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PREFACE


Several years ago, I was asked if I would be interested in writing a book about my life. At the time, I wondered what could be so interesting about my story that anyone would take the time to read it.

I have seldom spoken about my childhood or where I came from. Instead I spent years struggling to conform to a culture and way of life that was foreign to me. And yet, although it may appear on the surface that I have managed well, I cannot seem to find the sense of belonging or peace of mind for which I yearn.

I am unhappy. Feeling lonely and lost, I live the life of a vagabond, moving from one place to the next. My hope is always that in a new place I will finally find happiness. But each time I am disappointed.

The years are passing; I am getting older. After fifteen years in the modern world, shouldn’t I have adapted to this way of life? And yet the older I get, the more my past seems intent on making itself heard, getting louder with each passing year. Buried memories are beginning to resurface, and the question of who I am and where I belong is growing stronger.

I feel like I am not living but merely existing. I go about  my business doing what is required of me. Yet my mind is tormented by a burning desire I cannot explain, a feeling of homesickness for something lost.

I don’t want to continue this way any more. I want to feel alive again, to wake up in the morning with meaning in my life.

So I have decided to tell my story – to take a journey into the past, with the hope of discovering who I really am and where I belong.

But most of all I want to still the turmoil in my mind, to find the inner peace I so crave.

 



I want to tell a story, the story of a girl from a world lost to time. Like all mythic stories, it involves hate and love, forgiveness and brutality, and in the end, the beauty of life. But this story is no myth; it is a true story, and it is mine.
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MY STORY


Germany, 1989. It is the beginning of October, and I am seventeen years old. The clothes I am wearing were given to me – dark, oversized trousers held in place by a brown belt, a striped pullover that hangs down almost to my knees, and ankle-high shoes that are causing me great discomfort. I have hardly ever worn real shoes before, so this is a new kind of pain for me. The jacket I am wearing looks like something from another generation – it’s dark blue with a hood that falls over my eyes when I try to put it on.

I am shivering from the cold; the icy wind is biting into my ears and nose. My hands have gone numb. Having barely known the winter, I don’t know how to dress properly and do not have on gloves or a vest or even a hat.

I am at the central train station in Hamburg. I gasp as a bitter wind whistles past, clasping me in its icy embrace. It is shortly past nine or maybe ten, I don’t remember any more. Someone had dropped me off at the station with  instructions about how to find the right train. So confusing, so many numbers involved. After some time, I find the right platform – number 14. Clenching my small bag tightly against me, I put down the suitcase containing the few possessions I was able to bring with me. I look at the ticket in my hand for the hundredth time, trying to memorize the number of the carriage. Terribly nervous, with all my senses on overload, I carefully watch the unfamiliar white faces swirling around me, ready to defend myself should anyone attack me. But no one seems to even notice me.

An announcement blares through the speakers, but before I can understand it, the message is swallowed by commotion around me. Wide-eyed, I watch the scenario unfolding in front of me.

Then, for the first time in my life, I come face to face with a real train. It comes rushing toward me so fast, I step back in fright. This train looks different from those I had seen in pictures. It doesn’t even have a smoke-stack. Instead, it is big and ominous, like a long, white snake slithering out of a black hole.

When the train finally draws to a halt, people start pushing and shoving to get on. I hang back for a few seconds, motionless, forgetting the cold as I stare with a mixture of curiosity and fear at the sight in front of me. A number on the side of the carriage catches my eye. I compare it with the number on my ticket and realize they are not the same. I look to the left and then to the right. The train seems to go on for ever. Blindly, I turn and hurry to the end of the train. Suddenly, there is a whistle; I startle and frantically look around. A man in uniform is holding up a strange baton. I start to panic when I realize that this must have something to do with the train’s departure. Jumping  through the nearest door, I get aboard just in time. The train is all ready starting to move.

Standing still for a moment, I am unsure of what to do next. My heart is beating so quickly. I spot what seem to be doors connecting the carriages, so I set off toward the front of the train, making sure not to make eye contact with any of the passengers as I pass. I start sweating as I push my way forward; there seems to be no end to the line of carriages. Suddenly, I find myself in a carriage that looks nicer than the ones I had passed through earlier; it’s the first-class carriage. I have reached the front of the train and still not found the right number. My eyes fill with tears.

At that moment, a man comes out of a compartment and notices me. I turn away quickly, but he still approaches me, asking if he can help. I glance at him; he looks to be in his thirties and is wearing a dark business suit. He has brown hair, and his eyes are a brilliant blue. I show him the ticket and ask if he knows where to find the carriage with this number.

A man in uniform comes walking down the aisle and joins us. When asked if he can help, he glances at my ticket and tells me in an offhand manner that I am on the wrong train. I feel the colour drain out of my face. Noticing my fear, the conductor quickly tries to calm me down by explaining that there are two trains going to the same destination. Struggling to contain overwhelming panic, I ask him what I should do. He instructs me to get off at the next stop and take the next incoming train on the same platform. After checking the ticket of the blue-eyed man next to me, the conductor says good-bye and moves on. Standing alone with this stranger on a dark train in a foreign country, I feel a wave of helplessness and vulnerability wash over me.

Wild fears of rape and murder shoot through my mind. All the terrifying stories I had heard, the dangers of this modern world suddenly seem much more real now. How can I protect myself ? I have no bow and arrow or even a knife on me.

The man smiles at me and asks if I would like to join him in his compartment until the next station. I shake my head, saying that I would prefer to stand in the corridor. He tries again, explaining that I would be much more comfortable seated in a compartment. Now I am convinced he is dangerous and up to no good. I say no, pick up my suitcase and take refuge in the little corridor between the carriages. He follows, asking where I am from. Hamburg, I tell him, my voice shaking, silently praying that he goes away.

To my great relief, the train starts slowing down. I am standing at the exit door of the carriage, but when the train comes to a stop, I suddenly realize I don’t know how to open the door. I panic – what do I have to do, push or pull? I rattle the door handle harder, but nothing happens. The stranger reaches past me and pulls a red lever, opening the door. A gust of bitter wind blows into my face. What a relief to see the platform in front of me. One step and I will be out of danger. I mutter a quick thanks and clamber outside. As the door closes behind me, I turn to catch the last glimpse of the stranger at the window of the departing train.

There is no one else on the platform. It looks deserted and dark apart from a few dim lights above me. I start to shiver again. I can hear my teeth chattering and find myself longing for the comforting heat of the rain forest. I do not know what city I am in or what I will do if the next train doesn’t come. Will I freeze to death here?

After what seems like an eternity, the next train finally arrives. This time, I am relieved to find the right carriage. I  get on and notice a rack in the corridor filled with suitcases. Though I am convinced that my luggage will be stolen since I cannot guard it from my seat, I leave it there. By now I simply don’t care any more. My legs feel weak, my feet hurt and I am exhausted.

Sitting down, I look for a seat belt but cannot find one, so I check the seat next to me. None there either. I look around and notice that no one is wearing a seat belt. This strikes me as odd, but maybe it is the way things are done here. After all, this country is foreign to me, even if my passport says I belong here.

Still shivering, I settle down. The gentle movement of the train starts to calm me. I take my shoes off and tuck my feet up under me to warm them, pulling my jacket tight around me. I gaze out the window and notice the moon. It looks so small and dim, like a fading flower. My eyes fill with tears that run down my cold cheeks. Even the moon here is a stranger to me, so unlike the one I am accustomed to. The moon I know is proud, so full of life and strength that its brightness casts my shadow on the ground.

I wearily lay my head back and close my eyes. The train continues to pick up speed. In my mind, I leave this cold, dark place and flee back into the familiar. Blue, white and green colours drift past my mind’s eye. I am flying back into the warmth. The sun is shining, and its rays are flying with me. They dance around me, wrapping my whole body in their welcoming embrace. Visions of green fields envelop me, followed by colourful towns full of people, and then deep, dark valleys with narrow rivers etched through them. I can see the dense vegetation of great forests rolling their way over land.

Then the sea, vast and shimmering, stretching out beyond the endless horizon. And finally my beloved jungle  with proud, tall trees forming a beautiful emerald carpet as far as the eye can see. This is a sight I have seen many times but which never fails to fill me with awe. The mighty jungle of West Papua. The lost valley. My home.
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THE LOST VALLEY


As a child, I dreamed of flying like a bird, gliding high over the trees, driven by the wind. And then one day, I did fly. It was in January of 1980 that we began a trip that would change my life for ever.

My family had been living for about a year at Danau Bira, a small jungle base in West Papua, Indonesia – the western half of the island of New Guinea. The capital city, Jayapura, was located on the coast, and the flights from there to the interior of the island were long and expensive. Several families had built this small settlement in the middle of the jungle and named it Danau Bira.

The adults in the group, who came from a variety of countries, were linguists, anthropologists, pilots, missionaries and support staff. For them, Danau Bira was a place to come together to work on projects in the jungle. For us children, Danau Bira was simply paradise. On a two-mile stretch of land facing a lake, there were a number of houses, a tiny airstrip, a small post office, a meeting house, a guesthouse  and a very small school. We even had a generator that provided electricity for several hours a day. A narrow, stone-covered path ran through the entire settlement. Two tribes lived in the area around Danau Bira: the Dani and the Bauzi. By the time we arrived, they had all ready been in contact with the world outside the jungle for some time.

Our wooden house was situated on a little hill with a wonderful view of the lake. There we lived, cut off from Western civilization, in what seemed like an almost perfect world.

I had just turned seven, had short blond hair and blue eyes, and was thin as a rail. As the middle child of three siblings, I was the wildest – constantly on the go and blessed with a lively imagination.

My sister, Judith, two years older than me, was the quiet, withdrawn one. She preferred sitting in a tree and drawing to more active pursuits. My brother, Christian, two years younger than me, was my most loyal follower, my partner in crime and (at times) my sworn enemy. He had a good memory, which, unfortunately, was often a disadvantage for me because when we argued, Mama believed him over me. As for my parents, they had chosen to leave Germany and pursue this unusual life in order to work as linguists and missionaries with a recently discovered native tribe.

The previous year, my father had established contact with the Fayu, a tribe located in a territory that had only been known to the outside world through myths and rumours. Since the initial meeting, Papa had made repeated trips to the Fayu, who lived in a region that was known to some as ‘The Lost Valley’. And on a January morning in 1980, the moment for us to join him arrived. On that day, Mama, my brother, sister and I left our home in Danau Bira to go meet this new tribe.

When I woke up that morning, it was all ready hot and sticky. The sun shone its rays down on us without mercy. There was not a single cloud in the sky, only a brilliant blue canvas from horizon to horizon. Even the birds had crawled into the bushes to escape the heat of the day. Only a few brave insects chirped their songs from hiding places in the thicket.

I was excited and had all ready packed my personal belongings in a backpack. The previous evening my mother had given us two detailed lists. One was labeled ‘To Pack’; the other was labeled ‘Not Allowed.’ To this day, I have never met anyone who can come close to mastering the practicality of packing the way my mother has.

Mama went through our bags one more time. ‘Sabine,’ she asked, ‘did you pack everything as we discussed?’

I looked at her with big, innocent eyes. ‘But of course, Mama.’

‘Well, let’s see then,’ she said, and I knew I was in trouble. With a sigh, I opened my backpack. Shaking her head, Mama pulled out two glass jars that contained my favourite spiders.

‘But Mama,’ I said in desperation, ‘they need me; I am their mother.’

‘Then they will have to find a new mother,’ she said without pity.

Angrily, I muttered, ‘But Judith also packed stuff she’s not allowed to take.’ Judith looked at me with the shock of betrayal. Mama’s search of her bag revealed various sketchbooks and her new dress from Germany.

Minius, a young orphaned Dani whom we had taken into our family, helped my mother carry the bags outside, where several other Dani men waited to load them onto the canoe that was to transport us to the small airstrip. The  way would have been too difficult on foot with all our luggage. I was wearing long trousers, a T-shirt and a jacket that Mama had instructed me to take, though I didn’t understand why. After all, it was terribly hot outside. I couldn’t imagine being cold in this place.

‘Do you want to go with the first or second canoe?’ Mama wanted to know. I decided on the first canoe and went outside, where Christian was waiting. Judith wanted to go with Mama in the second one.

We skipped down the stone path until we came to a little wooden bridge, where I noticed a brightly coloured lizard hiding underneath. Immediately, I dropped my backpack and went to catch him. Christian, who was ahead of me, ran back and said, ‘Sabine, hurry up! Otherwise the boat will leave without us. You can’t keep the lizard anyway.’ I glanced back up at the house and noticed Mama’s warning glance as she caught me just as I was depositing the lizard in my pocket. To this day, I don’t understand how she always managed to know what I was thinking. Disappointed that I hadn’t found a replacement for my spiders, I took the squirming lizard back out of my pocket and let him go. I climbed onto the bridge, picked up my stuff and ran after Christian.

A few yards later, the path met the dock, which consisted simply of boards extending over the water. We jumped into the canoe and sat on some crossed boards that served as seats. A Dani man started the outboard motor and we glided out onto the lake. The wind felt so cool and refreshing. I let my hand glide over the water, splashing my face and hair. We motored past a few more houses and docks, and then a longer stretch of impenetrable jungle. Finally, we came to an open area that looked like a long, wide path of grass – the air-strip. It ran from the top of a small hill down to the lake.  If a pilot didn’t manage to get the aircraft into the air in time, you could end up taking an unscheduled bath.

We tied our canoe to the dock, jumped out of it and carried all we could to the small air-strip. As we arrived, the preparation for the flight was in full swing. The pilot was walking around the helicopter doing his preflight check. The Dani men kept watch for the wild boars and free-roaming chickens in the area, any of which could complicate the take-off.

Our baggage was quickly piled up on the grass close to the chopper, ready to be loaded. Excitedly, I looked at the helicopter and could hardly believe that we were about to fly in it. It was a Bell 47 model with a rounded windshield covering the entire front of the craft. On both sides there were small platforms to which the luggage would be latched. It looked to me like a heavily laden dragonfly.

The pilot turned to me and asked, ‘Well, Sabine, are you ready for your new home?’ I beamed at him and answered that I was well prepared and really excited.

‘Do you have your jacket with you?’ Again the jacket! I answered in the affirmative and asked why I would need it. He explained that during the flight, it could get very cold as we ascended.

Suddenly I heard Christian scream. As I turned, the sight that presented itself threw me into a fit of hysterical giggles. He had been trying to help the Dani men chase a pig off the landing strip, but in the process slipped into a large pile of pig droppings in which he was still lying and screaming.

I ran over to him and, holding my nose shut, danced around saying, ‘Christian stinks like a pig now.’

‘No I don’t!’ he replied angrily.

‘Yes, you do, and because you’re so stinky now, we have to tie you under the helicopter in order to take you with us.’

‘No!’ he screamed even louder. ‘That isn’t true.’ And with that he grabbed a handful of pig dung and threw it at me. With a scream of anger, I threw myself on him. We wrestled in the dirt in the middle of the landing strip, surrounded by amused Dani men. At that moment, Mama and Judith came running up the path, having heard the shouting from afar. The pilot only grinned as Mama raced past him. Judith stood a safe distance away from us, looking at us contemptuously and melodramatically declaring, ‘I always knew I didn’t belong in this family!’

There we stood, covered head to toe with pig dung and starting to attract hoards of flies. Mama took us down to the lake, where we had to undress and wash ourselves under her strict supervision. She put the dirty clothes into a bag, and Minius brought us fresh clothing from our luggage. Judith stayed behind, recounting to a very amused pilot the creative tale of how she ended up as a part of this family even though she was actually a real princess.

Finally it was time, and the pilot told us to climb aboard. The only place to sit in the helicopter was on a single, long bench. Christian sat next to the pilot, who was checking his instruments once again. Next to him sat Judith, then Mama, and I was on the outside. With all the skills that I could muster, I begged Mama to let me have the outside seat. After a lengthy discussion with the pilot, she finally consented. In order to lighten the weight to allow for more luggage, the doors had been taken off the craft, and so I now sat next to empty space and had an almost free downward view.

An American mechanic strapped us in and then double-checked the straps. I had been ordered to put on my jacket before, and having rarely worn a jacket here, I felt like I was suffocating. The mechanic stepped away and gave the pilot  a hand signal indicating all was clear. Suddenly, there was a loud noise, and the great propeller started to turn faster and faster. It caused such a strong downdraft that everything loose flew away. The excitement grew in me as I felt us slowly lift upward.

As we rose higher and higher, the front of the helicopter dipped forward, and we flew out over the lake until we reached the edge of the jungle. With a swift upturn, we skimmed over the tops of the massive trees, flying higher and higher. I caught my breath in awe as I looked out over one of the largest rain forests in the world, stretched out beneath us as far as the eye could see.

I was flying! Adrenaline rushed through me, along with an unbelievable sense of well-being. The trees beneath us seemed so close, I felt that I only had to stretch out my hand to touch them. Green, brown and orange mixed themselves into a lovely palette, stretching until it lost itself in the blue horizon. I held my breath and closed my eyes as I felt the cold air whipping over my body. I hadn’t anticipated such an extreme temperature difference. The wind blew with such a force that I tightly gripped the seat belt, thinking that if I let go, the wind would come and just carry me away.

As I opened my eyes, I saw two beautiful white birds flying beneath us. The noise of the helicopter didn’t seem to bother them at all. How nice it would be to stretch out one’s arms and be able to fly like a bird.

After what only seemed like a few minutes to me but was probably more like an hour, I saw the village of Kordesi under us. As we flew over the small settlement, natives from the Dou tribe stood and waved up at us. The helicopter banked to the left and followed the flow of the river, a mixture of bright blue and muddy brown. We followed it for  about half an hour until the river made a sharp curve, and we spotted a small clearing.

We were to land on nothing more than a small patch of grass and dirt. To the left of it were thatched huts that protruded sporadically from the canopy of the jungle’s trees. On the right side was a new wooden house with an aluminium roof, which was surrounded by several large trees. I caught sight of dark figures running for the cover of the jungle. Only one figure remained. My father stood at the edge of the clearing and waved as the helicopter settled onto the ground. I felt a jolt. We had landed!
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THE FIRST ENCOUNTER


The pilot turned off the motor. It took a while for the propeller to slow down and stop. Then suddenly it was completely silent – no singing birds, no human voices, no engine noises. A few seconds later, a wave of heat hit me like a hammer, causing me to lose my breath for a moment. I scrambled to loosen the seat belt and take off my jacket. Full of curiosity, I peeked out of the cockpit, but there was no human or animal in sight.

At this moment, Papa came around the helicopter and lifted me out, kissed me and told me to wait at the edge of the clearing. My legs felt weak and rubbery. Next, Mama climbed out of the chopper. Judith, in her elegant manner, extended her hand to Papa. He kissed her and helped her down.

‘Papa, you stink! You need a bath!’ she exclaimed. Papa just laughed and picked up Christian.

‘No Papa,’ he said, ‘you smell good, and I am glad we’re here with you.’

‘So there,’ Papa replied. ‘Finally, someone who is happy to see me.’ Whereupon Mama diplomatically replied that she was also happy to see him but a bath really might be in order. Papa did look unusual. I had never seen him with a beard, and his hair was long and scraggly. He wore a sweat-soaked bandana around his neck and a large hat. Even on that first day, it was obvious to us that Papa felt alive in the jungle. He had found his home.

I followed Judith to the edge of the clearing as Christian trailed behind us. We stood and waited, not really knowing what to do. Then in a strange language, Papa called out toward the trees. We watched with eager anticipation, waiting for an answer.

Suddenly we saw several men cautiously step out of the jungle. They slowly came toward us in a swaying, almost slithering way, making no sound as they walked. My siblings and I edged toward each other. We had never seen such wild-looking people. They were taller than the Dani and Bauzi, dark skinned with curly dark hair and completely naked. Their heads were partially covered with black emu feathers that hung over their eyes. Long, thin bones protruded through the soft tissue at the base of the noses – two going vertically and one horizontally. Over each eyebrow there was a flat bone, held in place by a thin headband made of tree bark fibres. Each man carried a bow and arrow in one hand and a stone axe in the other.

The strangers surrounded us, slowly blocking us in. Staring at us with black, expressionless eyes, their faces appeared sinister and threatening. I felt Judith grasping my hand tighter while Christian hid behind us. Closer and closer they came. When one man reached out and grabbed my big sister’s long hair, I felt her flinch and realized from her gasping breath that she was about to panic. Fearfully, I  called out to Papa. Upon hearing my voice, the natives jumped back in amazement. Immediately Papa appeared from behind the helicopter. He again spoke to the men, using that strange language I had never heard before. Then he turned to us and explained that these were Fayu men from the clan of the Iyarike and that we had nothing to be afraid of. They were simply curious because they had never seen white children before. Then Papa took my hand and led me to an older warrior. He laid my hand on the hand of the Fayu and said, ‘This is Chief Baou, who gave us permission to live here.’

Chief Baou suddenly bent down to my level, took my face in his hands, and brought it close to his own. It startled me because I thought he meant to kiss me on the mouth, but instead he pressed his sweaty forehead to mine and rubbed them together. Papa laughed when he saw my surprised expression. He explained that the Fayu rub foreheads with one another as a means of greeting, as a sign of peace. The Fayu then did the same with each of my siblings. For the rest of the day, we walked around with dirty, sweaty foreheads.

Then the men began touching our hair, rubbing the skin on our arms and faces, wondering if under the white there was dark skin after all. They started talking to one another, voices getting increasingly louder with excitement. Their enthusiasm was contagious, and our fear was replaced by a curiosity that matched theirs.

After several minutes, I pushed my way through the group and ran to the helicopter. Arriving there, I noticed several naked women standing at the edge of the trees, some holding small children in their arms. They didn’t look as dangerous as the men, so I slowly approached them. But as I drew closer, the children started screaming and the women  ran back into the dense jungle. I stared after them for a while, wondering if they would come back. When they didn’t, I went back to the helicopter, where Papa was unloading our baggage. The warriors helped him carry everything to the house.

Our new home was situated in a small clearing, bordered by the jungle on one side and the river on the other. Because the river frequently overflowed its banks, the house was built on stilts. The entire building was wrapped in a green screen to keep out insects and other unwanted guests from the animal kingdom. This would have been a good idea if it had worked. Despite the screen, we consistently had uninvited nightly visitors. Throughout our years there, Mama got up every night to hunt for rats and insects. Her weapon of choice was a Fayu arrow, which she skillfully used as a spear. I still have visions in my head of my mother in her long nightgown, flashlight in one hand and arrow in the other, tiptoeing after her prey. The Fayu were most grateful for her efforts, as they got to eat whatever she caught for breakfast the next day. The interior of the house was divided into two large rooms – one for sleeping and the other for cooking, eating and living. Next to the bedroom was a small bathroom. There weren’t any doors, only sheets attached to the ceiling. If a sheet was pulled back, it meant we could enter the room. If it hung down, it meant the room was occupied.

Among the few ‘luxury items’ that Papa brought were two plastic sinks – one for the bathroom, the other for the kitchen. Rainwater was collected in several metal drums and then funneled into the house, where it was used for drinking and cooking. This worked well unless there was a dry spell. Then we had to carry water from the river and boil it.

In the kitchen was a small kerosene stove with two burners. On the opposite side, Papa had nailed a couple of simple boards that were used as shelves for pots, pans, plates, cups, etc. The ‘pantry’ consisted of a few shelves where we stored our food.

At one end of the living space was a table with a shortwave radio. Every morning at exactly 8 am, we called the base at Danau Bira as a safety measure. If three days passed with no contact from us, they would send out the helicopter. The preciseness of the hour was a matter of practical limitations – we, as well as the people at the base, had to conserve battery power and could not leave the radio on all day.

The sleeping space was divided into two halves – one for my sister and me, the other for my parents and brother. The beds were made of long boards nailed together, with thin foam pads on top. Mosquito nets were fastened above the beds and tucked into our mattresses at night.

Papa had constructed our bed under the window. He probably thought this would be cooler for us, as the window was simply a screen with no glass pane. And it was cooler, especially when it rained. Because when it rains in the tropics, it comes down in buckets – very large buckets! Frequently we would wake up in the middle of the night, soaked to the skin. Then we would have to get up, put on dry clothes, and creep to the other half of the room to our parents’ bed. They would then wake up in the morning with three kids in their bed instead of one.

The ‘bathroom’ contained a sink, a tiny slab of cement for bedtime foot washing and a toilet. Since drinking water was precious, we didn’t use the rainwater for flushing. Instead, Papa placed a bucket of river water next to the toilet.

On that first day, as we were inspecting the house, Christian noticed a startling sight on the wall: huge black spiders, each of which spanned the size of a dinner plate. We stared at them with the wide-eyed fascination that only children have toward such creatures. Noticing our stillness, Papa saw the spiders and called out for us not to move while he ran and grabbed a parang (a long machete). He came back holding it and approached the spiders.

‘No, Papa! I want to keep them!’ I shouted in horror, but it was too late. With a blow to each, he smashed them against the wall.

‘Oh, cool!’ remarked Christian. ‘Look, the legs are still moving!’

The others were repulsed by the sight, but I began sobbing because my collection had lost such magnificent specimens. Mama took us outside to watch the helicopter leave while Papa stayed in the house and cleaned the spider-smeared wall.

I quickly forgot the incident with the spiders, as there was so much to see and discover in this adventure-filled new world. After the sound of the helicopter faded, I looked around. There was the bright, cool river that flowed past; the widely scattered huts of the Fayu; the dark, dense jungle; and finally, our new house. There were also the Fayu men, who watched me with the same interest I felt toward them. I don’t remember what went through my head at that moment, but it surely must have been something wonderful. How could such a fascinating environment, a breathtaking and exciting future filled with beauty and magic bring something evil with it? I felt at home there, felt like this was the life I was born for, a life without stress in the midst of nature, untouched by modern civilization, a life I still dream of to this day.

And while I stood there, my life began to change. I was not a white girl any more; instead I began a transformation that would one day bring forth a young woman who would become a Fayu from the clan of the Iyarike.

That evening as we laid in bed, Papa came in, and together we said a prayer that became our nightly tradition. It is a prayer I pray to this day with my own children. It has accompanied me throughout the years and still gives me a tremendous feeling of security.


He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.’ Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare and from the deadly pestilence. He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at midday. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you . . . no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent. For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.

—Psalm 91: 1 – 7, 10 – 11






4

THE FAYU TRIBE


The first night passed quickly. I awoke the next morning and could see the tall trees at the edge of the jungle through the window over my bed. The mysterious morning songs of the birds captivated my attention, lending wings to my imagination as I lay under my mosquito net, contemplating the adventures this new day would hold.

Judith was still sleeping, and it was quiet throughout the house. After a short while, I got bored and jumped out of bed to see if my parents were awake yet. They were still sleeping, so I ventured out to the small porch between the front door and the stairs leading down to the ground. I stood, breathing in the atmosphere, trying to absorb as much of it as possible. To my left I saw the Klihi River and longed to go swimming. The heat was all ready oppressive, and it would not take long for the sun to shine at full strength, forcing even its most loyal friends into the shade. Directly in front of me trees grew in a scattered pattern out of the brown loam. Ten yards to the right, at the edge of the  jungle, stood a second slit-rail house, which I later learned was intended for guests. But since we almost never had guests, it was always empty except when Minius was with us. A few yards farther down was another small hut that Papa used as an office. He would spend many hours there in the years to come, learning and analysing the Fayu language.

As I pondered my surroundings, the Fayu village slowly awakened. They noticed me with interest and soon came closer, watching every move I made. For the first time, I saw women and children gathered in groups at a safe distance. The children were naked, and some had markedly distended bellies. I later came to understand that this condition was due to parasitic worms in their intestinal tracts. A few of them had reddish/orange hair – a result of vitamin deficiency.

What interested me most, however, were the women. They were smaller than the men, yet they came across as quite masculine. They were also mostly naked, with the exception of a small covering made of bark that stretched across their pubic area, very much like our modern string bikini. For me, the most striking aspect of the Fayu women was their breasts. They hung far down, sometimes all the way to their belly buttons. I had never seen such a sight! I sincerely hoped that when I grew up, I would not have breasts like that. When I later voiced my concern to my mother, she calmed me with the explanation that they only looked like that because they did not wear bras.

Although I could not understand what the Fayu were saying, one thing was certain: I was their primary topic of conversation. Their language sounded like a mysterious singsong. I was delighted with the sound because I had never heard anything like it. I stood and watched, smiling, but no one smiled back. The familiar noises of my siblings  finally drew me back into the house. Everyone was awake, having been woken by the noise the Fayu made in their excitement. Mama was all ready engaged in making coffee, while Papa was mumbling in frustration at the radio, which didn’t seem to be working. His handyman talents were rather limited and today he tried his luck by randomly tapping the radio with a hammer. Suddenly and without warning, it started working. Proudly he came and sat down, taking the plate Mama gave him. And so began our first breakfast in our new home.
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