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CHAPTER 1

We’d finished moving and cleaning our baskets of mussels and oysters — Ruita had a theory that a change in the feeding and water temperature might make for better pearls. We were about 20 feet down on the lee side of Numega, the protective mesh baskets suspended from anchored palm logs above us. As my wife worked over her prize baskets, golden-lip oysters imported from the Indian Ocean, I kept watching her creamy body, the wavy motion of her hair flowing in a soft black streak from the face mask, the easy movement of the strong hip and graceful legs, the good breasts and large brown nipples.

The sun, working through the blue Pacific, seemed to give a greenish dream-like aura to her golden brown body. Even the diving mask, the aqualungs strapped on her back, didn’t spoil the nude beauty.

A school of karava fish, fantastically colored in the weird light, swam over to see what we were doing and added to the dream idea. I looked around carefully … they were merely curious, not being chased by anything bigger — like a shark.

Gliding down toward me, Ruita pointed below, then to a basket on my right which seemed to be coming apart. We covered the metal mesh with tar to stop the salt water from eating the wire, but somehow the tar had worn off — the bottom of this basket crumpled at my touch. One of the three giant mussels in the basket was already on the ocean bottom, being attacked by a great conch.

I swam down as Ruita put the other mussels in another cage. The conch already had its thick, ugly, snail body around the lips of the mussel and I used my knife to hack it off. Ruita’s breasts touched my back as she swam down beside me, pointed to where I’d damaged the mussel shell, then toward the surface. She took the mussel, kicked up toward the bright sun. We surfaced on our backs, shut the air valves, and using snorkles, backstroked toward the white beach of our island.

Unstrapping the lungs, Ruita pressed the water from her long hair, danced about in the warm sun until dry. “We were down for nearly 40 minutes, Ray. I’m starved.”

I pulled her to me, roughly kissed the thick lips. Moving her lips against mine, she asked, “Your mouth is salty. Mine, too?”

“Aha. I go for your lips — salty or unsalted.”

Her fingers playing with the hair on my chest, my wife poked at my worn swim trunks and whispered, “Then come, we will go home and eat, take our afternoon nap … although perhaps not in that order.”

After rubbing each other down with a mixture of lanolin and coconut oils, Ruita slipped on a white blouse and blue Capri pants which went to her knees. The pants were from Papeete’s swankest shop, the blouse she’d ordered direct from Paris. She stuck a couple of pale and sweet smelling tiare flowers in her hiar, then neatly opened the dying mussel with my knife … my eyes on the movement of her hips in the tight blue pants. She said, “This is one of the mussels we injected with pig-toe shell clam, from your United States, last year.”

There was a small blister near the hinge of the upper shell, and in this soggy nest a sickly-looking white pearl the size of a pin head. “Hardly larger than the clam shell we put in,” Ruita said. “But it was growing, in another four or five years, might have….”

She felt of the slimy mussel body with her fingers, then tore the meat out. On the bottom shell was a flat, lumpy, pearl which shimmered a hundred dancing colors in the bright sunlight. I whispered, “A rainbow?”

Ruita nodded, gently holding it up on the palm of her hand. It was roughly about the size of a penny. “Ay, a large beauty of marvelous lustre. It must weight … at least 200 grains.”

“What’s it worth?” I asked, taking the cool hunk of pearl between my fingers, feeling the smooth skin.

Ruita shrugged. “You popaa — translate everything into dollars! Rainbow pearls are rare, but the rough, baroque shape spoils its commercial value. At a jeweler’s shop it might bring a few hundred dollars. If it was perfectly round — $5,000. Look at the colors — perhaps someday I’ll have this set in a pin. Come, I’m hungry.”

She took both pearls and we started up the beach, Ruita running ahead like a kid, to chase the clumsy sand crabs — while I lumbered along with the damn heavy aqualungs.

Rounding a bend in the beach, Ruita practically ran into a tall man — a white man — although his skin was deeply tanned. Lean, well over six feet, with wide shoulders — he wore fancy flying boots, torn red walking shorts, plus a silly red beret atop brushed silver hair. He was finishing a wild banana and everything about him, from the cleanly shaved face to his walk, shouted a kind of nonchalant arrogance. Although his handsome face seemed vaguely familiar, I couldn’t place him, wondered how the devil he’d got on my island.

Rushing toward Ruita, he took her in his arms, both hands cupping my wife’s breasts. Ruita screamed as I dropped the skin-diving gear, ran pounding toward them. This big joker looked over Ruita’s shoulder, calmly watching me as if he couldn’t be so bothered.

Reaching the bend in the beach, I was tackled by two smaller guys. We all rolled in the sand. I tried to get my knees working, hit out wildly only to be expertly smothered in arms and legs. I found myself staring up at a slightly built man with very black thin hair and a long-ago-busted nose, sitting on my stomach, while a young Chinese fellow had a very firm armlock on my shoulders. They both wore expensive sport shirts and slacks. With a clipped British accent, broken-nose said, “Easy does it, old boy, we….”

Ruita was kicking and scratching at the big clown who now held her at arms length, fingers still on her blouse. The tired-looking character using my stomach for a chair screamed at Ruita in French and English, “Love, don’t bash his face! Not on his puss, darling!”

In this nightmare I was even more astonished to see Eddie, my old trading partner, suddenly come running towards us, yelling, “Matt, let go — that’s Ruita!”

The tall goon under the crazy beret released my wife, smoothly ducked one of her fists, stepped back to give her a mock bow. “Thousand and one apologies, Mrs. Judson.” His deep booming voice projected so it actually seemed to hit with its power.

The two men holding me stood up. I shouted at Eddie, “What the hell is this?”

“Hello Ray,” Eddie said, battered brown face a warm grin. “Hi, Ruita. Didn’t you see our schooner come in? We’re anchored in front of your house.”

“We were … underwater,” I mumbled, knowing the words sounded foolish. Brushing sand off, I got to my feet. The older man with the flattened nose wrinkled his sunburnt face with a tired smile.

“Sorry chap, but we had to ground you for your own protection. Matt’s a bloody slugger, hits like the hammers of hell and….”

I ran toward Ruita, the big guy watching me come with his bored, nonchalant air. I wasn’t sure I could take him; he had a few inches in height on me, looked lean and muscular hard … but I was going to give it a try. The Chinese fellow came along side me as the big man boomed at Ruita, “I sincerely apologize and all that rot.” A slight odor of rum hung on the words. “Really had no idea this ravishing beauty was your wife.” This last was tossed at me, of course.

“You thought I was ‘merely’ an island girl you could have your fun with!” Ruita screamed, talking Tahitian — as she always did when angry.

The big man grinned at her — had this way of pressing his lips as if about to spit on the world — answered in perfect Tahitian, “You are quite wrong, beautiful one, I have my fun with all women. It is expected of me.”

For a second Ruita stood there, mouth open, then asked in French, “Are you mad?”

“As to being mad, few people can truthfully answer yes or no,” he said in fast French. “I am Matt Gregg, the male sex symbol, the screen personality, my dear.” This loon yanked off his beret and struck a pose, showing Ruita a profile of his face. The oddly familiar puss was attractive in a kind of rugged way.

To my surprise, Ruita suddenly giggled up at him. I stopped at her side, aware the Chinese fellow was next to me. Eddie said. “This is Matt Gregg — Ruita and Ray Judson.” Eddie’s thick fingers pointed at the other two men. “Walt Sing and Herb McCarthy.”

We all nodded and Mr. Sing now took a step away from me. Matt held out a large hand and still feeling as if I was moving in a nightmare, I shook his mitt, mumbled. “Matt Gregg …?”

He turned to the others, boomed, “Behold the puzzled expression on Mr. Judson’s face! Obviously he has never heard of Matt Gregg, despite all the heavy dough we spend on publicity. Don’t you ever go to the movies in Papeete, Ray?”

“The last time I was there they were playing a Hoot Gibson western over and over….”

“Ah, yes, yes. I have seen your pictures in Paris Match!” Ruita cut in, talking English now and sounding like a dizzy movie fan. She even turned to smile at broken nose. “And you, you are the famous director.”

Herb McCarthly clasped his hands over his head, like a pug. “Such is the empty bubble we call fame, a blooming whore, as a far wiser man has already called her.” He nodded at the young Chinese guy. “Walt is Matt’s secretary.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Sing told us.

“Now in the…. What are you doing on Numega?” Ruita asked. It seemed to me she was actually pleased at having this collection of idiots around.

Eddie pulled a stinking cigar stub from his suntans, lit it as he said, “Matt and Herb are in Tahiti, set to make a picture about the life of Captain Wallis, how he discovered the island and …”

“Polynesians discovered Tahiti,” Ruita cut in. “Captain Wallis was merely the first popaa to visit the island, although it is possible a Spaniard, Mendana, sailed by Tahiti in 1595, nearly 175 years before THE DOLPHIN anchored in Papeete.”

“Eddie was quite right when he told us you have a vast knowledge of island history, Mrs. Judson,” McCarthy said. “We are hunting for an island with mountains, similar to Tahiti, on which to shoot our picture.”

“We’re on Matt’s schooner,” Eddie put in. “Ray — wait until you see it — a beauty of a ship.” He sounded pleased about things, too.

The director waved his hands in the air. “Numega might prove an ideal location for….”

“Since the picture is about Tahiti, why do you not make it there, or on Moorea?” Ruita asked, straightening the tiare blossoms in her hair, as if she didn’t mind this invasion of our island … as if we were all making goddamn small talk!

The director pulled out a pack of filter cigarettes, passed them around. Nobody took any. He lit one, holding the cigarette in the crotch of his middle fingers. Everytime he raised the butt to his lips, to puff, his fingers made a V frame around his flattened nose. He’d been doing this for a long time — the space between his knuckles was deeply stained. “We can’t shoot there because the president of our company can smell night life fifty miles away, and he’s a bloke who loves to go on a toot, a hard drinking man! Actual picture making is not only ruddy work, but the delays send production costs orbiting.”

“I’m the president,” Matt added proudly — childishly.

Ruita asked, “Will you join us for lunch? We were on our way to the house.”

“And we’ve come from your house,” Matt boomed. “Comfortable and I love the furniture, but couldn’t find your booze.”

“Nice of you to look!” I snapped.

He showed me his perfect teeth in a practiced grin. “When I’m not working I stay stoned out of my mind. I was impressed — no locks on the doors; real South Seas hospitality. You two have it made.”

“We were looking for you,” Eddie added, as we started walking. Walt Sing handed the actor a new, and plain, corncob pipe full of tobacco and Matt walked alone and ahead of us. Ruita was bulling McCarthy about South Pacific history, while Eddie, Walt Sing, and I brought up the rear.

Sing told me, “You’re a very lucky man, Mr. Judson, to live on an island of one’s own with a beautiful wife — that’s every man’s dream, especially in this atomic age.”

I nodded, still angry at this big jerk, Matt Gregg; remembering how he had touched my wife’s bosom. Up close, Sing was far more compact than he looked, seemed all solid muscle. No matter what he was doing or saying, he always kept his eyes on the actor. Watching Matt strut ahead of us was something to see; the cocky way he slouched along, the swing of his wide shoulders … a big punk challenging the world.

Passing the ancient copra shed, its roof a rusty mosaic of various flattened tin cans, I waved at Tupateka sitting in the shade as he puffed on a cigarette. He was a very old man who had the hut nearest our house. Happily sending out a cloud of smoke he waved both his hands at us, said in Tahitian, “Ah, Ray, I was on my way to tell you of the visitors. But now there is no need, you know them. They gave me a brand new cigarette — not have Cam-mels.” He gently took the cigarette from between his heavy lips, held it up for me to see. “You hear before of Kent? Strange name, but good smoke. You try puff?”

I shook my head, thanked him for rushing to tell us about the visitors. Sarcasm is wasted on islanders — they’re too honest.

Making another turn in the beach, we came in sight of our bungalow, and their boat, anchored a mile offshore, beyond the waves crashing and foaming on the red-brown coral reef. I’d expected one of these luxury yachts with a houseboat superstructure, the fancy windows and flashing chrome a rough sea would smash like a match box. But the clean white schooner riding the swells was a boat; sleek, trim, over 100 feet on the waterline, with the cabin not more than inches above the deck. On the beach, in front of our house, a neat inboard skiff was riding lazily with the breeze. The sight of the schooner almost made me forget my anger at Matt.

Eddie grunted, “Ray, wait ‘till you go aboard! Diesels powerful as a liner, a dozen staterooms; the masts and booms are solid wood — not this hollow metal crap. Under sail she moves faster than a jet….”

Ruita called back. “Ray, our guests are staying for lunch! I’m going to make them a true island meal.” I was amazed at the gay note in her voice … suddenly wondered if she’d fallen for this crazy actor — told myself that was a real stupid thought.

Standing very tall, corncob stuck in his mouth at a jaunty angle, Matt boomed, “Lovely Ruita, are you serious — nothing in the house but beer?”

“Good Australian export beer, and palm wine.”

Tossing his pipe away he said, “I’ll swim to the DOUBLE-TAKE, get us a bottle of rum.” He started for the water but the director took his arm, suggested he take the skiff. Slowly, almost cat-like, Walt Sing moved toward Matt.

Eddie nudged me, whispered, “Watch this play.”

“It’s a long swim, well over two kilometers,” Ruita said.

“Honey, I once swam to Catalina,” Matt said, kicking off his boots, trying to push McCarthy away.

The director said, “Matt, cut it, there can be bloody sharks out there.”

“Then give me a knife!”

I tossed my knife at his feet, said loudly, “The reef keeps out most sharks. Should be about two feet of water on the reef now but don’t try standing out there — cut your feet, get coral poisoning.”

Matt bent down to take the knife but McCarthy kicked it away. Drawing himself up to his full six-four, puffing out his chest like an idiot, Matt warned, “Herbie, out of my way before I lean on you! I want to swim, want the exercise.”

The director stepped to one side as Walt Sing came on the run. The actor turned to face him, right fist cocked, let go a vicious punch, which the secretary slid under like a ballplayer using a hook slide. Sing’s legs were tangled in the actor’s and as Matt fell on top of the smaller man, he let go another terrific wallop which thundered into the sand. Walt was a Judo man; for a split second he and Matt seemed to be one, then he had a choke-hold on Matt’s bull neck. The actor had one arm and leg free, thrashed about like a trapped animal; then as his face flushed he became quiet. Walt was pressing his wrist across the actor’s throat.

Looking at me, Ruita screamed, “Stop them!”

I ran toward them, until Eddie grabbed my shoulder, damn near upending me … and winked.

The director, who’d been watching the two men from a safe distance, now said in a bored voice. “He’s had it, Walt.” Then he turned and blew a kiss at my wife. “Don’t be alarmed, love, Walt is a kind of special tranquilizer, necessary for a blooming giant like Matt. He’ll sleep for awhile, soon be as good as new.”

Crawling out from under the actor, Walt Sing brushed sand from Matt’s lips, watched the heaving chest return to normal. Jumping to his feet, Walt brushed himself off, casually asked McCarthy, “Herb, shall I bring a bottle from the boat?”

The director relit his cigarette, fingers next to his busted nose, asked Ruita, “Would you care for spirits, or a bottle of bubble-water, my dear?”

“Palm wine will go with the meal.”

“Fine, then let us get on with the food, I’m anxious to taste true South Pacific food. Walt and I insist upon helping you.”

Ruita nodded toward Matt. “Shouldn’t you carry him up to the house?”

“Nonsense, dear, Matt can take it. He’s really rugged, could sleep on a blooming bed of nails and wake refreshed. Leave him be, he’ll join us when ready.”

Ruita glanced at me and Eddie said, “Matt’s okay, let him be.”

As we headed for the house I looked back at Matt lying there like a great fish thrown up on the beach; had this nightmare feeling real strong. I was sore at Ruita and Eddie. They seemed to be enjoying the unreality.

Ruita really became busy-busy in the kitchen, explaining to Walt and Herb how our kerosene refrigerator and deep freeze worked as she put them to slicing raw fish, squeezing limes. She changed to a plain blue pareu cloth wrapped around her good body, then raced out to climb a coconut palm, hunting for a type of nut which has a husk tasting like lettuce. Sing and McCarthy admired the way my wife’s thighs hugged the palm trunk, probably making cracks about it.

When Eddie and I were away from the others, rinsing the flutter valves of the aqualungs with fresh water, I asked, “Where did you find this zoo?”

“Herbie’s a boxing buff — wouldn’t swap his busted beak for the Medal of Honor,” Eddie said, lighting his stinking cigar again. “Soon as he saw my puss and tin ears in Papeete, became my boon buddy. Claims he’s seen me fight in Honolulu and at the Hollywood Legion, years ago — probably hot air. But they’re paying me a hundred and fifty bucks a week for doing nothing but hanging out with ‘em. How did you like the play on the beach?”

“That big bastard never meant to swim to his schooner.”

“Might have, he’s a wild flyer when loaded. But even if Matt wanted to, Herbie wouldn’t let him risk his life — Matt Gregg is a ten million buck business. And don’t let Matt’s big talk fool you; when it comes to coin, both he and McCarthy are shrewd jokers. I hear they’ve sunk every penny they own into this picture, and expect to make a cool fifty million on the deal! Trouble with Matt, he never stops acting.”

“Walt Sing is damn good. What’s his job, Matt’s keeper?”

Eddie nodded as he sponged the rubber tubing of the face masks. “Walt’s another smart lad; graduated from some college in Los Angeles, he says. But, not too much of a talker. The deal goes down like this — Matt has to keep making like the big he-man, or as Herbie always says, keep the image going, be the action hero off and on the screen. Trouble is, Matt believes this hero stuff, at times. He’s generally crocked, so whenever he steps out of line, any chance he might really get hurt, Walt stops him.”

“If Matt ever connects with one of those wallops, he’ll kill Sing. Wouldn’t it be easier for Herbie to blackjack the he-man?”

Eddie laughed. “I offered to take charge of Matt — I can belt harder than he can, but you’re not getting the image deal. Matt can’t be walloped on the face, ruin his looks, the investment — and his gut is full of ulcers. In short; he can’t be punched at all. So they play this game couple times a week — Gregg tries to kayo Walt before Sing puts him to sleep with this choke hold.”

“Why did you bring the zoo here?”

Eddie slipped me a look of surprise. “Well, I haven’t seen you and Ruita for over seven — eight months, and I thought you’d be interested in them using Numega for location.”

“That’s out! I don’t want my island over-run with a bunch of nervous …!” Realizing I was shouting, I stopped talking, wondered what I was getting up steam about. Punching Eddie’s thick shoulder, I said, “Good to see you. How’s the HOOKER and the trading business?”

“The HOOKER stinks of copra, still has its crew of roaches. Trading also stinks, as always. Market for copra is shot. The cutter needs a new set of sails, which is why I’m working for these clowns. Also, as usual, I’m hunting for a steady girl. As the movie crowd says, so what else is new?” Eddie burst out laughing, poked the stubble of whiskers on my chin gently.

I guess it was the sound of his real laughter, being with an old chum again…. I suddenly felt myself relax. What the hell, while our life on Numega wasn’t dull, having a gang of lunatics around for a day could be an amusing change of pace. The truth is, the balance of the day and night passed in such hectic excitement, for our island life, I almost enjoyed it.

Matt soon came into the house, yawning, looking as if he’d just jumped out of bed. Ruita, still a beautiful bundle of activity, showed them how to catch the juicy, single-claw, coconut crabs. Tieing coconut husk with a long string, she expertly cast it over the crab holes in the sand; as Herb said, almost like trout casting. When the greedy crab stuck out his claw to grab the husk, Ruita jerked him high in the air, caught him behind his claw. Matt was good at it, but McCarthy was nipped. Walt Sing merely watched — mostly Matt.

Broiled with lime sauce, the crabs were added to the lunch Ruita knocked herself out to prepare. Matt was delighted, stuffing himself with big slices of papaya dipped in palm wine, coconut husk salad, plus a handful of vitamin pills Walt carried for him — as a chaser. As he loudly explained, “I have to watch my figure, part of my lousy profile. Liquor and food makes me bloated, so I gave up all foods but fruits … and I’ll lean on the first guy who makes a crack!”

In typical island fashion, we ate so much we all went to sleep on the floor, to awake an hour later to jump into the skiff, race to the DOUBLE-TAKE … with a make-believe camera on her bow, where the chesty wooden statues of babes used to be in the old days. I was amazed they had no crew — Eddie said the regular crew was taking a vacation in Papeete. Both Matt and Herb boasted of their sailing ability, while it seemed the capable Mr. Sing knew enough about Diesels to pass as a ship’s engineer.

The schooner was a beauty, with spotless cabins, a lounge done in teakwood … everything shouting big money, but none of the garish ‘yachting’ crap to spoil her being a fine, seaworthy boat. While Matt played bartender, and they had the best stock of booze I’ve ever seen, the director ran off a sound film of the actor’s last epic, a modern Western which I was just drunk enough to enjoy. Sing made a rousing supper of thick steaks and when it grew dark we took a couple bottles and headed for shore. Once inside the reef, Matt, Ruita, and I swam ashore; Matt wasn’t lying; he was a powerful swimmer.

Ruita, still playing the big hostess, made torches of palm branches and showed them how to spear sleeping fish as we dashed about in knee deep water. She then built a fire on the beach and roasted the fish — without cleaning them — explaining to McCarthy and Sing the guts acted as a grease. Throwing the burnt fish into the sea, she yanked them out, pulled off the blackened skin, gave us the sweet cooked meat. Matt swore it was the best fish he’d ever had, and my wife went off into a lecture on this ancient Polynesian method of cooking fish.

While Eddie and I worked on a bottle of Scotch, the director and Ruita talked South Pacific history, and of course, he was amazed at Ruita’s knowledge. He ended by making us an offer — we were to return to Tahiti with them; Ruita to read the script and act as a technical consultant. I, and I knew this was thrown in as an after-thought, was to help them find an island suitable for making the picture. For this, we were to be paid $3,000. Ruita was excited, but I told McCarthy we’d think it over.

As we all walked back to our house, I put my arm around my wife, whispered, “Hon, do you really want to get mixed up with these nuts?”

She giggled, “All you need with your breath is a dash of soda.”

“Come on, I’m not that drunk — know what I’m saying.”

Kissing me, she whispered, “Ray, they are loons, but as interesting as if they came from Mars. And we haven’t been in Papeete for almost a year. Besides, I’d like to make sure they do an honest story of Tahiti — if I can.”

When we reached the house Ruita started our hi-fi while Matt started pouring. Sailing on rum and Scotch, I went out to the veranda for the breeze. McCarthy came over, lit a cigarette. We sat on the steps as he said, “Ray, old chap, don’t think we can use your island. Ruita tells me there are only a handful of natives and we’ll need hundreds of extras. Be far too expensive transporting them here. Costing us a fat bundle as it is…. Do you know MGM spent twenty million remaking the BOUNTY in …?”

I got angry again, he seemed to have forgotten I’d nixed the whole idea. In my crooked mind I had an idea they were all walking over me — even my wife. “Told you when you first mentioned it, no picture making on Numega!”

Herb slapped me on the back. “I know, but movie money talks big, so we learn to never take a NO. We might have offered … say … $15,000. for the use of your island. Would you still have refused, old chap?”

“Yeah! Money has no meaning here. We have over a hundred grand in New England banks — never bother to learn the names of the banks,” I told him, over the smooth sound of jazz coming from the other room. All this wasn’t quite true; we had the money, or rather Ruita had inherited it from her mama-faa-amu, which means the mother who feeds you, in Tahitian. Ruita’s adopted missionary mama had not only left her the folding money, but sent her to college in Sydney. If Ruita never bothered with the money, I knew exactly what banks had the dough, kept a strict account of the interest … without really knowing why.

McCarthy rubbed his ugly nose. “Ray, I envy you, truly made life a piece of cake instead of a lousy rat race. Few blokes have the nerve and brains to take paradise in their hands when fortunate enough to find it. You and the lovely Ruita, perhaps the only really happy people left on this stupid bit of earth. Lord God, how I envy you!”

Herbie actually began to weep — drunken tears — and I was juiced enough to feel rather smug, and pleased. But even if I’d been cold sober, I probably couldn’t have had any idea of the fool’s paradise Ruita and I were about to enter.





CHAPTER 2

We dropped anchor in the horseshoe bay of Roogona, one of the smaller Marquesas Islands. The bay held the usual parts of a short reef … coral lumps and islets. There was a white sandy beach with its dock of rough coral blocks, a village of several dozen huts and the sun-bleached white church steeple … all at the foot of a mountain covered with lush green trees, salted with colorful patches of frangipani and hibiscus flowers. A few canoes were resting on the beach, while a large and ugly island schooner, flying the flag of Peru, of all places, was anchored several hundred yards from the DOUBLE-TAKE. It was a dirty boat, badly in need of paint.

We’d left Numega three days before. Ruita, now technical consultant for the picture, stayed behind to finish some work on our pearl breeding baskets, and to read the script. She had suggested we try the lonely Marquesas for a locale; pick her up on the trip back to Papeete.

I’d been badly hung over when I started the voyage and kind of dizzy ever since; didn’t know exactly what I was supposed to be on this deal. Mostly I seemed to be a listening post. We all took turns at the wheel and at cooking. Matt, who remained fairly sober, and actually did a lot of exercises to keep in shape, bent my ear about what a great athlete he might have been if he hadn’t become lost in the Hollywood rat-race. He blamed it all on his hair, which was a natural silver color, for some reason.

Walt Sing hated his job of being Matt’s keeper, told me he wanted to make documentaries, especially about the lonely life and hard work of the Chinese laundryman in the States. Walt’s father had sweated away his life washing, putting his son through college. Working for Matt and McCarthy was not only giving Walt some capital, but a chance to learn all the ins of movie production — when he wasn’t choking the actor into submission.

Herb McCarthy was a cheerful cosmopolitan, who had lived and married all over the world. He told me, “I’ve learned you must have dreams, old chap, but more important, keep them in their blooming proper perspective, or they can ruin you. I’m aware I’ve turned out mediocre films, even if they are superior to the ruddy other dung being screened. But I’ve enjoyed myself, lived well, and when I start for that final horizon, I’ll be able to truly say life doesn’t owe me a damn thing. Oh, I still think I’ll make a picture, some day, which will be a work of art, and believe me, Ray, film is a great art medium, no matter how badly it’s been dirtied by morons and fast-buck bastards. I’ll probably take that dream to my grave.”

Of course, I listened politely to all of them; there wasn’t much else to do. In a way I was content, the DOUBLE-TAKE was a tremendous ship, under full sail we made twenty knots. After the years I’d spent with Eddie on our HOOKER, it was a novelty to sail without copra stink or bugs. Matt and Herb were fair seamen and it was a boot for me to be sailing with Eddie again, his miracle navigation; by merely watching the water, the sea-weed floating by, the sound of the waves, the stars and the birds, he could sail a truer course than any captain working with full instruments.

Matt and McCarthy were pleased at the way Roogona looked, were anxious to go ashore. On the other schooner, its crew of islanders and several popaas were examining us through glasses, obviously amused at the sleek lines of our ‘yacht.’

As we pointed the skiff toward shore, a small crowd of islanders, mostly elderly women in torn print dresses, were silently watching us. They were strangely quiet when we landed, seemed upset. A plump old woman in a tent-like worn grey dress was weeping loudly, the others trying to comfort her. Eddie, who spoke the island dialect, went over to ask where the French Administrator was; we’d need his okay to shoot the picture on the island. “Find out how many people are here,” McCarthy called out.

There was this air of mourning about Roogona which spooked me, the Marquesas always effect me like this, as though the ghosts of the hundreds of thousands of islanders who died here of the popaas’ TB and syph, were looking down, or up, at us.

Matt was busy smoking his usual new corncob, skimming pebbles for a few kids admiring his flying boots, when Eddie returned. “Little trouble here. That’s Von Rumple’s schooner out there, a tough Kraut thrown out of Samoa for smuggling. Lately he’s been trading in the Tuamotu Atolls. Even though he was with the Foreign Legion in Indochina, he ain’t exactly popular with French Oceania officials. In fact, the local government man is out on the schooner now. Von Rumple took a drunken young girl aboard. That’s her grandmother carrying on….”

The squat schooner was anchored some fifty yards from the coral dock we stood on and at that moment somebody was thrown off the boat, hitting the water with a sharp splash, to the laughter of the crew, especially a big blonde joker wearing a battered captain’s hat, and little else.

A skinny old man with the wispy white beard of a goat came sputtering and thrashing to the surface, shook a tiny fist up at the schooner, shouting in French, then started swimming, awkwardly, toward the dock.

Kicking off his boots, hurling his pipe high in the air, Matt plunged into the blue Pacific, swam out to help the old guy. Eddie grunted, “Herbie, you wanted to meet the French Administrator, must be him out in the drink.”

“That’s the French Government here?” McCarthy asked, yanking out a tiny Minox camera, snapping Matt swimming ashore with the old man.

A shrill wail went up from the women, the fat grandma yelling, much as I could make of her dialect, “They have my Titin drunk! Of her own will I would not mind, but this … to force her while drunk is hupe hupe!”

I translated for McCarthy and Walt. “She says taking her granddaughter while under the influence of booze is a most ugly thing.”

“By God, she’s bloody well right, you know!” Herb said, busy snapping Matt placing this skeleton of a man on the dock, the wet and dirty linen suit making the old boy look pathetic. Spitting water, he drew himself up to his full five feet, wrung out his beard, screaming in French at the schooner, “Be assured I shall report this in detail to the highest officials in Papeete! You swine shall be jailed!”

Matt said something to him in French, and as if seeing us for the first time, the old man tried to straighten out his wet suit, patched silk shirt, the long, snarled white hair, hanging to his shoulders … walked stiffly toward us. “You must pardon my appearance. I am Philippe Clichy, descendant of Napoleon’s admiral. The troubles we island officials suffer! These beasts dropped anchor last night, to trade — although I run Roogona’s only store, carry a large stock of goods. An hour ago they took Titin, a beautiful child of 13, aboard — first getting her so drunk on cough syrup she has no idea what is happening to her. Unhappily, our men are away making copra on an island some 63 miles north of Roogona, so I went aboard…. I’ll make a complete report of this outrage, a….”

“What’s the population of Roogona, sir?” McCarthy cut in.

“309, at the last census,” Clichy said as the old fat grandma let go another howl.

Flexing his thick muscles, Eddie said, “I think we’ll pay a visit to the schooner.”

The Frenchman turned to stare at Eddie, thin mouth open in shock.

Matt’s booming voice split the air with, “We’ll get the girl; let’s go!” He actually sounded the hero, dramatically racing toward our skiff.

As we piled in after Matt, Clichy screamed at Eddie, “A Lion Face! We want no lepers on Roogona!”

This was Eddie’s usual trouble on a new island; his flattened nose spread over the middle of his brown face, the puffed ridge of old scar tissue above his eyes, the cauliflower ears, did give him the look of a leper.
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