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CHAPTER ONE

VICTOR SHOULD HAVE WARNED ME in his letters what Lani was like. Maybe he couldn’t have anyway, the kind of letters he wrote. Lazy, rambling things full of the beauty of Maui. Hurry out here, Coles. Job waiting. He’d told me he had married a native girl, of course. But nothing like this. A goddess. An image molded out of fiery gold. And standing naked as the day she was born before a full-length mirror when I ran up the plantation steps and into the living room to get out of the rain.

What was she like? She stood on her tiptoes before this old-fashioned oval mirror, that was suspended on two spindles at either side and tilted backward slightly in its rack. Standing on her toes, she pulled the muscles in her calves and in her thighs into golden ribbons, so they seemed to have been chiseled out of pure gold. And that was the color of her flesh. I remembered reading from one of the more passionate passages in the Bible about a body being like heaped gold. I never had known what that meant until this minute. Her breasts were small and high, almost like a little girl’s, but there was nothing unripe about the effect I got, standing there and looking at her.

Her head was up and her arms were flung high over her head because she was slipping into a brightly-colored holoku. The fabric was as bright as noon above the black plumage of her upswept hair. Her features were delicately made, her straight nose tilted slightly, and her eyebrows were upflung, like a bird rising to startled flight. Her whole body was unbelievably delicate.

I stood, bewitched, and stared. But I should have run. Back into the rain. Back to the launch. Back to Oahu. Back to the States. I mumbled, “I beg your pardon …”

“Coles! You are here! Come in!”

Her voice was music. Liquid nectar. I nodded. But I didn’t answer. She finished slipping the shapeless frock over the unreal perfection of her doll-like body and shook it into place. As unconcerned at her nakedness as a child.

I thought how completely simple she was. Simple as the pineapple sprouting out of the rich volcanic earth outside. That just showed what I knew. She wasn’t simple, nor was the pineapple simple, either. Growing up again and again from the same stalks, never dying, never replanted. It was complex, strange — and bewitching. So was Lani, only more so — much more so.

Yes, I was beginning to be enchanted already. As nervous as a bird being charmed by a sensuous serpent.

“Sorry I busted in like this. It was raining.”

“Yes. It is always raining here. You will see.” She nodded. Her lips were darker than the rest of her chiseled face. She looked like one of those China dolls that masters create. I’d seen enough natives on Oahu to know how rare that kind of perfection was. Solemnly she gave me her tiny hand. When I touched it, it was cool and gentle, and already I began to think about lagoons kissed by trade winds. What a romantic fool I was!

“Are you Lani? Victor wrote that he had married a native girl. But he never said ‘goddess’.”

She twinkled and came nearer. She loved flattery. Every woman does, but to this one it was life blood.

“Do you think I am pret-tee?”

I was still too awed to lie, or put her off. “I think you’re the most beautiful creature I ever saw. If I were Victor Lawrence, I’d follow you around with a gun across my arms and a cutlass between my teeth. When a man dreams about the south seas, you’re what he visions, Lani, not islands.”

She clapped her hands together. “How nice you are! What nice things you say!”

“Where is Victor?”

“Out,” she said. She shrugged. “Out. It does not matter. I will help you with your bags. I will show you to your room. I’ll get you something to drink.”

I grinned. “In other words, what could Victor get for me that is not already here?”

I immediately wished I hadn’t said that. It made everything very intimate. It drew us closer together in this big strange house with the rain outside. Rain, warm and gentle, but steady. Persistent as the wrath of hell. And we were alone together in it.

“Well, I’ll get my bags out of the jeep,” I said, trying to kill the mood. It wouldn’t die.

“I’ll fix you something to drink.”

I walked back through the screen door. It slammed after me.
  The lanai ran all the way around the house. In places thick vines made green
  and leafy webs from banister to roof. Flowers bloomed gaudy in the deep green.
  The rain thumped at the leaves, forming mellow globules and oozing off like
  colorless lavaliers. Through the vines lizards skittered and tiny birds chattered
  in the eaves. All along the veranda swings and deck chairs had been placed
  so you never had to make the complete trip without plenty of resting places.

I went down the steps. The rain did not seem to have let up. The sun was a little lower, but it was still shining. Over the crest of the distant volcano a rainbow hung. The rows of pineapples looked like desolated huts between small swollen streams. The water was red, the land was red, and everything it spattered turned red, too.

I reached in for my bags. The jeep had been waiting at the docks when I arrived. A small, officious-looking man had come up to me when I stepped off the inter-island launch. He had introduced himself as a deputy official of some sort. Then he had pointed out the jeep. He explained that it belonged to Mr. Lawrence and had been left there awaiting my arrival. He had then explained in minute detail the roads I was to follow in order to reach the big plantation and sugar mill that Victor managed.

While I was outside, standing with the warm rain like a sweetheart’s tears against my face, I got an idea what I would do. I lugged in the two leather suitcases Julie had given me for a going-away present. I dropped them on the woven mat and told Lani my idea, smiling brightly, like a clever boy.

“Say, why don’t you just tell me where Victor is? I’ll dash out in the jeep and find him. Been a long time since we’ve seen each other. We’ve got a lot to say.”

Could she read the lie in my face? I got tight inside at the way she smiled. She shrugged those lovely shoulders.

“He’ll be back. Plenty of time to talk later on, later on. Come. I’ve fixed you a drink.”

She had, too. Bourbon in some sweetish concoction that lifted the roof right off the top of my head. I exhaled like a freight train. “What in God’s name is that?”

She had a way of ignoring just what you asked. She was watching me across the top of her glass. “You like?”

It had jarred my teeth and now was rolling around in my stomach. My head was already lighter. “I love it,” I said. I grinned at her. “What is it?”

“Lotus.” She whispered the word. “You know the legend?”

“Sure. Homer’s Odyssey. The far-wandering Ulysses. One taste of the lotus, and languor descends upon you, forgetfulness of home and past.”

“It will be like that — with you,” she said. She made it sound good. Like a promise? Then why did I shiver in the warm room?

“I don’t know.” I tried to laugh. “I’m a New Englander. Hard-headed. Strict conscience. One of those honest down-easters.” I couldn’t forget myself if I was dropped on my head.

“The islands will change that. You will be happy.” And she poured me another drink of that stuff.

“Go easy. I’m used to bar whiskey.”

Feet pattered like a mockingbird’s toes across a mat down the long narrow passage that divided this open frame house of Victor’s. I glanced over my shoulder. There was just a bright blur of sarong and more golden flesh. I reached for my drink.

“Who was that?”

Shadows swirled across Lani’s black eyes.

“Moni. Nobody. A servant girl. But I must warn you against her.”

“Warn me? What about?”

Lani seemed to swim closer in the room. Really she only leaned forward on the divan.

“She thinks I am evil. Possessed. She hates me. She will lie about me at every chance. Turn an ear to her and you get a lie about Lani. And always a new one.”

“She sounds interesting.”

“She is not. She is a peeg. A ugly, female peeg!”

I smiled. I told myself this didn’t have to bother me. It was Victor’s problem. Two women who hated each other, under one roof. And one of them lovelier than a temptress straight from Hell. The liquor made me feel too good to worry about that.

“I am glad you came, Coles.”

I grinned. “So am I.”

Yes. Here I was. Six thousand miles by land and sea from home. Coles Cameron. Educated to be an accountant. About to embark on a new career in a strange warm land. Overseer on a sugar and pineapple plantation.

You can’t go wrong, Coles. Out here hello and goodbye are one word. Tomorrow will do just as well as today. There is no cutthroat competition. No eternal chasing that green stuff. Hell, green stuff sprouts out of the ground out here while you sleep on your can. I knew you’ve been through Hell lately, Coles. Your letters sound like an essay from a stranger. Get with it, kid. I’m offering you a job. I’m offering you life. Come out here and we’ll work together, just like we did in the Navy in ‘43 …

Temptation in every line Victor wrote to me. Life was really getting rugged. It was beating me down. Competition was terrible. I didn’t mind that. But in order to get new jobs, you were having to lie and cheat — and gouge. I did what I could. I was in love with Julie Graham. My blonde dream. I wanted to get married. I would never have broken away no matter what Victor wrote except for the tax fix scandal …

• • •

Julie and I had had long talks about it. There was the distance. The fact that I knew nothing about either sugar cane or Hawaii. The fact that we wanted to be married at once. But there were always Victor’s letters, jaunty and carefree — and tempting.

And so here I was. Running all the way, by train, boat, launch, and jeep. Then bounding out of the car and running up the wide plank steps to escape the warm rain. The lover’s tears. Throwing open the door and finding Lani standing there. Nude, golden goddess, Lani. Victor’s wife.

And now here I was drinking with her. My head was whirling and mad dervishes were wheeling around behind my eyes. Her voice and her laughter were music. The warm rain pattered on. I wondered where Victor was. But already I was caring less and less.

Lani sat back on the divan. I frowned from my wicker chair. I didn’t like her to go so far away. I told her so.

“Here’s Victor!” she cried. Just as though that’s all we’d been waiting for. As though that’s all we’d been talking about.

I heard her gasp and I leaped to my feet, wheeling about.

Victor pulled open the screen door. Long, handsome drink of water, towering over even my six feet. He started in. Suddenly, he stumbled, clutching his shirt front.

My eyes wide, I stood there, paralyzed, watching his hand turn crimson.


CHAPTER TWO

“VIC-TOR! YOU ARE HURT! What happened?” She ran to him. Put her arms around him.

“Nothing. Just Charley Siyama again. Acting up!”

Her face was bathed in fiery hatred. It pulled her lovely mouth out of shape. “Charley Siyama!” The way she said it, it was a curse, something nasty. “I have tell you two hundred times, Vic-tor. You must drive him away!”

He grinned at her. Jaunty as always, but his face was milk white, bloodless. He was hurt.

“Call Moni, Lani. And Luki Manuchi. Now. I’ll be all right.”

I spoke then. But I had a haunting feeling they weren’t going to hear me. This wasn’t real. This was some exotic nightmare, and I was just an onlooker. Lani, making a shapeless print frock more tempting than a Paris creation. And was I forgetting for a second that she had nothing on under it? And Victor, pulled even taller by the pain of the knife wound in his stomach, his rumpled white shirt turning red as we watched, with each ragged pump of his heart. His white trousers were turned up over his ankles and were splattered with volcanic mud. His canvas shoes were caked with it.

No. I was dreaming, lying in a cold room with my window open to a New England gale. I’d wake up in a minute, a telephone jangling. Julie’s voice …

“You’ve got to have a doctor!”

He seemed to become aware of me for the first time. He stepped forward. His smile was wan, but genuine. “Coles! We didn’t expect you today.” He tightened his arm about Lani’s shoulders. “We’re having a formal opening, huh, baby? Welcoming Coles to the islands.”

“Stop joking! Where is a doctor? I’ll go for him.”

“Luki is a doctor. All the doctor I need.”

He seemed very tired, more weary than hurt. Once in a while a spasm of pain would jerk at the muscles in his lean face. Lani helped him to a chair. He sank down in it, legs stretched long before him. A picture of complete weariness.

“Moni! Luki!” Her voice calling was like the chimes of a Sarna bell.

“Get me a drink,” Victor said.

I poured it for him, gave it to him. He drank, jerked the goblet from his mouth. “What is this stuff? Pure alcohol?”

I looked at Lani. She took the drink from him and placed it on the table.

Victor exhaled. “That stuff would embalm a mule.”

Lani was still leaning over the teakwood table, fingers around the cup. She looked up at me. Smiled.

Oh, wonderful.

• • •

Moni and Luki came running, adding to the nightmare feeling, making me feel more alien than ever. Luki was bare to the waist. He was at least fifty, and his hair was cottony above his mahogany face. He was thin, his ribs like slats in a ladder, leading from the cavern of his belly to the crags of his shoulders. He was only an inch or two taller than Lani.

But confidence walked into that room with the little man. Innate wisdom. It was going to be all right.

He gave quick orders to Moni and she obeyed them instantly. Hot water, compresses, gauze, swab, everything. She had it laid out before him. A small girl, stouter than Lani, younger and pretty. But nothing beside the mistress who despised her.

During the war and afterwards I saw a lot of wounds, saw a lot of them tended, cleaned and closed. But never more expertly and neatly than Luki tended Victor.

Victor stretched out long in the wicker chair, biting on his lips. He was squeezing hell out of Lani’s tiny hand. But she never moved.

I looked at her face and I saw why. She was watching Luki, fascinated. Her black eyes were dry and intent. A faint film of moisture beaded her forehead.

Suddenly, I couldn’t stay in there any more. I could feel my stomach whirling. I could taste that sweetish liquor in my mouth. The odor of Victor’s blood was in my nostrils.

I turned and stumbled down the passage to the rear of the house. I don’t think any of them knew I was gone.

Outside, I half toppled down the plank steps to the yard. The rain had stopped. The sky was stretched clear and blue. Half a moon and some stars sprinkled clean and bright, each standing huge and alone in the cloudless sky.

Before me stretched fields of pineapples, straight military rows of them. Beyond the matted acres of sugar cane. Tight little roads wound into the jutting hills. The hills were like miniature volcanoes, savage and strange. It was very warm out here. Like nothing I’d ever known. Still. I was sick.

The liquor had done it, but it was more than that. It was the warm rain, the strange land, and Lani, standing, a nude goddess, before her mirror.

I looked around. I had a feeling I was not alone, but not even a shadow stirred. Yet I couldn’t escape the sense of being watched. Black eyes, black and inscrutable.

I walked around until my head began to clear. I went back up the steps and along the corridor.

The huge living room was vacant. There was no sign that any of them had ever been there. All the medical supplies had been cleared, the blood washed away.

I looked around. The long mirror. I almost expected to see Lani’s reflection still in it, burned there.

Somebody had turned on a large reflector light in a lamp shade. Moths and insects were already fluttering too near it, and dying.

My suitcases were removed. I knew they’d been taken to my room. I looked about helplessly, wondering where it was.

I heard footsteps behind me and turned. Lani was coming along the passage. She was still wearing the print frock with its huge flowers. About her trim waist she had strapped a cartridge belt and a small automatic in a holster. She was wearing a battered old felt hat on the back of her thick hair.

My first impulse was to laugh. But I knew better. There was nothing funny here. It was serious, as serious as the gun, as the small plaited leather lash coiled in her fist. No, this was a strange world I’d walked into. Would I ever understand it?

She glanced at me as she passed. Nothing more.

“Lani. Where are you going?”

“I have business.”

“I’ll go with you.”

She shrugged. “I don’t need you.”

“I’ll go anyway. I insist. You can’t go out like — like this — alone.”

Her shoulders moved again. She marched through the screen door. It slapped shut behind her.

She was into the driver’s seat when I got down the steps. I sloshed around the car and got in beside her.

We sat there. She didn’t look at me. Her face was straight ahead. Outlined in gold against the light through the door. There was a symphony of night sounds from the boggy lands around us. Steam sifted upward from the earth.

The door slapped shut again. I glanced beyond Lani. Moni was coming down the steps. She had pushed an old straw bonnet on the back of her head.

She climbed into the back of the jeep and sat erect. I wondered if she were in favor of what was happening, or against it. You couldn’t tell by looking at her.

Lani started the car. She drove swiftly, recklessly. We skidded through the ruts, sending up a continual shower of warm water on both sides of us. There was nothing but the pound of the motor, the swish of the water.

“What happened?” I said finally. “What caused the trouble?”

Lani’s voice was bitter. “It is Vic-tor. He is not strong enough. Force. I tell him two hundred times already. He must lead. He cannot plead with these men. He must show them he is strong. Or this — things like this — must happen.”

The world was dark around the car. I didn’t even try to see where we were going. Except that we were mounting the jagged volcanic hills. I thought about Julie. What a letter I could write to her. How much of it would she believe?

Hell, how much of it did I believe?

We reached a summit and went jolting down the other side. In the distance, I could pick out small lights winking like fireflies in the night.

When we got nearer, I could see frame shanties. Very much like the Negro huts you can see around a Georgia sawmill or turpentine camp, rough, rude and primitive.

There were three lines of them. Lani drove the jeep into the center of the settlement and killed the engine.

We got out. It had started to rain again, warm, gentle rain. Moni and Lani paid no attention to it. I hunched my shoulders a little and we plodded through the puddles.

Up ahead I saw a small fire under a tin roof raised high on four poles. This must be some palaver center, I decided. Dark little men were on their haunches around it. They seemed concerned neither with the fire nor with the rain. They were playing cards, or a knife game, or were simply hunched, whispering together.

Lani marched into the center of this. Silence moved in with her. The symphony swelled up from the bogs around us.

I could really feel those black eyes from the darkness now. Unseen, watching. I shivered.

“Charley Siyama!” Lani’s voice slashed across their faces.

A tiny man stood up from the edge of the crowd. He swaggered out toward her and the fire. I thought of a bantam rooster I’d had when I was a child. All Charley lacked was the plumes.

“You want me?”

“Hookano. I have tell you, Charley Siyama. You are fired. Get out of here. Do not come back.”

“You! You cannot fire Charley Siyama!”

“No? Then I kill you!”

Before Charley could move, the lash slithered out, crackling. It hissed like a striking snake across his face. Blood boiled out in the lines ripped there by the lash.

There was not a sound. But the tension was terrible. Charley Siyama snarled and leaped at her.

I tried to lunge forward. But it was as if I were paralyzed. I was too late.

Lani stood perfectly still. The lash cracked again. Charley tried to catch it to rip it out of her hands. She was too quick for him. It flailed him twice more and he backed up.

As soon as he took a backward step, the onlookers seemed to know it was over. They breathed out.

Only I stood transfixed. Somewhere in my mind I wondered if I would ever breathe again. The lash fell again, and again.

Charley Siyama began to cry and then scream in pain. The lash never ceased. Over. Crack. Down. Crack. Back again and cracking again.

He covered his head with his arms and his arms sprouted bloody lines. He sank to his knees and his back was laid raw. He cowered to his knees and whimpered. He screamed that he was already out of the fields.

Lani stopped. Just like that. She coiled the lash and turned on her heel. They moved back out of her way. She walked through them, without looking at them.

I breathed out. She walked past me and got into the car. She started it. I staggered around and got in beside her. I heard Moni scramble in behind us.

“Cruel,” Moni whispered. “That is all. Cruel and evil.”

“Am I?”

“You’ll be punished. The wicked are always punished.”

“Shut up,” Lani said. Her voice was perfectly casual. “Would you like some of that, Moni?”

Moni didn’t answer.

Lani spun the car around and we started back. The pound of the motor. The swishing of the warm water spraying out from the wheels. I looked at Lani. “You settled that.”

“I settled nothing.”

‘Won’t he leave? Charley Siyama? He has to go. He won’t stay on now, will he?”

“Oh. He will go. But I have helped nothing. Vic-tor. He must lead. He must learn. A man has to be strong to be respected.”

I couldn’t think of any answer for that. Behind us, Moni was breathing sharply.

We drove the rest of the way in silence.


CHAPTER THREE

AS SOON AS WE ARRIVED at home I was left alone again.

Lani pulled the jeep to a stop before the dimlit lanai and sat without speaking. She kept her face straight ahead. I looked at her, wanting to speak, and wondering at the same time what there was to say.

Moni slid from the car as though she had no more substance than a shadow. I shivered. What made me think they were real?

I was from the land of thick pot roasts and baked beans. A land of solid brick buildings on paved streets. A land of intense cold and brief stifling heat. Here, even with the gentle tap of a new rain, there was languorous warmth.

I looked around. Moni had disappeared. Lani and I were alone before the big house. Her hands moved impatiently on the steering wheel.

“I’ll put the car up,” she said.

“Sorry.” I untangled my legs and got out, standing in the rain.

She looked up at me, and my blood churned. “Good night.” She put a lot in those two words. She was telling me that I wouldn’t see her again that night, but the caress in her tone told me she wasn’t going to be out of my thoughts.

What was the matter with me? I jerked my head at her and slopped around behind the jeep and up the steps. I waited for the sound of the gears, but she sat there until I reached the screen door across the porch. I didn’t look back. I didn’t have to.

I could feel her black eyes on my back.

The large lamp was still casting its white glare over the empty front room. For a few moments I wandered about it, looking at the mat rugs, the koa-wood walls, the cheap Japanese tapestries.

When I turned around, Moni was standing in the hallway door, watching me. Her face was inscrutable.

“I show you to your room now,” she said.

I nodded. “Thanks,” I said. “I am tired.” I followed when she turned and started along the corridor with the shapeless holoku whispering about her knees. Funny, I thought, about the dresses the missionaries had put on the grandmothers of these women.

They had come to these islands and found the women beautiful and naked. And happy. Too beautiful, too naked, and too happy. They’d draped these mother hubbard bags over their bodies. And thus the white man had brought the first of his frustrations and sicknesses to Paradise.

I shook my head. God, wasn’t I getting philosophical tonight? Hating the clothes they put on these islanders already.
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