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“It is not down on any map; true places never are.”


Herman Melville, Moby Dick


For Winneky and Rich, who thought of his name












Foreword





You might ask me: Why am I writing this story when it happened so long ago and the world is so different now? Is it? You might ask, are any of these people still alive? Do these places still exist? I don’t know the answers to many questions. My job is to ask them, listen to answers, and try to figure out if they are true or not. I do know that the impulse to share a story is strongest when we are in the dark and waiting for the light to return. Remarkably, yes, we are all still alive. Maybe it comes from finding an island where time begins.


—Shelley Ilillouette
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There is an island in the Kingdom of Tonga that has risen above the surface of the ocean twice, and twice has sunk back beneath it. I know there are several explanations for why it did this, but here is the one I like: it changed its mind.


I was trying to figure out where the Kingdom of Tonga was when I read about this island in a yellowed newspaper cutting that had been stuck inside an old travel guide. There was no photo—the island must have been in a sinking stage at the time—but I could imagine it, a small new world, working its way to the surface, looking around at all that water, and wondering what to do next. Maybe it saw another island filled with noisy things, scurrying about, digging holes, and chopping down trees. It got worried: Were they contagious? When these busy creatures spied the new island, they hopped on a canoe and began speeding toward it. The island ducked out of sight. Then, however, it had a serious talk with itself about the importance of trying to live in the real world. It tried again and sank again.


I identified quite a bit with this island when I first read about it. Possibly, the reason I went to the Kingdom of Tonga was that island.


Choice really is the enemy of commitment. My brother David said that; he always has something to say. When he was an idealist, he used to quote Thoreau and say we had to wish to know an entire heaven and an entire earth, but now he is a congressman, and so he and Thoreau have parted ways on what constitutes an entire heaven and earth.


David is also big on the importance of living in the real world, but whenever he tells me to make an effort, I have to wonder how many people would buy his definition of real. It is odd to think that there must have been a time when you didn’t have to wonder if you were living in the real world or just a confused imitation. When you didn’t have to go searching for it like a Holy Grail, or examine each bit of your life and ask, is this real or not? When you couldn’t help but live in the real world because that was all there was. Now, you can treat the world around you like an annoying mosquito. Repellents are available, some of which work better than others. You can design the world you prefer with or without news, rules, gods, or devils. Or you can hop a plane and fly away. You can sink back beneath the ocean. It’s all your choice. Or is it?


It was in David’s office that the Tonga business began. His main district office is in Santa Rosa, but he has satellites, including one in Vallejo, which is run by Penny and Gail, who think he is the greatest thing since the hot air balloon; still they always panic when he comes to town. This was why Penny called me on a Monday morning. David was arriving with only twenty-four hours’ notice. They had scheduled him for meetings from ten till one and two till three but had nothing for him to do between one and two. Did I have any ideas? Also, Penny had an appointment with the mayor, and if Gail drove David, there would be no one in the office. She was too polite to say they knew I wouldn’t be doing anything. She just wondered if I could come up and answer the phones.


In the old days, David used to be able to think of what to do from one till two all by himself and could even drive himself there, but I said maybe they could put him in a story hour at the library. But I also said OK. I borrowed Jesse Goldensohn’s Volkswagen and headed north from San Francisco.


The Vallejo office is a no-frills cubbyhole that barely fits two desks, an American flag, and all the government brochures with useful information advising you to avoid the calamity of rabies and always wash your vegetables. On the wall is a photo of David, boy wonder and political Mozart, surrounded by The People. The sun is glowing off his golden head, his tie is straight, and even if he isn’t wearing a jacket, he has one slung over his shoulder. It was the most acceptable picture anyone had taken of him at that point on account of the coat and tie. Still, it didn’t please Dick, the latest hired genius who was reworking David’s image with the goal of upgrading him to the Senate. Dick said the problem with the photo was that David looked undemocratically tall, young, and handsome alongside The People, who were all dumpy and peasant-like in comparison. Dick has a poll that shows a man does not like to vote for someone who is taller than he is. David is not really that tall, but I said maybe he could be amputated at the knees, and I believe Dick put the idea on his list of Viable Alternatives, which he is constantly revising.


Dick’s other objection to the photo is that you can see David’s eyes. No one can do anything about them, and it’s not just that it would be preferable if they were blue, instead of brown, to go with his golden hair. His eyes have a gleam that no one has been able to extinguish. One glance at David’s eyes and you know he is looking for trouble. You can envision, at his back, hordes of ancestors fleeing one political disaster or another. If it were not my intention to write the story of what happened when I accidentally went to Tonga, I could have filled this book with tales of predecessors who were burned in Spain, poisoned in Italy, beheaded in France, exterminated in Russia, and run out of Mexico. David, you might say, is fundamentally a repository for a collection of genes that have barely escaped being shot, hanged, stabbed, smothered, or in some other way put a period to. This might explain his predilection for meddling and his odd choice of work, but at least he had a job, something I could not say of myself.


I settled down at Penny’s desk with a cup of coffee. No phones were ringing, so I put in a call to the Department of Health and Human Services.


“This is Congressman Ilillouette’s office,” I said. “I’m calling for a constituent who would like to know if there is any help for the overly intelligent unemployed.”


“Oh my,” said the woman at the other end of the line. “Let me check.” They always have to be polite if it is a congressional call.


“She would also like to know if she could be put in jail if she can’t pay her bills.”


“Oh, that would be Justice—well, of course not. Whom does she owe?”


“Everyone.”


Another line began to ring. I put the woman on hold.


“Hello,” said the new voice. “I am calling for my sister who is in the Kingdom of Tonga.”


“Would you hold a minute?” I asked. The light for the HHS woman had gone out, and I must have pushed another wrong button for the Tonga caller, because her light disappeared too. I hate those phones.


Things began to get lively. A man wanted to know if David would chain himself to a rock to protest something, and I put this on a list of things he could do from one till two. Then I took three calls from people who were mad at the president, and only one believed it was still Nixon.


I said, “You know he resigned. A year ago. August 8, 1974.”


“That’s what you think.”


“Yes. It is.”


“How do you know?”


“It was in the newspapers.”


“Newspapers print anything. How do you know he isn’t still in the basement?”


He hung up before I could bring up another article I’d read pointing out that the chief threat to a democracy is voters.


Next I talked to fourteen women, all asking if it were true that David would be in town. I said I hadn’t heard anything, a necessary precaution since the time an enthusiastic volunteer gave out his schedule and a dozen women showed up to discuss civic works with him. David had to climb out the back window to escape.


“Where is David?” Lally Packhorst, also known as the Bismarck, never gives her name, as she believes everyone should recognize her by her bellow. She is another reason an island might sink, if she sailed near it.


“No one knows.”


“Is that Shelley?”


“Who?”


“Goodness, who let you answer David’s phones? Shelley is David’s little sister.”


“Is that the one they keep in an attic?”


“Of course not! She is—well, she doesn’t have her brother’s looks or brains, of course, but she is a cute little thing. Who are you?”


“David’s pet parakeet.”


“The DC office said he is in Vallejo today. I can’t think why—”


“He drove himself. Accidentally landed in his district.”


“Tell him to call me.”


“May I have your name and number, please?”


I knew this would make her nuts. She hung up.


Next, a woman called to report that her son, a Marine, was about to be murdered by his own unit and had to sleep with knives strapped to his ankles for protection. She believed it had to do with his secret undercover work. “He is just the all-American boy,” she said. You never know what might be true; I called the Marine liaison, who promised to check it out.


“Hello,” the next caller said, “I am calling for my sister who is in the Kingdom of Tonga.”


Then all the lights went on, and I lost her again. Health and Human Services was calling to apologize because I’d hung up on them. Another caller wanted to know if it was illegal to raise his rent. “Probably not,” I said. “There’s no rent control.”


“Then what’s the point of wage and price guidelines?”


“No one knows. But—”


“I don’t know why you can’t tell me. I pay your salary with my taxes, and I want to know if this means I can raise the price of anything as much as I want.”


“Yes, you can, but it doesn’t mean anyone would buy it. Why don’t I ask someone in Washington to—”


“I’d like to talk to someone who knows something,” he huffed, and I was sorry I hadn’t hit a wrong button for him too. “Here I am calling my congressman and you are just fogging.”


“That’s interesting,” I said. “Not too many people use fog as a verb, but technically I believe it’s correct.”


He hung up. I started a new list of Lost a Vote and called the library. “This is Congressman Ilillouette’s office. Do you know where the Kingdom of Tonga is? Is it in Africa?”


“Oh my,” the librarian replied. “I will have to check with my supervisor. May I ask her to call you back?”


“Certainly.”


I recognized the next soft, melancholy voice. Adam checks in regularly with Penny and Gail to let them know he is standing on the San Andreas fault line. He had a traumatic experience as a flight controller in the Air Force, when he saw two blips collide on his screen; for ten minutes he thought it was his fault. It turned out to be only a technical screwup and no planes were anywhere around, but he’s never been the same since. He was discharged from the Air Force but can’t get disability benefits. The Air Force’s position is that they don’t doubt Adam is cuckoo, but he has not proved it was their fault. They have a list of about eight thousand things Adam is supposed to do, including getting a letter from God testifying that he went crazy in the Air Force. Penny and Gail are working on it. I found his file and told him they were about halfway there. He said OK; things were quiet on the fault that day.


“This is Marlene Foster-Thomas, head librarian,” the next caller announced. “I am returning a call to Congressman Ilillouette.”


“Oh.”


“Or is it only you?”


“It’s only me.”


She talked to me anyway. “It took some research to find the Kingdom of Tonga,” she reported. “Because of its position, it is often cut off maps or lost in the crease of books. The Kingdom of Tonga is in the South Pacific.”


I had the buttons pretty well under control by the time the Marines called back. You may have noticed that one of the impressive things about a congressional office is that everyone calls back. It’s probably why I let Penny and Gail talk me into answering their phones, just to know that somewhere in the world, someone is getting called back.


“I have checked out the case for you,” reported a man who identified himself as a colonel-general-admiral or something equally grand. “I am sorry to have to tell you that the young man in question may not be one-hundred-percent Marine. In fact, he is a young man who, when he should use tact, uses his fists.”


Apparently, the all-American boy had a tendency to start fights with anyone who stood within three feet of him for any reason. Also he read novels, which gave him a confused notion of reality, the man said. “And that is not the Marine way. I am sorry if he gave you a different impression, but allow me to assure you that if he had been participating in covert intelligence activities related to apprehending purveyors of illegal substances, he would have been strenuously protected, guarded, and shielded.”


I could have listened to this guy piffle all day, but another line lit up, and so I only said I was glad to know that the other one-hundred-percent Marines were out there using tact instead of their fists. He laughed. He had to; Congress votes on his budget.


“Hello.” The caller spoke rapidly. “I am calling for my sister who is in the Kingdom of Tonga. I don’t know why she wanted me to call Congressman Ilillouette and why she thought he would help her, but she has always been eccentric. She is an artist, and she married a Frenchman. She would like the congressman to find her a companion.”


“To live in the South Pacific?”


The woman was impressed. “Most people think Tonga is in Africa. I apologize for taking up your time, but I did tell her I would do it, although I was surprised that she would call from half a world away and insist I call a congressman instead of Ann’s Household Agency.”


“It’s all right. Last week, a man called because he needed a recipe for potato salad.”


“I know Congressman Ilillouette is one of the good ones, but I don’t know why he would know who could help Bette look for a lost island. I’m sure it’s one of her legends. She collects them.”


“And she married a Frenchman too.”


“You understand. She will pay all the travel expenses. Actually, I will, and she will pay me back, I hope.”


Another line began to ring, but I ignored it until she said I could put her on hold. It was a call from someone in Elko, Nevada, who had a party of aliens ready to land on Earth. They would solve all of the problems in the world, but they were too polite to land without an invitation. Would the congressman oblige? I put this on the Viable Alternatives list and then went back to the woman with a sister in the Kingdom of Tonga.


“To tell you the truth,” I said, “the congressman might not be the best person to find her a companion; his specialty is radical judges and useless bureaucrats. But, as a suggestion I might make if, for instance, we were standing in the street, he does have a sister who might be able to recommend someone. She might even be interested in the job herself.”


“Wouldn’t she be too busy?”


“No.”


“What an excellent idea.”


I agreed and gave her my home telephone number.


The fog was rolling in thick and cold by the time Penny and Gail returned. They said everything had worked out, including one till two. David had bought them lunch at Lady Jane’s Soul Food. They just love David.


They had driven him back to Santa Rosa and returned with three boxes of things Dick was throwing out because they were unsuitable to David’s new image: a plaque with a large, dead, gilded fish presented to him by the North Bay Fishermen; the brass sheep with a clock in its stomach from the Future Farmers of America; the congressional seal Mrs. Biagini had made from painted seashells after David’s staff found her lost Social Security check; and the thirty-two drawings of octopuses sent to him by the third graders at the Hook’s Bay Elementary School after he visited their class to talk about What the Government Does. Dick had also banished David’s collection of mermaid statues and all the photos of Gabriella Asher.


The largest photo was of David and Gabby driving down Highway 1. David was wearing the weird hat Gabby had crocheted for him from rainbow yarn; when it stretched out of shape, he’d bunched up the extra in a rubber band and kept wearing it. It was the car David was driving as much as the hat that had upset Dick. David had bought his Alfa Romeo with the money he made from publishing his senior honors thesis about the future of the world—was there one or not. He was crazy about that car; he kept it his first year in Congress. He used to take it out at night and drive fast down Highway 1. When he had to go somewhere in public, he rented a Chevy. It’s gone now.


Dick had also chucked out the photo of David and Gabby on a sailboat, which the staff called “Apollo and Aphrodite in Hawaii.” The problem with this one, in addition to its being a photo of David with a woman who is not his wife, is that if you look closely, you might notice that Apollo has bright red toenails. After David got elected to Congress, Gabby painted them so he wouldn’t forget her when he went to DC. The toenails almost killed Dick; he couldn’t believe that the picture had sat on David’s desk, and he’d still been reelected twice.


“Even this one went.” Gail held up a tiny, framed photo that David had snapped of Gabby dancing ahead of him on a path on a mountain above the ocean. You could see only the back of her, but you could tell from the way she held her arms and head that she was dancing. Gabby was always dancing.


“Of course, Dick is right; he shouldn’t keep pictures of her on his desk.” Penny sighed, sadly, as if Gabby had died and not just gone the way of the Alpha. “I wonder how she is.”


“I wonder where she is,” Gail said.


“Is anything left in the office?” I asked.


Penny showed me the new official photo. It was David with a group of ranchers, looking serious about cows. He was leaning over to pat a cow, so he looked as short as everyone else, and the photographer had caught him with the sun in his eyes.


“Awful, isn’t it?” Gail asked. “But we told him not to worry about his things. We’ll put them in Penny’s garage. Except the clock. We needed a clock.”


“And the seashell seal,” Penny added. “It really is patriotic. I know it made him happy. He wanted us to stay because he is taking the Santa Rosa staff out to dinner because no one murdered Dick today, but we said no, we needed to let you go home. But you should go, Shelley! David said he hoped to see you sometime. Well, he said he should put you on his payroll.”


They both laughed when I agreed. But I said no, I wouldn’t go to dinner because if Dick had his way, I’d end up in a box in Penny’s garage too. They laughed again and said I was just the all-American girl. They always say that. It always kills me.
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An hour later I was back in San Francisco, and by evening I’d found a parking place near Jesse Goldensohn’s flat. A man on the sidewalk was wearing a sandwich board announcing a special on being reborn. “The Dark Ages are over!” he called. “The Age of Aquarius is finally nigh!”


“How nigh?” I asked. It’s true that people were recycling paper to save the trees and making whole wheat bread without preservatives, and if you couldn’t eat it, you could use it as a doorstop. Also, I was pretty sure that Nixon was no longer president. But by this year, 1975, the Age of Aquarius had been a long time coming.


He offered me his discount for the unemployed, but I said I could probably do it myself with a snorkel in a bathtub, and I ducked into Mother Earth’s Produce to end the conversation. I was wondering what it would be like to be half a world away, and I must have been squeezing the pineapples because all of a sudden Mother Earth herself was frowning at me. I apologized.


“Oh no,” she replied instantly. “Please, feel free. It’s so important to feel the energy of the things you buy. Let me show you how I do it. I pick up something in each hand and I feel its energy. And I can tell which is the right one for me.”


She demonstrated by feeling the energy of two tomatoes, although it looked like squeezing to me. “Try it.”


She put two lemons in my hands, and I felt their energy. “Wow,” I said. “I think the left one is a nuke.”


“The worst part is she believed me,” I told Jesse as I returned his car keys. “I’ll bet she wouldn’t have any problems getting her VA benefits.”


“Have you had dinner?”


Considering my larder and the prospect of one more peanut butter sandwich, I followed Jesse into his flat, which resembles a used bookstore, every wall covered with books. He is a great cook and also a poet; his pasta is as poetical as his sonnets. While the water boiled for linguine, I watched him concoct a sauce of herbs, garlic, and olive oil. We didn’t have to talk.


I’ve known Jesse ever since the time David tried to take a bus into Oakland, looking for a girl he was crazy about. He was sixteen. He got lost, but Jesse rescued him. I don’t know if they ever found the girl, but David brought Jesse home. Jesse had never been to the ocean. Sometimes I think I could pass David in the street, and I might not recognize him until he shook my hand and asked me for my support, but Jesse is the same as he was that first day he came to my grandfather’s house above the sea: short, slight, and the color of a Hershey’s chocolate bar. I was nine and I had never met someone who was such a beautiful color. I couldn’t resist nibbling his finger a little, to see what he tasted like. David almost strangled me, but Jesse said it was OK. I almost fell in love with Jesse, when I believed in things like that.


He opened a bottle of wine, added some to his sauce, and poured two glasses. “Any good news?”


“The Dark Ages might be over. I am not sure, however.”


“Did you talk to David?”


“No.”


“He might have an idea for you.”


“And we know how well it worked out the last time he had an idea.”


“One disaster doesn’t mean you should give up.”


I wasn’t sure which one disaster he meant, although it was probably my sole job interview, which had turned out to be with a man who thought David should be tarred and feathered.


“It’s OK, Jesse. I’ve decided I’m going to be a posthumous writer.”


“Then you have to write something, besides letters to the editor for David’s constituents.”


“Some of them were good.”


“Masterpieces of fiction.”


“No, they are all true. And each person liked their letter. Even Crazy Dick liked them. He has a list of people who will sign letters if I write them. I just don’t know if I can do it.”


“Is your conscience finally catching up with you?”


“No, it’s just that my brain is frozen. There’s nothing left in it. No passion, no sense of adventure, no wonder, except when I wonder what’s going to happen to me. No hope, no spirit, no food—”


He drained the pasta and was tossing it with the sauce. He served up two plates and grated cheese over them. I was momentarily distracted from my list.


“You could get married,” he said.


I gagged. “Why?”


“Most women want to get married.”


“Yeah, and you’re the expert on women.”


“Isn’t Jackson coming back soon?”


“I don’t know.”


“Hasn’t he written to you?”


“What kind of herbs are these?”


“He’s coming to San Francisco, isn’t he?”


“So what?”


“I wouldn’t mind seeing him.”


“He’s not your type.”


“That’s too bad. Those blue eyes. All those muscles. I bet he’ll look good after all that time in the mountains.”


“Unless he froze his nose off.” I gave myself another serving of pasta.


“Too bad he is in love with a redheaded woman with big brown eyes.”


“I don’t know what difference that makes.”


“Shelley, don’t be an ass. It’s the only thing that does make a difference, but it’s up to him to explain it. He just had to work up his nerve by climbing Mount Everest first.”


“It’s not Everest. It’s a little weird mountain called Gunga Din or something like that. Besides, there are always avalanches.”


“You really are scared to death of him, aren’t you?” Jesse laughed, although I didn’t see what was so funny.


“I just don’t want to see him right now, that’s all. But come to think of it, I might marry you.” I didn’t really mean it, but I knew it would make him pipe down about Jackson. “If I ate your cooking every day, I might be able to think of something to write. And your being gay wouldn’t be a problem. Gay men are the only ones you can have intelligent conversations with. I can live without sex. I might be the only person in California who can, but I can.”


Jesse frowned. Sex, really, is the only thing he is touchy about. “You must be missing your cat. That’s always when you propose.”


This is a sensitive subject for me, and so we ate in silence until I remembered the Kingdom of Tonga. Jesse had never heard of it either, but he found, among his books, a travel guide to the South Pacific. Tonga got two pages titled “Where Time Begins.”
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My neighbor was waiting at my door. We shared the top floor of a Victorian that had been cut up into flats, the smallest of which were the two stuffed in the attic. Toby followed me into my half, as was his habit. He had run away from a privileged upbringing in Connecticut, although he had not entirely succeeded in leaving his childhood behind.


“Damn,” he said. “I really miss your cat. Do you know what I miss? The way he used to sit by the door and take a swing at me whenever I walked in.”


While I folded my bed up into the wall, which made room to unfold a table and chair, Toby sat down on the floor. The room did not have such things as a kitchen or a bathroom—these were down one floor—but it did have a fireplace with a screen. He put this between us.


“I have to control myself,” he said. “So, what do you think of my hair?” He had shaved it in clumps so that it resembled the surface of the moon.


“It’s great.”


“But I can’t decide whether to go orange or purple. Or red. Then we could match. Did I ever tell you I’m crazy about redheads?”


“Yes.”


“I went out once with someone as old as you. No, even older. She was twenty-four. Did I tell you about her?”


“Yes.”


“Oh. Well, I didn’t tell you I almost got arrested last night.”


“What for?”


“Drunk driving. They had to let me go, though.”


“Why? Weren’t you drunk?”


“Oh hell, yes, but I wasn’t driving, only sitting. They can’t arrest you for drunk sitting. And I had fifteen joints and a gram of coke on me, and they never found it. I hid it in my underwear. I was going to save some of it for you, but I didn’t. Sorry.”


I said it was all right he hadn’t saved me any of the cocaine he had stored in his underwear. I tried cocaine once, but it only made me feel the same way I felt when I accidentally walked into a door frame nose first.


“Oh yeah, I got your mail.” He pulled a battered envelope out of his pocket. “It’s from Nepal. I think it’s from that guy. Would you like me to read it?”


“No.”


“Shall I toss it?”


“No.”


“Do you want to get drunk? Loaded? Loose?”


The phone began to ring. “Oh, my God, it’s him,” Toby gasped. “He’s back.” He collapsed backward, screen and all, knocking the phone onto the floor. I recognized the voice of the woman, faintly warbling hello.


When I hung up, I told him it was only a woman wondering if I might be interested in a job in the Kingdom of Tonga, South Pacific.


“Oh wow, Paradise! I’ll go with you.” First, however, he had to go out for his nightly carousing.


When he was gone, I picked up the envelope he had dropped. It was blue airmail paper with a cluster of green and burgundy stamps and Jackson’s unmistakable writing.


Climbing in the Himalayas had been the dream of Jackson’s life, ever since he knew they existed. He’d finally gotten a chance when Gavin Chandler invited him to join an expedition. Gavin is twenty years older than Jackson and taught him most of what he knows about mountaineering—what mountains haven’t taught him, anyway. Gavin had gone on expeditions to Everest twice and had nearly died twice. Before he tried a third time, he wanted to climb a different mountain. It was only twenty-seven thousand feet high, but no one had climbed it yet.


He was going during the brief window in autumn. Jackson had come to see me to discuss it; he knew if anyone would agree it was a good idea to take time off from med school to climb a mountain, it would be me. He was something of a wreck, skinny, pale, and nervous. I was not in much better shape, however, as I had just arrived in DC to stay with David and his wife. I am not much good at civilization, although Jackson is worse.


I’d not heard from him since they landed in Kathmandu. He’d written a long, funny letter about monkeys at the airport and the people on whom his life would depend when they were halfway up the mountain. It was a trifle mushy, but I knew that was just in case he fell into a crevasse. Now, he’d written another letter, but it was thin. I held the envelope up to the light, but I couldn’t make out any words. I put it down and opened the guide to the South Pacific. Folded inside it was a faded newspaper clipping about the disappearing island.


Tonga was described as an archipelago of one hundred and seventy islands, give or take one. On the map, it looked like a broken string of pearls, scattered over five hundred miles, from north to south. Because they were the country closest to the international dateline, the Tongan king had decided this was where time began, and apparently no one had argued with him. No one had told him that time is only a convenient illusion we paste over the surface of things; time can’t begin any more than it can be recaptured. I probably would not try to explain this either to someone who weighed more than four hundred pounds.


The night wind was blowing hard against the window, rattling it, rustling the trees. I used to think that the wind was a mysterious thing that had the power to break through walls and set anything free. On nights like this, my cat would disappear out the window and I would run after him. He would wait and spring out at me from behind a hedge, and we would roam together down the streets until it didn’t seem like we were in a city at all, but a vast, wild, enchanted place filled with mystery and possibilities. Life took on a shimmering quality in such a wind, of something to be caught and held and let go to fly again. Jackson and his mountains were part of this world; so were Jesse’s silver-spun words and David’s dauntless old ideals. They had been things of magic for me, but they were lost now, and even their ghosts were beyond recall. It was only a cold, empty wind blowing this night, and I decided to go to the kingdom.
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The Peace Corps had been singing for two days. They knew one Tongan song and the soundtrack from The Wizard of Oz. They had sung these from San Francisco to Honolulu, from Honolulu to Pago Pago, and from Pago Pago to Neiafu, Vava’u, in the Kingdom of Tonga, even though on the last leg of the flight we were traveling upside down through a hurricane on a fluttering gnat of an airplane.


I often wish I’d studied physics so I wouldn’t have to wonder why a plane doesn’t blow apart at times like this or why a metal tube can fly at all, under any circumstances. This day I worried even more, due to the cheerful oblivion of the lunatics around me. An average person would have left off singing as we dipped and rolled through the sky, but I understand that the Peace Corps is where they send incurable optimists and enthusiasts for life. They kept on singing.


We began to dive at a speed that caused the singers to hit a few odd notes. My brain thawed rapidly during this descent, uncovering various items that had frozen there, chiefly a reverence for life. I rediscovered it with faint joy, the way you might find a trash can lid that got buried in snow during a long winter. Like a reprieve, an island appeared.


I called it an island hopefully because it could also have been a whale covered with coconut trees. We bounced over their tops, and when we ran out of land, we careened upward. The Peace Corps faltered in their song. The pilot came on the intercom: “Sorry about that missed approach!” he chortled. “You might have felt those winds! I’m going to try again, but if I don’t make it this time, we’ll have to return to Pago before we run out of gas!”


Again we zoomed downward, upside down. I might have fainted because the next thing I knew we had landed.


The airport was a single cement block room that quickly emptied as the Peace Corps nuts were borne away in the back of a truck, singing in the storm. The only person left was the customs agent, a man wearing a blue wraparound skirt with his shirt and tie. He smiled at me, and I smiled back. Until this moment I’d been so concerned with landing myself here, I’d not thought about where I was going. Or what I was doing.


I had met the woman whose sister wanted a companion. I said I could leave right away; my rent was due. She gave me a ticket and two hundred dollars, and said she would let Bette Omont know I was on my way. I offered to pay Jesse back the money he’d loaned me, but he said to wait. He gave me a sack of books, Maugham, Stevenson, The Tempest, and A Guide to the Wildlife of the South Pacific. He drove me to the airport and kissed me goodbye. When I thought about changing my mind, he shoved me in the right direction. Sometimes I think that when you almost fall in love, you never really fall out of it.


On the plane I reread Jesse’s guidebook. I was going to Neiafu, the main town on the Vava’u islands, the northernmost in the kingdom, considered the most lush and beautiful. Most of the Tongan population, including the royal family, lived on Tongatapu, in the south where the capital, Nuku’alofa, was located. Between Vava’u and Tongatapu, a third group of islands, the Hai’pai group, was mostly uninhabited.


Now I was here, alone, and no one might speak English. I could see nothing but rain, and the sun was setting.


“You are lost?” the agent asked, still smiling.


Some of the racket in my brain calmed down. “I am waiting for someone to meet me. Bette Omont.”


“Oh, this is too bad.”


“It is? Why?”


“Because she is not here. And there is her island.” He pointed at shadowy trees, blowing about wildly.


“Island? She lives on an island?”


“We all live on islands,” he observed. “But she lives on a very small one, and if you try to go there now—flip!—you will die. Perhaps you would like to go to a hotel.”


This seemed a preferable alternative to flipping and dying, and soon I was in a canvas-covered Jeep taxi, bouncing along a crushed coral road through a green landscape, rendered blurry by the storm. The driver said for hotels I had my choice of the fancy Port of Refuge or the fales, huts by the sea. I opted for the fales.


We stopped amidst a cluster of thatched-roof cottages, scattered like mushrooms in a garden of many-colored flowers and towering coconut trees. I couldn’t see the ocean, but I could feel it on the wind. A woman wearing a long black dress took my suitcase from the driver as they chatted in cheerful, incomprehensible Tongan. I gave the driver some money. They laughed heartily and he gave most of it back. We all shook hands and he drove away. I followed the woman to a hut framed by red hibiscus blossoms. “Your fale,” she said, and she disappeared into the rain.


It was one room with a window, walls, a light, and a bed, yet the familiarity of these items only emphasized their strangeness. The window had no glass, the light was a solitary dangling bulb, and the walls were covered with rough brown cloth painted with black geometric designs and stick figures. The bed was covered with the same cloth.


The world outside was dark, rain was drumming on the tin roof, and the coconut trees were swaying like giant wands with feathered star tips. I sat down on the bed. Sometimes you start something and then you have to go through with it before you can get out, like the time Jackson and I went into the World Famous Cave of Horror and Wonder at the Napa County Fair even though signs warned us that once in, there was no turning back. Just inside the dark, hot tent, we came face-to-face with a one-eyed monster who had a hatchet in his head and blood dripping down his face. “Get out of my cave,” he growled. We ran. We lost each other, our money, and most of our wits before we got out of that place. We never knew if there had been any wonders.


This reminded me that Jackson’s letter, still unopened, was in my pocket. I took it out. It was addressed to “Miss Shelley Ilillouette.” I traced the letters the way I used to when he wrote to me after he’d been sent away to school in England. I thought his handwriting was extremely elegant, and I’d imitated it in my letters back to him. He had been miserable then, homesick and sad, but now he slipped in and out of foreign places as easily as the wind, and I was the coward who couldn’t even look at my own thoughts, let alone his.


“I had to do something,” I said to the envelope. “You might be in San Francisco by now. You might have come to see me. You might have said something like, ‘How are you?’ So, here I am, and I have to go through with it. Otherwise, I’ll just be in more debt for one plane ticket, one taxi, one hotel, and three bags of M&Ms with peanuts.” I eat M&Ms when I get anxious; I had finished them all before I got to Hawaii.


I heard a polite cough. A young Tongan woman was standing outside the glassless window. I didn’t know how long she had been there, but apparently she hadn’t wanted to interrupt while I talked to my letter. She carried in a tray, set it down, smiled, and left. It dawned on me there might be advantages in being where no one spoke English.


On the tray was a pot of tea, buttered toast, a cup, a knife, two clamshells holding sugar and jam, and one yellow hibiscus blossom. Jackson, being one-half Brit, tends to view tea as a cure-all, at least for half of him. He has other cure-alls for the half that isn’t British, but I won’t go into that now. I poured tea, added sugar from the clamshell, stirred it with the knife, and wondered if I’d feel better or worse if I read his letter. Finally, I put it back in my suitcase and opened the notebook I’d brought. It was filled with blank pages and likely to remain so.


The rain was lightening up and I stepped outside. The air was warm and so heavy it seemed you could catch it and hold it in your hand. The path we’d followed to my fale went on to a wooden shelter where a family of pigs was rooting in the mud. Chickens were wandering among them. A goat was bleating and trying to eat the rope that tied it to a tree. A woman, dressed in black with a coarse woven mat tied around her waist, was stripping the edges of long, thin leaves with a machete. It was a peregrine landscape that could have turned any other I’d known into shadows, had it not been for the Peace Corps volunteers who filled the other fales around me. “Oh, God, we are in Paradise!” they were exclaiming. “Now I don’t have to worry about going to Heaven!” and “Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore!”
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In the morning, it was raining again. I was watching coconut trees blow sideways when the same smiling girl who’d brought tea the night before appeared at the window.


“Malo e lelei,” she said. This is the Tongan greeting. I had read in my guidebook that it means “thank you for living.” Tongans might vary it and say thank you for cooking or sweeping or anything else you might be doing, but she said thank you for living and added, “I have brought you a palangi breakfast.”


I opened the door, and she came inside, studying me with a curiosity that matched my own. I wondered what she saw. Like taxi and hotel, the word woman is manifest in quite a few forms. She was built like a rugby player, but she moved like a dancer, in a long pink calico dress. She had a round, glowing face, and she wore purple flowers in her waist-length hair. In comparison to her, I felt like a shipwrecked wooden figurehead that had lost its paint, its arms, and its ears.“I am Lebeca,” she said.


“Shelley Ilillouette.”


“Seli,” she repeated. In Tongan you can’t put two consonants together, and this is how I became Seli.


“You speak English?” I asked, trying to remember what I’d been saying to my letter the night before.


“Of course! I did not wish to disturb you last night when you were praying, but now I shall tell you that I am the best at speaking English, and so you can ask me, oh, questions and anything like that.” As she talked, she was uncovering the tray that held tea and flowers, half of a papaya, and a plate of spaghetti on toast.


“What is palangi?” I asked.


She laughed in a rippling way. “Do you not know yourself?”


Palangi, she explained, means cloud-burster, which is what Tongans thought the first white visitors were, owing to the fact that they had come sailing through the clouds on their large boats. It’s too bad, really, that Tongans didn’t have a word for tourist at the time. Cloud-burster has a magical clout that a mere tourist can’t equal. Possibly, then, these visitors would not have been seen as such superior creatures, and Tongans would not have accepted so reverently all the bits of Western ways that landed with them. I figured this out later; at the time I just ate my spaghetti on toast.


“It’s quiet,” I said. “What happened to the Peace Corps? Did you chloroform them?”


“Oh, it is very sad, but they only came here for one night. Today, they go to stay with Tongan families.” She described them for me: who did what, who had bathed, and who did not wear underwear. I thought she had the makings of a fine journalist, but actually I was being introduced to the coconut wireless, an intelligence network that could humble the CIA. I wondered if part of her mission was to fill in a few missing facts on me. She asked me where I’d come from and if California was close to Kansas. When I asked where the shower was, she nodded approvingly.


“Do you know Mrs. Omont?” I asked.


“Oh.” Her voice became guarded. “Sometimes.”


“I hope she wears underwear.”


“This I do not know, but she does not go to church. It is why she has ghosts.”


“She does?”


Lebeca nodded.


“I am going to work for her, you know.”


“Yes, and I am so sorry.”


“Because of the ghosts?”


“No, because she is not here.”


“Where is she?”


Lebeca shrugged. “Palangis are like little bugs that always must be hopping about.”


“She lives on her own island?”


“A small one, not so far from here. Kalavite will take you in his boat. He is the brother of Moses, who brought you here. But you cannot go today, of course. It storms.”


“I know. Flip, I die.”


After breakfast, I set out to find the post office to send a telegram telling Mrs. Omont’s sister I was here, but Mrs. Omont was not. I followed the crushed coral road through a patchwork of houses, eclectic creations of wood, tin, and coconut fronds. Everywhere were flowers, yellow, red, lavender, and pink. I also saw curious designs in the ground made of round brown stones, all surprisingly uniform. I passed a great many chickens, squawking beneath shelters, and pigs wandering happily in the rain. About every four feet was a church.


“Hello, palangi,” children called. “Hello, hello.” When I asked where the post office was, they laughed and ran away, but one called back that I’d find it around the corner from the church. Since I had nothing else to do, I figured I had time to turn all the corners near churches, but around my first corner, I found, instead, a mountain. By Himalayan standards, it wasn’t much of a mountain, more of a bump whose top had been sliced off, neat as a cucumber, but on those Kansas-flat islands anything that ripples the horizon is a mountain.


“Oh, you are lost!” Lebeca sprinted up, carrying an umbrella.


“No,” I said, “I’m going to the post office around the corner from the church.”


“Why did you not tell me, so I could go with you? Now, you are alone and lost, but I have found you. We will go.”


We walked on together, Lebeca diligently holding her umbrella over my head. We visited three churches and Burns Phillips, the Tongan Macy’s. Next we went to her grandmother’s house where a half-dozen women were sitting beneath shelters in the garden, pounding on logs with wooden paddles. They were making tapa cloth, Lebeca explained; this was the brown fabric that lined the walls of my fale.


Lebeca introduced me, from which I gleaned that my job in Tonga was to bring Mrs. Omont to church and that I was not afraid of ghosts. Lebeca’s grandmother brought me a light snack of tea, pineapple cake, jelly roll, papayas, bananas, and tomatoes. She wanted to open a can of spaghetti for me, but I said I preferred bananas, although I had to eat four before she believed me.


A woman put a yellow hibiscus blossom in my hair, and everyone clapped; another gave me a pair of woven slippers with purple straw pompoms on the toes. Lebeca’s grandmother gave me her teacup because I said it was pretty. She also wanted me to take her goat because I’d admired it too, but I had to turn it down because I didn’t think I could take a goat to Mrs. Omont’s island; then everyone cried because I would be leaving.


Only one woman did not join in the ruckus. She sat apart, bent over her work, painting in black on a brown square of tapa cloth. “She is Mafi,” Lebeca whispered. “Many women paint tapa cloth, but Mafi is an artist. Come. Look.”


We went closer. Mafi looked up. Her face had none of the roundness, the affable openness of the others. Her bones were nearly breaking through her skin, and her eyes were so deep set they would have been hidden if they had not been so large. They fixed on me as if she were observing the state of my heart, lungs, and liver, as well as the tangle inside my head. Jackson has the same look sometimes, although I’ve never really worried that he can read my thoughts. He has enough trouble figuring them out if I explain them.


I did not know about Mafi’s illness then. I only noticed that in this group, she was like a spindly sapling in an orchard of blooming peach trees. Her faded black gown hung about her thin frame, and her hands had the substance of spiderwebs, more delicate than the border she was finishing around her painting of a mountain that rose from a stormy sea. Peering out from a cave in the mountain was a woman with long, wild hair. In the sea below her was an octopus that could have been the woman’s sister.


“It’s beautiful,” I said.


She bent her head. “Bette Omont is my friend,” she murmured. Her voice was polished but halting, as if she would rather paint than talk. “Perhaps, you will walk with me.”


Despite her fragile appearance, Lebeca and I had to sprint to keep up with her as we left the garden. “You have come to visit Bette?” she asked.


“Not exactly. She asked her sister to hire a companion.”


“Companion? Can you purchase a friend in America?” She smiled, but it was a flicker, a candle’s flame in the wind, gone in an instant.


“Do you know where she is?”


“No, perhaps the answer is at Ile Perdue—”


“A lost island?”


Mafi halted. Far down the road, a solitary figure was approaching us. “It is my husband coming for me,” she said. “I will go now, but perhaps you will come to my house tomorrow for tea.” She hurried off.


“Mafi has lived much with palangis,” Lebeca said, as if this explained a multitude of oddities. “Now we will go to the post office, Seli.”


“Are you sure? Isn’t there any place else we should visit first? How about the hospital?”


“Do you wish this?” she asked.


“No! No, I will live without visiting a hospital.”


Only then did we get to the post office. Three cousins joined us there. Lebeca cautioned me not to be embarrassed if they watched while I wrote my telegram to my mafu. “Sweetheart,” she translated, and they all broke into a chorus of “Love Me Tender.”


“But I don’t have a mafu.”


Lebeca’s eyes widened. Evidently, this was as calamitous as my being lost. I changed the subject. “Where do we find the guy who could take me to Mrs. Omont’s island?”


“Perhaps we must find you a mafu instead,” Lebeca offered, and everyone giggled, except me. The palangi in line in front of us turned around. He was young; he had more acne than beard. His hair was scraggly and faintly red, as if it had been stained with unripe tomatoes. In his dark suit and tie, he resembled an overheated, nervous, pink rabbit.


“Pardon me,” he whispered, “did you say you are going to Mrs. Omont’s island?”


Clearly he was not on the coconut wireless. “I am trying to.”


“May I escort you?”


“Do you have a boat?”


“No, but God will provide one.”


“He will?”


“God provides everything if you are doing His work.”


“No kidding? Well, Paradise is His district, after all.”


An umbrella poked me in the back. It belonged to a woman swathed in white plastic rain gear, spattered with mud. I could only see her eyes, narrow but fiery. “God,” she said in ominous tones, “does not look kindly on flippant remarks about His kingdom.”


She turned her stern look to the young man, who flinched, as if he had been caught in an unnatural act, like clapping at the wrong time at the symphony or talking sensibly to the press. “And you, young man, should know better.”


He withered, and I wondered, know better than what? I’ve never figured out how people who cast down these judgments have gotten up to their lofty place to begin with. It’s like David’s political geniuses who are so sure they have figured everything out and believe that by manipulating the details—the color of his socks and the part of his hair—they can create the big picture. They don’t work for him; they take possession of him until I think they believe he sprang full-grown out of their heads. I’ve watched them sweat and fidget when he deviates from their prepared texts or tarries too long to talk to someone of no consequence. While I doubt that anyone would argue that he’s not a necessary part of the show—like the microphone, there’s always a hullabaloo if he is not around when it begins—would he exist without them?


As for the woman in vinyl, her candidate, apparently, was God. I was sure she could tell anyone where He stood on any issue and would have no qualms about making Him change out of His favorite tie, if it was a giant salmon painted by a woman who was not His wife. The kid, on the other hand, was the enthusiastic volunteer who got to pass out flyers and, if he was lucky, shake the hand of the candidate’s sister. All in all, it might explain why God made such infrequent public appearances these days and preferred to hide out in the celestial Camp David.


“Where is this lost island?” I asked Lebeca.


“You must ask Mafi. It is very wonderful that she wishes you to come to tea. Mafi is of a noble family.”


“Well,” I said, “I’m a shirt-tail relative of Lucretia Borgia, myself, through my great-grandfather, Father Orsi, who was famous for stealing the horse of the only Protestant in his village.” This was true, even if I was only saying it for the benefit of God’s advance team, who appeared to be eavesdropping even as they were discussing why the kid should know better than to wish to go to Mrs. Omont’s island.
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