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Fifteen

Blurred lines

Reshmi, my cousin, was always the feisty one in the family. A ‘tomboy,’ she 
was rebellious and a risk-taker. Uncle and auntie worried about her. ‘Why 
can’t you be more like Geeta,’ they would say, much to my embarrassment. 

Truth is, I wanted to be a free spirit like Reshmi. Arre pyari laadli beti, Reshmi 
would reproach me playfully, the dearly loved one, ‘why don’t we switch sides. Then 
you can be their Sati Savitri, the irreproachable one, and I will be left alone.’ But 
nothing came, or could come, between us. Reshmi has remained my best friend.

After Vatuwaqa High, Reshmi went to the local university but didn’t finish 
her undergraduate course. No surprises there. Life outside was far too interesting 
to restrain her various enthusiasms, which included movies and the night club 
scene. She was also a great one for causes, from the rights of the squatters and 
market vendors and beggars to more toilets in public places. Civic pride was big 
with her. ‘A city’s hospitality is measured by the number of public toilets it has,’ 
she once said to me rather mystifyingly. I thought it was theatres and restaurants. 
We lost touch for a while when I left for Australia in 1995. My parents had 
arranged my marriage to a distantly related divorcee accountant in Sydney. As 
the eldest one in the family, I was to be their passport, their ‘exit strategy.’ It is 
a common enough practice among our people desperate to get out through any 
means and at any cost. There is no shame in sham marriages. ‘Don’t do this yaar,’ 
Reshmi pleaded with me. ‘Sacrificial bloody lamb we should not be. This is the 
21st century, man,’ she said. ‘They can’t buy and sell us like cheap meat.’ 

‘You can afford the luxury, bahini’ I replied. ‘Bright and beautiful and all. 
Being the only child does not hurt either. Eklauti beti. And boys will give their left 
arm to get you,’ I said. ‘What? Not the left ball, you mean?’ Reshmi responded 
with a wicked laugh, putting her arm around my shoulder. I was serious. ‘Me? 
Who is going to come for me?’ ‘There is nothing wrong with you Geeta. If I were 
a boy, you know.’ ‘Bas, yaar.’ Enough. We both knew there was no point arguing. 
The decision was made, and that was that. 

Reshmi was protective of me, and promised to keep in touch. ‘If he ever lifts 
his finger at you, tell him that I will bust his balls. I may be small, but I am not 
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weak.’ She meant it too. We kept in touch through emails and regular phone calls 
exchanging gossip and news about family matters. As I had expected, Reshmi got 
involved in community activism, talking to women’s groups about their rights, 
stressing the importance of educating girls, organising neighbourhood watch 
schemes, facilitating parent-teacher meetings. Then in 2004, she stood for the 
Samabula Ward for the Suva City Council as an independent, and won. ‘This is 
a man’s world, baby,’ she had written to me, ‘and I am gonna make sure I have 
some fun with the boys.’ Typical Reshmi.

Around the same time, Reshmi also began taking evening classes at the local 
university, taking one unit at a time. With good luck, she would complete her 
undergraduate degree in about five years. Her ultimate goal was to do law. That 
would be her route to both personal as well as economic independence. ‘I will 
get there, Geet,’ she said to me. ‘Then I will show them. Bloody lawyers, they are 
better at getting you into trouble than getting you out of them.’ 

For all her activism and public service and education, though, Reshmi was 
also a dutiful wife. Her husband, Jason Kumar, as sober and reserved as Reshmi 
was instinctive and exuberant, was a high school teacher and quietly active in 
the Nasinu branch of the Fiji Teachers Union. As Indian husbands go, he was 
unconventional. He made breakfast in the morning, did household chores, did the 
groceries, helped raise their two children. But there were unwritten rules which 
could not be breached even in this household. Reshmi could be a community 
activist, but she had to ensure that the evening meal was cooked. ‘Saint outside, 
servant at home,’ Reshmi said. ‘You know the routine.’ Ghar grahasthi, domestic 
responsibilities, always came first

In private, Reshmi’s bitterness about Indian male attitudes showed. ‘These 
fellows talk about democracy and gender equality,’ she said to me once, ‘but 
they don’t practice the damn thing themselves. Hypocrites they are all.’ She felt 
constrained, hemmed-in. In meetings, Reshmi said, they paid no attention to 
what she said. ‘Yes, yes, and they move on. It is as if you don’t exist or your views 
don’t matter. It is so humiliating. Then why the bloody charade?’ Reshmi asked. 
Why indeed! All the meetings were scheduled after work, around dinner time. 
It was a convenient time for the men folk, but not for a mother with a family to 
feed. ‘It is an uphill battle all the way, sis,’ she had written to me. 

During the 2000 crisis, Reshmi had flown to Sydney to organise and 
participate in rallies for the incarcerated members of the Coalition government. 
She had developed into a punchy speaker, mixing her English speeches with 
Fiji-Hindi and, occasionally, Fijian, full of passion about truth and justice and 
fair play. And winning hearts and minds wherever she went and whoever she 
spoke with. At one rally, some speakers said that Fiji should not be allowed to 
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participate in the Sydney Olympics games. Reshmi disagreed. ‘We should let 
Mr Speight in,’ she said to bemused silence in the crowd. ‘Then we can put the 
Olympic torch up you-know-his-what!’ ‘His chuttar,’ arse, someone had shouted 
from the crowd, to spontaneous mirthful applause.

At a rally at Martin Place, we heard stories which both of us found amusing 
and perplexing. One group of men held a large banner with the words ‘Speight 
Ke Maaro Goli,’ to hell with Speight, but the literal translation would be ‘Shoot 
Speight.’ What was more intriguing was the demand by the group to take the 
banner to Canberra, to the parliament house in fact. Why, we wondered. ‘These 
fellows would then get themselves photographed by all the major newspapers and 
use the ‘evidence’ to claim asylum in Australia,’ a man told us. ‘They wouldn’t 
be safe in Fiji!’ 

There was another story from Melbourne. A soccer match was in progress 
between two Fiji sides. One side had many illegal overstayers, and was winning. 
At half time, a rumour spread that the immigration police was about to arrive. 
The overstayers ran for cover in every which direction, and the opposing team 
won the game! ‘So bloody typical of our people,’ Reshmi said, referring to their 
inventiveness in adversity. ‘Well, cutting corners, seeking advantage for yourself at 
every opportunity, fleecing your own kind, is in our genetic makeup, sis,’ I replied. 

‘There our leaders are about to be killed, and here these fellows think how 
best to advance their own personal interest. ‘Kabhi nahin sudhare ga hum log,’ she 
said despairingly. We will never learn. ‘What about principles, Geet, principles 
for once,’ Reshmi continued, ‘something more than mere bloody pet puja,’ 
preoccupation with getting ahead. I detected a note of contempt in her voice. 
‘Get real, sis,’ I said, ‘welcome to the real world.’ And when I told her about how 
some community leaders had raised funds for Fiji and then pocketed most of the 
money themselves, Reshmi nearly choked on the piece of blueberry muffin she 
was eating.

‘I am better off there, Geeta,’ she said, meaning Fiji. ‘I am happier there. I may 
not have fancy cars and a big house and all like people here, but at least I will have 
my peace of mind and my self-respect intact. And the people are more genuine’ 
Looking into the distance over a steaming cup of coffee, she said, ‘If I can make 
a small difference to someone’s life, I will be glad.’ That was pure Reshmi: service 
above self. After about three weeks in Sydney, she returned to Fiji.

At the 2006 general elections, Reshmi was asked by her party to stand. 
Her preference was for the Samabula North Open Seat, roughly the area she 
represented in the Suva City Council. But the party bosses decided against it. 
The chances of winning it were good, and they wanted one of the senior party 
functionaries to contest it. Reshmi pleaded: ‘I have done a lot of work there as 
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member of the City Council; I am known, I have the networks, they are my 
people.’ But to no avail. 

Reshmi asked Jason to intervene. ‘I can’t, Resh,’ Jason replied. ‘Why not?’ 
‘Because it would be wrong. We desperately need to win the seat, and the bloke 
they have chosen is good. With him, the seat is winnable.’ ‘And with me? Am I 
here to make tea for you all, cook and clean up? A doormat?’ ‘It’s not like that, 
and you know it,’ Jason replied meekly. ‘Yes, I know,’ Reshmi responded bitterly. 
‘You men really piss me off.’ Reshmi’s straight talk was her great asset, but people 
also feared her sharp tongue and withering humour. Muh chutti, people said, 
sniggering behind her back, loose-lipped. ‘You are not keeping your kitchen in 
control,’ someone had said to Jason. ‘I wonder who wears the pants in that house,’ 
someone else had remarked.

In the end, Reshmi accepted a seat in Koronivia. She knew it was unwinnable. 
The numbers were stacked against her. Campaigning so far away from home, 
at odd hours, in unknown territory, among people she had never met before, 
was arduous. And rural people were wary of city-slickers descending on them 
at election time only to disappear until the next election. ‘Who are you to come 
here just before the election and ask for our vote?’ hostile people asked in pocket 
meetings. ‘Like dew, here now, gone in the morning,’ an old man had said. 
‘What have you done for us that we should trust you?’ It was a fair question, and 
Reshmi knew it. But she was a party faithful. A candidate had to be found for the 
constituency, however unwinnable, and Reshmi volunteered. 

I often accompanied Reshmi on her door-to-door campaigns on dusty roads 
in stifling heat and drenching humidity. It was the same story everywhere: what 
the candidate could do for the voters. Requests for money for school fee, help 
with bus fares and food, contribution to the local temple, cash for a community 
celebration. ‘These people sure know how to milk the cow,’ Reshmi remarked 
sarcastically once. ‘It’s always what you can do for them. All the time. Koi sharm 
nahin hai,’ no shame. They have no thought for the country, or for anyone else.’ 
‘Yes, but what can you expect from these desperate people?’ I replied. The voter 
owns the vote, and there is a price on everything, even your vote.’ Reshmi shook 
her head in dismay. ‘It’s come to that, hasn’t it? I sometimes wonder why I am 
busting my arse for them.’ ‘Because you are you,’ I said, as I hugged her. Reshmi’s 
eyes were watery from the exhaustion of the campaign.

The result was predictable. Reshmi lost badly. She knew she was gone from 
the start, when the first few ballot boxes were counted, but the landslide defeat 
still hurt, especially the deceptiveness of her own people. ‘They came to my shed, 
drank our grog, ate our pulau, said ‘we are all the way with you sister,’ and then 
this? Is se aur kitna gira insane hoy sake haye. Is there anyone as low down as 
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these people? But life had to go on, now a little poorer for all the money spent 
on the campaign. Reshmi was down, but not defeated. ‘That’s life,’ she said, 
throwing her hands up in the air. I couldn’t help admire her sense of balance and 
equanimity amidst all the chicanery of her own people.

But soon after the elections, things began to turn sour. There was squabble 
about participating in the multi-party government and fuss about the allocation 
of cabinet portfolios. ‘All part of the teething problems,’ Reshmi said in her 
emails, and we left it at that. ‘This is too important an opportunity to miss, sis,’ 
she said. The sweet irony of the result was not lost on her. It was a balanced cabinet 
composed of Fijians and Indo-Fijians, with a Part-European as the Leader of the 
Opposition. ‘Isn’t this what we have been waiting for all these years: Indians and 
Fijians in power and Europeans in Opposition?’

Jason was less sanguine. The talk around the grog bowl was that there was 
trouble brewing. The power-sharing arrangement in the constitution was fine on 
paper but unworkable in practice, his friends were saying. ‘They will co-opt and 
then destroy us,’ Jason told Reshmi. The party would lose its identity. The people 
who had joined the cabinet were self-seekers, and might even join the other side. 
There were rumours of palms being greased. ‘They are not serious,’ Jason said. 
‘Leopards don’t change their spots.’ ‘Yes, yes, nor Zebras their stripes,’ Reshmi 
retorted. ‘But we must not let this opportunity pass, Jason. Don’t these fellows 
see that? It may not come again.’ ‘Try telling that to the grog swipers,’ Jason said. 
‘What would they know?’ ‘More than you and I Resh,’ Jason replied. ‘They have 
their ears and eyes close to the ground.’ ‘Frogs in a well, if you ask me,’ Reshmi 
said dismissively.

After a few months of relative quiet, the military reared it head again and began 
to make demands on the government in words full of threat and intimidation. 
The war drums were beating louder and louder. Reshmi was alarmed. The price 
of everything was rising, and continued confrontation between the government 
and the military would only make matters worse. ‘When elephants fight, it is the 
grass that gets trampled upon,’ she said in an email to me. She talked about the 
mushrooming squatter settlements near major urban centres and the destitution 
and desperation that stared the poor people daily in the eye. ‘Where will they go? 
What will happen to them,’ she kept asking.

At the office, morning teatime talk turned tense as the army repeated its 
threats to remove the government. Reshmi’s close friend, Emily Vunileba, was 
the first one to speak up, more in regret than in anger. ‘This is not the way things 
were supposed to turn out,’ she said to Reshmi. ‘We have learned nothing.’ ‘Well, 
it looks like a fight among your own people,’ Reshmi said. ‘Who would have 
ever thought a day will come when a Fijian army would turn against a Fijian 
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government. It was supposed to be our final back up. That’s the really frightening 
part, Reshmi. It will be one vanua against another.’ 

Looking at Reshmi sitting across the coffee table, Emily said, musing to herself 
really, ‘At last things were coming right. We had the numbers on our side and a Fijian-
dominated democratically elected government, which is what our people wanted all 
along. Fijians on top, but through proper means. The vanua will bleed before all this 
ends,’ Emily said sadly, quoting her local pastor. ‘When Fijians get rattled, they rattle 
the country. There will be no peace until the spirit of the land is pacified.’

Jason had dismissed the alarmist rhetoric about death and destruction and 
retribution and revenge. The talk around his grog bowl was that Fijians will 
eventually accept whatever the army decided. ‘They are a pragmatic people,’ 
he said to Reshmi. ‘They will quickly shift to wherever the power lies. That is 
in their nature. Fijians are much more astute than we realise. They understand 
political machinations far better than we do.’ Warfare and shifting alliances, 
political cunning and conniving were an integral part of Fijian cultural heritage. 
‘Jis ki lathi, usi ka bhains,’ whoever wields the club wields the power.

Over the weeks and months, as the rhetoric heated up and the military began 
to sound more belligerent, the tension everywhere in the civil service and in 
schools—began to increase. Fijian and Indian teachers ate lunches separately, 
talking in their own languages. They walked past each in the corridor without 
words where warm greetings were exchanged in the past. Ashwin, their son in 
Form Six at Samabula High, told Reshmi one day how his Fijian friends were 
becoming more reserved, even resentful towards him. The laughter and the 
gaiety were gone. ‘They don’t look me in the eye any more,’ he said. Many were 
children of Fijian politicians in the deposed government. The Indo-Fijian children 
remained quieter than usual. They knew that in any physical confrontation, they 
would come second best for sure. 

As the military takeover became imminent, Reshmi and Jason began preparing 
for the worst. ‘Ash and Asha will go to Lautoka to stay with Reshmi’s mum and 
dad until things calmed down,’ they both decided jointly. They talked to a few 
neighbours to form a neighbourhood watch group. This was the one lesson they 
had learnt after the mayhem of 2000 when Speight hooligans had terrorised the 
street. Stones and sticks were stored discreetly in parts of the compound to fight 
the attackers. Emergency food supplies were stocked. The car was tanked up 
with fuel. Clothes were packed in bags in case they had to leave quickly. Mobile 
telephone numbers were exchanged with the neighbours. No one knew how long 
the stalemate between the military and the government would last.

Months of mounting tension came to a head on 5 December. The commander, 
in battle green dress and wearing a beret, looking visibly nervous and sipping 
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a glass of water, read out his wooden coup speech on television at six in the 
evening. ‘We consider that Fiji has reached a crossroads and that the government 
and all those empowered to make decisions in our constitutional democracy are 
unable to make these decisions to save our people from destruction.’ Then he 
retreated to the barracks, surrounded by his armed security guards.

Jason froze as he heard the words, for the sentiments were exactly the same 
as those Rabuka had expressed when he staged the first military coup in 1987. 
Then, he had said, Jason recalled as clearly as if the words were uttered yesterday: 
‘The Royal Military Forces has taken control of the Fiji Government to prevent 
any further disturbance and bloodshed in the country.’ And he recalled how the 
words were repeated throughout the day amidst amber, funereal Hind music. 

Reshmi looked at Jason: she too remembered the words. They embraced. 
‘They all say that, don’t they,’ she said as Bainimarama’s words sunk in. ‘Knights 
in shining armour, selfless servants of the people, risking their reputations and 
even their lives to save the nation.’ Jason nodded in agreement. ‘You just watch, 
this man will also cling to power with his dear life. They all do.’ ‘Once the troops 
are out of the barracks, they seldom go back,’ Jason remarked. ‘Just watch how 
quickly the bees will gather around this honey pot.’ ‘Or flies around you-know-
what,’ Reshmi said, spitting the words.

As dusk descended on an eerily quiet Suva, and the city cowered in the 
gathering darkness, Jason and Reshmi took a quiet ride into the city along the 
Queen Elizabeth Drive. This was what they had done in 1987. On the night 
of the 14th of May, they had written a one-page condemnation of the coup, 
made thousands of copies and dropped them at strategic places around the city, 
including the Suva bus depot. But now that youthful vigour and activism was 
gone, replaced by tired resignation.

‘It all comes back Jase,’ Reshmi remarked as they drove past the Vuya Road 
separating the Pacific Theological Collage and the Suva Grammar playgrounds, 
the site of mayhem during 2000. ‘The soldiers, the armed trucks, the silence, the 
same fear,’ Jason remarked. ‘I suppose they are right,’ he said as they crossed the 
Nasese bridge, ‘the only thing we learn from history is that we don’t learn from 
history.’ Reshmi nodded. ‘Yes, but there is a difference this time around, have 
you noticed?’ Jason looked at her. ‘This time, the soldiers are not wearing masks 
and balaclavas.’ ‘Yes, last time the soldiers hid their faces in shame and in fear of 
retribution,’ Jason said. ‘But now, they are proud of what they are doing.’

‘What is there to be proud about, Jase?’ Reshmi sighed. ‘As that man, doctor 
something, said on television the other night, ‘violence does not solve problems, it 
merely compounds them.’ ‘Yes, but tell that to someone who is convinced he is right 
and who has gun in his hands. Soldiers don’t ask ‘why’ when their commander tells 
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them to jump. They ask ‘how high.’ Where will all these unemployable fellows go, 
what will they do, without the military? They have no other home. Bainimarama 
is their paramount chief, and they will do as they are told.’

‘We’ll be alright,’ Jason said to Reshmi, holding her hands. ‘Ash and Asha 
will go to the Hamilton Polytechnic to complete their forms six and seven. We 
have enough saved for that. And we two will stick around. It’s not garden of roses 
on the other side.’ That he knew when he visited his relatives in Australia and 
New Zealand soon after the 1987 coup. Then, well-to-do people had sold their 
homes, given them away more like it, given up secure, well-paying jobs, and fled, 
only to encounter the harsh reality of starting all over again in strange places, 
among compete strangers and invariably at levels lower than their Fiji positions. 
Having left in anger and bitterness, there was no turning back for them. And 
they had remained embittered all these years.

‘You worry too much for nothing,’ one of Reshmi’s cousins, Radha, a lawyer 
in the Director of Public Prosecutions, said to her one day while having coffee at 
the Dolphins Plaza. ‘This is our coup.’ ‘Meaning?’ Reshmi asked incredulously. 
‘Well, the army is with us this time,’ Radha replied. ‘It is against all those corrupt 
people who have been suppressing us all these years. Remember the glass ceiling 
in the public service, the racist affirmative action policies, the burning of temples 
and mosques? We have suffered long enough. It is time to show spine. It is time 
we stood up for our rights.’ 

‘But a coup is a coup, Radha,’ Reshmi retorted. ‘You know nothing good can 
come out of it except more suffering.’ ‘No, Resh, there are good coups and there 
are bad coups. This is a good coup. It is about ridding the country of corruption. 
It is a clean-up campaign, remember.’ ‘You know very well there no such thing 
as a good coup. A coup is a rape of democracy, and do you really think there is 
such a thing as a good rape?’ ‘You take things too seriously, sis,’ Radha remarked. 
‘Sometimes, to protect the law, we have to go outside it,’ she said, quoting from 
a newspaper article. ‘Cheer up, sis. This is not the end of the world.’ ‘It is the end 
of the world as we have known it, Radha,’ Reshmi replied.

Reshmi’s circle of non-Indian friends began to shrink. Jemima, one of her 
best friends, a cousin of a minister in the deposed government, began to distance 
herself, avoiding eye contact and saying the briefest of hi’s when they crossed 
each other on Victoria Parade. One day, when Reshmi met her in the MH 
supermarket in Flagstaff, she asked her pointedly, ‘Why are you avoiding me, 
Jem.’ ‘You know why,’ she replied. ‘Well I am not personally responsible for what 
has happened.’ ‘Look at your people shouting from the roof tops. Good coup. 
Godsend. Necessary Evil.’ ‘I don’t support that,’ Reshmi replied. ‘Why hold me 
responsible for other people’s views?’ ‘They are not other people. They are your 
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people. What are you doing about it?’ Jemima said icily before heading off to the 
car park.

‘May be we are wrong,’ Jason said one day quite out of the blue.’ ‘Maybe 
we are too self-righteous.’ He mentioned the names of religious groups and 
businessmen, men of standing in the community, who were supporting the 
interim regime. ‘They all can’t be wrong.’ Reshmi had noticed how Jason had 
gone quiet the past few months, but thought this was due to coup-fatigue. She 
looked at him, stunned. ‘Who says so, your talanoa grog group?’ ‘Actually, yes.’ 
‘What have they ever stood up for?’ ‘For their self-respect, Reshmi,’ Jason replied. 
‘We have always been apologetic about ourselves, always taking the back seat as 
if we don’t belong here, always getting kicks up our backside and then asking for 
more.’ This was Radha all over again, Reshmi thought to herself.

‘This is not about us versus them, Jason,’ Reshmi replied, ‘we are all in the 
same boat. We will sink or swim together.’ She continued, ‘An eye for an eye: 
you know what Gandhiji said.’ ‘Yes, the whole world will go blind.’ ‘Then what?’ 
Reshmi asked. ‘This place is so rotten that something had to be done. All the 
ghoos-khori, corruption and bribery, the greasing of palms. You have to break the 
egg to make an omelette.’ ‘Yes, that’s the excuse they all use to get on to the gravy 
train,’ Reshmi shot back. ‘The egg is broken so I might as well make an omelette. 
But you know what, you will never be able to eat that omelette in peace as long 
as the curse of coups hangs over this land.’

Jason changed metaphors, repeating something he had picked up during one 
of his grog sessions. ‘My house is on fire, Resh, and we have to do something. 
We can’t just stand on the sidelines and carp. That luxury is reserved for bloody 
academics and television talking heads, the chattering classes. They have nothing 
to lose.’ Reshmi replied without missing a beat. ‘Yes, our house is on fire, Jase. 
In that case, we must join the fire fighters, not the arsonists.’ Reshmi’s withering 
repartee was on full display.

‘Go out there, talk to the people, see things for yourself in the squatter 
settlements in Nasinu and Kinoya,’ Jason told Reshmi. ‘I will take you there 
myself. Talk to the people. Listen to what they have to say.’ It was a depressing 
drive through the Kinoya-Tacirua stretch, areas full of wretched tin shacks, soot 
and filth and stench of dog shit from the overgrown drains, barely clad children 
wandering aimlessly on the roads. ‘Go and talk principle to people here and see 
the response you get. Pet (livelihood) before principles.’

‘How will the coup solve the problems of these people,’ Reshmi wondered. 
‘Things will get much worse before they get better.’ E khandak se nikalna bahut 
mushkil hoi. It would be very difficult to get out of the wilderness. These squatter 
settlements were a recent phenomenon, the result of non-renewals of leases on 
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farming land. The mood the Fijians were now in, more leases will not be renewed. 
The politics of revenge and retribution will tear this place apart, Reshmi thought 
to herself and it’s the poorest of the poor who will suffer the most. Desperation 
would only compound their misery and make them more vulnerable to the 
demagoguery of their leaders.

‘Why can’t our leaders talk truth to these people, real truth,’ Reshmi asked 
Jason. ‘Tell them that this coup is wrong, that it will fail, that things won’t 
become normal anytime soon.’ ‘No, we have to convince the rest of the world 
that this coup is not wrong,’ Jason countered. He was a complete convert to 
‘the cause.’ ‘Our white neighbours don’t understand what is going on here. They 
never have. We are doing what they want us to do: practice good governance.’ 
Then he added, ‘They came around in the past, and they will come around again. 
It’s just a matter of time. We are simply too important for them to ignore us.’

‘This is not about good governance, Jason.’ Reshmi said sharply. ‘This is 
about greed, people getting into power through the back door on the barrel of 
the gun.’ She rattled off the names of ministers who had lost in the last general 
elections. ‘Go to China and India as much as you want,’ Reshmi continued, 
‘but it is Australia and New Zealand that we will have to live with. We can’t 
escape the truth of our history and geography.’ She reminded Jason of a similar 
but failed attempt soon after the first coup. ‘We should honour history, but not 
be held hostage to it,’ Jason remarked. Itihas ke manyata do, uske ke zanzeer men 
nahin bandho. ‘China and India are the emerging superpowers, and these fellows 
better recognise that quick-fast. The white men’s empire is ending.’

‘How you have changed, Jason,’ Reshmi said to him one day. ‘Before, you 
and I marched, risked arrest and beatings, and begged our neighbours to help 
us restore democracy.’ She reminded him how they were among the founding 
members of the ‘Back to May Movement’ in 1987. ‘Now you want them to look 
the other way.’ ‘No, Reshmi, we want them to see it our way, the way we see it. 
We have drawn a line in the sand and we won’t retreat.’ Looking at Reshmi, 
he said, ‘We will keep this saga before the courts for a long time. There will be 
appeal upon appeal until we get what we want.’ ‘So that’s what courts are for, 
are they?’ Reshmi asked. ‘And here I was thinking they were about dispensing 
justice.’ ‘Think again, Reshmi,’ Jason said. ‘This is the real world of real men and 
real politics.’

‘Maybe democracy doesn’t work here,’ Jason said when they had another 
argument. ‘What has democracy done for this country for the last thirty years? 
Elections and rigged elections, more divisions among our people, corrupt 
politicians getting fatter on the gravy train, our people taken for a ride.’ Then he 
responded to something Reshmi had said earlier about people power. ‘People are 
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stupid,’ Jason said. ‘They don’t know what is good for them. You give them the 
vote and they send in crooks.’ Ek dam lucca log ke ‘They are so easy to buy with 
a few cheap promises.’

‘Whose fault is it?’ Reshmi asked sharply. ‘We go out and tell people to vote 
for the leader, vote for the party, don’t worry about the local candidate. The 
team is important. It is only the leader who matters. Trust him as you trust your 
doctor. He knows what is wrong. He knows what the cure is. With that kind of 
mentality, we will of course suffer.’ She reminded Jason how embarrassing it was 
to see politicians on television unable properly to read speeches written for them, 
and making a botch of things. ‘We kick up dust and then complain we can’t see.’ 

‘It is not a question of fault, Reshmi,’ Jason said. ‘Most of our best and 
brightest have left. Many have parked their families overseas. We are left with the 
chakka panji, the hoi polloi. They have nothing to lose, nowhere to go.’ There was 
contempt in his voice. ‘These fellows care for little beyond their immediate family 
needs. Give them grog and they will be happy. Why should we trust the future 
of our country, your and my future, to these bumpkins? These chutias, arseholes.’

‘So these unelected do-gooders know what is best for us?’ Reshmi countered. 
‘They are in it for themselves, believe you me.’ She reminded Jason of the names 
of relations of prominent people in the government getting appointments to 
statutory bodies and boards of public companies.’ Coups within coups,’ Reshmi 
said, ‘people settling old scores, setting themselves for the future.’ ‘We are perfect 
at playing the victim,’ Reshmi continued. ‘Place yourself on a perch, place the 
garb of victimhood on your head, blame everyone for your misfortune and 
denounce anyone who disagrees. Well, that won’t do me. We condemn others for 
their petty bigotry. Are we any better?’

Jason reminded Reshmi how people in the crowded areas of the Suva-Nausori 
corridor were grateful for the military presence on the roads. ‘They feel secure. 
Look at how armed robberies have gone down, there is no trashing of temples. 
People can walk freely at night. So what if sometimes solders go too far? So what 
if a few heads are cracked? Par for the course, I say.’ ‘The guns give us an illusion 
of security, no more, Jason,’ Reshmi replied. ‘The coup has ripped race relations 
apart in this country. Who will save us when the Fijians turn on us? Remember 
blood is thicker than water.’

‘By then, we will be gone,’ Jason said. Reshmi had forgotten that they had 
applied for a migration visa to New Zealand about a year ago, especially for 
the sake of Ash and Asha and their education. The plan was to settle them in 
Waikato and then return to Fiji. The coup had changed everything. Jason had 
decided that he would migrate too. ‘This place is finished, Resh,’ Jason said. 
Khalas. ‘We have to think of our future. No one else will.’
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‘I can’t go, not now,’ Reshmi told Jason firmly. There were her elderly parents 
in Lautoka to look after. No country would have them because of their age and 
fragile health. Besides, something deep had stirred in her. The coup had unleased 
a passion for political justice and human rights that she did not know she had. 
The haunted look on the faces of children in the squatter settlements and roadside 
stalls pained her deeply. ‘I can leave, but where will they go?’




