“There's one!” Her soft, throaty voice floats gently on the breeze to where |
balance, bent over, intently scanning the dark wetness to see what she’s
looking at. As my eyes adjust to the dappled light, they pick up the outline of
a lump, elusively buried, except for a slightly raised edge. Two fingers dive
deftly into the mud, prying the mussel from its brackish bed. Smiling, she
holds it towards me for examination. | briefly inspect the shell as she wipes
the mud away with her thumb before throwing it in her torn, muddy shopping
bag. She quickly turns and slips her bare feet toe-first back into the mud,
feeling her way thought the squelching softness, feeling for the next haul.
The pungent stench of sulphurous damp and decay fills the air. Bare feet
sink into the sludge, the soft squelch and squirt of wet, salty earth squeezing
through toes, bubbling under feet as they disappear into the black goo,
before being reluctantly released with a slurp. The silence is punctuated with
the chattering of voices, as the girls scatter through the mangroves
scratching and probing the mud, hens in a tidal henhouse, searching for their
briny rewards.

| catch a glimpse of her before she disappears with the others into the
depths of the mangroves; her long, dark hair pulled tightly into a ponytail,
worn low at the back of her head. Her beard stubble pokes through her
almost black chin, like the mangrove roots poking through the mud beneath
our feet. Her skirt is hitched up, tucked into her footy shorts, a loose singlet
hangs over the waist of her shorts vaguely concealing the breast buds she
had possibly been growing or hoping to grow for years. Her long, thin legs
taper and disappear into the black goo that threatens to swallow her if she
doesn’t keep moving. | dig my bare feet beneath the musky earth, my toes
sink into the dampness, connecting with something ancient. | feel the
generations of women’s feet beneath me, gently guiding me through the
wetness, embracing me as warmly as the invitation to join the hunting had
been.

As we reach the beach, one of the girls has already started a fire.

“Bring it!” She calls to her Sistas. We shuffle over to the fire, dropping
our bounty in front of her. | proudly drop my six mud mussels into the pile.

“I’m a hunter!” | declare giving my best strong woman impression, then
laugh at myself as | watch another empty her almost full shopping bag.

We sit around the fire swapping stories of our hunting exploits, waiting
for the heat to open the bulbous treasure chests. Some girls sing, some
dance, making short videos for social media.

“I like eating mad mussel,” one exclaims in a close approximation of
what she means.

“Man muscle?” shrieks another. “Haaa! She like eating man muscle!
Giiiirl!”



Screams of laughter ring out, as the Sistagirls all join in the chorus.
“Man muscles! Girl!”

The day has its own rhythm; banter ebbs and flows, swelling to a
crescendo of laughter before washing away. As the sun begins to dip and
the tide disappears on the horizon, the light banter gives way to more
sombre discussion. This one declares she is living her final incarnation on
earth, and the depth of her wisdom leaves little doubt. That one
equates earth with hell, as the discussion turns to the political turmoil of the
world around us.

Mamanta. In Tiwi it means “Friend”, | was told, as we sat around the
fire slurping down our bounty. | had come to Pride On-Country Healing
camp, only for the day. The group of Sistagals had come from the other
island, and while | felt welcomed and embraced by new friends, the intensity
of connection and friendship among this group was the kind only borne from
adversity. The strength of pride, for Country, culture and self was the gold
running through the veins of the group.

| consider the sombre discussion further. Hell? This place? | look at the
smiling women sitting together around the fire, teasing, laughing, singing,
dancing, and eating the plentiful gifts this land had provided. My eyes drift
over the white sand to the sun as it lights its copper trail over the ocean.

“No,” | think. This place of love and connection; this place of peace
and beauty; this place of acceptance and healing; this place of abundance...

This place is heaven.



