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From too much love of living,

From hope and fear set free,

We thank with brief Thanksgiving

Whatever gods may be

That no man lives forever

That dead men rise up never

That even the weariest river

Winds somewhere safe to sea.

—Algernon Swinburne,

“The Garden of Proserpine”

See my lips tremble and my eyeballs roll,

Suck my last breath, and catch my flying soul!

—Alexander Pope,

“Eloise to Abelard”





Prologue



In 1985, in the village of Lolowa’asi, on the island of Pulau Nias, seventy-five kilometers off the western coast of Sumatra, a chieftain lies dying.

Or rather, sits dying. It is still the custom on Lolowa’asi for a chief to deliver his obligatory deathbed oration sitting up in his elaborately carved wooden marriage bed, supported from behind, if necessary, by one or more of his wives, with the skull or the right hand of one of his enemies nearby, for him to take with him over the bridge to the next world.

Sometimes a deathbed oration, summing up the great man’s life and reign as well as the history of the village, goes on for days. This one started several hours ago. But although all around the chieftain’s house village life continues as usual—women boil yams or work the fields; men chop wood or feed and groom the pigs, which are the primary source and display of wealth in the island economy—in the Omo Sebua, or Great House, neither of the dying chieftain’s two potential successors has yet stirred from his bedside.

There is a reason for this fidelity. In Lolowa’asi, both succession and inheritance are still conferred the traditional way: upon whichever of the heirs manages to be close enough to the chieftain at the ultimate moment to inhale his dying breath, which is believed to contain his sofu and fa’atua-tua, authority and wisdom, along with his all-important lakhomi, or spiritual glory. Together these comprise his eheha—his spirit, or immortal soul.

Get the breath, you get it all: the pigs, the property, the spirit, the Great House. So the two heirs, bare-chested, with ceremonial gilt-threaded sarungs wrapped around their waists, wait and listen while the women come and go, bearing platters of rice and chicken and crackling pork.

But there is one woman present who neither cooks nor serves. She is a young white woman, an American, half of a husband-and-wife team of anthropologists. She and her husband are using a camcorder to document what is believed to be the last traditional-culture village in the North Sumatra province of Indonesia. He operates the camcorder, while his much younger wife takes notes by hand.

The anthropologists, who have heard about the deathbed ritual but never witnessed one, know what is supposed to happen next. According to tradition, after the oration and the deathbed blessings (everyone in the room including the Americans is eligible for a kind word and a chunk of consecrated pig jawbone), the chief will remain sitting, supported by his wives, while his two sons shuffle in a circle at the foot of the bed.

When his senior wife senses that the chieftain is dying, she will signal to the other wives. Together they will lay him back down, and the lucky heir who is closest to the bed at that moment will lean over the chieftain, openmouthed, and suck in the expiratory exhalation, sofu, fa’atua-tua, lakhomi, eheha, and all.

Timing is everything—the Americans are expecting something on the order of a solemn game of musical chairs with an unusually intense scramble when the music, so to speak, stops. They’ve even joked about it privately.

But in the end there is nothing funny about what transpires this summer afternoon. The camera catches it all. Before signaling to the other wives that the time that will come for us all has come for the chieftain, the dying man’s senior wife surreptitiously signals the older son, the son of her own loins, Ama Bene, by putting the back of her hand to her brow as if in grief. He slows his pace and is standing by his father’s head as the old man is laid back down upon the batik-covered mattress. The scrawny bare chest—not even the wealthiest man in Lolowa’asi has much fat on him—falls, rises, falls again.

Just as Ama Bene begins to bend over his father, the tape shows him being pushed violently aside, shoved all the way out of the frame, and as the room explodes into chaos, it is the younger son, Ama Halu, whom the camera captures leaning over the body of the chief. He inhales deeply, a great, whooping gasp, and throws up his arms in triumph.

But a moment later Halu staggers back from the bed, a bloody spearpoint protruding downward from his lower belly at an obscene angle. From behind him, Bene comes into the frame again, grasps the spear, and leans backward, placing his bare foot against his younger brother’s backside for leverage.

The spearpoint disappears. Bene falls backward with the gory spear in his hand as Halu reels toward the female anthropologist. She catches him in her arms. Bloody froth bubbles from his mouth.

Meanwhile, Bene has regained his feet and is charging toward the two. Clearly his intent is to reclaim the patrimonial breath, one step removed. But Halu has other ideas. He glances over his shoulder at his older brother, flashes him a bloody grin, then turns back to the woman. He clamps both hands around the back of her head and pulls her face to his, opens his mouth wiiide, and plants his lips over hers.

She struggles, her mouth smeared with blood. She tries to turn her head, but even with Bene trying to separate the two, Halu’s death grip is unbreakable. Halu falls heavily to his knees; the woman falls to hers. He breathes his last into her mouth as his brother clubs him repeatedly from behind with the butt of the spear. The woman feels the dull shock of the blows indirectly; the front tooth that is chipped that day will never be capped.

As for the dying breath, it is soft as a sigh, sour and coppery, and there is not, and will never be, a doubt in the woman’s mind that there is more to it than carbon dioxide. The hands clenched around her head relax; the dead man topples to the floor. Kneeling alone now, she looks up—Ama Bene, the fratricide, stands over her, his face distorted with rage, gore-tipped spear drawn back. She gives him a bloody, triumphant grin. The blood and the triumph belong not to her but to the dead man; the grin, however, is very much her own.
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                Andy Arena drove down to the Frederikshavn docks
                        at midnight and parked his elderly yellow Beetle across the street from the
                        deserted harbormaster’s shed, as instructed. When he was sure that no one
                        was watching, he locked the car, crossed the road, and waited by the shed
                        with his duffel bag, again as instructed.

                Andy, a thirty-nine-year-old bartender whose favorite song was
                        Jimmy Buffett’s “A Pirate Looks at Forty,” didn’t know yet whether they’d be
                        leaving by land or sea (the Epps had been deliberately vague on that point),
                        but either way, he could hardly contain his excitement. Top secret plans, a
                        midnight rendezvous, a hand-drawn oilcloth map, buried treasure: even if
                        they returned empty-handed, the adventure alone would be worth his time and
                        trouble.

                In any event, he had nothing to lose. If his new partners had
                        asked him to share expenses or put up some good faith cash—well, Mama
                        Arena’s baby boy Andrew hadn’t just fallen off the banana boat yesterday.
                        But all the Epps seemed to require of Andy was a closed mouth and a strong
                        back, for which they were prepared to pay 10 percent of their net proceeds,
                        if any.

                At 12:05, a white Dodge van with curtained windows pulled up.
                        Andy slid the side door open, tossed his duffel in the back, and climbed in
                        after it. There was no rear seat. Andy overturned an empty plastic bucket to
                        sit on and exchanged a friendly nod with the other man in the back of the
                        van, an Indonesian of indeterminate age whom he knew only as Bennie,
                        squatting on his hams by the back door. Andy had never been able to figure
                        out the precise relationship between the Epps and Bennie. Ostensibly he was
                        their houseman, but something about his deep-set, watchful eyes, his seamed
                        face and grave demeanor, suggested to Andy that there was more to it than
                        that.

                “Does anybody know you’re here?” Dr. Phil Epp, gaunt and
                        bearded, turned around in the passenger seat. The beard was one of those
                        mustacheless Abe Lincoln affairs. He looked a little like Lincoln, too, but
                        even more like photographs Andy had seen of mad old John Brown—especially
                        around the eyes. “Anybody see you waiting?”

                “Negative and negative.”

                “What did you tell your boss?” Dr. Emily Epp, a heavy-bosomed
                        woman in her early forties, a good two decades younger than her husband,
                        with gingery hair, gray eyes, a wide sensuous mouth, and a nubbin nose, was
                        behind the wheel.

                “Didn’t have to tell him anything. Monday and Tuesday are my
                        regular days off.”

                “How about your girlfriend? You have a girlfriend?” She
                        adjusted the rearview mirror so she could see Andy’s face. He could see only
                        the reflection of her slightly protuberant eyes, lit spookily from below by
                        the green dashboard lights.

                “Nobody in particular.”

                “Bet you get a lot of pussy, being a bartender and all,” said
                        Phil.

                Andy had done his share of barroom boasting in his time, but
                        for reasons he couldn’t quite pin down, he found that discussing his sex
                        life with these two made him feel a little…icky, was the unlikely word that popped into
                        his mind. “So where are we headed? You can tell me now, can’t
                    you?”

                “Here, you tell me.” Phil handed him the famous map—or rather,
                        a xerographic copy. Andy had been shown the original only once, last week,
                        and then only the back of it.

                “Looks like—okay, it’s definitely St. Luke. Of course, I could
                        have guessed that by the fact that we’re not in a boat.”

                “Go get ’em, Einstein,” said Emily.

                “Okay—well here’s Fred’ Harbor…” With Phil leaning over the
                        back of his seat, Andy traced the coast north, then east with his
                        forefinger. “And here are the Carib cliffs…so that must be…Smuggler’s
                        Cove?”

                “And that’s all you need to know for now.” Phil snatched the
                        map back with a hairy hand, refolded it, and slipped it into one of the many
                        pockets of his long-sleeved safari shirt.

                 

                They drove on in silence, following the clockwise
                        coast route Andy had traced with his finger. It was a moonless night, but
                        the stars were Caribbean bright. Andy slid the bucket he was sitting on over
                        to the left side of the van (which in accordance with St. Luke law and
                        custom was proceeding on the left side of the two-lane road), parted the
                        curtains over the side windows, and pressed his nose to the glass. Looking
                        straight down, he could see the thin white line of the surf out beyond the
                        base of the Carib cliffs, so named because four hundred years ago the last
                        survivors of that fierce, ill-fated tribe, men, women, and children, had
                        jumped to their deaths from these bluffs rather than be enslaved by the
                        Spaniards and sent to work in the Dominican gold mines.

                “Have you guys ever done a dig at the bottom of the cliffs?”
                        asked Andy, closing the curtain again. The Epps were a husband-and-wife team
                        of anthropologists and/or archaeologists—Andy had never been exactly clear
                        what the difference was, if any.

                “Oh yes,” replied Emily, grinning at him over her shoulder,
                        displaying a chipped front tooth. “It’s a boneyard down there.” She made
                        that sound like a good thing.

                “Honey, you don’t keep your eyes on the road, our bones are
                        gonna be down there with ’em,” Phil cautioned.

                “And won’t that complicate the archaeology in another four
                        hundred years!” said Emily cheerfully. Then, to Andy: “We originally came
                        down to St. Luke to study the Caribs. Know what the best thing about ’em is?
                        They’re completely extinct: no MLDs—Most Likely Descendants—to make trouble
                        over the bones.”

                The highway descended from the heights in a series of
                        switchbacks. Bennie didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping his balance, but
                        Andy’s bucket kept shifting under him. He stood up, bent almost double, with
                        a foot on either side of the transmission hump and a hand on the back of
                        each front seat, and surfed the curves the rest of the way down to sea
                        level.

                A few minutes after they passed Smuggler’s Cove, a broad
                        star-lit lagoon ringed by poisonous manchineel trees, Emily slowed the van
                        to a crawl. Phil stuck his head out the passenger window.
                    “There!”

                A feathery, wind-sculpted divi-divi tree on the right marked
                        the turnoff. Emily jerked the wheel; the van left the highway and began
                        following a faint set of tire tracks inland, then west again, back up into
                        the rain forest hills.

                The tracks petered out shortly after the forest canopy closed
                        above them, shutting out the starlight. Emily turned off the lights and
                        switched off the ignition. After a moment the jungle sounds started up
                        again—mongooses and their prey rustling in the underbrush, nocturnal black
                        witch parrots screaming in the high forest canopy—but Andy waited in vain
                        for his sight to return.

                “Smell that?” whispered Phil.

                Andy took a sniff. “Smells like…Juicy Fruit.”

                Phil laughed and tapped him on the nose with the stick of gum
                        he’d been dangling only inches from Andy’s face—that’s how dark it
                        was.
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                Bennie broke trail with his machete. Emily and Phil
                        followed. All three were wearing miner’s helmets with state-of-the-art lamps
                        that allowed them to switch between red laser and white LED beams. Andy
                        hauled gear and brought up the rear. Before they set out, they had smeared
                        themselves with insect repellent, but the insects didn’t appear to be
                        repelled at all, thought Andy—they weren’t even vaguely offended.

                Within a few hundred yards, the stars began to wink into view
                        again. This was second-growth forest, low and tangled. The entrance to the
                        cave complex was only three feet high, set into a bluff hillock, camouflaged
                        with brush and creeper vines. Phil and Bennie cleared the mouth of the hole.
                        Phil switched his helmet lamp from LED white to laser red and crawled
                        through first, followed by Bennie. Emily motioned for Andy to follow them.
                        He got down on his hands and knees, stared down the sloping rock-floored
                        tunnel, then looked up over his shoulder at Emily, shielding his eyes from
                        the glare of her helmet lamp.

                “I don’t think I can do it,” he told her, backing away from
                        the hole.

                “You said you weren’t claustrophobic.”

                “I’m not—I mean I never was before. But it’s like there’s
                        something deep inside me screaming don’t go down there.”

                “A hundred thousand dollars,” she said. “That’s what your
                        share could come to.”

                “What’s the holdup?” yelled Phil.

                “We’ll be right down.” Emily took off her helmet and got down
                        on her hands and knees in front of Andy. The first few buttons of her safari
                        shirt were open, revealing an impressive, if pendulous cleavage barely
                        contained by an industrial-strength underwire brassiere. She swayed forward,
                        pressed her forehead against his. “You’ll never forgive yourself if you
                        don’t do this,” she whispered.

                He looked up. Their eyes met. For Andy it was a little like
                        looking into that tunnel. Don’t go down there, he thought, as she touched
                        her lips softly to his.
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Monday morning, seven o’clock. Holly Gold flung out a bare arm and slapped the alarm clock into silence. I’m back in my own bed, she told herself—it was a little game she liked to play some mornings. Laurel is still alive, the rest was all a dream. If I listen closely I can hear the waves crashing against the rocks at Big Sur, and when I open my eyes and look out the window, the trees I see will be windblown cypresses and Monterey pines, and beyond them the sky will be cool and gray.

Then the mosquito netting rustled, a small warm body crawled into bed beside Holly, and she was reminded again that her new life on St. Luke had its compensations too.

“Good morning, baby doll,” said Holly.

“Mmmm.”

“Is your brother up yet?”

“Marley say he ain’ goin’ a no school today.”

“Well you tell Marley…” Holly hardly had to raise her voice to be heard in the other bedroom of the cabin. “…that Auntie Holly says not only is he going to school today, but if he hasn’t gotten dressed and eaten breakfast by the time I’m ready to leave, he is going to school hungry, in his pajamas.” She was bluffing, of course, but then, so was her nephew.

“Ain’ wearin’ none,” piped a voice from the kids’ bedroom.

“Bare-butt naked, then—suit yourself,” said Holly, sending the six-year-old girl beside her into a paroxysm of giggles.

 

The island of St. Luke is shaped like the drumstick of a turkey, with a neat round bite known as Frederikshavn Harbor (a redundancy: havn means harbor in Danish) taken out of the southwestern edge of the meat end.

The higher the city of Frederikshavn rises from the harbor, the more expensive the dwellings. At sea level, in the quarter known as Sugar Town, the houses are mostly shanties constructed of tin and unmatched lumber, roofed with sheets of corrugated green plastic. Above Sugar Town rises Dansker Hill, where the buildings are Danish colonial style, their tiled rooftops hanging out over the porticoed sidewalks, and their thick masonry walls arched, colonnaded, covered with lime-and-molasses stucco, and painted pastel pinks and blues and yellows. Above Dansker Hill, on the ridgetop to the east of town, safe from even the highest of hurricane tides, tastefully modern castles with cantilevered walls of timber and tinted glass look out over the harbor.

Holly herself lived eight miles to the east of Frederikshavn, in a little village known as the Core, tucked into a fold of the rain forest ridge. (Everybody called it the rain forest—technically it was a secondary dry tropical, as the island received less than fifty inches of rain per annum.)

Monday morning, as she did every weekday when school was in session, Holly drove the kids into town in her late sister’s old VW bus, a classic hippie ride, with psychedelic daisies painted on the side, and dropped them off at Apgard Elementary School, at the foot of Dansker Hill. She then wrestled the balky clutch into first gear and held on to the juddering wheel for dear life as the bus buckety-bucketed past the old Danish quarter up to the ridgetop where the real money lived.

There was a new man standing guard at the entrance to the gated community. He eyed the psychedelic bus dubiously, then broke into a grin when he peered in and saw the driver. “Miss Holly!”

“Oh, hi there.” She recognized him now. He was a customer, but not quite a regular, at Busy Hands, where she still worked two nights a week. He was a down-islander, but she couldn’t remember his name, or which island he came from. “I almost didn’t recognize you with your clothes on. It’s been a while.”

“Been savin’ up for a nex’ visit.” The grin widened as he waved her through. He had good teeth, strong and white—whichever island he was from, they didn’t grow sugarcane there.

 

Holly’s first appointment every Monday was a wealthy, forty-five-year-old hemiplegic named Helen Chapman, who received a full-body, deep-tissue massage with special attention to her stroke-devastated left side. This was the kind of job Holly, a certified, Esalen-trained massage therapist, had had in mind when she chose her career. She set up her table in the solarium, and with a Steven Halpern/Georgia Kelly CD playing softly in the background, worked with a deft, sure touch for over an hour, kneading and stroking to bring blood to wasted muscles, until even the dystonal flesh was suffused with a healthy pink glow.

The rest of the morning was blank on Holly’s schedule. After dropping off her dirty laundry at the washhouse in Sugar Town (where it would be washed, dried, fluffed, and folded by down-island women for no more than it would cost her to do it herself), Holly stopped by the Sunset, an open-air bar just outside of town. There Vincent, the bartender and proprietor, not only made what was reputedly the tastiest, most lethal Bloody Mary on the island (Holly wouldn’t know: she didn’t drink), but also sold the finest weed (her only vice) at reasonable, or at least nonruinous, prices.

The circular bar in the middle of the raised cement dance floor was shaded by a round tin roof. Holly sat down facing the ocean. “What’s new and good, Vincent?”

The Trinidadian leaned over the bar and beckoned her closer. “High-altitude, sout’-slope, two-toke rain forest chronic. Local grown, shade-dried, mellow as mudder’s milk, fifty an eight’.”

“What’s old and cheap?”

“Dirty Colombian for twenty-five. But I’ll make ya a deal—you work dis damn kink out of me neck, I’ll sell ya de chronic, same price.”

“Take your shirt off,” said Holly. “And no extras.”
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“Back in the day—waaay back in the day—when I was a sheriff’s deputy in upstate New York, my boss used to boast that there was no murder he couldn’t solve.”

At the lectern, Special Agent E. L. Pender, FBI, Ret., paused dramatically; the red- and blue-shirted students waited with their pens poised.

“What he’d do, he told me, he’d take the first person to find the body and the last one to see the vic alive, then beat the crap out of both of ’em until one of ’em confessed.”

Muted consternation in the auditorium. The red shirts were the best and brightest of the nation’s law enforcement officers, attending the FBI’s eleven-week National Academy training course at Quantico; the blue shirts were FBI trainees.

“Right,” said Pender. “Judging from your response, I can see I don’t have to tell you that those days are gone. I’m not saying it’s a good thing, and I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, I’m just saying it’s over. And that is why I’m in front of you today to spread the gospel of the affective interview.

“As you already know, when two interrogators team up for good cop, bad cop, it’s almost always good cop who ends up inside the interrogation room taking the confession, if any, while bad cop watches through the one-way glass. What you may not know, however, is that unless bad cop has the freedom to ratchet up to a realistic threat level, the game isn’t worth the candle.

“For every perp who comes clean, you’ll get five who either clam up or lawyer up or have their confessions thrown out on the grounds of coercion—and that’s not even taking into account witnesses slash suspects who turn out to be innocent, but have information of probative value that they’re not going to share with an interrogator who’s been threatening or frightening them, or who reminds them even subconsciously of the schoolyard bully who terrorized them when they were itty-bitty citizens.

“And to anticipate your next question: what if the person you’re interviewing is the schoolyard bully. Won’t he be more likely to respond to a show of toughness and a threat of force?

“The answer, surprisingly, is no. Why? Because as any psychiatrist will tell you, it is a fact of life, a psychological home truth, that every human being from Mother Teresa to Jack the Ripper operates from the same basic needs, using the same basic defenses, and accessing the same basic pool of emotions as every other human being. Deep down below the surface, we all want to be safe, we all want to be loved, and we all want to be respected.

“The affective interview takes all that into account, recognizes the basic emotional needs and the feelings of the interviewee, and makes use of them in order to extract what should, and I emphasize should, be the goal of every interview a law enforcement officer ever conducts: the truth. You’re not in that room to get a confession or to corroborate a theory, you’re there to elicit truthful information.

“Now we have a lot of ground to cover this morning. Before break I hope to get through the basics of proxemics, kinesics, and paralinguistics, and if there’s time we’re going to break into small groups for role-playing. Any questions before we get started?”

“Yeah.” Red shirt slouched in the fourth row of the auditorium, cowboy boots sticking out diagonally into the aisle. “You sayin’ if I want to get the truth out of some child rapist, I have to respect him going in?”

Pender stepped out from behind the lectern. “You questioning my expertise, you shit-for-brains, redneck peckerwood?”

The man was already on his feet—the only question was which way he was going to go, out the door or straight for Pender.

Pender stepped back and held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Just making a point. What’s your name, man?”

“Bafferd.”

“See—I treat you with disrespect, I can’t get so much as a first name out of you.”

“It’s Ray.” Bafferd sat back down—there were a few chuckles around the room, but none from anyone within arm’s reach of the man.

“The answer to your question, Ray, is that it wouldn’t hurt. But at the very least, you have to recognize that he has the same need for respect that you do, and if you doubt it, just ask yourself how likely you’d have been to cooperate with me thirty seconds ago, when I disrespected you.

“Any other questions? Okay, let’s get started. Proxemics, the science of spatial psychology. Most people brought up in our culture consider eighteen inches the optimum distance for intimate conversations. Casual but friendly conversation: eighteen to forty-eight inches. Anything beyond four feet is impersonal, anything beyond six feet is public. So unless you’re dealing with somebody from another continent, which we’ll get to later, here’s how you want to set up your interview space….”
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“Lewis, we have to talk.”

Oh gawd. The last words any married man wants to hear. Even if he’s not hungover. Which Lewis Apgard was. Frightfully. On rum. White, hundred-and-fifty proof St. Luke Reserve. Lewis opened his eyes. The effort was excruciating. They say white men shouldn’t drink white rum. They could be right.

“How much do you remember from last night, Lew?”

Oh gawd again. Apparently there was going to be a formal recital of Letterman’s top ten list of phrases no married man wants to hear. Lewis glanced warily around the master bedroom of the late-eighteenth-century mansion known as the Apgard Great House, looking for clues. “Not much,” he had to admit.

The better half emerged from the bathroom, wearing one of her golf outfits—tartan shorts, sleeveless white jersey. Her full name was Lindsay Hokansson Apgard—two surnames to reckon with on St. Luke—but everybody including the servants called her Hokey. Childless, slender, a strong swimmer, a good rider, and a scratch golfer, she looked both older and younger than her age, which was thirty-three, same as her husband. Older because the tropics wreak havoc on the Scandinavian complexion; younger because she still retained the facial mannerisms of the spoiled little rich girl—on this occasion, the proactive pout. “I didn’t think so.”

Suddenly Lewis had to piss. He pulled back the covers, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and brushed past her on his way into the bathroom, not even trying to hide his morning hard-on.

“Well? You gonna tell me or what?” he called over the sound of his stream hitting the water. Even with his hangover, it was a noisy, satisfying, damn-near-glorious piss—and the way his marriage was going, probably the most rewarding thing he’d be doing with his dick all day.

“I’ll wait.”

He finished, shook off, flushed, returned to the bedroom. She was sitting at her vanity, brushing her whitish blond hair with short, angry strokes. Her back was turned, but she could see him in the mirror. “Put some pants on,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m not having this conversation with your thing swinging in the breeze.”

Now it’s my thing, thought Lewis, pulling on yesterday’s briefs, which were on the floor not far from the hamper. She used to call it Clark, as in Lewis and Clark, because in the early days of their marriage she rarely saw the one without the other. “That better?”

Primly: “Yes. Thank you.”

He sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. “Look, whatever I did last night, I’m—”

She cut him off. “Not this time, Lew. I’ve had enough. It’s over. I want a—”

“Hokey, please.” His turn to cut her off, before she could get the D-word out. “Whatever happened last night, I give you my word, I—”

“How can you promise if you don’t even know—”

“How can I know if you won’t—”

“Fine an’ dandy, me son, I’ll tell you.” Hokey stood up, tossed the brush onto the vanity, loomed over him (she was two inches taller even when he was standing) with her hands on her slender hips. “You reeled in dead drunk last night, you harangued me about selling the land near the airport again, when I refused you tried to hit me, but you were too drunk to land a blow, then you went all maudlin, falling all over yourself apologizing, then you got angry again and tried to force yourself on me, but you were so drunk you passed out on top of me.”

Lewis groaned, and ran his hands through his thick, golden blond hair. It was coming back to him now—not last night with Hokey, but yesterday afternoon, closeted in his study, poring over financial statements, phone calls with his accountant, his business manager, his broker, his lawyer. Had there ever been a man so unlucky in his investments? First the tech bubble bursting, then the post-9/11 crash, then the Enron debacle.

His portfolio had been decimated, his sheep, his cattle, and his cane scarcely paid for themselves, and although by island standards he was still a rich man, and a powerful one, most of his remaining assets consisted of real estate, and he couldn’t sell any of it, including the most valuable property, the sixty acres of mahogany forest bordering the St. Luke airport, unless Hokey agreed.

So divorce was out of the question, at least until he’d solved his cash flow problems. Which he could do only by clear-cutting the mahogany at the edge of the airport, the lumber in itself worth millions, then selling the property to the St. Luke Improvement Corp., of which he was a charter investor. SLIC would level the hill and extend the airport runways until they were long enough to land jumbo jets. Then Lewis could sit back and watch all the real estate on the island, in addition to his shares of SLIC, double or triple in value.

Of course there was another possibility, one that Lewis had been thinking about—obsessing about—with increasing frequency over the last few months, as he had watched what remained of his portfolio (energy: what could be safer than energy?) swirling down the crapper, and argued fruitlessly with Hokey about the airport property. If the marriage ended with a divorce, he would be ruined; if it ended with Hokey’s death, he would be a wealthy man again.

But in the meantime, humble pie. Lewis lowered his head, buried his face in his hands. When he looked up again, his turquoise blue eyes were swimming with tears. “I love you,” he said in a choked voice. “I’ll do anything you ask if you’ll give me another chance.”

Hokey sat down next to him at the foot of the bed, a Danish West Indian satinwood four-poster with a hand-carved headboard and hand-turned spindles. “You’ll lay off the rum?”

“I’d have done that anyway.”

“By rum, I mean—”

“I know: the wagon.”

“And you’ll start seeing someone?”

“I hear this new guy, Vogler, is pretty good—I’ll give him a call this afternoon.”

“And you understand this is the last chance?”

“If I blow it, which as God is my witness I won’t, I’ll give you that divorce, uncontested.”

“If you blow it this time, me son,” said Hokey, “it won’t matter whether you contest it or not.”
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Extras were the bane of the masseuse’s profession. They’d never been an issue before for Holly—certainly nobody ever asked her for a happy ending at Esalen—but within three months of moving down to St. Luke to care for her dying sister, with both their meager savings depleted, the only masseuse job Holly had been able to find on the island was at Busy Hands. It was a legitimate enough operation for a massage parlor—not a whorehouse by any means—but extras, Holly soon learned, were the difference between big tips and no tips, repeat clients and no clients: in short, between earning a living and not earning a living.

Oddly enough, however, after a few weeks Holly (though she’d have been happy to put the Busy Hands and the world of extras behind her, and had already begun networking her tail off to build a legitimate client base), found she didn’t really mind providing happy endings for her clients, despite her sexual orientation, which did not run to that half of the population possessing dicks.

For one thing, she was in charge—if the men didn’t keep their hands to themselves, they were out on their behinds. For another, Holly had always thought it was a little strange to spend hours in intimate contact with a human body, oiling, rubbing, kneading, stretching, and pounding every part of it—every part, save one. When you make something taboo, it seemed to her, you only invested it with more power—as if most men didn’t already think the world revolved around their dicks.

And lastly, Holly thought secretly that penises, in the proper context, were kind of appealing. Hard, they were like cute little bald orphans; soft, they were baby birds in the nest, it seemed to Holly, hungry for attention and ever so grateful.

Still, Holly had her limits, which were breached that afternoon, in the massage room at Blue Valley Country Club, where she worked three afternoons a week massaging the sore muscles of rich white golfers exhausted from climbing in and out of their carts for two and a half hours. And while extras weren’t in quite as much demand at Blue Valley as at the Busy Hands, occasionally one of her clients would ask her for a happy ending—generally it didn’t take very long.

This afternoon’s second and final client was the guest of a member, younger than most of her Blue Valley clientele, but in lamentable physical condition. His muscles were poorly toned, and sheathed in fat—if ever a body needed a good therapeutic massage, this one did. But Holly had scarcely started working on his shoulders when he rolled over and pointed to his crotch, where his arousal had made a pup tent of the white terry-cloth towel with the blue stripe and BV logo.

“Honey, could you take care of that first? I’m down here on business, I haven’t gotten laid in a week.”

Well, thought Holly. Well, well, well, well, well. Then she thought about the rent, due tomorrow, and the new clutch the bus was going to need any day now, and the money she’d just blown on rain forest chronic, and she reached under the towel and went to work.

After a few minutes of stroking, though, he interrupted her again. “Hey, honey, this ain’t getting it. I’ll give you an extra Jackson if you put that pretty mouth to work.”

Holly wasn’t a large woman—five-four, 122 pounds, BMI (body mass index) of 21, smack in the middle of the healthy range. But having been a massage therapist for fifteen years, her arms and hands, especially her hands, were disproportionately strong. She thought seriously about cupping the little bald orphan’s two little round friends in her palm and squeezing. Instead, she walked out on her fee as well as her tip.

No big deal, she told herself, it’s no big deal. But at the end of the long double row of stately royal palms that lined the driveway between the Blue Valley gate and the Blue Valley clubhouse, she had to pull the minibus over because her vision was blurred with angry tears.

Nobody had ever treated her like a whore at Esalen, she told herself. But maybe that was because she’d never acted like one. She remembered how they’d laughed back in California at Bill Clinton’s contention that a blow job didn’t count as sexual relations. Yet here she was staking her self-respect on the proposition that a hand job was morally superior to a hummer.

California. Esalen—what she wouldn’t give to have her old job and her old clientele back. And the bitch of the thing was, they’d have welcomed her back anytime she wanted. But that would mean either leaving the kids behind—unthinkable—or bringing them along with her. Dawn would be fine—with her intelligence and her exotic beauty, she’d thrive anywhere. But to uproot Marley—that would be cruel. Selfish and cruel.

Besides, there was a difference between her and Bill, her and Monica, Holly reminded herself, wiping her eyes and wrestling Daisy into gear again. She traded happy endings for her children’s survival, not for thrills or power.

And furthermore (Holly was still working up a head of steam as she rolled past the gatehouse; getting her Jewish up, her friend Dawson called it), anybody who didn’t think there was a difference between a hand job and a blow job ought to try cleaning their toilet with their tongue.
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Pender stuffed his notes into his old briefcase as the room cleared, then turned his back on the auditorium to wipe off the white board beside the lectern, scrubbing away diligently at phrases like filter factor and floating-point strategies as if they were top secret code. Every year he returned to Quantico to give his lecture, and every year the class seemed to get younger, until by now even the experienced National Academy students looked like kids to him, while the kids, the blue-shirted FBI trainees, looked as if they should have been attending summer camp in the Catskills.

Clap…Clap…Clap…Clap…

Pender turned. The auditorium was empty save for a silver-haired black man standing in the back row, applauding slowly and deliberately. Pender stepped to the edge of the platform and shaded his eyes from the recessed lights overhead, his half glasses dangling from a ribbon around his neck. “Julian?”

“Good afternoon, Edgar! Mahvelous lecture. Just caught the last few minutes.” Fastidious as ever in a shimmering, meticulously tailored two-piece gray suit, white shirt, red silk tie knotted in an impeccable Windsor, and black wing tips shined to a fare-thee-well, Julian Coffee strode down the aisle with his laminated photo-ID visitor’s pass dangling from a cord around his neck. Coffee was the only man in the last thirty years who’d been permitted to call Pender by his given name, and then only because his lilting West Indian accent made it sound almost musical: Ed-Gah, both syllables equally stressed.

“Thanks.” Pender started to hop down from the platform, then thought better of it and took the steps. At six-four, 279, with a BMI of 34, nine points past healthy, four points past dangerously obese, Pender was well beyond hopping weight.

The men shook hands, embraced, and clapped each other’s shoulders.

“Did you get it?” asked Pender. He’d last seen Coffee two months earlier—as the chief of police on the island of St. Luke, a U.S. territory in the eastern Caribbean, Pender’s old friend had come to Washington seeking a federal law enforcement grant for his department.

By way of answer, Coffee stepped back and assumed the classic staged handshake pose, right arm stretched across his body, left arm thrown around an imaginary shoulder, teeth bared in a frozen grin.

“They made you come all this way for a photo op?”

“I’m afraid the attorney general insisted.”

“How long are you in town for?”

“Flying back in a few hours. I’m glad I was able to catch you—are you free for a drink?”

“A drink? I’m free for the rest of my life—I’m retired.”

“And how is that going for you?”

“When I retired, all I could think about was that I could play as much golf as I wanted to. Within six months, I had.”

“How about the book—how did that do?” Pender’s ghostwritten autobiography had been published three months earlier. A warts-and-all undertaking, it detailed the checkered career of the man once known as the worst-dressed agent in the history of the FBI, from his early years as a field agent in Arkansas and New York, through the glory years hunting serial killers for the prestigious Liaison Support Unit, and the dark years, when drinking and philandering had cost him his marriage and very nearly his job, to his final, improbable incarnation as the hero agent who’d personally taken down two of the most vicious serial killers of recent times.

“To quote my editor: ‘The Bundys and Dahmers of the world live on in the public’s memory, but the guy who cracked the case is forgotten by the next full moon.’ The good news is, I get to keep the advance.”

“Assuming then that you have nothing else of importance on your plate,” said Coffee, “what would you say to an all-expense-paid vacation in the beautiful Caribbean, in exchange for your services for a few weeks?”

“I’d probably say, ‘Helloooo, all-expense-paid vacation in the beautiful Caribbean!’ ” Pender replied. “But what do you need an old fart like me for?”

“We have a live one.”

“A serial killer, you mean?”

“Three victims so far.”

“The question remains: why me?”

“One, you’re the man when it comes to serial killers. Two, you’re available. Three, you can keep your mouth shut—if word of this gets out, it’s going to be another body blow to our tourist industry, which frankly can’t take many more shots and survive. And four, who else am I going to find who’ll work for free?”

“You could have stopped at ‘you’re the man,’ ” said Pender.

 

“The only good thing about airports is that there’s a bar every ninety feet or so. Salud.” Pender, bald and homely as a boiled potato, wearing a baby blue Pebble Beach golf cap and a green plaid sport jacket over plum-colored polyester Sansabelt slacks, raised his glass just high enough to qualify as a toast before bringing it to his lips. Experienced drinkers are like veteran baseball pitchers—they try to avoid unnecessary arm movements.

Julian Coffee, on the stool next to him, returned the gesture, sipped at his bar Scotch, and winced at the taste. “On St. Luke, me son, there’s a bar on every street corner, and liquor is duty-free: a man can drink single malt for less than this swill costs.”

“Great,” said Pender. “Cheap booze and an island of alcoholics—just what I need.”

“Actually, by our definition there are very few alcoholics on St. Luke.”

“What’s your definition?”

“Someone under the age of sixty who ends up facedown in the gutter more than twice a week.”

“Why under sixty?”

“We’re brought up to respect our elders.”

That fetched a chuckle. One of the things Pender liked best about Coffee (or about anybody, for that matter) was his sense of humor. And Julian had certainly needed one when Pender first met him back in the early seventies. The Bureau, not without a sense of humor of its own, had assigned Coffee, raised on an island where over 90 percent of the population were people of color and where racial prejudice, at least of the overt Dixie variety, was largely unknown, to its Little Rock field office.

Pender looked down at his glass, which had somehow emptied itself, and signaled to the bartender for a refill. Chuckle time was over. “So what can you tell me about our serial killer?”

“Not much. If it hadn’t been for the hurricane last week, we wouldn’t even know he was out there.”

“Yeah, I saw that on the news,” said Pender. “You got hit pretty hard, huh?”

“We’ve had worse. But the storm tide washed up two bodies, one male, one female, both in bad shape, both unidentified as yet. Yet according to the coroner, even though they washed up together, one corpse was between six months and a year older than the other—I mean time of death, not age. We’ve managed to keep both bodies under wraps so far, but—”

“How’d you manage that?”

“One of Ziggy’s brothers owns the only newspaper on the island.”

“You really think you can continue to keep something like this quiet?”

“So far, so good.” Julian rapped the bar top for luck. “Now as I was saying, the two vics died months apart…”

“But the bodies were found together.”

“On top of each other.”

“Well, that’s something in common.”

“That’s not all. When I said the victims had nothing in common, I meant when they were alive. The bodies—”

“What?” said Pender eagerly.

“I ga’ tell ya, buoy, doan be hasty so.” Coffee could no more keep from breaking into dialect every so often than a bird could keep from breaking into song. “The two that washed up last week were victims two and three. Vic number one, Hettie Jenkuns, aged twelve, disappeared in broad daylight on her way home from school four years ago. Two years ago a mushroom hunter saw her femur sticking up out of the ground—somebody’d buried her in a shallow grave in the old slave burying ground in the forest.

“After two years there wasn’t much left other than the skeleton, but that was intact, except for the right hand, which was missing. As were the right hands of both the corpses that washed up last week. Chopped clean off at the wrist—probably by a machete. Which is what my people have started calling him, by the way—the Machete Man.”

“Catchy,” said Pender.

“An old St. Luke bogeyman. ‘Machete Mon a get ya if ya doan watch out.’ ” Coffee glanced at his watch and tossed back the last of the nasty Scotch. “Listen, Edgar, I’d better get in line for the security screening. Do you want to make your own arrangements for flying down, or should I have my travel agents call you?”

“Are they any good?”

“No, but one of Ziggy’s cousins owns the business, and if it fails, she’ll make me put him on the force.”
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I’m ready to hear the long version now, thought Andy Arena, salvaging one last scrap of humor from the wreckage of his life. His old life, that is, his life outside this cave—it already seemed so distant it might as well have been a dream.

If so, he’d gone from a dream to a nightmare. Emily Epp’s kiss had been unexpected enough, but finding himself halfway down the tunnel leading to the cave only seconds later, with tingling lips and absolutely no memory of having begun the crawl, had been downright disconcerting.

Then there was the cave itself. Andy had kicked around the Caribbean for fifteen years prior to washing up on St. Luke’s indolent shores, and had seen many of the great limestone caverns of the West Indies—Harrison’s Cave on Barbados, Bermuda’s Crystal Cave, the Peace Cave in Jamaica. This one seemed like it might rank right up there with its more celebrated cousins, if not for size, then for beauty and eeriness.

The first chamber had a sandy floor, black walls that reflected the light from the helmet lamps, and a ceiling covered with short, in-curved dragon’s-tooth stalactites that looked sharp enough to tear flesh from bone. With Bennie bringing up the rear, Andy had followed the Epps down a winding passageway to the second chamber, where they’d had to pick their way around conical stalagmites jutting from the cave floor like giant purple traffic cones.

Another passageway, same low height but not quite as wide or long, led to the third chamber, one of the brightest, but somehow also one of the eeriest caves Andy’d ever seen. Not only were its floor, walls, and ceiling made of pure dolomite, a magnesium-rich limestone as white as a wedding cake, but once the Epps had set up mirror-amplified, superwhite LED lanterns, shadows were effectively wiped out, and the enveloping whiteness leached the vitality from even the brightest colors. It was like living in the perpetual glare of a photographer’s flash.

The floor of this third chamber had been partly covered with rattan mats, which had seemed odd to Andy. The kiss, the cave, the lights, the mats: things were getting a little weird around the edges, he remembered thinking. But then, the edges were where the action was.

“So where do we start digging?” he’d asked, switching off his superfluous miner’s lamp.

“We don’t,” Phil Epp had replied, pulling a pistol out from under his safari jacket—a serious-looking .38 or .40 caliber semiautomatic, judging by the slide and the size of the hole in the barrel.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“You want the short version or the long version?”

“Start with the short version.”

“There’s no treasure. Take your clothes off.”

At first he thought it was a joke. After Emily, too, had stripped off her clothes (the temperature in the cave was an ambient seventy-four degrees, day or night), knelt in front of him, taken his flaccid member in her wide mouth, and brought him to attention, he decided it was some sort of sex game. With gazongas like that, he’d thought, she didn’t need the goddamn gun. But then Phil, to Andy’s growing horror, had handed the pistol to Bennie and stripped off his own clothes.

For the next several hours Andy had been abused in ways he’d never imagined, at least in relation to his own body, then abandoned, left to lie in the darkness for several more hours, gagged, with his hands and feet bound. Upon the return of his tormentors, he had been abused again, with renewed vigor, by both Epps. Bennie had continued to hold the gun, but had neither undressed nor shown much interest in the proceedings.

When he made his little private joke about being ready to hear the long version, Andy understood that they did not mean for him to leave this cave alive. Up to a certain point, he had been able to argue that they didn’t have to be afraid of him turning them in for kidnap and rape if they let him go. “Jesus H. Christ, who am I going to tell? You think I want anybody hearing about this?”

Now, though, that argument was no longer salable. In the intense heat of their sadomasochistic tango, a fierce bonding had occurred. The three of them could read each other’s eyes as well as each other’s bodies by then, and the Epps had to have known as well as Andy that it was no longer a question of his merely turning them in if they set him free. He wanted them dead, vanished from the planet along with the memory of what they had done to him, and would gladly have killed them himself, with his bare hands, if given the chance.

But the chance never came. Instead, Phil Epp took Andy’s shoulders and Bennie took his feet, and with Emily leading the way holding a kerosene-soaked torch, carried him down another passageway, higher and narrower than the others, and into a fourth chamber, smaller than the rest, with a wooden cross made of heavy timbers fitted together and laid out horizontally on the smooth limestone floor.

“Is there going to be much pain?” Andy asked as they laid him down upon the cross.

“Not much,” replied Phil, moving briefly out of Andy’s line of sight and reappearing above his head. “Hold still.” And with that wide leather belt that Andy had come to know so well over the last however-long-it-had-been, Phil strapped Andy’s head to the top of the long axis.

“Please,” said Andy.

“Please what?” Emily, who with Bennie’s help was in the process of strapping Andy’s outstretched arms to the crosspieces with nylon rope, sounded more surprised than annoyed, as if once he’d been strapped down, she’d forgotten Andy could still speak.

“Please…don’t?”

Which was obviously not worthy of a reply. Andy closed his eyes as Emily and Bennie tied his ankles. When he opened them again, Emily’s face was floating above him, just off to his left, while Phil stood at his feet, holding the torch in one hand and a Polaroid camera in the other. Bennie was over to Andy’s right, wearing a gilt-threaded sarung around his waist and holding a machete.

All that was left to Andy by then were a few stray thoughts and a few physical sensations that would not have time to become sense memories. He heard the other three chanting in a language he did not recognize, saw the flare of the torchlight reflected like a silver sun in the blade of the machete as Bennie raised it high, then brought it down hard on his wrist. He felt a cold dull blow, and then, as the blood began to spurt and the pain pulsed up through his arm to the very center of his being, Emily’s face floated sideways over Andy’s. Her mouth with its chipped front tooth was astonishingly wide-open, like one of those throw the beanbag through the clown’s mouth cutouts. It came closer and closer and closer until it filled Andy’s world.

Don’t go down there, Andy thought again, as she pinched his nostrils closed and covered his mouth with hers.
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