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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER ONE







On the last day of school, after walking to the old brownstone building on 85th where they had an apartment, Peter’s father told him that they would be going away for a few months. Peter gave him a squint that said, What, again?


The mailbox in the lobby was empty. Peter had been hoping for a letter from his mother. She had not written in a month.


They walked up the three flights of stairs in the hallway that always smelled of old shoes and mice–the polite word for rats–and his father said, ‘You think I’m going to take you to North Dakota or Mississippi or someplace, don’t you?’


‘It’s happened,’ Peter said.


Anthony Belzoni gave his son a shocked look. ‘Would I do that to you–more than once?’


Sad that there had been no letter in the box and that school was over, Peter was in no mood for his father’s banter, but he tried to sound upbeat. ‘We could go to Florida,’ he said hopefully. He loved Florida, especially the Everglades. His father had sold two articles to Holiday on travel for wealthy folks in the Everglades and resorts in the Keys, and they had lived well for several months after Anthony had been paid–promptly, for once.


‘Florida,’ Anthony said. ‘I’ll keep it in mind.’ At the end of the dark hallway, a window let in sky-blue light that shone from the old, scuffed floors like moonglow on a faraway desert. The ceiling’s patchy Lincrusta Walton tiles reminded Peter of a puzzle left unfinished by giants. ‘Did we stay here the whole year, instead of moving?’


‘Yes,’ Peter said grudgingly. ‘Until now.’


‘So, what did you think of Challenger High?’


‘Better than last year.’ In fact, it was the best school he had attended, another reason to want to stay.


‘Do you know who Professor Challenger was?’


‘Of course,’ Peter said. ‘He found living dinosaurs.’


They reached the door and Peter took out his key and unlocked the deadbolt. Often enough, Peter came home alone, returning to an empty apartment. The door opened with a shuddering scrape. The apartment was warm and stuffy and quiet, like the inside of a pillow. Peter dumped his book bag on the swaybacked couch and opened a window to let in some air from the brick-lined shaft.


‘I’ve been saving something to show you,’ Anthony said from the kitchen.


‘What?’ Peter asked without enthusiasm.


‘First, I have a confession to make.’


Peter narrowed his eyes. ‘What sort of confession?’


‘I got a telegram from your mother. Last week. I didn’t bother to tell you–’


‘Why?’ Peter asked.


‘It was addressed to me.’ Anthony returned to the front room and pulled the crumpled piece of paper from his shirt pocket. ‘She’s worried about you. Summer’s here. She thinks you’re going to catch polio in all these crowds. She forbids you to swim in municipal pools.’


There had been talk of a bad polio season in the newspapers and at school for months. Everyone was worried about putting their children together with other children.


Peter had hoped his mother might have sent a message inviting him to come to Chicago for a visit. ‘Oh,’ he said.


‘She’s practically ordering me to get you out of town. It’s not a bad idea.’


‘Oh,’ Peter said, numb.


‘And then, there’s the prodigy,’ Anthony said, stepping back into the kitchen. He assumed a thick and generally faithful Bela Lugosi accent. ‘A sign looming over us both, like a…like a–’


‘Forewarning,’ Peter said pessimistically.


‘An auspice,’ Anthony countered cheerfully, switching to a kindly but menacing Boris Karloff lisp. He rattled the cans, one or two of which would probably be dinner. ‘Like a red sky at night.’ Red sky at night, sailor’s delight.


‘A portent,’ Peter said. Peter delighted in words, though he had a difficult time putting them together into narratives. His father, on the other hand, preferred living facts, yet could spin a yarn–or write a compelling piece of journalism–as easily as he breathed.


More cans rattled, then he heard Anthony dig into the bag of onions. That meant the canned goods were not up to expectations. Dinner would be fried onions and macaroni, not Peter’s favorite. He missed good cooking.


‘Why does it have to be a portent?’ Anthony asked, standing in the kitchen doorway and tossing an onion in one hand.


‘A foreboding,’ Peter continued. ‘An omen.’ He realized he sounded angry.


The slightest breath of warm wind ruffled the curtains at the window.


‘Really.’ Anthony let the onion lie where it fell in his palm, balanced by his long, agile fingers.


Peter did not want to cry. He was fifteen and he had sworn that nothing would ever make him cry once he had reached twelve, but he had broken that vow several times since in private.


‘You’re angry because she didn’t ask you to come to Chicago, and because there’s no letter for you,’ Anthony said.


Peter turned away. ‘Show me your prodigy,’ he said.


‘Your mother never did write letters, even when I was in Sicily.’


‘Just show me,’ Peter said too loudly.


Anthony looked down at the onion and pulled back a dry brown shred. Black dust sifted to the worn, faded carpet. ‘This one’s rotten,’ he said. ‘You know about pizza? I ate my first pizza in Sicily. There’s a restaurant called Nunzio’s about six blocks from here where they serve them.’


‘We don’t have any money,’ Peter said.


‘Which shall it be first, the prodigy, or a pizza at Nunzio’s?’


Peter realized his father was not kidding. Some other kids at school–the ones whose parents had money, whose fathers had regular jobs and could afford to take their families out to eat; fathers who still had wives, and kids who still had mothers living with them–had mentioned eating pizzas. ‘The omen,’ Peter said, staring out the window at the brick wall, waiting until his father wasn’t looking to wipe his eyes. ‘Then pizza.’


His father put a hand on his shoulder and Peter remembered how light Anthony’s step was, like a cat. His father was tall and lean and had a long nose and walked silently, just like a cat.


‘Come with me,’ Anthony said. They went past the kitchen, down a hall that led to a small bedroom behind the kitchen and the cramped white-tiled bathroom. The sound of groaning pipes followed them.


Peter slept on the couch in the living room and Anthony had a single bed in the small bedroom. This was not a bad apartment, Peter knew. It was certainly better than the one they had lived in last year in Chicago. That had been a real dump. But the brownstone building was old and dark and in warm weather the hallways smelled, and sometimes men peed in the lobby at night. Peter would have loved to live in the country, where, if people peed on the grass or on a tree, it didn’t smell for days.


They entered the bedroom. A bright polished steel camera lay disassembled on a blue oilcloth on the narrow unmade bed. Clothes hung on the back of the tiny desk chair like the shed skin of a ghost. Books had been stacked in random piles under the window and against the wall. Two battered cardboard boxes in the one corner carried polished slabs of rock with beautiful patterns. The heavy rocks had burst the seams.


Some months ago, in the worst of his anger and boredom, after drinking half a bottle of Scotch, Anthony had carved a rude poem with his pocketknife in the plaster wall above the dresser. He had later covered it with a framed Monet print. Anthony was often an angry man; it was one of the reasons Peter’s mother had left him. Left them.


Anthony tapped the wooden door above the bedstead. In the building’s better days, the door had once concealed a dumbwaiter–a small elevator between floors. It had been painted over so many times that it had been glued shut. Peter had once tried opening it when his father was out, and could not.


Now, Anthony tapped it with his graceful hands and spread his fingers wide like a magician. ‘Voilà,’ he said. The small door opened with a staccato racket that vibrated the wall and tilted a picture of his father’s Army buddies.


Behind lay an empty shaft. The elevator was either in the basement or had vanished long ago. There were no ropes to pull to bring it up.


‘Maybe it’s not a dumbwaiter at all. Maybe it was a laundry chute,’ Anthony said. Peter was not impressed.


‘What’s in there that’s so great?’ Peter asked.


‘Have you been dreaming of large animals?’ Anthony asked with a funny catch in his voice.


‘No,’ Peter said.


‘I have. Sleeping right here, in this bed, I’ve dreamed of very large animals with scaly skin and huge teeth and the biggest smiles.’


Peter wondered what else his father had dreamed about, on those nights he came home and drank himself to sleep. He sniffed. ‘Why should I dream about them, just because you do?’


‘Peter, my lad, loosen up. This is a real marvel.’ Anthony reached to the back of the shaft and pulled on a board. The board came away with a small squeak, revealing smooth dark stone beyond. Anthony put the board aside. He lifted a flashlight off the shelf beside the bed, bumped its end against the palm of his hand, and switched it on. ‘Where we’re going this summer means I’ll make enough money for us to live comfortably for at least a year.’


‘What about Mom?’ Peter asked.


‘Her, too,’ Anthony said a little stiffly. ‘Look.’ He handed Peter the flashlight and Peter shined it into the shaft, playing the beam over the dark slab of stone. A ghostly plume of cool air descended the shaft. Outside, the building was covered with soot, dark gray or almost black; here, the stone looked freshly cut, a rich dusty chocolate like the color of a high-priced lawyer’s suit. Like the lawyer Mother hired.


The light caught a black shape pressed flat in the stone, a long irregular wedge with something sticking up out of it.


Peter’s eyes widened. ‘It’s a jaw,’ he said. He got up onto the bed, knees sinking into the feather pillow, not bothering to remove his shoes. Anthony did not care about the shoes. Leaning into the shaft so that he could see all the way down, three floors, and all the way up, five more floors, Peter touched the dark thing embedded in the brownstone. ‘It’s got teeth…like shark teeth.’


‘It’s not a shark,’ Anthony said. ‘There are lots of fossils in brownstone. Brownstone is a kind of sandstone.’ Before the war, his father had worked as an apprentice coal and oil geologist in Pennsylvania. ‘Connecticut, late Triassic. A long time ago, animals died and washed down rivers until they settled into the sand and mud. They became fossils. I’ve heard of a bridge made of brownstone blocks that contains most of a dinosaur.’


‘A dinosaur?’ Peter asked in disbelief.


‘An old one. Not like the ones you see in circuses. Or rather, used to see.’


‘Wow,’ Peter said, and meant it, all his bad mood fled. ‘What kind is this?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Anthony said. ‘Maybe a small meat-eater. Look at the serrations on that tooth. Like a steak knife.’


‘Whoever left it there, when they built this place, was crazy,’ Peter said.


‘You know,’ Anthony said, ‘I’ve wondered about that. Fossils must have fetched a pretty penny when this building was made. But a stone mason, someone cutting and fitting all these blocks of stone, he sees this and shows it to the foreman, and the foreman tells the owner, and the owner, maybe he’s superstitious…he thinks this building needs a guardian, something to protect it. He thinks maybe it’s a dragon in the rock. So he says, “Everything’s numbered and I don’t want to have you cut a new piece. Put it up and leave it there.” And everybody shrugs and they set the block in place and leave it. The owner, he remembers where the block is, makes a note on the blueprints. He comes back after the building is done, finds the room, looks into the dumbwaiter shaft, pulls out this board…And there it is.’


Anthony smiled with great satisfaction. ‘I found it one night last week when I was bored. I couldn’t sleep for all the dreams. I dug with my penknife at the paint around the door. Maybe I thought I’d crawl up into some pretty lady’s bedroom. When I looked inside, I saw where a board in the back had been pulled loose. I tugged on it…voilà. The board has been loose all this time.’


‘It’s great,’ Peter said thoughtfully. ‘A building full of fossils.’


‘Maybe. We don’t know there are any others.’


‘A whole riverbed full of skeletons,’ Peter said, his mind racing. ‘Maybe there was a flood and they all piled up, and there are dozens of them all around here, inside the stones.’


‘That would be fun,’ Anthony agreed.


Then Peter remembered. ‘So how is this an omen?’


Anthony sat on the edge of the bed. ‘The day after I found this, I got two letters, one from the Muir Society and another from National Geographic. You remember I sent my photos to Gilbert Hovey Grosvenor. He’s the editor. He liked them, and he knows the director of the Muir Society. Conservationists.’


‘Yeah,’ Peter said. ‘So what do they want?’




‘They want me–us–to work with Lotto Gluck and Vince Shellabarger.’


Peter knew those names. He tried to remember…


‘Stick in your mind, don’t they?’ Anthony asked, his grin bigger than ever. ‘They used to be famous. Every boy in America knew who they were–hell, maybe the whole world.’


Peter wrinkled his brow. He climbed off the bed, and the flashlight slipped from his fingers. As he bent to pick it up, he said, ‘Circus Lothar!’


‘You got it. The last dinosaur circus. They’re going to shut ’er down in a few days. Have a final performance. Grosvenor wants pictures and an article. I asked if you could come with me, as an assistant. They said sure, gives the angle some family polish. It’s the big time, Peter.’


‘Jeez,’ Peter said, at a loss for any other word. His chest felt hollow and his mouth dry. Anthony pulled a chair out from the tiny desk and sat on it, and Peter sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to upset the oilcloth and all the pieces of the Leica spread there.


‘Well, are you coming?’ Anthony asked.


Peter shot him a quick frown. ‘When?’


‘That means yes?’


‘When?’


‘First, we get packed. Then we take a train to Boston.’


‘And then?’


‘We see the circus’s last performance.’


‘That will take a couple of months?’


Anthony looked away with an odd smile. He was keeping something to himself. ‘If it all works out, we’ll have lots more work. And if it doesn’t–well, at least we’re likely to get a trip to Florida. That’s where Gluck keeps the circus’s headquarters.


‘One more thing,’ Anthony said, lightly squeezing Peter’s upper arm. ‘You’re going to write it down. They might take your story and print it.’


Peter opened and closed his mouth like a fish. ‘In National Geographic?’


‘Sure, why not?’


Peter swallowed a lump.


‘Enough of a prodigy for you?’ Anthony asked.


It meant work for his father, who had had no work for six months. It meant regular meals and a place to go this summer–maybe Florida–rather than staying in the apartment day after day, watching his father try to stay away from the bottle, waiting for a letter from his mother and an invitation to come visit her and Grandma.


It meant a lot.


Peter got off the bed and hugged his father, feeling so many things, all at once, that tears came to his eyes.


‘That’s fine,’ Anthony said, letting the hug last as long as it should, between two strong men, father and son. He put his hand on Peter’s chest and pushed him gently back, then thumped him lightly. ‘I told you it would all work out. Your mother just didn’t believe in me.’


‘Can I call her and tell her?’


Anthony frowned. ‘She’ll want money right away,’ he said.


Peter felt the familiar pang. ‘I won’t mention the money. I’ll just say you’ve got work.’


‘We’ve got work,’ Anthony corrected. ‘The perfect summer job. And it gets us out of town.’




‘There’s something more,’ Peter said.


Anthony fiddled with the camera parts, eyes down.


‘What is it?’


Anthony smiled slyly and said, ‘I’ve learned to keep quiet about things that might never happen.’ His brow furrowed. ‘You can trust me and go along without asking too many questions, or you can live the kind of life your mother wants you to live: safe and snug and dull as dishwater.’


Peter examined his father’s eyes. He was painfully serious.


‘Are we a team?’ Anthony asked.


Peter felt a small shiver creep up his back. He resented this kind of emotional blackmail, but then again, his curiosity had been piqued. Peter had never thought of himself as terribly brave, but he was curious to a fault.


He also wanted to please his father; please this difficult, lean man, who had lived through so much and yet sometimes seemed more of a child than his son. It hurt to feel need for Anthony’s approval; there had been times when relying on Anthony was like leaning on the wind. But there it was.


‘A team,’ Peter said.


‘My lad,’ Anthony said solemnly, and they shook hands.















CHAPTER TWO







When his head was clear, free of emotional clouds, as it was now, standing on the platform waiting for the train to Boston, a traveling and uprooted life with his father was better than a rooted life with a mother who, it seemed, had no place for him. ‘When I get a job and Grandma is feeling better,’ she had written a year ago, ‘you can come and live with us. But right now the apartment is just too small, and we don’t have much money, Peter.’


Peter rubbed his nose. Whenever he thought about these things, his nose itched. Anthony put his hand on Peter’s shoulder. ‘Five minutes,’ he said, ‘and you’ll be inside a dining car slugging back cocoa and doing real damage to a grilled cheese sandwich.’


Penn Station was not very crowded at one o’clock in the afternoon. Outside, the city was hot and humid, but below ground, surrounded by dirt and concrete, the air was still cool. People waited on concrete platforms for the big, sleek stainless steel train cars to roll in behind their pounding diesel engines, dragging gusts of hot air strong enough to blow your hat off, if you were wearing one. Most of the men and all of the women wore hats. The men wore seersucker suits and panamas, homburgs, and fedoras. The women wore calf-length summer skirts and jackets and felt pillboxes, round-brims, and toques. Peter’s mother had sold hats in Chicago before she met Anthony. Some of the women’s hats were decorated with satin ribbon, sweeps of veil, even fake fruit; a few sported long pheasant plumes that made them look like marmosets.


Anthony wore an old rumpled corduroy jacket and wool slacks, too warm for the weather but that was all he had, and no hat.


They had packed up their belongings and moved out of the apartment. Their address, for the next three months, would be a post office box. They were staking everything, it seemed to Peter, on the generosity of National Geographic.


He was still puzzling over what he had done the night they had gone out for pizza. They had walked to Nunzio’s, a loud and cheerful place with red checked tablecloths. His father had drunk a bottle of Chianti, to celebrate, he said, and they had shared a very large pie, almost as big as their table, covered with tomato sauce and cheese. Peter had eaten more than his fill and they had strolled home through the quiet side streets. Anthony was slightly drunk and was telling Peter about his work on oil rigs in 1939. He had hated every minute of it, he said, but still, there was the excitement and the camaraderie of the men all working together, and there had been the regular paycheck.


‘I was in a straitjacket,’ Anthony had said, putting his arm around Peter’s shoulders. ‘Every hour was misery. Best damned thing that ever happened to me. But the war came…That was miserable, too. Also the best damned thing that ever happened to me.’


Peter had helped his father up the stairs and into bed, and then had sat on the threadbare couch in the front room for a while, his head buzzing. About one in the morning, he had clapped his hands down hard on his knees and walked into the kitchen, grinding his molars so loudly he wondered if Anthony could hear. He had looked under the kitchen sink, pulled out a box of empty whiskey bottles, and carried them down the stairs. Then he had hefted the box to his shoulder and walked half a block to the entrance of an alley. And in the alley, surrounded by wooden crates and garbage cans, he had pulled the bottles from the box, one at a time, and flung them against a brick wall. There had been fifteen of them, and on the fourteenth bottle, an old woman had leaned out of a third story window and shouted at him, ‘All right, all right! You’ve made your point! Now get on home and let us sleep!’


He had stared up at the lighted window, the last bottle in his hand. Then he had put the bottle gently and silently down on the concrete, wiped his hands on his pant legs, and returned to the apartment.


 


The train arrived, little different from any of the other steel monsters that had hauled Peter and his father all over the Midwest and the East and the South in search of work. They climbed aboard and found their seats and Anthony slung their luggage into the overhead and strapped it in. Peter sat beside the long high window and examined the station’s brick wall through smudges of fingerprints and hair oil.


As the train pulled out of the station and daylight flooded the car, Anthony asked, ‘Did you say good-bye to Millie Caldwell?’ Millie Caldwell was a girl in his class. She and Peter had gone to the movies a couple of times and Peter thought she was more than a little nice to talk to.


Peter nodded. Millie was in love with a varsity football player, a college boy; she liked rugged, adventurous men. She had told him, on their last movie outing, ‘I really go for men who like to get in trouble.’ Millie Caldwell’s eyes had gleamed at the thought. ‘I prefer the growl of a tiger to the lick of a lapdog. You’re just too tame for me, Peter.’ Millie Caldwell wanted someone like Anthony, Peter realized…not for the first time.


‘Did you tell her what you’re doing?’


Peter shook his head. ‘It’s a secret, isn’t it?’


‘Just checking,’ Anthony said, and for a moment, Peter’s stomach soured.


‘I don’t think I’ll ever see her again,’ he said. ‘We’ll come back and live someplace else, I mean.’


‘A nicer place, maybe,’ Anthony said.


‘Maybe,’ Peter said.


‘Let’s go eat,’ Anthony said, and they walked toward the rear of the train, where the dining car was. The food was pretty good and Anthony bought him all he could eat. After sipping steaming cocoa from a thick, heavy cup, he ate three grilled cheese sandwiches with fried tomatoes on the side and drank two glasses of cold, rich milk. Anthony ate a BLT and drank a glass of beer, then two cups of coffee. He took out his Leica and aimed through the window, snapping a few pictures of hilly suburban neighborhoods where all the returned vets lived in long lines of cookie-cutter brown and gray and white houses. Finally they reached the countryside, gray under June’s overcast skies. Thick green elm trees raced past the windows.


‘We’ll get into Boston late this evening,’ Anthony said. ‘We’ll stay in a big, fancy hotel, and then, tomorrow, we’ll shop for traveling gear and go see the circus and meet Gluck and Shellabarger.’


Peter wondered why they would need traveling gear. He swallowed his last gulp of milk, wiped his mouth on the napkin, and said, ‘Dad, what if they decide they don’t want the article? What will happen to us?’


Anthony gave him a stern look.


‘Mom would say it was practical to worry about such things,’ Peter said primly.


‘Your mother never lived a peaceful day in her life,’ Anthony said. His face reddened. ‘She worries all the time.’




Peter stared back at him, biting his lip.


‘Sorry,’ Anthony said.


‘What will we do if it doesn’t work out?’


‘I’ll get a job in a camera store in Boston,’ Anthony said. ‘You can help me sell cheap Japanese cameras to folks who don’t know any better. All right?’


Things were getting off to a mixed start. Peter realized this was his fault–in part, at least. He tried to think of something to say that would put things right again. ‘It was right not to tell Mom. She would have worried. She would think the circus was a dangerous place to work.’


Anthony said, ‘Mm hmm.’ He was studying a woman sitting two tables behind Peter, on the other side of the train.


‘Dad…’


‘Mm hmm?’


‘Do you think I worry too much–like Mom?’


Anthony curled his lip casually and squinted out the window. ‘Sometimes it’s best to look an adventure right in the eye and not back down, not even blink. Never let life see you’re afraid.’


That sounded like someone in a book talking. Much of his father’s life could have come straight out of a book. A veteran of the campaigns in Italy, wounded twice, assigned to help motion picture director John Huston make documentaries of the fighting, Anthony Belzoni had survived the war with a scarred arm and chest, two Purple Hearts, a broken marriage, and his beloved Leica, ‘Not made in Canada. Made in Germany.’


Peter could hardly imagine what his father had been through and survived.


‘I’m with you, Dad,’ Peter said. The words sounded forced and a little awkward, but they seemed to do the trick.


‘I never doubted that, Peter,’ Anthony said with a big smile. ‘How about starting that journal?’


Peter loved words. He had read his mother’s old Merriam Webster’s Dictionary almost from cover to cover. It was one of the few things he had of hers. She never used it and so had given it to him when she left Chicago to go to Grandmother’s and live. But when it came to stringing one word after another…


With a sigh, he took out his new black notebook and a fountain pen. He spent more time than was strictly necessary filling the pen from a bottle of Quink. Then he tapped his chin and hummed until Anthony gave him a stern look, and finally applied nib to paper.


Today we left New York for Boston. My father saw the Lothar Gluck Dinosaur Circus before the war, but I’ve never seen it. I am really very excited, but sometimes I think too much and don’t know how to feel.


My father thinks on his feet, and he’s smarter than almost anyone, but sometimes he leaps before he looks. I’ll have to watch out for both of us.


Writing this took Peter half an hour.


 


They arrived in Boston after seven o’clock at night and took a taxi to the hotel. A smiling, wizened porter carried their bags up to the room. After giving the old man a whole dollar for a tip, Anthony fell onto the bed and began snoring. Anthony could fall asleep instantly wherever he was; he had learned that trick in the Army. Peter had to settle down and get used to his surroundings first.




The hotel room was a marvel. Peter had never slept in such a fancy bed. Even with his father sprawled across half, there was more than enough room. The furniture was dark maple. Original works of art hung on all the walls–mostly paintings of flowers, but pretty. The bathroom was a radiance of white marble, with a huge clawfoot tub and glittering brass faucets and shower head.


Peter tried the shower. The stinging spray of steaming hot water felt wonderful. He rubbed himself vigorously with a soft white towel that seemed as big as a bedsheet. He had neglected to place the cloth curtain inside the tub, however, and got water all over the floor. He wiped it up with the big towel and then settled into bed beside his father to read the book they had bought at the Strand the day before.


Peter could not read on trains or in cars. It made him queasy. Writing in the notebook had been bad enough. He had been waiting for this moment, however, to open the thick, heavy book with all of its pictures: The Lost World, by Prof. George Edward Challenger, as told to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Doyle had written the Sherlock Holmes books and many novels. Peter had read The Lost World when he had been eight or nine. Now he had his own copy instead of one from a library, and this one was the deluxe illustrated edition. The bookseller at the Strand had told them it had been out of print for more than five years. People were not very interested in dinosaurs anymore.


Peter scanned the glossy pictures first. He flipped past portraits of the explorers and their Indian guides, stiffly posed in the fashion of 1912, and stopped when he came to a sepia-toned picture of an overgrown marsh with a lake beyond. Looming over the lake were the highland mesas that formed a barrier to the wind on the northern edge of El Grande, the Grand Tepui.


Like most young people, he had grown up hearing about El Grande, biggest of Venezuela’s ancient sandstone plateaus. Twenty miles north of Brazil’s Monte Roraima, El Grande rose as high as eight thousand feet above the Gran Sabana, and stretched eighty-five miles from end to end. This was the last place on Earth where dinosaurs still lived.


He read the text beneath the picture:


The Lake of the Serpents, as seen from the south. The mountains in the distance squat atop the Grand Tepui, plateaus piled upon plateaus, and protect the entire elevated region from the cold northerly winds. They are more than fifty miles away, yet visible on this remarkably clear day. Between the Lake of the Serpents and the southern end of the Grand Tepui lies the south-central lake, called the Lake of Butterflies, or Lake Akuena. In all, there are six lakes on the Grand Tepui, the largest of them being the Lago Centrale, or Central Lake, which connects with the Lake of the Serpents by a narrow strait.


Peter was a quick reader, and in the next hour he re-lived the 1912 journey of George Edward Challenger and his crew and Indian porters up the Caroní River to the Grand Tepui, called Kahu Hidi by the Indians. They were blocked by mile-high falls and impenetrable rapids, and had to circle around to the Pico Poco, the ‘little mountain,’ where an ancient overgrown Indian switchback trail allowed them and a few burros to climb six thousand feet. They arrived at the top of Pico Poco, which was only a mile or so wide, but level with the Grand Tepui. The gap between Pico Poco and the Grand Tepui, at its narrowest, was one hundred feet. Challenger ordered the construction of a rope bridge…


Peter read through to the chapter that described the rock maze on the southern end of El Grande, and the swamp beyond the maze, where lurked huge crocodile-like animals with heads longer than a man was tall and teeth over eight inches long. ‘Yet far more dangerous and enchanting than these fresh-water Krakens,’ Challenger wrote, ‘are the cobra-necked, turtle-bodied saurians of Lake Akuena, supposed by some to be plesiosaurs. Though less than a fourth the size of the largest crocodilians, they are as vicious as the fabled piranha. They sit on the shores of the lake and hoot and chirp maddeningly throughout the dark, wet nights, hideous sirens inviting their victims to join in fatal reptilian play. They allow no rest, no thoughts but of death and rubbery hooded necks and broad grinning mouths full of slashing teeth…’


Peter rubbed his eyes. It was nine o’clock. He was hungry again despite their supper on the train. Traveling always sharpened his appetite. He leaned across the bed and shook his father’s shoulder. ‘Dad.’


‘Mmmfgk.’


‘Dad?’


‘Huh?’ Anthony jerked his head up from the pillow and stared owlishly around the room.


‘Are you hungry?’


His head flopped back. ‘You want to try room service?’


Peter grinned.


‘How about a steak…rare? One for each of us, and baked potatoes with sour cream and chives. I’ll have a glass of wine and you’ll have a cola.’


‘That would be terrific,’ Peter said.


Anthony dialed the phone for room service and pointed to the book. The cover was stamped with the gruesome image of a black-and-white-and-green-feathered Stratoraptor velox in its native rain forest. ‘Like to run into one of those?’


‘No, sir,’ Peter said. ‘Nor an Altovenator. But I’d like to see both of them in the wild.’ But his father was talking to someone in the kitchen, ordering their steaks. When he finished, he put down the phone and grinned wolfishly at his son.


‘They don’t take kindly to nosy Norteamericanos down there. Not anymore.’


‘Why not? What happened?’ Peter asked.


‘It’s a long story…’


‘We have time,’ Peter said.


‘It’s a tragedy, really,’ Anthony said. ‘Professor Challenger followed in the footsteps of half a dozen explorers–like Shomburgk and Maple White–but he was the first to actually make his way to the top of El Grande and live to tell about it. That began the big dinosaur craze. Everybody sent teams into El Grande and started catching dinos and exporting them for zoos and circuses. Things got out of hand, of course, and some animals started getting scarce.


‘It was high time that somebody with good sense stepped in. In 1924, the Muir Society told First Lady Grace Coolidge–Calvin’s wife–that bringing down all those animals, just to put them in zoos–or letting big game hunters journey in and shoot them–just didn’t make sense. President Coolidge had a son who loved dinosaurs. The boy was sick, dying actually, and before he died, he asked his father to help save the animals on the tepui. Like me, o1’ Silent Cal had a soft spot for his son, made even softer by knowing the boy wasn’t going to be around much longer…


‘So Coolidge put pressure on the Venezuelan dictator, Juan Vicente Gómez. The next US president, Herbert Hoover, kept up the pressure because he and Coolidge were friends. That was before Black Monday brought on the Depression.


‘The Muir Society wanted to turn El Grande into a nature preserve. But Gómez got angry. He didn’t like gringos telling him what to do. Instead, he stopped letting anybody go in there.


‘Then there are the Indians. They think of El Grande as a sacred place, and send their warriors and future chiefs there to prove themselves. The army doesn’t like that, because the tribes get uppity when heroes lead them, and that makes trouble.


The Venezuelan army still guards the place. Gómez is gone, but they let in only two or three people each year, Latin American scientists mostly, and they won’t let them carry guns. Well, of course, without guns, a lot of them die.


‘Meanwhile, up north, most of the circuses and zoos didn’t know how to take care of the dinosaurs they had. They lost them and couldn’t get replacements. The only circus that kept its animals alive and healthy was Circus Lothar, and they’re just about broke.’


Their dinner arrived on a rolling cart pushed by a tall, smiling black man in a white jacket. Everything was covered by silver trays. The steaks were grilled to perfection, thick and rare.


Peter loved hearing his father speak. His precise diction, like an actor’s, and his pleasant if somewhat clipped tone reminded him of the times when they had lived together with his mother, and Anthony had read newspapers and magazines to him before dinner.


‘Dad, who’s the fiercest predator on this planet?’ Peter asked as they finished the last cooling, still-succulent bites of beef. He wiped a dribble of juice from his chin.


‘The butcher who sliced up this steer, I suppose,’ Anthony said.


‘You don’t think people are?’


‘Some people,’ Anthony said. ‘Not me. If I had to shoot my own cow to eat meat, I’d become a vegetarian.’


‘Isn’t that hypocritical?’ Peter asked. He fluffed his pillow and lay back on the bed.


‘Sure,’ Anthony said. He tapped his fork on the plate and got up to roll the cart to the door. ‘Dollars to donuts a carnivorous dinosaur is a whole lot more honest than any human being.’


‘Better dressed, too,’ Peter said.


‘Yeah, well, we’ll take care of that tomorrow morning. It’s time we got some serious sleep. We’re due at the circus to meet Gluck and Shellabarger at three p.m. And the last, gala performance starts at seven.’


Anthony opened the door and pushed the cart outside.















CHAPTER THREE







They went shopping as soon as the stores opened, taking a taxi to a men’s clothier, then walking down the street with their parcels to a big camping and Army surplus store. In a couple of hours, they had dungarees, light wool coats and khaki jackets, new lightweight cotton underwear, two pairs of hiking boots apiece and six pairs of wool socks, bush hats, two new belts, two all-purpose hunting knives and two pocketknives, and two compasses. Peter had never owned a knife before and immediately wanted to find a stick and test the blades, but Anthony said they barely had time to get to the circus.


Peter did not ask why they needed all the rugged clothing, and his father did not volunteer any information. Anthony wandered up and down the aisles, filling his basket with item after item. He treated it as a long-delayed and well-deserved shopping spree, all on the tab of the National Geographic Society. Peter realized they could never carry all this stuff, and challenged Anthony: ‘What are we going to do with five kerosene lamps? Or with a box of tent stakes?’ Usually, his father relented with a smile, and Peter put the items back on the shelf. On a few items, Anthony simply said, ‘Keep it. We’ll need it.’


 


At two-thirty, four miles outside the city, the green and white taxi dropped them off by a railway siding on the edge of a broad field covered with long, wet, trampled grass. Anthony paid the driver and they stepped out. The driver removed their luggage and bags of new clothes, then tipped his cap with a sly smile, the same kind of smile he might have given to two gentlemen being dropped off in a red-light district. The taxi rumbled away and they stood for a moment on the edge of the field.


A long line of flatcars, Pullmans, and boxcars pushed up beside a concrete loading platform. Across the field, a big top had been erected, and two connected smaller tents formed the wings of a Y. North of the tents, a gray awning sheltered five large diesel generators that coughed smoke into the afternoon sky. Four long trucks were parked alongside the generators, and roustabouts busily loaded and unloaded equipment from the rear and side doors of their trailers. Three wide white searchlights sat dark like big blind eyes between the siding and the big top.


From around the eastern tent paced a dozen horses on a jaunt with their grooms. Concession carts and a few game booths stood unattended and sad beside the path to the big top. Peter did not see any dinosaurs.


A banner sagged wearily over the ticket booths near the closest wing of the tents. On the banner, in vivid green letters adorned with painted scales and feathers, stretched the name CIRCUS LOTHAR, and below that, in smaller letters, LOTHAR GLUCK’S DINOSAUR CIRCUS, and on a second banner below that, Beasts from the Edge of Time!


Peter had not been to a circus since he was five years old, and he remembered only a confusion of bright colors, large cages with bored-looking animals, a huge woman in a frilly dress, and a clown in a spotlight with a bouquet of flowers. This circus, he saw immediately, was different.


A few big drops of rain pattered from the gray sky. ‘Gluck hasn’t made money in more than six years,’ Anthony said as he popped a tattered black umbrella over their heads. ‘I guess the public’s gotten tired of hearing about dino disasters. Thirty of them died of worms at the World’s Fair. Big disgrace. Cruelty to animals. Before that, in 1935, a venator got loose in a circus in Havana and killed twenty people. The newspapers blamed everybody in the business. So Lothar Gluck is at the end of his rope, through no fault of his own.’


They walked past the concession stands and the sideshow tent to the ticket booth. A husky bearded attendant who might have doubled as a strongman checked them against a list and nodded permission for them to go in.


Immediately, they stepped from mud onto dry sawdust and the air went from warm and moist to dry and musty with a sharp smell that made Peter wrinkle his nose. He had smelled horses on his uncle’s ranch in Kentucky and cows in a dairy barn, but he had never smelled anything like this. Then he remembered visiting a big pet shop in Chicago and the rich sour odor of parrots and macaws. This was more primal, alarming; it stirred deep memories.


Peter wondered if it was actually the smell that kept people away from the circus.


They came to the cages, eight of them arranged in two rows on either side of the end of the first tent. Most were covered with tarps. Whatever was inside the cages was quiet and still. Ahead, through a canvas flap furled and tied to a crossbar between two poles, Peter saw the third ring under the big main tent, and bleachers in shadow beyond. A man and woman were riding a dappled gray gelding around the small ring, taking turns standing on its back and leaping off as the other leaped on. No music, no sounds but the pounding hoofs and the grunts and comments of the performers. The man wore loose pants and a white shirt and the woman nicely filled out what looked like a black swimsuit.


Of course, Anthony noticed her. Peter noticed her as well.


As they walked between the cages, a tall powerful-looking man ducked under a lifted cut in the canvas. ‘You the photographer?’ he asked in a voice stuck somewhere between black velvet and gravel.


‘And writer,’ Anthony said.


‘I’m Vince Shellabarger.’


‘This is my son, Peter. He’s my assistant.’ Anthony and Shellabarger shook hands, and then the big dinosaur trainer turned to Peter and glowered down at him. His judgmental sea-green eyes glinted with bits of turquoise. Straight white-blond hair stretched thin over his brown scalp. He had a long chiseled jaw and prominent cheekbones, a solid barrel gut and broad heavy shoulders. A brilliantly white shirt strained across his chest. Gray curly chest hair billowed over the V in his shirt and thick biceps threatened to rip the rolled-up sleeves. For a moment, he scared Peter.


‘Hello, Peter,’ Shellabarger said. He stuck out his hand and smiled warmly. Suddenly Peter was no longer afraid, but proud to shake hands with the man.


‘Is anybody else here?’ Anthony asked.


‘Not yet. We’re having a last supper sort of thing at five. I thought I’d introduce you to the animals before the show. Mr Gluck–Lotto to his friends–is around someplace. Let me see if he’s free.’


‘How big’s the crowd going to be?’ Anthony asked.


‘How the hell should I know?’ Shellabarger said.


Shellabarger left them by the third ring and went off looking for Gluck. They watched the man and woman and the horse, practicing over and over again the same leap, the man running up a ramp and jumping onto the horse and around the ring and then off, the woman leaping back on. Standing on the horse’s back, the woman glanced at them as she passed, then jerked her head away as if she had made a mistake and no one had been there after all.


‘You think the horse gets bored?’ Anthony asked, tracking the woman with his eyes.


‘Probably. Why aren’t they training with a dinosaur?’ Peter asked.


Anthony laughed. ‘Just wait,’ he said.


Shellabarger returned a few minutes later. ‘Lotto’s on the squawk box. He says he’ll join us later. Come on.’ Shellabarger stomped ahead, his big black-booted feet kicking up flakes of sawdust. He took them to the other end of the side tent, by the first cage on the right, and thumped the tarpaulin with his knuckles. Something inside harrumphed and squeaked.


‘Don’t be fooled by their pretty eyes,’ Shellabarger said. ‘They don’t think like bears or big cats, or like any mammal.’ Shellabarger lifted the canvas cover. Inside the cage, a leggy creature as tall as a man lifted its smooth flexible neck and puffed out its throat below a toothless pointed jaw. Its long naked tail twitched like a cat’s, with a slow horizontal curl at the end. It seemed to be covered with brown and gray fur, but as it stalked forward, neck bobbing, and squeaked again, then whistled, Peter saw the fur was really a fine down of primitive feathers. Its eyes gleamed a beautiful golden color, mottled with rich chocolate specks, and the inside of its mouth and tongue was lavender.


Instead of wings it had long agile three-clawed hands. The claws gripped the bars and it angled its head to peer at Shellabarger.


‘This is Dip,’ the trainer said. ‘He’s not a bird or an avisaur–he’s a real dinosaur. A plains struthio. Scientists call him a ratite mesotherm.’ He twisted his mouth in distaste. ‘I like the Indian names better. Does it look like a sadashe tonoro, or like a Neostruthiomimus planensis?’


Peter grinned.


‘Yeah,’ Shellabarger said. ‘His mate’s in the trailer outside. Her name’s Casso. They were brought out by the last expedition in 1928. Gluck bought them from Wonder World Ohio in 1937. They were in sad shape. Damned fools didn’t know what to feed them.’


‘What do you feed them?’ Peter asked.


Shellabarger smiled craftily. ‘They like possums and bugs and lizards and chickens–and eggs, of course. Other circuses and zoos used to feed them strictly meat and eggs. But…’ He put his hand between the bars of the cage. The struthio twisted his head, examined the hand as if it might be tasty, and pecked the fingers lightly. Peter was afraid he might have bitten the trainer, but Shellabarger laughed and pulled his hand back unbloodied. ‘We’ve known each other a long time. Casso’s eggs, by the way, are infertile. Always have been. So far, I’ve never gotten any dino to make babies away from El Grande, more’s the pity.’


‘What else do they eat?’ Peter persisted.


The trainer bent over and whispered in Peter’s ear: ‘They’re omnivores. They love nuts and berries. Casso will do anything for a peanut.’


Shellabarger winked to show this was their secret. They walked to the next cage, considerably larger than the first in the row, and pulled on a rope that lifted the canvas cover. ‘Good afternoon, Sammy,’ he murmured. Inside the cage, lying on its side, a massive, brown-spotted green body lifted one elephantine foreleg in the air, then rolled toward the small visitors, coming to rest on both forelegs, with hind legs splayed out behind. He tipped forward an ornate crest, swung his head to one side, and regarded them with a beady little black eye. His stomach rose and fell with a deep rumble. Sammy’s aspect was already formidable, but as a final touch, he sported a bent, forward-jutting horn on his rhinoceros nose.


‘Sammy’s a Centrosaurus,’ Shellabarger said. ‘A real survivor. A true older dinosaur, not very evolved. His breed’s been around for about seventy million years. Sammy’s small for his type, but fossil centrosaurs are even smaller. When I was a lad and visited southern El Grande, I saw centrosaurs in herds of hundreds, some of the big females thirty-five feet long. Sammy’s been with us since the beginning, and he still acts like a youngster. Don’t you, Sam?’ Shellabarger grabbed hay from a bale, pulled a eucalyptus leaf from another box, and tied them up with a long green blade of grass. Sammy’s beak opened and a rasping parrot tongue poked out. He rolled over a little more, stretched out his beak, and took the wad from Shellabarger. The centrosaur whistled softly through his nose.


All around Sammy’s crest, reddish-brown knobs stuck out like studs on a dog’s collar. Spots of dark green and fleshy pink covered the crest to just behind the prominent bony ridges surrounding his eyes.


‘He looks placid now,’ Shellabarger said, ‘but Sammy gave me fits when I was younger. Liked to step on toes.’


‘Do the dinosaurs live a long time?’ Anthony asked.


‘We’ve got one old carnivore here, Dagger, a venator–he’s in the trailer now, we don’t take him out until the show–he’s thirty-seven or thirty-eight, probably. He was a youngster when I plucked him off the plateau thirty years ago. Herbivores live about three times longer than the carnivores. So Sammy could live to be ninety or more.’


‘You seem to like them all,’ Peter said.


‘Well,’ Shellabarger said, ‘I like some, and some like me.’ He drew up one corner of his lips and lowered his eyebrow in a half grimace.


The size of the Centrosaurus stunned Peter. He had never seen a dinosaur up close–only in pictures–and Sammy’s bulk was both bigger, in some ways, and smaller, than he had imagined. Bigger, because if Sammy got loose, he could certainly smash up most of the circus, and smaller, because he could not tear apart a city.


Peter wondered how big Dagger the venator was.


‘There’s Lotto now,’ Shellabarger said, nodding toward the juncture of the two tents. ‘You’ll meet the rest of the beasts soon enough.’


Lothar Gluck was a short plump man with a pale face and red cheeks and thin graying brown hair. He wore an expensive suit that refused to fit properly. His short stubby nose and florid lips reminded Peter of Charles Laughton, but Gluck’s features seemed more dissipated, as if in his youth he might have been a handsome man.


‘Lotto, this is Anthony Belzoni and his son, Peter,’ Shellabarger introduced. Gluck stuck out a thick pale hand, and Anthony shook it first as Gluck murmured certain standard phrases, ‘Pleasssed to meet you, delighted, yesss…’ Then he came to Peter. Gluck’s hand felt soft and slightly damp, like bread dough. He kept glancing over his shoulder, as if expecting someone else to arrive.


Though he was a US citizen–and had been since 1913–Lothar Gluck still spoke with a German accent. He hung on to many of his s’s as he said them, as if unwilling to let his words loose.


‘Sso, Mr Shellabarger hass given you a small tour?’ Gluck asked.


‘We’ve seen a few of the animals,’ Anthony said. ‘It’s a thrill to get this close, isn’t it, Peter?’


Gluck focused on Peter, sized him up, and smiled sunnily. ‘Esspecially for a youngsster. I have built my career on thrilling young folks with the beassts.’


Peter felt he was expected to say something. ‘They’re great,’ he said. ‘I mean, they’re big.’


‘Both great and big,’ Gluck said. ‘Sssome bigger than others.’ He cast a sad, glassy eye on Sammy. ‘Will Ssammy be performing tonight?’


‘He wouldn’t miss it,’ Shellabarger said.


‘Sammy was the first dinosssaur I brought down from El Grande. I first went up the rivers to the tepuis when I was thirty-one yearss old, in the expedition of Colonel Fawcett himself. He ordered me to take Sammy and two other beassts down the Caroní, back to civilization. Colonel Fawcett stayed behind, and was never seen again. After Professor Challenger, he was the greatest explorer of that region…But then, Challenger wass a dynamo, a genius, and something of a monssster himself.’


‘Cardozo was better,’ Shellabarger said. ‘He knew his stuff.’


‘If you get the impression I am waiting for somebody,’ Gluck said, glancing over his shoulder again, ‘I am. The producers, Mr Cooper and Mr Schoedsack, and their photographer, O’Brien, should be here soon. They are going to film the circus tonight.’


‘We always enjoy publicity,’ Shellabarger said dryly.


Lotto waved his plump hand. Three gold rings glittered on his thick fingers. ‘I think we may alsso have John Ford. He has always been a loyal patron. They will arrive in time for dinner, I hope. Already the movie truckss are here.’ Gluck turned to Peter again. ‘Shall we take a look at more beassts? It is wonderful, the way Vince has with them…’


Gluck accompanied them to one more cage. At the end of the row, near the entrance to the tent, a large, sluggish animal stood asleep on its four pillarlike legs. Heavily armored, the tail tipped with a large ball of bone, it had spikes poking from its sides and shorter spikes in rows along its back; even its eyelids were covered with plates of bone. It looked like a cross between a horned toad and a Sherman tank and was longer than Sammy, almost thirty-one feet.


‘This is Sheila,’ Shellabarger said to Anthony and Peter. ‘Sheila’s a southern ankylosaur.’


Peter bent over to examine the underpinnings of the cage. Big curved steel shock absorbers were mounted on each wheel axle and the cage rolled on truck tires.


‘Vince, she seems to sleep all the time,’ Gluck said. ‘Whenever I look at her.’


‘I doubt Sheila knows the difference between being asleep and awake. She’s not asleep, exactly. She’s just got her eyes shut.’


Anthony stepped forward and was surprised by a sudden swing of the tail against the cage. The ball of bone made a hideous whack against the bars and they all jumped back. The ankylosaur opened her small brown eyes, blinked with translucent membranes, opened her beaked mouth, stretched her neck, and made a shrill clucking noise, like a huge bass chicken.


‘You startled her,’ Shellabarger said, grinning. ‘See, not exactly asleep.’ Anthony had almost dropped his camera. He looked at Peter with chagrin.


‘You big lummox,’ Shellabarger said to the animal. Sheila clucked again, swung her head slowly back and forth, and rasped her big side spikes against the bars, making a fierce racket. ‘Just about the only fun she has is walking around the ring. She’s a good platform. Just wait.’




‘Let us see the titan,’ Gluck said.


Shellabarger shook his head firmly. ‘Not when there’s a show to do,’ he said. ‘She’s as sensitive as a wild horse.’


Gluck looked irritated, but shrugged; Shellabarger was master of the beasts.


‘Titan?’ Peter asked.


‘Aepyornis titan,’ Gluck said proudly. ‘We call her Mrs Birdqueen.’


‘Our young visitor hasn’t seen the show yet, and you haven’t done much publicity lately, Lotto,’ Shellabarger said. ‘Let it be a surprise for him.’















CHAPTER FOUR







A crowd of bigwigs and celebrities stood around outside the tent, most dressed in gray suits and fedoras and smoking cigars and cigarettes. Two seemed out of place, standing a few yards apart from the rest: a thin young man, balding prematurely, and a grandfatherly-looking fellow with a pleasant but discerning expression. Their suits were almost slick with wear. The thin young man seemed to have inherited his clothes from an ancient male ancestor, they gleamed so at knees and elbows.


Gluck waded in among the celebrities, shaking hands, smiling, enthusing about this or that. Behind the men, Peter saw three women preening and displaying their cigarettes in long thin holders. Their high heels, sheer gowns, and fur coats seemed odd on the sawdust floor. One of them glanced at Peter, looked away, glanced back, and smiled. They were heart-stoppingly beautiful.


Anthony, Peter, and Shellabarger followed Gluck. Shellabarger knew the men in good suits, and he nodded and shook hands with them, introducing them in turn to Peter and Anthony. ‘This is Merian Cooper,’ he said. ‘Coop did King Kong, what, ten years ago?’


‘Fourteen,’ Cooper said with a thick Southern accent. He was plump, middle-aged, of medium height. At first, he did not seem very impressive–but then Peter caught his direct gaze.


‘You made Kong?’ Peter asked, suddenly awed.


‘You betcha. OBie, over there, created our big ape.’ Cooper pointed to the older man in the worn suit. ‘Some of our dinosaurs we put together from footage we shot for Plateau. The public, bless ’em, didn’t much like the mix.’


‘I saw it last year,’ Peter said. ‘I thought it was great.’


‘A good story has some staying power…’ Cooper said with a shrug and a grin. ‘But it damned near broke us. Ever since Kong, Monte thinks I’m a jinx. He refuses to work with me.’


Peter wondered who Monte was, but they moved on. Shellabarger steered them toward Gluck, who was standing next to the grandfatherly fellow. They and the balding young man were in conversation with a tall, slender fellow with a thick stand of wiry salt-and-pepper hair. ‘Monte, may I introduce our writer and sstill photographer, from the National Geographic, Anthony Belzoni, and his son, Peter…My friends, thiss is the great director Ernest Schoedsack. Everyone calls him Monte.’


‘Only if I say so,’ Schoedsack said gloomily, and then gave a small smile. ‘Glad to meet you.’ He had a tall, square head. His ears stuck out on each side like handles and he looked half blind; he wore very thick glasses. ‘This is O’Brien, my camera and effects man. And this is…’


‘Ray,’ the balding young man said, quickly catching that Schoedsack had forgotten his name. ‘Ray Harryhausen.’


Peter and Anthony shook hands all around. Schoedsack took Gluck aside and Anthony struck up a conversation with O’Brien and Harryhausen.


Peter tuned in first to what Gluck and Schoedsack were murmuring.


‘Last time we went in there, to make Plateau, we lost a plane and three men. Damned near lost OBie when a boat went the wrong way down a rapids. That Caroní is a bitch of a river, Lotto.’


‘Don’t I know it,’ Gluck said.




Peter felt his neck hairs tingle.


O’Brien and Harryhausen examined Anthony’s Leica. O’Brien described a new portable 35-millimeter movie camera and the newest Technicolor film stock. ‘Whole thing weighs less than thirty pounds.’


‘Sounds like a good dance partner,’ Anthony said pleasantly. ‘Hope I’ll be able to squeeze a few snaps in between.’


‘This isn’t my strong suit, y’know,’ O’Brien confided, shaking his head. ‘Oh, I’m good; I’ve been filming live action since before Kong, but Ray and I have been hoping we could get enough money together to try again.’


‘Try what again?’ Peter asked.


‘A fantasy film,’ O’Brien said. He pulled a wry face. ‘All this focus on real animals. Not that I don’t like dinosaurs. They’re swell. I put some of my own together for Creation.’


Harryhausen chuckled. In a soft, deep voice, he said, ‘We’ve been put in the shade by real life.’


‘Yeah,’ O’Brien said. ‘But it was sound killed that old beast, not live dinosaurs. Silent movies aren’t worth the gun-cotton they’re printed on.’


‘Nitrocellulose,’ Harryhausen explained to Peter.


‘Oh,’ Peter said.


Harryhausen smiled. At first glance, his face and expression seemed affable, even simple–sympathetically angled eyebrows, quick smile, a low-key manner. But when Harryhausen looked directly at him, Peter sensed keen intelligence, real determination–and almost infinite patience.


‘Ray would like to animate things we’ve never seen before, creatures from Venus and Mars, Greek gods and fire-breathing dragons. But dinosaurs spoiled the public for any of our imaginary monsters.’ O’Brien raised his hands in resignation.


‘Fickle,’ Anthony commiserated.


‘At least we’ve got work,’ Harryhausen said softly.


‘Yeah, moviemaking is about the public’s dreams, not our own,’ O’Brien said with a sigh.


 


A long table and folding chairs had been set up in the center ring of the big top. The dinner was brief, not very lavish, but at the end, everybody toasted everybody else. Peter toasted with a glass of milk. Looking around the table, he realized with a creeping numbness that his father and he were sitting with half a dozen circus performers, a ringmaster, a dinosaur trainer, and Lotto Gluck himself. John Ford sat at one end flanked by Merian Cooper and Ernest Schoedsack; to the right of Cooper were Willis O’Brien and Ray Harryhausen, three beautiful actresses-one blonde, one brunette, and one redhead–and…he had come back around the table to Anthony and himself. Anthony was deep in conversation with the redhead, the one who had smiled at Peter. She wasn’t much older than Peter, either.


Ford, a pleasant but ordinary-looking man with thinning hair and round horn-rim glasses, stood to deliver his personal toast and wishes for the expedition.


‘Damn, I wish I was going with you,’ he said, aiming his glass around the table. His other hand clutched and worried a napkin.
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