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First Sunday
Moa
He lives in his mother’s house, with no electricity or hot water,
yet somehow he always has a ready supply of condoms. The notion
strikes me one night as he rolls away from me and gets out of bed.
He stands in the shadows of Cheryl’s bedroom, a stripe of yellow
light coming through from the kitchen (my sister is fortunate
enough to have electricity, though she doesn’t have hot water).
As the kitchen light dapples the muscles of his bare chest, I make
a mental note to change the sheets before Cheryl comes home.
He looks down at me. We’ve learned very little about each
other, and while that should have changed things between us, it
hasn’t. He is engaged to a woman from his village, he told me
last night, but they haven’t slept together and won’t until the first
Sunday after they are married. I told him it didn’t matter. He
asked if I had a moa back home, a boyfriend, and I said yes. I lied.
I wanted things to feel equal between us.
And in a way things do feel that way, as much as they aren’t.
Sione is twenty-three, and the thirteen years between us makes
me feel old under my pale, lived-in skin, the highlights in my hair
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covering its early gray. Sione’s brown, hairless body is as smooth as
heated caramel, and his short black hair is thick between my fingers.
The language barrier, I think, helps more than hinders. A couple
of times I’ve practiced my newly acquired Tongan words on him, but
he prefers to speak to me in English, as if to keep a distance between us.
“Pou’ li ā, Sione,” I say as he leans down to kiss me good-bye.
“Good night, Melanie,” he answers, smiling. I smile back, not
minding that he doesn’t call me Mel, like everyone else. I like the
softness of my name in his mouth. I watch the width of his body
fill Cheryl’s small doorway, then hear the nearly noiseless sound
of his feet on the dirt road, on the way back to his mother’s house.

Uma
Cheryl said she would be gone a week. It surprised me that she left
right away, even though I knew my visit was sudden, unexpected,
perhaps not entirely welcome. The day after I arrived, I woke
alone under the leaky roof of her house. She left me fresh water
and some food in the icebox, and she apparently left me in charge
of a trio of mangy cats and the red pig that lives in her yard.
It’s been four years since I’ve seen my sister, and the first thing
she did when she saw me at Nuku’alofa’s open-air airport was sniff
my hair, or maybe it was the back of my neck. She leaned in, first
to one side, then the other, inhaled, then stood back, holding my
arms as a breeze swirled around us. Her wide brown eyes crumpled
as they always did when she smiled, but when her skin stretched
taut against the fine bones of her face I noticed how skinny she’d
become. As she once told me, it wasn’t easy to be a vegan living
in a kingdom of pork.
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“What the hell was that?” I asked, miming her greeting.
“Uma fe’ iloaki,” she said. “It’s how Tongans greet their loved
ones.”
I followed her out to the truck she had borrowed from a
neighbor in her village. “This is going to sound terrible,” she said
as we climbed in, “but I have to go to Ha’apai tomorrow. Just for
a couple of days. There’s a new volunteer who needs some help
getting her program off the ground.”
“You got out of the Peace Corps years ago,” I said. “Can’t
someone else do it?”
“I don’t mind,” she said, which was typical. Cheryl never
could refuse help to anyone, even at her own expense. “Besides,”
she added, “it’ll give you a chance to rest and get over the jet lag.”
The last time I saw Cheryl was Christmas, four years ago,
at our parents’ house in Connecticut. She was about a year into
her Peace Corps contract, and she’d been in Hawai’i, on medical
leave for a root canal. As a Christmas present, we flew her home
for the holidays, but it wasn’t a gift she wanted. She seemed to
have forgotten where she came from; she muttered to herself in
Tongan and ate with her fingers until she caught one of us giving
her a look. Later, when she told us she wasn’t coming back, I
thought of Bligh’s crew, the ones who’d “gone native,” and I half
expected to find her with piercings and tattoos, with grass skirts
and a Tongan husband.
But she lives alone in a squat green house, with a leaky roof
and an outhouse. She wears wraparound cotton skirts and T-shirts.
She doesn’t look much different; the lines in her face show the
effects of the sun more than her thirty-eight years. When I called
after all this time and announced my visit, she didn’t flinch—same
old Cheryl: open arms, no questions asked—and for that I was
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grateful. Still, something is different, something unseen. The night
I arrived, as we sat on the wooden benches in her dim living room,
I looked at her and couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Palangi
I met Sione my first day here, on my way into town. Cheryl had
drawn me a map and left me her bike. I hadn’t gone far when I
heard dogs barking, which I ignored until they drew closer. When
I glanced back, I saw a pack of four lean, angry dogs lunging
at the pedals, targeting my feet. I shouted and kicked at them,
unaware that I was weaving my bike into the road. The sound
of a car horn filled my ears, and a truck skimmed past, narrowly
missing my rear wheel. The driver pulled over, a young Tongan
guy, and he got out and clapped his hands and yelled at the dogs:
“ ’Alu mama’o!” He made a funny noise: chhuut. The dogs took off,
running, headed back to wherever they came from.
I dismounted, my legs shaking, and he smiled. “You’re Cheryl’s
sister,” he said, his English heavily accented.
“How’d you know that?” Then I recognized the truck—the
same one Cheryl borrowed to pick me up at the airport. “You
must be her neighbor,” I said.
“ ’Io,” he said, nodding. “Where are you going? You want a
ride to town?”
He lifted my bike into the back of the truck, then got in. I
hopped in on the passenger’s side, and, with a jerk, we were back
on the road. I snuck a glance at him. His lips curved upward as
he turned dark eyes on mine, as if he felt my gaze. Dust floated in
through the open windows, coating my eyes and tongue.
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He dropped me off at the market, and I offered to cook for
him that evening, to thank him. He demurred at first but finally
agreed. As I walked the narrow aisles of the cramped grocery,
I reminded myself that I wasn’t in New York, that this was not
my normal life. Usually when I invite a man over for dinner, it’s
somewhere around our third date, give or take, and he always stays
for breakfast. I wasn’t thinking this way when I invited Sione,
but as I picked up fruits and vegetables, I remembered his broad
shoulders, smooth brown skin, inky black hair. I decided not to
rule anything out.
He ended up leaving just before dawn, as a hint of light edged
into the sky. Men, I thought, are no different, even in the farthest
corners of the world.
But I’ve offered to cook for him again tonight, our last night
together having Cheryl’s house to ourselves. I can tell he doesn’t
like my cooking—and I can’t blame him—but I feel it’s a necessary
pretense, something that softens the fact that he’s coming over for sex.
In Cheryl’s kitchen, I find some spices, an onion, and three
mushy cloves of garlic. I still have some noodles and vegetables.
I’m not a committed vegan, like Cheryl—I used to love to tease
her by ordering steak or pork whenever we ate together—but I
couldn’t bring myself to buy the strange, unfamiliar meats I saw
in the grocery. I did buy a very expensive Diet Coke and a bag
of Twisties, so if my stir-fry doesn’t turn out, Sione and I can eat
those. Unless we skip eating altogether.
I return to the living room and pick up Cheryl’s Tongan
dictionary. I look up a few key words—hello, goodbye, bathroom—
then the word for foreigner: palangi. I repeat it to myself several
times. That’s what I am now, a palangi.
I remember what Cheryl told me when she first joined the
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Peace Corps. They’d given her three locations to choose from,
and she chose Tonga, she said, because it was the only place she
hadn’t heard of. She had to look it up on a map to be sure it existed.
I look around, as if for clues that would make her less of a
stranger. But her house is empty, except for the animals and her
few spindly pieces of furniture. She’s always lived sparely because
she likes to be mobile. She doesn’t believe in getting good at one
thing and taking herself to the top; she sees jobs and homes as
projects, as things she’ll finish and then move on. Here, she has
no job anymore; she lives off her garden of vegetables and off
occasional tasks she can do for money or supplies. And this dim,
stuffy little house has been home for twice the time she usually
spends in any one place.

’Ulungāanga kovi
Sione and I eat as we did our first night together, in Cheryl’s
living room with our plates on our laps. Though his English is
good, he is quiet, sometimes leaving me unsure of how much he
understands. We drink whiskey from chipped ceramic cups, and
he tells me about working in the bush, reaping harvests of mānioke
and ‘ufi, the root vegetables that grow from his family’s soil. To
make extra money, he does odd jobs around the village. I find this
incredibly sexy. I can’t remember the last time I went out with a
man who could do more than change a lightbulb.
“And you?” he asks.
“I’m the director of marketing for the US division of a Chinese
electronics company.” The present tense rolls off my tongue so
easily it almost makes me forget what happened. I still like the
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way it sounds, the confidence with which I say it. “I’m sort of
taking some time off.”
“Holiday?”
“It’s a long story,” I say. He has only picked at his food. I take
our plates and put them in the sink. He follows with the cups,
and in the cramped kitchen, he’s very close. I put my hands on
his shoulders, then outline his arms with my fingers, down to the
wrists. “Thanks for coming tonight,” I say. Then I lift my face to his.
He looks at me, his lips in their usual half smile, then bends
his head to mine. As we kiss, I slip my arms around his neck, and
he pulls me closer. I lead him to Cheryl’s bedroom. He is like
a teenager, infinitely passionate, only with more staying power.
Every square inch of my body responds to him, and, tonight, I
find myself wondering about his fiancée, my curiosity evolving
into envy. Perhaps I could stay here, I’m thinking, start my own
business and continue meeting Sione on the sly.
Later, when he falls asleep, I prop my head on my hand and
look down at him. His long dark eyelashes rest on a wide cheek
still plump with youth and with some sort of innocence, though
certainly not inexperience.
When he wakes, he smiles his crooked smile and sits up.
“You’re not like your sister,” he says.
I laugh. “That’s the truth.” Though Cheryl and I are only
two years apart, we have never been anything alike. Always a
sensitive kid, Cheryl nursed sick animals, wore her hair long and
curly, and allowed so many stray cats on her bed that she barely
had room to sleep. I possessed none of her dreaminess; I’d snipped
my name from Melanie to Mel at the age of eight, wore my hair
efficiently short, and was networking by the time I was in junior
high. Cheryl had remained a virgin until college, until she fell
7

Forgetting English

in love; I’d done it at fourteen with a childhood friend to get it
over with. And from there, we’d lived out our lives as one would
expect: She became a social worker and eventually drifted out
here, and I worked my way up the ladder of a global corporation.
We’ve never shown much consideration for each other’s work,
and it amazes me even now, as I watch Sione pull on his clothes,
that I’ve found something in Cheryl’s environment to appreciate.
He dresses quickly. “What’s your hurry?” I ask. He leans
down, kisses my ear. “Car,” he says. I don’t hear anything, except
the slap of the door as it closes behind him.
Yet a few minutes later, I hear the rumble of an engine, and
then the door opens again. I grab Cheryl’s robe, hoping Sione
has come back.
But it’s Cheryl in the living room. “Hi,” she says. She leafs
through the mail I picked up for her in town. “Was that Sione I
just saw leaving?”
“Yes. You’re back early.”
“It went more smoothly than I thought,” she says. “Was he
here to see me?”
“Not exactly.”
Then she notices I’m wearing her robe. “Did you let him in
dressed like that?”
“No,” I say, “I put it on after he left.”
She puts her mail down. “What? Don’t tell me you—”
“Well, you left me here with nothing to do,” I say, “and I
needed something to occupy my time. Sorry about your sheets—I’ll
wash them tomorrow.”
“Are you crazy?” She puts her hands to her head, pulling them
through her hair. She mutters something in Tongan, but her anger
needs no translation.
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“What’s the big deal?” I say. “His fiancée will never know.
We were very discreet.”
“You can’t just do this,” she says. “Not here. Tongans have
very strict social and moral codes. It’s ’ulungāanga kovi.”
“It’s what?”
“Completely unacceptable behavior,” she says, sitting down,
putting her hands over her eyes.
“When did you become such a prude?” I say. “Besides, I’m a
palangi—I’m allowed to screw up.”
She looks up at me. “This isn’t New York, Mel. Things are
different here. I’m very close to his family. His sister is my best friend.”
“Don’t worry,” I say. “Nobody knows. We’ll be discreet.”
“No.” She straightened abruptly. “Whatever’s going on, you
have to end it.”
“I don’t think that’s your call to make.”
“It is my call to make. It’s over,” she says, with a resolve
I’ve never heard in her voice—flexible Cheryl, suddenly defiant.
Instead of arguing until she sees it my way, I find myself raising
my shoulders in a noncommittal shrug. Then I go to her room
and strip the sheets from her bed.

Kalapu
When Cheryl invites me to the village kava party, she says it’s a
great honor for a palangi to be included. But I know the real reason:
She wants to keep tabs on me. I agreed to stop seeing Sione, just to
end the tension between us, but she didn’t believe me. I’ve hardly
been out of her sight since. Here’s your problem, I told her. You don’t
know how to be bad. Her reply: You don’t know how to be good.
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At the party, the kalapu, we pour kava into cups for the men.
As much as I’d like to toss back a few myself, the women, even
palangis, aren’t allowed to drink kava, only to serve it.
I wear a floor-length skirt fitted with a kiekie, a long woven
accessory that Cheryl wrapped around my waist for the occasion.
We sit in the same circle as Sione, though he is careful not to look
our way. As the men walk among the circles, talking and laughing,
the women are silent, pouring kava and smiling pleasantly. I feel
a headache throbbing at the back of my neck and wonder how
soon we can leave.
We have to wait until the men have had enough. Cheryl stirs
the kava with a reverence that is completely foreign to me. I have
never seen the need to waste time on ceremony, on tradition.
The kalapu stretches past midnight, and we leave around one in
the morning, the men high and still drinking. Outside, we meet
Siu—Cheryl’s best friend, Sione’s sister—near the family truck.
Siu is shorter than either of us, and stocky, with flawless brown
skin and a broad face framed by long black hair. She and Cheryl
laugh and talk in a mix of Tongan and English.
“We’re going home,” Siu says. “You want a ride?”
“ ’Io, mālō,” Cheryl says. I join Cheryl and Siu in the cab, where
their conversation slows. Cheryl has been quiet since I arrived,
but it’s hard to tell whether it’s because of me or whether it’s who
she is now. When Siu stops in front of Cheryl’s house, she says,
“You’re going to Blue Pacific now?”
Cheryl laughs. I noticed Blue Pacific when I was in town—a
cheesy nightclub, the last place on earth you’d find Cheryl. “I’ll see
you tomorrow,” Cheryl says, giving Siu a friendly thump on the arm.
“Remember, we cook next week.”
“I remember,” Cheryl says, jumping down to the dirt. “’Alu ā.”
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“Cook for what?” I ask as we walk toward the house.
“Sione’s wedding,” Cheryl says. “I’m going to help them
prepare for the feasts. There’s one the day before the wedding,
one the day of, and one the first Sunday after.” Her voice sounds
strangely tight. “You’ll be gone by then.”
“Why do you say that?” I reach the door first, stepping inside
and pulling the string that turns on the overhead light while Cheryl
pauses to take off her sandals.
“It’s been two weeks,” she says. “You have to get back to
work, don’t you?”
“I thought I’d extend my vacation. I’ll help with the cooking.”
Cheryl removes her kiekie and places it over one of the benches.
“I think you should leave,” she says quietly.
“You’re kicking me out?” I’m hoping to provoke a retraction,
an apology, but Cheryl says nothing.
I stand motionless in the shadows of her living room. “If you
didn’t want me here, you should have said something before I
came from halfway around the world,” I say. “I could’ve saved
myself the airfare.”
“You see?” she says. “It’s always about you. And, for the record,
I did want to see you—at first. I thought you were here to see me,
too. But you’re not. I don’t even know why you’re here.”
I pause, cornered into an uneasy truth. “I lost my job,” I say.
“If you must know, I got fired.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Cheryl says.
I’m shocked by her nonchalance—by the fact that my sister,
the great comforter, can find no empathy for me at all. “You know
what my work means to me,” I say. “It’s my whole life.”
“If it meant so much, Mel, why did you wait until now to tell
me?” she says. “And why aren’t you looking for another job? Are
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you so unemployable now that you plan on staying here forever?”
“No, that’s you,” I say, “not me.” I immediately regret my words.
Cheryl sits and rubs her feet, then leans back in the chair. She
looks at me for a long moment, and I can see, across the tanned skin
of her face, cracks in the smooth foundation of her patience. She
has always been so accepting, so tolerant of my capricious entries
and exits into her life, and now she’s giving up her long-standing
role; she’s redrawing the boundary lines of our relationship with
a bold and unfamiliar flourish.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Let me stay. Please. Just another week.”
Cheryl relents, or seems to. She retreats into her bedroom
without another word.

Vava’u
When I first heard what had happened, I assumed someone else had
screwed up—that was usually the way it worked. In this case, the
error was so costly I knew immediately that jobs would be on the
line. We were launching a new cellular handset, a high-speed smart
phone that offered everything from music to photos to wireless
Internet access. They called it e-Ba, and it would retail for $900,
making it one of the most expensive handsets on the market. So,
as much as clever advertising, we needed plenty of good publicity
and word of mouth. My marketing plan included a sweepstakes—
scratch-off cards to appear in the Sunday supplements of major
newspapers, giving away a thousand e-Bas. It went brilliantly until
the thousandth e-Ba was given away—and, to our horror, the
winning scratch cards kept coming. First hundreds, then thousands.
Then came the angry customers whose orders we couldn’t fill, the
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news broadcasts calling it a “scam,” the executive management
team flying in from China. If we filled all the orders, we would
be ruined. If we did not, the negative publicity would destroy us.
I vowed to get to the bottom of the disaster, to punish those
responsible. We traced the mistake back to the print order, which
read ten thousand instead of one thousand—an extra zero, typed
in by someone’s harried secretary. It was far too serious a typo
for anyone to overlook. But at the bottom of the page, there it
was: my signature, my approval. And when I saw the empty lines
where my bosses’ signatures should have been, the signatures I
told myself that, despite the size and expense of the giveaway,
weren’t really necessary because I was competent enough to handle
the job myself, I felt a seizing in my chest, a shortness of breath
that I imagine people feel in the moment just before hearing bad
news—the sudden, sickening knowledge that life as you’ve known
it is about to change, possibly forever.
But the Kingdom of Tonga is not a place where global
corporations launch new divisions; it’s not a place where the Wall
Street Journal is treated like the Bible. And it is not a place where
you can pick up the latest issue of the Harvard Business Review, which
now features a case study on the biggest marketing debacle in the
history of the electronics industry. This is the reason I showed up
on my sister’s doorstep after so many years.
I’m now on Vava’u, at a youth hostel in Neiafu run by a German
woman and her Tongan husband. For the sake of peace I offered to
spend a week on one of Tonga’s outer islands, and Cheryl seemed
grateful. Our arrangement, while it resolved nothing else, made
me feel as if I still possessed a modicum of negotiating power,
despite having lost the argument over Sione. True to my word, I’ve
stayed away from him. It’s not easy, when I see him walking down
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the road in front of Cheryl’s house or waving from his truck—he
looks at me almost expressionless, mirroring my boredom. But
I’m determined to be good, to prove Cheryl wrong, and I simply
wave as he passes by.
The hostel’s owners both speak English well, and apparently
they’ve had a slow season because they sit with me on the covered
porch all day long, bringing me bottles of Royal Tongan Beer and
teaching me Tongan words and phrases.
The island seems to be home to a lot of expatriates. When I
decide to go snorkeling, I charter a boat from an American woman.
I’m glad that it’s just the two of us, because Tongan women keep
their arms and legs covered in public, and only in this relative
privacy can I finally show my skin some sun. As I lounge on the
boat’s deck on our return to the island, the American tells me
she came to Tonga on an around-the-world trip and never left.
“I fell in love,” she says. “Me and Malakai have been together
six years now.”
“And you wanted to stay here,” I ask, “instead of taking him
to the States?”
“Oh, yeah,” she says. “We’ve gone back a couple times, to
visit, but life’s better here.”
“My sister is on Tongatapu,” I say. “She did the same thing.”
“Did she marry the guy?”
“No, there’s no guy. She just stayed.”
Cheryl makes little money because she doesn’t need to; she
and her friends take care of one another. She doesn’t have rent,
car payments, credit card bills. She doesn’t wear makeup or new
clothing and seems all the happier for it. She’s always been like
that—she never cared how much she made or what she wore—but
she’s finally found a place where that doesn’t matter to anyone else
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either. Perhaps, in some way, my arrival has taken that from her, has
reminded her that while she may live here, she’s not truly home.

Fieme’atokoni
Siu’s kitchen overflows with raw fish and meat, root vegetables
and fruit—a scene that would give even a lax health inspector
cause for alarm. Hands and arms and knives move with a frenzied
choreography, and juices that shouldn’t ever meet flow together.
The smells are heavy, stifling.
Siu notices us standing in the doorway. “Fieme’atokoni,” Cheryl
tells her with a smile. “We’re here to help you cook,” she adds in
English, for my benefit.
“Come in!” Siu cries. “We will put you to work.”
Siu outlines the preparations: The men are gutting the pigs
to roast over the spit. We women are to cut up the fruit, fillet the
fish, and chop the potatoes and ‘ufi for the men to cook in the
‘umu, the underground oven. A couple of women are preparing
lu, pele leaves filled with meat, coconut milk, tomato, and onion,
which will be wrapped in tinfoil and baked. I’m just relieved that
we don’t have to handle the pigs.
After doing a supervisory lap around the kitchen, Siu brings
me some more fruit, then picks up a knife and begins chopping.
“You went to Vava’u on the weekend?” she asks in English. “Did
you like it?”
“ ’Io, aupito,” I answer, trying out some new Tongan words.
Thinking of Vava’u’s empty, sugary beaches and its walls of palms, I
try to repeat a phrase the American had taught me. “Na’e faka’ofo’ofa
a e onioni,” I say: The sand was beautiful.
15
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Siu’s hands freeze in mid-chop, suspended above a watermelon.
She looks at Cheryl, then her face contorts. In confusion I turn
to Cheryl, whose expression, long dormant, is one I recognize:
barely suppressed laughter.
“What’s so funny?” I ask, as they both burst out laughing.
Though the joke is on me, at that moment I welcome it: I haven’t
seen my sister laugh since I arrived in Tonga.
“Where’d you learn that?” Cheryl asks as she catches her breath.
“She means ‘one‘one,” says Siu.
“I know,” Cheryl says. She turns to me, leaning close with
an intimacy we haven’t shared since we were girls. “You just said
that you think it’s beautiful to be fucked up the ass.”
I freeze as the enormity of my faux pas sinks in, remembering
the others I’d shared that phrase with over the last few days—the
village grocer, one of the kids in Cheryl’s neighborhood. Was
there anyone else?
“Don’t worry,” says Cheryl, smiling. “You’re a palangi.” She
looks at Siu with such warmth and affection that I feel as if I’ve
vanished from the kitchen. They begin talking again, in English,
to include me, but I stay quiet. No matter what language they
speak, the nature of their bond is indecipherable to me.

Mali
The night before Sione’s wedding, I join Cheryl and Siu serving
kava at a formal ceremony for the bride’s and the groom’s families
and other prominent members of the village. It goes late, and I
feel as though I can barely stand by the time we go out to Siu’s
truck. Cheryl says she forgot her backpack and goes back inside,
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and I lean against the door of the truck.
“Our mali tomorrow,” Siu says, “will be your first Tongan
wedding.”
“And my last,” I say.
“Leaving so soon?”
“I think so.” I haven’t reserved my flight home, but I can tell
that Cheryl is anxious for me to do so. I twist around and press
my forehead against the passenger-side window. I see Cheryl’s
backpack on the floor.
“I’ll be right back,” I tell Siu, and head back to find Cheryl.
She is not easy to find, and I poke my head in door after door.
I turn a corner and see shadows at the end of the hall. When I
realize what I’ve just seen, I step back, flattening my body against
the wall, thinking that I must be high off kava fumes. But another
look confirms it—Cheryl and Sione, wrapped in each other’s arms,
lips, eyes. I force myself to back away, slowly.
Siu and I wait by the car for another ten minutes or so,
then Cheryl runs out. “I can’t find my pack anywhere,” she says
breathlessly.
“It’s in the truck,” I tell her.
“Oh,” she says. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”
I don’t say anything, and neither does Cheryl. When we get
home, she says she’s tired, and she goes right to bed. I can’t sleep
and finally get up and step outside. Out in the yard, I pace around,
something I used to do at the office when I had action items to
address. I don’t know how to handle what I’ve discovered. Suddenly,
I’m a marketer again, with newfound competitive intelligence,
thinking of strategy and spin.
I hear an abrupt snort. I turn, and just a few feet away I see the
gleaming eyes of the red pig, menacing in the dark. I stop moving
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and stand still, trying to remember whether it has teeth, and, if so,
how big they are. The pig watches me with beady, glittering eyes.
We stare at each other, each trying to assess whether the other
aims to do harm. After what feels like an hour, the pig decides
I’m safe and lowers its head back to the ground, snuffling in the
dirt. I back slowly away, keeping my eyes on it until I’m inside the
house. I return to bed, listening to the pig’s nocturnal scavenging,
and decide, for once, that immediate reactions, to anything, are
not always the best kind.
Sione marries Lotu in a formal ceremony. Cheryl and I
join them afterward for the kaipola, the feast, and then we help
them with another tradition, moving the bride’s bedroom to
her new house.
I watch my sister closely as we load Lotu’s bedroom furniture onto
the wide flat bed of a cousin’s truck. We lift the mattress together,
and her face across its broad expanse looks calmer than I expect.
We unload the furniture in Sione and Lotu’s new house and
rearrange it in the connubial bedroom, exactly as it had appeared
in Lotu’s old room. When we’re finished, Cheryl lingers in the
room for a moment after everyone leaves. Tonight, she has told
me, Sione and Lotu will spend the night here, but they won’t
consummate their marriage until Sunday.
Later, when I emerge from a shower, I’m not surprised to see
that Cheryl has helped herself to the whiskey I’d bought for myself
and Sione. I fill a large cup and top hers off before sitting down.
“I saw you and Sione,” I say, “at the kava party.”
She takes a drink. “We’ve been together for three years,” she
says. “Longer than he’s been engaged to Lotu.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“The same way you tell me everything?” she says. “Besides,
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what difference would it make?”
“Well, I wouldn’t have slept with him, for one thing,” I say.
Cheryl raises her eyebrows.
“Oh, come on,” I say. “He’s the one you should be pissed at.
He wasn’t exactly hard to seduce.”
“I know who he is, Mel,” she says.
I let a mouthful of whiskey slide down my throat, stinging
on its way. “What happens now?”
“He gets married. I get over it. That’s it.”
“Does anyone know?”
She shakes her head. “Like I said, the family is too traditional.
I knew from the beginning nothing would ever come of it.”
“Well,” I say, “I guess we have something in common after all.”
She finishes her whiskey in one long drink and sets her cup
on the floor. “I guess we do.”

Sai pe
On ‘uluaki Sapate, First Sunday, Cheryl and I join the families for
the feast. Later, we wait outside Sione and Lotu’s house with the
women of the family. Cheryl chats with Siu and Lotu’s relatives,
but I’m less at ease. Inside, Sione and Lotu are consummating
their marriage, and the family is waiting outside to be presented
with a bloodied sheet.
I look at the door of the house, listening only vaguely to
the conversation around me, the full, rounded words that I can’t
understand. I wonder whether Lotu and her family believe that
Sione is a virgin, or whether they care.
I hear someone say, “Fēfē hake?” and Cheryl answers: “Sai
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pe”—I’m well. I glance over at her and see that she has one eye
practically glued to the door herself, and I know that she isn’t.
Shortly Sione emerges from the house, dressed and carrying
a white sheet. He stands before Lotu’s aunt and offers it with both
hands. I see smears of pinkish blood. He says something in Tongan.
Cheryl and I head back to her house. She walks as if she were
hollow inside. “I can stay a while longer,” I say. “For you, this
time, not for me. If you want.”
“That’s okay,” she says. “I’ll be fine.”
“I don’t mind. It’s the least I can do.”
“No, really,” she says. “I do better alone.”
In this way, too, we are alike.
In the house, I pick up the phone to reserve my flight. But it’s
dead; like most services in Tonga, phones work only sporadically.
“Guess I’m here for another day or so anyway,” I say.
“What are you going to do when you go back?”
I shrug. “Maybe I’ll write a book. It worked for Jayson Blair.
I’ll call it ‘You May Already Be a Winner.’”
She smiles. “Well,” she says, “you always do land on your feet.”
“What about you?” I ask.
“Oh, I’ll stay here,” she says.
Even without Sione? I want to ask, but when I open my mouth,
I say instead, “What did Sione say afterward, to Lotu’s aunt?”
“He said, ‘You’ve raised your daughter well.’”
We go to bed early, and I awaken later, needing to visit the
outhouse. As I pass by the window, I hear a faint noise outside,
like voices. Straining to see, I eventually make out two shapes,
heads together, walking slowly toward a corner of the yard. I
recognize Cheryl and Sione, but then they fold themselves into a
blanket, their bodies one, and disappear into the shadows. I turn
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away from the window. When I return to my makeshift bed, I
lie awake for a long time. From my place inside the house, with
Cheryl and Sione hidden somewhere among the trees outside, I
sense that my sister and I are finally aligned, in a constellation we
can accept if not comprehend, just beyond one another’s vision, yet
just within reach. I listen for the sounds of them, but I hear only
the tolerant red pig muttering in the yard and the camouflaging
palms whispering in the dark.
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