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Seru Epenisa Cakobau (c.1815-1883) Vunivalu of Bau (Warlord of Bau, 1852-1883); Chairman of the Viti
Confederacy of Bau and Lau (1865-1867); Tui Bau (King of Bau, 1867-1869)); Tui Viti (King of Fiji, 18711874). It was he who established Levuka as the Fijian capital, and he also established the first legislative
assembly and a constitutional monarchy, the Cabinet of which met in November of that year. Both
institutions were dominated by foreigners—foreign settlers had earlier aided him in his quest for the
kingship of his country—and it is this man who, fearing American invasion and annexation of his kingdom,
ceded the Fiji Islands to Great Britain as a Crown Colony in 1874, the last act of his reign.
The above portrait is a tinted lithograph taken about 1858 when he was 43 and still Warlord of Bau, but
four years after he had renounced paganism and its accompanying cannibalism and polygamy in favor of
Christianity, to which religion he had been converted by the British Methodist missionary James Calvert.
He proved the sincerity of this conversion in 1855 when, in the Battle of Kaba with rebellious chiefs in that
year, he pardoned on the battlefield all the survivors; had this happened prior to his conversion, as W puts
it, “in accordance with pagan Fijian customs, the defeated men would have been ceremonially humiliated,
killed, and eaten.”
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301.145 Four Quotations\fn{by Totaram Sanadhya (1876-1947)} Hirangaon, Firozabad District, Uttar Pradesh, India.
(M) -1
The religious situation of our people is very unstable. This is because of the lack of religious teachers and other
dedicated people. As a result Fiji Indians are like an unsteady boat in a whirlpool.
*
A person who does not have stability of mind is an unstable dinghy. In this struggle of life, I will confront all
the challenges with truth and strength, and will never waver. Cowardliness is an eveil which I should banish from
my life.
*
Remarriage is or is not approved in shastra; I have no authority to speak on this subject. But I surely cannot go
on without saying this much, that remarriage has helped a great deal in stopping crime in Fiji.
*
I am of the sacred thread; my people, long generations before you were born, worshipped after this way. They
discovered the only way for my caste, and our feet love the path. They spent their lives, not in winning bread, not
in accumulating wealth, but in thinking about religion. For five thousand years they have been thinking, and here
are their thoughts.\fn{He tapped his Vedas gently with his finger.} There are thoughts here that you English, clever as you
are in science and machines, can never understand. All the good things in the Bible - love to the neighbour,
forgiveness of injuries, purity of life and motive, and many more besides.
52.333 & 296.47 1. Marlene 2. The Siren Of Sandy Gap 3. Josephina Anna Maria 4. Naninja And Janey 5.
N’goola 6. The Cooboo 7. Happiness 8. The Cow 9. The Elopement\fn{by Katharine Susannah Prichard (1883-1969)}
Levuka, Lomaiviti Province, Fiji (F) 35
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Coming out from the trees, the camp on the hillside was almost invisible. It crouched among rocks and wet
undergrowth, with the township lying under mists in the valley below. The wurleys\fn{ Aboriginal shelters made of
branches and leaves} of bark, bagging and matted leaves had taken on the coloring of the rocks and tree-trunks. They
were shaped like mounds of earth: crude shells with open mouths. A breath of smoke betrayed them. It hung in the
air and drifted away among the trees.
The two women riding along the bush track detected the first humpy,\fn{ Any crude aboriginal shelter, especially one
built at the edge of a town} then another and another, until half a dozen were in sight about a rough open space. Dogs
flew out, barking fiercely. Two or three children, barelegged, lean, sallow, bright-eyed, with black tousled hair, got
up from the wurleys. A man lying beside a fire sat up and glanced at the women.
“Hallo, Benjy,” the elderly woman on a gray horse called. “Sleeping in this morning? Where’s Mollie?”
The man grunted, staring sullenly over the rain-sodden clearing. Men and women appeared at the open mouths
of other wurleys, all dressed as they had been sleeping, in faded dungarees and khaki trousers, shirts and skirts
gray with grime and grease, threadbare woolen jackets and coats—cast-off clothing of the townspeople.
“Hallo, Mrs. Boyd!” some of the women called.
“Miss Allison,” the elder woman explained, introducing the girl on the chestnut colt. “She’s from England;
going to write a book about the aborigines. She wanted to see your camp.”
“We’re half-castes here—not abos,” a morose, middle-aged man replied.
“And not ‘at home’ so early in the day,” one of the young men added sarcastically. “It’s a hell of a place to see,
anyhow.”
One of the women giggled shyly. “How’s y’self, Mrs. Boyd?”
“I’m well, Minnie. But you’re looking like drowned rats, the lot of you. Why don’t you shift camp for the
winter, George?” Mrs. Boyd’s manner was authoritative but kind and friendly.
“Where’d we shift to?” a fat, youngish woman asked jocosely. Barefooted she stood, a once-white dress
dragged across her heavy breast and thighs, a youngster slung in one hip. A little laugh nibbled its way through
the crowd.
“This is the only place we’re allowed to camp in the district,” the man who had first spoken said sourly. “You
2

know that, Mrs. Boyd.”
“The rain’s been comin’ down steady for two months.” One of the other women raised a flat, uncomplaining
treble.
“How on earth do you manage to get a dry spot in the humpies or keep your clothes dry?”
“We don’t.” The crowd laughed as though that were a good joke. “Our clothes are all soakin’. There’s not a dry
blanket in the camp.”
“We ought to be ducks. The rain’d run off our backs then.”
“It’s a disgrace you should have to live like this,” Mrs. Boyd declared. “But what I came about this morning is
Mollie. Where is she?”
The crowd shifted uneasily. Eyes encountered and glanced aside. A wild crew they looked in their shabby
clothes, the women wearing remnants of finery, a bright scarf or colored cardigan over their draggled dresses.
Brown-eyed, black-haired, they all were, but their skin varied from sickly yellow to weathered bronze. The
women were sallow and tawny, the men darker. On most of the faces, thick noses and full lips denoted the
aboriginal strain; a few others had sharp, neat features, showing no trace of aboriginal origin except in their eyes.
“Where is Mollie?” Mrs. Boyd demanded. “I’ve been letting Mr. Phillip drive her in to the pictures on Saturday nights when he goes into town himself; but she didn’t come back last week. He waited an hour for her …”
“She’s fair mad about the pictures, Mollie,” Ruby burbled.
“That’s all very well, but it’s not very considerate of her to run off like this. She knows how busy we are just
now, with all the cows coming in. Mr. Philip and Mr. Edward have got their hands full. I had to ride in with the
mail myself this morning. And Mollie was very useful, helping with the milking and feeding the
poddies.”\fn{Handfed calves or lambs}
“She’s a fine kid, Mollie,” Albert declared.
“But where is she? What’s the matter?”
The crowd surged. Obviously the question was disturbing: had to be evaded. Exclamations and suggestions
clattered. There was no surprise, no consternation, although every seemed upset, a little nervous and amused at
Mrs. Boyd’s query.
Mrs. Boyd guessed they were hiding Mollie. The child had got a quirk about something: one of those
mysterious urges to go bush with her own kind.
“Did y’know Bill Bibblemun took bad with the p’monia and died in hospital Sunday week?” somebody asked.
Others joined in eagerly.
“It was a grand funeral, Mrs. Boyd.”
“The Salvation Army captain said Bill’d go straight to glory because he was a good Christian.”
“He was, too. Testified at street meetings and sang hymns—even when he was drunk.”
“They said some beautiful prayers.”
“All bout his bein’ washed in the blood of the lamb and his sins bein’ whiter than snow.”
“And the kids have all had measles,” Ruby boasted.
“What’s happened to Wally Williams?” Mrs. Boyd inquired, willing to humor them. “He was to come over and
cut fencing-posts for me last month.”
There was a lull in the rattle of voices, eyelids fell, wary glances slid under them. Coughing, a hoarse
whispering, filled the pause.
“He’s gone up-country,” George said.
“You mean, he’s in jail. What’s he been up to now?”
“Well, you see, Mrs. Boyd, it wasn’t hardly Wally’s fault,” Minnie Lewis explained. “Jo Wiggins said some
steers had got out of his holding paddocks, and he offered Wally two bob\fn{ Shillings; Fiji was a separate British colony
from 1875-1970} for every steer he could track and bring in. Wally took in a couple of clear-skins. He thought they
were Mr. Wiggin’s steers, natcherly—”
“Naturally—at two bob apiece,” Mrs. Boyd agreed.
“But when the mounted trooper found a couple of red poley steer skins in Jo Wiggin’s slaughter-yard, Mr.
Wiggins put the blame on to Wally—and Wally got two years.”
“Every knows Jo Wiggin’s game,” Mrs. Boyd admitted. “But Wally ought to keep his hands off clear-skins.”
“Oh, he’s not like that, Wally, Mrs. Boyd. He’s a real good stockman. But if he can’t get a job he doesn’t know
what to do with himself. He’s jest got to be workin’ cattle—”
“I know,” Mrs. Boyd laughed good-humoredly. “I suspect he’s worked calves from our back hills before now.
We had an epidemic of milkers coming in without calves last year.”
“If a cow drops a calf in the bush, Mrs. Boyd, the dingoes are as likely to get it as—”
“Wally! Of course. But my money’s on Wally. I reckon Jo Wiggins has had more of our calves than the
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dingoes.”
Her horse cropping the young grass swung Mrs. Boyd sideways. She saw the figure of a man sleeping before a
smoldering fire at the entrance to his shack. Steam was rising from the damp blanket that covered him.
“Who’s that?” she asked.
“It’s Charley,” a woman who had been coughing incessantly said. “He’s not well.”
“Better put that bottle away then,” Mrs. Boyd advised. “If the trooper comes round somebody’ll be getting into
trouble for selling Charley pinkeye again. Where does he get the money to buy drink, anyhow?”
“The shopkeepers take his drawings for show cards sometimes.”
“He’s quite an artist in his own way, Charley,” Mrs. Boyd explained to her companion. “Self-taught. Could you
show Miss Allison some of Charley’s drawings, Lizzie?”
Charley’s wife slipped away, burrowed into the wurley, and returned with a black exercise-book in her hands.
Miss Allison dismounted to look at the drawing, crude outlines of people and animals, a football match, the finish
of a race.
Pleasure in Charley’s drawing, awed interest, and expectancy animated his friends and relations.
“Well”—Mrs. Boyd yanked her horse’s head round and straightened her back, smiling but implacable—“have
you made up your minds yet to tell me about Mollie?”
The faces about her changed. There was a moment of somber, unresponsive silence.
Then Minnie Lewis exclaimed delightedly: “Why, it’s Mrs. Jackson! She’s been bad with the rheumatics; but
got up—and put on her hat for the visitors!”
A withered little woman, a neat black-hat perched on her head, walked across the clearing, wearing a dingy
black dress and frayed gray cardigan, with an air of forlorn propriety.
“Good morning, Myrtle,” Mrs. Boyd said. “I’m sorry to hear you’ve been having rheumatism.”
“What can you expect, Miss Ann?” The half-caste held herself with some dignity: her faded eyes, ringed like
agates, looked up at the pleasantly smiling, healthy, fresh-complexioned woman on the big horse. I’m not used to
living out of doors.”
“No, of course not,” Mrs. Boyd replied.
“You know I was brought up at the mission station. And I’ve worked in some of the best homes in the district;
but now—you wouldn’t keep a sow in the place where I’ve got to live.”
“It’s not right, Mrs. Boyd,” George muttered.
“No, it’s not right,” Mrs. Boyd agreed. “But what can I do about it? Would you go into the Old Women’s Home
if I could get you in, Myrtle?”
“I’ve been there. The police took me from the hospital after I had the rheumatic fever. But I ran away—”
“She did, Mrs. Boyd!” eager voices chimed.
“She walked near on a hundred and thirty miles till she got here.”
“Cooped up in the city—with a lot of low-down old women treatin’ me like dirt. I’ve always kept myself to
myself. I’ve always been respectable, Miss Ann—”
“Oh, yes, she’s terrible respectable, Mrs. Boyd,” somebody exclaimed.
“Nobody can’t say Mrs. Jackson isn’t respectable!”
“All I want’s to die in my own place—like any respectable person. It is my own place, Miss Ann, the house
your father gave Tom and me; and Mr. Henry had no right to turn us out.”
“She’s breaking her heart, like any old abo, for the hunting-grounds of her people,” Albert said cynically.
“They always want to go home to die, but, being half-and-half, it’s a roof over her head Mrs. Jackson wants, and a
bed to lie on.”
“I’ll see what I can do about it, Myrtle,” Mrs. Boyd promised.
“Funny, isn’t it?” Albert’s lounging, graceful figure tilted back as he gazed at her. “You’re the grand-daughter
of one of the early settlers who shot off more blacks than any other man in the country. Mrs. Jackson is the granddaughter of one of the few survivors, and related to the best families in the district. But you’ve got the land and
the law on your side. They put the dogs on to her if she goes round the homesteads asking for a bit of tucker or old
clothes.”
“And this is the only spot where we’re allowed to camp in the district.”
“Something will have to be done about it,” Mrs. Boyd declared.
“What?” Albert demanded. “All the land about has been taken up. It’s private property. We’re not allowed to
work in the mines. We’re not allowed to sell the fish we catch—not allowed to shoot or to trap. They don’t want
us on the farms. They won’t let us work on the roads. All we’re allowed to do is draw rations and rot … though
there is some talk of packing us off to one of those damned reservations ‘where the diseased and dying remnants
of the native race are permitted to end their days in peace.’ Excuse me quoting the local rag.”
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“You can’t say I haven’t tried to help you,” Mrs. Boyd protested. “I’ve always given you work on my farm
when I could.”
A wry smile twisted the young man’s mouth. “And paid us less than half you’d have had to pay other
workers.”
“Albert!” some of the women objected. “Don’t take any notice of him, Mrs. Boyd.”
“You’re talking like one of those crazy agitators, Albert,” Mrs. Boyd cried hotly. “If you’re not careful you’ll
find yourself being moved on.”
“I’ll remember you said so, Mrs. Boyd,” Albert grinned maliciously.
“It’s hard on Albert not being able to get work, Mrs. Boyd,” Ruby expostulated. “He’s real clever: can read and
write as good as any white man. When he went to school he could beat any of the boys.”
“Lot of good it’s ever done me,” Albert sneered. “If I’d been a myall I’d’ve had a better life. The blacks of any
tribe share all they’ve got with each other. The whites grab all they can for themselves—and let even their own
relations starve.”
“Do the aboriginals treat half-castes better?” Miss Allison’s voice rose clear and chilly against his wrath.
“They don’t treat us like vermin.” Albert might have been admiring the gleam of her hair or the horse she was
holding. “Up in the nor’-west, when I was a kid, I went around with my mother’s tribe. Never knew I was any
different from the rest. Then my father got interested in me. Sent me down here to school. He died—and I’ve been
trying to get a job ever since.
“Do you want to go back to your own people?”
Albert’s anger resurged. “My own people!” he jeered. “Who are they? My father was as fair as you are. I
couldn’t live in a black’s camp now—though this is as bad. But I don’t belong there. I think differently. We all do.
We like soap and clean clothes when we can get them, and books. We want to go to the pictures and football
matches. I want to work and have a house to live in, a wife and kids. But this is all I’ve got. These are my only
people—mongrels like myself.”
“You shouldn’t talk bitter like that, Albert,” Mrs. Jackson reproved. “It does no good.”
“Nothing does any good.” He flung away from the crowd and stalked off behind the wurleys.
“He’s sore because he can’t get work and the Protector won’t let Penny Carnarvon marry him,” Ruby said.
“Penny’s in service, and she’s such a good servant they don’t want to lose her. But she’s fond of Albert. She says
she’ll learn the Protector.”
“She will, too.”
“Stella did, didn’t she?”
“Too right, she did.”
“She dropped a tray-load of dishes to get herself the sack\fn{ Fired; getting the sack is an English commonplace.}
because she wanted to marry Bob. But the missus forgave her and took it out of her wages. Stella had to get
herself in the family way and make up to the boss before the Protector decided she’d better marry Bob.”
“Penny’ll be going for a little holiday soon, Albert says. Then perhaps they can get married and go up north.
He’s almost sure he can get a job on one of the stations.”
“But where’s Mollie?” Mrs. Boyd returned to the attack. The crowd closed down on their laughter and gossip.
There was a disconcerted shuffling and searching for something to say.
“Mollie?”
“Yes, Mollie. It’s no use pretending you don’t know where she is. If she’s hiding, doesn’t want to come home,
I’m not going to worry about her. But I’ll have to let the department know—”
“Hallo, Mrs. Boyd!” A girl in a pink cotton frock stood in the opening of a wurley behind the horses. A pretty
little thing, sturdy and self-possessed, but rather pale, she stood there, a small bundle wrapped in a dirty shawl in
her arms.
“Mollie!” Mrs. Boyd gasped. “Have you been getting a baby?”
The girl nodded, smiling.
“But you’re only a child,” Mrs. Boyd cried. “You’re not sixteen.”
“I was sixteen last month,” Mollie replied calmly.
“It’s scandalous,” Mrs. Boyd exclaimed indignantly. “Who’s the father?”
The girl’s eyes smiled back at her. “I been going with two or three boys in town.”
The little crowd before her quivered to breathless excitement: a sigh, as of relief, and a titter of suppressed
mirth escaped.
“You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” Mrs. Boyd declared furiously. “You know I thought better of you,
Mollie. I thought you were different from the other girls. You’ve lived with me so many years, and I trusted you to
behave yourself.”
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“Don’t be angry,” the girl said quietly. “I couldn’t help it … and I like the baby.”
“When did it happen?”
“Last night.”
Mrs. Boyd stared at the girl. She looked a little wan, but quite well.
“Is she all right?” she asked the crone who had come out of the hut behind Mollie. “Had I better get the doctor
to come out and see her, or arrange for her to go into hospital?”
“I’ve never felt better in my life,” Mollie said. “Aunty May can look after me.”
“No need to bother,” the old half-caste beside Mollie mumbled soothingly. “She hadn’t a bad time. I’d have
sent her to the hospital—but everything happened in such a hurry.”
“Let me see the child,” Mrs. Boyd demanded: turned her horse and rode to Mollie.
“She’s very little and red,” Mollie apologized, tenderly lifting the dirty shawl that covered the baby.
Mrs. Boyd leaned down from her saddle. It was the ugliest scrap of humanity she had ever seen; but there was
something vaguely familiar in its tiny crumpled face. Cicely Allison dragged her horse over the grass to look at
the baby, too.
“Ra-ther sweet, isn’t she?” she murmured mechanically. “What are you going to call her?”
Mollie drew the shawl over the baby’s face again.
“Marlene,” she said happily.
The rain descended in a gusty squall, driving the half-castes into their wurleys, the horsewomen back among
the trees. As they rode, the older woman sagged in her saddle, curiously aged and grim.
“The sooner they’re cleared out of the district the better,” she said viciously. “They’re an immoral lot, these
half-castes.”
“What about the whites who are responsible for them?” the girl on the chestnut cold asked.
She wondered whether it was a tragedy or a comedy she had been witnessing. These people might live like
dogs in their rotten wurleys, with the dark bush behind them and the prosperous little township spread in sunshine
at their feet; but their aspirations were all towards standards of the white race. The exotic film star and that baby
in this dump of outcasts. What an indictment! And yet Miss Allison suspected they had tried to spare the baby’s
grandmother, with simple kindness, knowing the truth behind Mollie’s bravado. Had they altogether succeeded?
The camp on the hillside was moved on before the end of the month.
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No one would have suspected Susan Jane Moran of being a siren. Least of all Susan herself. But there it was.
Two good men were quarrelling about her whenever they met, and a third was always hanging about her humpy
on the outskirts of town, chopping wood, or playing his accordion on the hot summer evenings.
It was the scandal of Sandy Gap. Mrs. Moran said she could not be worried about that. She insisted on
maintaining good-natured relations with everybody, though the few women and girls living in the old township
and in shacks about the mines, showed quite plainly they did not want to have anything to do with her.
A little woman, well over fifty, Susan went about just the same, as chirpy as a cricket. She had worked hard all
her life and her face was withered and wind-dried. Her hair, gingery-gray still took a glint from the sun, and she
always looked spruce and tidy in an old-fashioned way. Only her eyes were as young as they ever were; eyes of a
flower-like blue, innocent as a child’s, which sparkled and smiled with vitality and good humour.
It was a fact, everybody knew, that five years ago Mrs. Moran had been the respectable wife of a respectable
farmer, who still lived not a hundred miles from Sandy Gap. She was no more entitled to call herself Mrs. Moran
than a crow was entitled to call itself a canary. But Mrs. Moran she did call herself, and nobody had the nerve to
address her as anything but Mrs. Moran since she was living with Dave Moran as his wife. Susan had a way of,
quite amusingly, making people look foolish if they presumed to remind her that she and Dave were not married.
How could she be, when there was George Chadwick coming into Sandy Gap, as large as life, every two or
three months, and begging Susan to go home with him?
George Chadwick was one of the few well-to-do farmers in the district. He had cleared land and grown wheat
near the Yilgarn Rocks, south-east of the ridge, before gold was discovered there. And Susan had helped him. She
had worked with him out of doors, clearing and burning-off, seeding and harvesting, and had reared a family.
Old Robbie, Carl Moreing’s mate, said Dave Moran was a runaway sailor when he blew in at Chadwick’s and
asked for a job. George put him on the reaper-and-binder, being shorthanded at harvest-time. Dave was a good
worker, middle-aged but strong as a draught-horse, a short, swarthy, thick-set chap, who soon was going about
shouting and singing out as though he owned the place.
George Chadwick was not a bad old stick, but a skinflint who thought of nothing but how much he could get
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out of his land and stock, and the men who worked for him. Most of them stayed only a few months and then
moved on; but Dave stuck to the Yilgarn Rocks farm for nearly three years. Chadwick was beginning to regard
him as a fixture when Dave packed his swag and went off to the rush at Sandy Gap.
Robbie took his place for a week or so. He heard Chadwick lamenting to Susan:
“Best man ever I had, Dave. Kept things goin’ real well when I was down with that poisoned foot, last
harvest.”
“Maybe, if y’d have given him a rise, he wouldn’t have cleared out,” Susan said.
“What for would I do that, Susie?” George demanded, aggrieved at the idea of spending money unnecessarily.
“Dave was a good worker, but he’d waste every penny he’d got drinking and gambling at Southern Cross
whenever there was a chance.”
“Oh well,” Susan replied cheerily, “Dave knew how to get a bit of fun out of life—which is more than we do.”
“Fun?” George wondered what had come over the woman. “We’ve got a good farm, haven’t we? A bit in the
bank, and the children are all grown up and doing well.” Susan laughed, that easy, good-humoured little laugh of
hers.
“It’s all very well for you, George,” she said. “You’re content to grow old and grub along here, without ever
knowing what it’s like to enjoy yourself and be happy. I’m not. We’ve been scrimping and slaving for years. That
was all very well when the children were little. I didn’t mind, then, what I did to make things right for them and
for you. But now we’ve got money and the children are grown up. I sort of feel I’ve been buried alive and I’d like
to step out myself a bit.”
George stared at her in amazement.
“Your crazy, Susie,” he said.
“I’ll miss Dave, anyhow,” Susan declared. “Hearing him 7alking7g’ about, and singin’ those sea-songs of his
when he was drunk, put a bit of life into the place. You can’t say you didn’t like it either, when he’d sit round the
fire of a winter night, crackin’ jokes and 7alking’ yarns about the foreign places he’s been to.”
“He’ll be back before seedin’, stony broke and glad enough to be took on again,” George said warily.
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Susan replied.
*
When Dave drove up to the farm several months later, it was obvious he had had a few pots. He left the old
rattletrap of a car he had been driving at the gate and walked unsteadily up to the house.
“Told you so,” George remarked to his wife. Dave looked as shabby and hard-up as the day he had tramped off
with his swag on his back; but he hailed George with boisterous familiarity.
“Hullo, Mr. Chadwick,” he said. “How’s things?”
“Not too bad.” George enjoyed a moment’s complacent reflection. “You’ve come after your job again, I
suppose, Dave?”
“You can keep your job, Mr. Chadwick,” Dave crowed. “Tell you the truth, I’ve had a bit of luck—struck a
show on the ridge and sold it for a couple of thousand.”
“Oh, Dave,” Susan cried, “I am glad.” Dave looked at her with brown eyes which blazed to a communication
she had understood for some time.
“Came along to tell you the good news,” he explained barefacedly, “and collect a few things I left behind when
I went off to the rush.”
Susan betook herself indoors to make tea and get a meal for him. He was going to stay the night, if Mr.
Chadwick had no objection, Dave intimated: would camp in the bunk in the harness-room and make an early start.
George exerted himself to be affable. He wanted to know what was doing on the new rush, how many men
were pegging claims, whether it would be worth while running over a few sheep he had on the stubble. Dave was
enthusiastic about the prospects of the rush and another lease of life for the old township near by. They sat talking
for a couple of hours before George decided it was time to turn in.
He heard Dave drive off before dawn, and wondered vaguely what his hurry was. Wondered, a little later, why
Susan did not bring his cup of tea as usual. She was up and about, brisk as a bee, before sunrise every morning;
could be depended on to waken him, and the boy who brought in the cows. The sun was well up, the house extra ordinarily quiet, cows lowing at the sliprails, when George bestirred himself to discover the meaning of, this
variation of the routine of years.
It was then he found Susan’s note on the kitchen table, spread for his breakfast.
Dear George:
I reckon I’ve done my duty by you. Worked hard and reared a family. You’ve got plenty of money and can get help
in the house. The children is grown up and don’t need me any more. You were always too set on making money to let
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me have any fun, and Dave says we can go to Sydney and have a good time spending this cheque he’s got.
Dave and me has always liked each other, so I hope you won’t take it hard me going away with him. I don’t feel like
an old woman, George, and you don’t want me any more.
Your loving wife (that was),
Susan

George carried the letter about with him for a long time and showed it to everybody. He didn’t pretend to be
heartbroken or angry. The whole affair was such a surprise he could only explain with dazed incredulity:
“Who’d havee thought it of Susie? Would you believe Susie could do a thing like that, now?”
The children were more indignant than he. John had become a bank-clerk and Mavis, a school-teacher. Both
considered their mother had disgraced them. But George would not hear a word against Susan.
“No, no,” he said, “she wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t disgrace you. If she wanted to go for a trip to Sydney
with Dave Moran, why shouldn’t she? She’ll be coming home soon, and we’ll let bygones be bygones.”
“You don’t mean to say, father,” John exclaimed indignantly, “you’d have her back again?”
“My son,” George replied quietly, “you don’t know what it’s like living at Yilgarn Rocks without her. It’s quite
true what she says. I’ve thought more about the farm and making money than anything else—and it’s been a dull,
hard life for Susie. I can’t blame her if she wants to go away for a bit; but I reckon, after a while she won’t like
going about with a rough, hard-drinking chap like Dave Moran—though she’ll crack hardy, Susan, no matter what
happens.”
*
Two years later, Dave Moran returned to the Gap, bringing Susan with him. The township was flourishing,
what with the reopening of old mines and treatment of dumps which rose in peaks of greenish-grey, yellow and
rusty-red clay about them, while a few prospectors were still getting alluvial on the flat stretching out from the
ridge.
Dave found an old mate and went into partnership with him on a show that looked promising.
It was then Susan and he settled down in a shack against the rough barren back of the ridge, not far from the
Winnarra Mine. In no time she had the place looking quite homely. Green creepers crept over the rickety
verandah in front, and Susan herself built up a step with ant-bed and rubble. Geraniums in tins flowered under her
care, and a vine nourished with every drop of dish-water spread big leaves over a lean-to at the back. Mrs. Moran
soon had a hen and chickens, too, and a couple of goats to occupy her attention.
She was so bright and energetic that nobody dreamed her elopement with Dave Moran had not been altogether
a success. To be sure, Dave was somewhat surly and morose these days. He had spent all his money and had
nothing to show for it—except Susan.
And of Susan, from all accounts, he could not be sure from one day to another. His jealousy amused everybody, except Susan, who took no notice of it; or of his dour moods and drinking bouts. She chattered as blithely,
and her laughter bubbled as incessantly, as if she and Dave were really the happiest people in Sandy Gap.
When he heard Susan was living in the Gap, George Chadwick took to driving over with a steer, or a few fat
lambs for the butcher, every now and then. One afternoon, going out of the town, he pulled up his truck before the
shack, and stalked over the shingly track to the door.
“Well, I never, George!” Susan exclaimed, when she saw him standing there. “How’s yourself?”
“Poorly, Susie,” he said, sadly. “I’ve never been the same man since you went away. When are you comin’
home, Susie? It’s been a long time, and—”
“Come in and sit down,” Susan said cheerily. “You look fair knocked-up. I’ll make you a cup of tea.”
George went in and sat down in the sweltering little iron box of a sitting-room, and Susan made tea. She
brought him some of the scones she had just made because Dave liked hot buttered scones with his cup of tea
when he came in from work. They chatted pleasantly for a while, George telling her about his rheumatics and the
difficulties he was having with housekeepers and casual labourers.
“You’d ought to come home, Susie,” he said. “The farm’s goin’ to rack and ruin.”
“I won’t never be coming home, George,” Susan said firmly.
“Don’t say that,” he begged. “Now you’ve seen a bit of life—had some fun like you said—you’d ought to be
comin’ home, Susie.”
“I haven’t seen enough yet, George,” Susan said. “And it hasn’t been all fun, I don’t mind telling you.”
“Oh, well, I’d better be goin’.” George pulled himself on to his long legs and was making for the door when
Dave came in.
“What the hell—” he raged, and made for George.
“Don’t be silly, Dave,” Susan burbled. “George was jest passing, and called in to see how we were getting on.”
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“Well, I’m not goin’ to have him snoopin’ round and makin’-up to you,” Dave growled.
“I got a right to come and see my wife if I want to,” George remarked calmly.
“She’s my wife, and you got no right walkin’ into my house as if you owned it. Clear out, or I’ll throw you
out.”
“Oh, Dave,” Susan objected, “George didn’t mean no harm, I’m sure. He only—”
“If he did the right thing he’d divorce you, and let us be fixed up good and proper,” Dave blustered.
“Divorce Susie?” George queried, horrified. “I wouldn’t never do that. You don’t think I’d divorce you, do
you, Susie?” Susan’s laughter rippled, mollifying both parties.
“Do stop argufying,” she cried. “I don’t want no divorce—nasty, messy business. It’d just set everybody
9alking’ about us again. Go away now, George, for goodness’ sake; and mind you do as I say—start takin’ a pinch
of salts, dry, after every meal, for your rheumatics.”
*
Old Robbie and Carl Moreing had sunk a shaft on the ridge behind Moran’s. Dropping in on their way home
from work as usual, they heard Susan’s summing-up. Robbie chuckled at the thought of a good yam to tell his
cobbers.
Young Carl scowled and tramped off to chop the wood he flung at Susan’s feet every day with sullen devotion.
A solid, hefty young man, fair-haired and good-looking, young Carl lived at Cassidy’s boarding-house and
Lotta Cassidy was supposed to be in love with him.
Mrs. Cassidy told everybody things were as good as settled between Carl and Lotta when “that woman came to
Sandy Gap and started makin’ a fuss of Carl and his music”. Now, he had no time for Lotta: was always up at
Moran’s, playing poker, or sitting on the verandah, churning old tunes out of his accordion; and “Susan Jane
settin’ alongside of him, screechin’ at the top of her voice. She’d ought to be ashamed of herself, carryin’ on with
a man young enough to be her own son, besides bein’ a married woman and livin’ with another man.”
“Aw, go on, Mrs. Cassidy,” old Robbie protested. “You can’t blame Susan. She ain’t no siren.”
“Sirens is as sirens does,” Mrs. Cassidy persisted. “I’ve a good mind to go and tell her what I think of her.”
“You do,” chortled Robbie, the old mischief-maker.
Mrs. Cassidy went to see Susan, and Susan laughed good-naturedly when she heard Mrs. Cassidy’s tale of
woe: how Lotta was fretting because Carl spent his evenings at Moran’s; and people were saying Mrs. Moran
ought to be ashamed of herself, letting a young man like that run after her.
“Oh, dear!” Susan’s blue eyes danced. “It’s too bad, isn’t it? I’ll tell Carl not to come around any more. He’d
ought to marry a nice girl like Lotta, really, Mrs. Cassidy!”
But young Carl moved from Cassidy’s after he heard about Mrs. Cassidy’s visit to Susan. He induced old
Robbie to build a camp with him, near their mine. Nothing Susan could say made any difference to his coming to
do odd jobs for her. Dave had taken to drinking pretty steadily of late. He was lazy about splitting the wood and
carting water. Susan was doing it herself when Carl saw to it that she did not.
She knitted him a pair of socks to get even, and patched a pair of his faded blue dungaree pants. When Carl
was suffering with boils she had been kind and motherly, fomenting them and dosing him. And then she was
always ready to listen when he talked about his tough and lonely childhood. Susan had made him play and sing to
her at first, to cheer him up and give him self-confidence.
Robbie explained that she was just as jolly and good-natured with half a dozen other prospectors and miners,
who forgathered at Moran’s for a yarn and a game of poker, most evenings.
*
Oh well, Carl continued to hang about Susan like a motherless foal; and George Chadwick would call in now
and again, when he was in Sandy Gap. Dave never worried about Carl, though he would get jealous and flare up
sometimes if he fancied any other man was making eyes at Susan.
He got used to George Chadwick dropping in with a plucked chook, some cream or vegetables for Susan;
treated it rather as a joke and was willing to pass the time of day with George when they met.
He had grown fat and flabby, Dave, and things weren’t going too well on his claim. When his mate slung it, he
complained that Dave would not pull his weight: had lost his punch and was sitting back letting others do his
work for him.
“Poor Dave,” Susan said, “he’s not as young as he was.”
She induced Rufe Lawlor, who was making a good thing out of the Winnarra Mine, to set Dave up in a
tobacconist’s shop, where the bunch could do a little S.P.\fn{ Starting Price; the odds of finishing to win or place on any given
animal in a horse or dog race} betting on the sly. The shop was the best thing he’d struck in Sandy Gap for a long time,
Dave declared.
Then a few weeks before Christmas, George Chadwick stopped at Moran’s on his way out of town.
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*
His long lathy figure steered up from the track; but he would not go inside when Susan came to the open door.
“John and Mavis are comin’ home for Christmas,” he said. “First time since you went away, Susie. You’d
ought to come home, now. It don’t seem right somehow, John and Mavis comin’ home and you not there. Won’t
you come home now, Susie?”
“What’s that?” Dave loomed up behind Susan. “Haven’t you taken a tumble yet Susan’s not goin’ home? She’s
stayin’ here with me for the rest of her born days.”
“I’m not 10alking’ to you. I’m 10alking’ to Susie,’ George replied mildly. “I came to take her home—and I’m
goin’ to take her home.”
“Get out of me daylight—”
Dave lunged. George veered from his clenched fist and shaped-up. Susan cried shrilly:
“Stop it! Stop it! I won’t have you fightin’ about me. I’ll go away and live by myself.”
“You won’t do that, Susie?” Dave stood glowering at her.
“No, don’t do that, Susie!” George begged.
“What’s up?”
Carl lunged along from the back of the house. His heavy shoulders and bare, brawny arms had never looked
more impressive.
“Make them stop it, Carl,” Susan pleaded. “George wants me to go home and Dave says I’ve got to stop here,
and they’re fightin’ about it, the silly old men.”
“What do you want to do?” Carl asked.
“I want to go away and have some peace and happiness in my life,” Susan said. “They’ve no right to think I
must just do what they say.”
“Right.”
Carl looked at both men.
“Leave her alone,” he said.
*
Next morning everybody in Sandy Gap knew that Susan had left Dave Moran.
And with young Carl.
How could you explain it? You couldn’t, that was all. By rights, she should have gone back to George Chadwick and been grateful for the good home he could give her.
And Carl should have married Lotta who loved him.
But, no! Susan and young Carl Moreing had gone off by the morning coach.
“Maybe I’m a fool, and so is Carl,” Susan wrote in the note she left for Dave, “but we don’t care, so what does
it matter?”
“I’d a done it meself, any day, and so would’ve Rufe Lawlor,” old Robbie mourned. “You couldn’t blame
Susan if the men liked her. She was so good-humoured and chirpy, always: nothing put her out. If you was
10alking’ to her, she’d laugh as if she was really enjoyin’ herself.
“A man felt the king-pin when he was with her—though he knew darned well she didn’t care if she never saw
him again. And, by God, she’d the bloodiest\fn{The most wonderful} blue eyes in the world!”
There, now.
Was Susan a siren, or wasn’t she?
She had no brains and she wasn’t a beauty.
She just knew how to make men love her and keep on loving her.
3
Wind tore through the darkness, and rain was beating down in heavy showers, the night one of the Sicilian
wood-carters came to the door of Ryan’s Hotel and banged on it, so that its shrunken panels rattled. Michael had
shut-up at nine o’clock: bolted the windows and barred the doors against the wind and rain.
Roused out of his sleep, he got up, thrust his arms into an old overcoat, and, barefooted, went to open the door,
cursing the fool who was out on such a night and might want a bed at that hour.
Mary heard him open the door, and the noise of wind and rain rush in over Denari’s voice. She had been in bed
with a cold all day; Michael had strapped a whisky pack to her back and shoulders before he went to bed himself,
a few hours ago.
“But she’s ill. She can’t go out,” Michael shouted. The Sicilian cried out in a broken, distraught way; and Michael slammed the door.
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“What is it?” Mary called from her bed. Mick went to her.
“Denari says his wife’s bad. You can’t go, I told him. I will not have you running about after these people, and
yourself ill. Why can’t they make their arrangements? Didn’t the woman know what was going to happen?
They’ve just got into the way of depending on you, and be-God, it’s got to be put a stop to. Does he think I’m going to have you catchin’ your death going out on a night like this?”
“It’s her first baby, Mick. The poor thing—”
Mick went out of the room to fasten the bolts of the door again. When he returned to the bedroom, Mary was
standing with her clothes on. She had wrapped a shawl round her head and chest, over the whisky pack, and
dragged on her stockings and shoes.
“I’m going, Mick,” she said. “How could I rest here, thinking of the poor soul, and nobody to help her?”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Mick blustered. “Go back to your bed, woman.”
But he knew there was no arguing with his wife when her face took that set look: her eyes were seeing four
mounds of earth which covered her own babies, down near the Salt Lake.
“Get the lantern. And we’d better take a couple of blankets,” Mary said. “It’s a broken-down shack Denari’s
living in. Scarcely a stick of furniture or a rag in it. I’ve got my own things in a bag here.”
They went out into the wind and rain. Wrapped in greatcoats and carrying their bundles, they stumbled along
the road by the light of the lantern Mick carried, until they came to the railway line, where three or four Sicilians,
who carted wood for the mines in Kalgoorlie, had built themselves huts and makeshift shelters of bags and
kerosene tins, flattened out and nailed together. A light was burning in one of the huts. Mick and Mary could see
two or three men standing in the doorway: a long moan and sobbing howl came from it.
“Denari!” Mick called, as they came to the doorway.
“The missus would come,” he explained to one of the men who moved towards him; and Mary went into the
hut.
The woman was there on a bunk against the wall, sitting-up and rocking herself backwards and forwards, rain
pouring down through the roof, all round her. The bunk she was sitting on was wet, the blankets about her. The
only light in the place stood in a box to screen it from the rain: there was no fireplace in the hut. The men in the
doorway gazed at the woman helplessly. They had given her wine to dull her pain, and half-drunk, with tumbled
hair, Mrs. Denari, as she was called, stared at Mary Ryan from a swollen face, dazed, anguished eyes.
“Me no understand, meself,” she moaned. “No understand.”
A shaft of agony shattered her screaming cry.
“See if they’ve got a fire anywhere, and get some water hot, quick,” Mary said to her husband.
She knew at a glance that this was no ordinary case of child-birth; but there was no place to move the woman:
no time to take her anywhere before the child was born.
“Here, you,” she commanded the men standing round the doorway, “get something to cover that hole in the
roof, can’t you? And Denari, hold up your wife while I put this dry blanket on the bed.”
Denari supported the heavy, shuddering figure, muttering with rough tenderness, and helped his wife to get on
the bed again. She was wearing her everyday clothes: had no nightgown, it seemed. There were no sheets for the
bed; for a pillow, a sugar bag stuffed with feathers lay under her head.
*
And so, squalling and hustling, Josephina Anna Maria ushered herself into the hut. Her father named her as
soon as he saw her; and the rain christened her. A fat, husky baby she was, all red, with a mat of sooty fluff on her
head, and the bright eyes of a little animal.
Mary wrapped her in the other blanket she had brought, and went on attending to the mother. When she had
washed Mrs. Denari and made her as comfortable as possible, Mary lifted the baby again. To risk washing the
child in that draughty place would be madness, she decided.
“I’ll take the baby with me, Denari,” she said. “And bring her back in the morning.”
“Si, si, Signora,” the man agreed gratefully, glad enough to have somebody to look after the little creature he
did not know what to do with.
*
Through the wind and rain which had never stopped all night, Mick and Mary tramped to the hotel with the
baby rolled up tight in her blanket. So swiftly fate had dealt with them, there had been no time to think about what
they were doing. Mary had gone to that other woman in her need because she could not have it on her conscience
to do otherwise; and she had brought Josephina Anna Maria back with her because there was nothing else to do.
She could find no baby clothes in the hut, nothing to wash the child in.
And the mother—a fearful stench hung over her. Mary knew what that foreboded.
“Will the woman die?” Michael asked.
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He did not hear what Mary said. The wind snatched her words away; but he knew the indignation that went
with her exclamation.
“And the child?”
Mary did not reply.
Michael guessed with what fierce, tender arms she was holding that small body against her own, protecting it
from the rain that swept over them, dashing into their eyes and soaking into their thick coats. They plodded home
along the track, seeing long pools of dark water by the swaying gleam of the lantern, before a gust extinguished it.
They had to make the rest of their way in darkness.
*
In their own kitchen, a fire was still smouldering in the great stove. Michael threw more wood on and lighted a
lamp which showed the crockery glimmering in rows on the shelves, his own chair and Mary’s, the table between
them. Mary laid the baby on the table while she pulled off her wet clothes and changed into dry ones.
Then she bathed the infant before the fire, swabbed out the bright eyes which should have been half-closed
still, and rubbed the plump little body all over with olive oil, before dressing it in the garments she had made for
her own babies. Then she put Josephina Anna Maria to sleep in the clothes basket.
Michael went about mixing a hot toddy, grumbling at the shiftless ways of people who brought children into
the world as though they were puppies, and took a man’s wife out of her home to look after them, when she had
been too ill to hold up her head all day. He took a hot drink to Mary when she got into bed at last; and scolded her
roundly for all she had done.
“Oh, well,” Mary murmured drowsily, “she’s a beautiful baby, isn’t she, Mick?”
*
They slept well into the morning. Cows were lowing against the fence to be milked, and two or three gins with
their children were shivering under the verandah, when Michael turned out to open the house, sweep the bar, and
get breakfast for himself and Mary. He waved his broom at sight of the blacks.
“Be off with you,” he yelled. “You’ll be having babies next, I suppose. Hauling a man’s wife out of bed to be
lookin’ after you.”
Aboriginal women usually went off into the bush with one of the older women of their tribe, before a baby was
born. The cooboo first saw the light of day under a tree, or beside some sheltering rocks, and was none the worse
for it. But some of the younger gins, who had learnt the ways of white folks and liked to imitate them, would beg
for Missus Ryan.
And Mary had gone to see them, now and then, more out of curiosity than because she thought it was necessary to interfere with their own old women, crude and drastic though their methods appeared.
But this morning Michael was in no mood to be bothered with Polly Ann, Bidgee, Lucy, and the rest of them
when they came round the kitchen door for scraps of food and old clothing, flooded out of their camps though
they might be, and looking forlorn and draggled scarecrows in the fresh sunlight.
*
Later, Mary declared she was well enough to get up and go about her work. The baby had slept until daylight,
blethering a little then; but Mary fed her with warm water, and Josephina Anna Maria had gone to sleep again.
Mary, herself, looked quite excited, having the child to look after. She said the cold was not so heavy on her, after
all. It had done her no harm to be out in the night air; and would Michael go up and see how Mrs. Denari was,
take her some milk and a billy of hot tea.
Indeed, he would not, Michael swore. Let Denari come down and tell them how his wife was. It was the least
he could do, the lazy hound, to let a woman lie there with the rain pouring down all round her, and never turn a
hand to mend the roof, or give her anything but that mucky hole to live in.
Men who went into the bar for something to warm them before going to their work that morning, found him
surly and taciturn. Mary had to send one of the blacks with the billy of tea and bottle of milk for Mrs. Denari.
Denari, himself, came back with the gin, his swart dull face sagging under its high cheek bones; fear and
horror of the night in the beads of his eyes.
“Is mad,” he gasped. “Throw herself about. Shout and cry out. Toni and Severino hold her while I come for
you.”
Mary took off her apron, wrapped her shawl of Donegal tweed round her shoulders, and went with him. But by
the time she reached the hut, the woman on the bunk was unconscious.
“Maddalena! Maddalena!” Denari exclaimed, gazing down on her.
“She will die?” he asked Mary.
Mary’s head moved slowly in acquiescence. There was nothing to do as far as she knew. Neither doctor nor
priest could be in time to be of any use. Kneeling down beside the bed, she prayed that the disturbed soul of the
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dying woman might have peace. Then she took the scapular she had worn for years from her neck, laid it on Mrs.
Denari’s breast, and got up from her knees. Denari followed her as she went out of the hut.
A short, thick-set man, with small eyes, and black brows which met in tufted bristles over a blunt nose, he
looked scared and dumbfounded at this calamity which had overtaken him. He muttered something in his own
language, and Mary guessed he was asking if there was nothing he could do.
“There isn’t anything you can do for her now,” Mary said. “Except pray for her—and give her a drink of water
now and then.”
Her anger against the man was so great that she could not look at him; and Denari followed her with the eyes
of a dog that has been kicked, he does not know why, as she went away over the earth, washed clean and cool by
the rain and flashing silverly where pools and puddles still lay.
*
In the evening, Michael said one of the men from the wood-cutters’ camp had told him Mrs. Denari was dead.
He forbade Mary to go and lay out the body, assured her he had told the men what to do, sent a sheet of canvas to
wrap the corpse in, and candles to burn beside her.
Mary saw Denari driving a dray and horses he used for carting wood, towards the Salt Lake, next morning:
men from the camp walking after it in dreary file. Michael would not let her join them; but in the afternoon, Mary
carried the baby down to the rough mound the men had left on the edge of the lake. She put the child in a shawl
on the ground, while she gathered a few early wild flowers and spread them over the grave; promising the woman
who was dead to be a mother to Josephina Anna Maria, all her life long.
A little further along were four small mounds of red earth, under their coverlets of salt crystals, where her own
babies lay. As she stood there in the mild air, beneath a cloudy blue sky, with samphire\fn{ Another term for glasswort:
a European plant of the parsley family that grows on rocks and cliffs by salt water } on the edge of the lake throwing a broad
fringe, emerald, rose and mauve, about her, Mary thought of Maddalena Denari and of her own babies.
In summer, the lake stretched, snow white and dazzling in the sunshine, under dim, pale skies. Many a
prospector, in the early days, lured by the gleam and shimmer of the salt, thinking that there, in the distance, was
water in abundance, had perished and been embalmed where he fell on its broad expanse.
But today there was water in the lake; the samphire had a fragrance of violets.
So strange, it seemed to Mary Ryan, that the Denari woman should be lying there with her children, and she be
walking the earth with the foreigner’s baby.
The strange, slatternly woman with her, Mary Ryan’s babies, so loved and yearned for before they were born:
and she with the child no one had looked forward to, rejoiced over, in the queer world into which she had thrust
herself!
Yet how did she know what was in the mind of the woman who was dead, Mary asked herself.
Perhaps, this Mrs. Denari knew no more of child-bearing than she herself had done when her first babies were
born—and died during those first years of drought and typhoid on the gold-fields.
4
Two old gins were shambling across the darkening plains towards the dry creek bed. They moved slowly
against a smoulder of sunset in the sky.
Mary Moyle knew who they were. Old Naninja, the blind one, and Janey who was her shadow, a withered,
wizened little old woman with a stump for one arm. She had been bitten by a snake when she was a child, Jim
said, and a well-meaning prospector had chopped off her hand.
That was in the early days of the diggings on Skull Creek. The creek had got its name from the number of
skulls found in it after an affray between the aborigines and the first prospectors.
Coming down from a dog-toothed range to the east, the creek made a sandy swale through the bare red earth
stretching into sand hills, up north. Gold found along its course had been mostly alluvial. It was not until several
years after the first rush that an old-timer who had stuck to his show, struck a rich reef and new alluvial ground.
There was another rush, and in no time the workings of three or four mines sprang up on new and old claims.
Jim Moyle and his brother-in-law were doing well on theirs, when Mary packed her three children and
belongings into the mailman’s truck at Kakarra; and went out to live with Jim in his tent and the brushwood shade
he had made for her.
*
At first she had been scared of the almost naked blacks who came out of the ranges with their long spears and
woomeras,\fn{Spear-throwers} and hung round the camp when her husband was at work in the mine. But they
were a hunting tribe, Jim said, no longer fierce and hostile.
13

Mary had lost her fear of them as they stood around, laughing and exclaiming to themselves, as she bathed the
baby or fed him from a bottle with a teat. They had brought their women and children to see her, and she had
learnt to laugh and talk good-humouredly to them; or stamp her feet and chase them away when she had had
enough of them.
Before long there were two or three hundred men in the township which grew round the mines. Several of the
men had built huts and brought up their wives and families. A well was sunk on the site of a native water-hole.
And during the long dry summers, the natives had become dependent on the township for food and water.
Nobody minded while there was alluvial about and payable gold in the mines. The natives, men and women,
did odd jobs for their tucker; but after three of the mines closed down, it was difficult for folk remaining in the
almost deserted township to eke out their own meager supplies, much less feed a horde of starving natives.
Mary could not resist giving the gins and children a few scraps of meat and bread. Then the two old women
had come along, had lifted their dirty rags to show her scrawny shanks and empty bellies, their hungry eyes
pleading with her, until angry and desperate, Mary felt that she would go short herself rather than send them away
with nothing to eat.
Naninja and Janey, they were.
When the rains came, and there was more water and game about, the natives could feed themselves. But
Naninja and Janey still paid Mary a weekly visit. She was glad to see them one day when the children were sick
and she was feeling poorly herself; she let them do the washing.
Janey was beside herself with excitement, eager to prove that she could do as much work with one arm as a
young gin with two; she scrubbed and belted away at the men’s dirty clothes so energetically that Mary handed
them over to her every week. The two bob she gave Janey with some meat and bread, a little tea and sugar, sent
the two old women off, gurgling with happiness.
Mary became quite fond of them, and amused by their devotion to each other. Naninja, although she sat
singing to herself by the wood heap, seemed to boss any job Janey was doing; she would call to her and jabber
away instructions, while Janey chattered and laughed, telling her all about the fine lather of soap suds she had
made, and just what every garment looked like as she hung it on the line.
It was always Janey who wheedled old clothes, sometimes a bit of Jim’s tobacco, out of Mary, and Naninja
who took possession of them—although Mary had no doubt that they would share their loot as is the aboriginal
custom.
*
After the summer began again, with dry weather, dust-storms and blistering heat, the natives came down from
the ranges. They camped by the dry creek, and men, women and children swarmed through the township. When
the few miners left could no longer feed them, they went scavenging in the backyards and round the rubbish
heaps.
The dingoes,\fn{The wild dogs of Australia} too, were hungry. They prowled round the camps at night, their how-ling
mournful and weird, as they slunk away over the plains before dawn.
Jim had written to the Department of Native Affairs drawing attention to the plight of the natives on Skull
Creek, and had urged that rations be sent up immediately for them.
Instead of Naninja and Janey, a sullen young gin with a baby in her arms had come and offered to do the
washing for Mary. She hung her head, pretending not to understand, when Mary asked why Naninja and Janey
had not come. The two old women were not dead, Mary knew. She had seen them trailing about the town with the
rest of the tribe, Naninja very feeble, and Janey helping her along.
It was strange now for them to be going out into the darkness towards the sand hills, away from the camp fires
beside the creek, and any hope of getting food or water. Mary watched them, vaguely disturbed.
“Naninja! Janey!” she called.
Her voice flew out over the dark plain. The old women heard it. They stood still, their figures huddled against
the waning glow of the sky. But they went on.
“Naninja and Janey, where have they gone?” Mary asked the young gin with the baby when she came next day.
“Walkabout, maybe,” the girl replied sulkily.
“Walkabout, rubbish!” Mary exclaimed. “I saw them, last night, going across the plains. No water, no
bungarra\fn{Iguana} out there.”
“Naninja sick feller—close-up finish’m,” the girl muttered, her face heavy and somber.
“Do you mean to say she’s gone out there to die, and Janey’s gone with her?” Mary asked angrily.
The girl’s eyes flared to anger, too, but it died down as she turned away. She could not explain to a white
woman what had happened about Naninja and Janey.
“They’re old women. There’s not enough tucker in the camp to feed the men and fat swobs like yourself, I sup 14

pose,” Mary said, seething with indignation. “So you’ve chased them out of the camp—will let them die of thirst
and starvation.”
“Chase’m, nothing,” the girl said.
Mary understood that the two old women had gone of their own accord, rather than distrain any more on the
tribe’s scanty food supply. She was appalled at the idea of their wandering out there where the sandy swale made
by the creek ran into red earth clamped under black ironstone pebbles, with sand hills further on, wave on wave of
them under the pale blue sky, along a limitless horizon. Horrorstricken by the thought of the two old gins going
deliberately like that to die of thirst and starvation, tortured by ants and flies, to save a little food for the tribe.
But for the drought and food shortages, Naninja would not have left the camp until she felt her end was near,
Mary knew. Then she would not have gone far away. She would have lain down under one of the trees scattered
along the creek bank, near the camp, so that the women could wail over her at dawn, and the men gather round to
make a shallow grave for her bones, singing and shouting to scare away the evil spirits which would be hovering
near to seize her when she left her old body seeking the camp fires of her people among the stars.
“It’s the custom. You can’t interfere with tribal laws,” Jim said, when Mary told him what Ninda, the young
gin, had said.
“Maybe it’s the custom when they’re starving for an old woman like Naninja to clear out because she’s blind
and useless,” Mary replied heatedly. “But don’t forget Janey’s gone with her, and she’s not so old yet as to be
useless.”
“No.’
“I feel we’re to blame.”
Mary could not rid herself of a sense of guilt and shame for what Naninja and Janey had done.
“The prospectors and white people have broken up the natives’ way of life, round here. They managed to live
well enough until we took their wells and scared off the wild animals. Now, they’re starving, have to rely on what
we can give them to eat. And we haven’t even been able to get government rations for them.”
Jim could not deny the truth of what she said.
“The mail truck’s due today,” Mary went on. “I’m going to send a note to the police station at Kakarra, and say
we’ve got to have rations for the natives. I’m going to tell Sergeant Gilligan, too, that he must send a search party
out after Naninja and Janey. There’s a chance that Janey, at least, may be still alive. I just can’t endure the thought
of her doing a perish, out there, in the sand hills.”
“I’d go myself,” Jim growled. “But a man’d need a couple of horses, or camels, to track those old girls where
they’ve gone.”
*
The mailman rattled along in his truck toward mid-day. He brought stores, as well as letters, month-old newspapers, and the news of the countryside, but no rations for the natives. Mrs. Moyle’s concern about the two old
gins he treated rather as a joke; but he agreed to give her letter to the police sergeant in Kakarra on his return.
It was three days later that Sergeant Gilligan and a black tracker rode into Skull Creek on their camels. They
had a couple of pack camels and were well provided with food and water, but none too pleased about turning out
on this wild goose chase after a couple of old gins.
After Sergeant Gilligan had gone, Mary went about her work round the camp, tidying up, cooking for the men,
playing with the children as usual; but her mind was obsessed by the thought of those old women out there in the
and waterless country, under the blaze of a sun that would press closer and closer down on them. Patiently,
stoically, she knew, they would be waiting for it to draw the last breath from their bodies. Would Gilligan be in
time to save them?
Two or three times each day, Mary searched the horizon where a mirage quivered against frail blue of the sky,
and black ironstone gravel on the red earth threw a blinding glare in her eyes. She hoped for some sign of Sergeant Gilligan returning—with Janey at least. But as the days passed, days of heat that seared like the blast from a
furnace, she could no longer hope. Depressed and miserable, she brooded over what had happened to the two old
women. It was outrageous, surely, that they should have to die because gold had been found in their country?
*
At sunset, six days after Mary had seen Naninja and Janey shambling away over the darkening plains, Sergeant
Gilligan pulled into the Creek again with his tracker and camels.
They had been out three days. His camel slumped to the ground and Sergeant Gilligan dismounted, looking
more cheerful than when he started on his journey.
As Mary went out to meet him, he was obviously pleased to have reached the rough and ready comfort of a
mining camp, after his trek through the sun-blasted country further back. He had the air of a man satisfied to have
done his duty, rather creditably.
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“Oh, well, missus,” he said jocosely, “we found your old gins. But the dingoes had got there first.”
5
Stumbling and swaying, the old man climbed the sandy track. It wound through thin scrub and thorn bushes
covering a low hillside. Mary passed him as she came from work in the nearby township.
The old man called after her. She stopped and he shambled wearily towards her. The bare toes with broken
nails sticking out of shoes, thick with red dust, told her that he had come a long way.
“N’goola!” he cried. “D’ye know a girl called N’goola in the native camp, missus?”
“Never heard of her,” Mary said and went on.
*
It was Saturday afternoon and she was in a hurry to get home. Her string bag, full of meat and vegetables for
the weekend, slung her wiry figure to one side as she plodded with bare feet up the track, carrying her shoes. A
woman of forty or thereabouts, wearing a neatly made dress of floral cotton, she had met the old man’s eyes with
the beautiful brown eyes of an aboriginal, but her hair was brackish brown, and there was a yellowish tinge in her
skin.
The old man was a stranger, she guessed. A derelict from the remnants of tribes all over the country who had
wandered into the settlement of native huts on the far side of the hill. A place of refuge, it was, for the outcasts of
his people, and hers—the men and women of mixed blood who were still regarded as aborigines.
Mary had little to do with the wild, gipsyish crew which forgathered there, although she was friendly with
most of the older men and women. She lived on the outskirts of the settlement. Her husband, a man of her own
colour, often sneered at her for trying to live like a white woman: keeping her home clean and tidy and herself
respectable, as she had been taught to in a mission school.
Her home was not far off: a humpy, squat and dark, built of rusted kerosene tins and old scraps of timber, with
a roof through which the rain poured in winter. But the land where the humpy stood belonged to her.
Mary prided herself on that. She had bought it with money earned doing washing and scrubbing in the
township: money hidden and saved for years.
Her children had grown up and drifted away from her. She lived and worked now to get a house built on her
land: a small wooden house with a roof of corrugated iron.
A few geraniums and tomato plants wilted in the dry sand of what she called her garden. Mary’s eyes lingered
on them lovingly before she opened the door and went into the one room of the humpy.
Vexed to find her husband had left scraps of food and unwashed dishes littering the table, she put down her
shopping bag and cleared them away: lit a fire on the open hearth, swept the floor, washed the dishes, cut up the
meat and vegetables she had bought to make a stew, and put them in a pot on the fire. Ted would be coming in
soon for a meal, she expected, although often on a Saturday night he was too drunk to do more than sprawl on the
bed and sleep until morning.
Her tidying done, Mary went to the door, wondering whether the old man she passed on the track had gone
down into the settlement. She wished she had not been so sharp with him. Glancing back along the track, she saw
that he had made himself a little fire on the brow of the hill. She could hear him singing to himself in a dreary,
monotonous voice.
Why had he asked about a girl by her native name. No one would know that. Most of the girls in the settlement
would not remember if they ever had a native name. They were all Jeans and Janeys, Kittys and Dulcies, these
days.
*
“N’goola.”
Mary was disturbed by something vaguely familiar in the name. She seemed to have heard it before, but when
and where she could not remember.
Sunset was searing the sky.
Mary sat down on a box near the door, tired after her day’s work. Her thoughts strayed over the many evenings
she had sat like this watching the sun set and soothed by the quiet, despite a vile smell which filled the air, coming
from the dilapidated building on the hill-top where the filth of the district accumulated for treatment.
Because of it, Mary reflected bitterly, a stretch of sand country was the only place, in all the hundreds of miles
this side of the ranges, where people of the native race were permitted to meet and live together. Here on the low
hillsides surrounding a depression which was a swamp in winter but dry and hard in summer, a score or so of
families had built shacks like her own. For the most part, mere hovels of rusty tin and bagging, they looked like
rotten mushrooms thrust up from the ground.
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Mary could see a twist of smoke rising from some of them, and children running about the huts; toddlers quite
naked, and other youngsters in coloured rags. Half a dozen women squatted beside a clump of bushes playing
cards. Round the two-up ring on the flat, a crowd of men and women milled crazily, making their last bets before
the light failed.
*
“N’goola! N’goola!”
The word was like a fly in Mary’s brain. Hauntingly, irritatingly, it clung to her, making her feel uneasy, stirring confused memories. Who was she? Where had she come from?
She had no idea—unless there was something in what an old woman said when she was visiting sick natives in
hospital. The old woman had been delirious and dying when Mary stood beside her.
“Yienda Port Hedland girl,” she exclaimed. “Bulyarrie, same me.”
“How do you know?” Mary asked.
The old woman had mumbled a word or two about ants and a mark on her forehead. Afterwards, in the settlement, Mary was pleased to say that she came from Port Hedland and belonged to the Bulyarrie group in tribal
relationship, but she never mentioned to Ted, or any white people, the secret elation it gave her to think she
belonged somewhere, and to somebody.
Dull red, like the ochre used in rock drawings, was burning out behind the rim of the hills. Dusk gathered and
lights sparkled from huts on the hillside.
*
“N’goola! N’goola!”
Mary was startled to hear the old man singing in a southern dialect. She had learnt many words of it from
Blind Nelly: hearing her talk, listening to her songs and stories about the birds and animals which were once men
of the Nyoongar.\fn{Black people}
Little one, Little one,
Little lost one,
Child of my dreaming,
Where are you?
Long and far has Gwelnit wandered,
Calling and searching.
Now his bones are weak,
His eyes dim,
The end of the journey is near.
Like that, it went, the weird crooning and wailing, on and on, over and over again.
Mary listened intently, as the old man droned away. His voice was muffled, then it rose, cry ing so piercingly,
“N’goola! N’goola!” that Mary jumped to her feet.
She walked quickly to where the old man was sitting beside his fire. He looked at her with dazed, bleary eyes
when she stood before him in the firelight.
“Who is she, this N’goola?” she asked.
“My daughter.” The old man stared at her, his face heavy with the grief that had gone into his singing.
“Yienda?”
“Mary. I live with my husband, over there.”
“Wongi woman?”
“Yaller-biddy.” The old man caught the rasp in her voice.
“N’goola, yaller-biddy,” he murmured.
“Tell me about her.” Mary sat down on the ground opposite to him. “Bulyarrie, me.”
The old man nodded, deep lines in the worn leather of his face relaxing to her respect for tribal custom as if it
were a bond between them.
*
But she wanted no bond with this dirty old man, Mary told herself, in a quick revulsion of feeling. She had
lived too long among white people to go back to aboriginal ways and ideas.
Why had she mentioned her tribal group? Was it in case they might be in a forbidden relationship? To put him
at his ease? Or on an impulse she could not restrain?
A more aloof dignity in the old man’s bearing intimated that he understood what she was thinking. Instinctive
awe crept into Mary’s sympathy as she looked at the broad, dark face in its dejection and sorrow.
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Light from the fire glimmered in his eyes as they met hers. It struck a dull red band under the shaggy grizzled
hair standing up from his forehead. Tattered his shirt might be, and his faded dungarees might show patches sewn
on with black shark’s teeth; but Mary knew he was a man of importance in the tribe from which he had come.
“N’goola is my daughter—and not my daughter,” the old man said.
“I am a man of the Wabarrie tribe, waich bronga. Gwelnit, the name my fathers gave me. Jo Moses, what the
white people called me. They found me in the reeds of a creek after a fight with white men. Many of my people
were killed. The boujera\fn{Tribal territory} of my people lies in the far south, along the Kalgan River.”
Gwelnit could speak the language of the white people as if he had known no other, Mary realized; but he
reverted now and then to his own dialect, or to the slipshod half-and-half way the natives of various tribes spoke
in the settlement.
This was the story he told her with many meanderings into the past.
*
The wife of a pioneer in that southern district had taken the native baby who was one of the few survivors of
his tribe and reared him with her own son. The lads grew up together learning to be horsemen and stockmen.
When young Jack Winterton went north to take up land beyond Port Hedland, Gwelnit went with him. He had
become head stockman on Djeeral cattle station, won a woman of the tribe there in a fight with spears, and lived
with her in the native camp.
Old men of the tribe were hostile to white people. Although they clung to the belief that the spirit of a child
came to its mother through a rock, pool or animal, impregnated with the vitality of remote ancestors, they had
decided that the association of their women with white men weakened the tribe.
They foresaw that it would die out, as so many tribes had done, if they did not safeguard their women.
Experience had taught the old men that light-coloured babies resulted from intercourse between native women
and white men, and light colour was considered a sign of weakness in a child.
For this reason women of the tribe were forbidden to give their bodies to white men.
With fierce pride the women showed-off their babies, delighting in the glossy darkness of their skin. None had
been more fierce in her pride than Mittoon, Gwelnit’s woman, when she bore him sons whose skin was as deeply
bronze as his and her own.
*
Then she gave birth to a daughter.
The old women tending her were suspicious when they saw the child, and Mittoon overwhelmed by shame and
rage. Gwelnit knew she had done what was forbidden when he, too, saw the baby. His anger rose because his
woman had brought this disgrace upon him, a stranger in the tribe, yet of pure blood; a man her kinsmen had
come to trust and admitted to all rights.
But Mittoon’s anger had been greater than his.
“‘It was the Boss,’ Mittoon said.” The old man’s voice trembled to the shock of remembering.
“‘When you were away on the bullock muster, Gwelnit, I went to the big house for stores. He took me into the
store-miah and shut the door. Nothing would come of it. No one would know, he said. Now there is this child to
shame me. Aie! Aie!’”
Gwelnit had spent happy years with his woman. She had been slight and girlish when he 18urare18ed throwing
spears to win her from the man of another tribe to whom she was promised. She grew full-bosomed and handsome: he never doubted her loyalty to him and to the tribe. What disturbed him most was that the man he had
served faithfully for many years should have brought this trouble upon them.
“‘The child will not live,” Mittoon said in her anger, the old man mourned.
“‘Our people must know I was forced by the white man. Soon they will forget what has happened.’”
*
Gwelnit had stood looking at the baby in the coolamon;\fn{Cradle} its delicate limbs of yellowy-brown, the
black lashes curled up from sleeping eyes, tiny hands. He remembered that once he had been a little creature like
this—and as helpless. His anger left him.
“She is my daughter,” he told the old women. “See she is well-cared for.”
The old women knew what that meant. A man had the right to claim any child born by his woman. They dared
not disobey Gwelnit.
Mittoon brooded sullenly over his decision. She refused to take any notice of the baby. Her breasts were heavy
with milk but she would not feed the child.
In the evenings when Gwelnit returned from work on the run or in the stockyards, he would find Mittoon
squatted on the ground outside the wurley. Inside, the baby wailed fretfully. He would lift her, wash her, and stand
over Mittoon while she suckled the little one. Every morning and night, he did that; and every morning and night
18

he and Mittoon quarreled about the child.
N’goola, he called her, because she was like a small brown and yellow flower which grew along the creeks and
in the swamps of his boujera.
Gwelnit warned Mittoon that if she did not feed and care for N’goola he would take the child away. Mittoon’s
anger and jealousy smouldered because Gwelnit’s eyes glowed when he looked at the child, and darkened as they
turned to her, Mittoon, his woman.
When Gwelnit returned from work, one evening, there was no wailing in the wurley. Mittoon sat outside, as
usual, sullen and brooding.
Gwelnit looked into the wurley. The coolamon was empty.
“Where is N’goola?” The fear that moved him then vibrated in the old man’s voice.
“The ant people have got her,” Mittoon had said. “The yellow one will disgrace me no more.”
Gwelnit seized her in his fury.
“Where did you put her?” he demanded.
Mittoon would not say. Not until she was terrified and bleeding from his blows, did she cry:
“On the ant nests … near the Big Rock.”
Gwelnit dashed away through the scrub. Darkness had fallen and he had to find a track through the mulga and
thorn-bush which led to the Big Rock ten miles away.
Then he ran, ran with the speed of his emu brothers. His brain was bursting; his breath could hardly drive him
along when he came to the open country on which the Big Rock stood, with the dumps of ants’ nests scattered out
from it.
The moon was rising as he searched among them, stopping now and then to listen for any sound; but there was
no frail cry to guide him. At last he found her, lying on her back; a little yellow body to which swarms of black
ants were clinging, sucking at her eyes and mouth, every moist hidden fold of her limbs.
Gwelnit took her in his arms.
She was still alive, still breathing, but so faintly that he could not believe the ant people had not already taken
her spirit. He brushed them from her, plucked them from her eyes and mouth, and from the broken skin on her
forehead into which they were burrowing. He had nothing to revive her except his own spittle. He put that in her
mouth.
Quickly, carefully, he carried her back along the track, stopping again and again to put his mouth to hers and
listen for the sound of her breathing. When he confronted Mittoon with the child in his arms, he said:
“If N’goola does not live—Mittoon will not.”
Mittoon took the baby. Its mouth was too weak to suck. She squeezed her nipples so that the milk fell drop by
drop into N’goola’s mouth.
*
The madness which had come over her man, Mittoon could not understand.
His pity and tenderness for the little one were strange also to Gwelnit. Was there some magic within her that
had melted the marrow in his bones? Had the spirit of bygone ancestors in her eyes won him?
Gwelnit watched to see Mittoon did everything necessary for the child. There was no need to watch, he
realized after a while, because Mittoon feared he would kill her if N’goola died.
The old women exclaimed because the ants had not eaten the little one’s bones dry; and because she had not
perished of thirst lying out in the sun all day. But she was strong, his N’goola, Gwelnit exulted: she had the will to
live.
He rejoiced as she grew. When she was a little girl, she had been as quick and graceful as a bird, N’’goola. He
was proud of her: proud when she could run to him and call him mumae.\fn{Father}
*
With a quivering under her skin, and a quickening of her senses, Mary heard the old man describe how, when
N’goola was playing with other children in the camp, sometimes, they would call her “the yellow one”; and how
she would fly at them, scratching and shrieking, until the mothers came and tore her away.
N’goola burnt quandongs, mixed the black dust with grease, and rubbed it over her body. But it was no use.
The other children laughed and teased her more than ever for trying to look like them.
Mary could see it all, the little girl smeared with greasy black dust, and the naked, dark-skinned children
dancing round her, jeering and driving her to a frenzy; then a big man coming out from the trees, shouting angrily
at them, taking the little girl in his arms and washing the black stuff from her body.
What was it he had told her? That colour of the skin did not matter. She must laugh and have courage to be a
good member of the tribe. Then everybody would forget that an evil spirit had frightened her mother and stolen
some of the baby’s skin colour before it was born.
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There was a song he had sung to comfort the child; a song about a flower, brown and yellow, which grew in a
far-away country.
Blind Nelly, too, sang this song. It told about two children who had wandered away into the bush and were
lost, until their mother found them, following the scent of the n’goola they had picked and carried about with
them.
*
“N’goola was six years old when a mounted trooper rode into the camp and took her away.”
The old man’s voice drew Mary’s attention back to his story.
Gwelnit was mustering cattle in the back hills when it happened. N’goola had been accepted by the tribe, then.
Her gaiety and nimble grace were pleasing to the old men. They had given her a place in tribal organization.
When Gwelnit returned, Mittoon wept and howled because she thought Gwelnit would blame her for letting
the trooper take the child; but every man and woman in the camp was angry and indignant at the way the trooper
had seized N’goola, tied her hands together, bound a handkerchief over her mouth, and ridden away with her.
Gwelnit saddled a horse in the Boss’s yards and rode off to the police station in the Port. The policemen
laughed when he told them he had come to enquire why they had taken away his daughter.
“She’s not your daughter,” the tall trooper said. “You’re black as the ace of spades, and she’s a half-caste. Our
instructions are to remove half-caste children from the native camps and send them south to learn the ways of
white people in government institutions and mission schools.”
Gwelnit cursed the white people in his rage and grief.
“Where have you sent her?” he asked. The police would not tell him.
“The idea is,” the trooper said, “to keep the kid away from natives so that she can forget she ever had anything
to do with them.”
Gwelnit left the police station distraught by the disaster which had befallen him and N’goola. From other
natives in the township he learnt that she, with other little girls like her, had been put on a boat going south the
day after she had been brought to the police station.
Gwelnit was on the next boat going south.
On the boat he talked to one of the seamen. It would be hard to discover where the child had been sent, this
man said. There were Roman Catholic, Salvation Army, Methodist and other “homes”, in outlying suburbs of
Perth, which received a subsidy from the government for looking after half-caste children.
Gwelnit made the rounds of all of them, enquiring for N’goola; but no one would tell him anything about her.
Nowhere could he find her.
*
Mary’s mind seethed with the conflict which had arisen within her. Had the old man made her see and feel
what his will contrived for her to see and feel? Or was it true that she was “the little yellow one” other children
had jeered at in the native camp?
Even if it were true she would not admit it, she told herself. She was sorry for the old man; but, after all, she
was half white. He was not her father: her father had been a white man.
People in the settlement said she was “a crawler to the whites”. But she crawled to nobody, Mary thought
resentfully; neither to them nor to the whites.
Her sympathies were all with the dark people. She had learnt hymns and poetry at school, but they did not
move her like Blind Nelly’s songs, or the fragments of corroboree songs\fn{Ritual-ceremonial songs} and stories old
aboriginal men and women told in the settlement.
Yet she had struggled so long to win for herself the right to live like a white woman in a real house, and to be
regarded as a decent person, and she could not give up the struggle now.
It had taught her to be stubborn and independent. So far nothing else had come of it. She could not get permission even to build a new house on her block of land. It would never be granted, she was sure, if she allowed this
old man to call her his daughter and took him to live with her.
*
Gwelnit’s voice drew and held her again.
He had wandered to the north and to the east in his search for N’goola; to the cities and townships white men
had built everywhere.
On gold-mining camps and out-back stations, on native reserves and in ports along the coast, he had begged
for news of N’goola. Nobody could tell him anything about her.
For twenty-five years he had wandered, up and down, all over the country, looking for her, calling her name.
Now he was old: he could walk no further. This settlement near what had once been a corroboree ground for
south-west tribes, he feared, was the last place he would reach.
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“If no one has seen or heard of N’goola, here,” he said from the depths of his weariness and despair, “I will
return to the boujera of my people, and wait for the spirits of my fathers to come for me.”
The old man moved back from the embers of his fire when he had no more to say.
*
Their glow touched the deeply furrowed, weather-beaten bronze of his face. His eyes went past Mary,
unwilling to meet hers. He gave no sign of having sensed what he had done to her, lifting a shroud from her mind,
and stirring in her that conflict between her desire to live like a white woman and her loyalty to traditions of the
dark people.
She knew, all the same, he was aware of her desire to leave him without a word which would unite her with
him and his quest.
Silence hung between them: a silence, heavy and oppressive.
Mary broke it.
“You need wander no further, mumae,” she said. “I am N’goola.”
6
They had been mustering all day on the wide plains of Mumdoo station.
Over the red earth, black with ironstone pebbles, through mulga and 21urare bush, across the ridges which
make a blue wall along the horizon. The rosy, garish light of sunset was on plains, hills, moving cattle, men and
horses.
Through red dust the bullocks mooched, restless and scary still, a wild mob from the hills: John Gray, in the
rear with Arra, the boy who was his shadow: Wongana, on the right with his gin, Rose: Frank, the half-caste, on
the left with Minni.
A steer breaking from the mob before Rose, she wheeled and went after him. Faint and wailing, a cry followed
her, as though her horse had stepped on and crushed some small creature.
But the steer was getting away. Arra went after him, stretched along his horse’s neck, rounded the beast and
rode him back to the mob, sulky and blethering.
The mob swayed. It had broken three times that day. John Gray called:
“You damn fool, Rosey. Finish!”
The gin, on her slight, rough-haired horse, pulled up scowling.
“Tell Meetchie, Thirty Mile, tomorrow,” John Gray said. “Miah, new moon.”
Rose slewed her horse away from the mob of men and cattle. That wailing, thin and hard as hair-string, moved
with her.
“Minni!” John Gray jerked his head towards Rose.
Minni’s bare heels struck her horse’s belly. With a turn of the wrist she swung her horse off from the mob,
turned, leaned forward, rising in her stirrups, and came up with Rose. But the glitter and tumult of Rose’s eyes,
Minni looked away from them.
Thin, dark figures on their wiry station-bred horses, the gins rode into the haze of sunset towards the hills. The
dull, dirty blue of the trousers wrapped round their legs was torn; their short, fairish hair tousled by the wind.
At a little distance, when men and cattle were a moving cloud of red dust, Rose’s anger gushed after them.
“Koo!”\fn{An exclamation of defiance}
Fierce as the cry of a hawk flew her last note of derision and defiance.
A far-away rattle of the men’s laughter drifted back across country.
Alone the gins would have been afraid, as darkness coming up behind was hovering near them, secreting itself
among the low, writhen trees and bushes: afraid of the evil spirits who wander over the plains and stony ridges
when the light of day is withdrawn.
But together they were not so afraid. Twenty miles away over there, below that dent in the hills where Nyedee
Creek made a sandy bed for itself among white-bodied gums,\fn{ Gum trees} was Murndoo homestead and the
uloo\fn{Camp} of their people.
There was no track; and in the first darkness, thick as wool after the glow of sunset faded, only their instinct
would keep them moving in the direction of the homestead and their own low, round huts of bagging, rusty tin
and dead boughs.
*
Both were Wongana’s women: Rose, tall, gaunt and masterful; Minni, younger, fat and jolly. Rose had been a
good stockman in her day: one of the best. Minni did not ride or track nearly as well as Rose.
And yet, as they rode along, Minni pattered complacently of how well she had worked that day: of how she
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had flashed, this way and that, heading-off breakaways, dashing after them, turning them back to the mob so
smartly that John had said:
“Good man, Minni!”
There was the white bullock—he had rushed near the yards. Had Rose seen the chestnut mare stumble in a
crab-hole and send Arra flying?
Minni had chased the white bullock, chased him for a couple of miles, and brought him back to the yards. No
doubt there would be nammery\fn{A reward} for her and a new gina-gina\fn{Dress} when the men came in from the
muster.
She pulled a pipe from her belt, shook the ashes out, and with reins looped over one arm stuffed the bowl with
tobacco from a tin tied to her belt. Stooping down, she struck a match on her stirrup-iron, guarded the flame to the
pipe between her short, white teeth, and smoked contentedly.
The scowl on Rose’s face deepened, darkened. That thin, fretted wailing came from her breast.
She unslung from her neck the rag rope by which the baby had been held against her body, and gave him a
sagging breast to suck. Holding him with one arm, she rode slowly, her horse picking his way over the rough,
stony earth.
It had been a hard day. The gins were mustering with the men at sunrise. Camped at Nyedee Well the night before, in order to get a good start, they had been riding through the timbered ridges all the morning, rounding up
wild cows, calves and young bullocks, and driving them down to the yards at Nyedee, where John Gray cut out
the fats, left old Jimmy and a couple of boys to brand calves, turn the cows and calves back to the ridge again
while he took on the mob for trucking at Meekatharra.
The bullocks were as wild as birds: needed watching all day. And all the time that small, whimpering bundle
against her breast had hampered Rose’s movements.
There was nothing the gins liked better than a muster, riding after cattle. They were quicker in their movements, more alert than the men, sharper at picking up tracks, but they did not go mustering very often nowadays.
Since John Gray had married, and there was a woman on Murndoo, she found plenty of washing, scrubbing
and sweeping for the gins to do: would not spare them often to go after cattle. But John was short-handed. He had
said he must have Rose and Minni to muster Nyedee. And all day her baby’s crying had irritated Rose. The
cooboo had wailed and wailed as she rode with him tied to her body.
The cooboo was responsible for the wrong things she had done all day.
Stupid things.
Rose was furious. The men had yelled at her. Wongana, her man, blackguarding her before everybody, had
called her “a hen who did not know where she laid her eggs.”
And John Gray, with his “You damn fool, Rosey. Finish!” had sent her home like a naughty child.
Now there was Minni jabbering of the tobacco she would get and the new gina-gina. How pleased Wongana
would be with her!
And the cooboo, wailing, wailing. He wailed as he chewed Rose’s empty breast, squirming against her: wailed
and gnawed.
She cried out with hurt and impatience. Rage, irritated to madness, rushed like waters coming down the dry
creek-beds after heavy rain. Rose wrenched the cooboo from her breast and flung him from her to the ground.
There was a crack as of twigs breaking.
Minni glanced aside.
“Wiah!”\fn{No!} she gasped, with widening eyes.
But Rose rode on, gazing ahead over the rosy, garish plains and wall of the hills, darkening from blue to purple
and indigo.
*
When the women came into the station kitchen, earth, hills and trees were dark: the sky heavy with stars.
Minni gave John’s wife his message: that he would be home with the new moon, in about a fortnight.
Meetchie, as the blacks called Mrs. John Gray, could not make out why the gins were so stiff and quiet: why
Rose stalked, scowling and sulky-fellow, somber eyes just meeting hers, and moving away again.
Meetchie wanted to ask about the muster: what sort of condition the bullocks had been in; how many were on
the road; if many calves had been branded at Nyedee. But she knew the women too well to ask questions when
they looked like that.
Only when she had given them bread and a tin of jam, cut off hunks of corned beef for them, filled their billies
with strong black tea, put sugar in their empty tins, and the gins were going off to the uloo, she realized that Rose
was not carrying her baby as usual.
“Why, Rose,” she exclaimed, “where’s the cooboo?”
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Rose stalked off into the night.
Minni glanced back with scared eyes and followed Rose.
In the dawn, when a cry, remote and anguished flew through the clear air, Meetchie wondered who was dead in
the camp by the creek. She remembered how Rose had looked the night before, when she asked about the cooboo.
Now, she knew the cooboo had died; Rose was wailing for him in the dawn, cutting herself with stones until
her body bled, and screaming in the fury of her grief.
7
Nardadu, grandmother of Munga, was singing as she gazed before her over the red plains under blue sky.
Singing, in a low wandering undertone, like wind coming from far over the plains at night:
Re-be coon-doo-loo
Muitha-ictia coorin-coorin.
*
Cuddle your nose into my breast
And know happiness.
She was sitting beside the stockyard fence in the offal of a dead beast. There had been a kill the night before. A
stench of blood and filth flowed through the air about her.
On an old hide rotting in the sun, a little lizard lay quite still. Nardadu plucked over a length of entail and set it
aside. She reached for another, grey-green, and dark with blood.
A small squat woman, with broad square features, wide jawbone, short hair in greasy strands packed with mud
and bound by a dirty white rag, she sat there singing, and picking over all that was left of the dead bullock. A
gina-gina, blue for a length, almost black with dust and grease, showed her bony legs and feet. Her face all placid
satisfaction, the black sticks of her arms and fingers swung backwards and forwards, disturbing flies. Flies clung
at the sunken wells of her eyes; but she plucked on over the mess of blood and dung, singing:
Be-be coon-doo-loo, coon-doo-loo,
Be-be, be-be coon-doo-loo,
Multhalala, la-la, lala, lala,
Coorin-coorin, coorin-coorin.
Across a stretch of ironstone pebbles the buildings of Nyedee homestead were clear in the high light of early
morning. There were trees round the long white house with verandahs where John Gray slept and ate with his
women and children. Megga had planted the trees long ago, the tall dark ones, those bushes with curds of blossom, and the kurrajongs whose leaves were light green and fluttering just now.
*
Megga had ridden and worked with John when he first camped by Nyedee well. Tall and gaunt and hard, she
had cooked in the mustering and droving camps, driven men and beasts through long dry seasons. Eh-erm,\fn
{Yes} she drove John. He was still her little brother.
Half a mile away, Nardadu could see every plank and post of the verandah; white hens stalking across it; harsh
green of cabbages, onions, turnips surging beside the big windmill; the mill, its wheel and long fine lines ruled
against the sky; and the little mill on mulga posts with gauge stuck out like the tail of a bird.
Kinerra and Minyi came out from the house for water. Slight, straight figures in dungaree gina-ginas, they
moved slowly to the little mill. But it was out of order: would not give water except in a high wind.
White hens scattered and flew before Megga as she came along the verandah, Meetchie behind her, John after
them both. A shrill screaming and flow of women’s voices reached Nardadu; the throb and deeper reverberation of
John’s voice, as he came between the women, throwing a word or two before him. Small and stiff as chalk
drawings her people had made on rocks in the hills, John and the two women rocked and moved with sharp little
gestures before the house.
Nardadu knew what it was all about. She had heard that screaming and quarrelling of women and the anger of
John’s voice so often before.
She smiled to herself and went on with her singing. Winding and rumbling through her, on and on it went, the
eerie, remote melody. Nardadu remembered her mother singing that song. It did not belong to Nyedee people.
Nardadu had brought it with her to Nyedee from beyond those wild tumbling hills which stood on the edge of the
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plain, north-east.
Her mother had sung the little song to Nardadu when she was a cooboo. Nardadu had sung it to Beilba and
Munga. Always it came fluttering out of her when she was pleased or afraid.
She was pleased this morning to have found something she could cook in the ashes of her fire to satisfy the
hunger of Munga when he came in from the dogging. All the men of the uloo had been out trapping dingoes while
John was away.
But John was home again, and the men would be in soon. The old, high, four-wheeled, single-seated buggy in
which John had come from Karara station, with Chitali and old Tommy, still stood red with dust, out before the
shed. Horses which had drawn the buggy, rough hair streaked and matted with dust and sweat, were feeding
beneath the acacias and mulga, beyond the stockyards.
The little windmill would be mended. There would be the good smell of meat roasted on ashes, in the evening
air, down by the uloo. When the men had eaten, talk would be made of dingoes: of wild dogs caught, or too cunning for any trap. Wongana would make a song about a dingo, clicking kylies beside his camp-fire. There would
be singing: singing and sleeping in the warm, starlit darkness.
On other stations Nardadu knew, men of the camp would not have gone dogging and left their women at the
uloo. Wiah! A curse threaded the words of her song.
But Nyedee was not like other places. John Gray left the uloo to the ways of the uloo. Megga? Eh-erm—
Nardadu guessed Megga was responsible for that. By her will it was, John did not drink whisky until his legs
would not carry him; or take a gin even when old men of the camp sent her to him.
Nardadu did not understand how a woman came to have such power with a man that her will should be
stronger than his. But Megga_Nardadu understood something of her and her will, having lived so long with her.
Had she not made men of the uloo even wear wandy-warra,\fn{Loin-cloth} and the women grass and leaves from a
string round their waists, before there were gina-ginas or trousers and boots on Nyedee?
But that John should come under her will so, John who was a man of men!
Nardadu clucked and threw out her hands in the native gesture of surprise.
Master he might be of all the country which lay before her old brown eyes, from the wedge of red and yellow
purple-riven hills along the west, to those wild and tumbled timbered ridges north and east, beyond which
stretched the country of her people and the buck spinifex flats, away and away inland.
*
Yet John he was to her: John the all-powerful to be sure, giver of food and clothing, whose anger and boot you
avoided; but who laughed and made fun with you, good-humouredly, when all went well with him.
She had come through the gorge of Nyedee hills with him, how long ago? Nardadu could not count beyond
three.
“Plenty years,” she would say it was since John Gray had first brought cattle through the gorge of Nyedee hills,
over there where the great koodgeeda’s\fn{A legendary great snake} eyes made a pool of fresh drinking-water.
Trembling, she remembered the great silver lidless eye in the shadow of dark rocks. How it had flashed at her,
glimmered from beneath the water when she went down with her jindie!\fn{Wooden food-gathering vessel} They had
camped quite near, and Wagola, her man, had sent her down to the pool for water because he said the koodgeeda
would not hurt a gin.
He had made her sleep on the side nearest the pool, too.
How terrified she had been, plenty years ago, when she first came to Nyedee with John Gray!
Wagola, her man, had been speared over there on the range by one of her own people. Wagola’s brother
claimed her. She had grown Beilba then; and Munga was Beilba’s son.
Her eyes wavered to the creek gums and burying-ground of the uloo, railed places and mounds covered with
bark and branches. Her voice had the shrill anguish of wailing for her daughter.
Now she was an old woman, had bulyas on her hands, and led the women’s singing in the corroborees. She
had no husband to concern herself about, only Munga, her grandson, who put up her low humpy of boughs and
hide.
And the cows.
Nardadu was cow-woman on Nyedee, drove the milkers from their night wandering on wide plains where the
windgrass was yellow, and acacias, in their young green, stood against hills blue as the dungaree of a new ginagina.
While a coolwenda was putting his slow melodious notes across the vast spaces of hill and plain, and stars
were still in the sky, she went scurrying after the cows, and brought them through the Two-mile gate to the yards,
red heifers and calves, a huge white cow who charged whenever she got a chance, and the old red bull, lumbering
and sulky.
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Nardadu ruled the cows. A drab gnomish figure in dirty gina-gina and the old felt hat which had been Wagola’s, she shambled swiftly over the stones, banging two tins to make the cows hurry: proud of herself, of being on
the strength of the station, old woman though she was, cow-tailer.
She had not been away since first she came to Nyedee. She had never been pink-eye; but then none of the
Nyedee people went pink-eye. Other tribes came to pink-eye on Nyedee every year. There were corroborees, and
youths for hundreds of miles about were made men in the wide-spreading scrub of mulga and minnerichi which
stretched to the foot of the dog-toothed range.
The hut of mud-bricks, baked in the sun, on the place where Nyedee homestead now stood—Nardadu had
helped to build that. After its walls were up Megga had not ridden out with the men. She had stayed at the hut to
watch the sinking of wells, raising of windmills and stockyards. Every plank was set under her eyes: the windmills, with their great wheels and wedge tails of blue-gray iron, stretched taut against the sky.
Then camels bringing stores and sheets of ribbed iron had come over the creek!
Again and again they had come, the great beasts, so savage and evil-smelling, yet led by a little stick through
the nose and rope reins, bringing more and more sheets of iron and painted wood, flour, sugar, tea, gina-ginas;
trousers, boots and hats for the men who went riding with John, pipes, tobacco and boiled lollies.
Such days they were, great days of bustle and excitement, from the first fluting of the butcher-bird before stars
paled in the eastern sky, until the sun went away behind the back of the hills.
The first room of mud-bricks was kept for a kitchen and the new house grew out from it, with verandahs,
doors, wire cages for rooms. Megga had sent old men, women and children from the uloo to gather white clay in a
creek bed, miles away, and had showed them how to paint the house.
But to Nardadu, it still seemed, that the long white house among trees had reared itself by magic on the floor of
the dead sea.
Far out across the plains she had seen a mirage lying across it, reflections of a house in the sky, and had sung
her song as a movin against evil, any evil magic could do an old woman by stealing her wits, when she was
minding cows by herself, far away from her kin and the uloo of her people.
Megga herself had worn white clothes when the house was finished. The gins washed them, hung them out to
dry and pressed them smooth with irons made hot in the fire. She had gathered about herself, too, china dishes and
pots which broke when you dropped them, bringing down Megga’s wrath as nothing had ever done.
Then the chickens came. Small fluffy creatures Megga had loved and tended until they were neat white hens,
which if a dog killed—eh-erm, there was hell to pay.
Nardadu remembered the killing of one of those hens by Midgelerrie, her own dog, a brindle kangaroo hound,
as dear to her almost as Munga. There was no better hunter on Nyedee; but he had pounced on and devoured one
of those hens.
Lowering, Megga, she remembered, had sent John out with his gun and he had shot the dog. John had told
everybody in the uloo he would shoot any dog if it ate Megga’s hens; but Nardadu had never forgiven Megga for
the shooting. She did not blame John. He did as he was told.
Nothing had been the same on Nyedee since the chickens came. Nardadu believed that Megga’s hens were the
cause of all that went awry on Nyedee afterwards. Nardadu’s was not the only dog John shot because he had eaten
one of Megga’s hens. The uloo bore Megga a grudge because of her hens, and the dogs John had shot for eating
them.
*
It was beyond anything natural to men and women, Nardadu had decided, the way John and Megga lived in
their new house among the trees, with an abundance of food and clothing, shade from the sun and shelter from the
rain. They looked about them with pride and contentment. John strutted out from the house to the stockyards and
blacksmith’s shop, and stretched reading on the verandah when he was not away mustering, or on the road with
bullocks for market. Megga cooked, sewed, watched over her china and sat on her chairs, teaching girls from the
uloo to scrub, polish, make gina-ginas for themselves.
Only two of the youngest gins were allowed into the house, after they had scrubbed their heads and bodies all
over with soap and water, every morning, and put on fresh dresses. Other women from the uloo were permitted to
sweep round the verandah, in turn, or to help with the washing; but that was all.
And always there were new sheds going up, sheds for harness and tools, a butcher miah, shade miah for the
hens even.
*
The station was growing and prospering. John and Megga were growing old with the station; but still, there
were no children on Nyedee except children from the uloo who played about the stockyard and woodheap some25

times.
Down at the uloo they were concerned about it. The old women suggested that both John and Megga should be
advised to take a mate. But Megga, it was agreed, was beyond the age of childbearing.
The men asked John why he did not get a woman. They did not understand his not having a woman except his
sister, who was not a wife, to live with him.
John laughed and said he had been too busy making the station to think about a wife and family.
Men of the uloo believed what he said. They had seen him so often, after a day’s hard riding, eat, and sleep as
soon as he rolled in a rug beside his campfire. They understood he had thought of nothing but his station and
cattle for years.
But the seasons were good.
It rained—how it rained that year! It had not rained since on Nyedee as it had rained then. Nardadu herself, and
all the other old women in the camp, had gone down to the creek and beaten it back with green branches when the
muddy water swirled over its banks towards the uloo. They had been busy patching their huts to keep the rain out.
Grass was green on the plains in a day or so; thick and deep in no time. The cows grew fat.
Nardadu clucked with pleasure over their milk and calves, thick-set and sturdy. Megga, busy and masterful,
directed everybody and everything, looking stouter, more good-humoured, every day. Since the hens and chickens
had come, she seemed to have nothing left to wish for.
John went off mustering after the rain, taking all the boys, two or three gins and most of the horses with him.
The grass and herbage everywhere made him gay and light-hearted. He talked now and then in easy familiar
fashion with Chitali and the boys as he rode along; or when they camped for the night, he by his fire, they by
theirs, at a little distance.
They were chasing breakaways in the back hills when the boys came on tracks of wild blacks from the other
side of the range. Nyedee boys said these were cousins of theirs. John Gray visited the camp, talked to the old
men, and in the evening when Nyedee boys were sitting singing round the camp-fire of the strangers, a young gin
was sent to John Gray’s camp by way of courtesy to an honoured guest.
*
Nyedee boys marveled when she did not return, immediately, as others had always done from John Gray’s
fireside.
And in the morning, John had presented the old men of the camp with pipes, tobacco, and a couple of blankets.
Somehow Megga heard of it. The boys talked when they got back to the uloo. They told their women and the
old men, who chuckled, laughing, and smelling what was to follow.
Megga had been angry with Minyi for breaking a cup. Minyi, to make her angrier and to take her mind off the
cup, had told Megga of the gin John kept by his camp-fire that night in the Nyedee hills.
Megga was furious. The girls heard her talking to John about it. John had been angry, too, angry and sulky. He
walked up and down the fence for hours afterwards. For many nights, he walked the fences, morose and restless.
Out on the run it was just the same, the boys said. John did not sleep as he used to: threw wood on the fire half
the night, and walked about.
The blacks watched him fight out his trouble. They knew well enough what was the matter with him.
His mouth took a hard line.
Nardadu had seen John striding backwards and forwards at night, somber and angry as her old bull when he
went moaning and bellowing along the fences, separated from the herd. John scowled at everybody who spoke to
him during the day. He could not break the habits Megga had imposed on him; would not drink more whisky than
he did usually, or have gins about him.
But after he had been south with cattle that year he brought back the kurrie.\fn{Young and pretty woman}
She was with him in the old high buggy he had driven over from Karara in; and John looked as pleased with
himself as Megga had looked when the new house sat, all built-up and whitewashed, on the plains.
He had got what he wanted.
And Megga!
Nardadu saw Megga’s face, as though by lightning, so bleached and stiff it was. Megga had not known John
would bring this other woman with him to Nyedee. He kissed Megga and said:
“I’ve got a surprise for you, Meg. This is my wife.” Megga did not speak, while the other laughed, saying in a
high, singy voice:
“My name’s Margie!” John went on, as if he had done something as much for Megga’s sake as his own:
“It was getting a bit lonely for you, Meg, with no white woman to talk to. You and Margie’ll be company for
each other.”
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Nardadu could see and hear them still as if they were corroboreeing before her. Megga, fat and dumb, in front
of the girl on slight, bare-looking legs; Meetchie—which was the uloo’s way of saying “Mrs. Margie”—in her
light frock and hat, holding a red sunshade: John between them, proud and pleased with himself.
They were delighted with the kurrie at the uloo; delighted and excited by her light, brightly coloured dresses,
patterned with flowers; her necklaces, high-heeled shoes, the songs she sang, and the tookerdoo\fn{Sweet stuff}
she gave them, sweet stuff covered in brown, sticky loam.
John himself stepped with a jaunty kick and swing as he walked; his eyes laughed out at you.
Nardadu gurgled and chuckled after him, and men of the uloo were very satisfied. Nobody worked very much
in those days; and John was easy to get on with. He went about whistling in a queer, tuneless way. Nardadu had
even heard him trying to whistle her own little song:
Be-be coon-doo-loo, coon-doo-loo …
How the gins laughed, and he with them, though Nardadu blackguarded him furiously when he took her calves
off their milk too soon, so that the kurrie should have plenty of cream and milk in her tea!
Black tea was all the gins ever tasted. But the chatter and giggling round the woodheap where they drank their
tea and ate their hunks of bread and meat and jam when it was suspected why John was concerned about milk for
the kurrie!
He was angry if Nardadu did not drive the cows through the Two-mile gate. Useless to explain she was afraid
of the narlu\fn{Evil spirit} who haunted the mulga thickets beyond the gate: the narlu who had led Wagola from
the tracks and hunting-grounds of his people, along the dog-toothed range.
John laughed and joked with her good-naturedly enough; but he would have the cows taken where the grass
was good. To be sure, he had sent Munga to mind the cows with her, and such days they had been for Nardadu
and her grandson, out there on the wide plains, yellow with wind-grass, or in the dove-gray mulga thickets, under
blue skies, she teaching Munga how to pick up tracks, and the movins against evil spirits and bullets; to find
water, snare bungarra and dig for coolyahs.
Good days!
*
Only in Megga’s face the satisfaction faded; and the kurrie became wan and sickly in the hot weather.
Nobody saw her during the day; but in the evening, when the sun had gone down behind the hills, she wandered about the verandah and garden. Wandered, wailing and complaining about the heat, the dust-storms, flies
and mosquitoes. Up and down she walked: wept and lamented.
John was very tender with the kurrie in her weakness and sickness; as kind as he knew how to be, trying to
soothe her when she cried, “Take me away from this dreadful place, John. I loathe it. Life here, it’s so bare, and
hard and ugly!” although it hurt him to hear her talk like that about Nyedee.
Nyedee, with its wells and windmills, comfortable homestead, garden and bathrooms!
What more did a woman want?
Against Megga, though, he would hear no word of complaint. She was mistress of her brother’s house: had
always been: would always be, he said. She cooked, was storekeeper, accountant, provisioned the parties of wellsinkers, fencers, musterers, rationed the blacks, and saw the gins kept the house clean and in order.
There was nobody like her. Two men could not do what she did. She knew every well and windmill and what
stock they carried. Mena must go on as she had always done.
Meetchie could never do what she did; but she was his boogeriga, his little green parrot, his love-bird.
When Meetchie went away to have her baby the days flowed on at Nyedee as they had always done. Long,
quiet days, filled by the riding out, or riding in, of John and the boys with cattle or horses: the arrival and departure of gangs to repair windmills, sink new wells, make fences, while Megga baked bread, prepared the meals,
salted meat after the first day of a kill, figured in her account-books, sewed, worked in the garden, read and slept.
Meetchie came back with her baby, bringing cretonne dresses and sweets for the gins.
There was a new, older more obstinate look on her face. She did not wail so much or sing so often; but soon
the end of the house was regarded as hers and the baby’s.
Within a few years there were three children in those rooms at Meetchie’s end of the house: one a girl with hair
the colour of the tasseled mulga blossom, a little, fleet, wild creature who watched the plains for dust of John’
horse when he had been away and ran to meet him when the gins cried:
“John’s comin’!”
No horse on Nyedee would have let John take the child on his saddle, or have stood while she flew up by his
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stirrup; but always John dismounted to meet his daughter, gave his reins to one of the boys, and, catching her up
in his arms, carried her home on the back of his neck, his face as childishly joyous as hers.
*
But Megga and Meetchie barely spoke to each other.
Years only deepened the animosity between them, although Megga loved the children as though they were her
own; and Meetchie knew she loved them.
As Nardadu looked at it, the house seemed to be cramped down over one of those dark, slimy, fungus growths
which poison the air about them. At the uloo, when the women quarreled and fought together, their shrieks drifted
away; bad feeling was lost in a day and forgotten.
But there, in the house, misery and bitterness crouched and clung. You knew they were about when you went
near the place and saw the women: Megga’s face set to her contempt and repressed indignation: the young wife’s
face moody and resentful.
For ten days’ tramping there was no other building like this John had made in the bed of a dead sea: no other
house under those wide, blue skies: no other white women to talk to each other but those two.
John left the house to the women as much as possible. He was out on the plains and in the hills for weeks at a
time. The shadow lifted from his face as soon as he was out of sight of the homestead, although he cried out in
pain and anger sometimes as he slept under the stars.
The conflict which had been going on for years took a step forward when the kurrie seized Megga by the
throat with her fierce white hands and would have crushed life out of her had not John come between them.
Then Megga had gone to live in the old store-room near the creek.
Meetchie said she could do all Megga had done. She would cook, manage the housekeeping, order stores,
provision the camps, feed the blacks. For months she worked to convince John she could do as well as Megga; but
she could not.
She had neither strength nor liking for what she had undertaken: she struggled on, overburdened, distraught,
screaming at the hens and the gins, losing her soft young beauty, becoming almost insane in her weariness and
discontent.
John took as much as possible out of her hands. But bread would not rise, store-orders were forgotten, tuckerbags lost. He was cross and impatient.
Why couldn’t Meetchie have left Megga to run the place as she had always done?
The station could not afford to have its work messed up in this way.
And Megga, living alone in her hut by the creek, sat gazing over the plain, day after day, strong, capable hands
idle before her; the light gone out of her eyes.
Deprived of her work, what had she to live for? She had given everything she had to the station, helping it to
grow. She had reared and trained it, as she had John.
And the seasons were going from bad to worse. Would it ever rain again?
She could see, and John knew only too well, how he would need her to relieve him of all the little odd jobs he
did now round the homestead, in the dry season ahead. He would have to be out on the run, moving cattle from
well to well, wherever there was a picking, all through the blazing heat and dust storms.
Nardadu could hear them talking over at the house, Megga, Meetchie and John. Their voices came to her,
clashing and clanging against each other.
“Your sister means more to you than I do!”
“What is it you want?” John’s voice was surly and menacing. “Meg has left you the house. You want her to
clear off of Nyedee, is that it?”
Meetchie made a long wail of grievances. Megga was always interfering, setting the children against their mother, and the gins would only do as she said. Meetchie had told Kinerra to catch and kill a hen for the children’s
dinner, and Megga had said no more hens were to be killed.
It was always the same. If Meetchie told the gins to do one thing and Megga told them to do another, they
obeyed Megga.
“Either she goes or I go!”
“Turn my sister out for you?” John shouted. “Not on your life! She went to the hut of her own accord. But
further she shan’t go.”
John had left the house and was striding across the red earth and ironstone pebbles towards Nardadu.
Beside the little windmill Kinerra and Minyi, who had been listening to and watching the quarrel, turned to get
water. There was no wind; the mill-fans hung motionless; Kinerra, climbing wooden stays of the mill, swung the
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wheel; Minyi pumped, and filled the fire-blackened kerosene buckets.
Two slight, straight figures, buckets on their heads, the girls moved slowly back to the house.
John walked to the shed before which the buggy was still standing. Nardadu had her affections, superstitions.
They stirred as she watched John coming from the house towards her. His back was straight: he swung along with
as steady, direct steps as when she had first known him, although his body had thickened and swelled in the white
moleskin pants and faded blue shirt beneath. But the face under his wide hat-brim, fatter, redder, was sullen and
heavy now: the blue of his eyes, burned deeper for the years out there on the plains working cattle under bare
skies, held only passion and defeat.
The beat of his heels and spurs, as they clicked on the pebbles with a little silver tinkling, made Nardadu shiver. She remembered she should have been away beyond the gates with her cows: that John would shake his fist
and yell angrily, if he saw her. Her song quavered into a queer, gurgling laughter.
But John did not see her. He was calling Chitali and old Tommy, who had driven over from Karara with him.
Nardadu listened. John told the boys to put horses in the buggy again.
When the buggy drew up before the house Meetchie hurried forward and climbed into it. John lifted the
children in beside her. He took the reins and they drove away, Megga, standing on the verandah, watched them
go.
Nobody called to her. The buggy whirled off in dust.
“Wiah!” Nardadu muttered, getting to her feet. Her instinct, sure and sensitive, told her Megga had won, and
lost, in the fight which had been going on so long in John’s house. Megga had got back the place and work which
were hers and driven the kurrie off.
But John had brought the kurrie to Nyedee because he wanted a kurrie. And there were the children. Had he
not loved and played with his children as men of the uloo loved and played with their children?
*
More than ever now, he would wander along the fences at night, like that sulky old bull from the herd: his face
turn to Megga as it did this morning: misery and bitterness crouch under the long, white house, with its back to
the blue, wild hills.
Against the sky-film, thin, clear blue, soft as the ashes of mulga and minnerichi, dust moved.
A cry rose in Nardadu’s throat. She watched that dust grow against the sky and the edge of mulga scratching
the sky. The tagged tail of horsemen swept out from it. Men of the uloo were returning from the dogging.
They swerved in a wide curve towards the stockyards, young horses before them. Nardadu could see Munga in
charge of the packhorses: Munga on his white horse, ginger with dust, packhorses before him. The bay mare, a
bucket lashed to her back, made for the troughs, and Munga, after her.
The swing-in of dark, slender legs and flying tails through red mist of dust; bodies of men and horses joined,
free-flying, galloping; all wildness and grace!
Nardadu exulted. The horseman her Munga would be! And how pleased with the meat she had to feed him
from her fire that night, as though he were a man!
The song of her gladness trembled, ranged its high minor notes and went wandering out to Munga:
Be-be coon-doo-loo, coon-doo-loo,
Muitha-lala coorin-coorin.
8
The cow was browsing on a patch of grass below the orchard. She swaggered across it, her tawny sides fullblown, udder swaying, distended and moon-white, over the grass; legs propped, stick-like and stiff.
There were yellow leaves on the fruit trees, though the grass was young and fiery.
Rain had come out of the gray sky, needling and flashing. A few days ago, it had beaten against the hills and
withdrawn, as if they were too hard and dry to make any impression on. But here it was again, the rain, taut and
glistening, hair-fine and evanescent, streaming.
Rain, lashings of rain, flung down from the sky, wrapping the hills, threshing the earth.
*
From the verandah of one of those small wooden houses, squatted against the hillside, Lucia watched the cow
feeding. Coming up from the paddocks where he had been grubbing stumps and burning off, her husband stood to
watch the cow, too.
He did not see Lucia. He was happy in the rain, the misty veil of it, everywhere: that film of green spreading
on the hard red ground. Lucia guessed he would be hoping for Sloe-Eyes’ calf to be a heifer and that Menindji
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would go ten bags.
Heavy and dark, she hung against the verandah railing. Her husband, looking up, saw her. His mouth gaped as
he laughed to her.
Lucia glowered at him. She was furious, while she adored his bulk, the sway of his limbs as he strode towards
her, that slow-moving grace and slumbering vigour. She could have killed him for the satisfaction with which he
embraced her: the pride soggy and replete.
“Raining gold to the cockies,” he said.
“When will she be in, George?”
“Any day now, I should think.”
Sight of the cow there on the grass, in the rain, fed Lucia's resentment. The cow was the same colour as the
sun-dried straw of wild oats she was nosing about under for young grass.
George was proud of her. He brought her into the orchard for titbits as soon as the grass was up. And she knew
his step in the dark. If he was walking along the road at night, she lowed from somewhere far off in the paddocks.
And every year, for the three years since Lucia and George Brown were married, Sloe-Eyes had swaggered round
like that with a calf.
It was an insult to her, Lucia told herself. She was jealous of the cow.
Surprised and wondering, she chewed the cud of her discontent.
What was the matter? It could have nothing to do with George. There was the child he had told her of, by
another woman, before they were married.
Lucia watched the rain, flashing, glinting, miraculous, striking the earth, beating against it, penetrating to seeds
in the dust. Thrilling, whirring, they were, to the rain, springs of energy released: infinitesimal secret, subtle cells,
stirring; flying to the dance of fertilization. Mists of rain stood up from among the wattles, bouquets of trees with
small round leaves like threepennybits,\fn{A sixteen-sided brass coin, about the size of a nickel, part of the predecimal currency} blue-gray and bloomy, white in the high light. Fume and ferment were in the air, as if seed
pods, sienna husks and grains of ebony, lying thick beneath the trees, were making that mist by the heat of their
gestation.
Stirred and thirsty, Lucia listened to the rain, its drip and lisp. Held up her face: opened her mouth.
*
“Is a man going to get anything to eat in this house to-night?” George was calling.
Lucia went to give him his meal. They ate and drank together. George talked, reckoning the chances of an early
winter; too happy because of the rain to notice her sullen quiet.
He talked of Menindji.
The wheat was in. Menindji had got a hundred and sixty points and “if the season kept going as she had
started,” there’d be seven bags on the fallow.
On the new land: “Seen it go ten bags in a good season,” he said.
“But, if we're not greedy, we can reckon on five, at least, and five bags at five shillings a bushel—though
there’s no reason she shouldn’t go six and eight-pence, like she did this year … a pound a bag makes it easy
reckoning …”
He went to sleep, talking of Menindji and Sloe-Eyes’ calf.
“And if Sloe-Eyes has a heifer calf …”
*
It had been raining all the evening. Lucia heard it through the drone of her husband’s talk, that drip and lisp of
the rain.
Dripping, lisping of the rain, warm, slow silverly gliding down the long bodies of the trees, washing the broad
slopes of the hills. She had been listening to it for hours. It stirred and excited her, like listening to the whisper of
a lover, incisive, insistent.
When George had gone to bed, she went out to the verandah. She would not go to bed: she could not sleep.
She knew what she wanted. Unconsciously, she had been moving towards it all the evening.
Always she had loved to run out into the first warm rain at the end of the summer. It made you grow, the rain,
someone had said to her once.
“You need the rain to make you grow, as much as the trees and all other living things.”
It had been good, her life with George. She had fed well, slept well, been as well-cared for as any of his
animals; but he had not given her what every other creature on the farm had—creativeness.
Suppressed, blocked, dammed. That’s what she had been.
It was unbearable.
In the darkness, beside a tree near the verandah, Lucia undid her dress, took off her clothes, not quite sure of
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herself, a little self-conscious. She stood clinging to, the tree: the rain struck her, fine and straight, with needle
points. Realization that it was a queer, mad thing she was doing, refused to be obliterated.
She smiled at herself, and at the tree she was clasping as if it were a man: laughed at herself, the tree and the
rain. Then free, flung up her arms and stood out, giving herself to the rain.
She ran from one tree to another in the quiet garden, among the wattles, over their husks and seeds. The rain
was falling through thin moonlight. Trees, hills, all that she could see of them, in light, frail and shining as the
rain; sun-dried grass, and trees, broad-backed and heavy limbed.
Lucia was prostituted to it all. As she stood, she felt the rain filtering through her as it was filtering through the
earth. Each shaft stabbed her to the earth. It might have been one of those long, entomological pins they used to
hold down butterflies. Lucia felt like a butterfly pinned to the earth.
The shiver of a nerve startled her—struck through her rapture and lost consciousness.
How could she have been the dour and heavy woman of a few hours ago? She was young and joyous.
As she scrambled up the rough path her bare feet felt the stones. She was conscious of her nakedness. Help!
It was absurd; but she was riotously happy.
Ridiculous, of course, to go prowling round like this in the rain. But Lord … how lovely! Like diving into the
lagoon of some tropical island before dawn, wandering under the clear, still water. In another world, a world of
grey and blue trees, weeping mysteriously, silverly swept, by this warm, sweet rain.
She was in the house, in its warm dusk, humanly smelling. George was sleeping still. She could hear his slow
regular breathing. Stumbled through the rooms to where he lay, heavy and potent as a green log in the forest.
Cold and fresh, all wet and earth-sweet from the rain and leaves, she leaned over him. Her wet arms went
across him; her face covered his.
“Cripes,” he muttered sleepily.
And: “Hell!” as his hands found her.
“I couldn’t bear it,” Lucia told him, “for the rain not to rain on me too.”
*
Promise of the child was like the germinating of a seed.
Every day Lucia went off to the hills with it, threw herself down on the ground and gave herself up to a song of
rejoicing, sense of fusion with all the forces of being.
“I, too!” she cried to the trees, the hills, birds, bees and wild flowers. She felt herself in the stream that bore
them along: as immense as the stars and the loam with new worlds.
Her child was born during the summer. Ruddy and well-made he was.
Lucia had him in her arms when the next rain came. She was on the verandah, nursing him, as George brought
Sloe-Eyes on to the patch of grass below the orchard.
“Beaten her this time,” she called.
He laughed back at her and the child.
*
Lucia’s second child was born soon after Sloe-Eyes' next calf. She was proud to have another son; but she had
not expected him so soon. And he was there before she was ready for him.
Sloe-Eyes was feeding both Lucia’s children when her third baby was born. The baby was a girl.
Lucia, dismayed to know of her coming, had no gladness, no vitality for the child. Her creativeness seemed to
have been exhausted; but it was not. It worked mechanically.
She had neither health nor strength to give the next child. She surrendered all she could, conscientiously, but
with a mind so troubled, so distraught, there was no room in it for pleasure in the little one’s soft dark head, eyes
of a small blind animal.
*
Lucia went on with the work of her days. Waking in the morning, to weariness and exhaustion, dumb, strung
by an effort of will, she cooked, scoured dishes, fed, washed and dressed her children, swept and tidied the house,
sewed, and fell into bed again.
That, day after day, becoming wearier, more slatternly, more ill-tempered, harassed, devastated.
Sloe-Eyes’ calf was taken away by the butcher. The cow blared all the morning; but she had forgotten about the
calf next day.
“Why did you do that,” Lucia asked her husband.
“What?”
“Sell Sloe-Eyes’ calf?”
“Got ten bob for him,” he said. “We’re not getting sentimental about bull calves, are we?”
*
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When the rain came again at the end of the summer, Lucia went to the hills with her consternation.
She raged: she was demented. She walked miles through the bush, along the winding tracks, across the bosom
of the hills, round them, over the shoulder blades and back of the ridge.
Without joy: furious that it should be so: that she should be walking without joy in the hills, under the trees:
that she should be using them like this.
The earth was heavy with rain, black and purpling where a fire had passed; scorched saplings, henna, sienna;
leaves and bark, dank, red, rusting into the ground; seedlings, thrust among them, small, green, two-eared.
“To be dead … lie down … be still … lose for awhile this consciousness of life … not to see … not to hear …
not to think … not to feel, any more.”
Sick and furious, she wandered. In the world of the trees where everything grew, she was alien, hostile. The
trees held themselves away from her. Their great branches swung against the sky as if withdrawing from contact.
“Who is this woman?” they said to each other, though Lucia knew that they knew her quite well.
They had seen her wandering along the creek with the children, gathering wild flowers, looking for
mushrooms, or picking up dry branches to light fires in the morning. She had come to them by herself too, to
bathe in the quiet, enter into their life with them, and always they had given her balm and joy.
Never before had it been like this: never before had they refused to receive her.
*
Lucia sat down on a fallen tree-trunk: dead and wet, against the earth, the tree was, bark broken by ants nesting
in it, millions of them, millions and millions: fungus, the colour of persimmons outgrowing, and toadstools,
raising frail stalks and ghastly yellow wimples, beside it.
“I’m this. This is me—this trunk of a dead and rotting tree.” Lucia mused, fixed, in her despair.
“Life’s fastened on me like this. It’s a parasite—a cancerous growth. I loathe it yet can’t loathe it … altogether.”
Rising and weeping over herself, she repudiated all she had thought and done.
It was hateful, outrageous.
Oh, to be strong, to be free as a cow, or a tree, to bear, feed, give life, in vigour and tranquility.
Blue dark, and purple as grapes withering on the vines a few months ago, the sky behind the heave of the
ranges.
Birds flew before the shadow, magpies, white and black of their wings and backs cut hard as aboriginal
drawings against the trees; black cockatoos swinging in wide circles about a dead tree, with wild cries.
Stolid, the trees about her. Two red-gums, dark-blooded trees, many-armed like Brahmin gods, their branches
elbowed this way and that, clutched at the sky with crooked, tangled fingers, leaves folded in heavy drapery about
them.
But they would have nothing to do with her, looked down and held themselves aloof.
Desolate, Lucia walked among the trees. Beseeching, but they would not hear her. Waved their great arms and
turned aside.
Never had such a sense of fury and misery possessed her; never had she been so lost in a nightmare of warring
instincts and reason.
“I’m right! I know I’m right!” she cried.
*
An orchid among the leaves cocked his white horns at her, squinting from out a green hood spotted with red.
“My precious.” Lucia stretched out her hand and broke off his stem.
“You’re the first I’ve seen this year. You’re miraculous … beautiful as some mythical creature. I love you. You
grow among the dead leaves. The dead leaves feed you.
“But I will not be a dead trunk. I will not give life unless I will. I will not have life forced through me against
my will. I am not a dead trunk. I will not bear industrious insects, fungus, red, yellow, or persimmon, and ghostly
toadstools. I will not.”
A group of white-gums against the rain-dark slope of the hillside beckoned. As if caught dancing, they stood,
poised and posed in the gesture and fluid grace of rhythmic abandon. White jade, their limbs to eyes half-closed:
grey and white, sheening: their foliage formless, rain-misted.
Two young trees, growing close together, lithe, slight and graceful as girls, inclined towards each other.
Another erect, leaned towards the west, naked and lovely her flesh of greenish ivory. Further, a virgin, passionate
and immature, threw thin arms to a great height: half-hipped, round-limbed, forked low, with branches breaking
evenly, the tree beside. Others, tall young trees, their rags of bark wrapped round them, red and brown, trooped
downhill, flying backs and thighs, wild arms and sloping bodies, dim, immaculate as under a rime of frost.
“The law? Oh, yes, my dears, I know the law,” Lucia talked to the trees.
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“You’re all children of this dead tree, I dare say. She has given her beauty and grace a hundredfold. But has
she? She’s thrown too many seeds on the soil here for any of you to be the tree she was, really. You there are
crooked, bent at the middle. It’s all very well to have the grey arms of a heron flopping across the river on a
wintry day, but where are you going? What are you going to do?
Billy Winkin's no good,
Chop him up for firewood

“That’s what one of my children was singing this morning …”
Magpies, among the trees, squawked, and went on with their distant talking. Oboes, their throats, gurgling over
melodies, flung high in the air above the tree-tops.
“Besides, it’s a long time since I was a tree. I worship with the Egyptians … adore life, the life-giver,
fecundity, creation. Not a helpless, futile spawning; but lust and joy in life. The dark tides which sweep you to
your doom assail me, creep through my blood …”
On the road, out from the hills and trees, Lucia felt herself suddenly filled with light, a derisive gaiety. Against
the shadow the hills and heavy timber had cast over her, her brain was glowing, incandescent.
She hurled her defiance.
“Old hills and trees, you with your superstitions excommunications … dark forces … black magic! You can’t
intimidate me. You can’t make an outcast of me. Though I drown in this misery … my brain swings clear as the
stars of Orion over the humped black back of The Swan.”
Darker, blue-purple, the sky behind the ranges shadowed the plains, scrub, cleared lands, and townships
scattered over them, white roofs, red roofs, gray and muddy walls: one cloud, downy and white as the feather
from a bird’s wing, drifted across.
*
George swung along the path from the paddocks driving the cow before him.
Wild oats, their empty sheaths shaken by the wind, were still standing on the slope below the orchard.
The cow turned to young green growing under the fruit trees, her tawny hide, sleek and gleaming, the crescent
of her horns, black-tipped, against the hillside, dim in the rain beginning to fall again.
“She can have it on her own, George,” Lucia called. “I’m scratched.”
Indifferent, feeding placidly, the cow moved with heavy sides and swollen udder over the grass.
9
Esmeralda sauntered along the track.
It was early morning. One of those mornings when spring sunshine glitters through the bush: every sapling is
shining from showers the night before. Faint steam rises from the undergrowth and the wildflowers peer through it
with peaked and starry faces. Scrub wattle lifts its creamy down among the dark trees, wafting fragrance. And the
birds are all singing and dancing, calling and warbling, flitting and flashing through the bright air.
Esmeralda felt like the birds. She wanted to sing and dance among the trees as her bare feet, slowly, reluctantly
struck the earth. The spring was in her blood and bones.
She did not want to go to the township and wash dirty clothes for Mrs. Rogers, the bank manager’s wife. She
did not want to scrub floors and drudge indoors all day, although she had tumbled out of her blankets at the camp
where she lived with Maria, her grandmother: had washed and put on a clean pink print frock to go to her job as
usual.
There was another reason for dawdling on the track this morning.
The spring was in it too, and in her disinclination to go to work. Her glance searched the track as it wound
through saplings hung with young leaves, translucent green and gold. A stirring of joyous expectancy brought a
smile to her lips.
She heard the beat of his horse’s hooves before she saw him. As she stepped out more briskly her heart
fluttered and her thoughts sang:
“He’s coming! He’s coming!”
On his rough-haired brumby, he rode towards her, with the easy slouch of a stockman: a handsome young halfcaste, wearing a wide felt hat, faded red shirt, and blue dungarees tucked into elastic-sided boots.
They often met like this on a Monday morning, at first with shy glances and gay banter. The glances had
become less shy and the backchat gayer, though Esmeralda knew she should not be carrying on in such a way
with Rudy Red-shirt, as he was called in the camp.
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Rudy had a reputation for making up to any girl he fancied. He was a married man, too, the husband of Pearl, a
woman much older than himself. They had been brought up on a mission reserve, were married in a church and
had two children.
Pearl lived with her children in a shack on the outskirts of the township, but Rudy worked on a station twenty
miles away, visiting his family only when he brought cattle in to the railway siding, or rode into the township for
the pictures on Saturday night. He did not take Pearl to the pictures and she paid no attention to the gossip about
Rudy enjoying himself with other women.
Esmeralda was aware of a guilty secret when her eyes met Rudy's. They were forbidden to each other, of
course. Both by the white man’s law which had married him to Pearl, and by the law of the aborigines which
required a girl to give herself to a man of the tribe selected for her. Esmeralda had been promised to an old man
who already had a wife, and he was pestering her to go to him.
She was sixteen and proud of the health and vigour of her young body. She had gone to school with white
children in the Solong River township, learnt to read and write: to keep herself clean and be self-reliant.
But she was a full-blooded aborigine. She had to live with Maria, her grandmother, in the native camp of
wretched humpies made from bark and bagging or old scraps of rusty tin, a mile out of the town.
Her parents were dead. As long as she could remember, Esmeralda had lived with Maria.
But to become like women in the camp, dirty and slovenly, dragging about with a dis tended stomach, and two
or three children hanging on to her … No! Esmeralda could not endure the thought. She had contrived to keep her
virginity by giving old Jindaba shillings for tobacco and wine: she had bribed her grandmother in the same way
with money for food, tobacco and plonk, not to let Jindaba take her until she was older.
Esmeralda did not altogether regret that she could not live like a white girl in a house and a town all the time.
She understood well enough that the remnants of half a dozen tribal groups in the camp, bearing the same skin
colour as herself, tried to live shrewdly with the whites by singing hymns and keeping on good terms with the
police.
When somebody brought a few bottles of cheap wine into the camp, occasionally, there were brawls and
Constable Flannigan was sent for to stop them. This he did by taking two or three culprits off to the lock-up and
threatening all and sundry with dire consequences if he caught them breaking the white man’s law by boozing and
half-killing each other.
But beneath their subservience Esmeralda knew that her people retained a contempt for the whites, their greed
and hypocrisy—pretending to be kind and generous when they gave a native some stale food or worn-out clothes,
while all the time they were responsible for robbing the tribes of their hunting grounds, their pride and dignity,
and easy pleasant way of life.
Esmeralda had come to respect the whites for some of their customs. She liked to be clean, wear a pretty dress,
and be able to earn money for herself. She liked to feel independent, and carry herself with a jaunty air when
white boys whistled after her in the streets of Solong.
Yet aboriginal instincts and superstitions were strong in her. Esmeralda was bound by an innate loyalty to her
people, fearful yet free in a joy of life derived from the earth and the satisfaction of hungers.
All this mingled in the confused background of her mind as every step brought her nearer Rudy. Her heart
leapt and a riotous gladness filled her as he reined up beside her.
“’Lo, sweetheart!” he hailed.
“What you givin’ us?” Esmeralda retorted cheekily, her feet planted apart, her sturdy young body challenging
him. “I’m not your sweetheart—or anybody’s.”
“Goin’ to be old Jindaba’s gin. That’s all, eh?” Rudy grinned.
“Got nothing to do with you,” she flung back at him, eyes ablaze to their derision and defiance. Rudy swung
from his horse, slipping the reins over his arm to stand before her.
“It’s got this to do with me,” he said. “I want you meself.” Esmeralda's long lashes swept her cheek, and lifted
as she jibed:
“You don’t say? And what about your wife and kids?”
“They got nothing to do with it.” He pulled her to him.
“Come on, Esmay. We’re abos. Let’s go walkabout together. I’ll get a job up north, and—”
She was startled. Her blood surged, seethed and swirled through the panic that seized her.
“It’s not only the whites,” she gasped. “Our own people wouldn’t let us.”
“We don’t have to ask ’em,” Rudy said fiercely. “We can ride off now—and never come back. I got food in my
tucker bag, and I know a creek in the hills where there’s fish and the wallabies come to drink.”
Esmeralda pulled away from him, but he held her, kissing and hugging her as she had seen lovers on the films
kissing and hugging. Esmeralda felt as if her body was melting in his arms.
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“Jump up behind me,” Rudy urged, “and we’ll be miles away before anybody knows we’ve lit out.”
He tugged his horse alongside and swung into the saddle. Esmeralda could have run away then, but she was
drawn to Rudy: caught in a whirlwind of joyous and reckless excitement. His hand reached down to her: her foot
flew to his boot in the stirrup and she leapt lightly to sit astride behind him, and away they went, cantering along
the track. Through the trees and scrub, away and away, up hill and down, laughing and calling to each other, as
crazily happy as two young people in love could hope to be.
But they had forgotten that old Jindaba set snares for possums in the scrub, and got up early to remove the
dead bodies from his traps. Snaring possums was illegal and Jindaba took care not to give the forest ranger any
evidence that natives in the camp were outwitting him.
When he saw Esmeralda talking to Rudy, Jindaba crouched in the undergrowth to watch them. He grunted
angrily to himself when he saw them kissing and hugging, but could not hear what they said. Their hearing was as
keen as his own, he knew, and would have detected any movement if he attempted to approach them. He thought
he could deal with Esmeralda when she returned to the camp that evening.
What was happening, he did not realize until Esmeralda alighted on the brumby behind Rudy and they rode off
together.
Jindaba rose from the tangle of saplings and scrub blossom then, and stared after them aghast. His indignation
spluttered and he scuttled down the track to the camp.
*
When he broke the news to Maria, their consternation and shouting brought men and women from the nearby
humpies. There was something of anger and excitement doing and they could not bear to be out of it.
“That feller Rudy Redshirt bin done a bunk with Esmeralda!”
The words flew with exclamations of ribald amusement and outraged propriety.
It was Maria, the girl’s grandmother, who decided what they must do and do quickly. They must go at once and
tell Pearl and Constable Flannigan what had happened.
“Him runaway from his married woman,” Maria said. “White man’s law make poll-eece bring’m back;
make’m pay for Pearl and the children.”
“Flannigan got’m best horse in Solong,” Jindaba declared hopefully. “He catch’m up all right!”
Men, women, children and dogs, they streeled\fn{Sauntered aimlessly} after Maria and Jindaba into the township.
Everybody was concerned about catching the lovers before Rudy stole Esmeralda’s virginity. This was regarded as something unique, belonging to the camp. Maria and Jindaba were thinking as well of the shillings Esmeralda gave them for wine and tobacco. They would be deprived of a regular supply of these comforts if she did not
return.
It was a noisy, vociferous horde that awakened Constable Flannigan from his slumbers. He liked his beer, and
a hangover in the morning often ousted his usual genial good humour.
“What’s up with ye?” he demanded, coming out to the natives, tousled and blinking in the sunshine, as he
pulled up his trousers, hoisting shabby braces over a flannel shirt.
“Whaat the hell d’ye mane, getting’ a man out of his bed at this hour?”
Maria, Jindaba and half a dozen others explained, shouting, exclaiming, and urging him to get on his horse
right away and capture the runaways.
“Well, I’ll be damned!” he roared when he understood what they were getting at. “You fellers reckon I got
nothing better to do than chase a coupla elopin’ abos?” A gust of hoarse laughter shook him as if it were a good
joke he had heard. It ended in a spasm of coughing.
“It’s no use y’r comin’ belly-achin’ to me,” he shouted when he got his breath. “You go after ’em yourselves. If
Pearl wants to sue Rudy for maintenance, that’s another matter. She can come and see me bye and bye.”
Constable Flannigan disappeared into his house. There was nothing for Maria, Jindaba and the rest of them to
do but retreat, disconcerted by Flannigan’s refusal to help them.
They stopped on the way back to the camp to inform Pearl of the misfortune which had befallen her. Pearl was
not grateful. She said if Rudy wanted to go bush with a girl there was no need to interfere. He could come home
when he was ready.
“Look at that, now!” her friends and relations exclaimed. Here they were, willing to take Pearl’s part against
Esmeralda, and she as good as told them not to make a fuss about nothing.
*
All the same Maria and Jindaba decided to take Constable Flannigan’s advice, go after the wrongdoers
themselves and give them a taste of tribal discipline.
Without further discussion or preparation the punitive expedition set out, taking the narrow winding path from
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the camp through the bush to the distant hills.
Several women with babies in their arms, or toddlers beside them, dropped out of the procession, but five men
and four women stuck to Maria and Jindaba, including Jessica, Jindaba’s old wife.
It was taken for granted that Maria and Jindaba must be among the pursuers and see justice done. Old woman
though she was, Maria, in her wrath, was still capable of keeping pace with the men in the slow, swinging pace of
aboriginal gait. Jessica felt that she must accompany Jindaba because of the slight that had been put upon him by
Rudy and Esmeralda; and Jindaba's withered shanks struck out gamely as he assumed the importance of a tribal
avenger.
The tracks of Rudy’s brumby were easy to follow. They left a clear curve in the moist earth of the narrow track
snaking through the sunlit bush. Even when it dwindled among the trees there was a swale of broken boughs and
scattered wild flowers to guide the pursuers.
They drank from a creek to refresh themselves at midday and the old people squatted on the ground to rest for
a while. They were out of practice for walking long stretches: their muscles had become soft and flabby, their
stomachs yearned for the hot tea they had become accustomed to drink at this hour, and tobacco, shared with
those who had none, soon petered out.
But Maria was impatient because time was being lost, so they went on.
Everybody was hungry and weary at sundown. Realizing there was no hope of catching the runaways that day,
the women lit a fire near a creek. Aboriginal custom forbade traveling at night. But there was nothing to eat
except a goanna one of the men had killed and some gilgies the women caught in the creek.
During the afternoon a couple of wallabies had been seen bounding away among the trees. Two of the men
went after them, hurling sticks and stones, but the wallabies escaped. Shamed and depressed by their lost skill as
hunters, the men rejoined their brethren.
Before darkness shrouded the hills other small fires were built so that people could huddle round them. Rain
fell during the night and old bones ached through thin clothing clamped against the wet earth. Maria, Jindaba and
Jessica shivered and groaned, longing for the warmth of a blanket and the stuffy shelter of their humpies. Their
rancour against Rudy and Esmeralda increased.
*
With the first sparkle of sunlight they bestirred themselves and aroused their followers to continue the chase.
Warmed only by their thirst for vengeance, they plodded along for an hour or so. Then somebody heard the
chinkle of hobbles. A clump of steaming horse-droppings announced the quarry not far away. Threading stealthily
through the trees, the advance guard sighted Rudy’s brumby. Sensitive nostrils quivered to the smoke of a brushwood fire.
Presently, through the scrub, could be seen the lean-to of boughs and tea-tree paper-bark branches the lovers
had built for themselves on the high sloping bank of a creek. And there, in the morning sunshine, was Rudy,
straddling beside his camp fire as though he owned the country-side, a thick slab of bread plastered with bacon in
his hand, while Esmeralda, squatting by the fire, laughed up at him, holding a quartpot of tea.
The pack burst on them, yelling furiously. Two men seized Rudy as he made a dash for the scrub. Three others
slung into him with the heavy sticks they had picked up on the way.
Rudy fought back, lunging and kicking desperately. He knocked one man down and sent Jindaba flying, halfblinded. But three men clung to him and threw him. They were kicking and bashing him to pulp when Esmeralda
tackled them, screaming and biting into their arms.
The women grabbed Esmeralda, hauled her out of the fray. She screeched and struggled but it was no use.
They flung her on the ground, pulled up her skirt, and while Jessica and the other women held her, Maria investigated.
“Too late,” she reported grimly.
Rudy lay unconscious with a gash in his forehead from which the blood dripped over his face. Esmeralda
thought he was dead. She ran to him wailing:
“Rudy! Oh, Rudy!”
The women beat her back, knocking her head from one side to the other until her nose bled. Then the party
finished the lovers’ breakfast, emptied Rudy’s tucker-bag of its tea and sugar, and ate up all the bread and meat he
had stowed away.
Their hunger appeased, and enjoying their triumph, the avengers started on their way back to the township.
Rudy’s body they lifted on to his horse, strapping it there with the surcingle; his arms they tied behind his back
with the halter. He moaned and cried out in pain now and then, and Esmeralda wept all the time, jeered at and
scolded by the women, whacked with their waddies as she stumbled along.
*
36

Taking a shorter route to the township, the punitive expedition reached the police station towards sunset.
Constable Flannigan was sitting down to a good dinner of pork chops and fried potatoes when he saw the
weary and bedraggled retinue lead Rudy’s brumby into his yard.
“What’s goin’ on here?” he yelled. “A man can’t have a moment’s peace with the likes of you black bastards
worrin’ the soul case out of him.”
“We bin catch’m—like you said,” eager voices chimed.
“God damn and blast ye,” Constable Flannigan roared. “I niver told yese to lay the man out. Take them ropes
off of Rudy this instant minute.”
Dark fingers quickly unfastened the halter and surcingle binding Rudy. Trembling hands helped him to dismount. With broken nose, some of his teeth knocked out, Rudy stood unsteadily, gazing about him, his eyes
dazed, blood daubing his face.
“Nice mess you’ve made of the lad,” Constable Flannigan bellowed. “Clear out, the whole lot of yese. If
there’s a one of yese in sight in two minutes, I’ll arrest him for assault and battery. And if Rudy dies, or is badly
injured, some of yese’ll do time. His wife can take action if she wants to.”
The avengers drifted out of the yard at the police station abashed and grumbling at Flannigan’s lack of appreciation for their effort to uphold the white man’s law as well as their own.
Maria and Jindaba did not know what to do next. They were afraid to deal with Rudy any more. The policeman
had said he would punish them if Rudy died or was seriously hurt because of their rough-handling.
“We tak’m to Pearl,” Maria suggested. “Ask her what she want to do wid’m.”
They trailed through the township to Pearl’s shack, Rudy slumped between two men, Esmeralda dragged along
by the women.
Pearl, a tall, gaunt woman with graying hair, two small children hiding behind her, gazed at the rabble outside
her door. Unmoved, she listened to the chattering of her people. She needed no explanation when she saw Rudy
and Esmeralda, a dirty, woebegone version of the jaunty, self-confident girl she had seen going to work in the
township every morning.
“What you want we do wid Rudy?” Maria queried shrilly. “Poll-eece man tell us feller you got to say.”
“I want you do nothin’ with him,” Pearl said slowly. “Rudy, can he help it if the girls like him?”
There was a howl from the crowd of her kinsfolk. Pearl’s eyes went to Rudy.
“You better come in, Rudy,” she said. “Let me tie up your head for you.”
Rudy glanced at Esmeralda. She cringed away from his eyes, sullen and broken-spirited, still held by the women. She was not the bright-eyed, laughing girl he had made love to. Rudy thought she blamed him for her misery
now. Love no longer burned like a fire between them.
The men released Rudy. He threw back his head and walked crookedly across a space of bare graveled earth to
Pearl. They went into the house and she shut the door.
*
The women took their hands from Esmeralda, and she turned with them back along the track to the camp.
Everybody was ready then to make up to the girl for having treated her so harshly. They spoke to her gently,
with little endearments, cajoling her not to bear them any ill will, and trying to console her for Rudy’s desertion.
Soothed, but suffering still from their blows, Esmeralda crept into her grandmother’s humpy to weep over the
shattering of her independence and joy in Rudy.
Maria and old Jindaba were satisfied now that she would not escape them.
They had won in a tussle to vindicate tribal tradition, and Esmeralda would continue to supply them with wine
and tobacco from the shillings she earned.
When he claimed her, they had no doubt, she would sit down with Jindaba.
1920
296.79 A 1. The Redeemer 2. For The Love Of The Messiah 3. The Saviour 4. The Parting 5. The Island 6. A
Death In The Family 7. An Inner Glimpse 8. Goodbye, Miss Brooks 9. The Bone B. The Black
Messiah\fn{by Joseph C. Veramu (c.1960- )} Kadavu Island, Kadavu Province, Fiji (M) 29
1
One of the most bizarre Christian sects to have emerged in our country in the 1970s was founded by Waqewaqe Taurikoya. There are those who zealously defend him as a benevolent man. I believe him to be one of the
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most debauched men who has ever formed a religion in this part of the world.
A first class propagandist, he surrounds himself with other equally depraved characters whom he has appointed
to top positions. He keeps a harem where girls of thirteen and fourteen are routinely deflowered in the course of
spiritual enlightenment by his henchmen and by no less a figure than the beloved reverend.
Some of the doctrines he preaches are so absurd that they could only he believed by the irrational or those who
find his teaching a kind of opiate for their problems. For example, he claimed that he had spoken to Jesus Christ
and had been told by that unimpeachable source that the Kingdom of Heaven would he created on earth in exactly
thirty years time. Those who followed Jesus through his Sect would he assured of everlasting life. (Women would
live forever if they followed everything their husbands said. The less they said the better for their main duties
were as mothers and house-keepers. Because of the sin of Eve they were now reduced to the status of receptacles
for the propagation of babies.)
In 1973 Varinava Levalevaci, a highly respected journalist had this to say in Fijian Perspective:
It is hard to explain the appeal of the so-called Supreme Church of God as expounded by its
self-proclaimed prophet, W.H. Taurikoya, aged 42. Its adherents number 10,000, according to
inside sources. Some church practices are so farcical as to make one wonder as to its sincerity.
For example, those who wish to get married simply have to face each other and if they feel the
same vibes emanating through their bodies they are declared man and wife by elders who exhort
them to produce as many children as possible. W.H. Taurikoya, who suffers from asthma and high
blood pressure, speaks in a high whining voice and claims that Jesus Christ has told him that he
shall live forever on earth. The church places great stress on faith healing and many have claimed
to have been cured of incurable diseases. (The venerable leader however finds the services of a
well-known doctor more effective.) He claims that he cannot effectively cure himself because he
has to suffer for the sins of others. When the new Kingdom is established he shall then be cleaned
of all sin.
His followers are adamant that Taurikoya is the promised Messiah. Any suggestion that he is a raving madman
is false and mischievous and the words of enemies inspired by Satan. Other Christian church leaders have expressed grave concern at this new sect which they view with great apprehension.
I had the opportunity in 1977 to witness the effects of this religion on a small community, Loaloa, near the Rtu
Ilivadusi Memorial school where I taught for some time. Bakira Penisamani, a pastor of some ill-repute created a
minor scandal by converting from the Congregation church, where he had preached for fourteen years, to the
Supreme Church of God.
It is not always easy to understand the motives of men like Penisamani who consciously follow movements
that are false and without foundation. Perhaps they are basically interested in power for it is something close to
the feeling of immortality. They lack talent and therefore mask their feelings of inadequacy with a façade of
powerful benevolence. They absorb the will of the people who submit meekly to a God which they represent.
They derive orgiastic delight from the power they emanate as alter-egos of their unseen all-powerful God.
Sometimes the desire to identify with an all powerful being is so acute that it stirs their consciences like the harsh
wind moving around the eye of a storm. And as the congregation cry submissively, “For thine is the power and the
Glory, Amen;” that rallying cry becomes the catalyst for their ultimate goal, power in all its cosmic glory.
Wherever there is a Taurikoya emerging to lead the people, there will always be Penisamanis who will arise.
(After all the most insignificant purveyors of trash always manage to look resolute especially when they are
dispensing sedatives as substitute for truth.)
Overnight, a great change overcame Penisamani. He threw away his coat and necktie and began preaching the
new faith. He visited nearby settlements and villages and began preaching emotionally about the one true religion
he represented.
Unlike the Protestant or Catholic church, the true religion asked for no contributions. People prayed in their
houses in groups. When church members died no financially exhausting traditional ceremonies were performed.
No coffins were bought. People were simply bodies in unmarked graves. Once dead they simply had to be disposed of with the minimum of fanfare.
To people who in the past had suffered from cyclones and had their crops destroyed time and again, the
prospect of not having to pay church tithes and partake of costly traditional ceremonies like births, deaths and
marriages was an attractive one.
*
Penisamani even demonstrated his sincere zeal by encouraging a marriage based on telepathic vibes. The
38

incident involved Talica the daughter of one of his maternal uncles.
Asilivakasi, a youth who was a well-known trouble maker and drunkard (he had since repented), liked Talica,
whose virginal beauty was likened to a katikura flower blossoming in all its radiance. It was this unfortunate girl
whom Penisamani encouraged to elope with Asilivakasi, when he convinced her that they had similar vibes.
According to rumour, it was only after Penisamani had been satisfied that the girl had been truly deflowered that
he left his house later, absolving himself of complicity in the matter.
The new religion with its over-emphasis on the downtrodden, the poor and the truly disillusioned offered them
salvation which was tangible and which they could savour in all its glory in this world.
It is all very well for preachers to promise everlasting glory and riches in heaven. But for many poor Fijians (as
I suspect is the case with black Christians in other third world countries) the dream of El Dorado, a life of wealth
in this world, is vivid, and they would rather have this than all the glories and riches of an unseen world.
*
There was also something very macho about the religion that appealed to this people who had been conditioned to respect strength rather than meekness. It was recounted with great relish by Penisamani that when Taurikoya’s brother-in-law accused him of falsehood, he fell ill a short while later. Taurikoya is supposed to have said,
“Wake up, you vermin! Go and die in your own house,” whereupon the victim stood up and went to his house
where he obediently died.
When Taurikoya’s wife was found to he having an extra-marital affair with another man, he didn’t scream
obscenities or make death threats. He politely told his wife to leave his house hoping she would be happy with her
lover. (She became insane a short while later.)
A thirteen-year-old girl was so emotionally moved that she offered herself as bride to the great leader saying:
“In this difficult time, when our leader is suffering from the sins of other people, I feel it only proper that I
offer my unworthy self towards his happiness.” (She was automatically offered entrance to heaven on earth.)
*
It was also true that many joined the new sect simply as an escape from established religion and outdated
culture. It was now in vogue to dress for Sunday prayer sessions in long flowing robes fashioned out of white bed
sheets.
Sitting cross-legged in a thatched house their dark faces glistening with coconut oil, the worshippers looked
like Haitian black magicians in Ku Klux Klan attire. The irony in this contradictory scene made me smile rather
cynically, and this made Penisamani regard me with some suspicion as I walked in to one of their prayer sessions.
As they welcomed everybody to attend I did not have to give a reason for my presence. I merely said that I had
become quite interested in the movement and wanted to know more.
“Welcome into our gathering, Saint Thomas,” he smiled 39emblance393939d. “I hope you find our worship
appeal-ing.”
He then proceeded to play a tape of a sermon delivered by Taurikoya. It was mainly a harangue of sinners of
all types, in particular, homosexuals and transvestites. At the end, the members were warned to be on the lookout
for “subversive elements”.
“How can you be sure that your sect is truly the chosen one?” I asked rather undiplomatically during
discussion time when observers were encouraged to field questions.
At this, Penisamani’s brooding face darkened and for a fleeting moment I braced myself for a possible show of
violence. But, as abruptly as his anger had come, it subsided only to be replaced by a mordant smile.
“Do you want me to tear this Bible and turn this water into blood?” he gestured theatrically.
I replied that it didn’t make any difference to me.
“You have not come here to join us but to ridicule our beliefs,” he said finally.
*
I have already stated that no church tithes were levied. (But donations of cash and kind could be made to
Taurikoya and his preaching rogues.)
The sect became quite successful because of its faith healing and the voluntary donations of those who had
supposed themselves cured. It was Taurikoya’s success in this area that seemed to legitimize his sect with the
proletariat.
Overnight, people who had been dying or were in pain or insane were healed.
There is something in the nature of people’s illnesses that are at times illogical to the student of rationalism. A
strong man (or woman) who becomes very sick is sent to all the health centers, government hospitals and private
doctors but no cure is found. No amount of injections or medicines improve his condition. As a last resort he is
rushed to a witch-doctor. The witch-doctor declares that the illness is caused by evil spirits and “cures” the man
(or woman).
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Many illnesses that the commoner feels to be psychosomatic are shrouded in traditionalism and require, not the
great medicines of the world but, the curing touch and words of an artist, in the form of a shaman or pastor, who
has conditioned himself to exorcise with finality the devils that inhabit others.
Superstition still lurks in the recess of their minds so that guilt feelings and the fear of supernatural forces fuse
to become malignant cancers tormenting them. It is therefore to the credit of Taurikoya’s movement that he
recognized this. An asthma or migraine attack, even insanity, could be cured by unlocking and exorcising the
devils that lurk in the labyrinth of the mind.
What is simply needed is the open mind of the patient for only a fleeting moment to the notion that he can be
saved and will be saved. Had Taurikoya’s religion failed in its faith healings he would surely have been derided as
a madman. But his many successes legitimized his sect. Even when some people failed to be cured, he could say
convincingly that they lacked faith.
*
Sometimes the early life of a person can give insights into his later fame or notoriety. Taurikoya never distinguished himself in anything. According to his fellow tribesmen, an early marriage ended in failure and when he
came to the city he had a reputation as a money lender who charged exorbitant interest.
He was also previously a witch-doctor who charged patients a packet of yaqona, a packet of Benson and
Hedges and a rooster.
He also has a penchant for very young women. Some of his former friends said that this obsession stemmed
from his puritanical upbringing. His father, a pastor, was an autocratic man who dispensed violence for the slightest infractions. He did not allow his sons to talk to girls and was supposed to have beaten Taurikoya harshly for
allegedly smiling at a girl. Deflowering maidens was therefore a kind of perverse protest at these early strictures.
Others who vigorously defend him, notably Batule Qasevakaviti in the journal Na Rarama Dina, claim that
Taurikoya “is truly a benevolent man who has been much maligned by those who do not know him”.
(Batule’s life would make interesting reading. A former prison officer, he was noted for his sadism to prisoners. He was later summarily dismissed. He represented the breed of unprincipled liars and cut-throats Taurikoya
had handpicked to propagate his bizarre philosophy.)
And as for the bevy of young women who moved around Taurikoya’s mansion, it was claimed that they were
housemaids, though one wondered why they were constantly being replaced by new ones.
*
As I walked back to my quarters after returning from the prayer session Penisamani had conducted, I wondered
to myself what had moved those ignorant people to follow the new cult. Was it the desire for a spiritual sedative
that lured them so that they developed an addiction they could not extricate themselves from?
There are those like me who believe that Taurikoya was basically a rogue, disillusioned with Christianity and
seeking an avenue to making himself rich. Whereas, before, he lived in Bittu’s Estate, a semi-slum in the suburbs
of Suva city, he now lives in splendour at Bakana Heights.
What he had was charisma, and the sure belief that a spectacular lie told again and again becomes a truth that
is the rallying point for the disillusioned masses.
It didn’t matter if Jesus didn’t come to the earth in thirty years’ time. At least he would have lived the life of a
debaucher and confidence man, creating a niche of immortality until death sneaked upon him shattering that illusion.
The history of man from the time of Adam and Eve to the present is the history of discontented people searching for immortality in what they perceive is a flawed existence.
*
While the church seemed to prosper elsewhere, things were to change at Loaloa.
The Provincial Council met and condemned the teachings as heresies and a threat to the harmony of the
traditional village lifestyle. The believers were told to conform to the traditional social system or move away and
form their own communities where they could exist in utopian bliss.
The Provincial Council decided not to suppress the sect’s teaching entirely because they knew that later a
similar movement could arise out of the ashes of the old, like a mythical phoenix. They just hoped people would
lose interest once the novelty of it wore off.
Some followed Penisatiiani to a new settlement. Others who were not so bold lived in the village
40emblance40 dual roles; following the village norms and sneaking away at odd times to hear Penisamani preach.
(He didn’t reprimand them for their duplicity because their donations were direly needed.)
2
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The scandal regarding the excesses of the Divine Church has truly shocked the nation. The
people have come to the 41emblance4141 that the existence of cults and sects can be detrimental,
especially to the young if they are led by unstable people who have their own personal interests at
heart rather than the spiritual enlightenment of disciples,
41emblance414141d the Fijian Perspective, the respected weekly journal.
After the news of the deaths of five members of the so-called Divine Church after drinking paraquat in a show
of loyalty to its founder R.B. Panapasa, I was commissioned by the Fijian Perspective to write an in-depth article
that would give insights into some bizarre church practices and why the five committed suicide. (I had authored a
controversial book about emerging cults entitled An Excursion into Madness which had become a best-seller. I
was the natural choice to write about the demise of the new religion.)
I am aware that R.B. Panapasa has been committed to the city psychiatric institution for observation and that
he will be standing trial for murder if the psychiatrists can show that he is sane. I shall therefore avoid
41emblance4141 him for fear of prejudicing his trial.
The minds of self-proclaimed messiahs have always intrigued me. What mechanisms malfunction in their
consciences so that the noble ideals that initially their movements embody are replaced by practices that shock the
uninitiated?
R.B. Panapasa was an unusual prophet in the sense that he did not heal people nor make concerted efforts to
amass converts. He thrived on fewness in number and it is on this circle of ardent followers that he made his
greatest impression so that they were 41emblance41 into following whatever he commanded, including death.
I have been very fortunate to have been given the diary of a young female convert by Dr. Malaki, a psychiatrist
at the city psychiatric institution. He had been given all notes recorded by members. The diary entry in question
struck him as pathetically poignant and gave insights into cult practices. (I hope that this account will he better
than my subjective one.)
*
“I suppose that my conversion to the Divine Church was a protest against the sin and corruption of the world
around me.
“Rabaraba Panapasa, the great prophet, my beloved teacher, had founded the Divine Church of God and I was
grateful and honoured that I was chosen into his first circle of followers. My parents and relatives were shocked
when, after leaving University, I joined this movement.
“The Divine Church was different in that it selected its members and at any given time there were only fifty. It
did not encourage great numbers. One had to prove that one was sincere and honest in one’s desire to join before
one was accepted.
“When I was chosen, I was very happy. I had proved myself by giving all my money to the beloved leader. I
also pledged that I would follow him to the death.
“Why did I join the movement? I had grown up in a well-to-do family where I never lacked anything. I went to
the best schools and then studied for a degree in sociology at the University, but all through my life I felt ignored.
Rabaraba was the only kind and lovable man who made me feel important and cared for. Whenever I felt depressed, he massaged my head ever so gently and uttered soft prayers so that I felt happy. He took away my guilt
feelings and gave me self-respect.
“Truly he was the great light in the void of my life. He gave me roots so I would have purpose in my life. What
was truly wonderful about my messiah was that he was ever so patient. At the beginning I was suspicious,
frightened and refused to open myself. It took him a long time to inspire confidence and put meaning into my life.
“And how did he do this? Very simply. He always repeated his love and concern for me.
“Repetition was the therapy I needed. With repetition came soothing music. Whenever he knew that I lacked
faith, he cackled, sneering at the faithlessness in me. Repeating and cackling, I was shamed into accepting him by
denouncing and rejecting that part of me that lacked faith.
“I need also add that, by looking into his burning eyes, I felt his charisma flow into me like the nectar of God,
filling me with freshness. I could sense that he was the messiah because he was different. He seemed to be on
another plane, burning with incandescence. He became more than just a mere man. He became more like the
moon or sun, for it was difficult to tell the difference when looking into his brilliant eyes. The moon and the sun
seemed fused into his penetrating gaze.
‘Finally I knew that, to truly understand the messiah, I had to destroy my ego. This was an obstruction that
made it difficult for me to understand him and have total faith in him. Once ego was destroyed I was eternally
grateful for I knew that my life was tuned to the messiah. We communicated on the same wavelength and felt the
same vibrations.
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“Of course the other church members felt the same thing for the messiah but in their own ways so that our
experiences were individual first and collective second.
“When the messiah convinced me of the immense and awesome sins of the world, I agreed with him that it
was right to suffer for them, even to die for him. I suppose it may sound meaningless (and I personally don’t care
what outsiders think), but when a rat was fried I (and others) ate it with salt, relishing the nutritious fat and
succulent juice oozing down my throat and felt it blobbing into my stomach. I felt I had done a great duty for
mankind.
“Let me explain. The rats symbolized the sinful people who would not change their evil ways. By eating them
we showed that we were willing to explore them, bringing them close to our hearts, feeling their evil in all its
power and then overwhelming sin with our love by our suffering.
“Likewise, when five members of our church writhed in agony after drinking paraquat, a weed killer, I felt so
elated by the wonderful scene. I begged the messiah to let me participate too but he said I was not yet ready.
“In all their glory, these five valiant people had allowed paraquat, a symbol of sin, to permeate their nerves and
bloodstreams. I rejoiced with them for I knew that sin was truly being felt and that suffering weakened sin. The
darkness of sin can only be truly felt when we enter it and feel content enough to reject it by our own deaths.
“This vindicates one of sin. And so I have meticulously recorded the wonderful things about our church in my
diary in the hope that it will be read and appreciated by those who might consider joining our church later, after!
Have died too from the sins of the people.
“Oh, how truly great is the messiah.”
3
On the 29th August 1959, Semesa Kolotika of Nukuvili village, father of five children, a man once respected by
the church and a former lay preacher, was found dangling from the rafters of his bure.
Why Kolotika took his own life is beyond our understanding.
In his village a number of conjectures have sprung up, like weeds in a freshly cleared farm, regarding his
decline but these I have dismissed as sensational or, at worst, malicious. My mind has constantly been haunted by
this sad incident so that I felt compelled to write about his death as objectively as possible.
I have several old copies of the Volagauna, the now defunct Fijian periodical. In one issue a photo of him,
resplendent in his striped long-sleeved shirt and sulu-vakataga, is captioned by the dance chants he had composed
for the installation of his province’s chief. In those days meke composers were highly regarded and their creativity
was attributed to traditional muses who visited them in their sleep and inspired them. Underneath Kolotika’s
photo appeared the words:
“Qi keda nai kawa taukei, meda taqomaka na nodai tovo vaka viti.” (We the Fijians must preserve our traditions.)
At that time there had been a strong Nationalist movement, the Taukei Grassroots Party. Throughout the land
was heard the chant,
“Fiji for the Fijians”.
Antagonism against Indians and Australians ran high. In one of his diaries which I have been able to peruse
from the National Archives, Kolotika wrote:
I embraced this movement because I had always believed in the preservation of Fijian
traditions. The Indians, with their alien religion and culture, threatened to stultify our
development at that time.
He did not elaborate. He, however, continued to preach fiery sermons from the pulpit and public places. I have
a copy of the radical Fijian theology magazine, Ko Viti kei na Lotu, in which he wrote that our lives should be
lived on the teachings of Jesus. We must not store much wealth that would rot. We had to purify our society of
base elements who were intent on enriching themselves and blaspheming Jesus, he claimed.
*
Kolotika was born in 1905, the son of Ilaitia and Marisela. In those times, Fijian commoners still lived in their
villages. The aristocrats and their henchmen, the village headmen, regulated the conduct of villagers and saw that
they paid taxes which were used to maintain the nobility.
A handful of Fijians however, were allowed to migrate to the capital city and other urban centers to labour for
the British colonial masters. Kolotika’s parents were one such family.
Later he studied Education and Theology at Davuilevu. His literary talents, in composing songs and later
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mekes, seemed to have blossomed there. He won prizes in school competitions and his work was published in the
School Annual magazine.
Kolotika was my teacher at Qele Primary School and, apart from the basic subjects, taught us many Fijian
chants, some of which he composed. Some of his mekes are still performed to this day.
An incident from those guilt-ridden days still stands out in my memory. One afternoon a crony and I stole
some guavas from a neighbour’s garden that stood adjacent to the playgrounds. We were caught and taken before
Kolotika. He gently questioned us on why we had stolen it and whether we were conscious of our wrong actions.
He confused us with these concepts of right and wrong. Normally we would have had to be beaten naked on
our posteriors during a school Assembly in front of all other pupils; but the feeling of remorse that lingered in our
minds tormented us more than had we been beaten.
*
Shortly afterwards, Kolotika left our school and became quite famous as a meke composer. He was also in the
forefront on the Taukei Grassroots Movement’s move for a reform in the Christian church which would result in
an amalgam of Fijian traditions and Christianity.
He wanted wine to be replaced with yaqona and traditional arts that had been denounced by missionaries as
heathen, he wanted reinstated to their full glory. In this way, he reasoned, Fijians would find Christianity more
meaningful.
From other entries in his diary, it is certain that he acted as an assistant to anthropologist Hocart and later to
Laura Thomson. Both made separate studies of the Lau islands.
These platonic relationships appeared to be turning sour. Hocart, very simply, was recording what he observed,
relatively free of subjective bias. Laura Thomson, a protégé of Malinowski, who had become a celebrity for his
studies on the sexual lives of savages, apparently had fixed ideas on what she was to find in her study of Lauans.
It is history now that she went on to publish Fijian Frontier, filled with myths of Fijian sexual life and such
statements as “The Fijians know that conception is the result of sexual intercourse” so that, in the final analysis,
fact could not really be separated from fiction. Yet Malinowski had the temerity to write a foreword stating that it
was a masterpiece.
Kolotika seems to have been greatly influenced by Hocart. For the first time he was meeting someone who was
no longer deriding Fijian culture. Placed in its proper perspective, it provided an ideal model for living; later,
critics were to say that he was a racist. That was partly true, for his excursion into nationalism was then a
premature approach. Others believe that Kolotika had noble intentions.
*
At that time, commoners were excluded from the reigns of power. There was no medium of expression which
intelligent commoners could 43emblan. As a revolt against Fijian aristocracy and Asian and Australian monopoly
of the economy, the common Fijians came up with their grassroots movement.
Some believe that their preoccupation with foreigners was only a passing phase that was part of the universal
outcry of the colonially oppressed. Deep inside him, Kolotika sincerely believed that the rise of the Fijians would
be reality if elements promoting oppression, including the aristocracy, were removed.
Kolotika was accused of being a purveyor of evil ideas and his image and prestige, which once shone like a
guiding star over a harsh dark sea, slowly faded. The leaders of the Taukei Grassroots Movement were either
jailed or banished to “Siberian” islands far removed from the throngs who had clamoured for them. The
movement was in disarray, later to become defunct, although a few secret societies were to spring up later to
perpetuate its ideologies.
Kolotika was sent back to his village, where he was apparently ostracized. He lived a solitary life on his farm a
kilometer away from the main village. His wife had deserted him a year earlier and lived in her father’s village
with their five children. From that time he produced no new mekes. He was reclusive and spent most of his time
musing over the past.
*
To the uninitiated, the meke, or traditional dance, was once closely related to the religious life of Fijians. The
process of creation was supposed to be a spiritual one because the dance maker summoned his primitive muses to
inspire him in his creation. Kolotika as a respected dance maker vigorously advocated the continued patronage of
the old Gods. He felt that traditional expressive arts would develop to their fullest extent and have more meaning
for the people if they were not divorced from the past.
To create mekes in isolation of tradition would result in the production of sterile, contrived works without life
and meaning. Kolotika’s tragedy was his noble belief that he could fuse heathenism and Christianity into one faith
following a middle path. He saw Jesus as a good model in the sense that the benevolence expressed in his life
reflected the true nature of Fijians.
43

But his ideas were branded as blasphemy.
It was heresy of the worst kind to advocate the use of yaqona instead of wine or statues of a black Jesus instead
of a white one.
*
Towards the end of his life he became bitter with his people, who had denounced him.
Perhaps the final insight into his thoughts can be revealed in the last entry of his diary:
I dreamt of fiery things, of uplifting my people, of great development in the arts but I was
misunderstood. In the end there was only rage and shame.
4
“Ma, I received a letter from Dad in Australia,” Richard said to his mother in the kitchen as she cleaned the
dishes. Rosalyn’s face hardened and her hands became tense as she asked with forced casualness,
“Oh? What did he write?” Richard did not miss the note of bitterness and so he said,
“Oh nothing much. He’s okay and he’s sent my school fees to the school.”
He didn’t tell his mother that his father’s letters to him always contained angry remarks about his mother and
recently he had used a word which, young as he still was, he could not understand—“frigid”.
He was a student of Marist Brothers High School in form three. His father had deserted the family when he
was ten years old and, were it not for the help of close kin and the Social Welfare Department, they would
probably be living in a slum.
“Your dad was a terrible man. He never really loved me or you or Ramona. He cared only for himself,” his
mother began one of her homilies.
He had grown used to this. Offhandedly he asked, as he munched pancakes and drank cold tea, what had
angered his father so much that he had left them so abruptly?
*
His mother pretended not to hear and after drying her hands, quietly went to the bedroom. She looked sadly at
her sagging cheeks in the mirror and sighed. Then she went and sat by her bed and looked distantly at the outlying
hills and the blue sky. Her eyes were glistening but she didn’t brush away the tears.
There was a time when she loved Michael so deeply. But why had life been so unjust? Had she deserved her
treatment?
When Michael who was then sixteen was at Marist, he would spend some afternoons usually on Wednesdays
and Fridays dating her. She would wait for him by Morris Hedstrom’s foyer and when the Vatuwaqa or Raiwaqa
bus stopped at the Harbour Centre he would wave pleasantly at her. He would take her to the Regal or Lilac
cinema or they would wander around Sukuna Park before settling on a bench by the sea-wall adjacent to the Civic
Auditorium. There they would pass the time looking at the punts, yachts and cargo ship that plied across the bay.
She was fifteen then and attended St. John’s College.
Both had come from once prosperous part-European families who had settled in Vanua Levu. After independence and with the decline of the copra industry the estates declined in productivity. Many like their parents
moved to the city for a fresh start, hoping to take advantage, too, of better educational opportunities.
*
Both had been raised as Catholics and had studied catechism, gone for their first holy communion and
confirmation and were expected to go to the priest on Saturday mornings and confess their sins.
Like others of their age group and background, their friendship was platonic. Both of them were aware that,
like their parents before them, their friendship would in time become serious. They would get engaged, marry and
produce children who would perpetuate this monotonous cycle.
Rosalyn had accepted it. (Although she read light Mills and Boon romances, she was very careful about following convention and not sinning.)
One Friday evening after school social, Michael took Rosalyn under a tree and touched her cheek. He could
feel her tenseness as he kissed her passionately. His hands touched her breasts. She gasped,
“Michael you shouldn’t touch me like that.”
“Why not?” he said irritatedly, “We are friends, aren’t we?”
“But we mustn’t go any further. You know it isn’t allowed.”
“That’s rubbish. We are friends. We are in love. We can do whatever we want.” He kissed her and massaged
her breasts but she was cold and unresponsive.
“It’s not that I don’t like you. It’s because I just feel guilty. We’ll do it once we are …”
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*
But Rosalyn had other reasons to be unresponsive.
She could never bring herself to admit it to anyone but she was not excited nor inspired by his touches. She
could never reconcile what she had learnt about religion and purity with the act of love.
She felt it was something vulgar.
Her mother had always cautioned her about being careful with her body and not abusing it. Love could not be
enjoyed for the aim was the procuring of children.
She never confided in Michael about things like this. It was too intimate she felt.
*
Later they were engaged. But though she deeply loved him in her own way, her gestures were in sharp contrast
to what he expected.
With marriage, their relationship hardly improved. Nothing Michael did or said could change deep-seated
views rooted firmly in the conscience.
Richard was born and then Ramona. Life had assured its monotonous round devoid of the warmth and understanding that made married life bearable.
He began to drink in the evenings and at the weekends came home in the early hours of the morning. When
confronted, he said he had been invited by his cronies in the Customs Office.
*
Then, quite suddenly, for one week he didn’t drink nor come home late.
He was kind and agreeable. He woke up early, hummed as he shaved and had breakfast.
Rosalyn thought he had seen the folly of his ways and wanted to change to be good. She was extremely
pleased. There was now more colour to her cheeks.
One evening he took her and the children out to a restaurant. They dined well and went home content. Later he
excused himself, saying he had promised to attend a friend’s party.
*
He didn’t return that night nor the following three days.
Rosalyn, heart stricken, informed the Police.
No, he wasn’t at his office nor at a friend’s home.
Another fortnight elapsed and then a Police officer came one evening. Very politely he said that Michael had
flown off to Australia. He had deserted her. There was no trace of him. He eluded the Police, as if swallowed up
by the city.
He had escaped monotony, hoping for a new start in a distant land where he could dream new dreams and start
anew. Every four months he wrote letters to Richard. He usually enclosed some Australian bank notes.
But he never wrote to her. She was like a bad dream he wanted to erase completely from his memory.
*
Rosalyn stood by her bed and wiped her eyes. Though she was bitter and sorrowful she always resolved to be
resilient and resolute.
She walked out of her bedroom and once more completed cleaning the dishes. Outside on the lawn she could
hear Richard playing touch-rugby with Mrs. Simson and Mrs. Choote’s sons.
5
The other day we were gathered around our bowl of yaqona after having completed planting our dalo tops,
exchanging pleasantries when Vutevute walked in.
He had been with a group of men who had gone on a fishing expedition and who had claimed to have seen the
mythical Taveta, the rower of the dead. After we had offered him a large bowl of yaqona we encouraged him to
retell the incident.
“It was all so quick,” he said.
“We were returning from the reef, our boat filled with fish and were going to cross Natoka pass when, all of a
sudden, a ledge of coral shaped like a gigantic raft rose from the sea.
“We stopped our outboard motor and stared dumbstruck. Then we saw a huge man in traditional Fijian costume take a paddle and row away.
“We had seen Taveta, rowing the dead to Naicobocobo. Most of us were very frightened.”
*
After a while, Nabisitolo, the oldest man in the group said,
“That reminds me of a story my father told me when I was a boy. I think that was fifty two years ago.
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“My father Babaloa had to row across Motu Bay and then walk over the hills to the Eastern part of the other
side of the island to reach his farm. It was all hard work for him in those days but he kept up with it because the
land there was fertile and his yaqona, dalo and yams grew very well.
“One morning after breakfast he went to his farm, to weed his yams and when he chanced to look seawards,
behold, there was something unusually white in the sea, about a quarter of a mile away. It was about a quartermile in length and an eighth in width.
“Curious, he scrambled down and decided to have a closer look so he swam towards it. It was a long ledge of
coral which had probably been submerged in the sea and had now risen.
“My father was pleased with his find for this was how some islands were made. For about two weeks he would
swim to it, lie contentedly for a while then return to resume his farming.
“Every day he noticed sediment had gathered in pockets hither kind there with bits of wild weed. My father
was also a dreamer by nature and he dreamt of the beauty he could create. With the sediment forming he could
plant some coconut trees, some plantain, wild flowers and later root crops. It would be perfect.
“However, in his mind, suspicion and doubt were beginning to form. He had heard of the island of women.
This was a mythical tale of an island where sirens lived. They wandered from place to place but always returned
to seek refuge on their island. He had heard it from his grandmother but, like all fairy stories, one did not take
them seriously.
“One night he actually dreamt of three beautiful women standing on the island raising their arms, their palms
held upwards as if they wanted him to leave their island. But my father, being the enlightened Christian that he
was, dismissed his dreams as the result of thinking too much.
“After six months, he decided to confide in his best friend Naivote. They both visited the island and after a
time he too began to develop a fondness for it, just as one does for a favourite daughter or son. It was then the
best-kept secret, for only they knew of its existence.
“The years passed and, with perseverance and hard work, they managed to plant coconuts, bananas, plantains,
some wild flowers and root-crops. The island gave added meaning to their lives. They felt very satisfied coming
daily to it, walking around, breathing the cool air and looking at the greenish-blue waters of the ocean.
“But still their suspicions and doubts remained. This island was like a dream, more a mirage than something
real.
“Once Naivote casually remarked that he had dreamt of three beautiful women standing on the island. They
appeared to be waving him away as he paddled towards it. They were of such great beauty that he was drawn
closer until, as his feet touched the island, they faded away.
“Naivote laughed it off as the result of thinking too much. But privately he had his fears for he too had heard of
the mythical island of sirens who traveled everywhere but always returned to the island where they were believed
to dance and sing when the moon rose.
“There was also another matter which they had always sensed but were unable to prove; the island seemed to
be floating in the sea. But that was absurd. That was totally against the notion of how islands were formed.
“In any case their fondness for the island turned into a near-obsession so that any doubts or nagging suspicions
they had, they dismissed as old wives’ tales.
“One day, after they had returned from the island and had gathered around the yaqona bowl, Naivote inadvertently made a remark about the island. One thing led to another and before they 46emblanc it they were
unraveling the whole story.
“Of course the curious villagers wanted to see the island for themselves. The next morning a party of men went
to the other side of the island to see the “new island”.
“But an unusual thing happened.
“The island was no longer there.
“Surprised and at the same time angry that it had seemed to have left without their knowledge, my father and
Naivote, rushed to their canoes and paddled seawards. No island was to be seen.
“The strange thing about it was that everything they had planted, bananas, plantains, root crops and wild
flowers were drifting in the sea as if the island had finally been claimed and had yielded all the things that had
never been a part of it.”
6
Ansi Sevusevudredre lay on his mattress-less bed, silent and resigned to his coming fate.
He would die soon but as yet nobody knew when. He wasn’t afraid. On the contrary he expected it as a natural
end to a fruitful life. He was seventy years old, dying from a painful disease that he refused to reveal through
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grimaces or groans.
He had produced five daughters and a son, all married with their large broods of children. He had served his
country well, fighting in the Malayan campaign against communist insurgents led by Ching Peng. Later he had
taken an active role in the ambitious coconut and reafforestation Government rural projects.
His only son, taciturn and given to occasional bouts of violence, watched his father with a glint of triumph in
his hard eyes. For too long his father had lived, ruling with an iron hand, resisting economic changes and new clan
alliances that would have consolidated their power.
Now he was going to die and Avaitia almost choked emotionally with the feeling of power that permeated his
body. How he wished his father had died decades ago.
Through his adolescence his father had been autocratic and violent.
*
Ansi was also a very puritanical husband who believed fervently in the Bible and the inferiority of women.
Like other staunch Christians he believed that Fijians were part of the twelve tribes that had left the promised land
in Biblical times.
Like other good conservative patriotic Fijians he believed, too, in the inferiority of Asians; godless people who
worshipped idols. Every time he went to the city and saw how commercially successful Asians were, he gasped
with rage, wishing they would he deported.
His grand design was to have Avaitia become a Court interpreter or Civil Service clerk.
*
But in spite of all the beatings Avaitia received, his will refused to bend to the white man’s education. Unconsciously he began to hate all things Western. Though his father believed in fundamental Christian beliefs, Avaitia
refused to believe what he heard but he was tactical enough to conceal his cynicism.
Christian ideals and values he refused to embrace, because all around him hypocrisy existed. Avaitia could never
fully understand why the Christian God had allowed himself to be killed and why he tolerated the so-called pious people who were avaricious. Whenever Avaitia stole something secretly, he had no feelings of remorse. His conscience did
not feel tormented.
This was not to suggest that Avaitia was a criminal. Rather, he was a law-abiding and hard-working person. But if
the situation presented itself where he could enrich himself by dubious means, he could calmly exploit it and never feel
guilty about it afterwards.
The Christian God was for the weak and poor, not the strong-willed like him. Even when Avaitia had been of a
marriageable age, Ansi had refused him the girl he dearly loved and had coerced him into marrying the daughter of one
of his cronies who was as ugly as a dried mango in the hot summer.
Nothing Avaitia said would deter his father.
If he had gone against his will he would have invited the universal condemnation of the people. A father’s decision for
a son was sacred, however unpopular, for was it not the father who had procreated the son and reared him? This action
distanced father an son forever so that never again would there be any bond of intimacy between them.
He hated what his father stood for, especially his religion.
*
Now his father was dying, and people from the ten villages of the district of Loaloa had come with gifts. They
sensed it wouldn’t be long now.
Avaitia watched the people with fierce resentment. He knew that they really didn’t care whether he lived or died.
Their presence was due more to greed.
Once he died, valuable goods would be distributed.
Of course there were some women weeping, but they were veteran mourners who would be smiling once they
came outside to gossip with their cronies.
Avaitia sat in the bure, refusing to converse with those near him but continuing to drink as much yaqona as he
could. The darkness of evening and night was quickly covering the light of the world. He knew the people would
continue drinking yaqona until the early hours of the morning or until his father died.
*
The menfolk were now being asked to go and have some tea.
As they left, Avaitia stood up quietly and stood by his father’s bed. For a long moment he stared at his father who
looked so weak and immobile, as though dead. But he was still alive, for when Avaitia felt his heart he could feel it
beating weakly.
Again he looked closely at his father, but saw only the devil reflected in his harshness. He felt the blood rushing to his
head and now he was consumed by a burning rage.
His hands trembled as he placed them at his father’s neck. There was a glint of violence in the son’s eyes as the father
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lay there oblivious to the world.
But it was not necessary.
His father groaned once loudly and with a sigh that seemed like relief, passed from the land of the living.
Avaitia sat down quietly again as the women of the extended family keened and mourned afresh. For the first time
in his life he felt as if a burden had been lifted from him and he allowed the feeling of absolute power to permeate his
body.
He liked to feel that he had achieved freedom with his father’s demise.
7
Master Semi, a village school teacher and one of my best friends who teaches in a small primary school near
the big district secondary school where I teach, can truly be described as the rara avis of this community. He is
one of those people you meet occasionally, outwardly gay, carefree and rather eccentric, to the point where his
flaws are accepted with sighs of resignation.
If at a village function where he was familiar with everybody, he was bound to do something “un-Fijian” like
shaking everybody’s hand in a show of humility while smiling in feigned obsequiousness. Seconds later, he would
repeat the process, this time adding witty and often bawdy remarks to them. (He was very popular with the
womenfolk who giggled everytime he spoke.) At other times feeling elated, he would jump up to the house rafters
and swing Tarzan style, to the consternation of those who are solemnly below him, crosslegged.
As a teacher he often acted the buffoon and was quite unreliable at times. And yet, in spite of all this, I have
often felt that, had I been in some danger, he would have been the first person I would entrust my life to, for such
is the confidence he inspires in me. There is not a shadow of malice in his words and gestures. He exudes a great
feeling of innocence. He bears no one a grudge.
(Of course there had been an incident where his character had been brought into question, but he
48emblance48 publicly for this one indiscretion in his life in the traditional manner of bulu-bulu. The people had
forgiven him. The matter had been forgotten.)
*
One day, after returning from our farms, I invited him to my quarters to drink yaqona, that addictive national
beverage that is neither alcohol nor aphrodisiac and does not induce violence in its consumers. I had goodnaturedly boasted to him that I could drink more yaqona than him so, in the early stages, we had offered each
other large cups amidst much laughter.
By the time an hour had elapsed we were both quite drunk. He insisted that we compete at telling each other
stories of flirtations and sexual escapades and the most outrageous would be rewarded with more bowls of yaqona. This graduated to stories of our hidden secrets which could not be divulged to others.
Of course all this was done with much laughter and joking merely to relieve the monotomy of rural life. I
treated everything he said as a practical joke though I could sense that there was a bitter edge to his tone.
*
“I suppose I give the impression that I am a nice, kind-hearted fellow,” he began.
I casually told him I was no longer training to be a priest and so he needn’t act as if he was in the confessional
box. Like all my casual comments they were meant to be witty and also to give a faint warning that they needn’t
feel obliged to confide in me.
“But you know, at times I feel the urge to confide my secret to someone. I feel that my dual personality is
always at war, threatening to burn me out.”
I smiled at him offering him another bowl and hoping he wouldn’t continue. But that seemed to be the catalyst
for his confessions.
“I know I’m supposed to be a nice guy but inwardly I am a vengeful person.
“I remember my last school where I was in charge of the class 6 pupils who would sit the Intermediate external
exam that year. I had this urge to work my body and heart out so as to make all of them pass and go on to
secondary schools. I had planned giving them extra weekend classes and also purchasing, at my own expense,
additional supplementary notes for them.
“Then gradually a terrible gossip began circulating that I should not have been taking that class. They said I
was immature and knew very little about the subject matter I taught. I was only interested in alcohol and women.
“I was angry and frustrated. I did my best to put a stop to these malicious rumours but to no avail. They said
that it was expected of me to be careless and lacking in dedication because I had been raised in the city.
“Their words began to gnaw my bones and nerves. I cried, fought against it but without success.
“I was then filled with a burning hatred for all the ignorant half-educated, half-baked fools who thought they
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knew more than me.
“Gradually I tore down my plans and cancelled the orders for the supplementary materials. Overnight I was
filled only with one thought: to destroy them through their children.
“I began deliberately teaching them the wrong syllabus. I made them copy meaningless notes which they could
neither understand nor read. I made them read comics and other books and gloated as I saw their decline.
“The results finally came and I felt orgiastic delight when I learnt I had made history in the school.
“No student had passed.
“I drank until I was senseless and laughed and laughed at my victory. I had only to see their sullen sorrowful
faces to make me happy. In the midst of my bitter sweet victory I asked for a transfer and came to this school.
*
Later, feeling quite guilty, I vowed never to be so vengeful again. I would make a new start at this school.
Things were so blissful for the first term, I befriended the members of the school committee. I became
especially friendly with the school manager.
We communicated on the same wavelength. We enjoyed each other’s company. I would spend all my weekends with him and his family. I grew to be like a son. We were inseparable.
Then one night an incident happened that was to change everything.
Someone attempted to rape a married woman as she slept peacefully in her home. (Her husband was away in
the city selling his yaqona, roots and chips.) She could not see the face in the dark but her screams sent the
intruder scurrying away. This vile act was universally condemned. People speculated as to who could have done
this despicable act.
Then gradually an insidious gossip spread amongst the villagers. I was the intruder.
The woman claimed she had smelt the shaving lotion I used.
How absurd when scores of other young men used the same type of shaving lotion. The more vigorously I
denied these allegations the more I was disbelieved. I was at fault and I had to confess. The manager, my
inseparable friend, my mentor whom I turned to as a pillar of support, eyed me with cold anger.
“You must confess,” he ordered me.
It was as if the people feared to betray the intruder from within their ranks, feeling content as blaming the
outsider. I became a symbol of permissiveness to them. (I found out later that the intruder was the manager’s
nephew.)
*
“At a village meeting I presented a bag of yaqona as a bulu-bulu in the “bury the hatchet” ceremony. I confessed for my supposed crimes. I became repentant and asked for forgiveness. It was accepted amidst words of
rebuke and I was forgiven.
“Abruptly the tensions that had existed faded. I became an objective of sympathy. I was a lovelorn person in
the throes of passion. I was patted good-naturedly by the people and became the brunt of many bawdy jokes.
“‘You should get married so you can exercise your faculties.’
*
“Outwardly I smiled like an eccentric but inside I seethed in anger. My heart felt like a furnance burning with
pent-up hatred.
“But I was clever and cautious. I wanted them to weaken their reflexes, loosen their guard so that subtly I
would worm my way into their confidence. Then gradually when I gained footholds I would pluck out their hearts
and hurl them into the foaming waters of the reef.
“First and foremost I wanted to destroy my great friend, the manager, who had betrayed me.
“I became more friendly. He mistook my submissiveness as gratitude at his wise intervention. He began making all sorts of demands on me. I had to bear the financial burden of all his traditional obligations. I had to supply
most of my root crops for his family especially during feasts. He became more overbearing and arrogant.
“Outwardly I smiled and did everything without a word of protest. But secretly I was planning his downfall.
“He put me in charge of his shop. I gave endless credit and used most of the items myself. Within the year it
had gone bankrupt. He wailed and screamed abuses at everyone. I remained quiet, smiling and encouraging him
never to give up but try again.
“At about this time too I began to secretly lead his pigs away to the deep forest where I killed them and burnt
them to ashes to be scattered by the wind. Some of his piglets I chopped in half as they foraged in my dalo patch
and then I buried them in swamps. Others I destroyed by inserting sharp thin rods through their anuses so that
their internal organs were ruptured. Then, because the cause of death could not be detected, the people assumed
they had died from disease.
“Gradually, over a period of one year, I wilted down his large number of pigs. He began to lose prestige as a
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careless man.
“At this time too I began to flirt with his fifteen year old daughter secretly. One night when he left for another
village to attend a traditional gathering I led her behind a baka tree. I swore her to secrecy over our affair. She
welcomed it and hungered for it. This to me became my final revenge, the possession of his blossoming flower.
*
“I am sorry if I’ve shocked you by saying all this,” he said, his eyes glazed. “But I’ve had to speak to someone
who by nature is never gossipy.
“I wanted to free my mind. And even if you told people it would sound so absurd, like a cheap story with a
poor plot.”
There was a glint of triumph in his eyes.
*
Voices were heard outside my quarters. Then there were knocks.
I called them in. Some villages and a fellow teacher came in and joined us for a few bowls of yaqona.
Master Semi immediately presented the familiar façade of a funny, carefree, young man with nothing to worry
or feel frustrated about.
I, having taken a glimpse into his conscience, was not quite sure whether to admire him or detest him.
8
When Miss Brooks, a fifty-one year old missionary and Principal of the Cargill Mission School was murdered
in her quarters one moonlit Sunday night, it shocked the nation.
Her murder was a great mystery and it was not until twelve years later that Master Penisamani, the Science
tutor, confessed. By then he was beyond the reach of the law. Unstable of mind and now reclusive, he continued
to retreat into the oblivion that circumstance had finally imposed upon him.
I had known the murderer for some time, as we had done similar degrees at the university. I have managed to
obtain some of his diaries from his estranged wife and have used them in this narrative. The rest of the material is
conjecture on my part but quite objective at that.
I am, apart from my teaching duties, a highly regarded freelance journalist. I have for some time been following this case. At one time I had thought of writing a novel.
However, now that I have the facts, fiction is unnecessary.
*
Miss Brooks had come up to Fiji at the age of nineteen and had devoted her entire life towards the education of
the natives. An English type of education, firmly rooted on the principles of Christianity, she sincerely felt, would
change these pitiful savages so that they could live civilized lives.
It was a vocation that was to be successful. She had many admirers in her ex-students some, many of whom
are now highly placed in government. I have no doubt that immediately after her demise she went straight to heaven. I hope they make her into a saint.
Cargill Mission School was to be her last posting before retirement. Miss Brooks was a disciplinarian of the
old school and was certainly not popular with the staff members, many of whom were young and quite liberal; an
oddity in a puritanic school. Whether any staff member held a sufficient grudge to resort to the ultimate crime of
murder is a matter that only the protagonist can reveal. And here I must let Master Penisamani tell his story as
recounted in one of his long diaries.
*
“The moment Miss Brooks spoke to the students during Monday’s assembly I knew that I would dislike her
greatly.
“She was quite condescending in the way she spoke to the students. She expected the staff to do exactly as she
wanted or she would confront the errant teacher in an undiplomatic manner.
“But my hatred for her went deeper than that.
“I had this extreme dislike for missionaries because of their systematic destruction of our native religious
practices. They had destroyed our temples and deities and substituted for all this a God I could never believe in,
though outwardly I gave the impression that I did.
“She represented all that was sly, sleek and disgusting about the white culture. Removing her from our midst
would be my final act of liberation.
“Observe an ant irritating one’s ear. One takes it casually out and with barely a glance crushes it in one’s
fingers without any remorse. Take a chicken. One slits its throat with ease, immerses it in boiling water then skins
it. Later when roasted and eaten, one is hardly pricked with feelings of right or wrong.
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*
“On that moonlit night when I sneaked into her quarters through an open window after having made love to
my wife, the decision to end her life had not been made. It was more out of curiosity for I was more interested in
observing how vulnerable she looked.
Had it been a dark night I am sure that her mere presence in the darkness, existing like an indestructible atom,
would have dimmed me into insignificance. It would have weakened me and 51emblance like a dog I would have
cowered away into a corner where I could brood into the oblivion of my disintergrating life.
“As fate would have it, the luminous light of the moon on her face accentuated its sagging hollow insignificance. The moon was a potent symbol among ancestors of old. During the full moon they worshipped the gods of
old and offered human sacrifices. It was then that I knew that this was a sign from the Gods.
“This shabby insignificant-looking creature would be sacrificed. I was filled with wrath. It was as if having
torn the façade of colonial enlightenment, the face of the colonizer was in reality the epitome of decadence glaring in the moonlight in all its shabby glory.
“Striking with all my might I felt I had freed myself of the shackles of ignorance. At the very moment that life
left her I felt great ecstasy for I knew that I had gained my liberation.
“Quietly I walked out and went hack to bed to my wife, sleeping like a delicate flower. I felt contented and
cleansed.”
*
I shall not go into the detail of the investigations for, as we already know the amateurish bungling of the country’s best detectives meant that Penisamani remained free for another twelve years leading an absolutely normal
life. After leaving the Cargill Mission School he went back to the University for further studies.
I became friendly with him because we were doing the same degree and also because we shared a passion for
thrillers. His wife had a pleasant personality and was a wonderful cook. She often relieved the monotony of University meals with some of her exquisite dishes.
But why was Penisamani, after twelve years, overwhelmed by his guilty conscience so that gradually he sank
into the quagmire of chronic remorse from which he would never extricate himself?
I can only assume that the reason[s] that had driven him to murder Miss Brooks were found wanting.
While studying for his degree he was constantly disturbed by the contradictions in his argument for killing her.
The colonizers for instance had not really subjugated local culture. The people themselves through the chiefs had
welcomed missionaries with open arms. The country had been thrice offered for cession to our colonial masters
and it was only out of exasperation or sympathy that it had been colonized.
He had killed her in a primeval state of mind.
With more education his state of mind changed so that he was drawn into the vortex of conventional and rational thinking. Finally, he had to confront himself with his crime.
He had to admit, little by little at first, that he had done wrong.
It was this unceasing internal struggle between that part of him that was primitive and that part which was
inclined to western norms that was to drive him first to reclusiveness and later to instability of mind.
9
Savenaca Senitiuri is a hard-working farmer, honest, soft-spoken and religious. (Being a staunch Catholic he
goes to church virtually every Sunday and that in this village community means a great deal.) I know him quite
well and have often spent many afternoons drinking yaqona.
At the outset of this story I must record the decline of his reputation or rather the maligning of his good name,
all because of an indiscretion (or was it an innovation?) that he committed twenty years ago.
Twenty years ago, Savenaca’s favourite niece Anasitasia, now an obese but happily married woman with
thirteen children and living on another island, was in an accident and had to have one of her stout legs amputated
after gangrene had set in. Savenaca did a most unFijian thing, perhaps because of the great affection he had for
Anasitasia.
He kept her leg bone.
In the ensuing years, Savenaca who keeps this bone in a wooden box shows it to curious cronies carefully explaining his sentimental attachment to it. And now we return to the present to his village of Loaloa where all is not
well.
*
The village, I hate to admit, is decaying. The chief of the yavusa or clan is no longer respected. He acts like a
buffoon, is disrespectful and I am not even sure whether he wants to be respected.
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Parents have no control over their children. Every second girl is pregnant will soon be pregnant or has been
pregnant. Their sons are wild and rowdy especially when they drink beer.
The village headman can no longer administer the day to day running of the village. The village paths and
greens are overgrown with weeds.
So now the people wait, not for a pragmatic leader to redeem them but, for a scapegoat. Someone must be
blamed first for this sorrowful state of affairs before positive changes can be initiated.
Picture an evening scene in the village with children playing “touch-rugby” using a small plastic bag stuffed
with leaves as a ball on the unweeded village green, the woman gossiping as they wash dishes or clothes in the
stream, menfolk drinking yaqona and grumbling about the low prices for their yaqona roots and chips and the
youths drinking Fiji Bitter with Tatawaqa
Taurikoya, a fat, dissipated looking man of forty in the habit of poking his nose or scratching his crotch. He has
seven half-starved children because he believes in drinking more than working. As usual, the youths exchange
bawdy jokes about the girls they have made love to behind the mandarin tree near some overgrown reeds.
*
It is at this time that Setaita, the daughter of Aborosio the village catechist, chooses to be possessed by the
devil.
Her mouth appears to foam, her eyes dilate wildly and she speaks in a rather sonorous voice of being possessed. Her theatrics are convincing and by nightfall the village elders have met to conduct a witch-hunt.
The next day Setaita is possessed again and now speaks ominously of the evil in the village. There are evil
people trying to destroy the goodwill in the village she claims. This becomes the catalyst for the witch-hunt to
move more swiftly.
The next morning the allegations are made of the guilt of two villagers, Atonio Ilivadusi, the traditional dance
composer, and my friend Savenaca.
Atonio chooses this appropriate moment to visit his son working in the city of Suva and now Savenaca must
face the wrath of the villagers for his supposed crimes. Gradually he is forced to leave his village and stay with
his family in adjacent Rarama village. He strenuously denies all allegations of sorcery 52emblan against him. But
the more he denies it, the more they are convinced that he is a 52emblanc.
“Look,” they say. “He keeps a bone with him which he offers to the Gods of old.”
Meanwhile his farms are neglected because he refuses to cross his village to reach it.
*
It is now obligatory for all Loaloa children working past his farm to cross themselves and say one “Our
Father”, three “Hail Mary’s” and one “Glory be” as they come near the baka tree on the side of the farm. It is
believed that he used to practice his sorcery here. (This happened for a short period only for Savenaca on hearing
of this “farce” sent a crony to burn down the tree.)
Repeatedly Savenaca is asked to repent and confess his sins. He however vigorously maintains his innocence
stubbornly going to church and receiving holy communion. (His detractors watch him with hawk-like eyes to see
whether he has swallowed the wafer or if he has kept it in his tongue to offer it to Satan later.)
You must agree that all this is becoming ludicrous.
The village is suffering.
The village elders are still desperate for a scapegoat to blame all the village problems on. It is the nature of
some people to blame others for their ills and to then start afresh. If the evil is within them then the onus to
change becomes as difficult as walking through a quagmire on a very rainy day.
The Catechist is against calling the parish priest—a benevolent-looking man from South India with a weakness
for Indian video films of macho actors and voluptuous cancers. (They have summoned one traditional witch doctor after another to exorcise the devil but to no avail.)
As a last resort the catechist decides to call for another priest, a Fijian, in a neighbouring parish, with the permission of their own priest. (It wouldn’t do to make him feel that they had little confidence in him when it came
to matters of sorcery.)
This priest, with a great reputation as a faith-healer, has a charismatic bearing. He meets all the villagers in
their community hall, offers a word of prayer and very politely but firmly tells them that there is no sorcery being
52emblance, that it is in their minds. The devils lurk within them and it is in their power to change. He encourages
them to forget their differences and to work together for the good of all. He speaks gently and simply and it is this
subtle force that affects the people.
That night, the girl who had started the witch-hunt breaks down and confesses to having a miscarriage—or was
it an abortion? Her guilty feelings had made her hallucinate devils trying to claim her for her sins. On and on the
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story progresses.
Her father the catechist is ridiculed for the faults of her daughter.
Positive change is now possible with matters having been clearly explained. A representative of the provincial
office pays them an official visit and berates the people for the sorry state of affairs.
*
Meanwhile, my friend Savenaca, whose innocence has been established, is adamant about keeping his precious
bone.
“I’ve kept this bone for twenty years and I don’t see why I should throw it away or bury it just because some
people accused me of sorcery.”
B
1
It was with great anticipation that I accepted an invitation from Jonetani Wilisoni, spiritual leader of the
Rarama People’s Commune to research their set-up and possibly write an article on a series for my paper, which
at that time was quite liberal.
Jonetani wanted to give a 53emblance of respectability and prestige to his commune which had recently come
under a great deal of criticism from the press, the church, Fijian leaders and the Government. He hoped that a
sympathetic writer would put his scheme into its proper perspective, devoid of the innuendos it had so far suffered. Jonetani had also written a controversial pamphlet about the Fijian administration that had established his
notoriety.
Jonetani met me at the gate of the commune and shook my hands.
“In Rarama we believe in enlightenment. We believe that we have to free ourselves from the traumatic effects
of the Colonial experience. We believe that we have to reconsider our views on religion, education, our social and
political system and even marriage.”
As we walked to the Dining Hall, a few adolescents passed us, laughing and joking to themselves and carrying
cane knives. He pointed to them.
“These youths have never been to school. From tender ages they have been given practical lessons about
farming, driving vehicles, doing community work, sports and so forth. They don’t have to waste time sitting in the
classroom doing lessons they neither care about nor can ever make practical use of. They don’t feel imprisoned.
They don’t suffer from all that stress they face in growing up. They use their energies in adult duties.”
We went into the dining hail where a few girlsand lads were having tea, joking and laughing unselfconsciously. A delectable young lass brought us tea and sweet biscuits. He offered me sugar first.
“No trouble in growing,” he reiterated. “They play all kinds of sports and assume adult roles early in life. They
don’t feel frustrated, worried or helpless.” He buttered a biscuit and smiled rather condescendingly at me.
“We even allow them to have coitus amongst themselves. Oh, don’t look surprised. They are free to choose
their own partners. We are more enlightened. We even have sex breaks. To many people this might seem like the
height of decadence but I can assure you that it is a very ordered way of doing things.” He paused and then as if it
was an afterthought said,
“Of course when they reach the age of twenty one, men are allowed to keep one woman permanently. They are
given a room and a kitchen together with furniture, clothes and other domestic materials. They are allowed to
procreate to perpetuate my system. Of course those who work harder in the farms may keep another woman and
produce more children.”
*
He took me to an awkward box-like structure that resembled some kind of a church.
“This is where I do most of my faith healing. This is where most of my people come to meditate and I exorcise
them of their guilt feelings. It’s a kind of therapeutic treatment, you might say.”
“What kind of guilt feelings do they have?” I asked undiplomatically.
“Well, those over the age of twenty-one may keep women to fend for and bed. They may also exchange each
other’s women. Sometimes the men feel jealous, and women too if their men are popular. They come to me and I
remove these guilt feelings.”
“You have a great responsibility then. Tell me what happens if you’re not here?”
“I’m trying to recruit a successor but that will take time I think,” he said rather uncertainly.
We came out into the open air again. Everything looked so neat; the hedges and flower gardens were well kept.
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There was hardly a spot of rubbish on the pathways. The houses were neatly painted. There were men and women
cutting copra and exchanging pleasantries.
In the distance, one could see the neat rows of palms stretching endlessly. Youths were loading unhusked
coconuts from pick-up vans and piling them into mounds for the individual cutters.
*
We got into an old Ford van and drove through a winding dusty road eastwards towards the plains. There were
men planting dalo using sharp digging sticks. Women were cutting weeds from other plots. Here again there was a
sense of order and organisation as if each knew exactly what was expected of him or her. They all seemed to
exude that rare feeling that each one’s task was very important to the total economic activity. I did not see any
laggers.
A few toddlers were playing under the shade of a mango tree. At odd intervals some women came and breastfed their charges.
“We also have people doing rice and sugar cane farming. We even have a piggery and fowl coops.”
“And how do you share the profits?” Again there seemed to he a tinge of cynicism in my voice that I was
ashamed of. He smiled at me quite paatronisingly.
“A very good question. All our income is kept in one commune bank account. Our living expenses are met
from this. I look after the money with the help of a committee. No one needs money personally since all their
needs are met by the commune.”
He paused.
“You may be skeptical about what we do but I can assure you that it is workable and will survive even when I
have perished.”
*
As we made our way back to the commune I asked him how he had first conceived of the commune and how
he had finally established it.
“You must realise,” he began, “that from the 1920s, life in Fiji was feudal in nature. Power was in the hands of
a few chiefs. The villagers or the proletariat could not pursue higher education. There was no such thing as egalitarianism. Economic advancement was slow, not because the common people did not have the expertise but they
were prevented by the aristocratic clique and Europeans with vested interests.” His face clouded and his hands
tightened on the steering wheel.
“Village people with their limited sources of income were overburdened with all sorts of taxes: land taxes, provincial taxes, church tithes. They suffered a great deal. Those who couldn’t pay taxes were imprisoned. Those
who couldn’t pay church tithes were ridiculed and derided as pagans. There was corruption.
“My commune was a revolt against the system. I wanted to free them from their debased lifestyle. I felt I had
charisma and could lead a group of people away from the system.”
2
On the tenth of February 1910, Jonetani Wilisoni was born in Natoba village in the district of Muamua in the
province of Muani, the son of a village farmer and also a member of the Gonedau clan, the traditional fishermen.
Fijian society in those days, to the uninitiated, was a convoluted feudal system, hierachical in structure and medieval in nature.
Everything in that whole village, district and province rotated around the chiefs and the church. The carpenter,
fisherman and farmer clans existed primarily to serve him and his ruling clans. There were also the nobility, the
heralds and the warriors; the chiefs retinue who were to be fed too.
The colonialists perpetuated the feudal system with a few changes to accommodate their needs. Control of the
land had been transferred to the British Crown due to the avarice of the American Consul at that time. The
Consul’s house was burnt down by his own carelessness. He threatened to bring down the wrath of the American
government if reparations were not made.
The damages claimed were astronomical. The tragedy was that the Fijians were not fully responsible for the
burning and the subsequent looting, despite his claims.
When Fiji was ceded to Britain, Indians were recruited to plant the sugar cane.
*
Wilisoni was born with this legacy. His was not an egalitarian society and he was born with the distinct disadvantage that he was a commoner.
In 1961 I was a journalist for the Bulago Mai Nakoro (Village News) a twice weekly paper dealing with agriculture, local politics, traditions and a sentimental serial on the women’s page. Those were depressing days. The
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circulation was at first low because of poor distribution and we didn’t attract enough advertisements because the
advertisers felt we were too provincial.
To further worsen matters, the Tukutuku Butakakata Publishing and Printing Company decided to cut costs by
replacing type-setting with a typewriter fed by a carbon ribbon. We protested in vain. Printing quality deteriorated: the print was sometimes blurred, sometimes faint as it didn’t reproduce well with the offset printing machine.
But that was beside the point. We had to go into the villages, the towns and make the rounds of the city and
suburbs to get the stuff which would make compelling reading for the unsuspecting masses. Human interest
stories which our readers could identify with were badly needed.
What we failed to fully research we embellished with the bizarre or the fascinating and when there was a
shortage of material, we fabricated some, adding a few plausibilities for good measure. If that wasn’t enough there
was always an ample supply of articles culled from overseas magazines, which we adapted for the local market
(without acknowledgement of course). Our first wave of budding writers should be forgiven for being derivative
or at worst lack lustre.
I had heard of Wilisoni from my daily rounds of the Cosmo bar and had wanted to write an article on him but
had been cautioned by my editor, a rather sensitive fellow who didn’t want to risk a libel case. I told him that my
article would be complimentary since I admired him.
*
My acquaintance with Wilisoni was quite unconventional and had something to do with Manaini, one of my
maternal aunts. She is one of those stout women who stalk the side of the main wharf street besieging unwary
tourists with trinkets. She had become seriously ill. She had gone to the doctors at the Colonial War Memorial
Hospital, had been injected a reassuring number of times, had been made to swallow pills of different sizes,
shapes and colours at one time or another, but to no avail.
She, or rather her immediate kin, made the rounds of witch doctors. Surely a disease that couldn’t be cured by
highly trained Western doctors could only mean one thing: sorcery. Only witch doctors had powers to remove evil
spells.
But they too proved less helpful.
Her condition worsened. She was paralyzed on one side of her body and was given to occasional comas that
came and went with the regularity of the seasons.
She was dying and she knew it. Her closest relatives were sure of it. A quarrel had already begun in the
morning when her close female kin had argued rather loudly over her dresses, pots and plates. A tug of war of
words erupted between her two step sisters and her sister Anawaite over who should own them. Only the timely
intervention of Tamarisi, Manaini’s maternal aunt, halted what would surely have become a noisy and embarrasssing situation.
I had come merely as a formality to pay my last respects. I had never been close to my aunt. There was always
a retinue of close maternal and paternal kinsmen who were much closer to us.
*
It was here that I met Wilisoni for Tamarisi, as a last resort, had called upon him. He was an insignificant looking man of about forty-five with a receding hairline. He was short and stocky and had a body that seemed taut.
It was his eyes, although tired, that impressed me. They had an intense and determined look. His deportment
was slow and deliberate, as if anything could wait for him, however urgent and he would, in the gradual course of
I time, solve it.
I had an uncanny feeling that even death could wait for him.
“Take me to her,” he said.
“How long has she been sick? How long has she been in a coma? Has she been eating well?” the questions
droned on and were duly answered by Tamarisi in the winding verbose style she was famous for.
“Nothing to worry about,” Jonetani said after a pause.
“For long we have lived in ignorance and wallowed in complacency. We have come to accept fate as an integral part of our lives. Inferiority has become like second nature to us. That notion must be thrown onto the garbage heap. Let us all pray.” With one hand on my aunt’s forehead and one raised skywards he prayed.
“Supreme one, by the powers you have bestowed on me, I beseech you to take away the sickness that burdens
this woman.”
He paused.
“It is done,” he said relieved. He stood up abruptly.
“I must leave now. I have other I work to do. I shall return in the morning.”
*
It was a miracle.
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In the morning it was as if her sickness had been a mirage that hovered ominously over her only to leave when
summoned away.
She demanded food and tea. She insisted on going to work the following day to the disappointment of her warring sisters who had hoped to gain from her death.
Jonetani, when he returned, looked crisp and confident. He joked good-naturedly and accepted some yaqona
we had prepared for him. He seemed so familiar and sympathetic that those around warmed up to his personality.
“Your face looks familiar,” he said to me. “Haven’t I seen you I sometimes pictured in the Village News?”
“Mosese,” I introduced myself. “Mosese Viliame? I read your article on the squatter settlements in Draunidalo
I think.”
And so it went. By the time we finally parted company it seemed we had been life long acquaintances and I
had secured a series of interviews for a possible set of articles. While I genuinely admired him and his work, I
think what made him grant the interviews was the fact that he had done me a favour by saving my aunt.
As a matter of honour and good form he knew one would not repay such a service with blistering articles.
3
After dinner I was shown into my room which had a bed, a desk and a reading lamp. My clothes, books and
note-paper were neatly arranged. I had thoroughly enjoyed dinner and later attended a meeting of the commune in
which they had discussed work problems, the roster of domestic workers and things that needed purchasing.
I had just written a few notes when I was disturbed by noises that seemed at first like animal sounds. They
came from the room adjacent to mine and then from other rooms close by.
At first I was perplexed and uncomfortable until I realised that it was the sound of people having sex and enjoying themselves thoroughly. There was a cacophony of sound as women moaned in ecstasy, men grunted and
beds creaked.
For one fleeting moment I had the uncomfortable feeling I was in a brothel. But this was superceded by an
urgent feeling of sexual desire. I could feel my groins harden.
Abruptly I heard gentle knocking and jolted myself hack to normality. At the door stood the girl who had
served tea to Wilisoni and I on my arrival at the commune.
“May I come in?” she said and walked in as if by my silence I had consented to her entry.
She sat on the bed and looked at me rather amusedly. It was then that I realised that the indoctrination programme had begun. If I wanted to be objective I had to continue maintaining the stance of an outsider looking in
“through the window”. It was true that I was sympathetic to the programme when first conceived, but the practical
aspects of it was what concerned me. Could the “ideal” be transformed gradually when put into practice.
“You don’t like me here?”
“No, no!” I said almost too quickly to feel embarrassed.
“My name’s Rita. I was the one who served you tea.”
“I know.”
“Only you were too busy talking to the leader to take any notice of me.”
“Sony,” I smiled. It was only when I looked closely at her that I realised how very beautiful she was.
“Don’t you find me attractive?” she said looking straight into my eyes, her posture suggesting youthful innocence. I suppressed a gasp. I realised too that she wore nothing beneath her dress. No brassiere, no panties.
“You know, you amuse me a great deal. Deep down in you I know and I can feel that you love me. You want to
lift up my dress and touch my breasts and have sex with me. But you feel that you are respectable and because of
it you cannot do this to me. Do I embarrass you?”
“No.”
“Anyway you have been chosen,” she said cryptically.
“For what?”
“To write about our life here. That is why the leader has confided in you. He feels you have a great future,” she
smiled. “Also because you are a rebel at heart.”
“Oh, I didn’t realise that.”
“But you must be careful,” she whispered. “There are those who will not approve.”
“What do you mean?”
“You are new and there are those who have been here longer who will bear a grudge against you. They’ll be
suspicious because you’re new to the struggle here.”
She stood up, kissed me on the forehead and walked out as silently as she had come in.
*
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The animal sounds in the other rooms abated gradually leaving me quite puzzled. I had already braced myself
for a night of unabashed sexing. But I soon realised that in the well-ordered life of the commune, coitus was only
for a certain time and afterwards people went immediately to sleep so they could wake up early and relaxed, ready
for work.
I came to realise too that those who needed more sexual gratification would he given more time after lunch for
another one hour.
I slept but it was disturbing sleep for I had terrible dreams. I was bathing in a clear crystalline pool but on
emerging from the water saw a machete pointed at my forehead.
4
I gathered from Wilisoni’s account that he had an unhappy childhood.
“My father was the traditional puritanic husband. He treated women with scorn, as inferior beings who should
only churn out children. Hadn’t God showed man’s superiority by creating him first in his own image? And
wasn’t the woman’s inherent badness seen when she ate the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden and then
tempted Adam to eat it too? Corinthians, Chapter 7, Verse 39 clearly states that a married woman is not free as
long as her husband lives.
“Father was forever being cynical and was always pin-pointing mother’s imaginary mistakes in domestic work.
She didn’t clean the kitchen well, there were bugs near the beds, the dishes were not properly cleaned, the clothes
still had stains and the food was either overcooked or undercooked.
“Once in total exasperation my mother threw a plate of warm cassava in his face and was prepared to use the
kitchen knife too. That startled him and for a week peace reigned.
“Father, who was semi-literate, spoke atrocious English. He couldn’t accept the fact that as commoners we
were destined to labour the land as subsistence farmers. His grand design was to have us working as senior clerks
in the Civil Service or pastors of the Methodist Church because of its high prestige. With what little money he
acquired, he bought books by Alexander Dumas and Sir Ryder Haggard; all indigestible in the stilted English
version, but we had to read them.
“I suppose that because I was the oldest in the family of three brothers and two sisters I suffered the most.
Until the age of twelve when I was attending the Provincial School, I was not allowed to touch money. I was told
that money was the source of evil and avarice.
“Once when mother was opening her purse I saw a pound note and, being curious, I asked her if I could have a
closer look. I did. My father, who had observed this, gave me a resounding slap on my head.
“As I grew older I had to read my English Bible and make notes to improve my English. I had to attend church
services, memorise the main points of the sermon in Fijian and translate it into English. Once when I was slack I
fabricated bits of it. Unfortunately he too had heard the sermon. For that, a grotesque looking curved moth-eaten
piece of wood was selotaped to my ear for a day and my brothers had to call me Lucifer.
“I had to listen to the ZKV radio broadcasts from the ‘community-radio’, make summaries of the English news
broadcasts and read them out to him. If I grew tired I was lectured on how much he was wasting on my so called
education, food and board at home and at the provincial school. In one of his ‘complexes’ he was bound to burst
into tears and then smother me with cuffs.
“Religion (of a hypocritic nature) played an important role in our lives. We had to say our prayers; evening
prayers, grace, bed-time prayers, prayers before we went to work or school, prayers for sick relatives and special
prayers on special days.
“Prayer became one gigantic farce. Once when I was swimming with my brother I saw him praying.
“‘What for?’
“‘So we don’t catch pneumonia or drown.’
“On another occasion when we were looking for guavas in the hush he bowed his head in prayer. I shouted at
him in mid-prayer,
“‘What are you doing?’
“‘Praying so we can find ripe guavas.’ Only when I threatened to jab him did he reluctantly stop.
“Praying to me became something ridiculous. You prayed but how did you know God listened? It would have
been better praying to someone alive, charismatic and who could he of help.
“Sunday morning before the church service was viewed with dread for that was the time for the cleanliness
check. We had to have clean finger nails, legs and ears. Woe unto that child who was at fault. Then came the
body-drill for the younger brothers and sisters. Each one of them had to point to various parts of the body and say,
57

‘This is our ears’ and so forth.
“The drill was done in such a way that the youngest revealed other parts of the body which had not been
mentioned by the elder ones. After that they were verbally chastised for not being innovative.
“When that ended we trouped to church. Other villagers would whisper, ‘Aren’t they obedient and pious
children? Oh, that family is blessed.’ All the time I’d be seething, angrily suppressing an urge to say, ‘You
arseholes,\fn{This is a former British colony, where the ass is a separate animal and not a human body part:H }
what do you know about good children and happy families?’
“Education in those days was filled with gibberish. One learnt about apples and Zulus in the alphabet and the
nursery rhymes were beyond our scope. Education seemed to he an attempt to change us into mimic men who
thought and acted like whites and shunned all things brown or black.”
5
I suppose I should explain Jonetani Wilisoni’s anti-colonial sentiments in proper perspective.
At the outset, the desire for independence came from the Indians who were brought from India and who lived
and worked in Fiji under slave-like conditions. The Fijians lived in the villages in ignorant bliss.
Governor Arthur Gordon had introduced indirect colonial rule through the chiefs.
From 1910 the Indians had struggled for government representation in the Legislative Council. In 1919 they
got one, in 1929, three. Immediately afterwards they agitated for common roll.
The main Fijian groups wanting independence were the interior tribes of the area which Wilisoni belonged to.
When Fiji was ceded to Britain they were angry that Fiji had ceded its entire possession, dominion and sovereignty, unconditionally.
They were also unhappy that more than 400,000 acres of Fijian land was determined as being legally
purchased by Europeans, through whisky and muskets. Lands not occupied by a tribe were claimed as Crown land
by the Government.
To make matters worse, land owned by Fijians could not he sold to any other person except to the colonial
regime.
Many of the fertile lands belonging to the tribes of Wilisoni’s area were sold very cheaply to the Australian
Colonial Sugar Refining Company.
Common Fijians could not vote as far hack as 1904 and it was only in 1963 that they could elect representatives.
At about the time that Fiji was ceded to Britain, tens of thousands of Fijians died from measles introduced by
Europeans. Many Fijians thought it was a cunning ploy by the Europeans to kill Fijians and take over their land.
Furthermore the feudal village life that Jonetani Wilisoni resented was coming under increasing criticism from
reports presented by McDougall in 1957, Professor Spate in 1959 and Burns in 1960. The Chiefs were increasingly angered by these reports, but more so by Indians, who now numbered more than Fijians.
The chiefs were frightened that Indians would take over Fiji, because the United Nations Committee on
Decolonization passed a resolution in 1960 asking Britain to grant Fiji independence. It was feared that a one man
one vote system would favour the Indians and their candidates. A.D. Patel, the leader of the Indian dominated
National Federation Party, had always vigorously adopted the common roll or one man one vote system. When
A.D. Patel died abruptly, his successor, a then inexperienced man, accepted the terms set by the Fijian Alliance
Party too quickly.
The Fijians, despite their smaller population than Indians, would have equal representation with them. The
part-Europeans with only five percent of the population would hold the balance of power. This would favour the
Alliance since the part-Europeans were strongly aligned to them.
Jonetani Wilisoni was disillusioned with the system. In this condition he formed his commune, gathering
disgruntled tribes people. He wanted total independence within his “State”. He did not want one set of colonizers
replaced by another, the Fijian aristocrats.
The hedonistic practices were a revolt against Europeans and Christianity.
6
However existence in the commune was not as blissful as it would seem to the uninitiated.
As I was to learn later from Rita, there was constant bickering and ill-feeling amongst the members out of the
hearing of the leader.
There were those who harboured resentment against the economic system. Those who worked much harder
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than others or who were involved in the managerial side of the business did not appreciate the equal sharing. The
idea of swapping women was another source of resentment.
But it was the charisma of the leader that stopped serious rifts from forming.
I had spent three days touring all the barracks, work houses, halls, farms and was making my way past the
church when I heard chipping sounds from a shed nearby. I peered in through the door that was ajar and saw a
youth carving a statue. The face looked benign, commanding and familiar.
“That’s very good.” I said conversationally.
He sat up abruptly and regarded me with some suspicion then relaxed, smiled and lit a Fiji tobacco.
“It’s the statue of the leader,” he said reverently. “I’m very glad to have been chosen to do it.”
“Where will you put it?” He looked at me surprised.
“Why, in the church, of course.”
“But why there?”
“He’s the leader, the chosen one, the great healer,” he stopped and regarded the half complete statue. “He’s the
Messiah. We have to remember him when he's gone.”
“Has he said this himself?”
“No, but we feel it. And just two weeks ago he asked me to do this.”
After lunch I confronted Wilisoni as casually as possible about the statue.
“Oh, so you’ve seen it.”
“Yes, it makes you look benevolent.”
“I’m glad. I suppose he’s told you it’s going to be put in the church.” I nodded.
“Don’t look too surprised. The people have to have symbols, mysteries to cling to and to give meaning to their
existence,” he paused and lit his Tavako-ni-viti cigar.
“I am to fill that gap.”
“But isn’t that quite an arduous undertaking.”
“I have charisma. After I leave them I want them to perpetuate my philosophy. I shall leave a document and a
testament. As a rebel I expect to he martyred by the ‘establishment’. In terms of pragmatism, my work might be a
failure. But as an ideology, I expect my crucifixion to bring the disillusioned to rally around me.
“It is only when a prophet dies that his life’s work, however unsuccessful or eccentrc, becomes meaningful to
the disgruntled. For me that will be the final glory.”
“But isn’t that hoping too much.”
“Oh no. I believe, that it is workable. Soon I shall leave them for short periods to see how they implement my
programme. On my return there shall he a period of meditation where all problems shall he dealt with until the
problems no longer exist. You may be free to come in whenever you want to witness it.”
“And where will you he going when you leave this commune.”
“I have an important master project that I must complete. It is the Taukei Bisinisi movement. I want to mobilise common Fijians to have a commercial cooperative venture on a national scale. They will buy all their goods
from the cooperative and sell their root-crops, bananas, copra and cocoa to it. For too long white people have had
a monopoly and I want to break it.”
He smiled confidently.
*
Later in the evening he showed me his statement which was handwritten and kept in the hollow of a bamboo.
I spent three hours reading through the entire paper. Some parts were difficult to comprehend but the\fn{ A
word or phrase is missing from the text at this point:H} as a whole disturbed me. There was something too ideal,
unimplement-able.
There was a soft knocking on my door and there stood Rita.
There’s something dream-like about her, a feeling I sometimes have that Rita’s beauty is like a mirage, a
nymphet you dream of romping with in the shade of a mountain glade. But in reality you are reluctant to possess
her for fear of shattering your grand illusion of love and innocence.
I confessed this to her. She laughed and looked at me with something akin to admiration. When I finally fell
asleep I was smiling to myself.
But again my dream was disturbing. I dreamt of the document but it looked like the fringes of white clouds
gradually moving away.
7
In 1935 J. Wilisoni attended the Muamua Provincial School; his high academic achievement having impressed
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the Roko Tui Muamua, the Paramount chief who was enlightened enough to realise the need for educated commoners.
“This school was quite different from our village school,” Wilisoni continues, “because there was more
emphasis on religious training and those subjects that prepared us for white collar jobs in the Civil Service. My
father (God bless his hypocritical soul) had warned me of the vices often seen in school such as playing cards,
alcohol and sinful associations with women.
“And there were other things, subtle in nature, that completely put us, the commoner students, off learning.
“There was this mild form of social discrimination: sons and daughters of chiefs and paramount chiefs were
given the best food and houses and were favoured by the teachers, while the commoners had to make do with the
remainder.
“The teachers (God also bless their sympathetic hearts) justified this anomaly by saying that the school was
maintained at great expense to the chiefly clans and thus their children were entitled to the best. The situation
worsened when teachers would speak glowingly of the aristocratic students as examples for everyone while small
infractions of the commoners were held up as examples of the decay setting in at the grassroots.
“I was in the third and final year of schooling but these remarks were received very badly by us.
“We tried to punish the teachers by deliberately breaking the school rules. We threw garbage into the offices of
our English and Arithmetic teachers, excreted at night in their cassava patches, skipped school by going swimming in mountain streams and bought canned corned beef and bread with money we had to use for stationery.
“We were determined to he bad and to show how good the aristocrats were with their ‘high and mighty’ ways.
“Mr. Bridge, the Principal, was aghast. Our parents, he lectured, had sent us to school at great expense to
educate us. Was this the way to repay them?
“We repented. There was much meaning in what he said. We were being foolish by falling for the mere words
of insensitive teachers who knew no better than to tease us. We worked hard, learning with great enthusiasm.
“But time was against us. We had already missed one and a half term’s school-work and there was no way we
would swot even if we tried very hard because of the limited time.
*
“The annual concert and prize-giving day was fast approaching. All parents of students were coming. My
father (whom I had greatly pleased the previous term holidays by bringing a set of English language text books I
couldn’t comprehend and reading it to him) was coming at great expense by outboard motor boat. This was an
important time to savour the glory of his son marching up to receive his certificate. Oh, what a prestigious show it
would be!
“We, the five ‘rebels’, were in the failure-group but had decided to stay through the whole ceremony, vowing
to do better the following year when we repeated. Unknown to us, the teachers who had a grudge against us had
decided as a ‘good-natured prank’ to sew together the empty fish and corned beef cans we had thrown away
around the coconut plantation and to present it to us as ‘necklaces’ for future improvement and warning. Our
names were called out and we marched up.
“Our embarrassment was acute when we were presented with the tin necklaces.
*
“Rather than face the wraths of our fathers I and a few others signed on as deck-hands with the Radiniwai
copra-boat. There was nothing faintly pleasing or romantic about the M. V. Radiniwai. Old and rotting, with, paint
peeling off its sides, it laboured tiredly around the various islands in the Fiji group collecting copra for the Suva
city warehouses.
“The first week I felt very sea-sick. The ZKV weather report had predicted ‘moderate to rough seas’ and the
Radiniwai seemed to have difficulty negotiating the erratic waters. Its engines puffed breathlessly riding one wave
only to fall panting in its trough. When waves hit its side, it seemed to hesitate for a fleeting moment between
turning over or sitting upright again.
“What the Radiniwai lacked in good conditions, it made up for in good company. There was a very strong
feeling of comradeship between the skipper and all other crew members right down to the deckhands. On quiet
calm days, when hardly a ripple disturbed the azure waters, the old bosun would strum his guitar and the ocean
would echo to the haunting melodies of lonely sailors.
“However, life wasn't all fun and songs. The difficult work came when we had to load copra onto the ship’s
rusty punt to he ferried to the Radiniwai. Most islands are not blessed with wharves or jetties. At low tide one had
to wade ashore to collect the copra sacks. It was slow, tedious and backbreaking work. At high tide, the punts had
to be brought in close to the beach, bobbing precariously on the breaking surf. Copra had to be carried on the
shoulders or head so that sea water would not splash on it, for it deteriorates.
“The punt, fully loaded, would have to be carefully maneuvered through the reefs and on to the Radiniwai. It
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was heaved firmly but quickly to the ship’s sides whence it passed from crew member to crew member until it
reached the hold.
“Copra loading could take from half a day to a day and if it chanced to rain we would have to work in the cold,
soaked through, without the benefit of a warm cup of tea. It was taxing work.
“The more relaxing leisure hours were in the evening when we were invited by the villagers to have bowls of
yaqona and sing songs until late into the night. Sometimes there was a village dance and we, the younger, more
virile crew members, had to be restrained with stern looks from the veterans who knew that the occasional quickie
by a swaying coconut tree often angered villagers who reacted violently.
*
“From 1938 to 1940 I sailed on the Radiniwai until its demise. Two incidents that occurred simultaneously had
a bearing on my vocation.
“The Radiniwai had made so many trips through the various islands and had survived many so called ‘rough to
moderate seas’ and strong winds that those operating the ship had grown complacent. Precautions were often
ignored; flares and life rafts were seldom taken. The radio set was always faulty. There was also a tendency to cut
costs by taking more than the normal copra load.
“The shipping agents encouraged this and I believe the senior crew members were given a discreet commission
for their troubles.
“We were on our way to Suva loaded down with copra when we heard of strong wind warnings. The skipper
shrugged it off. The Radiniwai had weathered so many such strong winds.
“There was no incident on the first day but that night I had a dream or was it a vision? An angel gave me a
casket and said, ‘This I entrust to you to keep and guard with your life.’ I seemed to he in a city of great splendour
then, all of a sudden, there was thunder and all around me there was fire. People screamed and ran in panic as
burning timber and falling concrete seemed to engulf them. Filled with fear I ran too, but with every step my foot
seemed to be as heavy as stone until, exhausted, I fell. All around me fire raged. ‘Save me,’ I cried in terror. Then
a gentle hand touched me. I turned and looked at the angel who spoke to me firmly with restrained anger. ‘I
entrusted you with this but you made a mockery of me by ignoring my gift. I shall save you for once but never
defy me or you shall be no more.’
“Then, the dream didn’t seem to have any meaning for me. I was not superstitious and didn’t take dreams
seriously.
“On the second day the weather worsened. The water pumps didn’t function, creating a backlog of water near
the engines. The burly waves pounded the ship forcing it to ride the crests and land heavily in the troughs,
resulting in great quantities of water engulfing the ship’s bow. Again at night, stronger winds blew and the ship
seemed to the at the mercy of the heartless sea.
“We turned in circles and we rode the crests and fell, the engine propellors could be heard grinding the air. The
ship began to list, first lightly and then heavily, until in the hearts of all there was a silent consensus that the end
would soon come. The skipper used all his skill to keep the boat on course but he seemed to be fighting a losing
battle.
“Then, abruptly, there was an ear-splitting sound. All around there was panic as men were thrown to port-side.
Seconds later the sound of wooden planks being smashed was heard.
“The ship had hit a reef.
“I rushed up onto the deck. Everyone was in a state of panic, running around, shouting wildly and trying to lift
the punt (which doubled as a lifeboat) into the sea only to cry in anger and disappointment when they saw the
damage on its starboard side. There was no time to collect personal belongings.
“A gigantic wave pounded the badly listing ship literally carrying me away into the churning waters. I gasped
for breath as I went down and struggled up.
“All around me there was chaos. The ship was on fire. Sailors screamed in fear.
“‘I must live! I must live, live, live!’ I said desperately.
“Then I very abruptly I seemed to see a casket hovering in the air above the reach of the waves and seemed to
hear a voice saying, ‘You shall be saved.’
“It was then that I felt confident and angry too and wanted to speak harsh words, but the pounding waves gave
me no chance.
“In the morning I saw that we had been grounded on Nasoata reef. At low tide we could walk over it. In the
distance I I could see the shores of Nasilai and knew then that I was truly saved.”
8
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The village was undergoing rapid change.
The rapid development of towns like Suva, Lautoka, Lahasa and other sugar cane areas, where Indians were in
great numbers, meant the weakening of village social structures as villagers went to seek their fortunes. The
importance of the roles of chief and village headman was diminishing and prestige was gradually being measured
in monetary rather than social status terms.
Christianity was becoming increasingly important. Freed from the shackles of archaic feudalism, the Fijian
was in the next decade going to he increasingly tied to another type of life, the maintenance and propagation of
the religious class.
Whole villages would have their able-bodied men working in sugar-boats, carting sacks of sugar or cutting
cane while all their wages would he paid into a church account to he used primarily for the construction of village
churches, monuments of ignorance and absurdity, as children, women and men suffered from malnutrition and
lived in poverty hacking a subsistence livelihood from the defiant soil.
The threat of everlasting fire and brimstone would imprison simpleton minds.
The promise of paradise would be the incentive to spur men onwards to elusive dreams.
The Indian, once a figure of industriousness and thrift, would he vilified (primarily with the help of Caucasians
with vested interest in the economy) as a despicable pagan scum.
*
Jonetani returned to his village in 1941 only to hear that his father had died. His brother Samisoni was in the
provincial school thanks to the patronage of the District officer. His other brother Maikali was in the village
school. His mother and younger sister subsisted with the help of the extended family.
The villagers at first viewed Wilisoni with distaste. His parents had made sacrifices trying to educate him and
he had spurned their efforts. He hardly cared for his mother. Just look at him chasing worldly pleasures while his
mother suffered, they gossiped. What a disgrace!
But Wilisoni was wise enough to realise that a villager’s disgrace can be overturned by pragmatism, hard work
in the farm and an enthusiastic attitude toward the activities of the church. He encouraged praises for his hard
work planting root-crops and vegetables. He cleaned the family coconut plantation of weeds. The village teacher
requested him to teach class one sometimes. That was an important step in his growing influence.
But Wilisoni was again growing restless. Growing into adulthood was a turbulent time and his desire for sexual
gratification was frustrated by the puritanic values of the community. (Perhaps as a protest against this, his
attitudes to sex later were very liberal.) He found little satisfaction in the monotonous farm work and found drillling pupils on their multiplication cables, grammar and Catechism studies something of a noisy, laborious,
irrelevant farce.
Just as he was planning to leave the village he dreamt of the casket and the angel again.
*
Wilisoni claimed that he was instructed to leave his village and go into other parts of the country healing people and laying the foundation of a new church.
He was first told to establish his commune and then prepare for a nation-wide movement. The national comercial venture that was planned for all common Fijians was aimed at gradually winning their confidence, making
conversion to the new faith easy.
Wilisoni did not admit it openly but, through oblique references, I could deduce that he had made a major, if
not fatal, flaw. The dreams that he had had recently had been unpleasant ones. He had incurred the wrath of the
divine voice by his vanity. By having his statue carved he had ignored the dynamic forces that worked behind
him. By establishing himself as a deity he had committed the ultimate mortal error.
The full implication of this was to be realised later when he was abandoned.
9
There was now an air of suspicion and tension in the commune.
The leaders of the Taukei Bisinisi movement had met with a great deal of opposition from European entrepreneurs and from aristocratic Fijians who feared losing their authority over the common Fijians. Some of the leaders
of the movement in other districts who had become very vocal and called for the expulsion of Europeans and the
burning down of Christian churches had been deported to Rotuma, to isolated islands in the Lau group and to
New Zealand.
Nevertheless the movement remained strong and its financial position was healthy.
Tension was created because there was a rumour that enemies of the leader were recruiting pseudo-followers to
infiltrate the movement and expose it as a place of evil ideas and practices.
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No outsider was allowed to enter the commune and no new members were accepted. All discussion sessions
and meetings were conducted in secrecy.
There was a great deal of pressure placed on me to declare my allegiance. Had it not been the specific request
of the leader that I be allowed to come and go as I pleased I would never have been admitted in those highly
troubled times. The commune business went on as usual but with great vigour. It seemed that, because of the
threat of destruction from outside, the onus was on members to display greater enthusiasm and thereby retain the
status quo.
The Thursday meeting, which decided the allocation of money for individual members’ needs, took on a new
face.
There was a great deal of argument because one of the members of the Central Committee, Levaci, wanted to
introduce the points system: those who worked harder were to be given more points than the rest and could
convert these points to money. Discussion ensued first on the idea that this was against the leader’s principle of
total equality.
“My dear Comrades, our great leader when advocating total equality did not for one moment say that those
who worked with greater dedication for the good of the commune were not to receive ample rewards. This to me
is an issue dealing with rewards and not equality. Surely they are compatible,” Levaci argued.
Once it was agreed that total equality could be maintained when the most hardworking got more than others,
another heated discussion ensued over who should allocate the points. Some thought that the Central Committee
should appoint farm leaders. Others felt that the workers should appoint their own farm leaders.
In the end, the committee was allowed to choose the farm leaders.
Aside from this change, the commune continued to thrive. Even the nocturnal affairs of the members remained
vigorous. I suppose that when you have conditioned yourself to “animal sounds” two things happen to you.
Familiarity brings a certain degree of contempt and you become more content with being observer than participator; secondly, you become a connoisseur of these sounds so that you are able to visualize the postures of the
performers and can tell with confidence whether the act is standing, kneeling or in the missionary position.
I did not begrudge them their pleasure but only lamented that, because of my obsession for objectivity, I could
not participate with the youthful exuberance that I am famous for.
I was expecting Rita. She no longer knocked but just walked in. We spent pleasant hours joking, laughing and
talking of the commune. I was thankful I had kept our friendship platonic. This allowed her to confide in me over
her hopes, aspirations, problems and plans of the commune. She provided me with a wealth of information that I
would never have been able to gather on my own.
This particular evening her face was clouded. There was no spontaneity in her gstures.
“And how are things moving?” I began conversationally.
“Terrible. I keep on getting this feeling of had things to come.”
“It surely isn’t all that had.”
“There are going to he a lot of changes. Changes that would never have happened if the leader was here.”
“But surely not all those changes are that had.”
“I’m not saying that the changes are had. These changes are meant to bring good to the commune. But often
they bring only a lot of harm. By the time we realise, it is usually too late. That is why I always liked the leader.
He moved slowly and carefully. That way mistakes were only minimal.”
“Why don’t you ask the leader to come back? Maybe he’ll put a stop to all this.”
She looked at me very sadly and for a moment I thought she was going to burst into tears.
“That’s impossible now. We just got word that he's been deported. The order was signed by the Colonial
Secretary. He’s to go to New Zealand.”
I gasped. This I was sure was something the leader had not taken into account.
10
In discussing the factors leading to Wilisoni’s deportation it is important to look at the life of another popular
Fijian leader, Ratu Waqavakalaca.
Educated at Oxford University he became a living legend after having fought bravely in France during the first
World War. He had received an impressive array of medals there and again during the second World War when he
fought the Japanese at the Solomon Islands.
Ratu Waqavakalaca, a fine product of British empire education, had reconciled his views regarding British and
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Fijian traditions. He realised that Western influence was now very pervasive in all strata of Fijian society. To reject it outright would be foolish.
He felt the Fijians had to take a middle path blending the best of Westernisation with local culture. On his
return from the war he had also distinguished himself as an efficient administrator, setting up many roads, rural
health centres and schools. He had also encouraged Fijians to take part in commercial ventures through the Cooperative scheme.
Of all things Western, Ratu Waqavakalaca was consoled most by the Fijians’ zeal for Christianity. He took a
discreet pleasure in knowing that at least the founder of this religion was not a white man. He was gratified that
Fijians identified with many of the practices of old Testament life especially the patriarchical structure of society
and their belief in the divine right of kings to rule the people. With Christianity and the present social structure,
the influence of the high chiefs would still remain strong.
His life worked in tandem with visionaries like Wilisoni in the sense that his success depended on their downfall.
Wilisoni preached a rejection of most things Western, especially Christianity. Ratu Waqavakalaca had written
many a letter to the Governor and the Colonial Secretary asking for the deportation of Wilisoni and others like
him. When he felt the regime moving too slowly he influenced the Great Council of Chiefs to petition the King in
London. From his seat in the Legislative Council he forcefully defended the existing administration and delivered
blistering attacks on people like Wilisoni whom he branded as opportunists and purveyors of decadent ideas.
When the Governor revoked Ordinance 111 of 1877 he deported Wilisoni and others of his ilk and thereby
removed the obstacles of colonialism.
11
“Dear Comrades,” Levaci began, “in the absence of our great leader who had to leave us at a time when we
most needed his guidance the Central Committee has decided that we choose an assistant who will guide us until
such time as our beloved leader returns.”
The assembled group looked at each other without speaking.
“It is very fortunate that the leader left us a very comprehensive document on the running of the commune. So
the duty of the guide will simply be to help in running the commune based on these ideas.”
Members were soon involved in animated discussion.
“All voting will be by secret ballot and two members of the Committee will act as scrutineers.”
*
Perhaps I have not made clear the reasons for my sympathy with the movement.
I have dispensed with all the narrative relating to my life. Enough to say that I was born into disorder. My
disordered life was borne out of the madness of colonialism.
In the heyday of the Viti Kabani, the first Fijian cooperative venture led by Apolosi R Nawai, I was his ardent
follower. We advocated the reinstatement of traditional religion and arts long since condemned by Christianity. A
lot of garbage was being produced by Europeans on the South Seas. Anthropological studies of Fijians were being
carried out and many of us young Fijian intellects seethed with rage.
Hocart, the only anthropologist we admired, was commissioned by the Royal Anthropologic Institute of London to study Fijian society. He was radically changing his approach to studies of primitive societies and becoming
more contextually objective. No longer were his studies bristling with biased subjective comments judging practices of primitives from European viewpoints. Very simply he was recording what he observed, the logical and the
irrational, and placing them in their proper perspective. True, though dry, his studies were in fact master-pieces of
objectivity.
Yet another disorder was creeping into our lives; our attempts to exorcise ourselves of colonialism created a
plethora of disorders. It was as though both colonisers and colonised were masks and one could not tell the
difference between them. This point has to be made clear if my conversation with Levaci, the new guardian, is to
make any sense at all.
Levaci knew that I was the only one, apart from himself and the members of the Standing Committee, who had
read the leader’s document. I was therefore a dangerous element because if he were to give a different interprettation I would be the first to know. When we met after dinner he said rather abruptly,
“I shall not bandy words with you. What do you think of the so-called documents?”
“Well, it’s interesting, an ideal work.”
“Exactly. It’s ideal. You know that it is not practicable. Jonetani Wilisoni is a dreamer, a man who does not live
with the times.”
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“And you aim to fill that vacuum?” I asked quite coldly.
“No. Never. I do not have his charisma. But I have the skills to run the commune efficiently. Wilisoni’s greatest
error was trying to play God.
“You may mimic the colonialists but God is too clever to he mimicked. He always has a pile of tricks up his
sleeve.
“That is why I say that Wilisoni is a fool. He had a good thing going here but he was always filled with his
grand vision of a national rebellion. And now what will happen to him?
“He will suffer the ultimate punishment, exile; without followers or ideals. He will die in a foreign land
unmoaned, unloved.”
“Why are you telling me all this?”
“Because you are an outsider. You’ll never belong here. Like Wilisoni, you too are an idealist filled with impossible dreams. And because you will record what happens here.
“I want to put it in its proper perspective. Of course, I must add that what you write will have no effect on us.
What you write for outsiders is something that your conscience will have to dictate.”
“What will happen after this?”
“Nothing out of the ordinary. Everything will continue to move well. Changes will come when they are necessary. I will have no grandiose schemes of playing God. I know what happened to Ratu Asivorosi.”
He had a perceptive mind and knew what he wanted. Ratu Asivorosi too had formed a commune and had
gathered around him a group of people who worked and lived harmoniously together. But as his commune became very successful he began to turn it into a cult following.
People had to worship him. Those who refused were beaten violently and their houses burnt. He had written a
New Testament for his followers. It was the work of a raving mad-man who claimed he was a descendant of the
deity Navosavakadua.
He was committed to St Giles hospital for observation. Later he returned to his commune and declared his
immortality. When he finally died his followers tried to bring him back to life on the third day but his rapidly
decaying corpse finally put paid to their illusions.
I suddenly had the uncanny feeling that had Jonetani Wilisoni not been deported he would also have attracted a
cult following and perhaps suffered Asivorosi's fate. Inadvertently his deportation was his “saving of face” for all
time.
*
I lay on my bed for the last night in the commune feeling cynical about life. There seemed to be something
vulgar about the environment. I felt angry. I wanted to stand up and scream.
“Shut up, you pack of ignorant fools. How blind can you be following an illusion?” (Sometimes, when angry, I
tend to become theatrical.) Fortunately, Rita saved me from my predicament with her soothing words.
“Tell me Rita, why are you so different? Why do you care for me so much? Why do you sacrifice your leisure
time to talk to me?” She smiled.
“Don’t be a naughty boy. There’s nothing different about me. Love is something that involves my body and
soul. I’m not a machine. I can’t treat it mechanically.”
“I’m leaving tomorrow. Why don’t you come with me?”
But I knew immediately she would never come. She would never leave the commune. At least the disordered
life there was something she could understand and grapple with. With me she would lose her spontaneity.
“It’s nice of you to ask me,” she replied as politely as possible.
Yes, I had come in search of false dreams and ideals.
I had come looking for a sedative to delay the process of disintegration.
A hundred years of Colonialism had produced only mimicry.
We wandered through a labyrinth wearing masks, waiting for a Messiah to redeem us.
297.103 Excerpt from Desert Warrior\fn{by Nalini Singh (1977- )} Fiji (F) 29
“Do not put even one foot on Zuiheil soil unless you are ready to stay forever . You will not get past the airport
gates before I kidnap you!”
Hands trembling, Jasmine skirted around the small groups of people in the waiting area and headed for the
glass doors that would lead her out of the airport, and into Tariq’s land.
*
“Madam.”
A dark hand fell next to hers on the handle of the luggage trolley. Startled, she looked up into the smiling face
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of a man who appeared to be an airport official.
“Yes?” Her heart started to pound in a mixture of hope and fear.
“You are going the wrong way. The taxis and hire cars are on the other side.” He gestured toward a long
corridor leading to another set of glass doors. Desert sands glittered in the distance.
“Oh.”
She felt foolish. Of course Tariq wouldn’t complete his threat so literally. He’d been angry enough to scare her
when he’d warned her against coming to his land. Now, Tariq was a cool, controlled man, whom she’d seen a
number of times on television, leading peace talks between warring Arab states. Her Tariq was now Tariq alHuzzein Donovan Zamanat, the Sheik of Zulheil, the leader of his people.
“Thank you,” she managed to say. When she began to move again, the pale blue fabric of her ankle-length
dress swished around her legs in time with her steps.
“It is my pleasure. I will escort you to the vehicles.”
“That’s very kind. What about the other travelers?” The corners of the stranger’s eyes crinkled.
“But madam, you were the only foreigner on this flight.”
Jasmine blinked, thinking back over the trip. All she could remember were lilting vowels and flowing hands,
beautiful sloe-eyed women and protective Arabian men.
“I didn’t realize,” she admitted.
“Zulheil has been closed to visitors.”
“But I’m a visitor.”
She stopped, wondering if it was too much to hope that Tariq would actually kidnap her. No sane woman
would want to be captured by a desert sheik who held her in contempt, but she was long past logic and sanity.
Her guide paused, and she could have sworn that he blushed under his golden skin.
“It … Zulheil began letting in people again this last week.” At his graceful wave, she started to push the cart
down the marbled floor once more.
“Was it closed because of mourning?” Her voice was quiet, respectful.
“Yes. The loss of our sheik and his beloved wife was a tragic blow to our people.” His eyes momentarily
darkened with pain.
“But we have a good sheik in their only son. Sheik Tariq will lead us out of the darkness.”
Jasmine’s heart skipped a beat at Tariq’s name. From somewhere she found the strength to ask,
“He’s ruling alone, your new sheik?”
If the man told her that Tariq had taken a wife during the period of media blackout since his parents’ deaths,
she’d get on the next plane out of Zulheil. Even now, her lungs protested every breath she took, and she hung on
the edge of control.
The look her guide threw her was assessing. He nodded sharply, but waited until they were outside before
speaking. The harsh heat of the desert hit Jasmine like a physical slap, but she stood firm. Wilting was not an
option, not when this was her last chance.
There was a black limousine parked at the curb. She’d started to move away from it when her guide halted her.
“That is your taxi.”
“That’s definitely not a taxi.” Hope, she understood, came in many forms. Hers had arrived in the shape of a
long, sleek piece of gleaming machinery.
“Zulheil is rich, madam. These are our taxis.”
She wondered if he expected her to believe that. Biting her lip to muffle the slightly hysterical urge to giggle,
she nodded and let him put her cases into the trunk. She waited, heart pounding and mouth dry with anticipation,
until he came around to the back passenger door.
“Madam?”
“Yes?”
“You asked if our sheik rules alone. The answer is yes. Some say it is because his heart has been broken.” His
voice was a low whisper.
Jasmine gasped. Before she could continue the conversation, he swung open the limo door. Her mind in a
whirl, she stepped inside the luxurious air-conditioned interior.
The door shut.
“You really did it,” she whispered to the man sitting across from her, his long legs encroaching on her space.
*
Tariq leaned forward, his hands on his knees. The darkness inside the limo threw the sharp lines of his face
into vivid relief. None of the softness she’d seen in her Tariq was present in this hardened stranger.
“Did you doubt me, my Jasmine?”
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Her body went into delayed shock at the sound of his voice. It was deep and compelling. Beautiful and
dangerous. Familiar yet … different.
“No.” Tariq frowned.
“And yet you are here.” She bit her lower lip again and drew in a ragged breath. His eyes, deceptively dark in
the confines of the vehicle, were fixed on her like those of a predator waiting to pounce. The opaque partition
between passengers and driver was raised, further collapsing the space, leaving her nowhere to turn.
“Yes. I’m here.”
The car moved off at that moment, unsettling her precarious balance. She fell forward and barely caught
herself on the edge of the seat. Tariq’s arms came around her anyway and he lifted her into his lap.
Jasmine clutched at his wide shoulders, the fine material of his white tunic crumpling under her fingers, but
she didn’t fight, not even when he gripped her chin with his fingers and forced her to meet his gaze. He was so
angry. She could see the turbulence in his vivid green eyes.
“Why are you here?”
He tightened his hold around her when the car bounced over something on the road. His muscled body was so
much bigger than hers that Jasmine felt surrounded, overwhelmed. But still she didn’t fight.
“Because you needed me.”
His laugh was a harsh, ragged echo of pain that hurt her inside.
“Or have you come to have a liaison with an exotic man, before you marry the one your family has chosen?”
With an oath, he dumped her unceremoniously back into her seat.
Jasmine pushed her fiery plait over her shoulder and lifted her chin.
“I don’t have liaisons.” His distrust of her was clear, but she refused to let that silence her.
“No,” he agreed, his voice cold. “You would have to have a heart to experience passion.”
Her already fragile confidence was shaken by the direct hit. All her life she’d struggled to be special enough to
deserve love and acceptance. Now it appeared that even Tariq, the one person who’d ever treated her as if she
were worth cherishing, found her wanting.
*
“You can’t hold a man like Tariq. He’ll forget you the minute some glamourpuss princess comes along.”
Uninvited, Sarah’s spiteful words from four years ago burst into Jasmine’s mind. Back then, they’d delivered
the last emotional blow to her belief in herself, coming from an older sister who knew so much more about men.
What if it hadn’t just been spite? What if Sarah had been right?
When Jasmine had made the fateful decision to find Tariq again, she’d been uncertain of her ability to reach
the man she’d known. How could she hope to reach the man he’d become? Buffeted by doubt, she turned and
stared out the tinted windows. There was nothing to see but endless desert.
*
Strong fingers on her jaw forced her attention back to the panther lounging opposite her. His green-eyed gaze
caught her own and held her in thrall.
“I will keep you, my Jasmine.” It was a statement, not a question.
“And if I don’t wish to be …” She paused, unable to think of the right word.
“Owned?” Tariq suggested in a silky whisper.
Jasmine swallowed. A part of her was terrified of the dark fury she saw swirling in his eyes, but she’d come
too far to fall victim to her fears now.
“Like a slave?”
Her voice was husky, her lips parched. However, she didn’t dare moisten them with her tongue, afraid of how
Tariq would react. He narrowed his eyes.
“You think I am such a barbarian?”
“I think you’re going out of your way to give me that impression,” she retorted, before she could caution
herself not to bait the panther. The corners of his lips tilted upward in a slight curve.
“Ah, I had forgotten.”
“What?”
She lifted a hand to his wrist and tried to break his hold on her jaw. It proved impossible. Under her touch, his
pulse beat in a slow, seductive rhythm that promised her both exotic pleasures and darkest fury.
“That the fire of your hair does not lie.” He moved his thumb over her lower lip and frowned.
“Your lips are dry. Moisten them.” Jasmine scowled at the command.
“And if I don’t?” He lifted one brow in response to the defiance in her tone.
“Then I shall do it for you.”
Betraying color stained her cheeks at the erotic image of Tariq moistening her lips. His intense gaze made her
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feel like a tasty morsel he’d be only too happy to devour. Breathing in shallow gasps, she flicked out her tongue
and wet her lips.
“Better.”
His approval was apparent in the deepening timbre of his voice and the way his thumb slowly swept over her
lower lip, now soft and wet. When he abruptly set her free, surprise kept her perched on the edge of her seat for a
moment, leaning toward him. Sanity returned with a shock. Face flushed, she scrambled back and across the seat
until she was in the opposite corner of the car.
“Where are you taking me?”
“Zulheina.”
“The capital?”
“Yes.”
“Where in Zulheina?” She refused to back down despite his repressive monosyllabic replies.
“To my palace.” He lifted one foot and placed it next to her right hip, effectively caging her against the door.
“Tell me, my Jasmine, what have you been doing these four years?”
It was clear that he wasn’t going to answer any more questions. Jasmine bit back her frustration, wanting to
push but aware that she was on very shaky ground.
“I was studying.”
“Ah, the business management degree.” His words were a soft taunt, a reminder of the times she’d cried on his
shoulder, sobbing out her dislike of the subject.
“No.” There, she thought, let him suffer for a minute.
He moved and suddenly he was sitting next to her, his shoulders blocking her vision, his legs caging her in the
corner. He wasn’t the one suffering.
“No?” His deep voice evoked memories of huskier tones and sensual laughter.
“Your family let you change?”
“They had no choice.”
She’d followed their dictates and cut herself off from Tariq, but it had almost destroyed her. Her weak state had
alarmed even her family, and no one had commented when she’d switched studies. By the time they’d tried to
change her mind, she’d grown up. Disillusionment with the selfishness of those she'd trusted had followed fast on
the heels of her sorrow.
“What did you study? Hmm?” He curved one big hand round her neck in a blatantly possessive gesture. The
heat from his body swirled around her.
“Do you have to sit so close?” she blurted out.
For the first time, he smiled. It was a smile full of teeth, the smile of a predator tempting his prey to venture
out into the darkness.
“Do I bother you, Mina?”
He’d called her Mina. She remembered the way he’d always shortened her name to Mina when he’d been
coaxing her to do something, usually involving kissing him until she felt like liquid honey inside.
He hadn’t needed to coax much. One look of sexy invitation, the husky whisper of her name against her lips,
and she’d softened like a sigh in the wind.
When she didn’t answer, he leaned down and nuzzled her neck, his warm breath seeming to burrow through
her skin and into her bones. He’d always loved to touch. She’d relished his affection, but right now it was making
her more off balance than she already was.
“Tariq, please.”
“What do you want, Mina?”
Jasmine swallowed. He traced the movement down her throat with his thumb.
“Space.” He raised his head.
“No. You have had four years of space. Now you are mine.”
His intensity was almost frightening. As an eighteen-yearold, she’d been unable to cope with his sheer,
charismatic power. Though he was only five years older than her, his strength and determination even then had
been enough to command unswerving loyalty from his people.
Now, four years later, she could see that he’d grown impossibly stronger, impossibly more charismatic.
However, she was no longer a sheltered young girl, and she had to learn to cope with Tariq if she wanted a future
with him.
Holding his gaze, she lifted her hand and placed it over the one curled around her neck. When she tugged, he
released her, his curiosity apparent in the quizzical look in his green eyes. Raising his hand to her cheek, she
turned her face to drop single kiss on his palm. His breath grew harsh, loud in confines of the car.
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“I studied fashion design.” His skin was warm against her lips, his masculine scent an irresistible aphrodisiac.
“You have changed.”
“For the better.”
“That remains to be seen.” His eyes narrowed. The hand against her cheek tightened.
“Who taught you this?”
“What?” Shivers threatened to whisper down her spine the sound of that dark, rough tone.
“This play with my hand and your lips.” His jaw could have been carved out of granite.
“You did.” It was the truth.
“Remember the time you took me to the Waitomo caves? As the canoe floated in the glowworm grotto, you
picked up my hand and you kissed it just so.”
She moved her head, and he loosened his hold enough to allow her to repeat the soft caress. When she looked
up, she knew that he’d remembered, but his features remained stony and his eyes boiled with emotions she didn’t
have the experience to identify.
“There have been others?”
“What?”
“Other men have touched you?”
“No. Only you.” He curved his hand around to tug at her plait, arching neck and making her vulnerable to him.
“Do not lie to me. I will know,” he growled.
He was threatening to overwhelm her. In response, she laxed into the exposed position that he’d engineered
and her arms around his neck.
“I will know, too,” she said quietly. Under her fingers, his hair was soft, tempting her to stroke. Below that was
the living heat of his skin.
His jaw firmed.
“What will you know?”
“If you’ve let other women touch you.” Tariq’s eyes widened.
“When did you become fierce, Mina? You were always so biddable.”
She knew he was taunting her with the way she’d let her family control her life, even to the extent of ignoring
her heart.
“I had to grow claws to survive.”
“And am I supposed to be frightened of your puny claws?” He raised one dark brow, daring her. Deliberately,
Jasmine sank her fingernails into the back of his neck. She forgot that she was goading a panther.
To her surprise, her panther didn’t seem to mind her claws. He smiled down at her, a dangerous, tempting
smile.
“I would like to feel those claws on my back, Mina,” he whispered. “When you are in your place—flat on your
back, under me—then I will.”
“In my place?”
Jasmine jerked out of his hold. When he continued to loom over her, his body crowding her against the door,
she pushed at his chest. Masculine heat seared her through the fine fabric.
“Move, you … you male!”
“No, Mina.” He put one hand against her cheek and turned her toward him.
“I will no longer follow your commands like a dog on a leash. From this day forth, you will follow mine.”
He held her in place as his lips descended over hers.
He needn’t have bothered. Jasmine was transfixed by the raw pain she’d glimpsed on his face, before his
shields had risen. She’d done this to her panther. It was, she acknowledged, his right to demand restitution.
2
Tariq couldn’t fight the driving, primitive urge to taste Mina, to claim her in this small way.
Not even the knowledge that she was feeling overwhelmed and trapped could halt him. He tried to be gentle in
his possession, but he hungered too much to stop. Then small, feminine hands clutched at his nape, holding him to
her, inciting him. The painful craving he’d leashed for years battered at his control, pleading for freedom.
He wanted to gorge on Mina. To feast on Mina.
Not now, he decided.
When he took her, he wanted hours, days, weeks in which to linger over her. But that long-suppressed craving
had to be fed something, or it would shatter the bonds he’d imposed in order to keep from being eaten alive.
Anger threatened to flame at the edge of his consciousness as he crushed her soft lips under his.
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He’d kill any man who’d dared to touch her.
He would never forgive her if she’d allowed a single caress.
Mina was his.
And this time, he wouldn’t let her forget.
In his arms, she shivered, and the simmering need inside him threatened to take complete command. He
stroked his tongue across the seam of her lips.
She opened at once. The taste of her was an elixir, a drug he’d starved for for years. His feelings for her were
as wild and chaotic as a desert storm.
How dare she leave him? How dare she take four years to return? When she gasped for breath, he breathed into
her mouth, feeding her even as he took from her.
“No one else has touched you.” He found some peace in that. Not much, but enough to rein in the beast.
“And,” Jasmine responded in shocked surprise, “no one else has touched you.”
He smiled that predator’s smile.
“I’m very hungry, Mina.” Jasmine felt her body begin to react as it always had to Tariq’s dark sensuality.
“Hungry?”
“Very.” He was stroking her neck with his thumb in an absent fashion, feeling the vibration as she spoke.
“I need time.” She was unprepared for the reality of the man he’d become.
Dark. Beautiful. Magnificent. Angry. He raised his eyes from his perusal of her throat.
“No. I am no longer willing to indulge you.”
She had no response to that flat statement. Four years ago, Tariq had delighted in letting her have her way.
She’d never had to fight this warrior. Back then, he’d been careful with her innocence, but when he’d touched her,
Jasmine hadn’t felt like an outcast.
She’d felt cherished.
Today, she didn’t feel that beautiful but fragile emotion. Tariq wasn’t acting like a lover, but rather a conqueror
with his prize. The true depth of what she’d lost was only now becoming clear.
He moved and set her free, but remained on her side of the car, one arm slung negligently over the back of her
seat.
“So, you have been studying fashion design.”
“Yes.”
“You wish to be a famous designer?” He threw her a look full of male amusement.
Jasmine bristled. Though used to her family mocking her dreams, she’d never expected it from Tariq.
“Why is that funny?”
She aimed a scowl at his savagely masculine features. He chuckled.
“Sheathe your claws, Mina. I simply cannot see you designing those ridiculous things on the catwalks. Your
dresses wouldn’t be see-through, hmm, displaying to the world treasures that should only be viewed by one
man?” She blushed at his heated gaze, ridiculously pleased that he wasn’t laughing at her.
“Tell me,” he commanded.
“I want to design feminine things.” Her dream was real to her, no matter what anyone said, but until this
moment, no one’s opinion had truly mattered.
“These days, the male designers seem to have an incredibly macabre idea of the female form. Their models are
flat boards with not a curve in sight.”
“Ah.” It was a wholly male sound. She looked up, suspicious.
“Ah, what?” Tariq spread one possessive hand over her abdomen. She gasped.
“You’re full of curves, Mina.”
“I never pretended to be a sylph.” His warm breath close to her ear startled her.
“You misunderstand. I’m delighted by your curves. They’ll cushion me perfectly.”
Biting hurt turned to red-hot embarrassment and shocking desire. Blinded by longing, she barely finished her
explanation.
“I want to design pretty things for real women.” Tariq regarded her with a contemplative expression.
“You’ll be permitted to continue this.”
“I’ll be permitted to continue my work?”
“You will need something to do when I’m not with you.”
She gave a frustrated little scream and shifted until her back was plastered against the door, making it possible
for her to glower up at him.
“You have no right to permit me to do anything!”
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She poked him in the chest with her index finger.
He captured her hand.
“On the contrary, I have every right.” The sudden chill in his voice stopped her.
“You are now my possession. I own you. That means I have the right to do with you as I please.”
This time there was no hint of humor in his expression, not even the shadow of the man she’d once known.
‘You would do well not to provoke me. I have no intention of being cruel, but neither will you find me a fool
for your charms a second time.”
When, after a frozen moment, he released her and moved back to the opposite side of the car, she gathered the
shreds of her composure around her and turned to the window.
Had she done this? she asked herself. Had she with her cowardice so totally destroyed the beauty of what had
once been between them?
She wanted to cry at the loss, but something in her, the same something that had urged her to come to him
when she’d heard of his parents’ deaths, refused to surrender. Unbidden, she remembered the way he’d held her so
protectively in his arms when she’d run to him, frightened by the suffocation of her home.
“Come home with me, my Jasmine. Come to Zulheil.”
“I can’t! My parents—”
“They seek to capture you, Mina. I would set you free.” It was a bitter irony that the very man who’d once
promised her freedom was now intent on caging her.
“I was only eighteen,” she exclaimed abruptly.
“You are no longer eighteen.” He sounded dangerous.
“Can’t you understand what it was like for me?” she pleaded, despite herself. “They were my parents and I’d
only known you for six months.”
“Then why did you—what is your phrase?” He paused.
“Yes … why did you lead me on? Did it amuse you to have an Arab royal at your beck and call?”
He’d never been at her beck and call. At eighteen, she’d had even less self-confidence than she did now, but
he’d always made her feel … important.
“No! No! I didn’t—”
“Enough!”
His voice cut through her protests like a knife.
“The truth is that when your family asked you to choose, you did not choose me. You did not even tell me so I
could fight for us. There is nothing further to say.”
Jasmine was silenced.
Yes, it was the truth. How could she even begin to make a man like him understand what it had been like for
her? Born with a mantle of power, Tariq had never known how it felt to be crushed and belittled until he didn’t
know his own mind.
*
Shrinking into her corner, she thought back to the day that had changed her forever. Her father had forbidden
her to see Tariq, threatening to disown her. She’d begged on her knees but he’d made her choose.
“The Arab or your family.”
He’d always called Tariq “the Arab.”
It wasn’t racism, but something much deeper. At first she’d thought it was because they expected her to marry
into another high-country farming family. Only later had she understood the ugly reality of why they’d crushed
her small rebellion under their feet.
Tariq had been meant for Sarah.
Beautiful Sarah had wished to be a princess, and everyone had assumed it would happen. Except, from the
moment he’d arrived, Tariq’s eyes had lingered on Jasmine, the daughter who wasn’t a daughter, the daughter who
was a cause for shame, not celebration.
The huge spread in the hills, which had been Jasmine’s home, had been in the Coleridge family for
generations. As the beneficiaries of that heritage, Jasmine’s parents had been used to controlling everything in
their high-country kingdom and they had feared Tariq’s strength of will.
Added to that, his choice of Jasmine over Sarah had made him anathema. To let Jasmine have him when their
darling Sarah couldn’t, would have meant being continuously faced with both their failure to manipulate Tariq and
the wrong daughter’s happiness.
It was ugly and it was vicious, but it was the truth. Jasmine was no longer a needy child, and couldn’t pretend
that they’d had her best interests at heart.
*
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“Did you implement that irrigation system?”
Her voice was softened by pain. They’d met when he’d visited New Zealand to learn about a revolutionary
new watering system discovered by a neighboring family.
“It has been operating successfully for three years.”
*
She nodded and laid her head against the seat. At eighteen, she’d made the wrong choice because she’d been
terrified of losing the only people who might ever accept her, flawed as she was. A week ago, she’d turned her
back on those very people and ventured out to try and recapture the glorious love she’d had with Tariq.
What would he say if she told him that she was now alone in the world?
Her father had carried out his threat and disowned her. But this time she hadn’t compromised her soul in a bid
for acceptance. She’d walked away, aware that she’d made an irrevocable decision. There would be no welcome
back.
The only things Jasmine had in the world were her determination and a soul-deep love that had never died, but
she couldn’t tell Tariq that. His pity would be far worse than his anger. She’d chosen him and completely forsaken everything else.
But was it too late?
*
“We are approaching Zuiheina, if you wish to look.”
Grateful for a chance to escape the distressing memories, she pressed a button by her elbow and the window
rolled down. Warm air floated in, caressing her cold cheeks.
“Oh, my,” she whispered, distracted from her emotional agony.
Zulheina was a city of legend. Very few foreigners were ever allowed into the inner sanctum of Zuiheil.
Business was usually carried out in the larger town of Abraz, in the north. She could see why the people of Zuiheil
guarded this place with such zeal.
It was utterly magnificent. Fragile-seeming minarets reached for the heavens, illusions that touched the indigoblue sky. The single river that ran through Zulheil, and eventually fed out into the sea, passed by in a foaming
rush. The white marble of the nearest buildings reflected its tumbling, crystalline beauty.
“It’s like something out of a fairy tale.” She was fascinated by the way the water flowed under them as they
drove over the bridge and entered the city proper.
“It is now your home.” Tariq’s words were a command.
Strange and wondrous smells drifted to her on the warm breeze. Sounds followed, then the vibrant living
colors of the people as the limousine passed through a busy marketplace.
Hard male fingers encircled the soft flesh of her upper arm. Startled, she faced Tariq. His green eyes were
hooded, hiding his emotions from her.
“I said that it is now your home. You have nothing to say to that?”
Home, Jasmine thought, a sense of wonder infusing her. She’d never had a real home. Her smile was luminous.
“I think that it will be no hardship to call this place home.” She thought the panther opposite her relaxed a
little. In the next moment, she saw something out of the corner of her eye that made her gasp.
“I don’t believe it. It can’t be true.” Ignoring the firm but strangely gentle grip on her arm, she stretched her
neck to peer out the window.
Rising in front of her was the most fragile-looking building she’d ever seen. It seemed to be formed out of mist
and raindrops, the artistry in the carving magnificent beyond imagining. The crystal-white stone of the building
seemed to glow with a pale rose luminescence that had her transfixed.
She turned to Tariq, wide-eyed, forgetting his anger in her amazement.
“I could swear that building is made of Zutheil Rose.”
Though Zulheil was a tiny desert sheikdom, enclosed on three sides by bigger powers, and on the fourth by the
sea, it was a rich land, producing not just oil, but a beautiful, precious stone called Zuiheil Rose. The striking,
clear crystal with the hidden fire inside was the rarest gem on the planet, found only in Tariq’s land.
“If your eyes get any bigger, my Jasmine, they’ll rival the sky,” Tariq teased.
Jasmine forgot the stunning building the moment she heard the quiet humor in his tone. Tariq had apparently
decided to put aside his anger for the moment.
“That is your new home.”
“What?” She lost any composure she might’ve attained. He eyed her flushed features with amused interest.
“The royal palace is indeed made of Zuiheil Rose. Now you see why we do not let many foreigners into our
city.”
“Good grief.” Earnestly, she leaned forward, unconsciously putting her palms on his thighs for balance. “I
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know the crystal is harder than diamonds and impenetrable, but don’t your people, umm, get tempted to chip off
pieces?” His voice was rough when he answered,
“The people of Zuiheil are happy and well cared for. They are not tempted to lose their place in this society for
money.
“And the palace is considered sacred. It was carved where it stands by the one who founded Zuiheil. Never in
the history of our land has anyone discovered another such concentration of the crystal. It’s believed that as long
as the palace stands, Zulheil will prosper.”
Hard male muscles flexed under her fingers.
Jasmine jerked up her head. Blood rushed through her veins to stain her cheeks bright red. Flustered, she
removed her hands and scrambled back into her seat.
“That, Mina,” Tariq said, as they came to a stop in the inner courtyard of the palace, “is something you’re
permitted to do at will.” Hot with a combination of embarrassment and desire, she muttered,
“What?”
“Touch me.”
She sucked in her breath. It was clear that while Tariq had been prepared to wait for intimacy when she’d been
eighteen, he was no longer so patient.
They stepped out into the heart of the palace complex—a lush garden protected from the outside by curving
walls of Zulheil Rose. From where she stood, Jasmine could see a pomegranate tree heavy with fruit in one corner
of the garden. A fig tree dominated the other. Bright, luxuriant and glossy flowers spread like a carpet in either
direction.
“It’s like a page of the Arabian Nights come to life.” Any second now she expected a peacock to come strutting
out.
“These gardens are opened every Friday to my people. At that time I meet with those who would talk with
me.” Jasmine frowned.
“Just like that?”
Beside her, Tariq tightened his clasp on her hand, his big body shifting to dominate her field of vision.
“You do not approve of my meeting with my people?” The bright sunlight made his hair glitter like black
diamonds.
“Not that. From what I’ve read, your people adore you.” Pausing, she turned her head to avoid his penetrating
gaze. “I was thinking about your safety.”
“Would you miss me, my Jasmine, if I was gone?” The question escaped Tariq’s iron control, betraying
emotions he refused to acknowledge.
“What a thing to ask! Of course I’d miss you.”
Yet she’d walked away from him without a backward look, while he’d bled from the heart.
“It has always been done this way in my land. Zutheil is small but prosperous. It will only stay that way if the
people are content. None would hurt me because they know I will listen to their concerns.”
“What about outsiders?” Her hand clenched around his. He was unable to restrain his smile, seeing in her
intent expression echoes of the bright young girl who’d claimed his soul.
“The minute a foreigner enters our borders, we know.”
“Your driver tried to convince me this was a taxi.” Her gentle laughter was as light as the desert dawn.
At the happy sound, something deep inside Tariq was tempted to awaken. He had ached for her for so long.
Ruthlessly, he crushed the urge. This time, he would not give Jasmine either his trust or his heart. Not when the
scars from the hurt she’d inflicted in the past had yet to heal.
*
“Mazeel is a good driver, but not the best of actors.” He looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps.
“Your Highness.”
A familiar pair of brown eyes regarded him with barely veiled disapproval. Tariq wasn’t worried. Hiraz might
let him see his anger, but his loyalty would keep him silent on what mattered.
“You remember Hiraz.” He nodded at his chief advisor and closest friend, allowing the woman in his arms to
turn.
“Of course. It’s nice to see you again, Hiraz.”
Hiraz bowed, his manner stiff and formal.
“Madam.”
“Please, call me Jasmine.”
Under Tariq’s hand, her back felt incredibly fragile. He didn’t fight the surge of fierce protectiveness that
thundered through him. However angry he was with her, Mina was his to protect.
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His.
“Hiraz does not approve of my plans concerning you, Mina.” His words were a subtle warning.
“Your Highness, I would speak with you.” Hiraz blinked in understanding, but his stance remained stiff.
“Your uncle and his entourage have arrived, as have all the others.”
“And he only calls me Your Highness when he wants to annoy me,” Tariq murmured. “It is not the address of
our people.”
It took an effort to keep his tone even after the blithely delivered message. The arrival of those who would
stand witness to the events of this night, brought his plans one step closer to fruition. Hiraz sighed and relaxed,
unable to continue on in such an unfamiliar way.
“So you actually did it.” His gaze settled on Jasmine.
“Do you understand what he has planned?”
“Enough!” Tariq made the words an autocratic warning. Hiraz merely lifted a brow and moved aside. He fell
into step beside them as they entered the palace.
“What have you planned?” Jasmine asked.
“I will tell you later.”
“When?”
“Jasmine.” His quiet, implacable tone usually commanded instant obedience.
“Tariq.” At the unexpected echo, he paused and turned, to find Mina scowling up at him. Hiraz’s chuckle
provided welcome respite from the sudden shock of recognizing that Jasmine was no longer the fragile girl of his
memories.
“I see that she has grown up. Good. She will not be easy to control. You would crush a weak woman.”
“She will do as I say.”
Jasmine wanted to protest at the way they were ignoring her presence, but Tariq’s dark expression stole her
faltering courage. He’d humored her in the final minutes of the journey, but the man in front of her was the Sheik
of Zulheil. And she didn’t know this powerful stranger.
*
Inside, the palace was surprisingly comfortable, with nothing ornate or overdone. Light came in through lots of
tiny carved windows, bathing the rooms in sunlight lace.
Though beautiful, it was very much a home. Jasmine was still admiring her surroundings when a woman
dressed in a long flowing dress in a shade of pale green materialized at her elbow.
“You will go with Mumtaz,” Tanq decreed. He lifted their clasped hands and kissed Jasmine’s wrist, his gaze
locked with hers. Her blood raced through her body, frenetic with the effect of the simple caress.
“I will see you in two hours.”
Then he was gone, striding down the corridor with Hiraz.
3
Mumtaz showed her to her rooms—a suite in the southern end of the palace. While one room she was shown
into had a very feminine feel, the others in the suite were full of masculine accoutrements. She commented on the
fact.
“I … do not think there was enough warning of your arrival.”
There was an odd catch in Mumtaz’s voice. Jasmine attributed her faltering explanation to embarrassment over
discussing Tariq’s business.
“Of course," she agreed, wishing to put the friendly woman at ease.
“Where do these doors go?" she asked, after they’d put her clothes away in the huge walk-in closet.
“Come. You will like this.”
Mumtaz’s ebullient smile was infectious. With a flourish, she flung open the doors.
“A garden!”
Under Jasmine’s bare feet, the grass in the enclosed garden was soft and lush. A small fountain in the middle of
the circular enclosure sent arcs of water tumbling over the Zuiheil Rose carvings at its base. Benches sur-rounded
the fountain, and were in turn encircled by millions of tiny blue flowers. A haunting fragrance drifted to her from
the huge tree in the corner, which was covered with bell-shaped, blue-white blossoms.
“This is the private garden of”—Mumtaz stumbled over her words—“I am sorry, sometimes my English …”
“That’s okay.” Jasmine waved her hand. “I’m trying to learn the language of Zulheil, but I’m not very good
yet.” Mumtaz’s eyes sparkled.
“I will teach you, yes?”
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“Thank you! You were saying about the garden?” Mumtaz frowned in thought.
“This is the private garden of the people who live behind these … entrances.”
She pointed to Jasmine’s door and to two other similar ones to the left. Together, they encircled three quarters
of the garden. A high wall overrun with creeping vines completed the enclosure.
Jasmine nodded.
“Oh, you mean it’s the guests’ garden.”
Mumtaz shuffled her feet and gave her a smile.
“You like your rooms and this garden?”
“How could I not? They’re stunning.”
“Good, that is good. You will stay in Zulheil?” Jasmine looked up, surprised at her tone.
“You know?”
Mumtaz sighed and took a seat on a bench near the fountain. Jasmine followed.
“Hiraz is Tariq’s closest friend, and as Hiraz’s wife—”
“You’re Hiraz’s wife?” Jasmine choked. “I thought you were … never mind.”
“A maid, yes?” Mumtaz smiled without rancor. “Tariq wished for you to be with someone you felt comforttable with when you arrived. I work in the palace and will be here every day. I hope you feel you can ask me for
anything you need.”
“Oh, yes.” A little spark of warmth ignited inside Jasmine. Tariq had cared enough to arrange for this lovely
woman to welcome her.
“But why didn’t he say anything?”
“Both he and Hiraz are terrible when they are in a temper. Tariq is angry with you, and my husband with me.”
“Why is Hiraz angry with you?” Jasmine's curiosity got the better of her.
“He expects me to agree with something he and Tariq are doing, even though he himself does not agree with
Tariq.” Before Jasmine could question her further, Mumtaz continued,
“Hiraz told me the story of what happened in your country. But it is common knowledge in Zuiheil that Tariq
had his heart broken by a red-haired foreigner with blue eyes.” Jasmine blinked.
“How?”
“Hiraz would go to his grave with Tariq’s secrets, but others in that party were not so … loyal,” Mumtaz explained. “You are a mystery, but it is good you have come now. After his parents’ deaths, Tariq is much in need.”
“He’s furious with me,” she confessed.
“But you are in Zulheina. It is better to be near him even if he is angry, yes? You must learn to manage your h
—”
The sudden look of distress on Mumtaz’s exotic face alarmed Jasmine.
“What is it?” she asked.
“I … I have forgotten something. Please, you must come inside.”
She followed, bemused by Mumtaz’s sudden change in mood.
“A bath has been drawn for your comfort. Afterward, please wear these.” Mumtaz pointed to clothing that had
appeared on the bed.
Jasmine touched the soft and incredibly fine fabric with her fingers. It was as weightless as mist and the color
of Zulheil. Rose—pure white with a hidden heart of fire. There was a long flowing skirt sprinkled with tiny shards
of crystal that would catch the light each time she moved. The top was a fitted bodice bordered with the same
sparkling crystals.
Though the long sleeves would end at her wrists, the garment itself was short and would leave her midriff bare.
Multiple strands of fine gold chain lay beside the top. Clearly, they were supposed to go around her waist.
“These aren’t mine,” Jasmine whispered.
“There is a special … meal, and your clothing is not correct. This is for you as, uh …”
“A guest?” she suggested. “Well, I suppose if this is normal practice, then it should be okay. I just wouldn’t
feel comfortable wearing something so expensive otherwise.”
She had to repeatedly ensure Mumtaz that she’d be fine before the other woman would leave.
“It’s something formal, this dinner?” she asked, just before Mumtaz walked out.
“Oh yes. Very formal. I will return to do your hair and make sure you look beautiful.”
As Mumtaz left, Jasmine was certain that she heard her muttering under her breath, but the delicious promise
of the scented bath distracted her.
*
“I feel like a princess,” Jasmine whispered, almost two hours after she’d entered the palace.
She touched her hand to the gold circlet that Mumtaz had insisted on placing about her head. Her deep-red hair
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had been brushed until it shone. Now it flowed in riotous waves to the middle of her back, the fine gold strands
within it complementing the simple circlet.
“Then I have done my job.” Mumtaz laughed.
“I thought flesh wasn’t meant to be shown?” Jasmine put her hand on her abdomen. The fine gold chains about
her hips were lavish and utterly seductive. Mumtaz shook her head.
“We are reserved in public only. Zulheil has no strict laws, but most women prefer modesty. In our homes with
our men, it is acceptable to be more …” She waved her hands at her own clothing. She was wearing wide-legged
harem pants in a pale shade of yellow, cinched at the ankle, and a blouse fitted much like Jasmine’s. However, her
clothing didn’t glitter with sparkling crystal shards.
“I won’t be overdressed?”
Jasmine didn’t want to change. She’d been imagining the look in Tariq’s eyes at her appearance. Maybe he’d
think her beautiful, because for the first time in her life, she felt that way.
“You are perfect. Now we must go.”
A few minutes later they entered a room full of women, all dressed in stunning costumes bursting with color.
Jasmine’s eyes widened.
At their entry, conversation stopped.
A second later, it started again in a chaotic rush. Several older women came over and invited her to sit on the
cushions with them. With Mumtaz acting as a translator when necessary, Jasmine was soon laughing and talking
with them as if with old friends.
Something about them seemed familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on what.
*
The innate tensing of her body was the only warning she needed half an hour later. She looked up and found
Tariq standing in the doorway. Unbidden, her legs uncurled and she stood. Silence reigned again, but this time it
was full of expectancy, as if everyone was holding their breath.
He looked magnificent, dressed in a black tunic and pants, the only ornamentation being gold embroidery on
the mandarin collar of the tunic. The starkness of his clothing set off the dark beauty of his features.
He walked across the room and took her hand. She was vaguely aware of other men following him inside, and
the rustle of cloth as the women around her stood up.
His eyes blazed with heat when he gazed at her.
“You look like the heart of the Zulheil Rose,” he whispered, for her ears only, his eyes on her hair. He drew
back, but she felt as if she was in the center of an inferno.
“I have a question for you, my Jasmine.” This time the words were crystal clear in the otherwise silent room.
She stared up at him.
“Yes?” Green fire met her.
“You came to Zulheil of your own free will. Will you stay of your own free will?”
Jasmine was confused. Tariq had made it clear that he wasn’t going to let her leave. Why ask her this now?
However, she instinctively knew that she couldn’t question him in front of witnesses, not without doing damage to
his pride and standing among his people.
“Yes.”
Tariq’s smile was quick and satisfied. He reminded her of a panther again and she suddenly felt stalked.
“And will you stay with me of your own free will?”
The question was the trigger her mind needed. She understood what was happening, but the knowledge didn’t
change her answer.
“I will stay,” she said, and sealed her destiny.
The savage satisfaction in his eyes burned unfettered for one bright second. Then his lids lowered and hid the
fire. He lifted her hand to his lips and turned it over, to lay a single kiss on the pulse beating rapidly under her
skin.
“I take my leave of you, my Jasmine … for now.”
Then he was gone, leaving her standing, her mind in shock at what she’d just done. Giggling women came to
her side and directed her back to her cushion. Jasmine caught Mumtaz’s worried expression as the other woman
took a seat next to her.
“You know?”
The whisper reached only her ears, muffled by the buzz of conversation in the room.
Jasmine nodded. Aware that she was the center of attention, she tried to appear calm, even though her heart
beat so hard she was afraid that it was going to rip out of her chest. The secret that she’d successfully buried under
her love for Tariq raised its head, like a cobra readying itself to strike, taunting her with its inevitability. Unable to
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face his rejection, she’d planned to tell him once she was certain of her welcome in his life.
Now it was too late.
Much too late.
How could she tell him the truth now?
“Jasmine?” Mumtaz interrupted her thoughts, reminding her of the act that had just taken place.
“When he asked me those questions …”
“I wished to tell you the truth, but they forbade it.”
“And your loyalty is to Tariq.” Jasmine couldn’t hold the omission against Mumtaz. The other woman had
done everything she could.
“I thought the country was in mourning?”
“One month we have mourned, but it is part of Zulheil’s culture that life conquers death. Our people would
rather live joyously as an offering to those who are gone, than shroud ourselves in darkness.”
Someone put a plate of sweetmeats into Jasmine’s hands. She nodded an absentminded thanks at the woman,
but didn’t attempt to eat. Her stomach was in knots.
Suddenly, she knew why the guests around her seemed so familiar.
All of them had an unmistakable regal bearing that reminded her of Tariq—of course his family would be in
attendance on this night.
“Do you know what happens next?” At the negative shake of her head, Mumtaz explained.
“The questions are the first step in the marriage ceremony. Second is the binding, which will be performed by
an elder. The final part is the blessing, which will be sung outside. You will not see Tariq again until it is over.”
Jasmine nodded.
Her eyes went to the lacy window set in the middle of the dividing wall. Her future awaited on the other side.
“I’ve never heard of such a ceremony.”
“Zulheil’s ways are not those of our Islamic neighbors. We follow the ancient paths,” Mumtaz explained. “You
truly answered him knowing the consequences?”
Jasmine drew in a deep breath.
“I stepped off that plane with only one goal. I didn’t expect this, but he’s the only man I’ve ever wanted. I
could never say no to him.”
Mumtaz’s smile was understanding.
“He is angry, but he needs you. Love him, Jasmine, and teach him to love again.”
Jasmine nodded.
She had to teach him to love her, or she was going to spend her life as the possession of a man who didn’t care
about her love. A man who, unless he loved her, would reject her once she revealed her shameful secret.
By the time she stepped out of this room, she would be married to the Sheik of Zulheil.
“It is time for the binding.”
Mumtaz nodded toward an aged woman, clad head to toe in vibrant red, who had just entered the room.
Coming to kneel next to Jasmine, the elder smiled and picked up her right hand.
“With this I bind you.” She tied a beautiful red ribbon with intricate embroidery around Jasmine’s wrist.
Leaning close, Jasmine saw that the embroidery was writing—flowing Arabic script. When the elder raised her
wrinkled face, there was power in those dark eyes.
“You will repeat my words.”
Jasmine nodded jerkily.
“This binding, it be true. This binding, it be unbroken.”
“This binding, it be true. This binding, it be unbroken.”
Her voice was a whisper, her throat clogged with the knowledge of the finality of her actions.
“With this bond, I take my life and put it in the keeping of Tariq al-Huzzein Donovan Zamanat. For ever and
eternity.”
Jasmine repeated the words carefully and exactly. She’d made her choice, and she would see it through, but a
deep shaft of pain ran through her at the thought that her parents weren’t present on this day. They’d cut her adrift
with a callousness she still couldn’t comprehend.
Once she’d finished, the elder picked up the other end of the ribbon and fed it through the lacy window
halfway up the wall. A minute later, Jasmine felt a tug on her wrist.
Tariq had just been bound to her.
For ever and eternity.
The haunting chant that began outside seemed to echo in her soul.
*
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Tariq stared at the small aperture that was his only window into the room where his Jasmine sat. As the
blessing chant grew in volume around him, he kept his eyes trained on the opening. Images raced through his
mind, competing to hold his attention.
Mina, wearing the dress of his land. He felt fierce pride in the way she’d carried herself. A princess could not
have been more regal.
Mina, her red hair a fall of sunsets that beckoned him with promises of warmth. Soon he’d collect on that
promise.
Mina, looking at him with eyes that betrayed her awakening sensuality. Yes, Jasmine had grown up. It would
be his pleasure to teach her the secrets of the bedroom.
His need to possess her clawed at him, but underlying it was a deeper need and an even deeper hurt, things he
refused to acknowledge. He allowed only a sliver of hunger to escape his control. Mina had always belonged to
him, but in a few more minutes, the ties between them would become unbreakable.
Then he would claim his woman.
*
He was very hungry.
Tariq’s words in the car refused to leave Jasmine’s mind. How was she supposed to relax, knowing that a
hungry panther was coming to lay claim to her?
With a groan, she sat up in the huge bed in the room next to hers. Tariq’s masculine presence was everywhere.
The flimsy nightgown that she’d found on the bed was scandalous as far as she was concerned. The superfine
white linen fell to her ankles like a sheet of mist. It was laced with blue ribbon down to her navel, and had long
sleeves tied with the same ribbon at the wrist. Thigh-high slits on either side bared her legs with every movement
she made. The sleeves were also slit from wrist to shoulder, exposing her skin.
All that wasn't as bad as the fact that the material was almost sheer, her nipples and the darker triangle between
her legs far too visible.
“They might be reserved in public but they could give lessons in eroticism,” she muttered, standing beside the
bed.
Uncomfortable in the sensual clothing, she crossed to the closet, with the intention of finding a robe to throw
on over it. She found a large blue silk one that was clearly Tariq’s. It would have to do, she thought, and pulled it
out.
“Stop.”
Startled, she swiveled around. She hadn’t heard him enter. Hadn’t heard him move across the room.
Tariq was almost upon her, his eyes hot as they skated over her body. Her gaze fixated on his naked chest.
He was magnificent. His shoulders were wider than she’d imagined, the muscles thick and liquid when he
moved. The ridges on his abdomen appeared hard and inflexible, pure steel under skin. The only thing saving him
from nakedness was a small white towel.
“I did not give you permission to cover yourself.” Jasmine bristled at his autocratic tone.
“I don’t need your permission.”
With a single flick of his wrist, he pushed the robe from her nerveless fingers and captured both her hands in
one of his own.
“You forget that I now own you. You do what I wish.”
“Rubbish.”
“If it comforts you, feel free to disagree,” he said, magnanimous in victory. “But know that I am going to win.”
Jasmine stared up at him.
Not for the first time, she wondered if she’d taken on more than she could handle. Maybe Tariq really was the
despot he was acting. Perhaps he did consider her a possession.
“I wish to see you, Mina.”
He turned her with such speed that she would’ve lost her balance had he not clamped an arm around her waist.
His other arm came to lie under her breasts.
When she looked up, she found, to her shock, that they were standing in front of the full-length mirror in the
corner. Her hair was exotically red against the white of her nightgown, her pale skin a stark contrast to the
darkness of his arms. His big body was curved over hers, his shoulders blocking out the night.
“Tariq, let go,” she begged, unable to take the erotic intimacy implied by the reflection. She turned her face to
one side, so her cheek pressed against his chest. Her worries about him were buried under the river of need that
flooded her body.
“No, Mina. I wish to see you.” He nuzzled her neck, brushing aside the strands of her hair in his path. “I have
fantasized about this for years.”
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His rough confession made her tingle from head to toe. It no longer felt wrong to know that his eyes were on
the mirror, seeing everything she attempted to hide. It felt completely right, as if she had been born for this
moment. Born to be the woman of the Sheik of Zuiheil.
“Watch me as I love you.” He nipped at the side of her neck, then suckled the spot.
She shook her head in mute refusal. Despite the feeling of rightness, she was too innocent, too untouched, to
easily accept this level of sensual discovery. Tariq kissed his way up her jaw and over her cheek. Her earlobe was
a delicate morsel to be sucked into his mouth and savored. He ran his teeth over her skin in a gentle caress.
Jasmine shivered and stood on tiptoe in an unconscious attempt to get closer.
“Look in the mirror,” he whispered, spreading his fingers across her stomach and under her breasts.
“Please, Mina.”
His husky “please”broke through her defenses. She turned her head and looked. And met his burning greeneyed gaze. Holding her eyes, he moved the hand under her breasts until he was cupping one full globe. She
gasped and gripped the arm at her waist. In response, he squeezed her aching, swollen flesh.
It wasn’t enough. She needed more.
“Tariq,” she moaned, shifting restlessly against him.
“Watch,” he ordered.
She watched.
He moved his hand up until his thumb lay near her nipple. Under her wide-eyed gaze, he rubbed his thumb
over the throbbing peak once, twice, and again. She was panting for breath.
Behind her, she heard his own breathing alter, felt his body harden, muscles and tendons settling into unyielding lines. She cried out when he stopped caressing her, only to sigh and whimper when he repeated the
teasing stroking on her other breast.
His hands were big, sprinkled with dark hair, and Jasmine ached to feel them everywhere. When he moved, she
dropped her hands to her sides.
He left her breasts aroused and hot. His hands moved over her stomach, smoothing their way to her hips.
There, he very carefully spread his hands so that his thumbs met in the middle across her navel.
She dug her fingers into the rigid muscles of his thighs behind her when she saw the way the action framed the
shadowy curls between her legs. He murmured in approval against her ear and rewarded her with another teasing
nibble of her sensitive earlobe.
Then he smiled at her in the minor, a very male, very satisfied smile. Still holding her gaze, he moved his
thumbs. The curving arc rubbed the top of her curls. Jasmine tried to shift but his upper arms held her shoulders
pinned to his chest. She watched in helpless fascination, her heart thudding in her throat, her knees losing their
strength, as he slowly, deliberately pushed his thumbs down and inward.
The sudden pressure on the tiny bundle of nerve endings hidden under the fiery curls made Jasmine scream
and bury her face against his chest. He let her recover before repeating the intimate caress again and again, until
she was arching into every touch, urging him on.
Dazed, she met his gaze. His eyes were hooded and dark, but the flush high on his cheekbones assured her that
he was as affected as she was.
“No!” she cried, when he removed his hands.
“Patience, Mina.” His breathing was irregular, but his control intact.
Jasmine squirmed in an effort to make him return. Instead, he gripped her gown at her hips and started to
gather the soft material into his big hands. She was bare to her thighs before she registered his intent.
“No!” She tried to lift her arms but he squeezed with his biceps, trapping her. Unable to watch as he claimed
her so blatantly, she pressed her eyes shut. And felt his lips on her neck, on her temple, on her cheek. He stopped
raising the nightgown.
“Mina.”
It was an invitation into sin.
Jasmine couldn’t resist. She opened her eyes and watched him bare her to the waist, mesmerized by the rich
sensuality of his voice.
“Oh, God.” She felt like a complete and utter wanton, standing there unveiled, her legs parted for balance,
Tariq a dark masculine shadow behind her.
His thigh muscles moved fluidly under her hands as he changed position. To her shock, she felt one thickly
muscled thigh slide between her legs. He began to rub it across her aroused flesh, a gentle abrasion that set her
senses reeling. There were no barriers between his heat and her moist warmth. Her hands were free but she no
longer wanted to stop him.
“Ride me, Mina.”
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He shored up the gown with one arm and slid his other one between her legs. Jasmine thought she would lose
her mind when she saw his fingers part her curls. He shifted his leg again, inciting her to do what he wanted.
Jasmine moaned and, almost without volition, began moving her hips. His fingers stroked her pulsing flesh even
as his leg pushed harder and lifted her toes off the floor.
Lost in his touch, she closed her eyes and rode. Desperate for an anchor, she curled her hands around his
biceps, but it was too late. She felt the explosion building, and then suddenly, she crashed. It was as if every part
of her had broken apart and then reintegrated. Sobbing with her release, she lay against Tariq, trusting him to hold
her up.
“Mina, you’re beautiful.” His voice was reverent.
Jasmine lifted her head and found herself looking at her image in the mirror, her legs spread apart, Tariq’s thigh
holding her up.
Too full of pleasure to blush, she raised her head and met his eyes.
“Thank you.” Tariq shuddered, almost undone by her surrender.
“I haven’t finished yet.”
The gown whispered down her lovely legs as he released it. Her fever-bright eyes watched him untie the laces.
He took his time, enjoying the culmination of years of erotic dreams. When she moved, he felt the faint shivers
that rocked her. Pleased, he flexed his thigh against her sweet heat, knowing it would send shards of pleasure
rocketing through her.
“Tariq, don’t tease.” She tilted her head toward him.
He dropped a kiss on her lips, enchanted by the feminine complaint.
“But you are so teasable.”
He finished with the ribbons and the gown gaped open, baring her breasts. His arousal became almost painful
in its intensity, at the sight of a reality that outstripped his every fantasy. Closing one hand around the taut flesh,
he squeezed gently.
Mina’s eyes drifted shut and she arched into his touch. He nudged her hips, needing her to feel him, to understand this claiming. This branding. He wanted to mark her so deeply that she’d never think of walking away from
him again. The urge was primitive and uncivilized, but when it came to this woman, his emotions had never been
polite or bland.
Opening her eyes, she smiled at him in the mirror, a smile full of newly realized feminine power, and then began to move her body up and down. The slow dance was an unmerciful tease, but the feel of her was indescribable. He growled in warning.
“Witch.”
“Tease,” she accused.
He started to fondle her breast again, rubbing her nipple between his fingertips. She was so exquisitely sensitive, it was a temptation he couldn’t resist.
“Perhaps,” he agreed, “but I’m also bigger than you.”
Before Jasmine could take another breath, Tariq lifted the gown and tugged it over her head. Her arms came up
of their own volition, her mind unable to defy the compulsion. She heard him throw the garment aside at the same
time he withdrew his thigh from between hers. Only his arm around her waist kept her upright.
Jasmine pushed aside the hair in her face and gasped at the sight of her naked body displayed so openly for
him.
“You are mine, Jasmine.
This time, the blatant possessiveness of his words didn’t scare her. No man could touch a woman as tenderly as
Tariq was touching her if he only saw her as a possession. Somehow, she had to reach the man she knew existed
behind the mask.
She’d hurt Tariq more than she could’ve imagined when she’d ended their relationship. Now she had to love
him so much that he would never doubt her again. Her panther had to trust in her loyalty before he’d allow
himself to trust in her heart.
And he would, because she had no intention of giving up. She couldn’t allow herself to think that there was no
hope of winning him back.
That was a nightmare she couldn’t face.
His eyes met hers in the mirror, daring her to deny him. Instead of answering the silent challenge, she took a
deep breath and said,
“I want another ride.”
4
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Tariq’s arm tightened convulsively around her waist and the fire in his eyes blazed out of control.
“No, this time I will ride.” He turned her in his arms and picked her up without effort.
“A long, slow ride. You can have another turn later.” A hard kiss on her lips sealed the rough promise.
He laid her on the sheets after pushing aside the blanket. For the first time, Jasmine saw him completely naked.
He was big. She hadn’t thought about just how much bigger than her he was, until that moment. His eyes met hers
and she knew he understood her apprehension.
“I won’t hurt you, Mina.”
He moved onto the bed and covered her body with his own. The heavy weight of him was like a full-body
caress, a feast for her senses.
“You always call me Mina when you want to get your own way.” She spread her thighs for him and wrapped
her arms around his neck. Tariq rewarded her trust by slipping his hands under her waist and cupping her buttocks.
“I’ll always get my way from now on.” His statement was uncompromising, as was the blunt tip of his erection
against her.
Then he kissed her, his tongue mimicking the ultimate sensual act. Jasmine knew she was ready; she’d felt
herself slick and moist against his thigh. She knew it, but it took his kiss on her breast, his huskily uttered, “I'll
take care of you, Mina,” to make her believe.
“Now,” she whispered.
He gripped her hips and pushed. At the same time, he captured one strawberry-pink nipple into his mouth and
suckled. Hard.
Jasmine screamed and bucked under the onslaught of feeling, inadvertently easing his way. He surged inside
her, tearing through the thin membrane that had protected her innocence. She gasped, her body taut.
“Mina?” He was frozen above her. She dug her fingernails into his shoulders.
“A long, slow ride,” she reminded him in a breathless murmur, still adjusting to the feel of his heat inside her.
Three torturously slow strokes later, she was begging him to go faster.
“You are too impatient,” he reprimanded her, but his body glistened with sweat and she could feel him trembling with the effort to hold back.
She tightened her legs around him and drew her nails down his back.
His eyes flashed as his control fractured and then he slammed into her. Jasmine bit his shoulder when her
desire reached a crescendo, and then she felt herself explode for the second time that night. Above her, Tariq went
rigid as his own climax roared through him.
His body was heavy when he collapsed on top of her, but she was so exhausted she couldn’t move.
Instead, she nestled her face in the crook of his neck and fell asleep.
*
Jasmine awoke sometime in the twilight hours when her stomach growled.
Only then did she realize that, as a consequence of her nervousness, she hadn’t eaten since she’d left New
Zealand. She attempted to shift, and found she couldn’t. One heavy male leg pinned her lower body to the bed and
the arm curved possessively under her breasts immobilized her torso. Her stomach growled again.
“Tariq.” She turned her head and kissed his neck. Under her lips, his skin was warm and tasted faintly of the
desert and the salt and spice of their loving.
“Wake up.” He groaned in his sleep and tightened his embrace. Sighing, Jasmine put her hands on his
shoulders and shook him.
“You wish for your ride already, Mina?”
His sleepy question made her turn bright red. Now that she wasn't in the grip of passion, she couldn’t believe
her boldness. She frowned.
“I wish for food. I’m starving.”
He chuckled and rolled over, taking her with him. She ended up sprawled on his chest. His eyes glinted at her
from behind half-closed lids.
“What will you give me if I feed you?” Her stomach growled again. Loudly.
“Peace.” This time he laughed, his chest rumbling under her hands.
“Ah Mina, you are never what is expected.” He gave a long-suffering sigh.
“I’ll see if I can find you food.”
He put her aside with careful hands and slipped out of bed. Jasmine couldn’t help watching him. The welldefined muscles of his back bunched as he stood up and bent over to pick up the robe he’d pushed out of her
hands.
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“Like what you see?” he asked, without turning around. Jasmine felt herself blush again.
“Yes.”
He was pleased by her answer. She saw his smile when he turned to walk out, shrugging into the robe.
“Where are you going?”
“There is food in the dining area. I’ll bring it to you.”
After he left, Jasmine quickly found her rumpled gown and slithered into it. She was sitting cross-legged on
top of the blankets, hoping the shadows hid the sheer quality of the gown, when he came back. Not saying
anything, Tariq put the tray of food in the center of the bed and lounged on the other side like a lazy panther,
watching her eat.
“So, what's my name now?” she asked, once the sharp edge of her appetite had been dulled to something
bearable.
“Jasmine al-Huzzein Coleridge-Donovan Zamanat.”
Jasmine’s eyes widened and her hand stopped midway to her lips. She stopped chewing.
“Good grief. What a mouthful! I didn’t know that I got to keep my maiden name.”
“Zulheil’s women have always been cherished.” He stretched lazily. “It’s why we do not ask them to convert
their religion upon marriage. The choice is yours.”
The words sent a warm glow through her. Yes, she thought again, there was hope.
“So Donovan was your mother’s name?” A flicker of darkness seemed to shadow his eyes, but his response
was easy.
“You know she was Irish.” He plucked a fig off Jasmine's plate and put it into his mouth. For a minute, she just
stared at the sensuous shape of his lips, reminded of the things he’d done to her with that clever, clever mouth.
“When we have a child, he or she will have al-Huzzein Coleridge Zamanat as their name. Al-Huzzein Zamanat
is the name of the ruling family, but their mother’s name is also always carried by the children.”
He glanced curiously at her when she didn’t reply. She blushed and transferred her attention back to her food.
The thought of carrying Tariq’s child caused bittersweet pain. She knew she had to tell him her secret … but not
now.
“You have her eyes.”
“Yes. And …” He paused. When Jasmine looked up, he smiled his dangerous smile.
“Some would say I have her temper.”
“They’re obviously bright people.”
She picked up a dried apricot and fed it to him. He caught her wrist in a lightning-fast move and licked her
fingers clean, like a great big cat lapping at his meal. His eyes never left hers.
“You must miss them.”
Swallowing, she fought the sensual promise in the air to address something far more important. He looked
away from her, into the shadows.
“They are gone. I must lead my people now. I have no time to mourn.”
Jasmine hurt for him. Everyone should be given the chance to grieve. Even a sheik. She’d opened her mouth to
offer her support when he took the tray of food and put it on the floor.
“Enough talking.” He tumbled her to the bed.
*
Tariq did not wish to talk of his parents. The pain of their deaths had been intense. What he'’d discovered
afterward had almost driven him mad with grief.
His beautiful, loving mother had been dying of cancer. His parents had been on the way back from a clinic
when the car crashed.
The woman he’d trusted most in the world had kept a secret that had stolen her from him before her death.
He’d had so many things to tell her, but because she hadn’t had enough faith in him to share her secret, he would
never get the chance.
And he’d never know if there was something he could’ve done that would have averted tragedy.
*
Shaking off the memories, he pressed Jasmine into the mattress, pleased by her instant acceptance. Here, there
would be no lies between them. There would be no secrets in the pleasure their bodies found in one another.
He shoved aside the errant thought that there couldn’t be such passion without emotional consequences,
unwilling to concede that this tiny woman, with her gentle smiles and lush sensuality, might have already found a
foothold in the lost places of his soul.
“You are sore?”
He could tell that she blushed by the hotness of her skin under his palm. Her heart’s ragged beat became even
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faster.
“No.” She hid her face against his neck.
“I won’t force you, Mina. Never will I take what is not freely given.”
He stroked her back and pressed a line of kisses down her throat, luxuriating in her softness. Mina’s delicious
curves made him want to conquer her feminine secrets with slow, languorous enjoyment.
“Can I force you?” He was startled for an instant by the suggestive whisper, and then he smiled.
“Do you want me so much then, my wife?”
“You know I want you.” Those eyes of hers flashed fire at him, unexpected and delightful. Again he had to
acknowledge that this Mina wasn’t the same girl who’d almost destroyed him four years ago.
He leaned down and tasted her lower lip. Her teeth scraped gently over his in return.
Yes, he thought, this Mina was no tame kitten to be ordered to heel. This Mina had claws. Would she use them
to fight him or fight for him?
New excitement flickered through his bones.
*
Two days later, he walked into a turret room at one end of their suite, just in time to see Mina raise her arms
above her head and say,
“Perfect!”
Surrounded on three sides by clear glass, the room was bathed in sunshine. As Mina danced across the floor,
dust motes whirled with her, as if excited by her laughter. His whole body clenched. Buried feelings shook off
their bindings. So easily, she could once again hold his heart in her hands.
Shocked by the knowledge of his susceptibility to a woman whose loyalty had never belonged to him, he
fought off the tenderness she’d aroused.
“What’s perfect?” he asked at last.
Startled, Jasmine froze and met Tariq’s dark gaze. His power and charisma seemed to have increased in the
hours that they’d been apart.
“This room,” she managed to answer. “I thought I’d use it for a workroom. Is that okay?” Tariq moved farther
inside.
“This is your home, Mina. Do as you wish.”
His generosity gave lie to his harsh words in the car. Jasmine smiled and hugged him.
He didn’t react, and she drew away before he could think to push her away. Affection was something
completely different from touching in bed, and Tariq had given no sign that he wanted anything from her outside
of that sensual arena. The knowledge hurt, but she was determined to break through the barriers between them.
“Thank you.”
Walking over to one of the windows, she found that it looked out into their private garden.
“This room would be perfect for your painting. Where’s your studio?”
The vibration of the floor beneath her bare feet warned her of his approach. Seconds later, he put his hands on
her shoulders and turned her around.
“I am a sheik, Mina. I don’t have time for such things.” Jasmine frowned.
“But you loved painting.”
She treasured the painting he’d done for her in New Zealand. It had become a talisman of sorts, keeping her
focused on her dream.
“We do not always get to do what we love.”
“No,” she agreed, shaken by the implacability of his statement. Her Tariq, who’d been gentle enough in his
heart to truly love, was now buried under the stony façade of this sheik.
Doubts about her ability to reach him surfaced once again, though she tried to fight them. For a woman who’d
never been loved by those who were supposed to treasure her despite her faults, it was a task that required a mix
of defiant courage and desperate hope.
Tariq closed his hands around her neck and caressed the sensitive skin with his thumbs, his eyes hooded and
mysterious.
“We do not have the time for a wedding journey, but I am scheduled to visit one of the desert tribes tomorrow.
You will come.”
He was giving her no choice, but Jasmine didn’t want one. She’d spent four years apart from him. It was
enough.
“Where are we going?” Her skin felt as if it was on fire. Tariq rubbed his thumb over one particular spot.
“I marked you this morning.” Her hand flew to her throat and touched his hand.
“I didn’t realize when I chose this blouse.” He looked at her, the green of his eyes altered by emotion to some83

thing close to black.
“You are mine in every way, Mina.”
She didn’t know what to say to the possessiveness in his tone. It was a little frightening to be the wife of this
dangerous man. Sometimes her Tariq appeared, but mostly, all she saw was this cold, glittering mask.
“Such soft, white skin, my Jasmine.”
His throaty words made her relax. Tariq’s desire she could cope with, but when he retreated behind his shields,
she wanted to scream with frustration.
“You mark so easily.”
“Tariq, what—” she began, surprised when he started to undo the buttons on her scoop-necked blouse.
He ignored her fluttering hands. Eyes wide, Jasmine watched his dark head dip and then felt his mouth on her
breast. Sizzling. It was the only word, to describe the sensation of his lips against her skin. She clutched at his
silken hair as he began to suck at the soft flesh. Her body felt like one big flame, his touch the fuel. A minute later,
he moved away.
Picking up her hand, he touched one finger to the small red mark on her breast.
“See this and know that you are mine.”
She stared at him, stunned by the possessive act. Yet she was also aroused beyond comprehension, her body
reacting to the primitive maleness of his actions.
“Keep thinking those thoughts.” He kissed her once, a kiss calculated to keep her aching.
“I will satisfy us both tonight.” Then he turned on his heel and strode out.
Jasmine felt her knees begin to buckle. She grabbed the window ledge behind her for support. Unbidden, one
hand rose to her breast.
He’d deliberately marked her as a gesture of possession, of ownership. She remembered the glittering satisfaction on his face, the harsh lines of his cheekbones, the lush sensuality of his lips, and shivered.
Part of it was desire, but the other part was a painful uncertainty. She didn’t want to believe that Tariq felt only
lust for her, not when he treated her so tenderly at times, but this act of branding had been driven by something
darker than love or affection.
Something that she instinctively knew could destroy their relationship if she didn’t find and confront it.
*
The next day dawned with skies of crystal clarity and beauty so pure and pristine it made Jasmine’s heart ache.
Such glory humbled her and yet gave her courage.
They left Zulheina in a limousine for the five-hour journey into the hinterlands of Zulheil. From there, they
would have to go by camel to the important, though small, desert holding of Zeina.
“Who are the others following us?” she asked Tariq, after they had pulled out of the palace.
“Three of my inner council are coming.”
He crooked a finger. Jasmine smiled and moved to sit beside him. He cradled her against his body. Unlike the
steely intensity of his passion the night before, today he was relaxed, content to just hold her.
“At the end of the road, we’ll be met by two guides sent from Zeina to lead us to the outpost.”
“It sounds isolated.”
“It is the way of our people. We are not like the roaming Bedouin tribes, because we settle and set up cities.
But for the most part, our cities are small and isolated.”
“Even Zulheina isn’t that big, is it?”
Tugging off the tie at the end of her plait, he unraveled her hair. Jasmine laid her head against his chest and
basked in his unexpected affection. Just yesterday, she hadn’t believed it possible that he’d enjoy this gentle
touching.
“No. Abraz is the biggest city, the city we show to the outside world, but Zulheina is the heart of the
sheikdom.”
“Why is Zeina important?”
He moved his hand to her nape and began to rub his fingers over the sensitive skin in a slow caress. She arched
into his touch like a cat.
“Ah, Mina, you’re a contradiction.” His amused words made her tilt her head back to meet his gaze.
“In what way?” He touched her parted lips with his fingers and said,
“So free and uninhibited in my arms and yet such a lady in public. It’s a delightful combination.”
“Why do I know you’re going to add something else?”
“I find I relish stripping away that ladylike façade in my imagination. It’s very enjoyable to spend time planning exactly how I will make you cry out.”
“Now every time I look at you, I’ll think you’re thinking that.” She blushed.
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“You would probably be correct.” His laughing eyes warned her of his intention before he covered her lips
with his own.
Jasmine wrapped her arms around his neck and relaxed into the slow and lazy loving. Tariq was in no hurry.
Pulling her into his lap, he caressed her breasts with hands that knew every inch of her, and gave her a lesson in
the pleasures of kissing. He tasted the inner sweetness of her mouth and nibbled at her lips when she needed to
breathe, then returned to tempt her with his tongue, seemingly willing to do this forever. She was the one who got
so heated she began to wriggle.
“No more,” she gasped, and broke the kiss, aware of the hard ridge of his arousal under her bottom. His eyes
were slumberous, his desire clear, but he pulled down her tunic and settled her beside him on the seat again.
“You’re right, Mina. I would need hours to finish this.” Flustered and aroused, she scooted to the other side of
the car.
“Tell me about Zeina before you start your work.” His smile was very male as he gazed at her heaving breasts.
“Zeina is one of the major suppliers of Zuiheil Rose. For some as yet unknown reason, the gem only exists
alongside deposits of oil. It is a strange crystal.” Jasmine whistled.
“Talk about double dipping.”
“It could be like that, but over centuries, the tribes of Zulheil have set up an interconnecting system that means
that not just those people living near such bounty will benefit.
“For example, the Zulheil Rose leaves Zeina in a condition close to its raw state. It then goes out to two tribes
in the north, who train the best artisans in the world.”
Jasmine knew Tariq’s pride was justified. The artisans of Zuiheil were considered magicians.
“Wait a second.” She frowned in thought.
“If the crystal is only found next to deposits of oil, why isn’t Zulheina an oil center?”
“Zulheina is odd in more than one sense. Contradictory as it seems, our engineers and geologists insist there is
not an ounce of oil in the area,” he informed her. “So we think of the palace crystal as a gift from the Gods.”
“I can’t argue with that. It’s so beautiful.” She sighed in remembrance.
“What’s the purpose of this trip?”
“We’re a scattered people. I make it a point to visit each tribe at least once a year.” He stretched out his long
legs, taking up even more of her space.
“I’m afraid I must read these reports now, Mina.” He gestured to some papers that he'd slipped into one of the
pockets lining the limousine doors.
She nodded in acquiescence, thinking over everything he’d said. It was clear that while Tariq didn’t yet trust
her with his love, he had no qualms about sharing the business of his sheikdom with her. For the first time in her
life, she felt a part of something greater, not just an outside observer.
With hope renewed in her heart, she plucked a small sketchbook out of her purse and began to design a dress
of moonlight and silver.
*
Tariq looked up from his papers to find Mina’s hand flying in graceful strokes across the page. Her face was
intense in concentration, her mouth set in a way that suggested something had caught her attention. He was
fascinated.
When they'd first met, she’d been a student, but her studies hadn’t captured her interest. Today, she was fully
absorbed in her thoughts. This was, he realized with a sense of wonder he couldn’t fight, the first time he’d truly
come face-to-face with the woman his Mina had grown into.
“May I see?” he asked, wanting to learn about this new Jasmine, this woman who threatened to catch him in a
net far stronger than the one that had ensnared him four years ago.
Startled blue eyes looked into his, but then a slow smile bloomed.
“If you like.” At the shy welcome, he moved to sit beside her, his arm along the back of the seat. He looked
over her shoulder.
“An evening gown.”
“I thought that I’d use material shot with silver.” Her hair was soft against his fingertips as he leaned down to
study the clean lines of the drawing.
“You’re talented. This is lovely.” Her cheeks flushed with color.
“Really?”
There was hunger in the need she tried to hide. He recalled her defensiveness about her designing when he’d
first questioned her—the reaction of someone whose dream had never received support.
Distanced from the rapier-sharp pain of the past, he began to see a glimmer of the forces that had shaped this
woman and her decisions. A kind of furious tenderness for her rose inside him. The urge to punish those who had
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hurt her while she’d been lost to him was so strong, he had to exercise conscious effort to control it.
“Yes, really. You might find some material to your liking in the shipment that comes from Razarah in the next
month.” In fact, he’d make sure that bolts were delivered for her perusal.
“Tell me about your designs.”
Eyes bright, she did. The journey passed in easy companionship that surprised him. Since he’d ascended to the
throne, he’d never been free to simply “be” with anyone. Now Mina, with her laughter and her dreams, was
tempting him to relax.
To play.
Did he trust her enough to unbend that much?
5
“I’m scared,” Jasmine blurted out. Tariq turned to face her.
“Scared?” She nodded.
“They’re so big and …” To her surprise, he walked over and pulled her into a gentle embrace.
“Don’t worry, Mina, I’ll take care of you.”
“Promise?”
Her voice was shaky. She hadn’t thought through the idea of what a trip on the back of a camel would entail. It
had been something vague and slightly exotic.
“What is this?” Tariq moved back, his hands on her shoulders, eyes dark with concern.
“You’re terrified.” She nodded, miserable.
“I can’t stand heights and their backs are so high.”
“There is no other way to reach the tribe or we’d take it.” He cupped her cheeks in his palms.
“It’s okay. I can handle it,” she lied.
“So brave, Mina.” He rubbed his thumb over her quivering lower lip.
“The car is still here. You may return home.”
Jasmine’s head jerked up. He’d been so domineering in his demand that she accompany him that this
concession was a real surprise.
“You don’t want me to come anymore?”
“I would not have you suffer.” She bit her lower lip.
“How long will this trip take?” Tariq dropped his hands to her waist.
“It’ll take three days to reach Zeina. With the time I must spend there and the return trip, a week and a half is
an optimistic guess.”
A week and a half!
She couldn’t bear to be parted from him for that long.
“I’ll come. Can I ride with you?”
He nodded. There was approval in the soft kiss he dropped on her lips.
“You can snuggle your face against my chest and close your eyes, just like you do in bed.”
She blushed. It was true that she liked to sleep with her head on his chest, her arms and legs spread over him,
but she hadn’t realized that he’d noticed her preference. She raised her hand and stroked his jaw, which was
shadowed by his white head covering.
“Thank you, Tariq.”
“You are welcome, my wife. Come, it is time to go.”
Sometimes, Jasmine thought, as Tariq helped her mount the sway-backed creature, her husband could be the
most thoughtful of men. He mounted behind her before she could begin to panic. For the ride, both of them were
in wide-legged pants and tunics, their heads and necks also covered from the harsh sun.
Her stomach lurched at the camel’s first step, but she kept her eyes resolutely forward, determined to conquer
this fear if it killed her.
The endless desert vista was an unexpected ally, tranquil and beautiful. By the time they stopped for the day,
she was watching everything with wide eyes. The camel’s rolling gait was a little disconcerting, but as long as she
didn’t look directly at the ground, no nausea arose. And in truth, her husband’s strong grip around her waist
almost gave her the confidence to do that as well.
However, she understood that even he couldn’t help her with a sore rear.
They had stopped at a hidden desert oasis for the night when she discovered just how bad it hurt. After they
arrived, she excused herself and walked until she was out of sight of the men. She quickly took care of her needs
and then stood in the shadow of a small tree, rubbing her sore behind.
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Tariq’s low chuckle made her spin around, face flaming. He was standing less than a foot away, his arms
crossed over his chest, a wide smile on his aristocratic face.
“What are you doing here?”
She dropped her hands and started to walk past him, embarrassed. He caught her around the waist with one
arm and swung her against his hard body. She turned her face away. Tariq nuzzled her neck affectionately.
“Don’t be angry, Mina. I was worried when you didn’t return to camp.”
Mollified, and melting from his warm touch, she decided to be honest.
“It hurts.”
For the first time since she’d arrived in this land, she felt ill at ease, a foreigner unused to the ways of these
exotic people. She needed Tariq’s comfort. What she got was something totally unexpected.
His hands dropped to her bottom and began to massage her aching flesh with soothing strokes.
“It will get worse before it gets better. I believe that’s a Western saying.”
She groaned, too relieved to be embarrassed. His hands felt like magic, but she knew that if he kept going,
she’d do something silly like ask him to make love to her. Shoving at his chest, she backed away, her legs shaky.
“We, umm … better return or we’ll miss dinner.”
She didn’t look him in the eye, afraid of her own hungry desire. His disappointed sigh was loud in the silence.
“You are correct, Mina. Come.”
He held out his hand. Jasmine slipped her palm into his and they made their way to camp. Her wicked husband
leaned over and said,
“I promise to soothe your sore muscles tonight, my Jasmine. I wouldn’t have you so aching from riding that I
couldn’t ride you,” just as they reached camp. A blazing blush stole over her.
The other men took one look at her and smiled knowingly. Ignoring them, Jasmine sat down next to Tariq. He
sat to her left and a little in front of her, protecting her from the curious looks.
Jasmine almost smiled at his possessiveness, but didn’t challenge him. Aside from the fact that she was relieved she didn’t have to face everyone in her current state, she would never dishonor Tariq in front of his people.
In private, she felt free to question him, but deep instinct told her it would be a betrayal to do so publicly.
It wasn’t just that Tariq was sheik in a desert land, where men possessively protected their women even as they
cherished them.
It was him.
He was a very private man, a man who met the world wearing a mask. His pride was tied to his inherently
private nature.
To his people, Tariq was approachable and kind, but he maintained an aristocratic reserve that was appropriate
to his role. However, in New Zealand, he’d utterly frozen out her family, his contempt for their manipulative
games completely undetectable. Yet with Jasmine he’d been warm, playful, teasing and, most of all, loving.
Four years later, she understood that only she had seen the man behind the mask.
He’d trusted her. Even now he was really himself with her only occasionally—times when he seemed to forget
the past. The rest of the time, he wore a mask for her, that of a man who would “own” his woman.
It was a mask, she told herself.
Her Tariq was hidden behind it.
After the evening meal, there was a short discussion in the native language of Zulheil. It was a beautiful
language, but one she hadn’t yet mastered.
“You were discussing sleeping arrangements?” she asked Tariq, when he turned to her.
His eyes were hooded by the edge of his headgear, but she could see the campfire reflected in their depths. Her
body began to burn with an inner blaze that was hotter than anything the desert could create.
“Yes. We carry tents with us if you wish to use one.” Jasmine shook her head.
“No, I want to see the stars.” He smiled, as if she’d made him proud.
“We will sleep away from the rest of the men.” Remembering his promise, she blushed.
“Won’t that be a problem?”
He raised an aristocratic eyebrow.
“No man would let his woman bed down where other men may look upon her sleeping face.”
“That sounds very—”
“Primitive? Possessive? I am all those things where you are concerned, Mina.”
With the wild desert surrounding them and the night sky sparkling overhead, his words sounded exactly right.
He was a warrior into whose keeping she had given her life, and she knew that he would always protect her.
“What, no arguments?” he asked, when she remained silent.
“How can I argue with a man who has promised me a massage?”
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For once, her controlled husband looked disconcerted. It only lasted a moment, but it was enough. The desire
between them was mutual, a living, breathing thing. Unlike the loneliness of her love, when he took her in his
arms, they were very much partners.
“I think it is time to retire.” As he spoke, Tariq’s eyes glowed with inner fire, not reflected flames.
They left the others soon afterward, carrying their own bedding. Tariq waved off offers of help, saying that if
he couldn’t make a bed in the desert, he wasn’t worthy of being sheik. His men nodded solemnly, pleased with
their leader.
He made Jasmine wait while he lay the bedding on top of a thick patch of some springy vegetation that would
cushion their bodies from the hard ground. Then he held out his hand.
“There is one thing, Mina.”
“What?”
“Tonight, you cannot make a sound. We are too close to the others.”
He’d already removed his headgear. Now he took hers off and put it aside, before tangling his hands in the
heavy fall of her hair. A rough sigh betrayed his pleasure.
“Not a single sound, my Jasmine.”
“Not a single one.”
Her promise was softly whispered. She didn’t make a sound when he stripped her and then himself. She managed to remain silent when he kept his promise to loosen her muscles, his powerful hands tender on her abused
flesh. She even bit back her cries when his mouth enclosed her engorged nipples. Then his hand moved between
her legs.
Jasmine bit his shoulder. He continued to play with the soft, moist folds between her thighs until she couldn’t
breathe. She sank her teeth farther into firm muscle in an effort to control her scream. Finally, after tormenting her
for what seemed like hours, he lifted her hips and thrust into her in one smooth stroke.
This time, she muffled her cries against his neck. He gritted his teeth against his own cry of satisfaction, his
face a study in restraint.
They lay with arms and legs tangled until their skin began to chill from the cool night breeze.
Tariq rolled off her and sat up to zip the attached sleeping bags closed. When he propped himself beside her,
Jasmine saw what she’d done.
“Oh no.” She was horrified at the deep, red marks.
“What is it, Mina?” His concern was clear.
“I bit you.” She touched the evidence of her crime with her fingertips. He grinned.
“Thank you.”
“I’m really sorry.”
“I do not mind. There are two more nights we must spend in the desert. Perhaps you will give me another two
souvenirs?” She remained concerned.
“Are you sure it doesn’t hurt?”
“Why don’t you kiss it and see?” he invited. Jasmine immediately reached over and laved the spot with her
tongue and then pressed a tender kiss over it.
“Now I hurt,” he growled against her ear. The hardness pressing impatiently against her thigh explained why.
“But we’ll travel far tomorrow. You must have your rest. Turn around and stop tempting me.”
Jasmine laughed at how disgruntled he sounded, but she fell asleep in seconds, despite the embers of desire
glowing between them. When she wakened, Tariq was already dressed, which was probably just as well. The look
in his eyes said that if she’d wakened a few minutes earlier, he'd certainly have delayed the entire party.
“Good morning, Mina.”
“Morning.” She sat up and rubbed at her eyes.
“I let you rest as long as possible, but we must be away soon if we are to make the next oasis by the time
daylight fades.”
Tariq’s deep voice was a caress in itself, full of sensuous memories. Fighting off her blush, she replied,
“I’ll be quick. Give me ten minutes.”
“Ten minutes.” A hard kiss sealed those words.
Jasmine watched him stride away into the lush foliage, her body craving his touch. Hurried along by the cool
wind, she shook off the desire that lay heavy upon her senses, and rose. The morning air was crisp, almost chilly,
with no hint of the fire and heat that would descend as the sun rose higher. As she completed her toilette, Jasmine
was struck by the way her husband reflected the hidden glory of his land.
Tariq could be ice, and he could be fire. Since arriving in Zuiheil, she’d experienced both.
Four years ago, she’d never seen the ice. Had she known only half the man?
88

Four years ago … four years lost. Suddenly, she was starving for knowledge of Tariq’s life in those lost years.
The longing was a physical ache inside of her. Tariq had rebuffed her attempts to discuss the past, but she knew
that until they did, they’d never truly be at peace.
“Mina! Are you ready?”
Tariq’s call cut through her unwelcome thoughts. The warmth in it was an arrow to her heart. Despite her hunger to know, she couldn’t bear to disrupt their new harmony by bringing up the past. She parted the branches
protecting her from his view.
“Are we leaving?” Other than a few bent shoots of grass, nothing revealed that they had camped in this desert
haven.
“I would not starve you. Not when I am the cause of the hunger you must be feeling.”
The rumble of his voice washed over her. She smoothed her pants, inexplicably shy. Straightening from his
leaning position against the trunk of a tree heavy with dark green, glossy foliage, Tariq skated his eyes over her
modestly garbed form with a possessiveness she couldn’t mistake. Her breath hitched. When he looked up, she
thought she might just beg him to take her.
He crooked a finger.
Some feminine instinct protested that arrogant action, even as the needy part of her wanted to run over and say
yes, please. Instead, she stuck one hand on her hip and copied the gesture, with a boldness that, around her
husband, felt right.
Tariq’s smile was a slash of white in the duskiness of his face. To her surprise, he obeyed her command and
walked over to stand in front of her, so close that her breasts brushed his chest with every breath she took.
“What would you do with me, my wife?”
Now that she had him where she’d wanted him, she couldn’t think of what to say.
Mina’s sudden shyness surprised Tariq. He traced a finger down the cool smoothness of her cheek. She ducked
her head, but brought her hand up to cover his. He smiled and bent his knees to bring himself to her level. He
surprised her with his sudden descent, and that was the only reason he saw the shadows in her eyes.
He rose to his full height, thunder pouring through his veins. She was hiding something.
“What is worrying you?”
She jerked her head up. Hair the color of shattered rubies tumbled over his hands. Blue eyes displayed her
distress at being found out.
“What do you mean? I’m fine.”
Her small lie only made him more determined. What was she thinking that she had to hide it from him?
Where she was concerned, he’d learned to trust his instincts. Mina called to the part of him that was wild,
primitive, untamed, a part that could be dangerous if he didn’t keep it leashed. Complete possession of Mina was
the payment demanded by the wildness for four years of imprisonment.
“I am your husband. You will not lie. Answer me.”
He thrust his hands through the fiery silk. The last time she’d hidden her thoughts from him, she’d been
convincing herself to walk away. It had almost destroyed him. He didn’t think he would survive if she ran from
him a second time.
“We’ll be late,” she protested. Time was no longer important.
“They will wait.” His voice was made rough by his knowledge of his vulnerability to her.
“This isn’t the place.” She put her hands on his chest, as if to push him away.
“You will answer me.” The small hands on his chest curled into fists.
“You are so arrogant, sometimes I want to scream!”
The explosion almost made him want to smile. Mina’s temper delighted him. Only the knowledge that she was
hiding something from him curbed the urge. His mother had hidden her illness and it had cost him his chance to
say goodbye … and maybe more. Mina’s secret could cost him his wife.
“I am simply willing to go after what I want.”
“So am I.” Her voice was fierce. “I came to you.”
“And you will stay.” He would not give her a choice. “Is this primitive land starting to lose its charms?”
She rolled her eyes, impertinent in her anger.
“No, but you’re driving me crazy with your questions.”
“Answer me and I will ask no more.”
His logical response made her grit her teeth. Those magnificent eyes flashed lightning at him.
“I’ll tell you later.”
“Now.” He kept her in place with his hands in her hair, clenching thick handfuls of the luminous strands.
She looked away from him. Her body was poised for flight but there was nowhere for her to go. In its blinding
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starkness, his land was his greatest ally. As he watched, the realization of her weakness dawned on her.
“You’re taking advantage of your strength.” Her hunted expression accused him.
“I will use every advantage I have.”
He would not, could not, lose her. She was as vital to him as breathing.
For a second, their eyes met. Silence hung between them, his implacable words almost visible in the air.
“What does it matter what I was thinking?”
He knew she was clutching at anything that might offer a reprieve. The hint of victory sharpened his hunter’s
instincts.
“You belong to me, Mina.”
This time she’d have no secrets from him. Perhaps, he acknowledged, her youth had made her vulnerable to
the pressures she’d been put under four years ago. But if he’d known of those pressures, he would have been
ready to fight for her and might not have had his heart ripped to pieces.
Her sigh signaled defeat.
“I was thinking of the past.”
Some of the chill that had retreated under the fire of their heated conversation returned with a vengeance.
“Why do you think of such things?” The past held only pain and betrayal.
“I can’t help it. Not when it stands between us.” Her expression was earnest, her words passionate.
As Jasmine had feared, the mention of the past blighted the incipient joy of the day. Tariq’s smile was only a
memory now, this hard-visaged desert warrior the reality. He didn’t deny her statement and the silence grew until
it pressed heavily upon her. Wary of the stranger he’d become, she lay her hand on his left bicep. The muscle was
inflexible.
“Four years, Tariq.” Her emotions were naked in her voice.
“Four years we were apart, and you refuse to share even a crumb of your life during that time.”
His expression grew even darker.
“What would you know?”
The question stunned her. She’d been expecting a harsh reprimand or perhaps cold dismissal. For a moment,
shock kept her silent, but then words tumbled out of her.
“Anything! Everything! Not knowing about those years is like a hole inside me, a part where you’re missing.”
“You made that choice.”
“But now I’ve made another choice!”
The infinitesimal turning away of his face was his only response.
“Please,” she begged.
He released her. Startled, she swayed before regaining her balance. Stepping back, he regarded her with eyes
darkened to the color of ancient greenstone.
“I was the subject of an assassination attempt by a terrorist organization on my way back from New Zealand.”
“No! Did they …” He shook his head in a sharp negative as an answer to the question she couldn’t bring
herself to ask.
“They had no chance.” When he returned to his position by the tree, her sense of isolation almost overwhelmed
Jasmine.
“Are they still active?”
“No, they were supported by their government, which was overthrown two years ago. The new government is
friendly and will sponsor no more such attempts.”
She thought that he was trying to soothe her obvious pain. That gave her the courage to continue, even though
the ice in his voice was an obvious command to withdraw. She almost expected to see the air fog with her breath.
“But even one!” That was when he delivered a blow so staggering that he might as well have backhanded her.
“They thought me weak and an easy target, because a woman had brought me to my knees.”
Jasmine wanted to scream in agony. To have almost lost him … and to finally comprehend that her mission
would be a thousand times more difficult than she’d believed. Maybe even impossible.
The night before, she’d begun to understand the depths to which her husband’s honor and pride were inter twined with his private nature. Today, it was painfully clear that Tariq’s pride had been savaged by the reason
behind the attempt.
His strength as a leader, as a warrior, had been questioned because he’d allowed himself to feel.
He would not forgive the woman who had been the cause of the insult.
A call from one of the guides interrupted the heavy silence. Tariq replied without shifting his gaze from her, his
eyes dark, impenetrable. The syllables sounded brusque and guttural, as if he, too, were keeping strong emotions in check.
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“We must go.”
She nodded, numb from shock. Unable to trust herself not to break down, she followed him to the main area.
He put food in her hands, and when she didn’t move to feed herself, he leaned down and whispered in her ear.
“Eat, Mina, or I will put you in my lap and feed you.”
She believed him. As quickly as possible, she forced the food down. She had her pride, too.
*
Tariq carefully picked up Jasmine and placed her on the camel, once she’d bolted down the meal. He could see
her fighting the urge to bring up the food, but he was ruthless in his protectiveness. She would need her strength
to survive the desert journey. He would not let her mistreat herself.
When he mounted behind her, he made sure not to jostle her. She’d been silent since his revelation about the
assassination attempt. He didn’t like her stillness. His Mina was fire, life, joy. Yet he knew his harshness had
caused her withdrawal. He had spoken to his wife in anger, and now that it had passed, he did not know how to
bring her back to him.
“Hold on,” he said, as the camel stood up, even though there was no need. His arm was a band around her
waist. He would never let her fall, never let her be hurt.
She clutched at his arm, but let go the minute the camel was up. Her white headgear gave her a hiding place
and frustrated him.
He needed her to talk to him.
The discovery made him scowl. A sheik didn’t need anyone. A man would be a fool to need a woman who’d
proved incapable of loyalty. He’d merely become used to her presence and voice over the past day. It was nothing
more than that.
“Will you sulk all day?”
He knew he was being unfair, but was unable to stop himself. He wanted her to fight back, wanted her to feel
as much as he did, even if it was only anger.
“I’m not sulking.” Her response held a hint of her customary fire.
Something he didn’t want to acknowledge inside him eased at her response. She hadn’t been beaten or broken.
“It’s better that you know the truth.”
“That you’ll never again allow me close to your heart?” Her blunt question threatened to unsettle him.
“Yes. I will not be such an easy target a second time.”
“Target?” It was a husky whisper. “This isn’t war.” His mouth twisted.
“It’s worse.”
After her rejection, he’d barely been able to function. He had loved her more than he loved the endless deserts
of his homeland, but it had been the desert wilderness that had helped him heal the wounds she’d inflicted.
“I don’t want to fight with you.”
Her words calmed him and made him gentle in his response.
“You belong to me now, my Jasmine. There’s no reason for us to fight. This is forever.”
He would not trust her with his heart again, but neither would he let her go.
Forever.
*
Jasmine lay her head against Tariq’s chest and swallowed her tears. At one time she would’ve crawled on her
hands and knees across broken glass for the promise of forever with Tariq. Now that wasn’t enough.
Forever with a Tariq who didn’t love her and would never love her wasn’t enough.
The obstacles in her path had grown to almost insurmountable proportions. Convincing Tariq of her loyalty
would not be enough. He might eventually forgive her for not fighting for their love against her family, but she
doubted it would be easy. But would he ever forgive the second staggering blow to his warrior’s pride?
And what if she caused a third, with the secret that had broken a child’s heart?
Panic threatened to choke her.
No! No one would know about her illegitimacy! No one would shame her husband. Only her family knew, and
they valued their position in society too much to let the truth slip out.
You think your prince would marry a girl who can’t even name her father? Keep dreaming, little sister.
Four years ago, Sarah had picked at her most vulnerable spot and then kicked hard.
Jasmine still hadn’t recovered from the blow, because she knew her sister was right. How could Tariq accept
her, much less love her, if even her adoptive parents hadn’t been able to?
He wouldn’t believe that she’d been so overwhelmed by the marriage ceremony, she’d forgotten the one vital
fact that made her the wrong choice to be his wife. As a girl of eighteen, she’d planned to tell him … until Sarah
had bluntly thrown the consequences in her face. Believing her sister, Jasmine had kept her hurtful secret, and her
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family had used it to batter her down when they’d asked her to choose.
*
“You will speak to me.”
The rough order jerked her out of her maudlin thoughts. He liked her speaking to him, did he? Yesterday, he’d
teased her that she chattered like a magpie.
Allowing a smile to escape, she let hope fill her heart about her ability to inspire love in this complex man. So
the fight would be harder. So what? She’d almost died living apart from him. As long as there was the slightest
hope, as long as her panther liked to talk to her, as long as he touched her body like he was starving for her, she’d
persevere.
Maybe one day he’d trust her enough, love her enough, to accept all of her.
Until then, she’d keep the secret she desperately needed to share, the anguish she needed to fight with his love,
deep within her. And she’d make up for that one lie by fighting for other truths, however much it hurt.
“Tell me.” Her tone was quiet but determined.
“What?”
“Tell me exactly what they tried to do.”
“Mina.” Tariq’s annoyance was clear. “I have said that the past is the past. If you do not wish to fight, we will
not speak of this.” His hard body moved behind her as he made an adjustment to the reins held negligently in his
left hand.
“And I’m supposed to obey your decree without question?”
She was unable to let such an arrogant presumption pass. He was silent for a long moment.
“No one challenges the sheik when he has spoken.”
“You’re my husband.”
“Yet you don’t act as a submissive wife should.”
His tone was so neutral that she almost missed the wry undertone. He was teasing her, no longer cold, as he’d
been after the revelation in the oasis. Jasmine decided to continue her quest for the truth, despite his implied forgiveness for the pain she’d reawakened that morning.
If she let it go now, Tariq would always refuse to discuss the past. An incredibly strong man, he needed a
woman who would challenge him when required, not buckle under to his demands.
“If you wanted submission, you should’ve gotten a pet.”
She didn’t add that a submissive wife would bore him out of his aristocratic skull within a week. His arms
tightened around her.
“No, Mina, I need no pet. Not when I have you to pet.” The wordplay made her blush.
“You speak English just fine when you put your mind to it,” she noted. “But I’m not going to be distracted.”
“No?” Under her breast, his arm suddenly came to life. Muscle flowed and shifted, caressing her without any
visible movement.
“No.” Her voice was firm, though desire crackled through her like white lightning.
He slid his hand down to press against her stomach. Then, without warning, he said,
“We stopped in Bahrain on our return, for diplomatic reasons. On the way from the airport, my car was
separated from the cavalcade by two large trucks.”
“Hiraz”
“I was not good company at that time.” Tariq’s quiet response drove another nail into the bruised flesh of her
heart. “Hiraz was riding in the foremost car with two guards. Another two were in the following car.”
“You were alone.” Instinctively, her hands left the pommel and pressed over his.
“I am never alone, Mina.”
His words were as close to a complaint as she’d ever heard. Even a sheik, she understood, needed privacy. A
man like Tariq would need it more than most.
“My driver is always a trained guard.”
“What happened next?”
She was caught in the destructive grip of a past that could have physically stolen Tariq from her. As it was, the
emotional damage caused by the attack was profound.
He leaned down and moved her headgear aside so he could whisper into her ear. The intimate gesture made her
glad that they were riding at the back of the group.
“We took care of them.” His masculine scent surrounded her, his warmth an experience she didn’t want to
escape.
“That’s all you’re going to say?” she protested, disturbed by the way he seemed to be withdrawing once again.
“There isn’t much else. They were religious zealots from a troubled nation who sought to kill me with their
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bare hands. I disabled three, my driver two.”
He nuzzled her neck, a gesture so achingly familiar that tears threatened. The tone of his voice belonged to an
exasperated man tired of a topic, rather than one bent on rebuilding an impenetrable wall.
“And the other guards took care of the rest after breaching the barrier of trucks?” she guessed.
Tariq drew back from her and pulled the covering close around her face.
“You are too fair,” he grumbled.
“Maybe I’ll tan.” There was always hope. His response was a disbelieving snort.
“Enough of this. We will talk of other things.”
She might’ve argued with him, but he’d already relented a great deal after his initial refusal to speak about his
life. Pushing her luck could backfire.
“All right.”
“I don’t believe you.” He sounded so male, so put upon.
“Drat.”
She fell back into the relationship as it had been before she’d learned the awful truth about how Tariq had been
targeted for assassination because of his perceived weakness in loving her. She needed to feel his happiness, to
find hope in his laughter.
“How are you feeling?” he asked. She thought he was referring to their fight.
“This is a beautiful day. It’s a day to be happy.” His chuckle startled her.
“I was asking how your sweet bottom was feeling.” She blushed and elbowed him.
“Behave.”
The last traces of frost were long gone. Fire surrounded her. She swallowed tears of bittersweet happiness.
There would be no more pain this gorgeous day. She’d pretend that the world was perfect and that the man
holding her so carefully, loved her, too.
*
However, that night, Jasmine couldn’t keep pretending that everything was okay. Not when her heart was
threatening to break under the strain.
“Would it be okay if I retired early?” she asked Tariq. The firelight, which had seemed so romantic the night
before, now made her eyes feel dry and achy.
From his protective position slightly in front of her, Tariq glanced over his shoulder.
“You do not wish to remain?” His voice had a dark edge that she couldn’t decipher.
“I’m tired. This is new for me,” she confessed, hiding one truth behind another.
Her husband moved until he was sitting next to her. Then, to her surprise, he pulled her against his seated form.
Tariq rarely touched her in public. She hadn’t yet found the courage to ask him whether it was because he
didn’t want to, or because of the circumspection demanded of his position.
“I apologize, Mina. You don’t complain, so I forget that this journey must be hard for you.”
Deep, sensuous, caressing, his words washed over her like soft, welcoming rain. She nestled her head against
his shoulder, finding that some of her inner ache had disappeared. He held her as if she mattered.
“Am I expected to stay because I’m your wife?”
His muscled arm firmed around her as he shifted her a tiny bit nearer, eliminating any hint of space between
their bodies.
“Your intelligence is one of the reasons you are my wife,” he murmured. “My people judge those not of our
land. It’s a flaw in us and yet it’s so much a part of Zuiheil that it may be our saving grace. We do not trust easily.”
Jasmine had known that the first moment she’d met him.
“Even though they’ve accepted you because you are my chosen wife,” he continued, gazing down at her
upturned face, “and you’ll receive obedience, the amount of respect you receive will be determined by a thousand
things, among them your ability to endure this harsh land.”
She understood what he would never articulate. His honor was now bound inextricably to hers. It was a fragile
link that could shatter as it had once before, and rip even this shaky relationship from her grasp.
“I’ll stay. Just hold me?” She winced at the neediness of her voice.
He answered by touching her cheek with his free hand, his dark eyes fierce with what she wanted to believe
was pride. Another knot melted inside her. When he looked away, she watched the play of the firelight on his face.
He was at once beautiful and dangerous. A panther momentarily at rest. A warrior at home among his people.
Jasmine smiled. Her earlier frustration and pain had faded to a dull ache. Strangely content now, she stared up
at the jewel-studded night sky, wondering if within those pinpricks there was a candle to light her way into her
husband’s heart. …
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