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CHAPTER I

On a cloudy October night, a motorcar with one passenger in the rear seat was proceeding along the road which skirts the coastal lands on the western side of the island of Tahiti. It was well past midnight and the only light on the narrow winding road was that made by the lamps of the car, illuminating with a magical effect the stems of the coconut palms on either side, the tunnels of foliage passed through from time to time, and the scattered houses that emerged from the gloom ahead and vanished into the yet deeper blackness behind. It was evident that the driver knew the road well, every hole and bump and corrugation, but in attempts to avoid the worst, he struck others which seemed fully as bad to his passenger, who was flung from side to side and sometimes bounced high out of his seat. After one particularly atrocious jolt he leaned forward to speak to the driver.

“Have a heart, Manu! Haeré maru!”

The man turned his head slightly.

“Kind of rough going along this bit,” he called back, cheerily. “The road ain’t no better’n when you left, Chester. All they do is chuck a bit of sand in the holes once in a while.”

“You du-du-don’t need to tell me,” his passenger replied. “Take it easy.”

“Thought you was in a hurry to get home?”

“I am, but you forget what I got back here.”

The driver immediately slowed down. “I wasn’t thinking,” he said, blankly. “He ain’t hurt, is he?”

“Hope not; bu-bu-but another jolt like that last one… Stop a minute. I want to have a look.”

The car was brought to a halt and the driver got out to join his fare, who had turned a small wooden box on the seat beside him. “Got a mori pata?” he asked. Manu nodded, and, lifting the cushion of the front seat, drew out a flash lamp which he handed to the other. Chester switched on the light and the two young men gazed anxiously into the box, enclosed on one side with wooden slats. A cock of brilliant plumage was crouched in a corner of the box. Chester gave a quiet “tuk-tuk-tuk,” and the bird sprang to its feet, regarding its owner fiercely, turning its head from side to side. Its reddish eyes gleamed like gems in the lamplight.

Chester gave a sigh of relief, and turned the box gently once more to protect the cock from the draft.

“He’s all right,” he said. “I was scared for a minute.”

“I never saw such a cock,” Manu said, in an awe-struck voice. “They ain’t nothing on the island can touch him, Chester.”

“Wait till you see him in action,” the other replied, proudly. “But listen, Manu! If ever you say a word about him…! ”

“What do you think I am?” the driver said, indignantly. “Don’t I come from Vaipopo myself?”

“I just wanted to make sure. You can bet your last franc on him, and all you can borrow besides. But it’d be all off if the Taios found out. What they got now?”

“I’ve heard they got a fine cock from Raiatea, but they ain’t fought him yet, and nobody’s seen him.”

“They bragging about him?”

“Bragging!”

“Good. Let ’em. We’ll clean ’em out if we can keep it dark.”

“Don’t worry,” said Manu. “They’ll never hear from me.” He took the wheel again. “Ça y est?”

“Yes, but go slow the rest of the way.”

The driver was now more than careful and they proceeded at not more than fifteen miles an hour. Chester looked out on either side, peering into the darkness more and more eagerly. They had passed through the villages of Faaa and Tarahoi. He’d soon be home now. After a stretch of uninhabited road the first houses of Vaipopo village began to appear and presently the driver slowed down to turn into a grass-grown driveway bordered with untrimmed hibiscus bushes. The moment the turn was made the lights of the car fell full upon a two-story brick house standing some sixty yards back from the road, throwing into pitiless relief, against the background of night, wide ruinous verandas, upstairs and down, a roof of tiles green with age, patched and mended in many places with bits of corrugated iron—every wound and scar which time and hard usage had left upon the ancient dwelling. Manu drew up before the entrance, at a distance of a dozen yards or so, and sounded a shattering blast on his horn. Then he turned in his seat.

“Same old place, Chester. How’s it look to you?”

Chester’s lips began to move rapidly, but for a moment no sound would come. Then he managed to say: “I bu-bu-bu-been all over the world, but I ain’t seen no p-p-p-place that looks so good as this.”

The driver sounded his horn again, blast after raucous blast, and presently heads began to appear at open doors and windows, and a murmur of excited voices increased in volume. A moment later a huge man, his thick grey hair standing awry, bare-chested and barelegged, wearing a waistcloth hanging at an angle, came out on the upstairs veranda. He laid his hands gingerly upon the insecure balustrade, his eyes blinking in the strong light.

“O vai tera?” he called, sharply.

Manu now stood at the side of the car, but his passenger was still concealed inside.

“Come down and see, Jonas,” the driver called back. “You got a visitor. Get the house up.”

Dim lights now began to appear, and presently Chester saw his father treading gently as he descended the wide rickety stairway with a kitchen lamp in his hand. This he set on the floor by the entryway and came toward the car. Chester now got out, and next moment Jonas gave a whoop of joy. “Mama!” he shouted. “Nat! Fana! It’s Chester!” The returned wanderer was unable to stammer even his father’s name as Jonas folded him in a huge embrace. The house was in an immediate uproar. By the time Chester reached the veranda he was met by a seemingly endless stream of brothers, cousins, nephews, nieces, in-laws and out-of-laws, and relatives of yet vaguer connection who poured from the inner recesses of the Tuttle mansion and gathered around him in an ever-widening throng. But of all the meetings, after so long an absence from home, the one affecting him most deeply was that with Mama Ruau, his grandmother. The gentle old lady loved grandchildren and great-grandchildren impartially, but the return of the wanderer, completing the family circle once more, was an event she had long dreamed of and prayed for. After weeping softly for a little, held closely in his arms, she drew back and looked up at him.

“Three years, Chester,” she said. “We thought you were never coming home. I don’t believe I’d have known you if I’d met you in Papeete.”

Chester laughed as he patted her small brown hand. “And what would you be doing in Papeete, Grandma? How would the family get on if you were away from home even for one day?”

“Are you glad to be here?”

“Glad! Grandma, I wu-wu-wu-… I been p-p-p-… Grandma, if you nu-nu-nu-nu…”

She smiled as she laid her fingers over his lips. “There; you needn’t try to speak,” she said. “I know without your telling me.”

Nat Tuttle grinned broadly as he gave his brother a thumping whack between the shoulders. “That used to cure you, Chester,” he said. “But I don’t know as I’d ever want to see you cured, for good.”

“That’s what I say,” Jonas added. “We’ve missed that stutter more’n I could tell you, Chester.”

“I ain’t so bad as I used to be,” Chester replied, when he’d found his voice again. “There’s plenty of days I don’t stutter none at all. But gu-gu-gu-gosh! Coming home again…it’s mu-mu-mu-made it come back worse than ever.”

It was then past one o’clock, but none of the elder Tuttles thought of going to bed again. Numerous small children, after the first excitement was over, fell asleep wherever they chanced to be and were left as they lay, except for some of the tiny ones who were carried into corners and deposited upon mats. Paki, Jonas’s brother-in-law, came up from his house on the beach, with his wife, Effie. After a brief stay, Paki stole away again unnoticed, but nobody missed him. He was a Tuttle only by sufferance.

“What’s to do first, Jonas?” his cousin, Ropati, asked.

“What I want to know is how Chester got home?” his Aunt Effie said. “There’s no steamer in, is there?”

“Now wait, Effie,” Jonas replied. “Chester can tell us all that later. Let me get things started, first. Some of you’s got to get a pig dressed and hung right away, ready for tomorrow. André, you and Mara better go. Take the big one that’s tied under the mapé tree in the little gulley off to the right. He’ll feed the lot of us. It’s too bad, Chester,” he added, turning to his son. “The boys didn’t have no luck at sea today. There ain’t a fish in the house. But we made a good haul the day before.”

“Don’t talk about fish,” Chester replied. “That’s all I been eating. Baked pork out of the old himaa is what I hanker for. And shrimps, if you got any. Jonas, I ain’t tasted a good fresh-water shrimp in all the years I been gone.”

“We can give you plenty of them,” his father replied. “Pico, take a lantern and go up the river. And don’t come back till you got a five-gallon tin full.”

“We ain’t going to wait till morning before we eat?” Fana asked. “And Chester just come?”

Jonas scratched his head. “I don’t see what else we can do. There’s nothing on hand to speak of, is there, Tupa?”

The old man shook his head. He was the family cook, and his daughter, Maitu, a woman of thirty, was the willing family slave, who built fires, washed dishes, helped her father, and cared for the small Tuttles when not busy with other tasks.

“I got half a bunch of bananas in the cook shed,” Tupa replied. “And a few baked yams. That’s all.”

Nat gave a snort. “I could eat the lot myself,” he said, “and still be hungry. We got to send to town, Jonas.”

“At this time of night?”

“I brought a three-gallon demijohn of red wine,” Chester put in. “It’s out in the car. Maybe we could get along without the food till morning.”

“Eita roa’tu!” Fana exclaimed. “We got to have a snack tonight to keep us going. And two more demijohns.”

“Ru, take the truck and go along in,” said Nat.

Ru, a lad of sixteen, was the youngest of Jonas’s sons. “Sure I’ll go,” he replied. “What’ll I run her on—river water?”

Nat gave him a blank stare. “That’s right,” he said. “There ain’t no more gas.”

“You sure, Ru?” Fana asked.

“You ought to know,” Nat said; “using up what little we had left going all the way to Taravao! And what for? To see a movie!”

“What of it?” said Fana. “Tamara wanted to, and we had a good time.” He turned to the chauffeur who had brought Chester home. “Manu, would you mind going in? Wake up that Chinaman at the east end of the market. He’ll get out of bed any time to make a sale.”

“Parau mau!” the driver replied, heartily. “I’ll wake him; don’t worry. What all do you want?”

“We’d better have three more demijohns,” Nat suggested. “The whole district will be here tomorrow when they know Chester’s home.”

“You’re right,” said Fana. “And listen, Manu. Get three dozen pound tins of bully beef, and two gallons of mustard pickles, and a ten-pound cheese, and two dozen loaves of bread. And if you can’t get the bread, make it a tin of ship’s biscuits, the big kind. And don’t forget plenty of butter. Then…”

“Hold on, Fana,” his father interrupted. “Who’s going to pay for all this?”

“Us, who else?” Fana replied. “We got four hundred and sixty francs for that last haul of fish.”

His father shook his head. “We need part of that for gas, and I ought to pay the rest to Dr. Blondin.”

“Why? I thought you paid him something two weeks ago,” Nat said.

“You know as well as I do, Nat. I had to borrow it back, and some more besides.”

There was silence for a moment. “Jonas is right, boys,” their grandmother said. “We must pay our debt to Dr. Blondin even if we have to live on clams to do it.”

“Mama!” Effie exclaimed. “And Chester just home? It wouldn’t be right! Dr. Blondin would say so himself.”

The argument that followed was far from being the first of the kind in the Tuttle household. Mama Ruau found herself a party of one, feebly supported by Jonas, whose resistance melted away by degrees as he listened to the unanswerable arguments of the rest of the family. Chester, who felt himself a little of a stranger after so long an absence, maintained a polite silence, but the other sons well knew whose side he was on. Ropati, their father’s cousin, a man of fifty, sat forward in his wheelchair, arguing strongly on the side of the boys.

“It wouldn’t be right, Grandma, like Effie says,” he urged. “And you don’t need to worry at all. The boys can go fishing tomorrow. They’re sure to make a big catch and they can take it right on in to market.”

Mama Ruau shook her head. “It’s tomorrow now,” she replied.

“But there’s plenty of time,” said Nat. “If the bonito’s running good it won’t take us half an hour to fill the launch.”

The old woman sighed. “Well, have it so,” she said. “I want Chester welcomed as much as any of you, but we ought to wait till we can do it as we should, on our own money.”

This reluctant consent was taken as though offered with the greatest good will. Jonas alone felt uneasy, but with his sanguine nature he readily persuaded himself that the boys were right: they would have fish enough for the Sunday-morning market to pay Dr. Blondin, his ancient and obliging creditor, half the sum he owed him and perhaps more. But when, after a hasty calculation, they had determined the amount needed for food and wine, they found they were sixty francs short. It occurred to no one to suggest cutting down the list of supplies, and they knew how the Tuttle credit stood with the Chinese storekeepers of Papeete.

“You ain’t got a bit of change, Chester?” Fana asked, hopefully.

His brother searched his pockets and brought forth a franc and two twenty-five-centime pieces. Small as the amount was, Fana took it.

“That’s the lot,” Chester said.

“And you been gone three years,” Nat replied, with a grin. “You must have worked hard to earn all that.”

Chester thumbed his nose at his brother. “I couldn’t even pay Manu for bringing me out from town,” he added.

“That’s all right,” the driver replied. “You don’t come home every day. Give me what you got, Jonas. I’ll make up the balance myself.”

“We don’t like to ask you, Manu,” Jonas replied, apologetically. “But if you’ll call it a loan…”

“Many’s the good feed and good time I’ve had here that ain’t cost me a franc,” the driver broke in. “Ought to pay my share for once. What about the things in the car, Chester? Shall I fetch ’em?”

Chester nodded, a smile of anticipation on his face. The driver returned with the demijohn of wine in one hand and a large box, well wrapped in oilcloth, under his arm. He next brought the crate containing the cock, which he set gently down at Chester’s feet. Then, with a nod, he started for the door. “I’ll be back in an hour, easy,” he said. “There’s nobody on the road this time of night.” A moment later he whirled out of the driveway on his way to town.

The family were now gathered in the living room, a great bare apartment furnished with some homemade benches, a chair or two, and a table for the lamp fashioned of packing cases. Chester stood before the crate smiling mysteriously.

“I bu-bu-bu-brought a present for the whole family,” he said. “Now wait, Fana! Get back a little. I’ll bring him out.” He looked cautiously around the room. “All the kids asleep?” They were. The children lying in the corners and along the walls were again deep in the land of dreams. Chester then stooped to open a little door in the crate. He called softly: “Té, té, té!” and the magnificent gamecock stepped out, shaking his ruffled feathers into place. Chester caressed his head.

“Ain’t he a beauty? Look how well he knows me.”

Fana’s mouth dropped open as he stared at the bird. Nat and Ru were speechless, and their father gave a sigh that seemed to rise from the soles of his large bare feet. No dream of a fighting cock could have equaled this reality. He was handsomer, fiercer, more formidable in appearance than the most legendary of Tahiti’s cocks.

“Where’d you get him, Chester?” Fana exclaimed.

“Frisco,” his brother replied. “They got cocks there that make ours look like pigeons. They’re born fighters; they don’t do nothing else. Want to see him work? He’s wide awake; a couple of passes won’t hurt him. Fetch me that umbrella.”

An umbrella without a handle stood in a corner. Chester opened it with difficulty, then moved until he was behind the bird and gave a shrill crow of defiance, so lifelike that the cock spun about to face him, head lowered and hackles raised. The umbrella was thrust at him; he sprang at it twice before Chester could draw it clear, his spurs leaving long gashes in the fabric. Chester then took him up in his arms and calmed him by stroking his head. He had hoped to make an impression on the family and was well rewarded. Nat was the first to break silence.

“Chester tané!” he exclaimed.

Their father’s broad face wore an expression of such beatitude that it seemed to radiate a faint light.

“You couldn’t have done better,” he said. “We got a match with Emily Taio next month. Her boys got a cock I heard was from Raiatea. They’ll bet everything they got on him. Our best bird’s just as good, but we all been worried about that match. We couldn’t be dead sure of taking Emily’s money with him. But now…” He gave another deep sigh of happiness, as though every franc the Taio family might be able to place on their bird were already in his pocket.

“You know what they call this breed?” Chester asked, as he carefully placed the cock in the crate again. “ ‘Mortgage Lifter.’ I don’t know what you owe Doc Blondin, Jonas. Whatever it is, this cock will pay it for you.”

The family now discussed with enthusiasm the coming match with the Taio cock. Fana was an expert trainer and Chester was the first to acknowledge that the Mortgage Lifter should be placed in his competent hands. The bird in its crate was removed to the shed where the fish truck was kept, and at dawn, before any of the children were awake, he was to be taken up the valley, lest one of the youngsters should innocently give away the secret. There was no need to counsel any of the grownups against this danger.

“Now, boys,” their grandmother said, presently, “I’ve heard enough about fighting cocks. I want Chester to tell us how he got home; and why he’s been away for three long years.”

“It ain’t my fault, Grandma. I been trying to get back most of the time since I left.”

Chester, who was twenty-five, was the second of Jonas’s sons. There had been handed on to him something of his New England great-grandfather’s love of wandering; the other boys were content to remain at home and had never gone farther from Tahiti than to some of the adjacent islands. Chester had left Tahiti in an American yacht that had called at the island to pay off and send home by steamer an obstreperous and incompetent crew. The owner then hired five Tahitian boys to sail his vessel to San Francisco. Arriving there, Chester had decided to see something more of the world before returning home, and the family had heard little from him since, although now and then picture postcards had been received, with brief messages and strange-looking stamps, and views of places of which the Tuttles had never heard.

Now that he had come home, he passed over his wanderings with the briefest possible mention, nor were the family greatly interested in where he had been. A few polite questions were asked, to which he replied in the same perfunctory manner; then the subject was dropped. Like all Tahitians, the Tuttles had little curiosity about the outside world. They knew there were countries called France and England and Canada and the United States and Australia and New Zealand, and others yet more remote; but, with the exception of France, which the children learned about in school, these lands were vague conceptions: places where men were always engaged in war, or foolishly toiling day and night to pile up wealth; places where marine engines came from, and gasoline, flour, tinned beef, and a few other necessities the islands could not provide. Chester had seen these places, all the while longing and trying to find a vessel that would carry him home again. At last he had come. There was no need to say more.

“But what vessel brought you?” his father asked.

“That’s something else again,” Chester replied. “I didn’t come on her all the way home. She was lost.”

“Wrecked, you mean?” his Aunt Effie asked.

“We had to abandon her at sea,” he replied. “It was three months ago. She was an old barque, the Charlotte, been t-t-t-tied up at Vancouver, I don’t know how long. There was a company at Vancouver had an idea to patch her up, fill her with lumber and send her to Australia, and sell her, afterward, for whatever she’d bring. I’d worked my passage from Japan to Vancouver, and that’s when I heard about her. Maybe I wasn’t glad to get a chance to sign on! I knew I could get home from Australia. We stopped at Frisco to take on a lot of gasoline; then we s-s-s-sailed for Sydney.”

“And then what?” Ropati asked, after a considerable silence.

“I ain’t going to t-t-talk about that,” said Chester. “We was well south of the Line when we got in a hurricane. I don’t want no more! One was enough.”

“But you can tell us what happened, Chester,” Hio, Nat’s wife, put in.

“We lost the first mate and the cook and one seaman,” Chester continued. “When it was over we had the foremast left, and only part of that. We was about two hundred and fifty miles northwest of the Marquesas. The captain was bound to get there if he could. The sails were all gone, but we patched up some old canvas and tried hard for three weeks. But there was a lot of water in the hold and we couldn’t make five miles in twenty-four hours. No wind. She might have sunk if it hadn’t been for the lumber. But it wasn’t so bad on that old tub. We had wonderful weather, after the storm—calm as anything. And any amount of food. Caught a lot of fish, too. Aita é faufaa: we couldn’t get nowhere. So the captain said we’d take the one boat we had left and go to Nuku Hiva to get a tow. There was eight of us, and it was a f-f-fine big boat. She’d had her stern stove in but we fixed that. Couldn’t take much with us, though. I had my sea chest full of presents for everybody, but I had to leave it.”

“Chester! What a shame!” Hio exclaimed.

“I couldn’t help it, Hio. I had a hard enough time getting the captain to let me bring the cock. First he said no, but I t-t-told him I’d stay aboard if he wouldn’t let me bring my bird. He was an old man, but we all liked him; and when he saw how much I wanted the cock he said all right. So I brought him and one other thing.”

“Is that the other thing?” Effie asked, with a nod toward the large oilcloth-covered package.

“Yes.”

“What’s in it?”

“Nothing so much. I’ll show you after a while….We got to Nuku Hiva all right, but there wasn’t no vessel there. We had to wait two months, then Donald’s schooner came along from here. The captain chartered her right off to go looking for the Charlotte. There’d been some dirty weather since we got to the Marquesas and I don’t think the captain expected to find her. Anyway, we didn’t. We searched two weeks, and Knudson’s schooner that c-c-come to Nuku Hiva when the Tereora did was out looking too. We didn’t see a sign of her. I was glad, then, I hadn’t stayed on her like I would have if the captain hadn’t let me bring our cock. She must have broke up in the bad weather that came on after we left her.”

As Chester finished his story, his grandmother took his hand and held it as though to convince herself that they had him safe.

“Guess you’ll stay at home now,” his Aunt Effie said. “Why you ever left in the first place is more than I know.”

Of a sudden the room, dimly lighted by two small lamps, was filled with the white radiance from Manu’s car, which had just turned into the driveway. “Now then,” said Effie. “You men can sit here and talk with Chester while we get supper ready.”

The Tuttle cookhouse and dining room shared with the family dwelling the picturesque quality derived from an absence of straight lines and ninety-degree angles. It was in the shape of an L, the shorter line representing the kitchen proper. The table where the food was served was twenty feet long by four wide, supported on several pairs of legs of slightly varying lengths. The result was a series of gentle undulations like the imperceptible roll of the steppes. The roof that sheltered it had once been galvanized, but was now red with rust, and supported on time-defying ironwood posts. Here the women soon completed the preparations for supper and the men were called in.

It could never be said that there was food and to spare at any meal of the Tuttle family, but on this occasion, with all of the children asleep and with half a dozen of the adults absent, preparing food for the real feast to come, those at table, eighteen in all, were well satisfied with what was set before them. One of the demijohns of wine was broached, and at Jonas’s suggestion it was watered to make it last till daylight.

“There’ll be everybody here, soon’s they know Chester’s back,” he said. “We must keep the rest of the wine for them.” When the remnants of food had been cleared away he leaned back in his chair, glancing benevolently down the long table.

“Now, boys, what about a little music?” he asked. “Maitu, bring my concertina.”

No urging was needed; the Tuttles lived for such hours as this. There was scarcely a member of the clan who did not play some instrument, and all could sing or dance. The latter accomplishments they learned instinctively, acquiring knowledge and skill from babyhood on. The instruments were brought: guitars, ukuleles, mouth organs, and mandolins, while Ropati had his nose flute, an ancient Tahitian instrument with four stops. Jonas’s concertina looked like a child’s toy in his hands, but no one was better skilled in drawing music from it. He settled back more comfortably and played a few preliminary chords, while the others, with light touches of the keys, brought their instruments into perfect tune. Then, with a nod from Jonas, they fell in together, and of thirty-six bare feet, eighteen could not have been kept in repose save by some elaborate attachment of weights and cords. Jonas’s right foot thumped the hard ground rapturously. It was a rollicking song, the air French in origin, but so thoroughly transformed that it was now as native to the island as the Tuttles themselves. The words were the family’s own, in part, though other versions were sung in other villages. The making of songs is a widely shared accomplishment on Tahiti; they grow as though by a natural process, without the people knowing or caring whence the various contributions come.

Ru, usually the quietest of Jonas’s sons, was a different boy the moment music started. The quietness was still there, but with a drollery imposed upon it that all the family loved. He was a skilled mimic, and had in a high degree the Tahitian’s gift for improvisation. This was best displayed in the paoa, a type of island song in which one man does the singing while the others keep time by slapping the ground or their knees, all joining in a chanted chorus repeated at frequent intervals.

“Now, Ru,” Jonas said, presently, “a paoa. We got to show Chester we’re glad he’s home.”

There was immediate approval of this suggestion. Effie, who was to be the dancer, rose and tied a strip of cloth about her hips. Despite her great bulk, when stirred by music she was as light as a girl in her movements and carried out to perfection in her gestures the gay or comic spirit of the song.

“Well, Ru?” said Fana, with a preliminary flourish over the strings of his guitar.

“Give him time,” said Jonas. “Ru’s got to have a minute to think what he’s going to sing. Chester, get your ears opened up wide. Shouldn’t wonder if he’s going to tell you what we think about your being away from home so long.”

Chester grinned, and all waited in keen expectation. They knew Ru’s gift. Once started he was never at a loss, composing verse after verse as he stood before them, all in perfect time to the music. A moment later he got to his feet.

“What’s it going to be?” Ropati asked.

The lad smiled. “Why Chester came home without any money….All right!”

The accompaniment started and the expression on Ru’s face changed at once. He stood before them a perfect imitation of Chester, struggling to speak in a moment of excitement, eyes bulging, lips working. His auditors shouted with delight before a word had been spoken. Then, facing the butt of his song, he began.

His listeners were delighted. Ru imagined himself Chester, explaining to their father why, after an absence of three years, he had come home with only one franc fifty centimes in his pockets; then trying to console the family by describing the wonderful things that might be bought with this wealth. At the end of each verse came the stuttered chorus:—

Au-É, Ch-ch-ch-Chester ’ti é… Heh!

Au-É, Ch-ch-ch-Chester ’ti é… Hah!

which the company repeated after him in great glee, while Effie danced before her world-wandering nephew with gestures and contortions in perfect keeping with the spirit of the song. All of Chester’s foibles were brought to the fore, but there was no hint of malice in the song, and as these were shared by the family, the portrayal of them only added to the common enjoyment, in which Chester partook as freely as the rest.

“I wouldn’t have thought you could du-du-du-do it so well, Ru,” he said, when the song was ended. “Anyway, the rest of you gu-gu-got that f-f-f-franc and a half away from me before I’d been home t-t-t-ten minutes.”

Thus far Chester had taken only a listener’s part in the entertainment. Jonas regarded him reproachfully. “You used to be a good concertina player, Chester,” he said.

Chester had been waiting for this opening.

“I still p-p-p-play a little,” he replied.

“Let’s hear you, then,” said his father, and the concertina was passed to him down the table. Chester fingered it for a moment with intentional awkwardness, while the others waited, abashed and anxious. It was unthinkable that a Tuttle could show such a lack of skill.

“I’m sort of out of practice with the concertina,” he said.

“You don’t need to tell us,” said Fana.

“Now, Fana, there’s no call to say that,” Jonas said. “Chester wouldn’t have much time for music, wandering around the way he’s been. He’ll be as good as any of you once he gets his hand in again.”

“I b-b-b-been playing the accordion lately,” Chester explained. “I brought one wu-wu-with me, if you’d like to hear it?”

There were murmurs of polite assent, and Chester, leaving them for a moment, returned with the large box covered with oilcloth. The others waited with interest while he unfastened the cord. In the box was a leather case, and from this he drew forth a superb piano accordion. The astonishment of the family at viewing this instrument was expressed in a common gasp of delight. He adjusted the shoulder straps; then, standing before them, by the side of Ropati’s chair, he drew out the instrument and half closed it again, in a couple of minor chords that sent shivers of anticipation racing up and down Jonas’s spine.

“What’ll I play?” he asked.

“Anything, Chester. Go ahead.”

He turned to Fana. “You know the ‘Poet and Peasant’ overture?” he asked. The only reply was a shamefaced shake of the head. Chester felt that he had repaid his brother for the dig of a moment before. Letting his fingers fly over the keys as a brief preliminary, he then struck into the opening passage, and proceeded with such virtuosity that Pietro himself might have listened in respectful silence. The chorus of applause well repaid him for the innumerable hours spent in acquiring mastery of the instrument.

“Tapiti! Tapiti!” they shouted, while Chester stood grinning modestly. He was about to repeat the performance when old Tupa said: “Wait, Chester! I got a harmonica that pitch!” He searched hastily in an empty gasoline case and brought forth his largest harmonica, with a horn attachment. Meanwhile, Ru and Fana had been hastily bringing their instruments into accord. “We won’t get it just right at first,” Ru said. Chester nodded indulgently and glanced at their father, who shook his head. “I’ll have to listen, Chester. That’s too fast for me.”

The hours flew by like minutes. The family repertoire was an endless one, and after the “Poet and Peasant” had been partially mastered by the others, they went on to music they all knew. At last Jonas, having repeatedly reminded Tupa that it was time for morning coffee, took him by the neck and marched him off to the place where the fire, already lighted by Maitu, threw a clear ruddy light through the half-gloom of approaching day.


CHAPTER II

Jonas Tuttle’s sons loved the sea, and justified their existence, in a practical way, by fishing for the Papeete market. Nat was the oldest, tallest, and most powerful of the boys. He stood six feet three, and weighed well over two hundred pounds. It was Nat who, when a tuna as large as himself had been hooked by one of his brothers, seized the pole from his hands and heaved the fish up to be gaffed. He was expert in every branch of inshore and offshore fishing, and, more than his brothers, had the patient hopefulness necessary to the calling; but on land he was inclined to be lazy. At home he would do what his greater strength required of him but no more. He was not agile-minded like his brother Fana, and it was usually the latter whose guidance he followed, who made the proposals which Nat agreed to, sometimes to his regret, in which case it would be long before Fana was allowed to forget whose was the fault for these impulsive decisions.

Fana was the third of Jonas’s sons, the handsomest of the four, and something of a dandy in his love for dress. Ru, the baby of the family, was more like his grandmother than any of the others. He was quiet, intelligent, and dependable, and, like all of his brothers, a lover of gaiety. He was the engineer of the Zimba, the family fishing launch, and knew more about the whims and moods of her twelve-horsepower engine than the makers of that antiquated piece of machinery.

One afternoon, a few days after Chester’s return, his three brothers were well out to sea in the Zimba, which was proceeding still farther westward at her full six miles an hour. The engine, a Frisco Standard, had been on starvation rations for longer than any of them could remember. The fuel tank, in the bow, had a capacity of forty gallons, but rarely, even in moments of the greatest Tuttle prosperity, had the Zimba headed seaward with more than fifteen gallons in her tank, and the usual allowance was less. For all that, engine and launch were well cared for, according to Tuttle notions. The former never lacked oil, and the launch herself, although more than thirsty for paint on the top-sides, was sound below water. None of the few possessions remaining to the Tuttle clan was more valued than the Zimba, and according to Fana’s reckoning she had carried them on offshore fishing expeditions a distance of three times the circumference of the earth.

On the present occasion there was little fuel left in the tank, which added to a suspense the launch itself seemed to feel; for not a quarter of a mile ahead was a fast-moving school of bonito, feeding ravenously upon the mullet and other small fry they had driven to the surface; and overhead, moving with them, a cloud of birds, boobies and noddy terns, were diving repeatedly, scores at once, indicating to the Tuttle boys the splendid fishing awaiting them within the next five minutes. Ru was at the wheel; Nat and Fana had taken their places, side by side, astern. A moment later they had their poles out, making the pearl-shell lures skitter lightly over the surface of the sunlit water.

“Here they are!” Ru called back. The warning was needless, for already a silvery-blue streak of hunger and vitality had made a lunge at Fana’s lure, barely missing it. Fana smiled, taking a firmer grip on his stout bamboo pole. Nat gave an exultant little cry, “Hé…hé-hé-hé!” as, from the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of the fringes of the cloud of birds moving before them. At this moment the engine, after a cough and a sputter, relapsed into silence. The Zimba had a character of her own. The Tuttle boys had not fished in her, almost from babyhood, without knowing her moods. As she lost her little momentum she rode the wind-wrinkled swells with an air that said, as plainly as words: “No fault of mine.”

Ru steered on as though trying to persuade himself that the launch still had way on her. A few seconds later Nat turned to glance forward with an expression of amazement and indignation upon his face. Fana did the same, then caught the lure swinging toward him, and attached the hook at the butt of the pole, which he slid in with the spare rods made fast along the side of the launch. For a moment no one spoke; Fana struck the low rail with his fist.

“The bitch!” he exclaimed. “She meant to do it! That’s the second time this week!”

“And whose fault is it?” Nat asked. “Not Zimba’s. One more gallon of gas would have filled her with fish. I advised it, didn’t I? Who talked me down? Who couldn’t go one afternoon without cigarettes?”

Fana was silent.

“One more gallon,” Nat went on, accusingly. “Eight francs’ worth. It would have been enough and to spare. But no; you was bound to have the smokes!”

“Mamu!” Fana replied. “Where’s the good of talking of it now? And the gas would have cost ten francs, bought of Ah Sin.”

“We could have done with half a gallon,” Nat went on, as he gazed sullenly after the receding birds. “Look to the feed pipe, Ru. Maybe it’s choked.”

Ru went forward, unscrewed the deck plate, and thrust down his measuring stick. He drew it forth as dry as the blistered planking of the deck itself.

“There’s one good thing,” said Fana, after a moment of silence. “Emily’s boat’s not out today.”

Emily Taio was the owner of the rival fishing boat from the village of Tarahoi, and it was a matter of pride with the Tuttles to excel Emily’s sons in every form of activity from fishing to cockfighting.

Nat shook his head. “We’ve not seen ’em, but they may be out.” He took a last pull at his cigarette before tossing the butt over the side. “Get sail on her. There’s breeze enough to take us home.”

Forward of the deckhouse was a mast used in these common emergencies. Fana unfurled a sail that looked as ancient as the launch itself. Nat stretched out on the deckhouse with the sheet in his hand. Ru took the wheel once more, and the launch, gathering way imperceptibly, crept toward the distant land.

* * * *

The Tuttle clan, insofar as their heritage of American blood was concerned, was not an ancient family, as families go in Polynesia. The first of that name in Tahiti history was a New Englander, Nathaniel Tuttle, who in the year 1853 had arrived at Papeete in a ship’s boat with a dozen other survivors from the wreck of the Orazimba, a Yankee clipper bound from Boston to Canton, via Cape Horn and Valparaiso. The Orazimba had been lost amongst the Low Islands to the eastward, and during the long wait at Tahiti, Nathaniel Tuttle, second mate of the vessel, had decided to return home no more. He was then in his twenty-fifth year. He married two years later, his Tahitian wife bringing him, as her dowry, the valley of Vaipopo, on the west coast of the island. For the next twenty-five years Nathaniel followed his family calling, first as skipper, later as owner of various island schooners. When he retired he had two sons approaching manhood and a comfortable fortune which he resolved to invest in a home for the Tuttle descendants yet to come.

This house, erected in 1878, was for years thereafter one of the show places of Tahiti. There had gone into it the rugged character, the solid enduring qualities, of old Nathaniel himself. Its massive beams were of the heartwood of Douglas fir, with ceilings and floors of the same material. The walls were of brick and the tiles for the roof had been brought from Valparaiso in one of his schooners. It was a two-story mansion with wide verandas on all sides, upstairs and down. The twelve spacious rooms were far too many for the Tuttles of the oncoming generation, but Nathaniel was providing for the grandchildren and great-grandchildren to come, all to be endowed with the energy, the thrift, the foresight of the founder of the family fortunes. When the mansion was complete to the last detail, Tuttle spent five of the happiest years of his life acquiring furniture that should be worthy of it: wardrobes, beds, sofas, tables and chairs, of mahogany and black walnut, mirrors for the salon, and masterpieces of the pictorial art of the sixties and seventies which one could never tire of admiring, or of not admiring, as the case might be.

His wife, born Manaura à Tipaihu Tuavara, the sharer in all this splendor, was neither awed nor bewildered by it. She had provided the land upon which the house was built, and the rich little valley enclosing it, with its coconut palms, breadfruit, orange, and mango trees. More deeply than her husband she understood the importance of land, the true source of wealth. Secretly, perhaps, she felt that her own contribution to the family fortunes exceeded Nathaniel’s; that it would remain for their descendants when the house and its contents had long since vanished. Nevertheless, she took great pride in the possessions provided for her, so far exceeding those of any of her kindred.
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