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For Peggy Powers Petermann (1954–2022), who gave me a book on coral reefs when I was ten.

And for RayRay, old friend: Seven hundred and fifty thousand—no, make that a million thanks.




BEFORE THE EARTH,

before the moon,

before the stars,

before the sun,

before the sky,

even before the sea,

there was only time and Ta’aroa.

_____

TA’AROA MADE TA’AROA. Then he made an egg that could house him.

He set the egg spinning in the void. Inside the spinning egg, suspended in that endless vacuum, Ta’aroa huddled, waiting.

With all that endless time and all that eternal waiting, Ta’aroa grew weary inside his egg. So he shook his body and cracked the shell and slid out of his self-made prison.

Outside, everything was muted and still. And Ta’aroa saw that he was alone.

Ta’aroa was an artist, so he played with what he had. His first medium was eggshell. He crunched the shell into countless pieces and let them fall. The pieces of eggshell drifted down to make the foundations of the Earth.

His second medium was tears. He cried in his boredom and his loneliness, and his tears filled up the Earth’s oceans and its lakes and all the world’s rivers.

His third medium was bone. He used his spine to make islands. Mountain chains appeared wherever his vertebrae rose above his pooled tears.

Creation became a game. From his fingernails and toenails, he made the scales of fish and the shells of turtles. He plucked out his own feathers and turned them into trees and bushes, which he filled with birds. With his own blood, he spread a rainbow across the sky.

Ta’aroa summoned all the other artists. The artists came forward with their baskets full of materials—sand and pebbles, corals and shells, grass and palm fronds and threads spun from the fibers of many plants. And together with Ta’aroa, the artists shaped and sculpted Tāne, the god of forests and peace and beauty and all crafted things.

Then the artists brought the other gods into being—scores of them. Kind ones and cruel ones, lovers and engineers and tricksters. And these gods filled in the rest of the unfolding world with color and line and creatures of all kinds—land, air, and sea.

Tāne decided to decorate the sky. He toyed with the possibilities, dotting the blackness with points of light that spun around the center of the night in great pinwheels. He made the sun and moon, which split time into day and night.

Now that there were days and months, now that the world was sparked with branching and unfolding life, now that the sky was itself a work of art, it was time for Ta’aroa to finish his game. He fashioned and split the world into seven layers, and in the bottommost layer he put people—someone to play with at last.

He watched the people puzzle things out, and it delighted him. The people multiplied and filled the lowest layer like fish fill up a reef. The people found plants and trees and animals and shells and rocks, and with all their discoveries they made new things, just as Ta’aroa had made the world.

Growing in number, human beings felt hemmed in. So when they discovered the portal that led up to the level of the world above theirs—the doorway that Ta’aroa had hidden just for them—they pried it open, passed through, and started spreading out again, one layer higher.

And so people kept on filling and

climbing, filling and climbing.

But each new layer still

belonged to Ta’aroa,

who set all things

moving from

inside his

spinning

egg.




IT TOOK A DISEASE EATING MY BRAIN to help me remember.

The three of us were walking home from campus one night in December, almost forty years ago. The year that Ina first set foot on a continent. We had seen a student production of The Tempest and she’d sobbed through the whole last act. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why.

Rafi and I escorted her back to her boardinghouse, a dozen blocks from the Quad. Ina wasn’t used to square blocks. They disoriented her. She kept getting turned around. Everything distracted her and stopped her in her tracks. A crow. A gray squirrel. The December moon.

We tried to warm her, Rafi and I, one on each side, each almost twice her height. Her first-ever winter. The cold was homicidal. She kept saying, “How can people live in this? How do the animals survive? It’s insanity! Pure madness!”

Then she stopped in place on the sidewalk and yanked us both by the elbows. Her red face was round with awe. “Oh, God. Look at that. Look at that!” Neither of us could tell what in the world she was seeing.

Little pellets were dropping through the air and landing on the grass with a faint click. They stuck to the ends of the frozen blades like white, wet flowers. I hadn’t even noticed. Nor had Rafi. Chicago boys, raised on the lake effect.

Ina had never seen anything like it. She was watching bits of eggshell fall from the sky to make the Earth.

She stood there on the iron sidewalk, freezing to death, cursing us in joy. “Would you look at that? Look at that! You stupid shits! Why didn’t you tell me about snow?”




INA AROITA WENT DOWN TO THE BEACH ON A SATURDAY morning to look for pretty materials. She took her seven-year-old Hariti with her. They left Afa and Rafi at the house, playing on the floor with toy transforming robots. The beach was only a short walk down from their bungalow near the hamlet of Moumu, on the shallow rise between the cliffs and the sea on the eastern coast of the island of Makatea, in the Tuamotu Archipelago in French Polynesia, as far from any continent as habitable land could get—a speck of green confetti, as the French called these atolls, lost on an endless field of blue.

Born in Honolulu to a Hawaiian petty officer first class and a Tahitian flight attendant, raised on naval bases in Guam and Samoa, educated at a gigantic university in the American Midwest, Ina Aroita had worked for years as a maid for a luxury hotel chain in Papeete, Tahiti, before boating 150 miles over to Makatea to garden and fish and weave and knit a little and raise two children and try to remember why she was alive.

Makatea was where Rafi Young caught up with her again at last. And on that island, the two of them married and raised a family as well as they could, away from the growing sadness of the real world.

Four years on Makatea convinced Ina Aroita that she was alive for the sole purpose of enjoying her moody husband and their two children, her crab boy Afa and her timid dancer Hariti. She grew things—yam, taro, breadfruit, chestnut, eggplant, avocado. She made things—shell sculptures and pandanus baskets and mandala-painted rocks. Sometimes one of the handful of tourists who sailed to Makatea to see the fabled ruins or climb the spectacular cliffs would buy a piece or two.

Ina Aroita built her beachcomber assemblages in her yard, turning the fringe of jungle behind her restored cottage into an open-air museum for no one. Tendrils of Homalium and Myrsine grew over her work and covered it in green, the way the jungle buried the island’s rusted engine parts and remnant railroad from the time of the phosphate mines.

On that Saturday, mother and daughter combed through the stretch between high and low tides, sifting for riches. The treasures were plentiful: clam and crab and snail shells, pretty bits of coral and obsidian polished by the merciless surf. They walked across the salt-sprayed rocks down to where the waves broke. Troves of incredible loot hid everywhere in plain sight.

Hariti found a flat blue stone that sparkled when she wetted it.

“Is it a jewel, Maman?”

“Oh, it’s a jewel, all right. Like you!”

The girl decided it was safe to laugh. She stuffed the stone into a mesh bag to bring back up to the house. Later, she and her mother would plan together what to make with all their smooth, speckled, shining things.

While they searched, Ina Aroita told her daughter all about Ta’aroa.

“Can you believe it? He built the world out of shells from his own egg!”

Ina had learned the tale from her own mother, at the soft-serve shack on Waikiki Beach two miles down from Diamond Head, when she was seven years old. And now she taught it to this new and strange seven-year-old artist who badly needed myths of bold enterprise. The world with all its bright and surprising contents was created out of boredom and emptiness. Everything started by holding still and waiting. The perfect story to tell such a dark and anxious child.

Ina was just getting to her favorite part, where Ta’aroa calls up all the artists to help him, when Hariti let loose a bloodcurdling cry. Ina scrambled over the rocks toward her daughter, searching everywhere for the threat. There was always a threat, with Hariti. Her birth parents had died just as she was reaching the age of memory, and she never forgot that the world was forever poised to take everything.

Whatever the threat this time, Ina couldn’t see it. Nothing on the length of that beach had the power to harm them. The coast was truly clear, all the way up the curving shore and around the headlands to the ghost settlement of Teopoto at the island’s northern tip. And still Ina’s excitable girl froze in place, wailing.

The terror lay two steps in front of Hariti’s small bare feet. In a shallow pit on the beach lay the corpse of a bird. Its limp wings draped, its legs sprawled, and the beaked head hung helpless to one side: an albatross, dead for a long time. It was not fully grown, for the wings of a full-grown albatross would have stretched twice the height of Ina Aroita. Still, the bird spread over the beach, almost as big as Hariti.

The soft parts had dissolved into a golden outline against the gray sand. The pinnate remains of the rotting wings looked like dried palm fronds. Two great sticks—the creature’s humeri—came out of the empty shoulder sockets. The silhouette still struggled to rise and fly away.

A chunk of sternum and the slim brown bands of friable rib enclosed what was left of the bird’s abdomen. Inside that chest, immune to decomposing, lay two fistfuls of plastic pieces.

Hariti screamed again and kicked sand at the dead thing. She took a step toward the carcass in disgust, as if to tread on the remains and grind them into the beach. Her mother tugged her back, too hard. But the shock of being yanked back and held tight at last halted the girl’s howling.

“What happened to it? Why is that stuff inside?”

She asked in English, a new habit that Ina Aroita was trying to break.

“Il a mangé un truc qu’il n’aurait pas dû.” It ate something it shouldn’t have.

“Like junk food?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Why did it eat junk food, Mom? It’s a bird. Birds eat good food.”

“It got confused.”

Ina’s every answer made the world more terrifying. The girl pressed her wet face into her mother’s bare thigh.

“It’s creepy, Maman. Make it go away.”

“It’s a creature, Hariti. We should give it a good burial.”

That idea took hold of the girl, who loved both rituals and digging in the sand. But as Hariti started to drop handfuls of ground-up coral and shells onto the cadaver, Ina Aroita stopped her again. Ina reached her hand into the chest of the decomposing bird and drew out two bottle caps, a squirt top, the bottom of a black film canister at least fifteen years old, a disposable cigarette lighter, a few meters of tangled-up monofilament line, and a button in the shape of a daisy.

She popped the colored hoard into their mesh bag, alongside the morning’s other treasures.

“Nous pouvons faire quelque chose avec ceux-ci.” We can make something with these.

But she had no idea what.

They shaped the grave into a mound, round and smooth. Hariti wanted to put a cross at the head, like the graves in the island’s two churchyards. So they made a cross out of hibiscus twigs and pushed it into the sand. Then they lined the mound with green snail shells and small yellow pebbles.

“Say a prayer, Maman.”

Ina paused over the choice of languages. This confused bird might have come all the way from Antarctica, via Australia or Chile. It had lived its life mostly on the water. Ina said a few words in Tahitian, because French and English didn’t seem right and she knew too little of the many strains of Tuamotuan to say anything useful.

Fifteen minutes after their brief service, Ina’s daughter was skipping down to the waves again, finding new jewels, as if death by plastic ingestion were just another inscrutable myth, as mysterious as a god huddled up in a spinning egg before the beginning of the world.




I’M SUFFERING FROM WHAT we computer folks call latency. Retreating into the past, like my mother did in her last years. This curse doesn’t always run in families, but sometimes it does. Who knows? Maybe my mother had it, too. Maybe the undiagnosed disease lay behind the accident that killed her.

As more recent months and years grow fuzzy, the bedrock events of my childhood solidify. Closing my eyes, I can see my first bedroom high up in the crow’s nest of our Evanston Castle in more detail than memory should permit: the student desk cluttered with plastic sharks and rays. The shelf of deep-sea books. The globe of a fishbowl filled with guppies and swordtails. The closet piled high with masks and snorkels and dried sea fans and chunks of coral and fish fossils from the Devonian Period, bought at the Shedd Aquarium gift shop.

On the wall above my bed hung a framed article from the Trib dated January 1, 1970: “First in Line for the New Decade.” I must have read that thing a thousand times, growing up. The black-and-white picture showed me, newborn Todd Keane, delivered in Saint Francis Hospital, Evanston, in the barest fraction of a second after midnight, staring at the camera with infant bafflement, trying to focus on the great mystery looming up in front of me.

Mr. First in Line: My parents called me that for years. It put some pressure on me when I was small. An only child, I took the title and the birthright seriously. I bent under the obligation to become the first person to reach the Future.

And here I am, successful at last.

MY MOTHER DIDN’T WANT to wreck her perfect body with childbirth, but my father needed someone he could play chess with at home, any time of day or night. I don’t know how they settled the matter. Maybe rock, paper, scissors. Feats of skill. Moot court or Oxford-style debate. Maybe I was born by a roll of the dice.

One continuous war game between the two of them dominated my entire childhood. Their tournament was driven as much by lust as by hatred, and each of them took their different superpowers into the fray. My father: the strength of mania. My mother: the cunning of the downtrodden. I was a precocious four-year-old when I realized that my parents were locked in a contest to inflict as much harm on each other as possible without crossing over the line into fatality—just enough pure pain to trigger the excitement that only rage could bring. It was a kind of reciprocal autoerotic strangulation of the soul, and both parties were generous givers and grateful recipients.

My father was a quick man, so quick that he found much of the rest of the world tedious. He worked in the pit at the Chicago Board of Trade, in the age before electronic trading. A warrior of the open-outcry system, he stood in the heart of the octagon as the furious waves of capitalism crashed all around him. Casting a cold eye on others’ fears and turning them to a profit, his brain knew no difference between thrill and stress. Keeping his head while others swelled and broke, making and losing insane amounts of money all with little twists of the palm and flicks of the finger (backed up by delirious screaming), had long ago flooded his cortex with so many surging neurotransmitters that he could no longer function without constant low-level threats to his well-being. These my homemaker mother dutifully supplied.

Other doses took the form of a souped-up 450SL convertible, a Cessna Skyhawk that he kept at Midway and liked to take out in rough weather, and a mistress who carried an unregistered Smith & Wesson Model 61 in her Louis Vuitton leather shoulder pochette.

My mother was a closet romantic. When she found out about my father’s secret life, she hired a private detective to hunt down a boy who had doted on her at New Trier High School and who went on to play utility infielder in the Cubs’ farm system for several years before buying into an AMC dealership in Elk Grove. She was constantly breaking up and furiously reuniting with this man in semi-public places, all but begging my father to put an end to it. My father rose lovingly to the bait, time and again.

Don’t get me wrong: If being rich meant having feckless parents, I accepted that. I loved being rich. The consolation prizes were many and outstanding. But I hated my father for betraying my mother, and I hated my mother for betraying me. I wasn’t old enough yet to know how to pretend that everything would be fine. The secret seemed to be to find some other place to live.

I found that place under Lake Michigan. When my mind raced and the future rushed at me with knives, the only thing that helped was looking out from the castle and seeing myself walking across the bottom of the lake.

All dramas sounded muffled, under the water. I knew this from summers on the Lee Street and Lighthouse Beaches. All friends and foes looked fluid and subdued, crawling through liquid resistance with a languid blue-green cast. On the floor of the lake, there were no people. I couldn’t imagine a better place to live.

MY FATHER WRECKED HIS BACK while skiing with his mistress in Big Sky. He came within millimeters of full paralysis. The pain crippled him, and he needed immediate surgery. My mother took me to Montana to see him as he never was—prostrate and almost benign. They gazed at each other and grabbed hands, fused again by near-disaster. But the minute the ICU nurse stepped out, they were at each other’s throats.

“You told me you were in New York for a convention.”

“You’re so gullible! Why would a Chicago pit trader go to New York for a convention?”

She whispered, as if I couldn’t hear, “You are a piece of sordid shit and I’m divorcing you.”

“Too late!” His bright eyes danced with oxycodone. “My lawyers are working on the papers already.”

My mother gasped, and her whole body folded. You can’t play poker against a pit trader, especially one who doesn’t care if he wins or loses. My father just wanted to score one more point.

He reached out with his good arm and embraced her waist. “I love you,” he said. “You’ll believe anything.”

THEY NEVER STOPPED THREATENING to divorce. One June night when I was five, Mr. First in Line sat at his student desk up on the third floor of the castle turret, cowering from the shouts rising from the kitchen two floors below me. My father’s voice was as brisk as a news announcer’s. “Bitch! I cannot wait to be free of you.” My mother snorted. “Free? You stupid cocksucker. You’ll have Toddy. He was your idea.” There came more shouting, then nothing at all, then soft screams of animal satisfaction begging for more.

I looked out at the lake, and as I had learned to do, I proceeded to walk into it. I walked along the bottom of the green and muted mystery, all the way across to Michigan, which I imagined as a land of dunes and beachgrass.

THAT SUMMER, THE ALEWIVES DIED. All up and down the beaches of the city, hundreds of thousands of fish lay rotting. Belatedly, I realized: When I walked underwater to another state, the lake wasn’t empty, as its surface made it seem. It teemed with living things. At first this terrified me. But soon enough, it turned wonderful. The next time I walked across the bottom of the lake to Michigan, it was through shoals of fish, all swimming up to examine me as if I were the most amazing thing.

SO KEEP THAT MUCH IN MIND: After the hundreds of hours of video, after the countless interviews, after the two biographies (neither one authorized), after the hundreds of thousands of web pages and documents about me and my company, the millions of emails and texts and phone transcripts, the endless digital bread crumbs of a life lived under surveillance in the public fishbowl, after everything that the data lead you to infer, none of the rest of the puzzle of my life makes any sense without this one piece.

It’s a simple, small thing, but I’ve never told anyone but you.

When I was young, I could breathe underwater.




INA AND HARITI UNPACKED THEIR RICHES LATER THAT morning. They lined up their finds by color on the edge of the brick front walk in the midday sun. Ina plucked out the film canister and lighter and all the other man-made trinkets from the treasure line and put them in a bucket, quarantined by the porch.

The man-made pieces were ugly. They had killed a bird. Just looking at them made Ina sick. But she couldn’t throw them away. Where could she throw them, anyway, where they wouldn’t drift back on the tide to kill something else?

The colored bits of plastic fascinated Afa when he came out to look. Ina’s son was drawn to them more than to the shells and rocks. He kept fingering the toxic junk, asking, “You found them? In a bird? Inside the bird?”

He craved them. He and his father could make them into playing pieces for all kinds of games. He asked several times in quick succession, Can I, can I, can I just …?

“No, mon ange. I need them for something.”

“For what?”

Ina had no clue. The bits of rubbish sat in the sun, waiting for her to decide their fate. The expectation oozing from them infuriated her. She wanted to punish them. She pictured a mother albatross, coughing the plastic pieces up her own throat and into the mouths of her young.

_____

THAT NIGHT MĀUI VISITED her dreams. Which Māui—whether the Hawaiian, the Tahitian, the Māorian, the Samoan, the Tongan, the fire-bringer, the sun-stopper, the magic fishhook maker, or the wormy rapist of goddesses—she wasn’t quite sure. It was embarrassing. She didn’t want to tell the god that she didn’t believe in him and that he really shouldn’t be there.

Things grew strange, as they will in dreams. The rules of existence got folded up into the waving fronds of great coconut palms. Things happened that may have involved sex. Bodies were being pressed down like copra, into their original, oldest selves.

She woke, choking.

She heard her husband say, “It’s okay. You’re awake.” She couldn’t see how the one fact followed from the other. Holding each other’s shoulders in the dark, both felt the irony without either saying it out loud: by long tradition, it was her job to rouse him from nightmares.

Rafi longed to know her night fears. But he didn’t ask. She loved that about him: he could love, fight his own terrors, and leave her alone to do the same.

His hand drew slow spirals, tattooing her back. “All good?”

All was not good. She didn’t want to brave unconsciousness again. But neither did she really want to tell him the nightmare. What would her husband think about the trickster coming to take her in her dreams?

“The gods are bothering me, for some reason.”

“Hey. They do that shit sometimes.”

She elbowed him in the flank. But his thin and too-findable ribs reminded her of the bird, and the image of her skinny black husband filled up with colorful plastic was worse than the nightmare had been.

He turned away from her and curled up on his side, gone again in minutes. She held on to his shoulders, as if riding a leatherback turtle—a beast longer than her husband was tall—along the thousand miles of the archipelago and far out to open water.

A leatherback, she’d once read, must cry two gallons of water every hour, just to keep its blood less salty than the sea.




I’D BARELY STOPPED TEETHING when my father started me on Chutes and Ladders. He rolled and moved for me, our pieces climbing heavenward or falling back down toward hell at random. Teaching me that game before I was old enough was just one small move in his patient grand strategy. He was training me up for the good stuff. Someday, I would provide a challenge to him in the long and desolate hours when the Board of Trade was closed.

From Chutes and Ladders we progressed to Sorry!, then Parcheesi, before arriving at our first major landmark: backgammon. Roll two dice and move your people in a great circle, racing home: even a reticent little submarining boy could handle that.

The game was five thousand years old, and my father was thirty-seven. He fancied himself a strong player, and for our first fifty games he wiped the floor with me. He was not generous with pointers; the whole grand plan depended on me learning things for myself, so that one day I would grow up to be as clever as he was, making and losing fortunes in mere days. Leaving me to flounder was his idea of the perfect education.

After an especially stinging defeat, I’d sob my way up to my room at the top of the turret. When my mother stepped in to defend me, my father strengthened her character much as he had just strengthened mine. It’s amazing my mother and I kept playing against him. But the truth was, I had begun to see things.

Not hallucinations, yet. Those wouldn’t come until decades later. But I did see living, changing patterns all the same. In my mind, the backgammon dice began to resemble a creature built up through time, thin at both ends and fat in the middle, not unlike the Little Prince’s drawing of the snake that had eaten an elephant. There was only one way of making a two or a twelve, but six ways to roll a seven. The maker of the world whispered that secret to me, and it changed everything.

From that moment, the board turned into a seething hive, where the pitfalls and promise of each location rose and fell with each move. The twenty-four points of the circular route began to pulse with plans, like kids jockeying for power on a playground. Whole new ways of shepherding my people to safety called to me. I stopped grabbing at quick payoffs and started making moves that would leave me with the best chance for better moves ahead. And the best moves of all were the ones that made my father’s chances worse.

My first win came on a Saturday in July. We were playing on his Flicka 20 sailboat, bobbing with its sail down half a mile northeast of Wilmette Harbor. This was before cell phones, and playing backgammon with his son while sailing, reading, and listening to the Cubs game on the radio was near the upper limit of recreations that my father could cram in at once. When I started bearing off my pieces well before he had all his own pieces in his home board, he set down the book and turned off the radio. But it was too late. All the dice-cursing in the world wasn’t enough to catch me.

“Again,” he commanded. “Let’s go.”

This time, with sustained luck and my newfound ability to see the changing patterns that animated the board, I beat the best my father had to offer.

I thought he might lay into me. I was mistaken. “Best of five,” he declared. “And if you win, I’ll take you to Kroch’s and Brentano’s and you can get any book in the store.”

My father doubled down. He took the next two games. Neither was even close.

In game five, I tumbled from grace into hell as if we were back playing Chutes and Ladders. I wanted that book so badly my hands shook, and I felt the prize slipping away. The patterns dancing across the board turned scattershot. My moves grew as random as the roll of the dice.

I jumped off the side of the sailboat and sank to the bottom of the lake. There, in the murky womb of the opaque water, my friends the fish found me. They took me to a slow place many leagues underneath the bottom of the boat, far beneath hope and anxiety, smelling of sand and algae. Then they began to feed me moves, every one of them perfect.

I played my game, move by dictated move, and when the final blow fell, my father drew back as if slapped. But, appraising his loss, he beamed.

“Bookstore, first thing tomorrow morning. Tomorrow afternoon I’m going to kick your ass at checkers.”

He sailed the boat back to the marina, singing sea chanteys. My fish had gone silent.




A QUARTER OF THE WORLD SUFFERS FROM INSOMNIA. THAT means twenty or so people on Makatea lay awake the night Ina couldn’t sleep. Maybe fewer, on an island like that. The place lies four thousand miles from the nearest survivable continent. That must give a little peace of mind. And no need for a white noise machine: you can hear the surf from almost anywhere.

Call it a dozen sleepless souls waiting for oblivion that wouldn’t come. Eighty-two people on an island not half the size of Manhattan, and twelve weren’t sleeping.

Ina Aroita tossed for hours, wrestling with the trickster Māui.

The two inseparable fishermen, Puoro and Patrice, who jointly owned a twenty-foot wooden fishing boat, were trying their nighttime luck beyond the island’s western shoals.

Wen Lai, the owner of Makatea’s only store, stayed up until dawn despite himself, poring over a doorstop-thick tome of science fiction, obsessed with finding out what would happen when the aliens beamed hallucinations directly into the minds of Earthlings.

As on most nights, a few crabbers with underpowered flashlights risked everything searching for kaveu—coconut crabs—up on the central plateau. They crossed and recrossed the treacherous limestone pinnacles and pits that ran along the length of the island like a surgical scar. Some of the paths were half the width of the crabbers’ flip-flops, and a slip into the jagged pits on either side meant death.

Tamatoa, the Hermit of the ghost town Tahiva on the southern tip of the island, fought unconsciousness. His motto was scrawled on the walls of his hut in red vegetable dye: ALERT OR DEAD! He never slept, or at least he was never around to notice when he did. He certainly never slept at night, because he knew the night to be superior to the day and far more interesting. At night, every stirring of the sea made bursts of blue light.

Makatea’s elected mayor and tāvana, Didier Turi, lay awake beset with worries. Le Maire had just learned things about the island’s future that none of the eighty-one other inhabitants had any idea about yet. That was the price of office, and it turned his restless leg into a full-body aerobic workout.

His wife Roti had moved out to the bed on their back deck, to escape his twitching. That left Didier an expanse of kapok all his own to turn into a solo soccer field of backward passes and hedgehog defense. Out on the deck, Roti slept deeply. She always did better in the remote bed than she did in her own, next to her twitching husband.

A few decades before, three thousand people lived on the island. Three thousand had dropped off to eighty-two in the space of one lifetime. That was like the population of the world that night plunging by morning to what it had been when the Europeans started using the horse collar and the Arabs picked up papermaking from the Chinese. Eighty-two relentless survivors, and twelve couldn’t sleep.

_____

LYING NEXT TO INA in their mosquito-netted bed, Rafi Young dreamed his fourth-most-common nightmare. The first day of first grade was coming around again, as it had thousands of times in his life. His father, the Chicago firefighter, was going to make him walk to school. His mother thought the bus would be safer. Rafi watched from the top of the stairs as his father hauled off at his mother. Damn it to hell, woman. This ain’t K-Town. My son gotta learn to walk through his own neighborhood.

Sondra Young bought Rafi a flaming orange cap and coat, so she could watch her boy through the front window of their low-rise Chicago Housing Authority row house near Fifteenth and Ashland and follow him as he walked the four blocks to Joseph Medill Elementary School. Flaming orange: She could spot him the whole way. So could every thug in the entire school.

She only wanted to keep him from harm. But every time Rafi reached the school—and even in late middle age he ran the gauntlet several times a year—the kids of Medill mocked that coat without mercy, spewing hate and scorn at him until he broke down in tears and his name was ruined forever.

Always in the nightmare, he threw the coat and cap in a dumpster behind the building after school, just as he had done in real life decades ago. He sliced his arms in five places with a broken bourbon bottle and went home to tell his mother that some kids stole the coat and beat the living daylights out of him.

The dream never departed much from what had happened that day. Rafi and his sister listening from the upstairs bedroom as their parents’ shouts seeped up through the floorboards. His mother and father blaming each other for the disaster. His little sister begging him, Make them quit, Rahrah. Make them stop.

He had stopped trying to make them stop a long time before. The dream had decades ago become a routine of passive acquiescence in the face of what would never stop. In the nightmare, as always in real life, his father punched his mother, for her own good. And the dream ended when the punching woke the frightened first-grader up and promoted him once again to instant fatherhood all his own.

_____

BUT BACK IN THE DREAM, and beyond it: The next morning, when Rafi’s father went on his next twenty-four-hour-shift at Engine 44 Truck 36 Fire Station in East Garfield Park, Sondra Young took Rafi and Little Sondy away in a car to live with a friend on South Morgan until she could get a divorce. And there, Rafi Young learned again and again how he had wrecked his family and ruined their collective futures. The lesson was a simple one, reinforced by a lifetime of continuing education: everything that happened to the Young family afterward—the half century of their shared pain and suffering—all started with one little lie.

The dream had grown rarer over the course of half a century. With a Ph.D. in ed psych, Rafi now worked at Makatea’s one-room school, helping, in his spotty French, to teach the island’s nine school-age children. He was as happily underemployed as anyone in French Polynesia. His own son’s greatest crisis was that his father refused to let him go crabbing on the pinnacles of the old phosphate mines at night. It seemed like a step upward on the ladder of psychic trauma. Despite every lesson life had ever taught him, Rafi Young found himself believing at times that islands could sometimes heal.

But Ina’s own nightmare triggered his dream again that night. While his wife held on to his back in the dark, Rafi dreamed through his first day of school as it had always gone. The orange cap and coat. The self-organizing brutality of first-graders. The cut arms. The stupid lie. His sister’s pleading. His father’s violent self-defense. The wreck of his family, laid at his feet.

This time through, a part of his sleeping brain chuckled a little at the storybook drama of it all.




I WANDERED AROUND THE BOOKSTORE for so long looking for my prize that my father lost it. “All right, already. Pick one and be done with it.”

But that was the problem: How could I pick the right one when it might be any book in the entire store? Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. I started my rounds again, across Chicago’s finest chain bookstore’s two large floors.

“Five minutes,” my father said. “Then I’m picking one for you.”

I was in the Nature and Science section of the Young Adult books when my eyes fell on a turquoise spine with shimmering letters that read Clearly It Is Ocean. I opened the book and was dismayed. The font was smaller and denser than I liked. But the pictures of surreal sea life were incredible, and I wanted them. On the back was a picture of a skinny woman with long red hair and a diving mask pulled up over her radiant face. I had never seen an adult look so fulfilled. One glance at the author and I fell in love as only a ten-year-old can.

My father scowled at my choice. “Are you sure?”

I was sure.

“Are you sure you’re sure?” He waved his hand, taking in all the superior treasures that I was passing up.

I was sure. The author in the photo was sure. All the fish in all the lakes and oceans were sure. Clearly this was the book I was meant to have.

I READ THE BOOK every day for two weeks. When I finished, I started it again from the beginning. The book sparked endless living experiments inside my head. Every page animated the incalculably large and inexplicably bizarre universe beneath the ocean’s surface. Each sentence was a blue-black mystery populated by creatures more fantastic than any role-playing dungeon crawl.

Thirty thousand kinds of fish. Fish that migrated their faces across to the sides of their bodies as they grew. Fish whose barrel heads were transparent, revealing their brains. Fish that changed from male to female. Fish that grew their own fishing rods out of their heads. Fish that lived inside the bodies of other living creatures.

But the book insisted that even the oddest fish was still my first cousin, compared to the other beings down there. The ocean teemed with primordial life—monsters left behind from evolution’s oldest back alleys—ring-shaped, tube-shaped, shapeless, impossible plant-animal mash-ups with no right to exist, beasts so unlikely I wondered if my beloved author invented them.

Evanston was nothing. Chicago was nothing. Illinois and even the U.S. were a joke. There were insanely different ways of being alive, behaviors from another galaxy dreamed up by an alien God. The world was bigger, stranger, richer, and wilder than I had a right to ask for. The trauma of Keane Castle faded. Life on land couldn’t hurt me anymore.

Throughout the book were pictures of the tall redheaded author diving, gracing the decks of ships in her wet suit, or cavorting with dolphins and giant manta rays. She’d had more adventures than any superhero, communing with sharks and mapping wrecked battleships on the floor of the Pacific. She was fearless and free, and her dives set off the weirdest cascade of tingles through my ten-year-old body. The pictures of her on her expeditions filled me with a happy distress, the advance warning of sensations I didn’t know existed. Reading her, I felt like something unspeakably wonderful was just about to happen to everyone. I loved the gawky explorer more than I loved my own mother, in an inchoate way I couldn’t understand. True, deep, embracing first love.

I saved up my dimes and bought another copy of the book. I cut out the pictures and hung them all over my room, reserving the space above my tiny student desk for images of the author. I wanted to read every word she had ever written, and it crushed me to learn that this was her only book. But I had this one. I had the ocean. From then on, there was nothing for me but the endlessly inventive, unfathomable deep.

I checked out every book about the oceans in the school library and the district’s bookmobile. I consumed every book with a 551.46 number in the Evanston Public. I checked out books I couldn’t yet read, just to run my fingers over the mysterious words. I studied the charts and cross-sections. I quizzed myself on the different kinds of corals and memorized which creatures lived at which depths. I learned the names of a dozen sponges. I mastered the difference between cnidarians and echinoderms, though I couldn’t pronounce either word.

I vowed to spend the rest of my life the way my love did. I would give myself to the ocean, that wilderness that made the land seem an afterthought. I would dive in all latitudes and descend to all depths, and in each place I would find whole, new, impossible kinds of life.

WE HAD TO WRITE three paragraphs for Mrs. Haga in fourth grade about what we wanted to be when we grew up. I wrote about everything I would do when the world let me become an oceanographer. I spelled the word wrong but got an A anyway. She circled the grade and wrote, I could learn something from you! The proudest moment of my entire education.

My father called me Water Boy. Like I’d willed myself to become the most pathetic child he could have birthed. I would come to him with the tale of some new, outlandish creature, and he’d just shake his head. “Whose son are you, guy?”

I wanted to know that same thing.

I’M FIFTY-SEVEN YEARS OLD. My net worth puts me in the top five hundredths of the top one percent. I created a platform from scratch that ended up with a billion devoted users. One of my former companies is on the verge of announcing a breakthrough that will rush an unsuspecting humankind into its fourth and perhaps final act. What more do I have to live for?

The answer is simple: to be buried at sea.




MAKATEA’S CRAGS ROSE STRAIGHT UP FROM THE WAVES. The whole island floated two hundred feet above a narrow beach and the rim of cerulean shallows just beyond. None of the eighty low-slung islands of the Tuamotus remotely resembled it. Only ten such uplifted plinths existed across the entire Pacific, and Makatea was the highest.

It had started out as a flat-topped seamount hidden for an eon beneath the ocean’s surface. For fifty million years, tiny sac-like animals in partnership with single-celled dinoflagellate algae fringed the mount, building miles-long underwater cities. The limestone dwellings of these corals accreted on the seamount until they broke at last above the ocean’s surface as an atoll.

For fifty million more years, mats of cyanobacteria fed on sunlight in the shallow ponds of this creature-created island. The energy they harvested went into all of life’s enterprises. One of these processes involved extracting phosphate from seawater and sequestering it in the layers of the bacteria’s own cells. As those cells died, the island’s pools filled up with phosphates.

A rash of volcanoes 150 miles to the southwest belched up the islands of Mo’orea and Tahiti. The weight of those sudden landmasses pressed down like a mallet slamming a high striker at a carnival. The seafloor bulged and lifted the fringe atoll of Makatea high into the air.

Hundreds of feet of limestone coral skeletons dissolved in two million years of tropical rain. But the phosphates did not dissolve in water. Instead, they concentrated into dense deposits, veining the shrinking column of island with a substance that human beings would come, in time, to need.

_____

MAKATEA’S FATE WAS SET in stone in 1896, a few years after France annexed the island and added it to its growing Pacific empire. That was the year when Sousa wrote “The Stars and Stripes Forever” for a country that had just committed to separate-but-equal. The year that Daimler built the first gas truck, Röntgen snapped the first X-ray, Puccini premiered La bohème, and the soon-to-be Nobel laureate Svante Arrhenius published a paper showing how rising carbon dioxide levels would soon cook the planet’s atmosphere.

In that year, a ship called the Lady M, sailing under the flag of the Pacific Islands Company, made a brief stop on the atoll of Nauru, twenty-five hundred miles northeast of Sydney. On Nauru the ship’s supercargo, a man named Denson, stumbled across a mysterious rock that he mistook for petrified wood. He pocketed the rock with vague plans of carving it into marbles for his children. The game was growing in popularity, and Denson and his children loved playing it.

Instead, Denson’s weird rock ended up as a doorstop in the Pacific Islands Company’s Sydney office. It sat there for three years, a chunk of Rheingold hidden in full view. One day, Albert Ellis, a prospector who worked for the company, came to Sydney. The doorstop caught his eye, and he sent it to be analyzed. Chunks of phosphate rock had just been found on Baker Island, two thousand miles southwest of Hawaii. Ellis suspected that more magic stone had to be out there, spread across the stray, tiny periods that punctuated the vast blank page of the Pacific.

The analysis came back. Ellis’s hunch was right. The strange doorstop contained the substance that now fed the world.

Phosphate went into making all kinds of things: detergents, construction materials, and munitions. But its effect on crops was world-changing. For fertilizer, nothing matched it. With phosphate, food yields everywhere shot straight up. Without it, civilization faced a Malthusian die-off.

The Pacific Islands Company traced its chunk of doorstop back to Nauru. Overnight, the worthless flyspeck turned into precious real estate. Nauru became a cash machine, although the residents saw little of the profit. More phosphate turned up on Banaba, not far away. The hunt for the rock that would feed the world spread south of the equator and thirty-two hundred miles east before it came across a third great lode. There, in the middle of the Pacific, lay Makatea—farther from Nauru than San Diego was from Montreal.

Makatea had reefs, soaring cliffs, and spectacular caves filled with underground springs. It teemed with insects, snails, fish, and birds, including species that existed nowhere else in the world. Fresh water abounded, a rare thing in the Pacific. Its virgin forest crawled with coconut crabs, the largest land invertebrates in the world and a delicacy on par with lobster. But the swath of phosphate running diagonally across the island trumped those other gifts and doomed them all.

Only 250 people lived on the island when the foreign joint venture came ashore in 1911 to take the magic rock. No one on Makatea who turned out to greet the invading Popa’ā knew what hit them. The Europeans promised the islanders one franc for every coconut palm destroyed, two francs for every breadfruit tree cut down, and one franc for every thousand kilograms of phosphate hauled away.

Few Makateans wanted to work for the Popa’ā. They liked their lives and found this new kind of labor barbaric. The whites had to look elsewhere for their miners. The island swelled with scores of Japanese indentured laborers. Hundreds more arrived from China, Vietnam, and islands throughout the Pacific. In time, the Compagnie Française des Phosphates de l’Océanie hired thousands of miners to excavate an island four miles wide.

Makatea turned into an anthill. The miners used no gear more advanced than picks and shovels. Each man was lowered down into a hole where he spent the rest of the day loading hand-cut phosphate rock into a bucket and breathing the dust into his lungs. Above the pit, a partner hauled up the buckets and dumped them into a wheelbarrow. When the wheelbarrow was filled, the surface man wheeled it across the growing chasms on a network of bouncing planks to a conveyor belt that fed a train whose route grew to half the length of the island. In this way, a third of Makatea became a moonscape of jagged rock pitted with cavities several feet wide and a hundred feet deep.

For decades, the island boomed. Makatea was French Polynesia’s only cash cow, and it grew into one of the most developed spots in the colony. It had electricity and plumbing, shops, billiard parlors, a bistro, tennis courts, a soccer field, and even a movie theater. It also had miners succumbing to lung disease and children dying from contaminated water.

The course of civilization is carved in ocean currents. Where sea layers mix, where rains travel or wastelands spread, where great upwellings bring deep, cold, nutrient-rich waters to the energy-bathed surface and fish go mad with fecundity, where soils turn fertile or anemic, where temperatures turn habitable or harsh, where trade routes flourish or fail: all this the global ocean engine determines. The fate of continents is written in water. And sometimes great cities owe their existence to tiny ocean islands. For a while, Makatea fed millions.

When the mines shut overnight in 1966, Makatea crashed. The large imported labor pool moved elsewhere. Many people chased jobs seven hundred miles away in the islands near Moruroa, where the French began their next ambitious Polynesian venture: blowing up atolls with nuclear bombs. The population of the island shrank to a fraction of those who had lived there before the CFPO arrived. The only enterprise left was a jungle set on revenge.

Some people of the Pacific like to say: Every island is a canoe, and every canoe is an island. When the phosphate mines closed, Makatea capsized.

_____

TO MAKATEANS, LAND—FENUA—IS SACRED, the soul’s house. But the land of Makatea ended up all over the Pacific Rim, boosting crop yields in several distant countries. Boosted yields meant rising population, and rising population powered all the breakthroughs, inventions, and miraculous discoveries of the next twelve accelerating decades. Humanity’s suite of hockey-stick graphs required phosphate rock. Makatea helped Homo sapiens subdue the Earth. But in the process, the island was consumed.

Everyone needs to eat, but few people are aware of who sets the table. Makatea l’Oublié, a few books call it: Makatea the Forgotten. But that’s a misnomer. You can’t forget what you never knew.




DAY AND NIGHT, the final pages of Clearly It Is Ocean haunted me. I couldn’t stop rereading them.

In the last chapter, the woman I crushed on with all my ten-year-old heart told of a research trip she had made off the coast of Eastern Australia. She stopped one day in the middle of a dive to watch a giant cuttlefish near the mouth of its den. This tentacled mollusk, kin to squid and octopus, was performing a long, wild color-dance for no one.

It flashed complex patterns of every imaginable color, cycling through its designs as if sending a desperate, interplanetary broadcast. It seemed to be struggling to say something, but what? The diver’s presence didn’t alarm the cuttlefish, nor was the creature responding to anything else nearby. It simply looked out toward the open ocean and went on singing in colors. The signals were long and patterned, varied and unpredictable—a burst of messages that my diver author could not decode.

I wondered if the creature might be praying. But even to an excitable child, that didn’t seem like a very scientific hypothesis.

I read and reread the book’s mysterious ending, looking for theories that would explain that cuttlefish and reveal its mystery. Everything in me was moved to help my beloved author answer the question that eluded her. So when my father (pretending it came from Santa Claus) got me the year’s most astounding new toy for that Christmas, it seemed like part of a very large design.

I’d had my share of fabulous toys over the years: telescopes, microscopes, and chemistry sets. A stunt car that always righted itself after it flipped over and crashed. An electric pegboard and little colored peg lights you could paint with. A blue plastic clockface of nursery rhyme characters that spoke out loud the rhyme of any figure that you pointed the dial at. All my best and most mysterious toys eventually succumbed to dissection as I tried to discover the source of their power.

The saucer-shaped toy that my parents gave me could do what no toy in history had ever done. On its top were four large buttons—blue, green, yellow, and red. The device invented sequences of flashing lights and musical pitches, daring me to remember and copy them by pressing the colored buttons in the right order. When I did, the sequences got longer.

It was the creature from Clearly It Is Ocean, in electronic form. It was the flashing, strobing cuttlefish singing its epic song.

The connection thrilled me, but it also fanned all my anxious need for explanation. I went to my mother and asked her how the toy worked.

“Maybe there’s a tiny genie inside.”

She was mocking me, treating my needs with contempt. I wished her at the bottom of the ocean.

I brought the device to my father, who was lying on the floor of his study listening to psychedelic rock on his new high-end stereophonic headphones he’d bought himself for Christmas. His back still tortured him and he still took pills for the pain. I poked at him until he came out from under the pricey earmuffs. Indignant, I pushed the toy into his hands.

“How does it invent the patterns? How does it remember them?”

My father gazed at the toy in a happy stupor. He always had an answer. In all my childhood, I never heard my father say, I don’t know.

“Well,” he declared, buying time. “Computing. It’s complicated.”

For weeks, I trained my memory on that machine. I worked my way up to sequences of thirty-two colored lights and pitches, twice what either of my parents could manage. That was enough to beat the game on the highest skill level. But winning produced no answer to what the patterns meant or how the device made them. I had nothing left to do with the toy but autopsy it.

I went at it with a hammer and butterknife chisel. That made my father laugh and my mother tear up. I didn’t understand either reaction. People and their emotions puzzled me. They were stupidly complex, and there was no way to break them apart and see what was inside.

Cracking open my toy produced no answers. All I found in its guts was a green circuit board. It looked like a little city with metallic streets. In that city were two rectangular buildings, black, with eight pairs of silver legs. The buildings could not be opened or inspected. There was nothing more to take apart. There was no way to look deeper inside. The toy was dead.

I was stymied in my search for understanding until a few months later when, for my eleventh birthday, my parents gifted me a hulking black-and-white TV tube hooked up to a fat gray keyboard and a cassette deck. When I powered it up, nothing happened. In white all-caps letters at the top left of the screen, it read:

READY >_

“What is it ready for?” my mother asked.

My father looked unimpressed. “Not much, apparently.”

But Mr. First in Line knew. Everything inside my eleven-year-old brain was flashing: Ready or not, here comes everything.

WHO KNOWS HOW a boy’s thoughts work? Each hidden message led to the next. I loved the woman who wanted to know what the cuttlefish was saying. I had a toy that flashed in similar mysterious patterns. A brand-new present—this so-called personal computer—gave me a way to peer into that toy’s secret codes. And that might help me crack the cuttlefish’s wild song. The gray plastic box and keyboard were ready for anything. Clearly, they, too, were ocean.

Half a century later, as the rogue proteins eat my brain and rob me of my ability to remember, I can hold a five-inch flat black slab up to my face and ask, “What is the name of that old toy from the 1970s that created sequences of colored lights for you to copy?” And the little black monolith, always ready, remembers everything for me.




DIDIER TURI HELD HIS CELL TO HIS FACE IN HIS OFFICE IN the Town Hall, next to the open-walled community center. Le Maire listened, punctuating the words of the official on the other end with staccato bursts of, Oui, bien sûr—Oui, certainement. All the while he looked at the map on his wall and thought: Menteur! Liar!

He did not mean the map itself, although the map did lie. Almost all print maps of the Pacific did, in showing things that, at scale, should have been invisible. Even if the ocean map had been the size of Turi’s nine-foot-wide office wall, the twelve-hundred-mile-long chain of a hundred and twenty–some islands and atolls of French Polynesia would have taken up just over one foot, and Didier’s tiny island would still be only four-hundredths of an inch across.

But the real liar was the man on the other end of the call, the one who bent the truth in two on behalf of the President of French Polynesia. That title was itself a bit of a lie, given that the so-called overseas country over which the so-called President governed was itself a fabrication. The twelve-hundred-mile-long archipelago was not a real country. It was a collectivity, ultimately administered by France, a country that hung on to the former colony despite the mounting costs of ownership.

And the so-called President’s man was pouring falsehoods into Didier’s ear.

“The Council of Ministers believed they had your approval.”

“Bien
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