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THE SHARK on the dock was no monster.

Four feet long, probably a low-lying reef scavenger. But its dead white eyes had retained their menace, and its jaws were jammed with needles that made it a prize for the two men with the bloody hands.

They were bare-chested Anglos baked brown, muscular yet flabby. One held the corpse by the gill slits while the other used the knife. Slime coated the gray wooden planks. Robin had been looking out over the bow as The Madeleine  pulled in to harbor. She saw the butchery and turned away.

I kept my hand on Spike’s leash.

He’s a French bulldog, twenty-eight pounds of bat-eared, black-brindled muscle and a flat face that makes him a drowning risk. Trained as a pup to avoid water, he now despises it, and Robin and I had dreaded the six-hour cruise from Saipan. But he’d gotten his sea legs before we had, exploring the old yacht’s teak deck, then falling asleep under the friendly Pacific sun.

His welfare during the trip had been our main concern. Six hours in a pet crate in the baggage hold during the flight from LA to Honolulu had left him shell-shocked. A pep talk and meatloaf had helped his recovery and he’d taken well to the condo where we’d stopped over for thirty hours. Then  back on the plane for nearly eight more hours to Guam, an hour at the airport bumping shoulders with soldiers and sailors and minor government officials in guayaberas, and a forty-minute shuttle to Saipan. There Alwyn Brady had met us at the harbor and taken us, along with the bimonthly provisions, on the final leg of the trip to Aruk.

Brady had maneuvered the seventy-foot vessel through the keyhole and beyond the barrier reef. The yacht’s rubber bumpers bounced gently off the pilings. Out at the remote edges, the water was deep blue, thinning to silvery green as it trickled over creamy sand. The green reminded me of something - Cadillac had offered the exact shade during the fifties. From above, the reef’s ledges were coal-black, and small, brilliant fish flitted around them like nervous birds. A few coconut palms grew out of the empty beach. Dead husks dotted the silica like suspension points.

Another bump and Brady cut the engines. I looked past the dock at sharp, black peaks in the distance. Volcanic outcroppings that told the story of the island’s origins. Closer in, soft brown slopes rose above small whitewashed houses and narrow roads that coiled like limp shoelaces. Off to the north a few clapboard stores and a single-pump filling station made up the island’s business district. Tin roofs glinted in the afternoon light. The only sign I could make out read AUNTIE MAE’S TRADING POST. Above it was a rickety satellite dish.

Robin put her head on my shoulder.

One of Brady’s deckhands, a thin, black-haired boy, tied the boat. ‘This is it,’ he said.

Brady came up a few seconds later, pushing his cap back and shouting at the crew to start unloading. Fiftyish, compact,  and nearly as blunt faced as Spike, he was proud of his half-Irish, half-islander ancestry and talkative as an all-night disk jockey. Several times during the journey he’d turned the wheel over to one of the crewmen and come up on deck to lecture us on Yeats, Joyce, vitamins, navigation without instrumentation, sportfishing, the true depth of the Mariana Trench, geopolitics and island history. And Dr Moreland.

‘A saint. Cleaned up the water supply, vaccinated the kids. Like that German fellow, Schweitzer. Only Dr Bill don’t play the organ or no such foolishness. No time for nothing but his good work.’

Now Brady stretched and grinned up at the sun, displaying the few yellow teeth he had left.

‘Gorgeous, isn’t it? Bit of God’s own giftwrap - go easy on that, Orson! Fray-gile. And get the doctor-and-missus gear out!’

He glanced at Spike.

‘You know, doc, first time I saw that face I thought of a monkfish. But he’s been a sailor, hasn’t he? Starting to look like Errol Flynn.’ He laughed. ‘Too many hours on water, turn a sea cow into a mermaid - ah, here’s your things - lay that gently, Orson, pretend it’s your honeybunch. Stay there, folks, we’ll unload it for you. Someone should be by any minute to pick you up - ah, talk about prophecy.’

He aimed his chin at a black Jeep coming down the center of the hillside. The vehicle stopped at the beach road, waited for a woman to pass, then headed straight for us, parking a few feet away from where the shark was being butchered. What remained of the fish was soft and pitiful.

The man with the knife was inspecting the teeth. In his late twenties, he had small features in a big, soft face, lifeless yellow  hair that fell across his forehead, and arms embroidered with tattoos. Running his finger along the shark’s gums, he passed the blade to his partner, a shorter man, slightly older, with heavy beard shadow, wild curly brassy hair, and matching coils of body fleece. Impassive, he began working on the dorsal fin.

Brady climbed out of the boat and stood on the dock. The water was flat and The Madeleine barely bobbed.

He helped Robin out and I scooped up Spike. Once on solid ground, the dog cocked his head, shook himself off, snorted, and began barking at the Jeep.

A man got out. Something dark and hairy sat on his shoulder.

Spike became livid, straining the leash. The hairy thing bared its teeth and pawed the air. Small monkey. The man seemed unperturbed. After shaking Brady’s hand, he came over and reached for Robin’s, then mine.

‘Ben Romero. Welcome to Aruk.’ Thirty to thirty-five, five six, one forty, he had a smooth bronze face and short, straight black hair side-parted precisely. Aviator glasses sat atop a delicate nose. His eyes were burnt almonds. He wore pressed blue cotton pants and a spotless white shirt that had somehow evaded the monkey’s footprints.

The monkey was jabbering and pointing. ‘Calm down, KiKo, it’s just a dog.’ Romero smiled. ‘I think.’

‘We’re not sure, either,’ said Robin.

Romero took the monkey off his shoulder and held it to his cheek, stroking its face. ‘You like dogs, KiKo, right? What’s his name?’

‘Spike.’

‘His name is Spike, KiKo. Dr Moreland told me he’s heat  sensitive so we’ve got a portable air conditioner for your suite. But I doubt you’ll need it. January’s one of our prettiest months. We get some rain bursts, but it stays about eighty.’

‘It’s lovely,’ said Robin.

‘Always is. On the leeward side. Let me get your stuff.’

Brady and his men brought our luggage to the Jeep. Romero and I loaded. When we finished, the monkey was standing on the ground petting Spike’s head and chattering happily. Spike accepted the attention with a look of injured dignity.

‘Good boy,’ said Robin, kneeling beside him.

Laughter made us all turn. The shark butchers were looking our way. They winked and waved. The shorter one had his hands on his hip, the knife in his belt. Rosy-pink hands. He wiped them on his cutoffs and winked. The taller man laughed again.

Spike’s bat ears stiffened and the monkey hissed. Romero put it back on his shoulder, frowning. ‘Better get going. You must be bushed.’

We climbed into the Jeep, and Romero made a wide arc and headed back to the beach road. A wooden sign said Front Street. As we drove up the hill, I looked back. The ocean was all-encompassing and the island seemed very small. The Madeleine’s crew stood on the dock, and the men with the bloody hands were heading toward town, wheeling their bounty in a rusty barrow. All that was left of the shark was a stain.
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‘LET ME give you a proper welcome,’ said Romero. ‘Ahuma na ahap - that’s old pidgin for “enjoy our home.”’

He started up the same central road. Winding and unmarked, it was barely one vehicle wide and bordered by low walls of piled rock. The grade was steeper than it had appeared from the harbor and he played with the Jeep’s gears in order to maintain traction. Each time the vehicle lurched, KiKo nattered and tightened his spidery grip on Romero’s shirt. Spike’s head was out the window, tilted up at the cloudless sky.

As we climbed, I looked back and caught a frontal view of the business district. Most of the buildings were closed, including the gas station. Romero sped past the small, white houses. Up close, the buildings looked shabbier, the stucco cracked, sometimes peeled to the paper, the tin roofs dented and pocked and mossy. Laundry hung on sagging lines. Naked and half-naked children played in the dirt. A few of the properties were fenced with chicken wire, most were open. Some looked unoccupied. A couple of skinny dogs scrounged lazily in the dirt, ignoring Spike’s bark.

This was US territory but it could have been anywhere in the developing world. Some of the meanness was softened by vegetation - broad-leafed philodendrons, bromeliads,  flowering coral trees, palms. Many of the structures were surrounded by greenery - whitewashed eggs in emerald nests.

‘So how was your trip?’ said Romero.

‘Tiring but good,’ said Robin. Her fingers were laced in mine and her brown eyes were wide. The air through the Jeep’s open windows ruffled her curls, and her linen shirt billowed.

‘Dr Bill wanted to greet you personally, but he just got called out. Some kids diving out on North Beach, stung by jellyfish.’

‘Hope it’s not serious.’

‘Nah. But it does smart.’

‘Is he the only doctor on the island?’ I said.

‘We run a clinic at the church. I’m an RN. Emergencies used to get flown over to Guam or Saipan till . . . anyway, the clinic does the trick for most of our problems. I’m on call for whenever I’m needed.’

‘Have you lived here long?’

‘Whole life except for Coast Guard and nursing school in Hawaii. Met my wife there. She’s a Chinese girl. We have four kids.’

As we continued to climb, the shabby houses gave way to empty fields of red clay, and the harbor became tiny. But the volcanic peaks remained as distant, as if avoiding us.

To the right was a small grove of ash-colored trees with deeply corrugated trunks and sinuous, knobby branches that seemed to claw at the sky. Aerial roots dripped like melting wax from several boughs, digging their way back into the earth.

‘Banyans?’ I said.

‘Yup. Strangler trees. They send those shoots up around anything unlucky enough to grow near them and squeeze the life out of it. Little hooks under the shoots - like Velcro, they just dig in. We don’t want them but they grow like crazy in the jungle. Those are about ten years old. Some bird must have dropped seeds.’

‘Where’s the jungle?’

He laughed. ‘Well, it’s not really that. I mean, there’re no wild animals or anything else for that matter except the stranglers.’

He pointed toward the mountaintops. ‘Just east of the island’s center. Dr Bill’s place butts right up against it. On the other side is Stanton - the Navy base.’ He shifted into low, got the Jeep over an especially steep rise, then coasted through big open wooden gates.

The road on the other side was freshly blacktopped. Four-story coco palms were set every ten feet. The piled rock was replaced by a hand-hewn, Japanese-style pine fence and rows of flame-orange clivia. Velvet lawns rolled away on all sides and I could make out the tops of the banyan forest, a remote gray fringe.

Then movement. A small herd of black-tailed deer grazing to the left. I pointed them out to Robin and she smiled and kissed my knuckles. A few seabirds hovered above us; otherwise the sky was inert.

A hundred more palms and we pulled into a huge, gravel courtyard shaded by red cedar, Aleppo pine, mango, and avocado. In the center, an algae-streaked limestone fountain spouted into a carved basin teeming with hyacinths. Behind it stood a massive two-story house, light-brown stucco with  pine trim and balconies and a pagoda roof of shiny green tiles. Some of the edge tiles wore gargoyle faces.

Romero turned off the engine and KiKo scrambled off his shoulder, ran up wide stone steps, and began knocking on the front door.

Spike jumped out of the Jeep and followed, scratching at the wood with his forepaws.

Robin got out to restrain him.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Romero. ‘That’s iron pine, hundreds of years old. The whole place is rock solid. The Japanese army built it in 1919, after the League of Nations took the territories away from Germany and gave them to the emperor. This was their official headquarters.’

KiKo was swinging from the doorknob as Spike barked in encouragement. Romero said, ‘Looks like they’re already buddies. Don’t worry about your stuff, I’ll get it for you later.’

He pushed the door open with the monkey still holding on. It had been a long time since I’d left a door unlocked in LA.

A round whitestone entry led to a big front room with waxed pine floors under Chinese rugs, high plaster walls, a carved teak ceiling, and lots of old, comfortable-looking furniture. Pastel watercolors on the walls. Potted orchids in porcelain jardinieres supplied richer hues. Archways on each side led to long hallways. In front of the right-hand passage was an awkward-looking, red-carpeted staircase with an oiled bannister, all right angles, no curves. It hooked its way up to the second-floor landing and continued out of view.

Straight ahead, a wall of picture windows framed a tourist-brochure vista of terraces and grasslands and the  heartbreakingly blue ocean. The barrier reef was a tiny dark comma notched by the keyhole harbor, the western tip of the island a distinct knife point cutting into the lagoon. Most of Aruk Village was now concealed by treetops. The few houses I could see were sprinkled like sugar on the hillside.

‘How many acres do you have here?’

‘Seven hundred acres, give or take.’

Over a square mile. Big chunk of a seven-by-one-mile island.

‘When Dr Bill bought it from the government, it was abandoned,’ Romero said. ‘He brought it back to life - can I get you something to drink?’

He returned with a tray of Coke cans, lime wedges, glasses, and a water bowl for Spike. Trailing him were two small women in floral housedresses and rubber thongs, one in her sixties, the other half that age. Both had broad, open faces. The older woman’s was pitted.

‘Dr Alexander Delaware and Ms Robin Castagna,’ said Romero, placing the tray on a bamboo end table and the water bowl on the floor.

Spike rushed over and began lapping. KiKo watched analytically, scratching his little head.

‘This is Gladys Medina,’ said Romero. ‘Gourmet chef and executive housekeeper, and Cheryl, first daughter of Gladys and executive vice-housekeeper.’

‘Please,’ said Gladys, flipping a hand. ‘We cook and clean. Nice to meet you.’ She bowed and her daughter imitated her.

‘False modesty,’ said Romero, handing Robin her drink.

‘What are you after, Benjamin? A ginger cookie? I didn’t bake yet, so it won’t do you any good. That’s a very . . . cute  dog. I ordered some food for him on the last boatload and it stayed dry.’ She named the brand Spike was used to.

‘Perfect,’ said Robin. ‘Thank you.’

‘When KiKo eats here, it’s in the service room. Maybe they want to keep each other company?’

Spike was belly down on the entry floor, jowls spreading on the stone, eyelids drooping.

‘Looks like he needs to nap first,’ said Romero.

‘Whatever,’ said Gladys. ‘You need anything, you just come to the kitchen and let me know.’ Both women left. Cheryl hadn’t uttered a word.

‘Gladys has been with Dr Bill since he left the Navy,’ said Romero. ‘She used to work for the base commander at Stanton as a cook, came down with scrub typhus and Dr Bill got her through it. While she recuperated, they fired her. So Dr Bill hired her. Her husband died a few years ago. Cheryl lives with her. She’s a little slow.’

He led us upstairs. Our suite was in the center of the second-story landing. Sitting room with a small refrigerator, bedroom, and white-tiled bath. Old brown wool carpeting covered the floors. The walls were teak and plaster. Overstuffed floral-print furniture, more bamboo tables. The bathtub was ancient cast-iron and spotless with a marble shelf holding soaps and lotions and loofah sponges still in plastic wrap. Fly fans churned the air lazily in all three rooms. A faint insecticidal smell hung in the air.

The bed was a turn-of-the-century mahogany four-poster, made up with crisp, white linens and a yellow wilted-silk spread. On one nightstand was a frosted glass vase of cut amaryllis. A folded white card formed a miniature tent on the pillow.

Lots of windows, silk curtains pulled back. Lots of sky.

‘Look at that view,’ said Robin.

‘The Japanese military governor wanted to be king of the mountain,’ said Romero. ‘The highest point on the island is actually that peak over there.’ He pointed to the tallest of the black crags. ‘But it’s too close to the windward side. You’ve got your gales all year round and rotten humidity.’

He walked to a window. ‘The Japanese figured the mountains gave them a natural barrier from an eastern land assault. The German governor built his house here, too, for the same reason. The Japanese tore it down. They were really into making the place Japanese. Brought in geishas, tea houses, baths, even a movie theater down where the Trading Post is now. The slave barracks were in that field we passed on the way up, where the accidental banyans are. When MacArthur attacked, the slaves came out of the barracks and turned against the Japanese. Between that and the bombing, two thousand Japanese died. Sometimes you still find old bones and skulls up along the hillside.’

He went into the bathroom and tried out the taps.

‘You can drink the water. Dr Bill installed activated carbon filters on all the cisterns on the island and we take regular germ counts. Before that, cholera and typhus were big problems. You’ve still got to be careful about eating the local shellfish - marine toxins and rat lungworm disease. But fruits and vegetables are no problem. Anything here at the house is no problem, Dr Bill grows it all himself. In terms of outside stuff, the bar food at Slim’s isn’t much but the Chop Suey Palace is better than it sounds. At least my Mandarin wife doesn’t mind it. Sometimes Jacqui, the owner, cooks up something interesting, like bird’s nest soup, depending on what’s available.’

‘Is that where the shark’s fin was headed?’ I said.

‘Pardon?’

‘Those two guys down at the harbor. Was it for the restaurant? ’

He pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Oh, them. No, I doubt it.’

 



A gray-haired, gray-bearded man brought up our bags. Romero introduced him as Carl Sleet and thanked him.

When he left, Romero said, ‘Anything else I can do for you?’

‘We seem to have everything.’

‘Okay, then, here’s your key. Dinner’s at six. Dress comfortably.’

He exited. Spike had fallen asleep in the sitting room. Robin and I went into the bedroom and I closed the door on canine snores.

‘Well,’ she said, taking a deep breath and smiling.

I kissed her. She kissed back hard, then yawned in the middle of it and broke away, laughing.

‘Me, too,’ I said. ‘Nap time?’

‘After I clean up.’ She rubbed her arms. ‘I’m crusted with salt.’

‘Ah, dill-pickle woman!’ I grabbed her and licked her skin. She laughed, pushed me away, and began opening a carry-on.

I picked up the folded card on the bed. Inside was a handwritten note:



 



Home is the sailor, home from sea,
 And the hunter home from the hill.




 



R. L. Stevenson


Please make my home yours.

WWM



 



‘Robert Louis Stevenson,’ said Robin. ‘Maybe this will be our Treasure Island.’

‘Wanna see my peg?’

As she laughed, I filled the bath. The water was crystalline, the towels brand-new, thick as fur.

When I returned, she was lying on top of the covers, naked, her hands behind her head, auburn hair spread on the pillow, nipples brown and stiff. I watched her belly rise and fall. Her smile. The oversized upper incisors I’d fallen for, years ago.

The windows were still wide open.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, softly. ‘I checked and no one can see in - we’re too high up.’

‘God, you’re beautiful.’

‘I love you,’ she said. ‘This is going to be wonderful.’
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A RASPING noise woke me. Scratching at one of the screens. I sat up fast, saw it.

A small lizard, rubbing its foreclaws against the mesh.

I got out of bed and had a closer look.

It stayed there. Light brown body speckled with black. Skinny head and unmoving eyes.

It stared at me. I waved. Unimpressed, it scraped some more, finally scampered away.

Five P.M. I’d been out for two hours. Robin was still curled under the sheets.

Slipping into my pants, I tiptoed to the sitting room. Spike greeted me by panting and rolling over. I massaged his gut, refilled his water bowl, poured myself a tonic water on ice, and sat by the largest window. The sun was a big, red cherry, the ocean starting to silver.

I felt lucky to be alive, but disconnected - so far from everything familiar.

Rummaging in my briefcase I found Moreland’s letter. Heavy white paper with a regal watermark. At the top in embossed black:


Aruk House, Aruk Island.



Dear Dr Delaware,

I am a physician who lives on the island of Aruk in the northern region of Micronesia. Nicknamed ‘Knife Island’ because of its oblong shape, Aruk is officially part of the Mariana Commonwealth and a self-governing US territory, but relatively obscure and not listed in any guidebooks. I have lived here since 1961 and have found it a wonderful and fascinating place.

I chanced to come across an article you published in The Journal of Child Development and Clinical Practice  on group trauma. Progressing to all your other published works, I find that you display a fine combination of scholarliness and common-sense thinking.

I say all this by way of making an interesting proposition.

Over the last three decades, in addition to conducting research in natural history and nutrition, I have accumulated an enormous amount of clinical data from my practice, some of it unique. Because the bulk of my time has been spent treating patients, I have not taken the time to properly organize this information.

As I grow older and closer to retirement, I realize that unless these data are brought to publication, a wealth of knowledge may be lost. Initially, my thought was to obtain the help of an anthropologist, but I decided that someone with clinical experience, preferably in a mental health field, would be better suited to the task. Your writing skills and orientation make me feel that you might be a compatible collaborator.

I’m sure, Dr Delaware, that this will seem odd, coming out of the blue, but I have given much thought to my offer. Though the pace of life on Aruk is probably a good deal slower than what you are used to, that in and of itself may have appeal for you. Would you be interested in helping me? By my estimate, the preliminary organization should take two, perhaps three months, at which point we could sit down and figure out if we’ve got a book, a monograph, or several journal articles. I would concentrate on the biological aspects, and I’d rely upon you for the psychological input. What I envision is a fifty-fifty collaboration with joint authorship.

I’m prepared to offer compensation of six thousand dollars per month, for four months, in addition to business-class transportation from the mainland and full room and board. There are no hotels on Aruk, but my own home is quite commodious and I’m sure you would find it pleasant. If you are married, I could accommodate your wife’s transportation, though I could not offer her any paid work. If you have children, they could enroll in the local Catholic school, which is small but good, or I could arrange for private tutoring at a reasonable cost.

If this interests you, please write me or call collect at (670) 555-3334. There is no formal schedule, but I would like to get to work on this as soon as possible.

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Woodrow Wilson Moreland, MD.

Slow pace of life; nothing in the letter indicated professional challenges, and any other time, I might have written back a polite refusal. I hadn’t done long-term therapy for years, but forensic consultations kept me busy, and Robin’s work as a builder of custom stringed instruments left her little free time for vacations, let alone a four-month idyll.

But we’d been talking, half jokingly, about escaping to a desert island.

A year ago a psychopath had burned down our home and tried to murder us. Eventually, we’d taken on the task of rebuilding, finding temporary lodgings at a beach rental on the far western end of Malibu.

After our general contractor flaked out on us, Robin began overseeing the project. Things went well before bogging down the way construction projects inevitably do. Our new home was still months from completion, and the double load finally proved too much for her. She hired a fellow luthier who’d developed a severe allergy to wood dust to oversee the final stages, and returned to her carving.

Then her right wrist gave out - severe tendinitis. The doctors said nothing would help unless she gave the joint a long hiatus. She grew depressed and did little but sit on the beach all day, insisting she was adjusting just fine.

To my surprise, she soon was, hurrying to the sand each morning, even when autumn brought biting winds and iron skies. Taking long, solitary walks to the tide pools, watching the pelicans hunt from a vantage point atop the rocky cove.

‘I know, I know,’ she finally said. ‘I’m surprised, myself. But now I’m thinking I was silly for waiting this long.’

In November, the lease on our beach house expired and  the owner informed us he was giving it to his failed-screen-writer son as an incentive to write.

Thirty-day notice to vacate.

Moreland’s letter came soon after. I showed it to Robin, expecting her to laugh it off.

She said, ‘Call me Robin. Crusoe.’
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SOMETHING HUMAN woke her.

People arguing next door. A man and a woman, their words blunted by thick walls, but the tone unmistakable. Going at each other with that grinding relentlessness that said they’d had long practice.

Robin sat up, pushed her hair out of her face, and squinted.

The voices subsided, then resumed.

‘What time is it, Alex?’

‘Five-forty.’

She took a long breath. I sat down on the bed and held her. Her body was moist.

‘Dinner in twenty minutes,’ she said. ‘The bath must be cold.’

‘I’ll run another.’

‘When did you get up?’

‘Five.’ I told her about the lizard. ‘So don’t be alarmed if it happens again.’

‘Was he cute?’

‘Who says it was a he?’

‘Girls don’t peep through other people’s windows.’

‘Now that I think about it, he did seem to be ogling you.’ I narrowed my eyes and flicked my tongue. ‘Probably a lounge lizard.’

She laughed and got out of bed. Putting on a robe, she walked around, flexing her wrist.

‘How does it feel?’

‘Better, actually. All the warm air.’

‘And doing nothing.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The power of positive nothing.’

 



She slipped into a sleeveless white dress that showed off her olive skin. As we headed for the stairs, someone said, ‘Hello  there.’

A couple had emerged from next door. The woman was locking up. The man repeated his greeting.

Both were tall, in their forties, with short-sleeved, epauletted khaki ensembles. His looked well worn, but hers was right out of the box.

He had a red, peeling nose under thick-rimmed glasses and a long, graying beard that reached his breastbone. The hair on top was darker, thin, combed over. His vest pockets bulged. She was big busted and broad beamed, with brown hair pulled back from a round face.

They lumbered toward us, holding hands. Half an hour ago they’d been assaulting each other with words.

‘Dr and Mrs Delaware, I presume?’ His voice was low and grainy. Cocktail breath. Up close, his skin was freckled pemmican, the red nose due to shattered vessels, not sunburn.

‘Robin Castagna and Alex Delaware,’ I said.

‘Jo Picker, Lyman Picker. Dr Jo Picker and Lyman Picker.’

The woman said, ‘Actually, it’s Dr Lyman Picker, too, but who cares about that nonsense.’ She had a sub-alto voice. If the two of them had kids, they probably sounded like tugboat horns.

She gave Robin a wide, appraising smile. Light brown eyes, an even nose, lips just a little too thin. Her tan was as new as her getup, still pink around the edges.

‘I’ve heard you’re a craftswoman,’ she said. ‘Sounds fascinating. ’

‘We’ve been looking forward to meeting you,’ said Picker. ‘Round out the dinner table - make up for the host’s absence.’

‘Is the host absent often?’ I said.

‘All work, no play. When the man sleeps, I don’t know. Are you vegetarians like him? We’re not. My line of work, you eat what you can get or you starve to death.’

Knowing it was expected of me, I said, ‘What line is that?’

‘Epiphytology. Botany. Tropical spores.’

‘Are you doing research with Dr Moreland?’

He gave a wet laugh. ‘No, I rarely venture far from the equator. This is a cold weather jaunt for me.’ He threw an arm around his wife’s shoulder. ‘Keeping the distaff side company. Dr Jo here is an esteemed meteorologist. Fluctuations in aerial currents. Uncle Sam’s quite enamored, ergo grant money.’

Jo gave an uneasy smile. ‘I study the wind. How was your trip?’

‘Long but peaceful,’ said Robin.

‘Come over on the supply boat?’ said Picker.

‘Yes.’

‘Out of Saipan or Rota?’

‘Saipan.’

‘Us, too. Damned tedious, give me a plane any day. Even the biggest ocean liner’s a thumbnail in a swimming pool. Ridiculous, isn’t it, big airfield over on Stanton and the Navy won’t let anyone use it.’

‘Dr Moreland wrote that the airport there was closed,’ I said.

‘Not when the Navy needs it. Damn boats.’

‘Oh, it wasn’t so bad, Ly,’ said Jo. ‘Remember the flying fish? It was lovely, actually.’

The four of us started toward the stairs.

‘Typical government stupidity,’ said Picker. ‘All that land, no one using it - probably the result of some sub-committee. Wouldn’t you say, dear? You understand the ways of the government.’

Jo’s smile was tense. ‘Wish I did.’

‘Spend any time in Guam?’ asked her husband. ‘Read any of those tourist pamphlets they have everywhere? Developing the Pacific, making use of the native talent pool. So what does the military do to a place like this? Blocks off the one link between the base and the rest of the island.’

‘What link is that?’ I said.

‘Southern coastal road. The leeward side is unapproachable from the north, sheer rock walls from the tip of North Beach up to those dead volcanoes, so the only other ways to get through are the southern beach road and through the banyan forest. Navy blockaded the road last year. Meaning no military contact with the village, no commerce. What little local economy there was got choked off.’

‘What about through the forest?’

‘The Japanese salted it with land mines.’

His wife moved out from under his arm. ‘What kinds of things do you craft, Robin?’

‘Musical instruments.’

‘Ah . . . drums and such?’

‘Guitars and mandolins.’

‘Lyman plays the guitar.’

Picker scratched his beard. ‘Took a guitar into the hoyos  of central Ecuador - now that was a place - ocelots, tapir, kinkajou. Only indigenous thingies around here lack spines, and my bride despises spineless things, don’t you?’

‘He plays quite well,’ said Jo.

‘Regular Segovia.’ Picker mimed a strum. ‘Sitting around the campfire with the Auca Indians, trying to charm them so they’d lead me to a juicy trove of Cordyceps militaris - fungal parasite, grows on insect pupae, they eat it like popcorn. Humidity loosened the glue on the thing, woke up the next morning to a stack of soggy boards.’ He laughed. ‘Used the strings to strangle my supper that night, the rest for toothpicks.’

We reached the bottom of the stairs. Ben Romero was in the front room, KiKo on his shoulder. Picker eyed the animal. ‘I’ve eaten them, too. Gamy. Can’t housebreak them, did you know?’

‘Evening, Ben,’ said Jo. ‘Alfresco, as usual?’

Ben nodded. ‘Dr Bill will be a little late.’

‘Surprise, surprise,’ said Picker.

We walked through the right-hand hallway. Raw silk walls were hung with yet more pale watercolors. Nature scenes, well executed. The same signature on all of them: ‘B. Moreland.’ Another of the doctor’s talents?

Ben led us through a big, yellow living room with a limestone fireplace, brocade couches, chinoiserie tables, Imari porcelain lamps with parchment shades. An oil portrait of a black-haired woman took up the space over the mantel. Her haughty beauty evoked Sargent.

The room opened to a wraparound terrace where a  banquet table was covered with bright blue cloth. Bone china set for seven. Nascent light from hanging iron lanterns was swallowed by the still-bright evening.

The sun nudged the horizon, spilling crimson onto the skin of the water, a lovely wound. Down in the village tin roofs glinted through the treetops like tiny coins. The road leading up to the estate was a sleeping gray snake, its head resting at the big front gates. I thought of the slaves storming up from the barracks. Some Japanese general watching, helpless, knowing how it would end.

Lyman Picker touched his throat and winked at Ben.

‘Bourbon,’ Ben said in a tight voice. ‘Straight up.’

‘Excellent memory, friend.’

‘And for you, Mrs Picker?’

‘Just a soda, if it’s no bother.’

‘No bother at all.’ Ben’s jaws flexed. ‘Ms Castagna? Dr Delaware?’

‘Nothing, thanks,’ I said.

Robin looked at me. ‘Me, neither.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Positive.’

He left.

‘Conscientious one, that,’ said Picker.

Jo began examining the flatware. Robin and I walked to the pine railing. Picker followed us and leaned against the wood, elbows resting on the cap.

‘So you’re here to work with the old man. Sun and fun, maybe a publication or two. He’s lucky to get you. You wouldn’t find a serious scientist here.’

I laughed.

‘No offense, man,’ he said, as if offended. ‘When I say  serious, I mean us theoretical and oh-so-irrelevant types. Panhandlers with PhD’s, rattling our beakers and praying stipends will drop in. This part of the globe, you want funding you don’t study a place like this, you go for Melanesia, Polynesia. Big, fat, fertile islands, plenty of flora, fauna, agreeably colorful indigenous tribes, serious mythology for the folklore crowd.’

‘Aruk doesn’t have any of that?’

He coughed without covering his mouth. ‘Micronesia, my friend, is two thousand dirt specks in three million square miles of water, most of them uninhabited bumps of coral.  This bump’s one of the most obscure. Did you know there were no people till the Spanish brought them over to grow sugar? The crop failed and the Spanish sailed away, leaving the workers to starve. Then came the Germans, who, for all their authoritarianism, hadn’t a clue about colonizing. Sat around reading Goethe all day. Then the Japanese, trying the same damn sugar thing, slave labor.’

He laughed. ‘So what was the payoff? MacArthur bombs them to hell and the slaves say payback time. Night of the long knives.’ He drew a finger across his beard.

Jo came over. ‘Is he regaling you with tales of his wide-flung adventures?’

‘No,’ said Picker, grumpily. ‘Reviewing local history.’ He coughed again. ‘Where’s that drink?’

‘Soon, Ly. So what led you to become a craftswoman, Robin?’

‘I love music and working with my hands. Tell us about  your research, Jo.’

‘Nothing very exciting. I was sent to do a wind survey of several islands in the Mariana complex and Aruk’s my  last stop. We were renting a teeny place in town till Bill was kind enough to invite us up here. We’re leaving in a week.’

‘Don’t make it sound like the weather service, girl,’ said Picker. ‘Defense Department pays her bills. She’s an important national asset. Marry an asset, get an all-expense vacation. ’

He slapped his wife on the back, none too gently. She stiffened but smiled.

‘Do you live in Washington?’ said Robin.

‘We have a town-house in Georgetown,’ said Jo, ‘but most of the time we’re both gone.’

She recoiled. A lizard, just like the one I’d seen at the window, raced along the top of the railing. Her husband flicked a finger at it, laughing as it disappeared over the side.

‘Still jittery?’ he reproached her. ‘I told you it’s harmless.  Hemidactylus frenatus. House gecko, semi-domesticated. People feed them near the house, so they’ll stick around and eat all the buggies.’

He wiggled his fingers in his wife’s face. In grade school, he’d probably been a pigtail yanker.

She tried to smile. ‘Well, I just can’t get used to them doing pushups on my screen.’

‘Squeamish,’ Picker told us. ‘Meaning I can’t bring my  work home.’

Jo colored beneath her tan.

The young housekeeper, Cheryl, came out with a tray. On it were the drinks the Pickers had ordered and mineral waters with lime for Robin and me.

‘Retarded, that,’ Picker said when she was gone. Tapping his temple. He raised his glass. ‘To spineless things.’

Red light bounced off the ocean and bloodied his beard.

His wife looked the other way and sipped.

Robin drew me away to the opposite corner.

‘Charming, huh?’ I said.

‘Alex, why were you so adamant about not ordering drinks?’

‘Because Ben’s teeth were clenched when Picker ordered his. He’s a nurse, doesn’t want to be thought of as a butler. Notice he sent Cheryl with the tray.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘My psychologist.’ She slipped her hand around my waist and lowered her head to my shoulder.

‘Lovers’ secrets?’ Picker called out. His glass was empty.

‘Let them be, Ly,’ said Jo.

‘Looks like they’re being just fine.’

‘Welcome to paradise,’ I muttered.

Robin quelled a laugh. It came out sounding like a hiccup.

‘Hitting the sauce, girl?’ I whispered. ‘Tsk, tsk. Damned self-indulgent.’

‘Stop,’ she said, biting her lip.

I leaned close. ‘Great fun ahead, wench. Cooked flesh and spirits, and after dinner he’ll regale us with tales of the giantpenised Matahuaxl tribe. Human tripods, they are. Very virile.’

She licked her lips and whispered back: ‘Very, indeed. As they trip their way over the roots of the variegated crotch-weed. ’Cause let’s face it, when it comes to tribes, bigger is  better.’

‘Ah, love . . .’ Picker called from across the terrace. ‘Need another drinkie, I do.’

But he made no move to get one and neither did his wife. Welcome silence, then light footsteps sounded from behind.  I turned and saw a lovely-looking blond woman walk toward us.

Late twenties or early thirties, she had a nipped waist, boyish hips, small breasts, long legs. She wore an apricot silk blouse and black crepe slacks. Blunt-cut hair ended at her shoulders, held in place by a black band. The honey tint looked real and her sculpted face had a scrubbed-clean look. Her features were fine and perfectly placed: Soft, wide mouth, clean jaw, delicate ears. Blue eyes with a downward slant that made them look sad.

Except for her coloring, she could have been the woman in the oil portrait.

‘Dr Delaware and Ms Castagna? I’m Pam, Dr Moreland’s daughter.’ Soft, musical, slightly reticent voice. She had a fetching smile but looked away as she extended her hand. I’d had patients with that tendency to avert; all had been painfully shy as children.

‘Doctor herself,’ Picker corrected. ‘All these accomplished  femmes and everyone’s playing the modesty game.’

Pam Moreland gave him a pitying smile. ‘Evening, Lyman. Jo. Sorry I’m late. Dad should be here shortly. If not, we’ll start without him. Gladys has done a nice Chicken Kiev. Dad’s vegetarian, but he tolerates us barbarians.’

She smiled beautifully but the eyes remained sad, and I wondered if physical structure completely explained it.

Picker said, ‘Just gave our new chums a history lesson, Dr Daughter. Told them scientists shun this lovely bit of real estate because Margaret Mead showed the key to stardom is witch doctors, puberty rites, and bare-chested, dusky girls.’ His eyes dropped to Pam’s bodice.

‘Interesting theory. Can I get you some coffee?’

‘No thanks, my dear. But a refill of this wouldn’t hurt.’

‘Ly,’ said Jo. She hadn’t moved from her corner. Picker kept his back to her. ‘Yes, my love?’

‘Come here and look at the sunset.’

He nibbled his mustache. ‘The old distraction technique? Worried about my liver?’

‘I just—’

He swiveled and faced her. ‘If Entamoeba histolytica and  Fasciola hepatica failed to do the trick, do you really think a little Wild Turkey will succeed, Josephine?’

Jo said nothing.

‘Lived on metronodizole and bithionol for months,’ Picker told Pam. ‘Long overdue for a physical. Any referrals?’

‘Not unless you’re going to Philadelphia.’

‘Ah, the city of brotherly love,’ said Picker. ‘Don’t have a brother. Would I love him, if I did?’

Pondering that, he walked away.

‘I will take that refill, Dr Pam,’ he called over his shoulder.

‘The man who came to dinner,’ Pam said very softly. ‘Excuse me.’

She returned with a quarter-full bottle of Wild Turkey, thrust it at the surprised Picker, and returned to us. ‘Dad’s sorry about not being able to greet you properly.’

‘The jellyfish,’ I said.

She nodded. Glance at a Lady Rolex. ‘I guess we should get started.’

 



She seated Robin and me with a view of the sunset, the Pickers on the other end, herself in the middle. Two empty chairs remained and moments later Ben Romero came out and took one. He’d put on a tan cotton sportcoat.

‘Usually I go home by six,’ he said, unrolling his napkin, ‘but my wife’s having a card party, the baby’s sleeping, and the older kids are farmed out.’

‘Next time we’ll have Claire up,’ said Pam. ‘She’s a marvellous violinist. The kids, too.’

Ben laughed. ‘That’ll be real relaxing.’

‘Your kids are great, Ben.’

The food came. Platters of it.

Watercress salad with avocado dressing, carrot puree, fricassee of wild mushrooms with walnuts and water chestnuts. Then the chicken, sizzling and moist.

A bottle of white burgundy remained untouched. Picker poured himself the rest of the bourbon. His wife looked the other way and ate energetically.

‘Gladys didn’t learn to cook like this at the base,’ said Robin.

‘Believe it or not, she did,’ Pam said. ‘The commander thought himself quite the gourmet. She’s very creative, lucky for Dad.’

‘Has he always been a vegetarian?’

‘Since after the Korean War. The things he saw made him determined never to hurt anything again.’

Picker grunted.

‘But he’s always been tolerant,’ said Pam. ‘Had meat shipped over for me when I arrived.’

‘You don’t live here?’ said Robin.

‘No, I came last October. It was supposed to be a stopover on the way to a medical convention in Hong Kong.’

‘What’s your specialty?’ I said.

‘Internal medicine and public health. I work at the student health center at Temple U.’ She paused. ‘Actually, it was a combination work trip and breather. I just got divorced.’

She filled her water glass, shrugged.

‘Did you grow up here?’ asked Robin.

‘Not really. Ready for dessert?’

Picker watched her walk away. ‘Some fool in Philadelphia’s missing out.’

Ben eyed him. ‘Another bottle, Dr Picker?’

Picker stared back. ‘No thank you, amigo. Better keep my wits. I’m flying tomorrow.’

Jo put down her fork. Picker grinned at her.

‘Yes, darling, I’ve decided to go ahead.’

‘Flying in what?’ said Ben.

‘Vintage craft, but well maintained. Man named Amalfi owns it.’

‘Harry Amalfi? One of those crop dusters? They haven’t flown in years.’

‘They’re quite serviceable, friend. I examined them myself. Been buzzing jungles for fifteen years and I’m going to buzz your poor excuse for one tomorrow morning, me and Dr Missus. Take some aerial photographs, prove to the boys back at the institute that I’ve been here and that there was nothing to dig up.’

Jo’s fingers were gathering tablecloth. ‘Ly—’

Ben said, ‘It’s not a good idea, Dr Picker.’

Picker shot him a fierce smile. ‘Your input is duly noted, friend.’

‘The forest is Navy territory. You’ll need official permission to fly over.’

‘Wrong,’ said Picker. ‘Only the east end is Navy land. The western half is public land, never formally claimed by the Navy. Or so Dr Wife here tells me from her maps.’

‘That’s true, Ly,’ said Jo, ‘but it’s still—’

‘Zoom,’ Picker spoke over her. ‘Up and away - would you rather I remain bored to the point of brain death?’

‘The entire forest is one mile wide,’ said Ben. ‘Once you’re up there it’s going to be pretty hard to keep track—’

‘Concerned about me, amigo?’ said Picker, with sudden harshness. He picked up the bourbon bottle, as if ready to break it. Put it down with exquisite care, and got up.

‘Everyone so concerned about me. Touching.’ His beard was littered with crumbs. ‘Fonts of human kindness to my face, but behind my back: Drunken buffoon.’

He shifted his attention to his wife, glaring and grinning simultaneously. ‘Are you coming, angel?’

Her lip trembled. ‘You know how I feel about small craft, Ly—’

‘Not that. Now. Are you coming, now?’

Without taking his eyes off her, he picked up a piece of chicken and bit in. Chewing with his mouth open, he shot a hard, dark glance at Romero: ‘It’s a metaphor, friend.’

‘What is?’ said Ben.

‘This place. All the other damn bumps in the ocean. Volcanoes ejaculating, then dropping dead. Conquerors arriving with high hopes only to slink away or die, the damned coral parasites taking over, everything sinking. Entropy.’

Jo put down her fork. ‘Excuse us.’

Picker tossed the chicken onto a plate and took her arm roughly.

‘Everything sinks,’ he said, pulling her away.
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PAM CAME back carrying a huge bowl of fruit and eyed the empty chairs.

‘They left,’ said Ben. ‘They’re renting one of Harry’s crop dusters and buzzing the jungle tomorrow morning.’

‘In one of those wrecks? Are they safe?’

‘I tried to talk him out of it. He’s a world-class explorer.’ He arched his eyebrows.

She put the bowl down and sat. ‘I’m afraid sometimes Dr Picker gets a little . . . difficult.’

‘Nice of your father to put them up all this time,’ I said.

She and Ben exchanged looks.

‘They kind of invited themselves,’ she said. ‘Dad’s a soft touch. Apparently, she’s quite a prominent researcher.’

‘What about him?’

‘He works part-time for some wildlife organization with a shoestring budget. Studying some fungus or other. I get the feeling he’s having trouble finding grant money. I guess it’s difficult . . . Dad should be here any moment.’

She passed the bowl.

‘Is it true,’ I said. ‘About the Navy cutting off contact with the village with a blockade?’

She nodded.

‘Why?’

‘It’s the military,’ said Ben. ‘They live in their own little world.’

‘Dad’s working on it,’ said Pam. ‘Wrote to Senator Hoffman because the two of them go back a ways. And Hoffman knows Aruk from personal experience; he was Stanton’s commander during the Korean War.’

‘The gourmet?’

She nodded. ‘He used to come up here with his wife, sit right on this terrace and play bridge.’

‘Sounds like a good contact,’ I said. The senator from Oregon had been discussed as a Presidential candidate.

Ben put his napkin down and stood. ‘’Scuse me, got to pick up the kids. Anything you need for tomorrow, Pam?’

‘Just more disposable needles. And vaccine if it’s running low.’

‘Already there,’ said Ben. ‘I set up before dinner.’

He shook our hands and left quickly.

‘He’s terrific,’ said Pam. ‘Really knows what he’s doing. He found KiKo on the docks, dying of infection, and nursed him back to health.’ She smiled. ‘KiKo’s short for King Kong. He sleeps in a cradle in Ben’s house.’

‘Dr Picker said monkeys can’t be housebroken.’

‘I’m no primatologist, but sometimes I think animals are a lot more tractable than people.’

The sound of a car engine drew my eyes down toward the road. Darkness had set in, but a pair of headlights shone through.

‘. . . one of the most levelheaded people you’ll ever meet. Dad wouldn’t mind if he went on to med school; the island could use a younger doctor. But the time commitment - he’s got a big family to support.’

‘In his letter to me,’ I said, ‘your father mentioned retirement. ’

She smiled. ‘I don’t imagine he’ll ever fully retire, but with three thousand people on this island, he could use some help. I’ve been pitching in, but . . .’ She put her spoon down.

‘You asked before if I grew up on Aruk and I said not really. I was born here but boarded out very young. Went to Temple for med school and stayed in Philadelphia. I kept thinking I should come back here, but I grew up a city girl, found out I like the city.’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Robin. ‘Small towns are great in theory but they can be limiting.’

‘Exactly. Aruk is wonderful; you guys will have a great time. But as a permanent place to live, it’s - how shall I put this? At the risk of sounding elitist . . . it’s just very small. And the water all around. You just can’t go very far without being reminded of your insignificance.’

‘We lived on the beach this last year,’ said Robin. ‘There were times the ocean made me feel downright invisible.’

‘Precisely. Everywhere you turn, it’s there. Sometimes I think of it as a big, blue slap in the face.’

She nibbled more fruit. ‘And the pace. Cross the international dateline and for some reason everything moves slowly. I’m not the most patient person in the world.’

Gladys and Cheryl arrived with a rolling tray and coffee, cleared the dishes and poured.

Pam said, ‘Everything was delicious, Gladys.’

‘Tell your father to show up for dinner. He needs to take better care of himself.’

‘I’ve been telling him that since I got here, Gladys.’

‘And I’ve been ignoring it, mule that I am,’ said a voice from the house.

A very tall, very homely man stood in the double doorway. Stooped, gaunt, clean-shaven, bald except for white dandelion puffs over his ears, he had a narrow, lipless mouth, a thick, fleshy nose and a long face bottoming in a misshapen, crinkled chin that made me think of a camel. His cheeks were hollow and limp, his eye sockets deep and pouched. Sad blue eyes - the only physical trait he’d passed on to his daughter.

He wore a cheap-looking white shirt over baggy brown pants, white socks, and sandals. His chest looked caved in, his arms long and ungainly and spotted by the sun, the flesh loose on thin bones. Plastic eyeglasses hung from a chain. His breast pocket drooped with pens, a doctor’s penlight, a pair of sunglasses, a small white plastic ruler. He carried an old black leather medical bag.

As I stood, he waved and came forward in an ungainly, headfirst lope.

Not a camel. A flamingo.

Touching his lips to Pam’s cheek, he said, ‘Evening, kitten.’

‘Hi, Dad.’

The narrow mouth widened a millimeter. ‘Miss Castagna. A pleasure, dear.’ He gave Robin’s fingertips a brief, double-hand clasp, then took my hand, sighing, as if he’d been waiting a long time to do it.

‘Dr Delaware.’

His hand was dry and limp, exerting feeble pressure, then slipping away like a windblown leaf.

‘I’m bringing you dinner,’ said Gladys. ‘And don’t tell me you grabbed a snack in the village.’

‘I didn’t,’ said Moreland, putting his palms together. ‘I promise, Gladys.’

He sat down and inspected his napkin before unfolding it. ‘I trust you’ve been well taken care of. Any seasickness coming over?’

We shook our heads.

‘Good. Madeleine’s a fine craft and Alwyn’s the best of the supply captains. She used to belong to a sportsman from Hawaii. Runs fine on sails, but Alwyn upgraded the engines and he really makes good time. He babies that boat.’

‘How many boats make the run?’ I said.

‘Three to six, depending on orders, circulating among the smaller islands. On the average, we get one or two loads twice a month.’

‘Must be expensive.’

‘It does inflate the cost of goods.’

Cheryl returned with two plates piled high with everything we’d eaten but the chicken. Beans had been added to the rice. She set the food in front of Moreland and he smiled up at her.

‘Thank you, dear. I hope your mother doesn’t expect me to finish all this.’

Cheryl giggled and scurried off.

Moreland took a deep breath and raised a fork. ‘How’s your little bulldog faring?’

‘Sleeping off the boat ride,’ I said.

Robin said, ‘Matter of fact, I’d better go check on him. Excuse me.’

I walked her to the stairway. When I got back, Moreland was looking at his food but hadn’t touched it. Pam was sitting in place, not moving.

Moreland’s eyes drifted up to the black sky. For a moment they seemed clouded. Then he blinked them clear. Pam was fiddling with her napkin ring.

‘I think I’ll take a walk,’ she said, rising.

‘Good night, kitten.’

‘Nice to meet you, Dr Delaware.’

‘Nice to meet you.’

Another exchange of pecks and she was gone. Moreland took a forkful of rice and chewed slowly, washing it down with water. ‘I’m very happy to finally meet you.’

‘Same here, doctor.’

‘Call me Bill. May I call you Alex?’

‘Of course.’

‘How are your accommodations?’

‘Great. Thanks for everything.’

‘What did you think of my Stevenson quote?’

The question threw me. ‘Nice touch. Great writer.’

‘Home is the sailor,’ he said. ‘This is my home, and it’s my pleasure to have you here. Stevenson never made it to the northern Marianas but he did have a feel for island life. Great thinker as well as a great writer. The great thinkers have much to offer . . . I have high hopes for our project, Alex. Who knows what patterns will emerge when we really get into the data.’

He put the fork down.

‘As I mentioned, I’m particularly interested in mental health problems because they always pose the greatest puzzles. And I’ve seen some fascinating cases.’

He aimed the pouchy eyes at me. ‘For example, years ago I encountered a case of - I suppose the closest label would be lycanthropy, but it really wasn’t classical lycanthropy.’

‘A wolf-man?’

‘A cat-woman. Have you seen that?’

‘During my training I saw schizophrenics with transitory animal hallucinations.’

‘This was more than transitory. Thirty-year-old woman, attractive, sweet nature. Shortly after her thirty-first birthday, she began withdrawing from her family and wandering around staring at cats. Then she started chasing mice - rather uselessly. Mewing, licking herself, eating raw meat. That’s what finally brought her to me: Rampant intestinal parasites caused by her diet.’

‘Was this a constant delusion?’

‘More like a series of fits - acute spells, but they lasted longer and longer as time went on. By the time I saw her the periods between the fits weren’t good, either. Appetite loss, poor concentration, bouts of weeping. Tell all that to a psychiatrist and he’d probably diagnose psychotic depression or a bipolar mood disorder. An anthropologist, on the other hand, would pounce on tribal rituals or a plant-induced religious hallucinosis. The problem is, there are no native hallucinogenic plants on Aruk nor any pre-Christian shamanic culture.’
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