
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Jack Christie doesn’t believe in dreams, myth or magic. He believes in facts, but suddenly he is challenged by a tall, dark, unreal stranger. A mysterious Molokai Man.

	 

	 

	Uptight New York writer Jack Christie inherits his uncle’s estate including a small publishing house he never knew Cameron Christie owned. Among Cameron’s papers are the deed to an old house on the remote island of Molokai—they call it the last Hawaiian Island—and a court summons. Cameron is being sued by relatives of one of the last remaining survivors of the former leper colony, Kalaupapa.

	Cameron published a journal sent to him by the man who relatives say could not have written the book since he does not have the use of his hands and is senile. In an effort to hold onto the small amount of money that he’s inherited, his uncle’s hard-earned business, not to mention Cameron’s reputation, Jack reluctantly travels to Molokai to solve the mystery. This shut-down New Yorker encounters more than he bargained for on this island shaped by myth and magic.

	He meets an island man who could be straight out of his dreams. And Jack, who has always managed to keep his emotions under control, isn’t sure he’s ready to fall for a hot, sexy Molokai Man.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To the memory of Queen Ka’ahumanu, whose gracious presence is so keenly felt on Molokai, and to George Helm, the original Molokai Man. Thank you for your tireless conservation efforts. And to Saint Damien of Molokai, father of the forsaken.

	 

	Warmest love, not forgotten xxx

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	October 24.

	 

	Jack’s eyelids snapped open. His heart was pounding. Though he was still in bed, he was someplace else. His hand shook as he moved it to his mouth.

	Impossible... it couldn’t be... my face is wet. He’d dreamed of walking through a rainforest, following a tall, dark man, and it had started to rain. Oh, no... now I’m hearing the dream. I’m hearing my footsteps... I can still feel the rain on my face! He glanced around furtively. In the darkened bedroom, he saw the familiar shapes of his closet, dresser, the curtain against his window. His breathing was ragged. What a weird dream.

	“How much did I drink last night?” he muttered aloud, turning toward the wall.

	God, last night had been so depressing. He tried not to close his eyes, afraid the dream would be there again, sucking him in. He swore it was real. He could reach out and push back the suffocating jungle he found himself in. He could feel the leaves, smell the dense, cloying heat. No, no, this can’t be happening.

	He fought the green, tasting his fear on his tongue, aware of the other man, his skin warm, turning to him. The man started to speak.

	“Please don’t,” Jack said aloud, and awoke once again to find his hands stretched out in front of him, groping. For what? He concentrated on breathing. Who was the man? He focused on the city sounds. Yes... yes. For once he was grateful for the old Pinto his neighbor spent hours revving each morning before dawn. It was a familiar sound. It grounded him.

	His thoughts drifted back to the dream. The jungle. Man... too much green.

	Green was not a common thing in New York City, and certainly not here, not in the heart of Hell’s Kitchen, sorry, Clinton, as the real estate agents, and his boyfriend Robert insisted on calling the gentrified neighborhood.

	Jack forced himself out of bed, despite his usual hankering for sleep. He was afraid to close his eyes because, as ridiculous as it seemed, he knew the dream would still be there. Even now, the peculiar birdsong of the jungle was still in his ears.

	“Stop!” he shouted. He swung his feet to the floor. It was early. Seven o’clock in the morning. Too early for the pounding of jackhammers that started as if on cue outside his brownstone on the corner of Ninth Avenue and Thirty Ninth. It competed with the loud, irritating thump of techno, now bursting from Wanda’s stereo. He almost called the dominatrix who lived upstairs, but thought better of dealing with her histrionics, and padded to his bedroom window.

	Brushing the curtain aside, he stared out of the cold, grimy window at the apartment buildings and ritzy boutiques that had displaced the mom and pop restaurants, cafés, even a great bookstore.

	New York’s coldest late fall on record had brought misery and a huge drop in business for everyone... except Wanda. The cops had been here again last night, interviewing her. What a mess. She was a wild one all right. Somebody had reported screams from her second floor apartment. It hadn’t been Jack who reported her, he’d been out with Robert, but he knew she would assume it was him. He sighed. Wanda was a nightmare on her good days. On her bad days, she was terrifying.

	Jack blamed Robert for his bleak circumstances. Robert had said this was the best street in the fast-developing gayborhood. In Jack’s opinion, this was failing upward. He’d wanted to move to Christopher Street. Too gay, Robert insisted. But I am gay. Poor Robert, he was so deeply entrenched in his closet he’d never find the door.

	Should I try calling him again? Things had ended awkwardly between them last night, but it hadn’t started out that way.

	Jack dropped the curtain. The first floor apartment he’d bought just two months ago shook with the force of the work outside. The music upstairs suddenly stopped, making Jack dizzy. Then, it started again.

	“This is music?” he muttered to himself, turning on the thermostat, relieved when it groaned into gear. Since the roadwork had started, he’d twice lost all power, his gas, water, telephone... and now it was thirty-one degrees in the big city.

	He trotted to the kitchen to make coffee and opened the gas oven, ramping up the heat.

	Last night. The date had started with a bang. An amazing dinner at Molyvos, a lovely, romantic meal for two he’d carefully ordered ahead. He and Robert shared a love of the Greek Islands and Jack had thought this beautiful place might revive happy memories for Robert. Jack had been worried about the endless construction on Seventh Avenue but things had been fine. Jack had chosen day-boat sea scallops, and juicy and tender grilled baby octopus served with lemon, olives and fennel. They had lingered over oaky Macedonian red wine and the selection of spoon sweets he’d picked for dessert.

	They’d finished with tiny cups of Turkish coffee and ouzo then Robert got that gleam of desire in his eyes Jack hadn’t seen for weeks. They walked the sixteen blocks back to Clinton and he let Robert hold court once more, hoping beyond hope for a happy ending to a wonderful evening.

	As Jack looked back on all their dates, he realized alcohol tended to make Robert a bit... pompous. In fact, a fake British accent tended to slip out. Last night, there was just truth. “I know I’ve finally hit my stride,” Robert said. “I’m forty-two. I’m not just a late bloomer... I’m a miracle man.”

	Jack had laughed. Robert was, as he liked to call him, his silver fox. Prematurely gray, he had a great smile, wonderful personality, and a body that belied the long hours he spent online and on the phone, checking listings and drumming up sales. He’d been a child star who’d taken his drop into obscurity very hard. He still had the talent and the looks that were a sharp contrast to Jack’s black Irish ancestry. At thirty, Jack knew he wasn’t ugly, just frustrated with his career, which unlike Robert’s, was not on the ascent. It wasn’t going downhill either. It was just stagnant.

	They had passed the gated entry to a British teashop that in Jack’s recent memory, had never been open. Robert had reached for Jack’s coat collar, silently pulled him into the unlocked entryway, pressing him against the cold window, which displayed a white, garden tea party service strewn with fake, green ivy.

	Their mouths met with an urgency Jack thought he’d never feel from Robert again. The kiss didn’t last long, and Jack was surprised to taste oregano on Robert’s tongue. It was as if his body didn’t want to forget the meal they’d shared. Robert backed away from him and stepped out onto the street again. He was aroused, and when he got that way, he could often be critical.

	“Did you contact the Manor agency?” he asked as they fell into step once again.

	Jack had to clear his mind of erotic haziness. “I did... I emailed my resume, even tried calling. Never got a call back.”

	Robert’s lips thinned as if it were Jack’s fault that an obscure job lead Robert had found on Craigslist turned out to be a dud.

	“Things aren’t moving for you, are they?”

	Jack was a little taken aback. As usual, he tried to joke his way out of responding to one of Robert’s barbs. “If things move any slower for me, they’ll rust.” He instantly regretted it. Robert didn’t have much time for Jack’s frustrations with his writing career.

	“You’re a great adman, Jack. Forget about the other stuff.”

	No, I’m not. I hate it. I did one good campaign that got me a decent payday... and led me to you. I am not a great adman... and the other stuff is my writing. It’s my life. Jack bit his lip to avoid saying this aloud, to avert a show of anger.

	“It’s for lunatics and dreamers... or the very rich. You’re no dilettante. Concentrate on making money.”

	Instead of saying anything he thought might lead to an argument, Jack launched instead into what he thought was an amusing anecdote about a rejection letter he’d received from a big publisher... addressed to someone else.

	“So, not only do I have to deal with my own rejections, but somebody else’s as well,” Jack quipped, only to be cut down by his lover.

	“I don’t understand why you keep submitting stories and books to publishers only to be beaten down.”

	Jack didn’t see it that way. He didn’t know how to respond. They arrived at his pad, only to find Wanda screaming at the cops out front.

	Robert glanced at him, looking mortified. “I’ll call you.” He touched Jack’s hand briefly, turned on his heel and headed back uptown.

	You snob! Jack wanted to scream. He felt bereft, especially after the hefty dinner tab... not to mention how long it had taken to coax Robert into meeting him in the first place. Since Jack had bought his apartment, he’d seen less and less of Robert, who always seemed to be working. A surprise visit to his office when he was allegedly doing so one night, embarrassed them both because he really was working late. And now... he didn’t know what to think. Robert had been reluctant to see him again after that horrible encounter.

	“I need a man who’s a little more secure,” he told Jack, who up until he’d met Robert didn’t think he was insecure.

	“And I need a man who wants to be with me, who wants to spend time with me. If you don’t want to do this, Robert, just tell me. Let’s do it, or not do it... not both.”

	Robert had relented, agreeing to see him. Jack had cleaned the apartment because Robert was so fastidious. Now, Jack felt for sure, Robert was seeing another man. He’d been too quick to run off last night. So why didn’t he come right out and say so, instead of making Jack feel like such an ass for pursuing him?

	He assembled his thoughts, staring down at the stove. The water was taking its time boiling... and he sighed. He spooned freshly ground French roast into his new French press. The old one had shattered the day before, when an unexpected burst of hammering out front knocked it clean off the counter.

	The kitchen, which needed a tremendous amount of work from tile replacement to a new stove and new plumbing, was perpetually grubby because of the street repairs. No matter what he did, dirt and dust settled like a new skin each day.

	His phone rang and for a heartbeat, his breath quickened, hoping it was Robert.

	A low, gravelly voice. “Hello, Jack Christie?”

	“Yes.” Please don’t be selling me long distance phone service or a homeowner’s warranty plan.

	“This is George Sullivan. I’m—”

	“George. I didn’t recognize your voice.”

	“I’m your Uncle Cameron’s attorney.”

	Attorney? Is that what we’re calling long-term lovers these days? “Is everything okay, George?”

	George sighed. “Look... there’s no easy way of telling you this, but Cameron just died.”

	“Died?” Jack was in shock.

	“Look... can you turn that hideous music down?”

	“Sorry, it’s not mine. It’s the woman upstairs.” Jack switched off the stove, and boiling water spilled everywhere. He carried the phone into the john, the quietest room in the apartment, since it backed onto an alley. “George... I’m so sorry. What happened?”

	Jack’s thoughts were spinning. Uncle Cameron was his only close relation, his parents having moved from Boston to New Zealand two years ago. Cameron and George had been together for years, but Uncle Cameron... well, he preferred to keep his private life to himself and hid behind a veneer of of carefully crafted, asexual respectability. Whenever Jack saw him, they usually had lunch at Zabar’s Café on a weekday. On a few occasions, they’d met for late Sunday brunches at Caffé Reggio, the only remaining classic Greenwich Village café. Little Italy had vanished, like so many other neighborhoods. And now, Cameron was gone.

	Jack had treasured their moments together. Cameron once let it slip that George was out of town, at the Cape with friends, and Jack sensed how lonely his uncle was without him.

	The one time Jack suggested Cameron join his lover on vacation, he didn’t hear from him for over a year. Cameron was like that. Despite Jack’s entreaties, Cameron had cut him off. And then George had called. Jack tried hard to think how long ago that was, as George sobbed, unable to speak on the other end of the phone. He remembered now... late spring, almost a year ago.

	Thanks to George’s intervention and his advice not to expect an apology or to instigate a discussion on the ugly incident, Jack had gone to meet Cameron and George for lunch at their apartment on Waverly Place. He’d even taken Robert, at that time his new lover, though neither George nor Cameron seemed to like him.

	Their contact with Jack had been sporadic since Cameron had kidney issues last year. The two men had become remote, often not returning calls for days, sometimes weeks.

	“He... he...” George’s voice broke. “You should know it was an accident. He slipped and fell in the bathtub. Problem is... the hospital wants to donate some of his organs and you’ll need to come down here and sign these forms.”

	“You want me to do it? Why?”

	“He left everything to you. You’ve inherited his entire estate. He...” George’s voice still wobbled, but there was a bitterness to his tone now. “Yes. He left it all to you. The publishing house, the money... and... the lawsuit.”

	“What publishing house?” Jack’s brain processed the last word. “Did you say lawsuit?”

	“Please come down here. He’s at Gouverneur Health on Madison.”

	Jack hung up the phone and walked numbly through his vibrating apartment. He had one leg in his thick, brown corduroy pants when a loud thumping noise outside rattled him. And then he heard a crash in the kitchen.

	He ran to find the new French press shattered all over the floor.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Jack lived two miles from the hospital. It was faster by foot, even though he was freezing. His heavy black boots must have sprung a leak because his socks squelched as he took broad strides. He almost swooned with pleasure at the aroma of fresh, roasted chestnuts at a corner stand on icy Bleecker Street.

	He turned onto Hudson, then onto Broadway, his breath coming in painful spurts as he cleared the last two blocks to Madison. The newish Gouverneur wasn’t the amazing architectural paradise the old building was. The original, now a residence for the city’s homeless, had seen changing fortunes as a hospital. The modern-day version was cutting edge, with a stop smoking clinic Uncle Cameron had championed.

	In the lobby, Jack found George Sullivan in his pajamas, a stylish oilskin overcoat buttoned crookedly, one side of his collar up, pacing the hallway. Within seconds, they were in the hospital director’s office.

	“It was his wish to donate his organs.” George looked dreadful as he held a leather folder in shaky hands on top of the director’s desk. “I went home and retrieved Cameron’s legal papers.”

	He paused and Jack wondered if he’d been drinking. Or is he hung over from last night?

	“Found ‘em. Hidden in a wall safe.” George’s voice dropped. “He changed it behind my back... look at this... Legalzoom.com. Can you believe it? Have you ever heard of such a treachery? Thirty years I was with that man and he didn’t trust me.” He pushed the leather folder toward Jack and got to his feet. “Good luck to you.”

	“Wait...” Jack touched George’s arm. “Please stay. This is awful. I’m sure he didn’t know what he was doing...”

	“Don’t you say that. Don’t you ever say such things about that man.” George’s whole body shook with rage and, Jack knew, shock and exhaustion.

	I can’t say anything right. Jack felt a strange sensation, the smell of leaves, something crossing his face. He shook his head. Man, that had been some dream last night.

	He took George’s arm, realizing for the first time, the proud lion was getting old. The two men accepted the director’s offer of mint tea and declined transplant procedural counseling.

	“Probate takes nine months to process in New York,” George told Jack. “But since time is of the essence, you’re going to need to agree to the organ donation now.”

	“Time is of the essence,” the chief surgeon assured them. “We’d like to harvest his viable organs as soon as possible.”

	Harvest? He’s not an apple tree! Jack stared at him. Some doctors had no bedside manners. This one had the finesse of a serial killer. Jack read and signed the papers, making sure George saw every page. He felt George was mollified somewhat by Jack’s insistence that Cameron would have wanted this. Jack had to sign several papers... each for a different body part and recipient. For a moment, as he and George reached the page for corneal transplants, George fell apart again.

	“I can’t look at you, I can’t,” he shrieked. “Your eyes are just like his.”

	Jack glanced out the window. Snow fell lightly now... like sugar dust from the sky. Cameron always had had a sweet tooth. And, he’d always loved white winters. How inconsequential, Jack realized, his hand hovering. He was signing away his uncle’s body parts. Nothing in his life had prepared him for this moment. He took a deep breath and scrawled his name on the last page, catching the hospital director glancing at the wall clock.

	“Eighteen people die every day in this country waiting for organ donations,” the man said.

	Jack blinked. He swayed a bit. What an awful thing to say. Was he insinuating that Jack was taking so long, that one of those waiting might die?

	“Would you like to say goodbye to him before we begin?” the director asked, as though realizing he’d been crass.

	No. “Yes,” Jack whispered. He and George walked along the squeaky-clean corridor of the cardiac arrest unit and paused at the open door.

	All kinds of hospital workers and machines waited for the... harvest. Jack glanced at George’s teary face. Thirty years and it had come to this, his waxen-faced lover lying in bed. It wasn’t him anymore. Cameron was gone. Jack felt numb staring at the man on the bed. He couldn’t touch him. It was too painful. He took George’s thin arm.

	“You had to go native!” George’s voice oozed dark fury. He passed a hand across his brow. “Oh, Cameron. Have a nice sleep.” His voice cracked.

	“Can they have a minute alone?” Jack asked the hospital staff.

	“No. I don’t want to remember him like this.” Tears fell down George’s crumpled face.

	“Let’s go home, Georgie.” Jack kept his voice gentle.

	“I can’t leave him here. They’ll hurt him.” George was hysterical. Out in the corridor, two nurses approached them. Jack was surprised how kind they were.

	“Would you like a valium?” one of them asked him.

	“I would like to die,” was his response.

	They organized a bed for him in a private room after a brief consultation with the ward doctor. He lay on his side as a young intern came in to give him a shot in the ass.

	“Don’t look,” George attempted to smile at Jack. “He may be gone, but my ass still belongs to him.”

	Jack moved from the window, where he’d been watching the mad morning crowd on Madison and perched on the edge of the bed, holding George’s hand. George relaxed within seconds. Man, that was fast-working stuff.

	“He’ll be asleep for a couple of hours. I can’t release him unless you are taking him home,” the intern whispered. “He needs to be accompanied by somebody.”

	Jack assured him he would do this, then asked, “Am I allowed to sign a release form for him?”

	“We need the bed,” came the intern’s response. “And he didn’t have surgery. Just... um, a tranquilizer.”

	“Sign it,” George said, apparently awake. “Get on with it.”

	Jack signed yet another release form. When he was sure that George was really asleep, he moved to a chair by the window and braced himself before opening the zippered, leather folder.

	Keystone Press. Unbelievable. His uncle had opened his own publishing house and so far, had ten pretty impressive published books to his credit. All the years I’ve been struggling... he could have thrown me a bone. Jack immediately chided himself. No. Look at how he treated his lover... like an ugly secret. Jack saw contracts with at least fourteen authors. There were bank statements, spreadsheets... two of the authors made decent money, the rest were not earning money even worth mentioning. One of the newly signed authors was a British cricket player. Uncle Cameron was a lifelong cricket fanatic who had gone to see England play at The Oval in London.

	Then there was the letter. Oh, man... the letter. It was from the family of a man in... he mentally stumbled over the Hawaiian word Kalaupapa. Kah-loh-papa. Okay. Now what was going on there? The envelope was stapled to the handwritten note, postmarked Molokai. Jack knew this was a small, remote Hawaiian island. The letter, written by a man named Kalino Garcia Jr., stated that Cameron Christie had published a book that was a memoir of his father, Kalino Garcia Sr., one of the last remaining survivors of the former leper colony, Kalaupapa.

	 

	Per your letter of August ninth, my family is shocked that this book has been published since we have no record of this journal you allege was sent to you by my father. He could not have written this journal since he does not have the use of his hands and is senile. We demand that all copies of this book be destroyed, and a million dollars be paid to my family, or lawsuits will be flying...

	 

	Aloha to you, too. The family had indeed filed a lawsuit, but that didn’t faze Jack. Anyone could file a lawsuit. What did upset him was that the book, a slim volume entitled Molokai Man, was written in diary form, its entries beginning in 1951. Could Kalino Garcia have been senile way back then? Jack thumbed through the book, determined to read it. There were photographs depicting Garcia, a strapping-looking Hawaiian man in various stages of evident good health and then crippling illness. Jack could hardly look at the handsome man’s twisted, bulbous feet and hands.

	Jack studied the black and white photos of patients who were lined up in front of houses... some of their faces chewed up by the disease. Leprosy—at the time of Garcia’s banishment to Molokai it was not yet known as Hansen’s Disease—had taken its toll. The photos were sad; glimpses of journal entries, devastating.

	 

	I stepped on a six-inch nail, but didn’t feel it, even when it poked through the top of my foot...

	 

	What was missing from the file was the original journal. Clearly, Cameron had gotten hold of it somehow. He hadn’t invented the man’s existence.

	Jack looked up to find George’s glazed eyes focused on him.

	“I want to go home, Jack. Please... I want to go home.”

	 

	Jack helped George into the spacious, wonderfully decorated apartment he’d shared with Cameron all these years. It was huge by anybody’s standards, and took up half a block on the corner of Waverly and Gay, the short street that connected Waverly Place to Christopher Street.

	Jack thought about his first visit here when he was five, and all he could remember of that experience was books and music. His gaze went straight to the bookshelf on his right. The fourteen feet of books had dazzled him as a child and still did. Antique volumes collected from Cameron’s travels all over the world. Next, his glance always went to the tiles on the entrance floor. Italian, hand-painted tiles in a star-shaped pattern from the seventeenth century.

	Beyond this, the rest of the apartment boasted polished wooden floors Cameron had coveted as though they were living, breathing entities. Despite hours spent slaving over their sheen
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