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The future is unknowable, but the past should give us hope.


Churchill


 


Un acteur juge réellement … avec sa sensibilité et sa personne physique—non avec son esprit.
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INTRODUCTION


The Case of David Stacton





Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) In 2012 Faber Finds began reissuing a selection of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.


 


He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.


 


Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on January 20 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage today, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





At the end of 1957, having settled the sequencing of the ‘Invincible Questions’ trilogy, Stacton advised Charles Monteith by letter that his next novel would concern ‘Guerrero’s adventures in Yucatan: joining the Mayas and helping defeat the Spanish for a while, and all that …’ The italics are mine. Note, too, the presumption (or affectation?) that Monteith would know precisely whom Stacton was talking about. And yet Gonzalo Guerrero was an obscure historical figure, the evidence of his existence based on patchy sources. The legend as Stacton must have known it described a shipwreck that brought the Spaniard Guerrero to the Yucatán in the early 1500s: there he would renounce his Spanish identity, marry a princess, father the first mestizo children and, finally, take arms in resistance against the advances of conquistadors from his native land. Whomever Guerrero might have been, though, the lineaments of this account were undeniably useful to an imaginative historical novelist, offering the example of a doomed but noble hero interposed between the steel-helmeted colonisers from Europe and the indigenous peoples of the Americas.


Stacton promised Monteith that A Signal Victory would be ‘fairly short … concise, anyway, and rather explicit’. Though he could at times be disingenuous in issuing such assurances, he was, on this occasion, as good as his word. The novel flows fast, Stacton as assured as ever of the epoch and terrain and human character that he is re-imagining into life on the page. You sense, as usual, his conservative-minded confidence that all lives have been lived before, all achievable truths established, and available as such to the questing author of fiction. And Guerrero’s story is no way impeded by Stacton’s penchant for ruminating upon history even as he restages it.


With the work done and dusted in May of 1960 Stacton would confess to Monteith that A Signal Victory was ‘a book I feel squeamish about … it’s a book about, whereas a book should be its subject’. But here Stacton was only belatedly setting himself a bar that he never truly tried to clear: he is always a presence in his work, his choice of subject just as revealing of him as his work is in revealing that subject. He need not have offered the self-criticism: A Signal Victory is among Stacton’s most compelling productions, and draws the reader into his vision of history as engrossingly as any.


Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2014
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ONE





I


If you live close to the end, as today we all do, you want to see the course by which the eagle makes his swift descent. Unlike the dove, he leaves a trail of smoke, somehow, in the air. Not that there will not be a new world, but this is the end of ours. And being selfish, we are concerned with that.


Against the air of Yucatan one sees that trail very well, even after 400 years, for the sky down there is indelible. Nothing that has ever happened under it has ever been erased.


Wandering round those serene ruins, from which the jungle has by science been temporarily protracted, climbing those fatiguing stairs, looking at those toothy and imperturbable processions carved on stone, one finds oneself baffled and anxious, as usual, in civilization’s historic consulting room. Diagnostics, as we know, proceed by parallels. What, then, will the judges of the secret court make of our case?


The ruins of Yucatan impose sobriety. They were a world. They are a world. Like the ruins of Angkor, they have something to teach which no one would ever be fool enough to learn. And there, often, one cannot help thinking, as the Mexicans sometimes think, of one who went down with them. In our time, for us, that is the only hero we can have: the one who tells us how to go.


No man would ever be defeated by himself. It is better, in that case, to go.


Yet though a taste for elegies is pleasing to the elegiac, it does not represent our true feeling, nor, 400 years ago, was Yucatan a ruin.


Instead, it was not a wilderness, but an Empire, a little broken, overwhelmed by flood and invasion, yet populous, orderly, and coherent with more than a thousand years of prosperous tradition. They knew how to live there, even if they had forgotten why.


Nor, in those days, was a young man so old as he is today. In those days he still had a choice.


White causeways ran through the forests and the fields, to connect the cities of that endless plain. At night the temple beacons lit up the lower sky, or shone above the flaccid sea.


There was nothing like it in Spain. There was nothing like it anywhere, divided though it was into a series of small warring states which only had the appearance of cohesion.


Among these states Chetumal was one of the most secure, and he had done his best to make it so. Loyalty and gratitude had seen to that. And perhaps love.


His name was Gonzalo Guerrero, a Spanish name, though he was not Spanish any more. Perhaps he never had been, though he had often wondered what he would do when at last the Spaniards came.


He was a gipsy. Under that definition he belonged anywhere, but now he belonged here.


Chetumal was half way down Yucatan, on the eastern coast, but news in that flat country could travel rapidly, and the ruler of Ecab had sent news. A great sea bird had appeared far to the north, at Cape Catoche. It contained white men in black clothes, perhaps those gods whom prophecy had it would one day walk back out of the sea. Some men believe in some gods and some men in others, but a realist believes in the present. In the present events do not have divine causes. Therefore the ruler of Ecab had driven them back into the sea, and waited for advice. A picture of both bird and men would follow.


Guerrero did not need a picture, nor had the men been driven away. Nor were they gods. The Spanish had come at last, as he had always feared they would. Greed, and its great goad, inefficiency, had seen to that.


Five years ago he might have hesitated, but not four, not three, and certainly not now. He would fight them, and there were reasons for that. He had always fought them, but now there was much to save, and he expected to win.


Why should he not?


He followed the messenger back to Nachancan, the ruler of Chetumal and his own father-in-law. There was nothing to say. They had talked of this for years. But there would be much to do.


He found Nachancan waiting in the cool inner rooms of the upper platform of his house, alone, and entered without ceremony, for there had never been any pomp between them. Nachancan was formal enough, he respected pomp, but he knew where it belonged, and equals provide their own ceremony.


If he had doubts, at this dangerous moment, he did not show them. Guerrero did not blame him for the doubts, but it was for the not showing of them that he loved him.


And looking at him now he saw, that yes, he did love him. That made things easier.


“So they have come,” he said. He did not really expect an answer. He watched. He was content to watch. He was content to be a pet dog, given such a master.


But there was nothing to watch. These people of oriental blood, they know better than we do how to control their features. Guerrero could see nothing but an alert calm. It was not stoicism exactly, for stoicism pretends to care nothing for events, and is passive. It was merely the best way of dealing with things.


There is a moment between the expected and its occurrence, when most of us would hesitate and find a way out through the slight dissimilarity between the prediction and the event. But Guerrero did not think like that. He had made his decision years ago. He was not a scholar. He knew what he liked and what he did not like. He had not that fear of being committed which tries to conceal its moral nakedness behind second thoughts.


“They will sail down the west coast,” he said. “We must warn Campeche and Champoton.”


Nachancan let out a little sigh. It was almost inaudible. But it showed what he had been wondering.


“We can expect nothing of Campeche,” he said, but he was a little less formal now.


It was the way they had always been together. Guerrero saw that his father-in-law was pleased behind that mask. If one man believed in another, that is enough. It had been for years. They understood each other.


Unfortunately Nachancan was old, and there was no one else to hold even Chetumal together, should he die.


That was in the future, and made no difference. At least Guerrero did not think it did. He would do his duty. It would be a pleasure to do so. Experience had etched the lines of his conduct upon his face. To do one’s real duty is always a pleasure.


All the same he was thoughtful. How could he help but be? Though he was not a literate, he was a thoughtful man. Those thoughts had no names, but they did have a nature, and they told him what to do. For seven years they had told him what to do, even though the man Aguilar had told him something else. He had not listened, knowing the man was a bigot. But a bigot must destroy everything he does not understand, out of inner uncertainty about the security of his own beliefs, and that must not be allowed to happen here, for about the goodness of this world Guerrero had no doubts.


He went back to his own house. Yes, the man Aguilar had much to do with it.


But for that, too, one must go back seven years. One must go back to the year 1511.


II


Like many such stories, his began with the weather; and it is as aspects of the weather, says Spinoza, that we must regard the emotions of men, if we are to understand their politics, without his adding, as men once believed, that weather is the emotion of the world.


We are apt to forget that geography defines not the nature of the world, but only the extent of our knowledge of it. And in 1511 men knew very little of it, and of the Caribbean, not much more. So they were not prepared for the hurricane of that year, the worst since the national disaster of 1464, for to them the Caribbean was a dangerous darkness with an island coast, of which were inhabited only San Fernandina, which we call Cuba, Santo Domingo, which we call Haiti, and in Panama, the colony of Darien. To the west they expected the Indies, but no longer with much hope. Their greed had been frustrated there. In particular they knew nothing of that whorl of the Gulf Stream which, sweeping through the Straits of Trinidad, carries danger with it up past Yucatan.


Of Yucatan, of the ancient glories of Yucatan, no man had ever heard. Ancient glory, to them, if they thought of it at all, meant Rome, or something Ferdinand had captured from the Moors.


When the storm struck there was only one Spanish vessel on that sea, a caraval bound back from Darien, for the Spanish had not the art of navigation, and put to sea only of necessity. There had been a squabble in the colony, and the official Valdivia was going back to Santo Domingo to plead his case. He was a practical man, so that in addition to being by its nature unsuited to that sea, the caraval was doubly burdened with twenty thousand ducats of gold in the cargo, which were what he planned to plead his case with. And though gold is the best of bribes, it makes a poor ballast for eternity.


The boat was overpacked with the military guard from Darien, a posse of priests headed by a white-skinned, wincing Franciscan of the worst sort, named Jeronimo de Aguilar; with two women, who always bring sailors bad luck; and with cattle and goats for the voyage, as well as crates of chickens, pigeons, and fruit.


A storm in the Caribbean cannot be predicted unless you have lived long enough on those shores to recognize the approaching signs, the heat which makes men boil in their armour, the viscous calm, and the purple shimmer of something about to happen.


The pigeons recognized the danger first. They broke loose, rose like torn paper in a go-devil, and took off for the nearest land, though there was no landfall to be seen.


Then, with a sudden heave, the storm, twirling inconsequentially out of the horizon like a toy, grew bigger than a toy, and struck.


It was more than any of them knew how to handle. The ship could not be controlled. It pitched in the sudden darkness, was swept off balance, careened up and down gigantic hills of water, hit Los Viboras, smashed, split, and with a gurgle in the holds, began to sink.


The Spaniards did not know where they were. They had never heard of Los Viboras, or, for that matter, of Jamaica, off whose shore those razor shoals still lie. The two women and fifteen of the men managed to get away in the only boat. The fifteen men included Valdivia, who was a person of importance, and so went first; Aguilar, because a priest to save others must first save himself, which in those days was his perquisite; and a sailor from Nieto, Gonzalo de Guerrero, taken at the last moment, because priest to overweigh the boat or not, Valdivia wished one man with him competent, and Guerrero was competent. So competent, indeed, that Valdivia had mistrusted him until now. He did not know his station. But in a time of danger, fear means nothing, and neither does station. He was the best man, and Valdivia meant to reach land.


The question was, what land?


For fourteen days they drifted, they scarcely knew where, across the surface of that once more deceptive sea. The arm of the Gulf Stream carried them north, but they knew no more than that. Nor is their suffering a part of this story. Sufficient to say it was the women who died first.


They had given up all hope of land. Yet by a swerve in that cold river of whose existence they knew nothing, when they were ready for death, they began to approach a shore.


III


Nowadays a man shipwrecked and cast adrift is not so hopelessly at sea. He knows which waters these are, and where the shores are, that monsters are rare, currents certain, sharks timid without the lure of blood, so they say, and that to drink salt water will not kill him. There are other ships, he had time to send out an S O S, and he really does believe that he lives in a known world. He may suffer, but he is not doomed.


Of the men in that boat of 1511, some could retreat into delirium, some into faith, but the others had no comfortable knowledge to pull them through. It was only the will to survive itself that survived there, for the calm would not end and the sun was not the glorious light of heaven, but the Devil’s eye. The eye came closer and closer. It swooped crackling down, it became a coal, they felt the heat against their eyelids, were conscious of the hiss of steam, and went black blind.


Was the will to live then, only an impiety, that we are justly punished for?


Aguilar would have said so. He belonged to the heresy we take with us. He was a Manichee. That was the thing that made bigots out of Christians, nothing else, but then that was also the thing that made Christianity a slave religion and was essential to it.


Guerrero watched him. He was not a Christian, but a gipsy. He belonged to the older dispensation. He knew how dangerous to others your man of faith could be.


He was also an ordinary man, and an ordinary man learns a certain rule of thumb, which serves him well enough. He measures the world up into women, men, and real men, and that simplifies things. The women were gone. You couldn’t keep a corpse in that sun. So they went back into the sea they came from, while Aguilar mumbled the office for the dead. Valdivia was a real man. He could depend on Valdivia. But Valdivia had a wound in his leg, it festered fast, and he wasn’t competent just now, only quarrelsome and almost motionless.


On the late morning of the fourteenth day they left that almost invisible current and were caught up by a little ripple thirty miles off the coast of Yucatan. But Yucatan is low and invisible from that far at sea, and though they heard the sound of surf, they had heard the sound of surf before. It only meant another reef.


And besides, the movement of this ripple was so slow.


There were only two erect in the boat now, one at the stern, the other at the prow. The one at the stern was the Franciscan, Aguilar, white, scrawny, and sacred. He had dealt so long with death, which was all of the world he understood, that he recognized the symptoms. His face glistened with stale sweat. He had assumed that mummified look the Spaniards like to see on their saints. He was prepared.


But Guerrero knew Aguilar was no saint. There were no saints. There were only brave men, the rest of us, and fools, and a brave man does not die that way, You may kill him, but he does not submit, to earth or heaven, in quite that self-deluded way.


In his lap the Franciscan held his breviary. He had not read it for days, but he kept turning the pages, as though looking for something that wasn’t in this volume at all, but in some other one, the same size and shape, that he had left behind by mistake.


Guerrero found it an interesting problem: how long could a Franciscan live without water? There was something in the man’s eyes Guerrero did not wish to see, something thirsty, greedy, and obscurely shy. The man hated everything, and yet he wanted to live. It seemed incredible.


Between them the others lay piled over each other, faintly awash at the bottom of the boat.


He knew he had to stay awake, but he couldn’t. He looked at the sun, all the spots before his eyes merged into each other, and he became unconscious.


Aguilar pursed his lips. He wasn’t really staring. He wasn’t really thirsty. He could see things only as a blur, and he had forgotten the taste of water. But he saw Guerrero’s thick bronze neck twitch and topple, and that pleased him in an idle, drifting kind of way. If they all had to die, he at least wanted to be last, and now he was. Nor did he care for strong animal men, or anyone not like himself. He suspected sometimes that perhaps they were not devout.


He went on staring, and seeing less and less.


It must have been the fog that revived him.


It was a thin, eddying, almost invisible fog, and condensed in long seminal streamers, here and there, clotting in the air, recruited with a sudden spurt into visibility, until the boat was drifting through a corridor of cobwebs. The air was suddenly cold.


The sound of the surf was louder.


According to Ptolemy, the world is surrounded by a river, which, since its symbol is a snake with its tail in its mouth, must always be cold. According to Strabo, there is nothing at the end of the world but England, and beyond England, ice, a solid wall of ice. Someone must have seen it once. It stretched from Norway to Greenland, and sometimes came as far south as Reykjavik.


Is there really such a place as Reykjavik? Do the people there have one foot and one eye?


According to Dante, the lowest circle of hell is merely ice, solid ice, and you sit there up to your neck, suffering for your sins.


Aguilar stirred and opened his eyes. He was too weak to believe what he saw, but he felt much better. He was not damned. He had always thought it impossible that he could be. Only other people were damned, for he had been careful always to avoid sin, and since, like all fanatics, he thought in negatives, therefore he was one of the saved.


For Bishop Brendon, that obscure Irish cleric, has his own vision of Ultima Thule. Sailing due west he beached on Hy Brasil. And Hy Brasil, as we know, was paradise, an island with steep cliffs, heavily forested, ecclesiastically scented, with great white cliffs, and nothing but innocence everywhere.


The surf was now louder. It was a low surf, imminently booming. Aguilar stared with a certain horror. The fog had gone. It was evening, the soft, purple evening of the tropics. The cliff was shaggy, and abrupt. It was draped with foliage. And shimmering there, against a hovering sky, already faint with stars, were the towers and battlements of a white and quiet city.


He heard drums. He heard wisps of chanting, lonely, empty, and far away. He heard the great entry of a conch, but he had never heard a conch before, and thought it a trumpet. Was that the way a trumpet sounded in heaven?


He glanced down the boat. No, it was not there after all. It was a mirage. For if it was heaven, then how could a common sinner be here in the boat with him, and Guerrero was still there.


The surf was threatening now. There must be a barrier reef. Saved or damned, Aguilar did not want to drown. He found that he could move. The trouble was that he could not move enough. He could just raise his arm, and no more. The Japanese at that period, when their voyages failed, or so they claimed as a joke, kept themselves alive by eating their own lice. But Aguilar had no sense of humour, and his lice merely clotted his sleeve. He had had nothing to eat for days.


Starvation was to save his life, but now he only thought it meant he was going to die anyway. Whatever else he might be about to become, he did not want to die, for no matter how reduced he might be, Aguilar would always have the strength to feel afraid.


Painfully he tried to move his cracked tongue, and some sound must have come out. Guerrero stirred.


Or perhaps the conch wakened him. It did not seem to him a strange sound. It seemed to him a sound he had always expected to hear.


He saw Aguilar’s quivering hand. He heard the surf, felt the water choppy under the keel, and grabbed the tiller with a chapped and blood-clotted hand.


The next minutes were quick, sure work. Even so it was not his skill that brought them through. In those sudden waters he had no skill. It was his luck.


Being a realist, and so able always to make the better of any choices, Guerrero always had luck.


When he straightened up, the reef was behind them, and they were in quiet water, though water with a slight surge, enough, at any rate, to bring the boat to the shallows.


It’s amazing how much strength you have at the last moment. Guerrero jumped out and tried to beach the boat. He couldn’t stifle a slight scream, for since the skin of his legs was sun-dried and salt-caked, the warm water split it up the bone, as though slitting the belly of a fish.


He paid no attention. He knew they should get under cover. There was no way to tell where they were, or who lived here, and he had had enough of natives in Panama. Unfortunately he was too weak to do more than count the living, and see if Valdivia was among them. Valdivia was his captain, and though he did not need orders, if there was anybody to give them, it was his place to take them.


He squinted up at the cliffs and caught a glimpse of the white buildings. As far as he was concerned, they were just buildings, but he didn’t like the abrupt silence up there, and the night was full of watching.


A narrow, snake-like line of light caught his eye, undulating against the cliff face. He knew what it was. Fresh water.


Behind him he heard the most peculiar sound, a muffled, high-pitched giggle. He turned around. It was Aguilar, crying with joy, because he wasn’t in paradise after all, this wasn’t Bishop Brendon’s island, and he was still alive.


There was no gratitude in that sound, for such salvation, but only triumphant hatred of a world that had once more not quite put him down.


With a shrug of disgust, Guerrero dragged himself up the beach towards the ribbon of water.


IV


They had beached at Tulum. It was a pitiable little city, jerrybuilt and holy, eight hundred years old, and half deserted now, for no noble could be bothered to live there. Yet it was the end of that long pilgrim road from Chichen Itza and the interior which led to the embarkation point for the sacred island of Cozumel, so perhaps it was not so pitiable after all. It still had its priests, and the temple of the Diving God was whitewashed every year. It was powerful enough to overwhelm fourteen men weak from exposure on the beach below.


Of all this Aguilar was unaware.


He was one of those men who, having no character of their own, but only a vast desire to be safe, derive one from precedent, and take on the character of whatever shell they find that fits them. Like the hermit crab, they scuttle along from birth towards the nearest conformable security, isolate and terrified, In his case that shell was the Church, which gave him a precedent for everything, and a weapon against everything he was afraid of. That was what made him so useful to anyone conservative enough to hire him. He had an absolute terror of anything he had never seen before which, when he felt secure, turned into hate. He was a groveller by nature. He would have grovelled to God, until the proper time came, and he was secure enough to put Him in His place.


Meanwhile, he had that shell, the Church. So he knew exactly what to do in an emergency. In an emergency one had merely to follow the proper forms. He decided to say mass.


It was almost dawn, which in the tropics brings the colour up as suavely as does a flood of varnish. The sea glistened and the land crabs swept away. One hungry sailor might reach to crack a scuttling shell and suck the claws, but not Aguilar. Aguilar was looking for a flattened stone.


Valdivia, who was hungry enough to suck a crab himself but too weak to get one, propped himself up to watch, sweltering in what was left of his armour, in that sudden lobster heat, and waiting for Guerrero to bring him water. Behind them the cascade dribbled down the cliff.


“What is he doing?”


Guerrero shrugged, grunted, and looked at the men, some of whom were still too weak to leave the boat.


“He wants to say mass.”


Valdivia did not object. Not only was the saying of mass appropriate, but it would give him time to think, and Christ might serve to pull the men into order, for certainly at the moment he could not.


Wearily the men lined up, facing that flat stone which Aguilar had chosen as an altar, so that it was he who first saw what was behind them.


He faced problems in his own way, by putting in front of them little contrived problems small enough for him to handle, out of which he could make enormous tasks. It was true that under such conditions anything capable of being swallowed and digested could serve as a Host, but what in this alien bright green world was edible? Even though starving, he had saved a piece of hardtack. Now he offered it up and smashed it to bits with a stone. Then he was ready.


He looked around him with satisfaction. Life was settling into its accustomed place, and later, no doubt, when the men found food, they would feed him.


Guerrero was standing beside Valdivia, who closed his eyes. Aguilar had seen that courteous gesture of impatience before. It is all very well for a prelate, but a common priest cannot feel at ease with gentlemen, for it is too hard to hold their attention. Nor was the look in Guerrero’s eyes any more reassuring. Aguilar turned his back on his congregation and stared blankly at his stone.


When he turned round to administer the Host, they were there, just behind the men. They were not devils. He could see that at once. They had too much dignity.


Though he had no courage, he was stubborn and narrow-minded, which sometimes does just as well. He affected not to notice and chanted on, even while he watched.


Behind the kneeling men the wall of the jungle was every shifting shade of green. It rustled in the morning breeze. But some of those leaves detached themselves, they flowed differently, with a high and undulating motion, out of the wood, and became the feathered head-dresses of a small party of coffee-coloured men. These drew aside, and there was carried from the wood a kind of papal palanquin, of that sort derived from ancient Rome. Indeed the party was senatorial in its gravity, as though made up of the judges of some secret court.


Having administered his last crumb of wafer, Aguilar straightened up, made the sign of the cross, and delivered himself of a palindrome against dragons, in his best Latin. He was perhaps feverish, but even so a little magic did no harm.


The men turned round to look, but the party did not vanish. Instead it rustled uneasily and then stood still. An old man looked out of the palanquin.


In his nose he wore a long carved rod, a dragon with a waving tongue hung out of his lower lip, his ears were distended with wide jade plugs, and his head-dress was taller and more elaborate than that of his escort. He looked venerable and extremely jolly. Unlike the rest of his party, he was not armed.


He said something and then jerked back out of sight, without waiting for an answer. Clearly he was accustomed to obedience. His bearers manœuvred the palanquin back into the jungle, while his escort moved forward.


So did Aguilar. He had much to say, all of it in Latin.


It was the month of Zul, sacred to Kukulcan, celebrated according to the Mexican usage, which made their arrival convenient, but he had no way of knowing that.


Guerrero moved to stop him. It was useless to antagonize people who might be friendly but could certainly overwhelm them. It was better to follow, as they were beckoned to do, than to treat them to a harangue. Valdivia agreed.


Indeed, they soon saw, so long as they followed peaceably, no harm did seem to be meant. On the contrary, these feathered men were considerate and seemed extremely pleased. Their language was unintelligible, flexible and high-pitched, like the language of birds. St. Francis might have been able to speak to them, but Aguilar could not.


The jewelled warriors closed behind the Spaniards, the jungle closed behind them, and the palanquin was far ahead. They began to climb.


The jungle was not so venomous as that at Panama. It looked domestic and weeded out. As they ascended the cliff path, the leaves of the trees became a healthier and larger green. The air was less damp.


In about half an hour they left the jungle and found themselves on the edge of a large field crowded with corn tassels. The corn was high. They could see nothing over it. Led by the palanquin, the party advanced to a ramp, mounted it, and turned to the right.


The Spanish now stood on a broad causeway, not in very good repair, slightly topped by corn tassels on either side. Before them, at no great distance, rose the glittering gypsum walls of a sizeable city, with beyond those, several tall towers on which people were standing. One could pick out only the quivering masses of those enormous head-dresses, as though the sky were a sea, and these natives anemones at the bottom of it.


The world seemed curiously hushed.


The only clean cities Aguilar had ever seen were Moorish, and so infidel. He crossed himself.


In those days the Spanish had not yet invented Spain, or even, for that matter, the habit of being Spanish. They had lived by sacking each other and the Moors for so long, that carpet bagging and flight were the only ways they had yet found to display their dignity. The exigencies of such a life meant that they took with them no private possessions but their God, and so they were always confronted by devils. Aguilar felt weak. Converting the infidel with a group of Spanish gentlemen no better than condottieri at one’s back was one thing, being on the wrong end of a crusade was quite another.


Guerrero, on the other hand, felt no such doubts. What he felt was a thrilled and yet familiar wonder. The sun was hot and he liked what he saw. He was one of those men born into the wrong world, who spend their lives searching for the right one. They may not even be aware of their own discontent, but if by chance they encounter the right one, they recognize it at once, because for the first time in their lives they feel at ease. He felt at ease.


Thus they entered Tulum.


On the other side of the wall was a broad street, half a mile long, and lined with loosely built stone palaces. It, too, was deserted, but they heard far off a murmur, like the swarming of voices at dusk in the paseo of any Spanish city. The street they found eerie. Everything was neat and clean, yet weeds sprouted out of the walls. Above them the sky had the blue shimmer of steel.


They did not go so far as the square, but were taken into one of the buildings on their right, guarded, and left there.


By now they were frightened. They were also tired, weak, and comfortable for the first time in weeks, and that made them apathetic. In the centre of the building was a patio. There they were brought food, and from there beckoned into the sweat bath. A sweat bath was a new experience for them, it frightened them, but it did make them feel better.


They would have relaxed, had it not been for glimpses of that barbaric guard at the outlets of the building. Aguilar did not speak. He was preoccupied by the imminence of devils. He sat in the midst of all that unexpected splendour and read his breviary. A priest was sacred. He had no fears. Later he would be taken to someone in authority, explain himself, and convert the heathen. He would have read his breviary in Hell with the same composure, and indeed did daily, for Hell was what the world was to him.


Guerrero and Valdivia were more practical. Hospitality from the enemy, and the world, though a good place, was full of enemies, never meant anything good. They had defeated Caribs, who were ferocious but debased, and the shivering Indians of Panama, but here, they knew, they were up against something else. Here they were up against not a tribe, but a world.


They could not even ask questions. And without weapons, their men were demoralized and grateful to be fed. For they were fed, at about noon, fruit in strange shapes and sizes, a heavy, frothy drink, served in glazed bowls, which they did not yet know was cocoa, and a rich red dish of some kind of porridge, hot with spices, served with a crisp rolled bread stuffed with chopped meat.


They were given the best care, and that was what made them nervous, for in their experience prisoners did not receive the best care, but, at most, a grudging second best. There was something, too, disturbing about the manner of their attendants, something mocking, considerate, and perhaps a little sad. Valdivia did not know what to make of it.


Neither did Guerrero, but he set himself to learning how to ask questions. He pointed to things until the attendants told him the name. By late afternoon he knew the names of twenty things in the house, but how can you ask what is being done to you, if you have no verbs? The words came easily to his tongue, but not to Valdivia’s, and Aguilar would not even try. If God speaks Latin and Spanish, why should one bother to learn anything else?


At evening two men came to see them, a religious-looking one, some kind of overseer, surrounded by apprentices, who looked them over carefully but said nothing, and another who insisted upon examining the men with care, probing here and pinching there. Both were ritually dressed, and neither seemed to care for what he saw. Valdivia they singled out at once, as the obvious leader of the party. He seemed to displease them least. They also paid particular attention to one of the soldiers, a man from Estramadura named Léal, no more than a boy really. Then they left.


Guerrero and Valdivia were alarmed, but nothing more happened. They were allowed to remain by themselves all next day. They were fed, as usual. They were bathed. But something made them uneasy.


A little before dawn, on the second day, while Aguilar was setting up his equipment (he had already smashed several small idols, in order to reconsecrate what was clearly an altar), about twenty soldiers, a party of priests, and the same sacerdotal personage they had seen before, who was this time elaborately dressed and painted a curiously vibrant shade of blue, came into the house. Chocolate was served to all the Spaniards.


Aguilar signalled that they should not drink before mass. Since the visitors paid no attention to this, Valdivia thought it better that they drink. Their rooms were still cool and shadowy. The sun had not yet warmed them.


When the chocolate was finished, the guard beckoned to Valdivia and Léal, smiling amiably, and the priest and the man who seemed to be a doctor or shaman, led them into a side corridor.


Without their leader, the Spaniards felt uneasy. There was no sound but that of Aguilar droning through his interrupted service.


The mass ended, and still Valdivia did not return. Aguilar blinked and clutched his breviary tighter. Far off, somewhere, over the roof-tops, they heard the rumble of drums, and then, one by one, the entry of whistles and flutes. They had no way of knowing what was out there.


At last they heard footsteps, turned towards the corridor, but did not at first recognize what they saw.


Valdivia and Léal had been drugged, that was clear. They moved heavily and almost complacently. Both men had been stripped naked and painted that same shade of ominous blue. Even Valdivia’s beard was painted blue. He was still a muscular man. Under the paint his body glistened. He wore an elaborate feathered breechclout, such as the natives wore, high masked sandals, and a peaked feather head-dress. Léal was dressed the same way. Each man was flanked by priests to hold him.


What did that drug do, that it could make you so docile? Guerrero was excited. He wanted to know what it felt like to be tricked out so. Yet even painted up that way, Valdivia was a gentleman and Léal was not, so the priests were the more considerate of him.


Guerrero caught the eye of the high priest, who was watching him with some sudden interest, and looked away.


Valdivia and Léal left the building, surrounded by the priests. Guerrero, Aguilar and the others were herded out behind them.


Guerrero was not worried. He knew that for the moment he was safe. Aguilar ran forward. He had taken up the scent at once, and had officiated at executions before. It was his duty to offer the consolations of a pious Latinity. Guerrero hauled him back.


“Do you want them to kill all of us?” he snapped.


Aguilar glared at him, but no, he did not. He fell back.


They went out not the way they had first entered the building, but through a corridor. The sound of drums and flutes was now louder, and to it was added the great peremptory braying of a conch.


They came out into abrupt sunlight and found themselves in a square, like the choir of a church without walls, but a choir somehow magnified. At one end rose the altar, but high, in two stages, like a pyramid, with some structure on top that might have been a monstrance. On either side of the square solemnly danced and chanted those dignitaries the worshippers are usually prevented by the rood screen from seeing.


At the top of the pyramid two columns of incense rose like scented candles. The music now was faster, and even so, beginning to quicken. It had a rapid and yet stately rhythm, impetuous but grave, as though the jungle had learned order and polyphony. It was full of birds and omens.


It was hypnotic, and over it all came that deliberate, hopeful, and hungry chant, from everywhere around the square, spaced by the double drums.


Valdivia and Léal were led towards the altar.


The drums beat faster.


It was all too bright and cruel out there. Yet Guerrero understood it very well, better than Aguilar, whose sort of business it was. When the body runs wild, or when it is driven so, we cross a border. Then we either scream our heads off when they beat us, or laugh with delight, according to our nature, according to the nature of the God we worship. And that is what these people were doing. As at all religious rites, they were crossing a border. They drove the body wild. They whipped the hell out of it, slowly, and with compassion. A little under-sexed, they had to find release in other, indirect, and sadistic ways. Well, a Spaniard could understand that. That was how a Spaniard worshipped his own phallic ethnic gods, and only called it Christianity.


Guerrero was excited, and therefore impatient with Aguilar. For Aguilar was cringing. To him it was as though someone had suddenly slit a bull’s throat in the middle of a mass. It was a little more of religion than he wished to know about.


Guerrero, Aguilar, and the others were driven into the middle of the square and up some steps to a platform. In the middle of the platform was a large wooden cage, ten feet on a side, seven feet high, and barred at the top. They were shoved into this and the gate fastened behind them.


Guerrero looked around him. The Spanish were in love with death. But these people must be terrified of it, to have to make so much of it.


From the elevated cage he could see the pyramid, which was low and crudely made. He could even see the stone at the top of it, where four blue priests were waiting, for the stone was placed to be seen from below.


Valdivia and Léal had reached the foot of the stairs.


The drumming stopped. There was not even an overtone to ripple out into that sudden hush.


The party went up the steep stairs towards that stone. The sun was risen now. The priests helped the men up.


Léal was sacrificed first, being the lesser man, and then Valdivia. That procedure was a customary honour. But Valdivia was a gentleman, one who made an idol of self-control, he had therefore made an effort to throw off the effects of the drug, had succeeded, and therefore saw what was to be done to him.


The crowd was motionless. Then, it was to be expected, not a mass bell sounded, but a single note on a double drum.


Guerrero looked up.


The priests had laid Valdivia on the stone, holding him down by his wrists and ankles. The stone was convex, so that his head and feet hung down, and his chest thrust up as though straining towards heaven. He did not flinch.


The high priest stepped forward and made an expert upward incision with an obsidian knife. Valdivia screamed. His body twitched. But he was not yet dead. The priest groped his right hand into the incision and tore out the heart. Valdivia’s soul flew out of the top of the life tree, like a bird, as may be seen in the códices. The priest held the heart up and then passed it to an attendant.


It is unforgettable to hear a self-controlled man scream.


Aguilar began to mumble the office for the dead, turning his back on everyone.


The four assistant priests flung the empty body down to the courtyard.


There other priests took the body and flayed it, peeling it from the back. The drumming and chanting began again. The corpse was carted off, red and fatty, except for its feet and hands, which had not been skinned.


The Spaniards sat down in their cage. Now they knew what was in store for them, and it left them without the desire to go on watching. One of them was sick.


Only Guerrero remained standing.


Except that he did not want to die, and did not intend to, which gave him confidence, what he had seen did not distress him. It was easier to take than the Inquisition. The Inquisition was a system of oppressive punishment. Being self-righteous, the Church offered you dirt, filth, squalor, torture, and damnation. This hazard was different. It was a risk you took, everybody believed in it, and at least you were fed properly until it was over. The victim was drugged. It took only a moment. And besides, he understood: to watch someone else die violently was a way of being reborn yourself. It wasn’t a punishment, but a communion. It did not, like the Inquisition, cast you out, but took you in.


He knew now why they were in the cage. They were in the cage to be fattened up. He went on watching.


The priest came down the steps of the pyramid, surrounded by his acolytes, who at the bottom closed in around him.


Again there was silence, and again, the sudden shrilling of pentatonic flutes, the snake-like slither of rattles. The acolytes moved away into their ritual positions.


Then the high priest began to dance, slowly, solemnly, and wet with blood.


He was wearing Valdivia’s flayed skin, fastened over him at the back, with the face drawn over his own face. Slowly he forced Valdivia’s appearance into the movements of another world, the beard waggling up and down, quite dead, a rod through his nose, but the body alive, and his thighs quivering with the hieratic movements of a sad, gentle, and yet wryly hopeful ritual. Please, death, the flutes seemed to say, let us live, now that you have this offering, for life is so beautiful. It was something Valdivia alive would never have thought to say, something no Christian would ever have said, for to Christians Man was the earth’s Manichee, to whom loveliness was only a heap of cinders, and the moon an ash dump for souls.


Aguilar had turned around, white faced and round eyed. He had seen the Devil at last, and it had almost destroyed his faith in God. He had always suspected the two were identical twins.


But it is something after all to see the devil dancing in a dead man, particularly when that man was an hidalgo and in some wise your friend. The little beard wagged up and down, and Guerrero almost envied Aguilar. He was almost sick himself.


For everything is so easy for people who believe in the Devil. For them the problem of good and evil is solved, because for them it exists. And then, it is so much easier to believe in evil than in good. But if one is a realist, and therefore believes in neither, and yet in both, then one has to face events for one’s self. That is harder.


Not that Guerrero thought of it that way, but there was something here he understood. He heard it in the sound of the flutes and trusted it. And as for the horrors, he had seen worse horrors, and these people were like flowers. There was something absurd and touching about the way they opened so uxoriously to the sun.


He meant to live.


It was to be many years before he realized why.


V


They spent a month in that cage.


It was better, at any rate, than a Spanish dungeon, or being kept below decks, in the bilge, as discipline. They had the sun and the nights were warm. Guerrero became brown as an Indian, which was what he wanted.


They were fed and watered like animals, but like animals in captivity, began to bore their captors. After a week the life of the town went on around them as though they were not there. Guerrero set himself to learning what he could of the language, and made rapid progress. Aguilar would only learn the names of things he wanted. The rest of the men made no effort at all. They had no ingenuity, and felt hopeless without weapons. They did not have any idea where they were, and only by the sun and at night the stars, whether they were north, south, or east. At night sometimes they could hear the susurration of the gentle surf, below the cliffs.


By asking questions, Guerrero managed to make friends of the townspeople who used the square as a market. Except for their religion, they seemed a gentle, humorous, and interested people. They moved with an indolent but wiry grace, perhaps because they were so short, as Guerrero was himself.


Aguilar was tall and lean. Naturally, because it was foreign to him, he complained of the food, but that did not prevent him from stuffing himself with it. But it did not make his body any pleasanter, and his cassock was in shreds.


The men did not entirely realize, because they did not want to know, why they were there. Aguilar, in particular, acted as though he expected to be ransomed, and therefore had nothing to fear. They were now a party of eight.


The others had become so apathetic, that Guerrero feared drugged food. Yet he ate the same food, and his mind was watchful and sharp.


Once every five days the priest and the doctor came to inspect them. The men were fleshing up, and he himself seemed an object of close attention. Somehow he knew they would save him until last. He did not know why.


It was because they thought him a leader, and so particularly attractive to the gods.


As the days went by and nothing happened to them, the men began to grow restless. Their cage was small, and they had nothing to do but listen to Aguilar talk to them about God and how He would save them. Guerrero said nothing to that but he did not agree. This country, he suspected, could be reached only by accident or storm, and a force washed ashore would be in no position to rescue anyone.


On the nineteenth day, at sunset, they were taken back to the house from which they had come, stripped, bathed and fed. Their clothes were taken away from them, and they were given the sandals and breechclout of the country. Guerrero tied his without any trouble. He was observant and had no pudeur. He also had a narrow waist, which made the fold easier to hold up. The ends of his cloth were more elaborately fringed than those of the others. Aguilar refused to part with his tattered robe, which was his sole distinction, but which now made the other men seem more naked and self-conscious.


They were inspected and then taken back to the cage, though two were left behind.


The others did not spend an easy night. The weather was hotter than usual, and the mosquitoes a worse plague. The only light was the signal beacon on top of the temple, for the moon was merely a nail paring above them. At night they could hear jungle noises not audible by day, strange unexpected wooden sighs, frogs, and distant prowling screams.


Aguilar lay on the paving, curled into a ball, but he was not asleep. He was staring sightlessly in front of him. Guerrero watched him suspiciously, and then, with his hands gripped round the bars, stared at the temple stairs across the square. A few priests flitted up and down them, even during the shallow watches of the night. They came and went like the shadows of prowling animals, and sometimes the beacon fire would crackle up, or hiss with incense, as a breeze blew the resinous smell across the square to the cage.


No one else slept much either.


At dawn the square began to fill up with people. Aguilar cleared his throat and said his office. The morning grew longer, but still nothing happened.


At eleven the music began, and the crowds lined up. The two sailors were led up the stairs and sacrificed, though not flayed. Nor did the priest dance afterwards. Guerrero knew in whose skin the priest meant to dance, and the knowledge gave him an odd feeling of being possessed, as though the priest were inside him already. He looked down at his hands and feet. They were strong hands, but they trembled.


Aguilar did not tremble at all. Guerrero knew that kind of hysteria, and now that they were reminded of what they might expect, and of why they were being fed so well, few of them could eat their dinner when it was served.


The priests had long since gone, but most of them had been in prison or the stocks at one time or another. They knew there was no way out of a prison. They began to feel like the animals one or two of them, as farm boys, had tended. That made them eager to confess their sins, while Aguilar absolved them in a corner.


Guerrero did not join them. He had no objection to what God might know, but no desire that Aguilar should know it too. Aguilar was the wrong kind of priest.


At last, when the darkness was thick enough, they slept.


Guerrero did not know what woke him, but he did know what he heard, the sound of a low, continual, and insane sobbing. He sat up. The others still snored, but over against one end of the cage someone was huddled against the wall, and from the blackness of the shadow, he knew it must be Aguilar. He got softly to his feet and went over there.


The temple beacon was burning low. What light it gave was directed towards the sea. There was no moon, and though the stars were bright, the buildings were a series of architectural ghosts which cast the cage into deep shadow.
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