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Prologue


I will never forget the damp, windswept January morning in 1998 when Frank landed on the tiny Fijian island of Taveuni. Thunder had rumbled all night, and before breakfast the proprietors of the Maravu Plantation Resort were busy trying to repair some damage to the electrical plant. As the entire frozen food store was in jeopardy, I volunteered to drive to Matei to fetch some new guests who were due to arrive on ‘date-line’ island by the morning plane from Nadi. Angela and Jochen Kiess were profusely grateful for my offer, and Jochen pointed out that in a crisis one could always count on the English.


I noticed the solemn Norwegian as soon as he got into the Land Rover. He was about forty, of medium height, and fair like most Scandinavians, but his eyes were brown and he had a somewhat crestfallen air. He introduced himself as Frank Andersen, and I remember toying with the notion that perhaps he was one of that rare breed who, throughout their lives, feel themselves oppressed by the grief that the lack of spirit and permanence in our existence brings. This assumption was by no means dashed when, that same evening, I learnt that he was an evolutionary biologist. For those predisposed to gloom, evolutionary biology can hardly be a very uplifting science.


On my desk here at home in Croydon is a crumpled picture postcard from Barcelona, dated 26 May 1992. The picture is a view of Gaudí’s unfinished sand-castle of a cathedral, La Sagrada Familia, and on the back is written:


Dearest Frank,


I’m coming to Oslo on Tuesday. But I won’t be alone. It’s all going to be different now. You must brace yourself for something. Don’t phone me! I want to feel your body before words can interpose themselves between us. Do you remember the magic elixir? Soon you’ll be able to savour a few drops of it. I feel so scared sometimes. Is there any step we could both take to reconcile ourselves to the brevity of life?


Your own Vera.


One afternoon, as we sat hunched over our beers in the bar of the Maravu, Frank showed me the postcard with those high spires. I’d been telling him how I’d lost Sheila some years earlier, and he’d sat there a long while before opening his wallet and extricating a folded postcard which he opened out and placed on the table in front of us. The greeting was in Spanish, but the Norwegian translated it word for word. It was as if he needed my help to grasp what he himself had transposed.


‘Who is Vera?’ I asked. ‘Is she your wife?’


He nodded.


‘We met in Spain at the end of the eighties. A few months later we were living together in Oslo.’


‘But it fell apart?’


He shook his head, but then added, ‘Ten years later she moved back to Barcelona. That was last autumn.’


‘Vera’s not a typically Spanish name,’ I put in. ‘Or Catalan for that matter.’


‘It’s the name of a little town in Andalucía,’ he said. ‘According to her family, Vera was conceived there.’


I gazed down at the postcard.


‘And she’d been over in Barcelona visiting her family?’


He shook his head again.


‘She’d been there some weeks defending a doctoral thesis.’


‘Really?’


‘On the migration of humans out of Africa. Vera’s a palaeontologist.’


‘Who did she bring with her to Oslo?’ I enquired.


He peered down into his glass.


‘Sonja,’ was all he said.


‘Sonja?’


‘Our daughter. Sonja.’


‘So you’ve got a daughter?’


He pointed at the postcard.


‘That was how I learnt Vera was pregnant.’


‘Your baby?’


I saw a spasm pass through him.


‘Yes, my baby.’


I gathered that things had gone badly wrong at some point and was trying to work out what it might have been. I still had a few clues to investigate.


‘And this “magic elixir” you were to taste some drops of? It sounds terribly seductive.’


He hesitated. Then brushed the whole thing aside with an almost bashful smile.


‘No, it’s too silly,’ he said. ‘It was just one of Vera’s fancies.’


I didn’t believe him. I reckoned it was one of Frank and Vera’s fancies.


I motioned to the barman and ordered another beer. Frank had hardly touched his.


‘Go on,’ I said.


He went on.


‘We shared some of the same uncompromising thirst for life. Or should I call it “craving for eternity”? I don’t know if you understand what I mean by that?’


How well I understood! I felt my heart pounding so hard in my chest that I thought it advisable to calm down a bit. I merely raised the palm of one hand to signify that I needed no explanation of what he meant by a craving for eternity. It was a gesture he obeyed. Clearly, it wasn’t the first time Frank had tried to explain the meaning of that precise phrase.


‘I’d never encountered the same uncompromising need in a woman. Vera was a warm and practical person. But she also lived in her own world a good deal, or in what I should call the world of palaeontology. She was one of those who inclines more to the vertical than the horizontal.’


‘Really?’


‘She wasn’t much interested in the hustle and bustle of life. Or about what she saw in the mirror, for that matter. She was beautiful, very beautiful in fact. But I never saw her with a glossy magazine.’


He sat dabbling his finger in his beer.


‘She once told me that when she was young she’d had these vivid daydreams about a magic potion which would give her eternal life if she drank half of it. Then she’d have unlimited time to search for the man she wanted to give the other half to. So she’d be certain to find the right man one day, if not next week, then in a hundred, or a thousand years’ time.’


I pointed at the card again.


‘And now she’d found this elixir of life?’


He gave a resigned smile.


‘When she arrived back from Barcelona in the early summer of ’92, she solemnly announced that we must have swallowed a few drops of that magic drink she’d dreamt about when she was little. She was referring to the child we were going to have. Now, a little bit of each of us had begun to live its own life, she said. Perhaps it might bear fruit in aeons to come.’


‘Posterity, you mean?’


‘Yes, that’s what she was thinking of. As a matter of fact, every human being on the planet is descended from a single female who lived in Africa some hundreds of thousands of years ago.’


He took a sip of his beer and when he stayed silent for a while, I tried to draw him out again.


‘Please go on,’ I urged.


He looked me deep in the eyes, as if he was weighing up whether I was a man he could trust.


‘When she came to Oslo that time, she assured me that she wouldn’t have hesitated sharing her magic elixir with me if she’d had it. I didn’t get any “magic elixir”, of course, but it was still a great moment for me. I glimpsed something noble in her having dared to make a choice that could never be undone.’


I nodded.


‘It’s rare to promise eternal fidelity these days. People stay together while the going’s good. But then, there are the bad times as well. That’s when a lot of people just cut and run.’


Now he became more ardent.


‘I believe I can recall exactly what she said. “For me there is only one man and one earth,” she said. “I feel it this strongly because I only live once.”’


‘That was a powerful profession of love,’ I nodded. ‘But what happened?’


He was very succinct. After draining his beer glass he told me they’d lost Sonja when she was four and a half, and after that they could no longer go on living together. Too much sorrow under one roof, he said. Then he just sat there staring out over the palm grove.


The subject wasn’t raised again, despite a couple of discreet attempts on my part to breathe new life into it.


Also, our conversation had been somewhat interrupted when a great toad hopped on to the raised floor where we sat. There was a ‘glopp!’, and it was crouching under the table between our feet.


‘A cane toad,’ he said.


‘A cane toad?’


‘Or Bufo marinus. They were introduced from Hawaii in 1936 to combat the insect numbers on the sugar plantations. They’ve thrived here.’


He pointed out into the palm grove and we spotted four or five more. A few minutes later I was able to count ten or twelve toads in the damp grass. I’d spent days on the island and never seen so many toads all at once. Frank almost seemed to be attracting them, and before long over twenty specimens were in view. The sight of all those toads filled me with a kind of disgust.


I lit a cigarette.


‘I’m still thinking about that elixir you mentioned,’ I said. ‘Not everyone would have dared to touch it. I think most people would have left it alone.’


Then I stood my lighter on the table and whispered, ‘That is a magic lighter. If you light it now, you’ll live for ever.’


He looked into my eyes without a glimmer of a smile. It was as if his pupils were glowing.


‘But think carefully,’ I stressed. ‘This one chance is all you get, and your decision can never be revoked.’


He brushed my caveat aside. ‘It makes no difference,’ he said, but even then I couldn’t be sure which way he’d jump.


‘Do you want a normal lifespan?’ I asked solemnly. ‘Or do you wish to remain here on earth for all eternity?’


Slowly but deliberately, Frank picked up the lighter and lit it.


I was impressed. I had spent almost a week on that Fijian island, but now I no longer felt alone.


‘There aren’t many of us,’ I remarked.


Then, for the first time, he broke into a broad grin. I think he was as amazed at our meeting as I was.


‘No, not many, certainly,’ he conceded.


With that he half rose from his chair and held out a hand to me over the beer glasses.


It was as if we were members of the same exclusive club. Frank and I weren’t the least troubled by the thought of eternal life. We were simply terrified of the opposite.


It wasn’t long to dinner, so I hinted we might seal our new-found solidarity with a dram. When I suggested neat gin, he nodded appreciatively.


The toads continued to proliferate in the palm grove, and again I felt a wave of loathing. I admitted to Frank that I still hadn’t got used to the presence of geckoes in my room.


The gins came, and while the staff set about laying tables for dinner, we sat on, toasting the angels in heaven. We also drank to that tiny clique that never quite conquers its envy of the angels’ everlasting life. Indicating the toads in the palm grove, Frank said that out of common courtesy we ought to raise our glasses to them too.


‘They’re our blood-brothers after all,’ he pointed out. ‘We’re more closely related to them than to cherubim.’


Frank was like that. His head may have been up in the stars, but he also had his feet firmly on the ground. The previous day he’d confessed to me that he hadn’t relished flying in the light aircraft that had brought him from Nadi to Matei. He’d hinted at a lot of turbulence and at his own disquiet at having no co-pilot for the short hop. As we drank, he told me that at the end of April he was going to a conference in the ancient university town of Salamanca, and that a call to the conference centre the previous day had confirmed that Vera, too, had registered for it. The trouble was, he had no idea if she knew they’d meet in Salamanca.


‘But you’re hoping so?’ I hazarded. ‘You’re hoping she’ll be there?’


He didn’t answer my question.


That evening all the tables in the Maravu’s restaurant were pushed together to form one long board. It was an idea I had helped to promote, because so many of the guests were on their own. Just as Ana and José, the first diners, made their entrance, I took one last glance at the postcard with those eight Promethean spires reaching into the sky, and passed it back to Frank.


‘You keep it!’ he burst out. ‘I know every word anyway.’


I couldn’t ignore the bitter undercurrent in his voice and tried to make him change his mind. But he was implacable. He seemed to have come to an important decision.


‘If I keep it myself,’ he said, ‘sooner or later I might rip it up. So it’s better if you look after it for me. And, who knows – maybe we’ll meet again some day.’


Even so, I was determined to return the postcard to him before he left date-line island. But on the morning of Frank’s departure, something happened at the Maravu that distracted my attention.


That I would indeed meet the Norwegian again, almost a year later, was one of those extraordinary coincidences that add spice to life, and periodically foster the hope that secret powers really do watch over our lives, and occasionally tweak the strings of destiny.


Chance has decreed that it’s not only an old picture postcard I have in front of me. From today, I also have in my possession a long letter that Frank wrote to Vera after he met her that April. I regard it as a personal triumph that this rare document has finally fallen into my hands – and a most unlikely triumph it would have been had I not, by some fluke, bumped into Frank in Madrid six months later. We even met at the Hotel Palace, the hotel where he’d sat writing to Vera. It was November 1998.


In his letter to Vera, Frank describes several episodes we both witnessed in Fiji. Understandably enough, he rather dwells on Ana and José, but he also refers to a couple of conversations that he and I had on our own.


In setting myself the task of presenting this long letter in full, there was now and again a temptation to supplement Frank’s account with some comments of my own. I have, however, chosen to reproduce the letter to Vera in its entirety, before adding my own substantial postscript.


Of course, I’m delighted to have this long epistle before me, if for no other reason than that it has enabled me to study the fifty-two clauses of the manifesto. In this connection, permit me merely to state that it would be wholly misleading to infer that I set out to purloin a personal letter. That’s not how things were at all. But this is another matter to which I shall return in the postscript.


In a few short months we’ll be entering the twenty-first century. I think time passes quickly. I think time passes more and more quickly.


Ever since I was a young boy – not so very long ago – I’ve known that I would be fully sixty-seven before I managed to see the next millennium. The thought has always both fascinated and appalled me. I had to bid adieu to Sheila in this century. She was only fifty-nine when she died.


Perhaps I’ll return to the island on the date line for the millennium. I’m considering putting the letter to Vera into a time capsule, which will remain sealed for a thousand years. I doubt there’ll be any need to make it public before then, and the same is true of the manifesto. A thousand years is no great span, especially when measured against the aeons encompassed by the manifesto. And yet, a thousand years is long enough for most of the traces of us contemporary mortals to be erased, and for the story of Ana María Maya to become, at best, a myth from the distant past.


Exactly when what I have to say gets heard is no longer of such importance at my time of life. The great thing is that it should be said at some point; and not even necessarily by me. Maybe that’s why I’ve begun to dwell on this time capsule. Perhaps, in a thousand years, the world won’t be such a noisy place.


After re-reading the letter to Vera, I have at last felt ready to start clearing out Sheila’s clothes. The time has come for that. Some people from the Salvation Army are coming tomorrow morning and they’ve promised to take everything. They’ll even take the old stuff they won’t get anything for. It feels a bit like pulling down an old swallow’s nest which hasn’t been home to birds for many years.


Soon I’ll be established as a widower. That, too, is a life. I no longer start when my eye lights on the colour photograph of Sheila.


With all the dwelling on the past I’ve indulged in recently, it may seem paradoxical that even now I wouldn’t balk at swallowing Vera’s magic elixir. I’d do it without blinking, even if I couldn’t be certain of finding someone else to give the other half to. It would be too late for Sheila anyway. All she could do that last year was have chemotherapy.


I’ve already got something planned for tomorrow. I’ve invited Chris Batt to dinner. Chris is the chief librarian of our new library in Croydon. I’m one of his regulars. I think it’s a tremendous honour for the town to have a modern library complete with escalators. Chris is an enterprising chap. I don’t believe he would have lit the lighter in the bar at the Maravu. Or felt sickened by the sight of all those toads.


I’ve made up my mind to ask Chris if he thinks the foreword to a book is usually written before or after the main work is complete. Personally, I’ve a theory that the foreword is almost invariably written right at the end. That would be consistent with something else I’ve noticed, especially after reading the letter from Frank.


Several hundred million years elapsed from the time the first amphibians crawled on land, to the moment when a living creature on this planet was able to describe the event. Only now are we able to write the foreword to the history of human beings – long after that history has been played out. Thus, the essence of a thing bites its own tail. Perhaps this is true of all creative processes. Perhaps it holds good for musical composition, for instance. I imagine that the very last thing written in a symphony is the prelude. I shall ask Chris for his thoughts on this. He’s a bit of a wag, but a wise one. I doubt if Chris Batt could point to even so much as a comic opera in which the overture could conceivably have been written before the rest was finished. The synopsis of any plot doesn’t see the light of day until it ceases to have any useful purpose. Just as the thunderclap never manages to warn us about the lightning.


I don’t know if Chris Batt possesses more than a passing knowledge of astronomy, but I shall ask his opinion of the following brief résumé of the history of this universe:


The applause for the Big Bang was heard only fifteen billion years after the explosion.


Here follows the letter to Vera in its entirety.


Croydon, June 1999
John Spooke




__________________________


THE LETTER
TO VERA




Dear Vera,


A fortnight has passed since we saw each other, and because of the events of that last evening, you may feel it’s time you heard from me. I’ve only waited so that I could tie up all the loose ends.


I stayed on in Salamanca after the conference, because I was convinced, wholly convinced, that it was them I’d seen beneath the bridge over the Tormes. You thought I was joking, you thought I was spinning a yarn just to keep you amused until we got back to the hotel. But it was Ana and José I’d seen, and I couldn’t leave the city until I’d spent a day or two trying to find them again. I bumped into them the very next morning in the Plaza Mayor. But I mustn’t get ahead of myself. I’ve made up my mind to tell you everything in chronological order. Let me just outline my reasons for sitting down to write to you today.


A week and a half later – the day before yesterday – I met José here in Madrid at the Prado. It was almost as if he’d been searching for me amongst its vast galleries. This morning we met each other again. I was sitting on a bench in the Retiro Park carefully sifting through everything he’d told me so far, but some of the pieces still hadn’t fallen into place. Suddenly, he was standing in front of me – as if someone had told him where I took my daily walk. He sat down, and there we remained for several hours until I accompanied him through the park to Atocha Station. All at once, he pushed a bundle of photographs into my arms and turned to run for the train. When I got back to my hotel, I discovered that something was written on the back of every single picture. It was the manifesto, Vera! I was holding the entire solitaire pack in my hands.


The things José told me in Retiro Park, not to mention what he gave me as he disappeared, have prevented me tearing myself away from this city before I’ve sent you the full story. It’s two in the afternoon now, and there won’t be much sleep for me tonight. I’ll have coffee and a bite to eat sent to my room, but apart from that I’ve nothing to distract me from my sole task of sending you this epistle before I pack up and leave for Seville on Friday morning.


I’m a little troubled by the thought that perhaps you won’t log on to the internet straight away, and there’s a temptation to produce this report in segments. But you’re to have it all at once, all or nothing. It’s struck me that maybe I should at least send you an e-mail to warn you that a longer one will be arriving some time tomorrow. But I’m not even sure if you want to hear from me again. Anyway, I’ve got to exert myself a bit to make you believe this story, and I still haven’t written it yet.


It was in Fiji that I got caught up in this spider’s web, but I can’t remember now how much I managed to tell you. We were only together for a few days, and we both felt it would be more discreet if we maintained a distance from each other. But when I thought I’d caught sight of that extraordinary couple from Fiji, I remember that everything came pouring out. I just can’t recall what I got round to telling you and what I didn’t, because you kept interrupting me with your peals of laughter – you thought I was making it all up on the spot, as a sort of evening entertainment calculated to keep you down by the river.


You’ll naturally be wondering how Ana and José could possibly concern you, or us for that matter. Perhaps I ought to remind you of a greeting you once sent me from Barcelona. You wrote: ‘Is there any step we could both take to reconcile ourselves to the brevity of life?’ Now I’m putting that question again, and to answer it I must first speak of Ana and José. To understand the full extent of my mission, you must step back with me even deeper into the past, perhaps as far back as the Devonian period when the very first amphibians made their appearance. That’s where I think this story begins.


No matter what happens between us, I shall ask you to do me one favour. But for now, simply settle back and read. Just read!




He who sees last, sees best


The final stage of my two-month-long Pacific expedition was the Fijian island of Taveuni. My task was to investigate how introduced plant and animal species had affected the ecological balance. This included stowaways like rats and mice, insects and lizards, but also the more or less planned introduction of species like the opossum and mongoose, for the control of other animals, in particular pests associated with new forms of agriculture. A third group comprised feral domestic animals like cats, goats and pigs, not forgetting the careless introduction of animals for the pot – or game – represented by herbivores like the rabbit and roe deer. As for introduced plants, both ornamental and useful, the list of species is so long and varied for each island that there’s little point in reeling off names.


The southern part of the Pacific is an El Dorado for such studies. Not long ago these isolated islands each had their own primeval ecological balance of endemic and richly variegated flora and fauna. Today, Oceania has the world’s highest proportion of endangered animals – both in relation to its size and population. This hasn’t just been caused by the introduction of new species; in many places the felling of forest and thoughtless plantation management has contributed to a fatal soil erosion, which has ultimately destroyed traditional habitats.


Until only a century ago, several of the islands I visited had had almost no contact with European culture. But then came Europe’s last great wave of colonisation. Naturally, every island, each new settlement and each individual landfall has its own story. However, the ecological consequences have followed the same depressing pattern: shipboard animals like rats, mice and insects were virtually an ecological contagion that arrived automatically with the first vessels. To rectify the ravages of these creatures, new animal species were introduced. Cats were brought in to keep down the rats, and toads to hold certain insects in check, particularly on the sugar plantations. Soon these species became a greater pest and nuisance than the rats and insects had been. So another predator would be introduced. Eventually this animal would itself turn into an ecological catastrophe, not just for a number of bird species, but also for many of the unique, indigenous reptiles. So larger predators were needed. And so on, Vera, and so on. Nowadays, we have more faith in poisons, viruses and sterility agents of one kind and another – chemical and biological warfare by any other name. But it’s not so easy to cobble together a whole new food-chain, if indeed it’s possible to do at all. By contrast, it’s terrifyingly easy to destroy an ecological balance that nature has spent millions of years creating. But the world’s recklessness no longer knows any national boundaries. I’m thinking of the arrogant folly of shrewdness – a type of blinkered resourcefulness so charmingly underdeveloped in the Aborigine, Maori and Melanesian before he began to be schooled by the white man. I’m thinking of the folly of profit and greed. Now we employ euphemisms like ‘globalisation’ and ‘trade agreements’. This gives the impression that food is no longer something to be eaten, but a commodity. Whereas humans used to be able to supply their wants from the soil, nowadays larger and larger mountains of useless artefacts are being produced that only the most affluent can afford. We no longer live from hand to mouth. The time of paradise is past.


That apart, you’re only too well aware of my abiding interest in reptiles. It was a boyish fascination for life on this planet in the distant past that made me a biologist, and that was long before dinosaurs suddenly became so fashionable. I wanted to find out why these highly specialised reptiles suddenly died out. I was also absorbed by questions that have never ceased to preoccupy me: what would have happened had dinosaurs not become extinct? What would have happened to the small, shrew-like mammals that you and I are descended from? Even more crucially: what would have happened to the dinosaurs?


In Oceania I had plenty of opportunity to study several ancient reptilian species. One high point was the archaic tuatara that lives on a few small, isolated islands around New Zealand. At the risk of irritating you a little, I must admit I was filled with an indescribable sense of wonder when I saw one of the oldest living reptiles on earth thriving in the remains of the old forests of Gondwanaland. These primeval reptiles live in underground burrows, which they often share with fulmars. Growing up to seventy centimetres long, and with an optimal body temperature of only nine degrees centigrade, they can live for more than a century. When you see them at night, it’s as if you were back in the Jurassic period at the time when Laurasia was breaking loose from Gondwana and the great dinosaurs had only just begun to evolve. It was at that moment that the Rhynchocephaliae became distinct from other lizard orders, as a small but very persistent class of reptiles. Its only surviving representative, the tuatara, has remained remarkably unchanged for around two hundred million years.


It took my breath away, Vera. The existence of the tuatara is no less amazing than if a prehistoric bird were discovered living on one of these isolated islands. Incidentally, something like that did happen on 22 December 1938 off the east coast of South Africa, when a fishing boat caught a lobed-finned fish in its nets, the so-called coelacanth. This class of lobed-finned fish, which was so crucial for evolution because you and I and every other terrestrial mammal trace our descent from it, was, until Christmas 1938, solely found in fossil form, and was assumed to have died out almost a hundred million years ago. Both the coelacanth and the tuatara deserve the name ‘living fossils’, and perhaps I should add a ‘thus far’. It’s not many years since the tuatara was widely distributed in New Zealand.


I have never found using a colleague’s description of an animal species very stimulating. My interest has always focused on the development of species, and here one is often dependent on fossil remains to a large extent. The greatest fossil sensation of the past century is undoubtedly the recent discovery of feathered dinosaurs. This scoop provided conclusive proof that birds are descended from dinosaurs. You might almost say that birds are dinosaurs!


I’m not saying I have no interest in old bones and fossils. However, once I’m dealing with living species, I prefer to conduct my own field studies before profiting from the monographs of others and immersing myself in a more systematic analysis. As far as the tuatara is concerned – as with a number of other endemic species of considerable age – it is the habitat itself which has remained so amazingly intact over millions of years. Ah yes, I won’t deny there were moments when I felt like some latter-day Darwin as I flew from island to island above the green, turquoise and azure-blue coral reefs.


In Fiji I was specially interested in studying the rare crested iguana which is only found on a couple of islands there and wasn’t described until 1979 (by John Gibbons). Fiji has two species of iguana, and this is remarkable in itself as they aren’t found anywhere in Asia except in Fiji and – as far as this species is concerned – on Tonga as well. Formerly, it was often supposed that they must, in some miraculous way, have made the crossing from South America on floating plant remains! This is a possibility, of course, for the ability to move from continent to continent on balsa logs and the like is probably not limited to primates.


However, Professor Peter Newell of the University of the South Pacific has pointed out that the iguanas of Fiji may have a much older geological history than previously believed. He writes: ‘Recent discoveries of sub-fossils of crocodiles – that can swim for thousands of kilometres – would suggest that iguanas have been here a lot longer than we originally thought. They are thought to be relics from Gondwanaland when Fiji – along with countries like New Zealand, Australia and India – was part of one big continental plate that later broke off into fragments.’ Iguanas are also found on Madagascar, which was part of Gondwanaland over 150 million years ago.


But I shan’t bore you with my studies now. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to find out about them when the report is published some time around the turn of the millennium. And, of course, only if you’re interested, promise me that.


I was on my way home from Auckland, and a couple of times a week Air New Zealand runs a convenient service via Nadi and Honolulu to Los Angeles with a connecting flight on to Frankfurt. Nobody was waiting for me at home – truly there wasn’t – so I decided to stop over in Fiji for a few days, partly to digest all my impressions while I was still within the tropical archipelago, and partly to recuperate and stretch my legs a bit before the long journey home. I had already spent a week in Fiji when I arrived in Oceania at the beginning of November, but I hadn’t got round to visiting the jewel of that island kingdom. I’m referring to Taveuni, which is often called ‘the Garden Island of Fiji’ because of its unparalleled lushness and relative seclusion from the outside world.


The route from Nadi to Taveuni was overbooked that morning – and as a result my baggage travelled in the overbooked aircraft while I and four other passengers squeezed into something they called ‘the matchbox-plane’. The name was apposite, I can tell you. We virtually had to crawl into the tiny six-seater and were duly welcomed aboard by the pilot, who blithely announced that unfortunately there would be no refreshments on the forthcoming leg, and requested us not to move about unnecessarily in the central aisle. He succeeded in whipping up a fair mood of gallows humour amongst his passengers, and just for good measure, half of two fingers from the hand that saluted us were missing. The ‘central aisle’ was six inches wide, and no one on board could have contemplated food, because as soon as the plane took off, it was tossed this way and that by violent turbulence as the engine worked frantically to haul us over the looming peak of Tomaniivi on the island of Viti Levu.


The man was presumably a retired pilot who had moved to Fiji simply because he refused to wave goodbye to joystick and altimeter. But he was a nice enough fellow; I sat there with my knees pressed up against the back of his seat, and he kept turning to us with a broad smile, asking where each of us came from, showing us where we were on the map any time we asked, pointing enthusiastically to coral reefs, dolphins and flying-fish down below, and talking sixteen to the dozen.


As you’ve probably already guessed, I sat there with my heart in my mouth. I was well used to light aircraft, I’d done virtually nothing but hop from one island to another during the preceding weeks. But I must confess I felt ill at ease in a plane that had only one pilot. You have every right to call this fear irrational, a kind of idiosyncrasy; yes, I seem to hear you saying just that, since a car, too, has only one driver, you say, and more people are killed on the roads than in the air. That may be true, though a sudden indisposition can hardly be discounted, particularly at five thousand feet, and with a pilot in his late sixties. A faint in the tropical heat isn’t entirely unlikely, it’s simply human, such things happen.


After all that travelling I wasn’t concerned about a technical fault, but rather the contrary, I was fearful of organic failure. I sat there nursing the precarious sensation of being a mere mortal, a flesh-filled vertebrate currently strapped to an aircraft seat, and that this applied just as much to the man sitting so boldly in front of me at the joystick, and he was thirty years my senior. An irrefutable symptom of this perception was a pulse more reminiscent of the end of a marathon, and if my heart was pounding two hundred per minute, what, I thought, was the pilot’s doing; not to mention his cholesterol level and the state of his coronary arteries? I had no knowledge of this affable fellow, I had never examined him medically, or satisfied myself about what he’d eaten that morning. More treacherous still was the realisation that I had no knowledge of the ageing pilot’s existential inner self. Perhaps he believed in eternal life – a hazard which people in his line of work should be screened for – I mean pilots who fly without copilots and with paying passengers aboard; there can’t be many of them, after all. He might recently have been deceived by a woman. Or he might be sitting there with the horrible knowledge that later that morning he’d have to own up to some massive embezzlement. I could find no pleasure in Mount Tomaniivi, the dolphins or the coral reefs. It was all so terribly far below me, I was shut in, I couldn’t get out, I couldn’t get away. I was missing my gin bottle, and I wouldn’t have felt the slightest shame in lifting it to my lips if only I’d had it. It was just my luck that my bottle of tranquilliser was in the suitcase that had been sent with the scheduled plane.


This has nothing to do with ‘fear of flying’, Vera, and I hope you realise that my description hitherto hasn’t been intended as a travelogue, either. All I’m trying to talk about is my own awareness of life. In a sense, it’s always with me, but normally it only surfaces properly in two situations: as soon as I wake up in the mornings and on the few occasions when I get drunk. They say ‘in vino veritas’, and for my part I’d subscribe to the notion that intoxication may promote a more naked, unadorned and, basically, far sincerer mental state than woollier quotidian consciousness – at least as regards the really big issues – and it’s them we’re addressing now. I managed to achieve a far abrupter, cooler and more immediate entry to the same layer of psyche by delegating the responsibility for my continued existence, or non-existence, to a retired pilot in a matchbox-plane with a cracked windscreen and clapped-out instruments. The only difference was that my faculties were even more alert than in the two other situations I’ve described, as I was neither half asleep, nor were my synapses befuddled with alcohol.


Now, this was the first time I’d ever taken off in a plane flown by a single, superannuated pilot with three whole and two half-fingers on the joystick, whereas so far I’d always woken up to a new day, and it wasn’t that uncommon for me to drink my way to a truer, nobler and, in reality, soberer mental state. So there is some point in plumbing a little deeper into what I thought and felt up there in the clouds during those seventy-five minutes between Nadi and Taveuni. It also fits in well, because I shall soon be describing my meeting with Ana and José, and of course Gordon, whom I may not have mentioned so far, though my many conversations with him were to colour my stay on the island as well.


There is something I’ve always shrunk from talking to you properly about, although I think I must have touched on it a couple of times. I’m referring to an early childhood experience I had at my home near Oslo. I must have been rising seven or eight at the time, but anyway it was before my eighth birthday because that was when my family moved to Madrid for four years. I remember I was running along a path in the woods with my pockets full of some hazelnuts I’d found and which I wanted to show to my mother right away. Suddenly, I caught sight of a small fawn lying in full view on the damp forest floor and its carpet of autumnal leaves. Those leaves remain branded on my mind, because some of them, I remember, lay on the little fawn too. I thought the fawn was sleeping, and though I can’t be quite sure, I think I crept up to the animal either to stroke it or brush off all the yellow and red leaves. But the fawn wasn’t asleep. It was dead.


The fact that the fawn was dead, or rather that I was the one who’d found a fawn that was dead, was something that felt shameful, something I could never tell my mother or father, or even my grandmother or grandfather. If the tiny fawn could lie lifeless in the woods, it might just as easily be my turn to drop down dead next, and this insight – that most children are naturally shielded from, though it’s obvious enough – has remained with me as a physical sensation for the rest of my life. I’ve always had great intuition about things like pastoral care and crisis psychiatry, because it was my self-imposed silence that patently turned the episode into a trauma. If I’d run home crying to my mother I would almost certainly have got the help I needed to overcome that unpleasant experience, but I could never reveal it, not to anyone, it was far too humiliating and ignominious. In a blinding flash it showed me that I, too, was a living being of flesh and blood, another animal, who had my time on earth now, but who one day would cease to be here.


That encounter with the dead fawn may well have proved decisive in shaping my interest in nature. At the very least, the revelation in that leafy woodland influenced the direction of my professional studies. I’ve always felt drawn towards looking at great spans of time. And so, ever since I was an inquisitive twelve-year-old, I’ve known all about the Big Bang and the vast distances of the universe. Part of my make-up has made me realise with increasing comprehension that the world I inhabit is almost five billion years old, and the universe three or four times older.


The thought that I might completely cease to exist at some time, that I’m here only this once and that I’ll never return, strikes me as monstrous. So I’ve tried to find a crumb of comfort by placing myself and my own brief life within a wider context. I’ve practised appeasing myself with the thought that I’m only a tiny part of the great adventure of life, a fleeting scrap of something that is both greater and mightier than myself. Thus have I tried to enlarge my own identity, my own self, and always at the expense of that little self, the one that at any moment might meet the same fate as the fawn – that fissiped that still remains buried somewhere deep in my subconscious, that never rises to its feet, that doesn’t stir. I’ve practised, I practise the whole time, though I can’t say I’ve made any liberating advances. Each morning it still hits me that I’m the only one who is me, and that I’m here only now, only at this instant are you and I the bearers of the universe’s consciousness of itself.


Looking at one’s own life from the perspective of eternity may qualify as a respectable moral or intellectual feat, but it doesn’t necessarily bring peace of mind. There is no automatic reconciliation to be found in the realisation that I – a monstrous, conscious primate – am capable of encompassing the entire past of our universe in my memory, from the Big Bang right down to Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky, to name but two of the most famous primates of our own time. There is no equanimity to be found in embracing greater reaches of time, rather the reverse I think: it has only made bad worse, and maybe it would have been better to get a mind-healer to excise that dead animal from my swollen subconscious – though I believe it’s too late for that now.


This said, we can now return to the cramped aircraft cabin where it wasn’t just that ephemeral morning lucidity – always jangling my nerve cells and telling me I’m an over-rational vertebrate doomed, by fits and starts, to face the fact that I have only a few short months left to live. No, it was seventy-five minutes of intense scrutiny of those perspectives. And now the situation was even more precarious, for it might only be a matter of seconds before my life on earth came to a full-stop. Heedlessly, the primate at the controls turned and unfolded a large map, which he poked deep into the lap of a female Australian primate who sat on my right, and who’d introduced herself as Laura. I didn’t like this degeneration of aircraft navigation to a level that was even more laid-back and verging on the lecherous. What I’m attempting to say mustn’t be construed as meaning that I felt my fellow passengers were bad company; quite the opposite, I loved every one of them, and I could have laid my head in the lap of each of them if only to seek solace and protection. I felt like some wretched lizard, some twitchy creature that should have stayed on the ground, a conviction linked to the fact that it really was an old, blasé and half-way cocky descendant of a lizard that was flying the plane. You realise, because you’re reading these lines and because you met me in Salamanca some months later, that the plane came down in one piece. The thing about the flight was that it had provoked an inalienable sense of being just a frail vertebrate in the noonday of life, and this feeling proved impossible to expunge in the days that followed.


Taveuni’s airport is called Matei and seems to have been specially designed for matchbox-planes. The runway was a narrow grass strip between an alley of windswept coco-palms, and even the airport building looked more like a bus-shelter with a couple of blue-painted benches and a miniature kiosk. I had an hour to kill until my baggage arrived by the scheduled service. The car from the Maravu Plantation Resort, where I was to put up for three days, arrived simultaneously with the plane and baggage.


I’m not going to deviate from my intention of narrating everything in proper order. So, if I attempt to paint, in a few crude brush-strokes, a picture of ‘the Garden Island’ it’s not for the sake of being discursive, but simply to place Ana and José in an environment with which, as far as my memory is concerned, they will always be irrevocably linked.


As for the name ‘the Garden Island’, the place might just as well have been called ‘the Last Paradise’. This would have had the practical advantage that ‘last’ could easily be changed to ‘lost’ in a few decades’ time. I can assure you, many of its visitors wouldn’t notice the minor change.


Our species has a strange fascination for the ‘last’ and the ‘lost’. The thrill of an experience that future generations can enjoy is as nothing compared to the value of seeing something that subsequently was ruined. He who sees last, sees best. Just as grieving relatives will argue about who had the last word with the deceased.


Gradually, as the world gets smaller, and the tourist industry develops further niches and sub-niches, I forecast a bright future for necro-tourism: ‘See lifeless Lake Baikal!’, ‘Only a few years before the Maldives are under water’ – or: ‘You can be the last to see a live tiger!’ Examples will be legion, for paradises are getting fewer and fewer, they are both shrinking and being despoiled, but this won’t hinder tourism, quite the opposite.


There are several reasons why Taveuni has so far been luckier in its encounter with the Western world than many of the other islands I visited. The undulating terrain of this volcanic island has been largely responsible for limiting both visitors and the plantation industry. Beaches of black lava also curb tourism, and although the north-eastern corner of the island actually boasts several unspoilt beaches of white coral sand, the problem here is the frequent rainfall. It was just this combination of fertile volcanic soil and high precipitation which, during the middle of the nineteenth century, encouraged European settlers to establish a number of plantations. To begin with, high-grade cotton was the staple, but when the price of cotton went into sharp decline, sugar plantations in the south of the island began to assume some importance. Today, coco-palms are the island’s main industry as well as increasing tourism. By tourism I mean so-called eco-tourism, for there is literally nothing else to do here but enjoy the lush environment; there are no shopping centres, nightlife or modern four-storey hotel complexes, the island has no TV link and electricity is in short supply.


The last two factors in particular have helped keep a strong narrative folk tradition alive. Darkness has descended on the island by six o’clock, and then the spoken word takes over. Perhaps someone has been on a fishing trip, someone else has had an experience deep in the forest, a third has come across a straying American by one of the rivers, and each has something to tell. An ancient flora of myths and legends is kept alive too, for on Taveuni there are no entertainments other than those one makes oneself. Divers and snorkellers from all over the world come here to see corals and marine life in an exhilarating kaleidoscope of colours. In addition, the island can still boast one of the world’s most exotic bird populations, rare breeds of bat, outings in forest and bush and, of course, bathing on beaches and under the voluptuous waterfalls.


Significantly for the more than one hundred species of varied birdlife, of which several are unique to the locality – like the famous dove with the orange-coloured breast – the Indian mongoose was never introduced here. However, in order to control the insect populations on the plantations, both magpies and toads were brought in. The magpies have occupied their natural habitats, and the toads have pushed the indigenous frogs deeper into the forests, but Taveuni’s unique bird population is still amazingly intact. The same holds good for bats, including the giant fruit bat which, with a wingspan of up to five feet, is also called the flying fox or ‘beka’. Boiled beka is considered a delicacy amongst the older members of the population.


Taveuni has more than a thousand identified plant species, of which a considerable proportion is endemic. The littoral has plenty of mangrove swamps and coco-palms, while luxuriant, ferny rain forest with countless local trees forms the island’s hinterland. Today there is also a wide spectrum of tropical plants such as orchids and hibiscuses. Fiji’s national flower, the tagimaucia, is a species found only here and on the neighbouring island of Vanua Levu.


As usual in this part of the world, the submarine fauna shows the most diversity. You don’t even need a snorkel to find a gratifying plethora of fish, molluscs, sponges, starfish and corals. It’s hard to avoid descriptions like ‘a veritable kaleidoscope’ and ‘every colour of the rainbow’ when talking about the marine life of the South Pacific, and around Taveuni I also got the feeling that many of the specimens are even more exquisitely patterned than usual.


Sticking to the island’s indigenous terrestrial vertebrates, all classes are represented although, apart from its diverse birdlife, with only a few examples. Before toads were imported from Hawaii in 1936, amphibians were best represented by frogs. Apart from the iguana, the only reptiles were a few species of gecko and snake. The most conspicuous reptile nowadays, however, is the entertaining house gecko Hemidactylus frenatus, though it didn’t make its appearance in Fiji until the 1970s. The bat is the only indigenous mammal to boast of and, to make up for it, enjoys a marvellous ecosystem of its own because of its highly distinctive adaptation. Three and a half thousand years ago the first human settlers must have brought with them the Polynesian rat, which may have been introduced as a source of food.


Taveuni’s indigenous vertebrates are thus represented by fish, frogs, lizards, birds, bats and Fijians – who at present number twelve thousand souls. The island thus displays an immensely stylised and almost transparent image of vertebrate development. Looking back with hindsight it’s not so difficult to see how the vertebrates on this planet evolved in clearly defined stages from fish to amphibians, from amphibians to reptiles and finally from reptiles to birds, bats and Fijians.


Have you ever considered how ‘mainstream’ the human anatomy is in purely evolutionary terms or, to put it another way, how archaic we are as vertebrates in many ways? Perhaps you’ve wondered at how similar the human frame is to that of lizards and salamanders. If so, you’ll also notice for example that elephants and camels are, by contrast, fairly exotic fruits that have fallen much further from the tree-trunk, if the tree-trunk is taken as being the primeval matrix of backbone, collarbone and the four limbs with five fingers or toes. The real motorway from the squelching life of the Devonian period to man’s conquest of the moon has been trafficked by salamander-like amphibians, by mammal-like reptiles and, in the final phase, by primates. There has, of course, been a fascinating network of exits and slip roads, too.


Your protests are becoming almost audible now: I’m being anthropocentric, you cry, evolution is above all nonlinear, it’s not deliberate; evolution is more reminiscent of bushes and cauliflower heads than lines or trunks. What right have I to name one or two species within a whole class of animals as more typically representative than others? But that’s not what I’m saying; I’m only pointing out that somehow I feel greater kinship to a lizard than to a mammal like a fruit bat or a blue whale. I’m descended from neither the bat nor the blue whale, nor from giraffes, nor from orangutans for that matter, but I am the direct progeny of a lobed-finned fish, of an amphibian and then of a mammal-like reptile.


The sparse assortment of vertebrates on the island made me see it as one great, living chart of life’s evolution on earth. I found myself in a Darwinian showroom, and I’m not just thinking of the four limbs of the frog, the lizard, the bat and the Fijian, with their common pentadactyl structure, even though the Fijians’ impressively long feet and toes were every bit as ostentatious as the lizard’s extremities.


Of the Fijians it may be added that, apart from rats and bats, the only other meat in their diet has been one another. Cannibalism was widely practised right up until the end of the nineteenth century, if we disregard the lone Japanese soldier who was consumed by the Fijian Viliame Lamasalato as recently as the end of the Second World War. This has had no small impact on the island’s ability to keep its rain forest and environment intact. I’m not thinking here so much of population control by something we might call reciprocal consumption, as of the fact that cannibalism acted as a kind of ecological prophylaxis against the inroads of the white man. Both Abel Tasman (1643) and James Cook (1774) sailed past the islands of Fiji, but rumours of the dangers on these ‘cannibal islands’ prevented them from risking a landing. After the mutiny on the Bounty (1789), Captain Bligh and his officers sailed past several of the islands in an open boat but, hungry and exhausted as they were, they didn’t dare filch a single coconut. Early in the nineteenth century the first Europeans arrived in the island kingdom. There are stories told of missionaries who were welcomed cordially and served real native dishes; the term is apposite, for after the meal was eaten it was ceremoniously announced that the hors d’oeuvre had been woman’s breast, the main course man’s thigh and the dessert brains, for which the natives had developed a handy, four-pronged fork. One of the missionaries – called, ironically enough, Reverend Baker – was turned into food himself in 1867. And so the cannons, shot and powder arrived, and the rest is colonial history. The first thing the Europeans did on Fiji was to eradicate the valuable sandalwood-tree. Later, they imported sixty thousand plantation workers from India, which is why more than half the population of the islands today is Indian. This influx brought with it a series of epidemics and diseases; first cholera, which left several of the islands uninhabited, and in 1890 measles, from which a third of Fiji’s population died.


I descry a thought-provoking paradox in all this: the reason the ecological balance has remained relatively intact on some Fijian islands is that the white man didn’t dare land because of cannibalism. It is a paradox, even though I have some sympathy with a society which in lean times can consume its own members rather than compete to kill off every other species. I accept that cannibalism must be seen as a breach of what we call ‘natural rights’, but the Western world’s ecological thoughtlessness is an equal breach of human responsibility. Now, the term ‘natural rights’ has a history more than two thousand years old, and all I ask is: when will we be ready for the term ‘natural responsibilities’?


As I’ve already touched on the two thousand years let me, finally, point to yet another striking paradox associated with ‘the Garden Island of Fiji’. Fate has decreed that the island is situated right on the International Date Line, because it happens to be located exactly on the 180th meridian from the Royal Observatory at Greenwich. Strictly speaking, this means that half the island is in today, and the other half in yesterday. Or the opposite of course: one part is in today, and the other in tomorrow. The reason I call this fate is because Taveuni will be the first inhabited place in the world to see the third millennium. It won’t pass unnoticed.


I wasn’t the only one picked up by the Land Rover. I was joined by two other guests bound for the same destination. We had exchanged a few words at the airport while waiting for our luggage on the scheduled flight. One of them was Laura, who had shown so much enthusiasm for aircraft as she flirted with our ageing pilot, while I had been leafing through the earth’s family album – tableau by tableau – from the first cell division in the early Pre-Cambrian period right down to my own allotted time on earth.
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