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a
 Rage in
 Paradise



“Good-looking woman,” the attorney commented.

They watched Adriana leave the room. Marcus didn’t answer. He sat down and poured what was left in the martini pitcher into his glass.

The attorney sat down opposite him. “Well, it certainly is good to see the Pragers all under one roof again. A reminder of old times, I suppose.”

“What was so good about old times?”

“Marcus, Marcus, what makes you so bitter?”

“Bitter? You misjudge me. Underneath all this I am quite sentimental. Who wouldn’t be, given the emotional nature of our get-together here? After all, what could possibly reaffirm the family ties like the splitting up of several million dollars?”





a
 Rage in
 Paradise

Gary Brandner

[image: ]

a division of F+W Media, Inc.





North of Pago Pago, on a bright June morning, five miles below the surface of the Pacific, the earth stirred. In the darkness of the deep, it was no more than a slight shifting of the sands. A cloud of fine sediment rose and hung suspended for a moment. The pale luminescent fish at that depth darted about in momentary confusion. High above, on the surface, floating seabirds suddenly took wing. Then it was over. The grains of sand settled back to the ocean floor, the fish resumed their unending hunt for food, and the seabirds quieted. Deep in the core of the earth the pressure continued to build.
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Off the Kona Coast of the Big Island of Hawaii a forty-two-foot Sportsfisherman cruised slowly parallel to the shore. The powerful twin diesels burbled in close harmony. Joshua Prager, wearing sun-faded denims, sat in a metal and canvas chair that was bolted to the afterdeck. He gazed moodily at the wake of bubbles as he fingered the deep-sea fishing rod. From the tip of the rod the line arced gracefully and undisturbed out into the water.

Josh Prager had the deep even tan of the kamaaina that was the envy of tourists from the mainland. His shaggy, steel-gray hair was ruffled by the wind. There was a sinewy strength to his body, but the slump of his shoulders as he sat in the chair and the deep lines of his face made Josh look all of his fifty-nine years.

Behind the chair and a little to one side stood Meredith Prager. A pair of white shorts bared a length of slim tanned leg. Her blond hair was bound in a bright scarf against the wind. Meredith studied her father’s face, frowning. She laid a hand gently on his shoulder. Josh gave no sign that he felt the touch.

“Any action?” she asked softly.

Josh shook his head. “Not a nibble.” He did not look at her.

Behind them Carl Hugasian squeezed through the cabin door onto the afterdeck. He carried three full glasses, bracing them in a triangle between his hands. A heavy man with a round face and a lot of scalp showing through his pale hair, Hugasian hesitated for a moment. He studied the spiritless slope of Josh Prager’s shoulders and the concern on Meredith’s face. Then he put on a smile and stepped up to join them.

“Cocktail break,” he announced. “Bourbon for you, Josh, gin and tonic for the lady, and a nice Scotch for the bartender.”

Meredith took two of the drinks from him. She had to nudge Josh before he reached up to take the glass.

“Anything biting?” Hugasian asked.

“No,” Josh answered shortly.

“One of those days, I guess.”

With a snarl of its engine, a racy outboard with a tinted windshield and a silver metalflake finish cut a deep arc in the sea twenty yards from the Sportsfisherman. A man in a bright Hawaiian shirt waved to them from the driver’s bucket seat.

“Christ,” muttered Prager, “is that a boat or a jukebox?”

Hugasian waved back at the outboard. “It’s Shane Fallon.”

“Doesn’t he have sense enough to keep clear of a fishing boat?”

“He doesn’t know all the rules yet,” Hugasian said.

“That kind never learns the rules.”

There was a short, uneasy silence on the fishing boat. The three people at the stern stared out at the point where the line dipped into the water, leaving a long, smooth V behind it.

Finally Hugasian spoke. “Josh, have you given any more thought to his offer?”

“Fallon’s?”

“Yes. He’s anxious for a decision. He has backers from the mainland coming over in ten days, and he wants to have something concrete to tell them.”

Prager raised his eyes from the water and turned to look at the shoreline. There the lush vegetation grew down almost to the narrow strip of beach. Two young brown boys played in the surf.

“Right there is where Fallon wants to put up his condominiums,” Prager said.

“Well, yes, that’s part of the package he’d be buying.”

“Damn, I’d hate to see Kona turn into another Waikiki. They’ve got a couple thousand condominium units there now, and barely enough sand left to pour into an hourglass.”

“Fallon has promised he’ll build nothing that doesn’t blend in with the natural surroundings.”

“I’ll bet. Anyway, you said we need a vote to decide whether to sell or not.”

“That’s right. Since we set up the ranch as a corporation two years ago with the five voting shares for family members, any decision to sell part of it will take a majority vote.”

Prager shook his head wearily. “Majority vote. Balls. My father would have told Fallon where he could stuff his condominium. My grandfather would have run him off the island.”

“Times change, Dad,” Meredith said softly.

“We had to set it up this way for tax purposes,” Hugasian said.

“I know, I know,” Prager said wearily. “It’s probably just as well. I don’t feel much like making decisions alone any more.”

“It will be simple enough. You and Meredith are right here, and while Livia’s will is in escrow I’m voting her share, so all we have to do is call the boys and get their votes.”

“I don’t want to call my sons,” Josh said. “If we’re going to start selling off the ranch piece by piece, I want them to be here in the flesh. Anyway, I want my damn family together one more time before I die.”

“Now you just stop that kind of talk,” Meredith said. “You’re not that old.”

“Old enough,” Josh told her. “Anyway, it’s important for Dennis to be here. This will affect the way he handles our mainland investments. And I want Marcus here too, whether he gives a damn about the ranch or not.”

“Can you get them here in time?” Hugasian asked.

“Dennis will come. We can count on him. As for Marcus, who knows? If he doesn’t make it, we’ll just have to go ahead without him.”

Hugasian started to say something but cut it off as the fishing rod bucked suddenly in the brass socket. All three of them tensed as the tip of the rod dived for the sea. Josh grabbed the cork handle as the line sang out through the reel.

He braced his feet against the metal plates in the deck and let the fish take its run. When at last there was a slackening of the line, Josh pulled back on the rod and reeled in several feet of line.

“What does it feel like, Daddy?” Meredith asked, her eyes dancing with excitement.

“Ahi, maybe. Or a striper.”

The fish sounded without warning, bending the pole into an inverted U. Josh let the line play out until it slackened again, and then he reeled in, slowly at first and then more rapidly.

“He’s going to break!” Hugasian shouted.

The line cut away sharply from the boat until it was almost parallel with the surface. The fish came up out of the water in a silvery shower of spray, a sturdy young striped marlin, little brother to the majestic Pacific blue.

The fish danced on its tail for a moment as though suspended above the water on wires. From the boat they could see clearly the short, sharp bill, the spiked sail, and the indigo back fading to a pale green belly.

Out of the cabin came Mitch Borah, pilot of the fishing boat. He stationed himself next to Josh Prager, grinning happily.

“He’s a beauty,” said Borah. “He’ll go three hundred for sure, maybe three-fifty. That’s a good nine feet of fish.”

The marlin slapped back into the water. For a moment he floated on the surface, seeming to look at the boat and its passengers, and then he sounded again.

“Cut him loose,” Prager said.

The others stared at him.

“What?” Mitch Borah asked.

“Cut him loose.”

“Josh, he’d made a beautiful trophy,” Hugasian said.

Mitch Borah reached out for the rod. “If you want me to take him …”

“Goddamn it, will you do what I tell you and cut the fish loose?”

For the first time there was the crack of authority in Prager’s voice, and the others snapped to attention. Mitch Borah took a curved gutting knife from his belt. He grasped the tip of the fishing rod and severed the line with an upward jerk of his wrist. The line hissed away and vanished into the water.

No one spoke. No one looked at Josh Prager.

“It just seemed like too much trouble,” he said. The vitality had drained once more from his voice.

“Are you ready to go in?” Meredith asked a short while later.

“Might as well.”

Mitch Borah went back to the helm and wheeled the boat around toward the shore. Carl Hugasian rattled the ice cubes in his empty glass and went below. Meredith Prager stayed out on deck, silently watching her father.

Joshua Prager thought about the fish. A year ago he would have battled to land the son of a gun until sundown. A lot of things were different a year ago. Livia was still alive. Only forty-nine, for Christ’s sake, and still a beautiful vibrant woman. Then one day she complained of an odd little pain in her stomach. Three weeks later she was dead.

For the first time then Josh had realized how much of his strength had come through Livia. To run the huge Prager ranch on the Big Island he needed strength. When Livia died, it seemed to run out of him like sap from a wounded tree.

Meredith had come home from Honolulu, giving up her job there, to do what she could. It helped to have her around, but even so Josh might have sent her back, except that Eddie Ane was in Honolulu. The fact that they played together as children did not mean that a daughter of Joshua Prager would grow up to marry an island boy.

Josh sorely missed his sons. It would have been good to have them here now, but Dennis was needed in San Francisco. As for Marcus, he was one of Josh Prager’s few failures.

• • •

In the spacious instrument room of the Seismological Observatory in Honolulu Eddie Ane watched the quiver in the line traced by one of the pens on the endless roll of chart paper. He chewed on a thumbnail and frowned. Abruptly he turned away from the seismograph and headed for the communications room. There he checked the incoming reports from the other stations around the Pacific area. The data had been fed automatically into a computer, and the readout was already available. Still, Eddie liked to plot the triangulation on the big chart table the way he had learned at the University of Hawaii.

He came up with the epicenter northeast of Pago Pago. Eddie nodded at the computer, which had printed out the same information. The vibration was too slight even to be called a tremor, but the location disturbed him. It was dead on the old Tongareya Fault. There had been no activity along that fault for seventy years, but that might mean that the pressure was building up to a big shake.

Eddie hurried out of the communications room and down the hall to the office of his chief, Owen Gore. Eddie was tall for a Polynesian, a heritage from a Norwegian grandfather on his mother’s side. He had the glossy black hair and dark eyes of an islander, but his features were more sharply defined.

When he reached the chief’s office, Eddie knocked shortly and walked in without waiting for an answer. Without preliminaries he asked, “Did you get the readings from Pago Pago?”

Owen Gore, an angular man with a high forehead, looked up. “You mean that little flutter? Yes, I got it. Nothing to worry about.”

“It’s on the Tongareya Fault.”

“I know, Eddie,” Gore said patiently. “We get these little disturbances all the time. What’s on your mind?”

Eddie walked to a wall map of the Pacific area. The Hawaiian Islands were planted in almost the exact center. He tapped the ocean northeast of American Samoa and traced a line with his finger to the Kona Coast of the Big Island.

“I was wondering if maybe we ought to pass the word to Kona about the possibility of a tsunami.”

Gore’s face closed like a fist. Eddie had spoken the unspeakable. Tsunami, or, as it was often miscalled, tidal wave — the thunderous mountain of water that built from the point of an undersea earthquake until it crashed ashore somewhere with the destructive force of a nuclear bomb.

“There is no chance of a tsunami being generated by that little ripple we had this morning,” Gore told him. “The tidal gauge stations show zero activity. What do you want to start talking tsunami for?”

“I’m not suggesting we put out a full-scale warning,” Eddie said quickly, “just an advisory for the people of Kona. They’ll be right in the path of the wave if we get a follow-up jolt on the Tongareya.”

Gore studied the younger man for a moment, and then he eased into a smile. “You’re from Kona, aren’t you, Eddie?”

“That’s right.”

“I can understand that you’re concerned about your people, but believe me, they’re in no danger.”

Eddie started to speak, but Gore held up a silencing hand.

“And if there should be a stronger tremor, one that might trigger a tsunami, the warning system goes into operation automatically. Within minutes all affected coastal areas will know the magnitude, direction, and ETA of the wave. There will be plenty of time for emergency measures. These things aren’t exactly new to Hawaii, you know.”

Eddie knew that the chief was right. For more than thirty years the Coast and Geodetic Survey had kept a twenty-four-hour watch to detect and track the tsunami and to warn anyone in its path, and yet worry tugged at the edge of his mind.

“Couldn’t we just mention it, sort of unofficially, so the people won’t be taken completely by surprise?”

Gore’s good humor evaporated. He leaned forward across the desk and fixed Eddie with a glare. “You’ve been here long enough now to know that we do not — repeat, not — give out preliminary tsunami warnings. Number one, just a couple of false warnings and people will figure we’re crying wolf. Then when the big one does come, they’re just as likely to ignore us. Second, the mere mention of a so-called tidal wave is enough to send thousands of tourists running for home and convince thousands more to spend their vacations somewhere else.”

“Sure,” Eddie said drily, “we can’t take a chance on scaring off the tourist dollar.”

“We’re not in the business of scaring anybody,” Gore said. “We give warnings when warnings are justified. You’re letting your personal feelings about Kona mess up your judgment.”

Eddie thought about that. Gore had a point. Certainly, Eddie’s ties to Kona and the village of Maunakai were strong. He had spent a happy boyhood there and had grown up to fall in love with Meredith Prager. He shook the troubling thoughts of Meredith and her father out of his mind.

“You may be right,” he said to Owen Gore, “but my mother was in Hilo in April of ’46, and the stories she told about that big one scared the hell out of me.”

“We all respect the tsunami,” Gore said more gently. “We know what it can do. But don’t worry, we’re well equipped to get the word out to the people when the time comes. If the time comes.”

Eddie let out a long breath. He nodded once to the chief and left the office. He walked out of the building through a side door and onto a broad sloping lawn. A refreshing breeze blew in off Mamala Bay. The sky was a pastel blue, completely devoid of menace. It was coming. Eddie Ane could not say how he knew, but he knew. The big wave was coming.
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The girl standing naked at the foot of the bed was probably eighteen years old, but she looked no more than fourteen, and that was what mattered to Dennis Prager.

“Turn around,” he said. “Slowly.”

The girl lowered her eyes in pretended embarrassment and did as she was told. Her skin was pink-white and smooth, unblemished by sun or age. She had small, pointed breasts, a rounded belly, and a suggestion of baby fat at the hips. It was the first time Dennis had seen this one. Jessie had made a good choice.

The girl finished her turn and faced him again. Dennis was pleased to see that she had no pubic hair. Where her legs joined, she looked plump and sweet as a white plum.

“Lie down on the bed.”

The girl sat down, giving a small shiver at the coolness of the satin sheet. Then she lay back, her arms straight down at her sides.

For a moment Dennis stood looking at her, and then he moved to the bed. He reached down and touched her breast. The small nipple responded under his fingers. The girl kept her eyes on his face. Her lips smiled.

Dennis felt the familiar rising excitement, mixed with a sense of shame. He explored the girl’s body with his hands, motioning her to move this way or that to expose another part of herself. His fingers probed the planes and crevices of her firm young body. His touch was gentle but insistent.

When he was ready, he knelt by the bed and dipped his head to the girl’s body. She tasted like fresh strawberries. With his lips and tongue he caressed her. Sometimes he bit the warm flesh, but not hard enough to bruise her.

At last he stood up and took off his clothes. His open, handsome features and fine blond hair, combined with the tall, trim body, made him look almost like a boy himself instead of a thirty-year-old man. He lowered himself onto the girl. She wrapped her arms around him, raised her legs, and moaned softly as he entered her.

When it was over, Dennis wanted the girl out of there as quickly as possible. The payment was taken care of through Jessie, and so there would not be that awkwardness; still, he did not want to see the girl when he came out of the shower. He stepped into the bathroom and locked the door.

He got under the shower, soaped his body thoroughly, rinsed, and then soaped again. On the opposite wall his image looked back at him from a gold-veined mirror. Dennis was pleased with the way he looked. He always had been.

When he was a boy on the ranch in Hawaii, being picture-book handsome had made things especially easy for him. Being a Prager helped too, of course, but Dennis’s looks would have drawn people to him even without the family name. He had found out young that he could get away with murder. People simply could not believe that this smiling golden lad could do anything wrong. In time he learned to act the part they chose for him — the all-American boy. He made A’s and B’s in high school, starred on the football team, and joined the top fraternity at Stanford. By the time he graduated and moved into the family’s San Francisco office, the act had become automatic to Dennis.

He was welcomed without hesitation into the younger San Francisco society. He married a girl from one of the old families and for a while managed to keep his dark side a secret.

Dennis liked to gamble; everybody knew that. But that was all right; everybody gambled a little. And if it was more than a little in Dennis’s case, well, people made allowances. Such a charming, good-looking young man deserved one tiny vice, didn’t he?

As for the other thing, Dennis knew that his friends would not be so tolerant. Society was not yet liberated enough for that. For a while it had looked bad when his wife began to suspect something, but with the help of Adriana her suspicions were diverted and the divorce had gone through quietly.

“Are you decent?” Adriana’s voice called through the bathroom door. “If that’s the word I want,” she added.

“Just a minute.” It annoyed Dennis that Adriana would walk into his room uninvited. He toweled himself off briskly, splashed on a masculine cologne, and pulled on a robe of thick gold velour. He opened the bathroom door and glanced around as he entered the bedroom.

“Don’t worry,” Adriana told him, “Bo Peep is gone.”

Dennis turned to her irritably. Adriana was wearing a silky green pants suit that flowed over the chorus-girl curves of her long body. Her coppery hair was soft and full, the ends brushing her wide shoulders.

“I can do without smart remarks,” he said. “Did you want something special?”

“Your father called while you were, uh, busy. He wants you to call him back at the ranch.”

“Dad? I wonder what he wants.”

“He didn’t offer to tell me,” Adriana said. “Also, there’s a Mr. Torreo waiting for you downstairs.”

“Torreo? Do I know him?”

“He says he has something to do with the Oasis.”

A frown etched lines in Dennis’s smooth brow. “Tell him I’ll be down in a minute. I’ll call Dad afterwards.”

He started to unbelt the robe, then stopped and met Adriana’s eyes. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all.” Adriana gave him a cool smile and went out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her.

Dennis put on a soft shirt and a pair of flannel slacks and went downstairs. The man waiting for him in the living room was quietly dressed and clean-shaven, but there was an aura of danger about him. He was standing by the fireplace when Dennis came in, looking at a jade elephant on the mantel.

“Mr. Torreo?”

The man turned and smiled without showing his teeth. “Hello, Mr. Prager.”

“I understand you’re with the Oasis.”

“Not exactly. I’m sort of a representative for Mr. Zorodovich.”

Dennis waited for him to continue.

“He sends his best, by the way.”

“Thank you.”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Mr. Zorodovich is having some problems these days. The IRS has called for an audit of his last five years, and the Nevada Gaming Commission is taking a close look at the casino operation.”

“No, I hadn’t heard,” Dennis said. “That’s too bad.”

“It will all be straightened out in time, but here’s the thing. Mr. Zorodovich is going to need a sizable amount of cash to cover legal costs and incidentals in the meantime.”

Dennis swallowed to relieve a tightening in his throat.

“And so,” Torreo went on, “as much as he hates to do it, Mr. Zorodovich has to call in some of the notes he’s held for a long time.”

Making his movements casual, Dennis took a cigarette from an inlaid ebony box on the coffee table. He offered the box to Torreo, who declined with a fractional shake of his head. Dennis tried to remember exactly how much he owed Anton Zorodovich. More than he wanted to think about. For years he had milked the Prager holdings on the mainland to cover his gambling losses and preserve his life-style. Zorodovich had been carrying him now for more than a year in return for Dennis steering his high-rolling friends to the Oasis.

“I’ll do whatever I can to help him out,” Dennis said. “How much does he need?”

“All of it.”

Dennis stubbed out the cigarette after only one puff. “I see. Naturally, it will take some time for me to come up with the cash.”

“Naturally. You’ve got two weeks.”

The room seemed to grow oppressively warm. “Two weeks is out of the question. I couldn’t possibly …”

“Yes you can,” Torreo said flatly. “Mr. Zorodovich has a lot of faith in you. He likes you. I know he doesn’t want to have to call in the collectors.”

For a moment Torreo’s face blurred before Dennis’s eyes. The scene was unreal. It could not be happening to him. He had listened in the past with detached amusement to stories of people the collectors had come for. Freak accidents happened to them.

“I’ll need at least a month,” Dennis said. His voice sounded unnaturally high in his ears.

“Two weeks,” said Torreo, with no change in expression. He withdrew a thin gold watch from a vest pocket and consulted the hands. “I have another call to make. Can I tell Mr. Zorodovich he’ll be hearing from you?” It was not really a question.

“Yes,” Dennis said softly. “He’ll hear from me.”

“Don’t bother to see me out. I know where the door is.”

When he heard the front door boom shut, Dennis passed a hand over his mouth. His lips felt dry and feverish. He took another cigarette from the box, lit it, and crushed it out immediately.

Adriana came down the stairs. She stopped at the bottom and looked at him. “Trouble?”

“Anton Zorodovich wants me to pay what I owe him. In two weeks.”

“How much is it?”

“Too much.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Get it somewhere. I have no choice.”

“Your father?”

Dennis closed his eyes, then opened them. “I couldn’t do that. Dad would tell me to take the cash from the mainland funds. He doesn’t know there aren’t any funds.”

“He doesn’t know a lot of things.”

“Please, I don’t need that now.”

“Are you going to call him?”

“That’s right, I almost forgot. I suppose I might as well.”

Dennis walked through a pair of sliding doors into a study. It was a warm room done in earth colors. The walls were lined with books whose bindings were designed to harmonize with the room. He dropped into a deep leather chair next to an antique desk and picked up the telephone.

By the time Joshua Prager came on the line, Dennis had recovered his poise. His voice was again a rich, confident baritone.

“Dad, sorry I wasn’t here to take your call. I just got in. What’s up?”

“I need you here, Dennis. How soon can you come?”

“To the ranch? Is anything the matter? You’re all right, aren’t you?”

“I’m all right. It’s about that offer from Shane Fallon to buy a strip of our beach. Carl tells me we have to make a decision, and I want the family here to vote on it.”

Dennis searched his memory. There had been some legal papers from Carl Hugasian a month or so before. They concerned a proposal by some developer to buy a portion of the ranch. Knowing how Joshua Prager felt about real estate developers, Dennis had passed it over quickly, thinking that the old man would turn it down. Now he remembered the legal rigamarole Hugasian had set up, making the Prager ranch a corporation with five voting shares. He began to smile.

“I’ll be there whenever you want me, Dad.”

“Thanks, Dennis, I was sure I could count on you. I’d like you to get here as soon as possible so we can have an answer for Fallon by a week from Saturday.”

As his father spoke, Dennis noted the change in his voice. There was a hesitant, apologetic quality that would never have fit with the old Joshua Prager. He had gone downhill fast since Livia’s death.

“Who was that I talked to earlier?” Josh asked.

“Just a friend. Her name is Adriana St. John.”

“Is she living with you?”

Dennis was taken by surprise. “I, uh, well she’s …”

“If she is, it’s fine with me.” For a moment the voice on the line recaptured the vitality it used to have. “I liked the sound of her. Bring her along.”

“Sure, Dad, if that’s what you want. We can be there by the day after tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Dennis. I appreciate it. If only your brother would …” The voice trailed off weakly.

“I can’t hear you, Dad.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll see you soon.” The line went dead.

Dennis hung up and sat for a minute staring thoughtfully at the phone. Then he got up and went back into the living room. Adriana sat in a chair, leafing through a magazine.

“You can start packing,” he said. “We’re going to Hawaii.”

“We?”

“That’s what I said. The old man wants to meet you.”

“Why?”

“What difference does it make? It’s what he wants.”

“What about what I want?”

“Don’t start, Adriana. You’ve got a good thing here, and I don’t ask very much of you.”

“I’ve kept up my part of the bargain, haven’t I?”

“Yes, yes, you have. I’ll start again. How would you like to go to Hawaii?”

“I’d like it fine.”

“Good. We’ll leave in two days, so pick up anything you’ll need for the trip.”

Dennis turned away to stare into the cold fireplace. Adriana watched him for a moment, then turned and went upstairs to her room. She sat down at the dressing table, took up a brush, and began slowly stroking her hair.

Yes, she thought, she did have a good thing here. All that was required of her was to be seen around town at nightclubs and parties with Dennis Prager and let people believe that she was his mistress. These days it was quite acceptable to have a live-in lady friend, but people were not yet ready for a man who liked to screw little girls.

Adriana glanced down at the framed snapshot on the dressing table. It showed a bright-eyed two-year-old girl smiling broadly as she sat in the lap of a department store Santa Claus. It had been taken less than a month before the disease struck little Amy. Soon after that the crushing hospital bills had started to come in. The money Adriana earned in the Tropicana chorus line was not nearly enough, and so she quit and tried it as a call girl. No, she told herself, say “whore.” She would have made a good one, a good whore, except that she could not convincingly pretend to enjoy it. That was a talent all the really great whores had.

It was not moral constrictions that held Adriana back; it was the memory of the brief time she had spent with Amy’s father. That experience had soured her on men in general and on sex in all its forms. But whoring was the only way she could pay the medical bills, even though the life would surely destroy her. Then she met a private detective from San Francisco who made her an interesting proposition.

A young, wealthy San Franciscan, the detective said, was being sued for divorce. His wife knew that the guy was getting something on the side, and she was determined to find out what. What the guy was getting was little girls, and he could not afford to have that made public. However, if his wife thought he was making it with a Las Vegas showgirl, that would be okay and the divorce could proceed without ugliness.

Adriana had agreed, and things worked out so well that after the divorce Dennis asked her to move in with him to give the appearance of a legitimate sex life. In return, he agreed to pay all of Amy’s medical bills.

That had been just over two years ago. This past February, when Amy died, Adriana thought about moving out. However, there was no place she wanted to go, nothing she wanted to do with her life. No one was waiting for her. It was easiest just to let things go on.

She began to pull the brush more vigorously through her hair and to think about what clothes she would take to Hawaii.
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June begins the wet season in Manila. It had rained through the night and the morning, and at noon it was still raining. The window in Marcus Prager’s room was washed clean for once, at least on the outside. On the inside it leaked along a crack that was patched inadequately with Scotch tape. A puddle had formed on the paint-flaked windowsill, and water dripped steadily down to the bare floor.

Marcus Prager was unaware of the rain. He lay in his shorts on a narrow bed at one side of the room with a khaki blanket twisted around his body. Relaxed in heavy sleep, his face looked very young, despite the shadow of black stubble and the faint puffiness around the eyes.

Someone knocked on the door, rattling the flimsy panel in its frame.

“Hey, Marcus, you awake in there?”

Marcus stirred but made no sound.

Another knock, louder. “Hey.”

Marcus rolled over onto his stomach and buried his face in the pillow.

The door opened, and a short, round woman came into the room. Esperanza Calgòn had a plump brown face and merry eyes that did not go with her habitual scowl. She walked over to the bed and laid a strong hand on Marcus’s shoulder.

“Hey, Marcoos. Borrachín! You got a call on the telephone.”

“Go away.” Marcus’s protest was mumbled into the pillow.

“From Hawaii.”

“I’m not here.”

“It’s your papa, maybe.”

“I don’t want to talk to anybody.”

Esperanza grabbed a handful of the blanket and gave it a hearty yank, spinning Marcus over onto his back and dislodging his shorts. He blinked up at her, reaching down instinctively to cover his nakedness.

“Don’ worry,” she said. “You got nothin’ I ain’t seen before. Move yourself now.”

“Okay, okay! Jesus!” Marcus swung his long legs out of the bed and yanked his shorts back into position. He stood up shakily, holding his head. “How about if you tell him I’ll call back?”

“What you think, I’m your secretary? Tell him yourself.”

Under Esperanza’s disapproving eye, Marcus pulled on a pair of torn denim pants and padded barefoot out the door and down the stairs to the wall-mounted telephone. He approached it warily. In the past five years he had talked with his father maybe half a dozen times by phone. It always went badly.

“Hello,” he said into the mouthpiece.

“Marcus?” It was not his father’s voice.

“Yeah.”

“This is Carl Hugasian.”

Marcus did not say anything.

“Did you get my letter, the one that explained about an offer your father has for some of the beach property on the ranch?”

“I don’t know. I guess so.”

“He wants you and Dennis to come home so the family can vote on it.”

“Vote on what?”

“On the proposal to buy the land.” Hugasian was growing impatient.

“Fuck the land.”

“Marcus, please be serious. This is very important to your father.”

“I am serious.” Marcus’s head throbbed in time with his pulse. “I don’t see what he needs me for. Let Dennis vote my share. I don’t give a fuck.”

“If it’s the expense of getting here, I can cable you whatever you need.”

“It’s not the expense. I just don’t give a fuck. Good-bye.”

Marcus hung up before Hugasian could reply, and then he turned away from the telephone. Esperanza stood watching him with her arms folded over her jutting bosom.

“That’s no way to talk to your papa,” she said.

“That was not my papa. That was my papa’s lawyer.”

“It don’t matter. You shouldn’t talk bad to people.”

“You’re right, Mrs. Calgòn. I’ll try to do better.” He eased past the landlady and dragged himself up the stairs.

On the second floor he went into the bathroom he shared with three other roomers and splashed water on his face and upper body. He leaned over the sink and examined the face in the clouded mirror. His lower lip had a split with a small crust of dried blood.

“Now where the hell did I do that?” he asked his foggy reflection. The reflection only grimaced in reply. He wadded a length of toilet paper, wet it under the faucet, and dabbed the blood away.

Back in his room Marcus put on a shirt and a pair of grubby canvas deck shoes. He went down the stairs and out onto the narrow street in front of the rooming house. The rain was light and cool, and there was the smell of the ocean in it.

It occurred to Marcus that he had not eaten for twenty-four hours, and he was suddenly very hungry. He walked up the street, ignoring the rain, to a food stand with stools along the sidewalk and an awning overhead. He took one of the four empty stools and ordered saopao with a dish of mami. The dumpling-like saopao with its filling of chopped pork was a shock to his stomach, but the clear, spicy soup started the juices flowing again. He washed it down with a bottle of San Miguel and started to feel better.

As the throbbing of his head eased, Marcus began to regret being so abrupt with Carl Hugasian. Not that he had any intention of going back to the Big Island to play games with the family, but he could have said so without getting nasty.

But what the hell, it was what they would expect from him. The dropout, the Prager they didn’t talk about. He ordered a cup of coffee. While waiting for it to cool, he pulled out his wallet and counted the money inside. Somehow he had blown fifty dollars the previous night. It didn’t leave much of a cushion, and Mrs. Calgòn would be wanting the rent. It looked like he would have to take another job sooner than he had intended.

This afternoon he would go down to the fishing docks and see who was looking for a deckhand. He would have no trouble signing on; he was known among the fishing captains as a hard worker who talked little and stayed sober on the job. The work agreed with Marcus. He liked to feel the play of his muscles, and it freed his mind to drift out over the horizon, gathering impressions and worrying about nothing.

He remembered Joshua Prager’s reaction when he told the old man that he was dropping out of USC and taking a job on a fishing boat. His father’s face had clouded, and the muscles had bunched in his shoulders.

“Are you crazy?” Josh had demanded. “Are you completely out of your goddamn mind?”

“I’ve made the decision, Dad,” Marcus said. “This is what I’m going to do, so let’s not get into it.”

Josh’s jaw had worked silently for several seconds until he found his voice. “Do you know what you’re throwing away? Just because some silly-ass girl made a fool of you? Yes, Dennis told me all about it. You ought to thank your brother for doing you a favor.”

Marcus was jolted for a moment. He didn’t know that his father had heard about Irene. “It’s not just the girl,” he said. “But there’s no point in talking about it. It’s way too late for talk.”

“All right, then,” Josh had roared. “Go and be a fisherman and be damned. But don’t come to me for help when you get your ass in a sling.”

That had been five years ago. He had not seen the old man since, or Dennis. When his mother died, Marcus was out on a two-month charter and did not get the news until after the funeral. There was no reason to go home then.

He had visited Meredith a couple of times in Honolulu and decided that she was the only member of the Prager family worth a damn. For a while it had looked like she was going to marry Eddie Ane. Marcus was all for the match, partly because Josh was so dead set against it. Now, however, Meredith had gone back to the Big Island, and she might not get away again.

Marcus paid the counterman in pesos and strolled back through the rain toward the rooming house. The five-year-old conversation with his father stuck in his mind. How eagerly the old man had grabbed at Irene as an excuse for Marcus’s odd behavior. One of his sons cracking up over a woman was something Josh could understand, even though he might not like it.

In fact, Irene had been more of a girl than a woman. She was just nineteen at the time. Still, Marcus could not deny that he had been in love with her, totally and foolishly. It had taken him by surprise, since at twenty-one he thought he was past falling in love with anyone. A lifetime of playing number two, well behind Dennis, had given him an ingrained sense of worthlessness, which he tried hard to cover with a cynical go-to-hell attitude.

Dennis Prager had always been more handsome, better at games, more glib of speech, and more clever than his younger brother. Everything that Marcus attempted seemed to have been done better already by Dennis. As a child Marcus had a dark fantasy that he was not really a Prager but had been found abandoned in an alley somewhere. Even after he saw his notarized birth certificate, Marcus could never quite shake the feeling that he did not belong.

The hardest part was knowing what Dennis was really like. Marcus knew that his brother cheated in school, stole from his friends, and lied to his parents. He knew that there was something dark and wrong beneath his brother’s golden-boy exterior, but he never mentioned it.

The business with Irene had been the last straw. Maybe, as the old man had said, Dennis really did him a favor. Had he continued to live with the girl and finish school, Marcus would probably now be wearing a suit and tie every day and working for his brother.

He came to the two-story frame house of Mrs. Calgòn and went in. As he reached the second-floor landing, the telephone shrilled in the hallway below. Esperanza came out of her doorway to answer it. Marcus waited at the top of the stairs.

“It’s for you again,” she called, covering the mouthpiece with her hand. “From Hawaii.”

“Tell him I’m gone for the day.”

“It’s not a him, it’s a lady.”

“A lady?” Marcus frowned. “Okay, I’ll take it.” He went back down the stairs and took the receiver from Esperanza. She went back into her apartment, leaving the door noticeably ajar.

“Hello.”

“What’s the idea of talking dirty to Carl Hugasian?”

“Oh, hi, Meredith.”

“Never mind ‘Hi, Meredith.’ I want to know what’s got into you.”

“What exactly did I say?”

“Carl didn’t give me a direct quote, but I gather it wasn’t very nice.”

“Probably not. I had a hangover.”

“Poor you.” Her tone softened a little. “Listen, are you coming home? It would mean an awful lot to Josh.”

“I don’t think so.”

“But it’s important that we make a decision on the land this man Fallon wants to buy.”

“So go ahead and make the decision. What do you need the family black sheep for?”

There was a pause at the other end before Meredith spoke again. “You know, brother, sometimes I get pretty damn tired of your self-pity.”

“Self-pity?”

“That’s what I said. Self-pity and self-indulgence. You get your poor feelings hurt, so you chuck everything and knock around the South Seas like some half-assed Somerset Maugham character, dumping all the family responsibilities on Josh and Dennis. And me, for that matter.”

“Now, wait a minute, I …”

“Wait nothing. Daddy wants you to come home this one time, and …” She faltered, and Marcus heard the catch in her throat. “And, Marc, he’s not doing so good. Since Mom died, he’s just lost interest in everything. He isn’t the man you remember. I do what I can, but it isn’t enough. Maybe if the whole family rallied around now, it might bring him back.”

Marcus drew a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll be at the reunion. When does the fun start?”

“Come right away if you can. And Marc, if you need money …”

“Why is everybody trying to push money on me today? Don’t worry, little sister, I’ll make it. See you.” He hung up the phone and went upstairs to pack.
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The female flight attendants on the Hawaiian Airlines jet from Honolulu to Kona gave the full VIP treatment to the handsome blond traveler in seat 4A. The girls were not sure who he was, only that he must be somebody. His clothes alone told them that: the hand-tailored white suit, the Pierre Cardin sport shirt, the gold neck chain from Tiffany. Moreover, his manner was charming and easy, with just the right touch of condescension. He seemed like a man well-accustomed to attention.

In seat 4B Adriana St. John leafed through the airline’s brochure on the islands, leaving Dennis free to enjoy the girls’ admiration. Adriana had learned to subdue her own personality when they were out together. She turned to the window and watched the islands slip by below them, green as emeralds in the bed of blue Pacific: banana-shaped Molokai, lush Lanai with Maui beyond, then tiny, barren Kahoolawe. Up ahead, as the DC-9 began its descent, were the snowcapped volcanoes, Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa, anchoring the Big Island of Hawaii.

“They’re really beautiful,” she said.

“What?” Dennis asked absently. “What’s beautiful?”

“The islands.”

“Of course they are. Haven’t you seen the travel posters?”

“Yes, but remember, this is the first time I’ve been here.”

“Well, enjoy it while you can. We’re not staying any longer than we have to.”

Adriana did not answer. She continued to watch through the window as they made their final approach and touched down on the tarmac with a shriek of rubber tires. The plane slowed with a roar as the jet engines reversed thrust, and in seconds they were taxiing easily toward the low, modern terminal at Keahole Airport.

When they came to a stop, Dennis stood up and brushed invisible specks off his suit. To Adriana he said, “You know how to act with my father and sister. As far as they or anybody else here is concerned, you and I are crazy in love with each other. If they ask you about marriage, just bat your eyes and look innocent.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got it memorized.”

Dennis gave her a short, sharp look but switched instantly to a dazzling smile as a stewardess came down the aisle to help them leave the plane.

Dennis and Adriana descended the stairs from the first-class exit and strolled hand in hand across the stretch of concrete to a chain-link gate. There the score of people awaiting the incoming passengers stared at them in admiration. They were a splendid couple — he blond and clean-jawed with a youthful swing in his stride, she with softly blown auburn hair and legs that could make a man cry.

Joshua and Meredith Prager waited for them behind the gate. When he spotted them, Dennis was shocked at how much his father had aged since Livia’s death. There were deep seams in the sun-browned face, and the once-powerful shoulders had a dispirited slump. The man seemed to have shrunk. Dennis put on a smile and strode toward the gate with his hand up in a wave. Adriana followed a pace behind.

Josh came forward and gripped Dennis’s hand. “It’s good to see you, son. Thanks for coming so promptly.”

“It’s good to be here, Dad. You’re looking great.”

“That’s a lie, but thanks.”

Dennis turned to Meredith, who was standing close beside Josh. Her light-blond hair was tied back with a blue ribbon. A few loose strands blew around her face in the soft sea breeze. From a few feet away she could have passed for a high school girl; close up, there were shadows visible under her eyes. She put both arms around her brother.

“Hi, handsome.”

“Hi, cutie.” Dennis held her for a moment, then felt her stiffen. He looked down and saw her watching Adriana.

Dennis stepped back and took the tall girl’s hand. “Dad, Meredith, this is Adriana St. John. Darling, meet my father and my sister.” He held his breath, waiting for the reaction.

Josh Prager was the first to speak. “Honey, you look even better in person than you sounded on the phone. It’ll be a pleasure having you here.”

“Thank you. I know I’m going to love it.”

Dennis beamed at the two of them.

Meredith said, “It’s nice to meet you, Adriana. Dennis hasn’t really told us much about you.”

“No,” Adriana said with one of her brightest smiles, “I don’t suppose he has.”

Dennis jumped into the little silence that followed. “Shall we go get the luggage?”

“Right,” said Josh. “I’ve got the wagon out front.” He jerked a thumb toward the terminal. Directly in front of the entrance waited a shiny Buick station wagon.

“Won’t you get a ticket parking there?” Adriana asked.

Dennis answered her. “No Prager car ever gets ticketed on Hawaii.”

She smiled at Josh. “My, now I am impressed.”

“They make up for it by padding the tax bill,” he said. “It all works out.”

They went to the outdoor baggage claim area, where Adriana picked out her four matched pieces and Dennis his pair of Louis Vuittons. Josh signaled a porter, who jumped to load the bags onto a hand truck and wheel them out to the Buick.

“You drive, Meredith,” Josh said. “You two girls can sit up front and get acquainted while Dennis and me relax in the back.”

Meredith got in behind the wheel and was busy cranking the seat forward when Adriana got in beside her. She started the car and drove up the airport road between stumpy palm trees and thickly flowered bushes.

Adriana rolled down the window on her side and inhaled deeply.

“What a delicious perfume. What is it?”

“Plumerias,” Meredith said.

“Is that the white flower along the road? The one with the buttery yellow center?”

“Yes.” Meredith kept her eyes on the road.

Josh leaned forward from the back seat. “They’re the flowers most used for making leis. If I’d thought about it, we’d have had a couple made up for you and Dennis, give you a proper Hawaiian welcome.”

Adriana turned to smile at him. “It’s all right. I think I enjoy the flowers more live and growing than I would strung around my neck.”

They turned north on Queen Kaahumanu Highway along the coast. After less than two miles all vegetation ended as though chopped off by a machete. The car seemed to have driven into a sea of jagged black lava rock, the hundred-year-old Kaupulehu flow from Mauna Loa. The desolation extended from the sea on one side off beyond Mount Hualalai to the east.
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