been snatched rest in peace.

Again he prodded her, motioning to the record player, the needle bobbing over the dark shiny disc. ‘Don’t you see? It’s just like that record has two sides, A and B.’

She then snatched the thing from his hands, seeking out the name of the artist on the back of the book. Her finger traced the fine print along the edge of the picture: ‘Coffin on a Grave (detail) by Caspar David Friedrich, ca. 1836’.

She thought of her snatched soul then as Caspar – the boy in the starched white shirt and navy shorts. Caspar the friendly ghost.

Still, she didn’t know how to answer Klaus in words, and they both sat there in silence as the record played itself out.

It took a few days to find the right ones. And then a few more days to have the words hand-stitched across the metres of waterproof fabric bought from Chan Mow & Co. But Teuila eventually answered Klaus with the sign she erected high above her front garden.

It was a sky-blue banner strung up between two poles, across which floated cursive script:

In the end

My Immaculate Heart

Will Triumph

Ahead of her the figure bursts rudely through the foliage, shattering the stillness, sliding and falling, impatient for sea level. He is rough-hewn and ruddy-faced, this stranger dressed in red jogging shorts, this stranger who looks Henry’s age, sliding and falling towards her.

The track is narrow, just a crack between the leaves, as if the forest has granted them just this tiny threshold for their bodies to pass through.

Seeing her he stops, loosening the neck of his Michigan Wolverines T-shirt, then pulling up the hem as a fan – revealing the soft white pillow of his belly. She half expects his heart to leap out, so noisy is his breathing, enough for both of them in this small cleft of forest. Quickly the air fills with his smell, like an orange gone mouldy.

She doesn’t know how to negotiate this sudden brush with maleness, how it can be acknowledged and brought to a satisfactory close.

She reaches out, tentative, but his eyes drop quickly to her duty-free bag and then to his sneakers, grown huge and clownish by their clods of mud.

‘Here,’ she says, giving him her spare hand, more assertive this time, the charm bracelet tinkling in the stillness.

Only after a moment does he awkwardly accept, snatching at her wrist as if it were merely a branch or a length of vine.

He clenches tighter as he manouevres around her, slipping slightly in the mud, growing hot in the face, the same red as his shorts.

She matches his strength, easing him down, setting him into motion again.

All he can summon is a short grunt as he nudges through to occupy the space below, spilling down into the forest, this American heaven breaker.

‘It’s pretty muddy, lady.’


Chapter 31

THE ROAD OF LOVING HEARTS

Lewis’s mind blanches white, a blanket of snow. Alone in the back of the cab, he feels like the old man in the library, quietly uncluttering the world. In the failing light outside, the harbour eventually slips from view.

On leaving the library, moments before, Lewis was struck by another fleeting glimpse of his brother. This time the figure formed a bold arabesque, attention-seeking as usual. His brother’s face was flushed with excitement and held only briefly by the glass, trapped then released by the swing of the doors. ‘Look,’ he seemed to say. ‘There is our mountain!’ Framed within the mirrored doors as they settled back into place was Mount Vaea, beckoning with a soft pink glow.

Turning off the main road, the car begins to shudder as they move tentatively down a bumpy trail of trees. Lewis’s head knocks on the roof of the cab, momentarily slowing his thoughts. The Road of Loving Hearts – he can just make out the sign.

‘I’ll get out here,’ he tells the driver, proffering a handful of tala notes.

Nestling in the shrubbery is a small plaque, and as Lewis stoops to read, he becomes aware of another taxi, also empty, reversing back out to the main road.

The writing on the plaque is faint and cursive, painted long ago.

We bear in mind the surprising kindness of Tusitala and his loving care during our tribulation while in prison. We have therefore provided a type of gift that will endure without decay forever – the road we have constructed.

Listed below are half a dozen chiefly names. Lewis recognises only one: Mata‘afa, the Scottish writer’s friend, who had proclaimed his rebel kingdom in the jungle. The Germans deported him to the Marquesas not long after the painting of the portrait.

Despite the rain, the road is hard as arrow tips. Cushioned by his Birkenstocks, Lewis takes off in the direction of the departing sun.

‘It’s pretty muddy, man.’

The young man, swimming in sweat, has descended from the right, just as Lewis comes to an abrupt fork in the path. The young man’s clothes are caked in dirt and leaves; his plump face mottled crimson.

The path he came down ascends steeply through slushy steps and soft spilling banks. Moments before Lewis had briefly thought about turning back, beginning to slip in his sandals, but he considers himself fitter than the slightly overweight American kid suddenly presented before him.

Lewis thanks him for his concern and moves on.

He takes the slower path to the left, his eyes angling up through the foliage. Here he feels part of a larger variegated patterning of darkness and light. Even the tree trunks appear camouflaged, as is the trail ahead, which at times vanishes altogether behind clumps of mossy boulders and sly mountain turns. Soon the sky disappears, and he’s left with the impression of earth pressing infinitely upwards.

He becomes sensitive to the flow of his body through space. Not so much climbing as swimming, though tougher on his calves. Up current he travels, over slippery overturned trees and rain-engorged puddles that appear more like lakes across which his body must paddle in a repeating pattern of stroke, breath, stroke, breath. Vailima, he remembers, means five rivers. Up here there’s more water than earth.

The forest is never still. Pausing every now and then on his journey, Lewis thinks he can hear it growing, wrapping itself around his sentient body. Overhead a single birdcall unzips the space around him – the soft ooh-ooh-ooh ending in a rapid oo-oo. The blackest of lizards slithers at his feet.

So when he turns a quiet corner of the mountain it’s as if his senses have already created the giant banyan tree looming there. He feels stilled by this thing that hovers in the mineral air, its roots as massive and tangled as a gothic cathedral. From one of its upper boughs a bird’s-nest fern explodes. It’s as if anything is plausible here in the forest; he feels both giant and dwarf.

In these alternating shifts of slowness and swiftness Lewis proceeds; always in the back of his mind lies the thought that if he looks hard enough, he might catch the aitu.


Chapter 32

A SHIPWRECK OF LEAVES

He wakes to the sound of no more rain. Out through the grime of the porthole he can see a single seagull swoop through the dimming sky. Soon darkness will fall, when the whole of the Pacific gives way to dreams of sea and sleep and slowness. But this is his time – the time he can move with sepia swiftness.

The boat creaks as he walks – or rather, Henry moves within its water-warped spaces, a mouldy cavity his figure passes through. Up and out and he hardly needs to duck his head, so perfectly formed is he for this tiny space, and then he’s out on deck, the wedding-suited captain of the Nike 2.

The deck is angled up, as if cresting a wave, so to get to the prow is like climbing a hill. As he begins to mount the deck he wonders if the weight of his body will bring it crashing down, to attain the precarious balance of a seesaw. But the boat doesn’t budge and he continues to teeter in midair.

When he finally jumps down, the thud of the earth sends his body into shock. Landfall is always jarring like this, like waking from a vivid dream. It can leave him feeling flatfooted, this sudden meeting with the shore, ill-prepared as he is for a reality so unyielding, for a life not at sea.

He looks up at the strangely distended hull, beached among a graveyard of boats just before the yacht club on the point. The Nike 2 had been shelter from the rain as the world receded back through curtains of water; his escape hatch.

He stands barefoot on the sodden grass, swimming in his wedding suit. After nearly a day cradled in the bunk of the boat, and still wet from the rain, it’s even more ill-fitting than before, as if the man who wore it yesterday is not the man wearing it today; it’s the skin of his former self. He sails forth in his sagging seams.

It had happened as simply as looking out the window. Yesterday at the altar he had stared up at Mount Vaea and felt it deep down – just as Teuila had promised the feeling would be. Instantly he knew. He knew the wedding was a mistake and that he must wend his way back to the thing he loved.

Teuila had told him to stay in the moment: ‘focus so intently on what you want that all else falls away.’ All the faces in the church had blurred, a sea that had been miraculously parted by his will. It had cracked down the middle, this former reality of his life, and down it he had gratefully escaped.

He can’t remember running, just slipping like water down a drain, falling to find its own level. From the church he had skimmed the food markets, moving within the shade of the umbrellas, past the pyramids of tobacco and taro roots wrenched rudely from the earth, with the cheese smell of breadfruit drying in the sun. Something like a rip had taken hold of him, for it felt more like swimming, and he didn’t struggle against the current.

Which is how he had washed up at the bus depot by the harbour, each bus a brightly coloured boat of desire, a debris of words. Lurking between the Laumosooi Breeze and Lady Lanuvea he had found a reef of shadow as dark as his wedding suit. From there he had followed the grinning skull of Blue Machine through a whirl of exhaust smoke, and with it he had dispersed into the park beyond. Between him and the point, the peninsula was potholed with tombs and their memories, which merged with the long shadows cast by the trees. Like an arrow he took up only as much space as necessary as he swept along.

He had almost reached the yacht club when he recognised the laughter of his high school friends Joe, Mr T and Leon – probably onto their third beers out on the deck. He couldn’t face them, not then, for in marrying Shema he would have also been marrying them. He couldn’t even begin to explain things to their unbelieving faces, so instinctive had his actions been. So he turned around, but he couldn’t go back to town. At that moment the Nike 2 offered herself up as a vessel to dream in, and sometime soon after that the world turned to water.

From then until now he was suspended, but suspended in his medium. He is the hydrographer, after all: the plumber of ocean depths. If nothing else he knows how long to hold his breath and wait for the right moment to swim up and break the surface.

It’s his time now, these last minutes before night, when shapes swim and surface. When Henry can assume the shape he wants to be. Down the peninsula he moves seamlessly in shadow. Slivers like a gecko. Slung like a spear.

Past the yacht club now and he can hear the laughter from the deck – raucous and ribald – but this time he isn’t scared. With each step along the road he can feel that life being left behind, becoming smaller and smaller, insignificant in his slipstream.

Above him a small plane twists in the sky, its buzzing growing fainter, as if draining the last of the sun. Soon nothing comes between him and the point except the house itself.

The roar of the surf on the reef isn’t so distant now. Nor is the smell of the ocean. But this scent lingers with something closer at hand, of earth and roots and leaves. It’s a preposterous tangle, like a shipwreck of leaves, something both marooned here and cast adrift. What the house harbours he scarcely knows himself. It beckons like a buoy on the horizon, marking depth and distance, telescoping time.

As a guide at Vailima, it had angered him how beholden they all were to Tusitala’s story – to the hand of history. As if their own lives didn’t matter. Now he longs for a future without a past and maybe not even a future, just a present, where nothing comes between them, between their bodies and breath. For at three o’clock in the morning he will tap on the window and let the fragrance of her garden in. This is all he wants. Wilhelmina.


Chapter 33

THE WIDE AND STARRY SKY

The higher he gets, the lower his eyes train over the ground – first to the tiny green ants that race up the trunks of trees, as if the forest is made up of these tiny souls scurrying skyward. Then to the moss that seems to cover everything; he thinks, If I stop even a minute now to rest, it will cover me too like a blanket of snow.

The higher he gets, the louder the humming in his ear. It goes on for several turns of the mountain until, through a sudden break in the canopy, he catches a glimpse of its source. It’s a small propeller plane calmly ascending the eddies of mountain air. Turning slowly on its side, it glows in the sky as bright as a sunspot.

For a moment the sky opens up.

A year after the crash, while doing his HSC, Lewis had watched the home-movie footage of the last moments of Air New Zealand Flight 901. There was a giddiness to the scene as heads gathered around windows, hair backlit by the blinding light of the snowy scene outside, the camera gliding with a giddy bounce. He’d imagined heaven to look like this.

Somewhere unseen in the shadows were his mother, father and brother. In the days that followed he’d gone off to do his exams as planned, Aunt Agatha proffering a small white pill he later realised was Valium. All he remembers now is a summer of dreamless sleeps. He feels their loss like an absent limb.

He slows, stopping in his muddy tracks. Reaching up to mop his brow, he realises he’s been crying.

Was this what Wilhelmina was staring at so intently, looking to prise from his eyes?

‘Are you okay, Lewis?’ she had asked as they huddled together under the giant mango tree. ‘Are you comfortable with us?’

It was the simplest, most direct question, but impossible to answer.

‘Do I look strange?’ he found himself responding.

Her eyes took him in, in one long blink. ‘Let your mind relax,’ she said, ‘and let the stories in.’

It dawns on him now how nothing remains buried forever.

In his early twenties, with his hair and eyebrows dyed blue-black, he’d been discovered in the Dunedin Botanic Garden wearing one of Aunt Agatha’s thick woollen coats. It was a hot summer’s day and he was found hugging an old elm, the unnatural radiance of his face matching the electric blue of his aunt’s coat. To the cautiously approaching policeman he was heard to declare: ‘I want to kill my brother.’

Lewis was put on lithium at first, turning his lurching frame into a mental mouse – at once everything about him began to contract and shake, bringing his field of view down to the size of a postage stamp. It was as if an earthquake had passed beneath his trembling hands and knees while all his attentions were fixed on this tiny invisible thing. He walked as if slowly travelling this fault line in his mind.

After a year he was back in his university supervisor’s fluoro-lit office. He was now on a new medication which had the effect of plumping him up, greying his hair and manicuring his memories. His PhD supervisor – a pale, thin-lipped man who later died of a rare tropical disease in Mexico – suggested a change of tack. Nerli, it was decided. Yes, there was much work to be done on the painter Nerli.

He thinks how the portrait is the very opposite of this vinetangled forest through which he dives, mud splashing his calves like paint. All this the writer’s room cannot contain.

He thinks how, in this way, Nerli captured a perfect likeness: we are each defined by our opposite. It’s a strange relief knowing this as he continues his slow, imperceptible climb.


Chapter 34

NIGHT SONG

The track ahead is submerged in darkness. For an outsider, there is no hint of what lies ahead, so inscrutable is the dense foliage. But Teuila has climbed Mount Vaea enough times to know that around the next bend or two the summit will reveal itself miraculously like an ocean giving way to an island, a solitary speck of space marked by the sign: Western Union Money Transfer.

As she nears the top she doesn’t know what comes first – the song or the memory of the song. But as the dusk sky opens overhead, the lines of Sarah Vaughan come rushing to her.

Where do you go, when you feel

That your brain is on fire?

Limned by the island’s outline, she and Henry had laid here, submerged in the yellow-green shadows of the breadfruit trees. It’s as if the mountain top has been designed for just two bodies at rest.

Across the headstone they’d written their names, adding them to the other scrawls and scratchings over time, marking it like a tattoo.

Where do you go, when you don’t even know

What it is you desire?

It’s like returning home: the whitewashed tomb carries the bluish hue of her night-time sheets. She hangs the duty-free bag in the trees and eases herself down. While the sun has tracked to the tops of the trees, the cement is still surprisingly warm. Stretching out, she can feel it along her spine, down through her legs. Only now does she notice the fine lacing of cuts, like an unfinished tattoo.

Letting her hand spill over the chalky edge, she closes her eyes.

She tries to think of nothing, and then wonders if such a thing is possible, preferring to slip into va, the space in between.

She becomes aware of the distant sound of a plane. The sound grows louder and louder until she can feel its dark undercarriage pass over her, casting a cold shadow, as if she were underwater and looking up at the hull of a ship. Then as the sky erases all traces of it, she starts to sing.

From behind her ear she takes the hibiscus and brings it up to her eyes, twirling the stem around in her fingers, casting everything in a warm reddish glow, and for a moment she imagines the scene as he approaches the peak, being drawn by this rosy light.

As the night comes, and the town awakes,

Sounds of children calling, and the squeal of brakes …

It’s only when her lungs and diaphragm work in tandem, channelling the mountain air and transmitting it as song, that she feels truly alive: her heartbeat made manifest. And if songs are receptacles of breath, then teaching Henry to sing, with her prescribed notation of stops and starts, had bottled hers. All he has to do is open his mouth to release her.

Music, but a lonely song,

When you can’t help wondering:

Where do I belong?

Around her she can feel the wings of a flying fox stroke the air, coaxing the surrounding darkness, and for a moment she stops singing. Closer comes the rustle of breadfruit leaves, just behind her, and she cranes her neck around to see.

She is both scared and fearless, holding the flower to her eyes. Her heart begins to race then steadies, scanning the trees with her eyes, staring so intently until a figure begins to emerge slowly from the shadow of leaves.

There is no need to hurry, she thinks, as they have all the time in the world to declare themselves.

As he leans in from the trees, her first instinct is to name him, so tall and silvery is the stranger, leaning towards the reflected light of the tomb. In his peacock-coloured shorts and German sandals he could be Caspar David Friedrich, she thinks, leaning in from the distance.


Chapter 35

THE BOTTLE IMP

His fingers were never this pliant, Sosimo thinks. Always jabbing and darting or disappearing into the velvety folds of his coat. Never this soft, Sosimo thinks, as he weaves them together across the stillness of his master’s breast. Tinged by tobacco, they could be frangipani petals, a faint yellow yielding to white.

It is only now with Tusitala resting in state, royally wrapped in siapo cloth, that the great hall seems finally finished. Everything was building up to this moment, Sosimo thinks. All that anguished race through time. The portrait. The flying cloud of fear. That is why all these characters had been assembled – wife, mother, stepson and stepdaughter – to hover in the wings like singers in an opera. They had been brought here by Tusitala to witness his death.

Crammed into the one wagon, they had been hauled down the hill by the stepson this morning – telegrams to be tapped, steamer ships to be summoned, and a coffin of densely grained ifilele to be carved, heavier than water. So for the first time he can remember, at least since that time in the forest, Sosimo finds himself alone with his master.

How easily the fingers thread together, all their energy spent, loosening. These same fingers that had twitched with life. He remembers the night they had cranked up the new phonograph player for the visit of the Italian painter, releasing Donizetti’s opera into the air.

‘Perhaps only an Italian can capture a Scottish spirit after all,’ Tusitala said.

Sosimo remembers the unearthly sound of Lucia as she rained out from that gigantic brass horn, drenching them in the sadness of her story.

Her voice had skidded, spun and swooped, crashing into the furniture, rising and falling like a bird caught in their midst. And his master had gone on to tell them the story of Lucia di Lammermoor – how believing her lover to be dead, and forced into marriage, her free-falling soul had turned in on itself, piercing the very part of her that was always meant for him.

It was that voice he had imagined hearing by the spring. It had the rush of the wind and the scale of a mountain, and it found its perfect vessel in Mary’s swooning figure on the rock. Like the Italian painter, he was drawn to the mute mystery of her, the suggestion of sadness in her long sloping shadow, and the triumph of her swift departure. And how her story would always remain here, peculiarly grafted to the place, like wild orchids tufting from the forked branches of trees.

Now the teller of tales is spent, his eyelids untwitching, but still a story issues forth. As he threads the last of the fingers together, Sosimo realises he is humming Lucia’s song. This is not madness, he thinks. No, it is only with these brief pauses for death that life can go on.

Standing up, he lets down his freshly limed hair. It is surprisingly long and tinged with red, dropping effortlessly to below his knees, brushing his pe‘amutu, his unfinished tattoo.

The tattoo was begun years before, when Vailima was still Pineapple Cottage, a two-room shack by the creek, and his father had arranged his marriage to a girl from the local village, Malietoa’s daughter. But Sosimo quickly realised that this was not to be his fate. As he watched the tattoo slowly climb his calf, inking his soul, he felt the calling of his shadow self, someone born to serve and sing, to yield to softness. So when the Scottish writer and his American wife bought Pineapple Cottage, he would defy his father and conjoin, instead, with this double act, his un-inking tattoo but the sketch of an idea now abandoned.

He has not spoken to his father since, such was the shame cast on his family for spurning the German-appointed high chief’s daughter. Some days he wonders if the war in the jungle is just a smokescreen – that if you took away the Germans and the Americans and their insatiable copra trade you would find that it is really about him. Sosimo.

Just a distant plume of smoke outside is enough to tell him that the Germans are closing in on Mata‘afa’s camp. It is commonly known that Mata‘afa is destined for island exile in the graveyard of the Pacific, and that it will be Malietoa’s doing. What is not known, Sosimo thinks, is that deep down Malietoa wishes it was him, as exile is worse than death.

An upstairs window slams. When the wind rushes up from the harbour like this, Sosimo swears he can still hear Aolele’s strange singing sculpture, now strangled by vine and tuitui weed in the kitchen garden.

After the Italian painter’s vanishing, this was the portrait they had been left with. That and – just as camouflaged – the genie of desire that the Italian had let loose from his box of paints.

He still remembers the widow’s strange request made by the fireplace in the writer’s study upstairs. Said with her eyes pressed shut, so he could trace the purplish lines on the backs of her lids.

‘Please comfort him, for I fear his wife no longer can.’

So Sosimo had hatched a plan. He had observed how each afternoon Tusitala would walk to the local swimming hole to practise his flageolet, and it was here Sosimo waited one day, perched on rock and dappled in sun. His hair, freshly scented, spilled over his oiled shoulders, and in place of his usual kilt he wrapped a lavalava.

The first note of Tusitala’s flageolet was his cue, at which point Sosimo revealed himself with a voice of sustained sweetness. Spilling across the water came the soprano sadness of Lucia’s song.

Tusitala quickly stopped playing and looked up. His face had paled as if he had just that moment glimpsed the aitu fafine, and immediately turned on his heels to run. His twiglike legs were surprisingly swift, but Sosimo was alert to the forest and, an adept weaver of shadows, soon caught up with his master. They found themselves trapped by the edge of a stream, one of Vailima’s five rivers, and three small steps across stones offered an escape back to the house.

Sosimo was close to his master now, so close that he could see the red flower in his hair reflected back in Tusitala’s unblinking eyes.

‘My child,’ he said softly, searching out something in Sosimo’s unfinished tattoo. And then, in three quick steps, he was gone.

Sosimo reached over to pick up the flageolet his fleeing master had dropped into the stream, and in that instant he saw another figure appear mirrored in the surface. It was the Italian painter stepping in from the trees.

They would say nothing, the white-flannelled stranger and what he supposed to be the aitu fafine, red-haired in the sun and now singing to him from across the stream. It would live on in the portrait, in a fleck of red in the writer’s painted eye. But most intimately in the little sketch Sosimo would be given on the painter’s departure – quickly framed to distil their secret forever under glass.

His face is the opposite to this now, closed to the world, and strangely becalmed. So Sosimo thinks as he surveys his master’s body this final time.

He notices a finger has sprung up, perhaps in a last act of defiance. It is stubbornly resilient, this last gesture of his master, but in pressing it back down again Sosimo also lays to rest a memory he will carry for the rest of his life.

They say it was a cerebral haemorrhage, a massive stroke, that killed his master, but that does not quite sit with the pacific sweetness that has passed over his face.

And so Sosimo thinks of it as a red teuila flower that bloomed within his body, bursting through his brain.


Chapter 36

REQUIEM

He’s still focused on the ground when he swiftly surfaces through trees. A chloroform calmness envelops him, an immense scrim of green through which the red bursts like a capillary. It’s the darting underbelly of a small bird, Lewis quickly realises, as it rises through the vespertine air.

The crackle of something underfoot brings him back down to earth – the dried-out husks of breadfruit leaves. They appear like tortoises in the darkening light. Beyond the leaves he notices that the lawn is perfectly manicured, and wonders how you could bring a mower all the way up here to the top.

Then with a sudden gust of wind, the leaves scatter and he hears the sound of singing so low it could be crying:

Music, but a lonely song …

The flash of vermillion catches his eye again, but this time it isn’t a bird. They are the red letters floating within a bag of duty-free – CHIVAS REGAL – dangling there in the breeze.

From behind the trees he watches her, waiting for the right moment to reveal himself. Not now. With her face turned away from him, he can look down the length of her body, watching the song play itself down her torso along with the last of the light. Every now and then her toes tremble and rearrange themselves, as if the song is held there for a moment before being released to the air.

He doesn’t dare move. Just to draw this moment out, drawing it out to the distant point where music becomes silence and the light fades and the sky deepens and departs.

Even when the singing stops he can hear the song of her breathing. The sound draws him in until it’s all that he hears on this last island of light.

It’s in the final moments that he can see most clearly. In a blink it will be gone.


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I am in agreement with Robert Louis Stevenson, who wrote that ‘every book is, in an intimate sense, a circular letter to the friends of him who writes it. They alone take his meaning; they find private messages, assurances of love, and expressions of gratitude dropped for them in every corner.’

I would also like to thank: Steve Waterson who, with serendipity, sent me on assignment to Samoa in 2005; the Australia Council for the Arts who assisted subsequent research trips to Apia and Pago Pago; Alosina Ropati and the open-hearted fa‘afafine community who welcomed me back; James S. Winegar and the staff of the Robert Louis Stevenson Museum at Vailima; Sia Figiel and Dan Taulapapa McMullin as important early readers of the manuscript; Varuna, The Writers’ House for a fellowship to further develop the novel; John Murphy in steering me back to the treasures of the Mitchell Library Reading Room; Leo Tanoi for his generous cultural insights and offerings; Brian Castro and Peter Hill for their kind words; and Barry Scott and Penelope Goodes for their belief and skill in finally bringing the book to fruition.

Tusitala’s life and writings were seminal to the creation of this work of fiction, as were the shadowy brushstrokes of Girolamo Pieri Nerli, and Roger Neill’s Robert Louis Stevenson and Count Nerli in Samoa: The Story of a Portrait (1997) and Michael Dunn’s Nerli: An Italian Painter in the South Pacific (2005) were particularly invaluable resources.

Final acknowledgements go to the wonderful and often thankless custodians of both these slingers of ink – the patient and attentive staff of the Pacific Room at the Nelson Memorial Public Library in Apia, and the Special Collections area of Sydney’s Mitchell Library Reading Room.


[image: images]

Michael Fitzgerald lives on a lush gully in Sydney’s eastern suburbs. He first journeyed to Samoa in 2005 as arts editor for the South Pacific edition of Time, and has since worked as a magazine editor for Art & Australia, Photofile and now Art Monthly Australasia. His writing has appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald, Australian Financial Review and Harper’s Bazaar. The Pacific Room is his first novel.

OPS/images/author.jpg





OPS/images/pub1.jpg
FSC 1ol coorens





OPS/images/pub.jpg
rinsit loange)





OPS/images/cover.jpg
NQ MICHAEL
J FITZGERALD





