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Louis Becke
Pakia / 1901

Late one evening, when the native village was wrapped in slumber, Temana and I brought our
sleeping-mats down to the boat-shed, and spread them upon the white, clinking sand. For here, out
upon the open beach, we could feel a breath of the cooling sea-breeze, denied to the village houses
by reason of the thick belt of palms which encompassed them on three sides. And then we were away
from Malepa's baby, which was a good thing in itself.

Temana, tall, smooth-limbed, and brown-skinned, was an excellent savage, and mine own good
friend. He and his wife Malepa lived with me as a sort of foster-father and mother, though their united
ages did not reach mine by a year or two.

When Malepa's first baby was born, she and her youthful husband apologised sincerely for
the offence against my comfort, and with many tears prepared to leave my service. But although I
was agreeable to let Malepa and her little bundle of red-skinned wrinkles go, I could not part with
Temana, so I bade her stay. She promised not to let the baby cry o' nights. Poor soul. She tried her
best; but every night—or rather towards daylight—that terrible infant would raise its fearsome voice,
and wail like a foghorn in mortal agony.

We lit our pipes and lay back watching a moon of silvered steel poised 'midships in a cloudless
sky. Before us, unbroken in its wide expanse, save for two miniature islets near the eastern horn of
the encircling reef, the glassy surface of the sleeping lagoon was beginning to quiver and throb to
the muffled call of the outer ocean; for the tide was about to turn, and soon the brimming waters
would sink inch by inch, and foot by foot from the hard, white sand, and with strange swirlings and
bubblings and mighty eddyings go tearing through the narrow passage at eight knots an hour.

Presently we heard a footfall upon the path which led to the boat-shed, and then an old man,
naked but for his #i#i, or waist-girdle of grass, came out into the moonlight, and greeted us in a
quavering, cracked voice.

"Aue! white man, my dear friend. So thou and Temana sit here in the moonlight!"

"Even so, Pakfa, most excellent and good old man. Sit ye here beside us. Nay, not there, but
here on mine own mat. So. Hast thy pipe with thee?"

The ancient chuckled, and his wrinkled old face beamed as he untwisted a black and stumpy
clay from his perforated and pendulous ear-lobe, which hung full down upon his shoulder, and, turning
it upside down, tapped the palm of his left hand with it.

"See!" he said, with another wheezing, half-whispered, half-strangled laugh, "see and hear the
emptiness thereof! Nothing has been in its belly since cockcrow. And until now have I hungered for
a smoke. Twice did I think to come to thee to-day and ask thee for kaitalafu (credit) for five sticks
of tobacco, but I said to my pipe, 'Nay, let us wait till night time.' For see, friend of my heart, there
are ever greedy eyes which watch the coming and going of a poor old man; and had I gotten the good
God-given tobacco from thee by daylight, friends would arise all around me as I passed through the
village to my house. And then, lo, the five sticks would become but one!"

"Pakia," 1 said in English, as 1 gave him a piece of tobacco and my knife, "you are a
philosopher."

He stopped suddenly, and placing one hand on my knee, looked wistfully into my face, as an
inquiring child looks into the eyes of its mother.

"Tell me, what is that?"

I tried to find a synonym. "It means that you are a tagata poto—a wise man."

The old, brown, bald head nodded, and the dark, merry eyes danced.
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"Aye, aye. Old I may be, and useless, but I have lived—I have lived. And though when I am dead
my children and grandchildren will make a tagi over me, I shall laugh, for I know that of one hundred
tears, ninety and nine will be for the tobacco and the biscuit and the rice that with me will vanish!"

He filled and lit his pipe, and then, raising one skinny, tattooed arm, pointed to the moon.

"Hast such a moon as that in papalagi land?"

"Sometimes."

"Aye, sometimes. But not always. No, not always. I know, I know. See, my friend; let us talk.
I am full of talk to-night. You are a good man, and I, old Pakfa, have seen many things. Aye, many
things and many lands. Aye, I, who am now old and toothless, and without oil in my knees and my
elbows, can talk to you in two tongues besides my own.... Temana!"

"Oi, good father Pakia."

"Go away. The white man and I would talk."

I placed my hand on the bald head of the ancient "Temana shall go to the house and bring us
a bottle of grog. We will drink, and then you shall talk. I am one who would learn."

The old man took my hand and patted it "Yes, let us talk to-night And let us drink grog. Grog
is good to drink, sometimes. Sometimes it is bad to drink. It is bad to drink when the swift blood
of youth is in our veins and a hot word calls to a sharp knife. Ah! I have seen it! Listen! Dost hear
the rush of the lagoon waters through the passage? That is the quick, hot blood of youth, when it
is stirred by grog and passion, and the soft touch of a woman's bosom. I know it I know it. But let
Temana bring the bottle. I am not afraid to drink grog with thee
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KoHen 03HakoMuUTEJIbHOT0 (pparmMeHra.

Texkcr npenocrasieH OO0 «JIutPec».

[IpounTaiiTe 3Ty KHUTY LIEJIMKOM, KYIMB IIOJHYIO JIEraJbHYIO Bepcuio Ha JlutPec.

BesomnacHo onnatuTh KHUTY MOKHO OaHKOBCKOM Kaprtoit Visa, MasterCard, Maestro, co cuera
MOOWIIBHOTO TenepoHa, C TUIaTeKHOro tepMuHana, B catone MTC wm Cesi3Hoii, yepes PayPal,
WebMoney, fAunekc.densru, QIWI Komesnek, 60HyCHbIME KapTaMu WX APYTUM YIOOHBIM Bam crio-
COOOM.



https://www.litres.ru/pages/biblio_book/?art=36367494

	Конец ознакомительного фрагмента.

