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Part One


Madness is better than defeat. Down the river is the light of reason.


(From Orson Welles’s screenplay for an unproduced adaptation of Heart of Darkness, 1939)
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Springfield, Virginia – 1959


The tribunal will not reconvene until I’ve had a chance to consider all the available evidence in my case. That is my right as an American and as an officer of the Central Intelligence Agency. If the testimony I’ve submitted is true, then the proof may be somewhere in that warehouse, and therefore I must be allowed to look for it. My persecutors pretend to regard this rule as an inconvenience, because without it they’d be permitted to empty the warehouse tomorrow to make more room for stolen Politburo cigar stubs or whatever else they want to archive out here in Virginia. But really it delights them. There’s no easy way to take a measure of ‘all the available evidence in my case’, but I estimate it at about three hundred million feet, an alchemical prodigy of urine and rock salt and Mayan armor, glossy bales decomposing into nitric frass. To pick through it all with proper care, building a chronology and a concordance, is the work of decades. And I don’t have decades.


This is how I know. During the failed Cuban War of Independence in 1868, a wealthy Spanish family called the Azpeteguias, who owned sugar plantations near the Valle de Viñales, were besieged inside their villa by their own farmers. They died of yellow fever, all sixteen of them, before they could be relieved by the army. It was decided to send the bodies to Havana for burial to ensure they wouldn’t be desecrated by the locals. But the farmers ambushed the caravan in the hills, prying open the coffins and tipping the bodies into the dust. In 1953, when I was still working for the agency in Cuba, I did a significant favor for a friend of mine in Pinar del Río and afterwards he gave me a bottle of rum that had been aged in a barrel made from staves of Azpeteguia coffin wood.


I have about twelve ounces left. It’s what’s called a diagnostic liquor. According to folk medicine, the long aftertaste is the most volatile fraction of the rum escaping out of your mouth as tinted vapor after it’s already washed through your guts. You taste yourself on it. There are some old bourbons with the same property. When I first opened it, back when I was in good health, Azpeteguia añejo was the most exquisite rum I’d ever sipped, but now I can taste poison at the end of every mouthful, a bile so rank and doomy your standard pre-vomit is like maple syrup in comparison. One of these days I’ll have a doctor palpate my liver just to make it official, but I know perfectly well what he’ll tell me. Between my stomach and my lungs sits a wedge of black gristle. Instead of a functioning organ I have only a ruin, a sinkhole, a blocked sewer.


I’m forty-three years old. Alcoholism runs in the Zonulet family and it’s going to kill me even younger than it killed my father. I will die long before I finish preparing my defense. Early on, I asked if I could have an assistant to help me hack through this jungle, but they said they wouldn’t give security clearance to anyone but me. They’ve fucked me and they know it. Really, there is no need for the tribunal to reconvene, because a life sentence has already been handed down, in the most elegant possible fashion, with nothing so clattering or banal as a verdict spoken aloud. I am my own jailer, in the prison of my inalienable rights. They know I never wanted anything more to do with that temple, and now I’ll be trapped for the remainder of my life among its ribbons of silver drool.


From the very beginning I’ve given the same testimony. I did everything I could to prevent what happened in Honduras, but the forces arrayed against me were too powerful (and some of those same forces are now discreetly overseeing my prosecution). The censure I’m threatened with is not proportionate to the rules I may have bent or broken in pursuit of entirely valid aims, nor to my peripheral culpability in a sequence of events that for the most part were far beyond my control. I’m a fallible human being, and I regret the mistakes I made, but with a sound mind and a clear conscience I can avow that I was acting in the best interests of my country. I know dozens of guys back in Foggy Bottom who’ve done much, much worse and suffered nothing but commiserations on their bad luck.


I spent a decade with CIA, and three years with the Office of Strategic Services before that, and what do I have to show for it? Just one friend, Winch McKellar, my only ally in the whole crew. He’s back from Jakarta now but he can’t do anything to help. Sometimes I’m tempted to go to the Washington Post and tell them everything I know about Branch 9, and sometimes I’m tempted to burn the warehouse to the ground with myself inside, but what keeps me from either variety of self-immolation is that the proof I’m looking for, the proof that would vindicate the testimony I submitted to the tribunal, is somewhere on those shelves. In theory, I might find it tomorrow. That is, at least, mathematically possible.


In any case, if I do die before I hit the jackpot, I want it to be there in the warehouse. They’ll wonder where the smell is coming from until they notice my body draped across a steel roof truss like a pair of sneakers tossed over a telephone line. No one will be able to figure out how I got up there and they’ll have to fish me down with a crane.


So every night I stay there until ten or eleven o’clock at night with my flatbed editor and my notebooks. Then I peel off my gloves, say goodbye to the guard, and stop at the diner on the way home for a hamburger that tastes like scorched oakum. Back at my apartment, I don’t sleep much, so I’m never sure how to pass the time. But now I have a hobby. Tap tap tap tappety tap.


This is going to be a tell-all. But the only person who’s ever likely to read it is the junior from the Office of Security who, after my death, will be assigned to examine my papers and prepare a detailed report on their contents. Presumably, that whelp is going to wonder how I seem to know so much about what happened to people I’ve never met in places I’ve never been.


A great deal of what’s done at the agency is textual analysis of some kind – often, in its methods, verging on literary criticism or scriptural exegesis – and one of the guys who helped train us in OSS was the Yale ethnologist Newton Mathers. He spent years studying the oral traditions of the Amazon, which are of inconstant usefulness if you’re looking for solid historical fact, and he taught us always to look for what he called ‘the stench of truth’. A stench is a stench because it’s too complex and microbial and surprising to be merely an odor. Created things have odors. Natural things have stenches.


Since the whelp from the Office of Security will already have been told that before my death I submitted an absolutely cockamamie testimony to the tribunal, he may assume this memoir is just an elaboration of that fantasy. But if he judges that it’s detailed and consistent and lifelike enough to exude the stench of truth, and he knows I didn’t have some treasure chest of surveillance reports and wiretap transcripts to draw from, he’ll be looking for an explanation. Is it really possible that, from only the data I had available to me in the warehouse, I inferred the rest of the universe? That, from just a few clues, I filled out the measureless crossword?


In our first week with him, Old Man Mathers gave us Leibniz to read. ‘Let us suppose that someone jots down a quantity of points helter-skelter upon a sheet of paper,’ Leibniz writes in his Discourse on Metaphysics. ‘Now I say that it is possible to find a geometrical line, whose concept shall be uniform and constant, in accordance with a certain formula, which will pass through all of those points, and in the same order in which the hand jotted them down. When the formula is very complex, that which conforms to it passes for irregular. But God does nothing out of order.’ Even the jotting isn’t truly helter-skelter. Everything happens for its own opaque reasons. Consequently, if you have enough of the points to deduce the formula that determines them, you can in turn deduce all the other points you don’t already have.


If it sounds like I’m stretching Leibniz a little far, recall that he goes even further himself. ‘When we consider carefully the connection of things,’ he writes, ‘we can say that from all time in a man’s soul there are vestiges of everything that has happened to him and marks of everything that will happen to him and even traces of everything that happens in the universe.’ In other words, you can deduce every formula from just one point. Maybe it will take a few days’ interrogation for that point to break, but it will spill its guts eventually.


Yet that isn’t how I did it. I didn’t discover the formula. I didn’t read the traces in one point or extrapolate from many, like a diligent intelligence analyst. I used a much cruder method, almost a cheat. I went to the aleph, the point from which all other points are visible. I crawled inside that temple in Honduras and I saw everything at once. If you asked the director of Hearts in Darkness, the most ill-starred movie in Hollywood history, he’d assure you that the gods talked to me in there. I maintain that the explanation is mycological. What the whelp will conclude, I don’t know. He’ll be my obituarist, my executor and my graverobber all rolled into one, so perhaps in the long run his opinion is the only one that counts.


When he sees the cinder block of typescript on my desk and realises he’s going to have to crawl through the whole thing, perhaps he’ll feel the same way I did when the guard flipped on the halide lamps my first day at the warehouse: I cannot possibly get through all this. That would be fine by me. I’m past the point of cultivating a readership, which I had to do not only as a crime reporter with the New York Evening Mirror but also a case officer of CIA. I remember a supervisor of mine once rejected my account of a brawl I’d witnessed among some communists in Paris because it was ‘too Hemingway’. The reference was a little out of date but along the right lines. The agency generates millions of pages of documents a year, much of that in the form of first-person narratives, and although the internal literature of the agency may never have had its Modernist or its Beat period, it’s absurd to suppose that a bunch of neophiliac college-educated guys at their typewriters would be totally unaffected by what’s going on out there at the publishing houses that in some cases they’re secretly funding. I asked my supervisor what style I should write the report in, and he shouted back, ‘You don’t write in any style at all, Zonulet, you just damned well put down what happened!’ Obviously after that I couldn’t write another word for about a month.


This time, though, I don’t have to worry about critics. So I won’t agonise about where to begin. I’m going to begin twenty-one years ago, in 1938, on 49th Street in Manhattan, with a bet.


* * *


The terms of this bet declared that for every ten seconds under sixty seconds it took the diver to wrestle the octopus out of the tank, Elias Coehorn Jr. would lose a hundred dollars, and for every ten seconds over sixty seconds, he’d win the same increment. The diver that night was a Chelsea longshoreman who could break your nose so badly with one right hook that a doctor would have to tweezer the cartilage out through your nostrils, and he’d never been known to take more than a minute and a half to humble an octopus. Once or twice he’d even flipped the beast out of the tank almost the instant the bell rang with the nonchalance of a teenage swimming-pool attendant retrieving a deflated flotation aid. ‘The first thing you have to learn,’ he’d been heard to say, ‘is that you can’t put a crotch hold on a fucker with eight crotches.’


Although Coehorn had stamped on his own wristwatch back at his friend Irma’s apartment to emphasise some rhetorical point that could not now be recalled, he estimated that it was some time after midnight on Saturday, which meant he’d been up for at least thirty-six hours, and his own consciousness floated in a tank of champagne, gin, cocaine, hashish, Benzedrine and sewing-machine oil. Despite all that, he didn’t need a slide rule to tell him that those odds weren’t in his favor. And yet he’d taken the bet anyway, because he believed this particular octopus wouldn’t give up so easily. Earlier, as he’d stood there with Irma admiring the noble bulge of its purple cranium, she’d pointed out that this captive Martian had only seven intact limbs. Petticoat rags of intertentacular membrane trailed from the stump of the eighth. This octopus already knew what it felt like to fight for its life.


‘Hey,’ someone said to Coehorn, ‘anybody ever tell you you look just like that singer, uh … What’s his name?’


Coehorn rolled his eyes at Irma. ‘Frank Parker?’


‘Yeah!’


‘Only about half a million times.’


The impresario who organised these weekend sprees in the basement library of the derelict New York headquarters of the Bering Strait Railroad Association of North America had never bothered to clear out the rotting atlases from the bookshelves, and the sulfides in the blue inks had begun to give the dead oceans within an appropriately algal reek. Tonight the whole venue was so alarmingly crowded that if you wanted to provoke a morbid giggle from your date you could point at the precarious candelabras and make a reference to the recent West Side abattoir fire that had turned the Hudson into bouillon for a day. I was on my way to 49th Street myself, because I was hoping to run down a source of mine in the Boilermakers’ Union case I was looking into for the New York Evening Mirror, but I wouldn’t arrive at the basement for another few minutes. As I’ve explained, this memoir is going to describe a number of events that I didn’t see with my own eyes but learned about some years later when I went inside the temple.


The hubbub diminished a little as the diver got to the top of the stepladder beside the tank. The thin straps of his black swimming costume did such a tenuous job of containing his pectorals that they brought to mind a burlesque dancer’s lingerie. After taking a bow he turned back towards the tank and bent his knees in readiness like a marble Kratos on a plinth. ‘Good Lord, look at him,’ said Irma appreciatively. Coehorn himself found ostentatious sexual characteristics – in physique, dress, or behavior – to be unattractive in both males and females. Having sampled everything under the sun, he now felt that his ideal concubine would be a wiry hermaphrodite, equipped for any configuration, groomed and tailored so exquisitely as to transcend sex. He tried to get the octopus’s attention, hoping to communicate his warm wishes, but too many different refractive media were interposed. Then, as the bell rang and the diver made his short dive, Coehorn felt a hand on his arm. He turned.


‘I didn’t know you were a gambler, Mr Parker.’ If you found this creature scampering around your kitchen one night you’d telephone for a fumigator, and although there was an oily familiarity to his manner, Coehorn was certain they’d never met before.


‘Yes, I’m banned from the Saratoga track so I have to come here instead,’ he replied sardonically. Two in a row. Sometimes he found himself resenting Frank Parker as deeply as if the crooner had adopted the resemblance as a willful mode of bullying. Parker was an Italian Jew who’d changed his name, whereas Coehorn didn’t have a drop of Jewish blood. Plus Parker was at least five years older. The most insulting episode of all was when he was approached by a scout from a celebrity impersonators’ agency called Seeing Double! who told him that he could probably get some occasional work if he were willing to pay for his own singing lessons.


‘I ain’t had the pleasure of your acquaintance, ma’am,’ said the ratty man, turning to Irma, ‘but I hope you’ll allow me to say that the two of you make a very eye-catching couple.’


‘We aren’t together,’ said Coehorn.


‘Oh, I’m sorry. Well, in any case …’ He stuck out his hand. ‘Leland Trimble. New York Evening Mirror.’ He really seemed to have convinced himself that Coehorn was Frank Parker. Coehorn was about to tell him to go to hell when he saw Irma turn pale.


Not more than thirty seconds had passed since the splash, but he was astonished, in a woozy sort of way, by what he saw when he turned back to the tank. The octopus seemed to be riding the diver piggyback, with its beak nuzzling between his shoulder-blades. Two of its tentacles were suctioned to the glass wall of the tank for leverage; two more had the diver’s wrists trussed behind his back; a fifth tentacle was a long way down the diver’s throat; and a sixth, though concealed by the seat of the swimming costume, seemed to be equally deep in the diver’s rectum.


The notion of an octopus getting the drop on a wrestler was as laughable as the notion of a greased piglet at a county fair trampling the farmhands trying to catch it, but on the other hand this could hardly have been a deliberate strategy on the diver’s part, and the diver’s bulging eyes were enough to assure Coehorn that he’d been correct in his earlier evaluation of the octopus’s vigor. Apart from a few chattering girls at the opposite end of the basement who probably didn’t even know there was a fight going on, an uneasy silence had fallen over the crowd. By the time the clock showed sixty seconds, you could tell from the kicking of the diver’s legs that his current ambition was not so much to unknot himself from the rapine harness as it was simply to get up to the surface of the water where he might have a chance of breathing through his nose. But the octopus wouldn’t even let him do that. He should have been able to hold his breath without any trouble for at least three, maybe three and a half minutes, but perhaps the shock of enclosing about a foot of mollusk at each end, like reverse food poisoning, had prematurely loosed a few pints of air. Coehorn wondered how that would feel. He’d had dicks in his mouth and his ass at the same time before but, fortunately or unfortunately, none of them had been prehensile.


‘Which way did you bet, Mr Parker?’ said Trimble.


‘Long,’ said Coehorn.


‘Same here! You know, the rules say the clock keeps running until either the diver or the octopus is out of the tank. So, technically, if he croaks in there, they got to keep paying until somebody dredges one of them out. We’ve got a home run on our hands. Unless they argue that he’s not in the tank any more because he’s already in heaven, but I don’t think they could get away with that.’


‘You don’t mean he could actually die?’ said Irma.


‘I don’t see why not,’ said Coehorn.


‘Isn’t anyone going to do anything?’


‘Like what?’


‘Smash the glass and get him out.’


‘What about the octopus? It’s only defending itself.’


‘You can fill up a sink for it in the men’s room,’ said Irma.


‘This waistcoat is lacewing silk and my tailor specifically told me not to get so much as a drop of water on it.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Elias, if I have to watch that man die I won’t be able to sleep for a year!’


Coehorn could never say no to Irma, who was very sensitive. Also, this would make a good anecdote. ‘Well, all right.’ He rolled up both sleeves, knowing there was a particular phrase you always said in this kind of situation. Then he remembered it. ‘Stand back, everyone.’


‘Hey, hey, hold on just a second, Mr Parker,’ said Trimble. ‘How much are you up?’


Coehorn looked at the clock. He was now up three hundred dollars. If he made five hundred dollars tonight, which would only take another seventeen seconds, he could hand it straight over to Irma to reimburse her for the money she’d lost on the paintings he’d taken it upon himself to entrust to that ‘charming’ ‘White Russian’ ‘gallerist’ while she was away in the desert, which would be a wonderful gesture. Surely she would prefer that to this capricious intervention in the life of a stranger, and if there was a choice of problems to solve, Coehorn always preferred to solve the one he could solve neatly with money. Admittedly, he wasn’t sure that in good conscience he was allowed to put off saving the diver’s life for another seventeen seconds. But perhaps he was allowed to put off making the decision about whether he was allowed to put off saving the diver’s life for another seventeen seconds for another seventeen seconds. That is, for another sixteen seconds. Fifteen seconds.


‘Elias!’ shrieked Irma.


By now the seventh tentacle of the octopus had blindfolded the diver, who was still wriggling like a bad escape artist but looked as if he was beginning to slacken. Shuffling from foot to foot, Coehorn willed the time to go faster. When he glanced at the spectators behind him he found them as detached as masturbators. Deciding that Irma was right and he’d rather find her last hundred dollars somewhere else than wait another nine seconds, he reached for the metal stepladder so he could smash the tank with it.


But just as he was hoisting it unsteadily over his head, four hands yanked at his shoulders and the stepladder crashed back to the stone floor.


At first he assumed that some other gamblers who’d bet long on the octopus were trying to keep him from curtailing their prize. But then, instead of the punch in the nose he’d been expecting, he felt himself being dragged backward through the crowd.


Twisting left and right, he saw that his new escorts were two men in black serge suits, built like sasquatches, even more muscular than the diver. Coehorn owed a lot of people money but he was careful about the lenders he used – nothing more harrowing had ever resulted from his delinquency than a chocolate box full of dead cockroaches in the mail – so there was almost no chance that these were thugs here to collect. ‘Irma, stop them!’


But Irma was now struggling to lift the stepladder herself, and the other spectators were still too entranced by the floor show to notice Coehorn’s abduction. ‘Whoever you’re looking for, I can guarantee it’s not me!’ It wasn’t until he was at the stairwell that he came up with another guess about what might have happened. ‘Now, listen, I’m not Frank Parker! Do you hear me? I don’t know what he’s done but I’m not him! I just look like him. If he was younger.’ He craned his neck for one last look at the diver but Irma and the tank were already out of sight.


I’d just arrived at the building, and at the top of the stairs I had to press myself up against the wall to let the three men past. The recent craze among midtown filing clerks for a new chewing tobacco that was supposed to whiten your teeth had turned the sidewalks here piebald. Outside, Coehorn found 49th Street painfully bright. ‘Good grief, is it Sunday morning already?’ he asked, squinting. That’s the only part of this I saw with my own eyes.


For the first time one of the sasquatches spoke. ‘Monday morning.’


‘Oh,’ said Coehorn.


Without loosening their grips, they marched him to a Buick limousine parked at the corner. Waiting in the front seat was a chauffeur and on the back seat a steel bucket. Coehorn got in, moved the bucket from the seat to the floor, and sat down with a sasquatch on either side of him. ‘We won’t need this,’ he said, ‘I’m not going to puke. I never puke.’ As the chauffeur started the engine, the sasquatch on Coehorn’s left took from his trouser pocket what looked like an asthmatic’s nebuliser. ‘What’s that?’ said Coehorn. The sasquatch jammed the nozzle of the nebuliser up Coehorn’s nose and gave the bulb three brisk clenches.


Coehorn felt as if he’d been shot in the frontal lobe with a bullet made of mustard powder and static charge. Turquoise flares went off in his eyes and he got a strange cramp at the base of his tongue. Then he felt the remains of his last meal stampeding out of him. He bent over the bucket and puked so hard he thought he was going to punch through the bottom. When he’d finished, the sasquatch on his right handed him a silk handkerchief and a glass ampule of lavender water, so Coehorn gargled and wiped his mouth before dropping both the handkerchief and the empty bottle into his dregs. The sasquatch cranked down the tinted side window, dropped the bucket into the road, and cranked the window back up before Coehorn could get any idea of which direction they were headed.


That was when Coehorn realised he wasn’t swacked any more. Careful introspection didn’t turn up the slightest blush of champagne, gin, cocaine, hashish, Benzedrine, or sewing-machine oil. He had no hangover. And he didn’t even particularly want a cigarette. His head hadn’t felt so clear since he was about sixteen. The tank had been smashed and now he lay there in a puddle with nothing between him and the grasping fingers of the world. As a child, Coehorn had been a drooping orchid – bilious and photophobic, deeply in love with his bed and his dog, so late to puberty you might have taken him for a castrato – until the day he got drunk for the first time and discovered he could be as gallant as anyone else for as long as he forgot that he wasn’t. ‘What did you just give me?’ he mumbled. The sasquatches didn’t answer. Deglazed by this horrible new clarity, Elias Coehorn Jr. now found himself able to deduce his real destination without any trouble. The sasquatches didn’t think he was Frank Parker. They knew exactly who he was.


They were taking him to see his father.


By the late 1930s, Elias Coehorn Sr. was an almost mythological figure in New York life, a frost giant or skyscraper khan, honored in the persecution fantasies of more raving Bowery bums than anyone else in the country. And he was not the type whose aura dissipates the first time you meet him in person. Quite the opposite. In 1934, during my very first week working at the Mirror, I went to interview an albino from Mott Haven who had managed to convince a lot of people that God was in the habit of schmoozing with him directly. God, he reported, had plenty to say about the dismal future of the United States under a socialist president. We’d scheduled the interview over the telephone, but when I arrived at his apartment he was no longer interested. ‘I’m going to see Elias Coehorn this afternoon,’ he said, meaning Elias Coehorn Sr. ‘He told me I couldn’t talk to the press in the meantime.’ Elias Coehorn Sr., in addition to being one of the wealthiest men in New York, was an avid collector of Christian visionaries, and the albino was understandably giddy because this had the potential to be a very lucrative engagement. When I got back to the office, however, Bev Pomutz, my editor, called me a ‘fucking witless mealworm’ for taking no for an answer. So the next morning I returned to Mott Haven without an appointment, and I found a husk of the guy I’d met the previous day. He was curled up under a blanket like an invalid. ‘Coehorn saw right through me,’ he said. ‘He knew right away I was making it up. The way he looked at me … It was so fucking scary.’ ‘So scary it almost turned your hair black?’ I joked, facetiously. But the ‘albino’ missed the joke. ‘No, actually, it won’t grow out black for another few weeks.’ He confessed that he paled himself with bleach, rice powder, and eye drops. ‘Coehorn saw that right away too. I don’t know how. Nobody else ever guessed.’


I never met Elias Coehorn Sr. in person myself (although I believe I later came very close – only a matter of inches between us). But everyone I knew who did, whether they wanted to admit it or not, felt like they’d barely escaped with their souls. Even Elias Coehorn Jr., who’d had a lifetime to get used to his father, and made a policy of regarding him with utter derision, had to steel himself as he was ushered into his father’s office on the thirty-second floor of the Pine Street headquarters of the Eastern Aggregate Company.


There was no chair on the near side of the titanic mahogany desk, so he asked for one. Phibbs, his father’s private secretary, started to say that he’d be happy to fetch one from the vestibule, but he was interrupted: ‘My son will stand and listen.’


Coehorn Sr.’s thin face was framed, as ever, by bushy white sideburns and an upturned detachable collar; he’d permanentised his style four decades ago, around the same time he’d permanentised his diction, ridding it of the last traces of the Pennsylvania workingman’s accent that would once have betrayed his origins on the outskirts of Hershey.


He’d started his first business making pard liquor in a shack at the age of fourteen. Pard liquor, in the 1880s, was still produced by sawing up any available dead horse that wasn’t worth tanning for leather, stuffing the meat into a barrel along with plenty of sorghum jelly and caustic potash, and flipping the barrel twice a day for a week before straining out the resultant brown goo, which local butchers liked to mix with wood chips to ensure a slow and steady burn when they were smoking hams or congealing blood sausage. The work was not pleasant, especially in summer. But because there was so little demand for pard liquor outside certain Dutch hamlets in south-eastern Pennsylvania, nobody on this side of the Atlantic had ever bothered to start producing it on a large scale, so even a lone entrepreneur with no initial capital using pre-industrial methods was able to stay competitive.


One winter, a butcher sifted from a bucket of Mr Coehorn’s pard liquor an engraved wedding ring belonging to a Hershey schoolmistress who’d recently vanished without a trace. Dark conclusions were drawn, and Mr Coehorn might have been torn apart by a mob if that same afternoon the schoolmistress’s body hadn’t been discovered in the woods, intact apart from a few fingers most likely chewed off at some earlier juncture by one of the racoons with which the boy made a thrifty practice of bulking out his horse barrels. That incident spurred his decision to leave Hershey for Manhattan, where his career began in earnest. (He didn’t entirely forswear the pard liquor trade, however: forty-seven years later, within one of Eastern Aggregate’s dozens of subsidiaries, there was still a division manufacturing a comparable product, which was nowadays used as an additive in luxury women’s cosmetics.)


‘There was no need for a kidnapping, Father,’ said Elias Coehorn Jr. ‘You could simply have called.’ He preferred not to concede that he’d been at all rattled.


‘I did call.’


‘We have placed many, many telephone calls to a variety of residences and establishments with which you have been associated, Master Coehorn, but with no results.’ Phibbs had found infant fame as what the newspapers now called a ‘medical miracle’: he had been an ectopic pregnancy, developing outside the womb, and could not have survived but for a nearby fibroid tumor on the outer wall of the uterus that had soaked him generously in the blood it embezzled. His chinless head lolled on his long neck like a boxer’s punch-ball.


‘Yes, well, my friends know never to take messages. What’s so urgent?’ Before this Coehorn hadn’t spoken to his father for over a year, and he had come to feel like a migraine patient who goes for so long without an attack that he begins to wonder if he’s cured.


‘I am never sure exactly how much willful or pretended ignorance I am to assume on your part,’ said his father. ‘But you must be aware, I suppose, that there exists a body called the Coehorn Missionary Foundation.’


‘Am I to be presented as an exemplar of why their attention is urgently needed back here in New York?’ Coehorn had always found his father’s naïve schoolhouse Christianity, and in particular his obsession with latter-day Saint Francises who claimed to be in touch with God, to be his most mockable quality – and his most incongruous, too, given the rigor he applied to every other section of his life.


‘In Spanish Honduras, the foundation operates a mission station in the north-east, near a town named San Esteban at the edge of the jungle, bringing the Lord’s word to the river traders and the native Pozkito people. Eight days ago, they received an unexpected visit from two Frenchmen, begging for water and medical aid. They were the only survivors of a party of nine archaeologists who had ventured deep into the jungle. They were both feverish and one still had a three-foot arrow through his forearm. But they reported that they had found a temple. The settlement at Copán has long been assumed to be the easternmost of the major Mayan ruins, but this one was apparently almost two hundred miles further east, and its design was at variance with any such precedent.’


When he heard ‘Mayan ruins’, a picture came into Coehorn’s mind of the sort of limestone ziggurat with four-fold symmetry he’d seen in Life; but the small balsawood model that Phibbs set down on the desk was not quite like that, because instead of four stepped sides it had two stepped sides and two sheer vertical sides, like a pair of stepladders pushed together end to end to make a podium. When he picked the model up, it fell apart into two pieces. He could hardly be blamed for its shoddy construction, but his father nevertheless gave him a look he knew well from childhood.


Those looks. Sometimes, when you got a glimpse of the ice caves behind Elias Coehorn Sr.’s countenance, it was hard to believe he’d ever been able to father an heir: you’d expect any woman who submitted to an injection of his animal fluids to be frozen solid from the cervix outward.


Nevertheless, Ada Coehorn had managed to survive the procedure – only to fall from one of Braeswood’s turrets the winter of her son’s sixth birthday in 1918. From the staircase of old dictionaries she’d built to get up to the high window (W–Z; R–S, T–V; J–L, M–O, P–Q; A–B, C–D, E–F, G–I) the police had concluded she’d been trying to free a moth that had got trapped between the sashes, but for a long time Coehorn had assumed, as anyone would in the circumstances, that in fact his father had murdered her. When he was fifteen, however, and he had the idea of bribing his Latin tutor to go to the Glen Cove courthouse and transcribe a copy of the coroner’s report, he discovered to his surprise and displeasure that it would be very hard for any reasonable person to dispute its verdict that neither his father nor his father’s butler could possibly have had anything to do with the death. For a second time, thirty-six years after the schoolmistress in Hershey, his father was grudgingly acquitted of murder, grudgingly because it would have fit so much better if he had done it.


‘I trust you won’t be too obtuse to appreciate the magnitude of this discovery,’ his father continued after Phibbs had retrieved the halves of the model, ‘but at any rate, the salient point for our purposes is that nobody else knows about it yet. The missionaries wouldn’t have permitted the Frenchmen to leave the mission station even if they were medically capable of doing so. The details were transmitted by cipher, and the sketches the Frenchmen drew were presented upside down to the wirephoto operator in La Ceiba as plans for a new gold mine.’


‘What does any of this have to do with me?’ said Coehorn.


‘I want this temple. You are going to fetch it for me. Preparations have already begun for an expedition to Spanish Honduras. A crew of native laborers will disassemble the temple, after which it will be carried out of the jungle stone by stone, loaded aboard a number of ships, brought to New York, repaired of its long neglect, and reassembled on the grounds of Braeswood where the north firefly pavilion currently stands. You will be in command of this entire endeavor.’


Coehorn smiled. ‘I’m about as likely to bring you back a basket of roc eggs from the Cape of Good Hope.’


‘You are twenty-six years old, boy. I don’t have to tell you again what I had already accomplished by the time I was your age. I have allowed you to waste all these years in your circus of jockers and dope addicts in the expectation that you would tire of such divagations of your own accord. But that has not happened. Enough is enough. Perhaps you were expecting that one day I would offer you the vice presidency of the radio division or some other puerile sinecure. But instead you are going to do some real work for a few weeks.’


‘If the French archaeologists were delirious, how do you know these ruins are even real?’


‘Their account of the temple was specific and plausible. This is not the architecture of delirium. I can assure you that unlike the Frenchmen you will be in no physical peril as long as you are not too careless.’


In the past, a direct order from his father would have been like a tentacle around Coehorn’s throat, but these days he felt more confident. ‘I’m afraid I have a prior engagement forever so I’ll have to decline. A pleasure to see you, Father, as always.’


‘You will do as I say or the money stops.’


‘That’s not much of a threat because you never give me any money as it is. I’ve learned to manage perfectly well on my own.’


‘Actually,’ said Phibbs, ‘over the last twelve months your father has deposited nearly twenty thousand dollars in your bank account.’


Coehorn smiled and shook his head. ‘No, that is certainly not the case.’


‘Yes, sir, it is,’ said Phibbs.


‘But it can’t be because I’m skinned out all the time.’ Sometimes they let him make a withdrawal and sometimes they didn’t but he never bothered to check the balance on the account.


‘Whether or not you admit the existence of your allowance, you will have no more of it to spend.’


‘There’s a trust. Mother made sure of it. I know what I’m owed. I’ll sue.’


‘You are owed nothing. No lawyer will represent you. However: this is the last condition I shall ever set. For all I care you can convert to Kropotkinism afterward, or bigamize with a couple of Eskimo women. Get this temple for me and on your return your trust will be fully vested six years early.’


‘If I don’t go, who will do it?’


‘I’ll send Phibbs.’


That was hateful to Coehorn, the thought of Phibbs going to the tropics in his place, because a direct substitution would imply that he was on a level with this sniveling chamberlain. More likely than not, however, his father had already resigned himself to such a swap. More likely than not, most of his father’s plans had been drawn up with Phibbs in mind on the reasonable assumption that Coehorn would say no. More likely than not, if his father had been there to watch the farce with the octopus, it would only have confirmed his belief that his son was no good for anything. Since Coehorn wouldn’t allow himself to get caught up in the sort of dreary Freudian determinism that he found it so easy to identify in the emotional lives of his friends, he tried to see the instinctive appeal of proving his father wrong here as no better than a dog begging at the table. But he couldn’t ignore his father’s threat to take his money away, to smash the only tank that really mattered. He remembered how many of his acquaintances from his one and a half semesters at Harvard had disappeared from sight after the Crash, not all at once that fall but one by one in the years that followed, like a disease from the mainland spreading gradually across an archipelago. Now here was one more dose of Black Tuesday. If he had no money to spend, his New York friends would drop him, and he wouldn’t blame them because he’d done the same to others many times. He tried to form a mental image of the jungle, but the best he could do was the Brooklyn Botanical Garden. As it happened, on a recent Sunday afternoon there he had overheard a girl say, ‘Isn’t that Frank Parker?’ ‘No,’ replied her companion, ‘no, I think it’s that Rockefeller kid.’ Coehorn was grudgingly willing to admit his resemblance to Frank Parker but he looked nothing whatsoever like any of the squinty-eyed Rockefeller brothers. There among the peonies he could feel his identity dissolving. But out in Spanish Honduras none of these names would yet mean anything at all. Not even the name Elias Coehorn Sr.


‘Well?’ said his father.


*


In Hollywood there was a slang term, bumps, for the strivers who came from all over the country believing they had a future in the movie business, a word derived from the stories of young actresses who got so desperate they threw themselves in front of studio limousines in the hopes of getting noticed by the powerful men in the back seats. In the land of the bumps, almost everybody dreamed of receiving a telegram like the one Jervis Whelt held in his hands. And almost everybody would have dismissed it as a belated April Fools prank if they had actually received it. ‘See me at home noon tomorrow Arnold Spindler,’ read the telegram in its entirety.


As the founder-chairman of Kingdom Pictures, Spindler was second only to Jack Warner at the highest echelon of the movie business. ‘Home’, in this context, was his Bel Air estate, and he did not often invite guests there. He was famous, in fact, as a recluse and a paranoiac, ever since a near-fatal accident in 1929. An enthusiastic futurist in those days, he was not content merely to bang the drum for sound film and Technicolor, but had gone so far as to hire a team of aeronautical engineers to design and build an experimental non-rigid thermal airship that could be used to take aerial shots from static vantages at low altitudes with almost no engine noise. Instead of using a test pilot for its first flight over the Owens Valley, he went up himself in the cameraman’s gondola. But the airship’s envelope failed and it crashed into a ridge. Spindler, who barely survived, needed a series of marathon operations to repair his fractured skull. Since then he had seldom been seen in public and conducted most of his business by telephone or by proxy. There were rumors, of course, that Spindler’s brains had gone bad, like ham in an unsealed can – that Kingdom now had an addled king, and if there had been only a mild commercial and artistic decline at the studio over the last nine years it was because his deputies made all the decisions. And there were contrary rumors that Spindler was as astute as ever and the injuries had merely given his eyes a painful sensitivity to light. No hard evidence was available either way.


So even a director at the top of his field might have been surprised to receive a personal summons from Arnold Spindler. And Jervis Whelt wasn’t a director at the top of his field: he was a director at the bottom of somebody else’s. That other field was education. He taught two evening classes, in directing and screenwriting, in a windowless classroom at the Hancock Park Technical High School, whose daytime occupants had access to such an impressive array of etching, carving and engraving tools that they never had to resort to fountain pens to advance their project of ornamenting every visible surface with a stupendous tapestry of indelible genitalia. Although he was still only twenty years old, he lectured with full confidence. He had never been involved in the making of a movie, but he understood how movies worked, really understood it, deep in the marrow of his intellect where philosophers kept their law of excluded middle and physicists their principle of least action. That was how he had invented the Whelt Rule, which he gave, reverently, a paragraph to itself whenever he wrote it down.


In any successful story, the action must intensify in a series of five or six regular increments, reach its highest level before giving way to a thrilling interval of weightlessness or flight, and then return safely to the status quo.


Every hit movie he had ever seen followed the Whelt Rule, and he believed that all the great screenwriters and directors must already be aware of it on some level without necessarily being able to identify or articulate it. When one of his students had complained that the Whelt Rule was so self-evident as to be virtually tautologous, or words to that effect, Whelt had responded by asking her why, in that case, the theaters were always so clogged with flops that broke it. Thousands of writer-bumps came to Hollywood every year thinking they could make it up as they went along but Whelt knew that you couldn’t get anywhere in life without rules, unbreakable rules, as many rules as you could find, to be hoarded as a form of wealth.


Consequently, he felt no disbelief or even surprise that the chairman of Kingdom Pictures should wish to see him. Most likely Spindler meant to bribe or threaten him into suppressing the Whelt Rule. Spindler prospered so exorbitantly from business as usual that he wouldn’t want to allow Whelt to revolutionise how movies were made with the clarity of his new thinking.


Whelt had no intention of muting his gospel. However, just because he was about to make a bitter enemy, that didn’t mean he would break his rule about arriving for every important appointment at least an hour and if possible two hours early. Since, in his experience, people often responded with confusion or even mild hostility to such precautions, perhaps because it reminded them of how recklessly they lived their own lives, he had parked his car at the foot of the hill, out of sight of the estate, and was now sitting in the front seat performing his usual exercises. After reading and partially memorizing an entry from the slightly water-damaged two-volume encyclopedia he kept in his car, he would invent three separate movie plots involving the subject of the entry, each obedient to the Whelt Rule (easy enough for ‘Circuit Court’, less so for ‘Circulation of Sap’), and mark them down in the special notation he’d invented with which any conceivable storyline could be reduced to a short sequence of graphemes. Once he’d done this for five entries he would try to guess to the nearest ten seconds how much time had passed since he last looked at his watch, before checking to find out the actual figure. And while all this went on he was squeezing a volleyball over and over again between his thighs. In two hours he could make greater improvements to his general knowledge, narrative imagination, mental chronometry, and adductor strength than the average person made in a whole year, and he was planning to develop a fifth simultaneous exercise in the near future. However, all this took a lot of concentration, so he didn’t notice the blonde woman trying to pass him in her car until she’d got out, walked over and tapped on his side window.


‘Excuse me, I can’t get by,’ she said after Whelt rolled the window down. ‘Could you possibly move your car?’


‘Are you visiting the Spindler mansion?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you get a special telegram from him, like I did?’


‘No.’


‘You won’t be able to see him without an appointment,’ Whelt said. ‘He’s a famous recluse. Don’t you know that?’


‘I do know that. Listen, is there any way you could take me inside with you? Say I’m your stenographer or something?’ She was pretty enough for a supporting role in a movie, Whelt thought, with limber, calligraphic eyebrows.


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Yes, I guess that is a reasonable question.’


‘If you really want to see Mr Spindler, I hope you get to see Mr Spindler, but I don’t think I can help you.’


‘All right, well, will you at least move your car so I can drive up there?’


In fact, it was almost time now for Whelt’s meeting, so he put his encyclopedia and volleyball to one side and drove up the hill himself. The woman followed in her car. At the head of the driveway, a guard looked over the telegram and asked if she was with him, and he said no. Once he was through the gates, he got out of the car and shielded his eyes to take in the view across the palmy basin. Off to the east, like a weeping sore on the flank of the sky, hung one of the hot-air balloons that had been dropping pink cotton ‘cherry blossoms’ over Hollywood Boulevard as part of a promotional campaign for a new historical romance about the Convention of Kanagawa.


There was no one waiting for him on the portico, so after a moment Whelt cautiously pushed open one of the tall front doors. He had braced himself for the grandeur of the entrance hall, crystal chandeliers spuming from a ceiling on which frescoed cherubs aimed hand-cranked kinos at nymphs concealing their modesty with wreaths of 35-millimeter film, an imperial staircase switchbacking up to a gallery overlooking the foyer. But he found himself instead in a disused warehouse that had been conquered by gigantic spiders.


Or at least that was what it resembled at first. The space was gloomy, unpartitioned, and strung from wall to wall and floor to ceiling with a random trapeze of criss-crossing strands like what you see when you pull a fresh wad of chewing gum from the sole of your shoe. Examining the nearest white strand, he discovered it was composed of some sort of heavy, raw-edged canvas, as if torn in long strips from a tent or a sail – indeed, an encampment of tents or a flotilla of sails, since there were thousands upon thousands of feet of it here – and that it was tied down at this end on a metal hook hammered into the marble floor. Stitched into the canvas at intervals along its length were tiny harness bells that jingled with any movement of the strand, like a dummy in a pickpocketing academy. Whelt thought of old Jerome, the ash-colored tomcat who lived in the orphanage where he’d grown up. After Jerome had hunted down every last mouse on the grounds, he’d started killing songbirds and leaving their remains under beds, so he’d been fitted with a bell on his collar to scare off his prey. Astonishingly, within a few months, Jerome had learned how to glide along like a dolly shot, the thimble of noise under his chin brimming but never spilling, and he was killing just as many songbirds as before. No human could be so dextrous, so although Whelt couldn’t see more than a few yards in any direction through the musical rigging, his movements would be audible to anyone nearby. He was starting to feel pretty spooked. ‘Hello?’ he called out. Listening hard for a reply, he heard only a distant tintinnabulation. Someone else was here.


He wanted to turn and leave. But instead he pressed forward through the strands, ducking and hopping and occasionally tripping. Further into the jungle, it got so dark that he decided to strike a match.


‘Thank you for coming to see me, Mr Whelt.’


The matchbook fell from his hand and he whirled round, but he couldn’t make anyone out. ‘Mr Spindler?’


‘That’s right,’ said the voice.


‘It’s a very great privilege to meet you, sir.’ Whelt was trying to marshal the advice he’d learned from a correspondence course he’d been taking called The Road to Prosperity, specifically Lesson 3: Dazzle an Important Man the First Time You Meet Him, but something about these particular circumstances made it difficult.


‘Do you know why you’re here?’


‘Uh, is it because of the Whelt Rule?’


‘Yes, Mr Whelt, it is.’


He’d rehearsed this line: ‘Sir, I won’t be bought,’ he said. His host did not immediately reply. Then Whelt remembered he was alone in a web in the dark. ‘Well, uh, that is, I might be bought …’


‘Please relax, young man. This chamber is designed to ensure my safety, not to intimidate my visitors. May I ask, have you read a fictional novel called Hearts in Darkness by Q. Bertram Lee?’


‘No.’ Whelt made a mental note that from now on he would read three novels a day so that when he was next in this situation he would certainly be able to answer yes. Lots of people used that expression, mental note, but Whelt’s mental notebook had the tangibility and permanence of a physical object.


‘Kingdom Pictures is making a motion picture out of Hearts in Darkness,’ said Spindler, who had a voice of such chocolate-malt warmth that somehow it made Whelt feel almost safe here. ‘But there isn’t a single director under contract with Kingdom who has any new ideas at all. So I decided to look around for a young buck. I heard about your Whelt Rule, and I thought to myself, this boy already understands more about motion pictures than most directors ever will. Anyone can frame a shot, but not just anyone can tell a story. Mr Whelt, I want you to direct Hearts in Darkness for me. Understand?’


Whelt didn’t know what else to say but, ‘Yes, Mr Spindler.’


‘The picture ought to sit somewhere between It Happened One Night and Too Hot to Handle. Let me explain the scenario. There’s a rich gadabout lad named Coutts who isn’t interested in anything but champagne and roulette and dancing the Half Doodle with popsies. To straighten him out his father decides to send him along on a Harvard University archaeological expedition to an old Mayan temple in the jungle. The months pass and word comes back that in fact what Coutts has done is set up a nightclub there at the temple and it’s now the most fashionable spot in the Torrid Zone for anyone who can find it. Coutts’s father pays for an expedition to bring the boy home but they don’t come back either because they’re having such a fine time at the frolic pad. Meanwhile, Coutts’s sister Marla wants to get married, but there’s an old tradition in their family that it’s always the brother, not the father, who gives away the bride, otherwise the marriage is certain to smash up in short order. So the sister and her fiancé decide to go up the river themselves to fetch Coutts for the wedding. The trouble is, there’s only one explorer experienced enough to get them safely past the natives, and that happens to be Marla’s ex-fiancé, who’s a somewhat more dashing personality than her current one. Et cetera, et cetera. I’m sure you can fill in the rest for yourself. One of my script editors asked Lee where he got the idea and he said it all happened to a friend of his.


‘Now, when we made Congo Cavalcade, it was on a sound stage. We didn’t even think about shooting it on location. But then the fellows who made The New Adventures of Tarzan in ’34 really did take themselves off to Guatemala, because they didn’t have a studio of their own in Hollywood, and the public loved it. I say that’s the future and in twenty years I’ve never been wrong about that sort of thing. The trouble is, after Tarzan, the Guatemalans thought they’d struck gold, and now they want money for the use of their ruins. But there’s a place we can go in Spanish Honduras. It’s spectacular and it’s only just been discovered and it won’t cost us a dime. Don’t ask me how I know about it. We’ll throw everything together in a whistle and you’ll leave in two weeks. Understand?’


Once again Whelt gathered his courage, which already had that crumpled quality of courage that’s been gathered too many times in a row. ‘But does Hearts in Darkness follow the Whelt Rule?’ he said.


‘Pardon me?’


‘Mr Spindler, there’s nothing I want to do in the world more than direct a picture. But if I can’t direct a picture that follows the Whelt Rule, I don’t want to direct a picture at all. Frankly, this offer of yours is the greatest opportunity I’ve ever had in my life. That’s why I don’t want to let you down. But when a scenario doesn’t follow the Whelt Rule, there’s nothing that you or I or anyone could do to prevent it from flopping. So I can’t agree to direct your picture unless I know that the action intensifies in a series of five or six regular increments, reaches its highest level before giving way to a thrilling interval of weightlessness or flight, and then returns safely to the status quo.’


‘Listen, Whelt, I respect your Rule. That’s why I brought you here. If you don’t like the ending, you can change it. Any other misgivings?’


Whelt was telling himself that he shouldn’t be startled by what was happening here, because almost every time he went to the movies he felt one hundred per cent sure that he could have done a better job than the director, and for Spindler to have recognised these talents was an instance of exactly the sort of perspicacity that you would expect to find in the second richest studio boss in Hollywood. But however unruffled Whelt might originally have felt about the telegram, he could not now shake the niggling feeling that, for all his confidence in his Rule, it was quite hard to imagine any truly sane and rational businessman handing over responsibility for a four- or five-hundred-thousand-dollar movie on that basis alone. He felt the sort of doubtful pride you would feel if your son had just been put in charge of the Navy at age seven. Could this be right? ‘No misgivings at all, sir.’


‘Good. Tomorrow morning at eight you’ll report to the Kingdom Pictures lot on Formosa Avenue. They’ll be expecting you. Now, when you see your pals at the taproom tonight, what are you going to tell them about me?’


Whelt never drank liquor and did not have any pals. ‘Uh, I don’t know, Mr Spindler, what would you like me to tell them?’


‘Are you going to tell them that I’m cracked? That I’m unfit for human company? That I’ve converted a perfectly good mansion into a carnival spook house?’


‘No, Mr Spindler!’


‘No?’


‘I mean … yes? Should I say all that? I can say all that.’


‘You can say what you like. Already so much hogwash in the stockpot that nothing else you put in there could possibly affect the taste. But I want you to understand that there is a reason for the interior scheme of this house. There are many who wish me dead. Even within my own company. That’s the natural consequence of my position. And there is no bodyguard alive who I trust as much as a bell on a string. Understand?’


‘Right. I understand.’


‘But I can tell you’re still skeptical.’


‘No, sir, I’m not at all.’


‘I can tell that you are. I want you to look me in the eye.’ Those last few words came from just behind Whelt’s ear.


He turned, his heart gonging in his chest. Spindler must have been as nimble as Jerome the cat because he hadn’t rung a single bell on his approach. Beside every article about Spindler they printed the last confirmed photo ever taken of him, from the Congo Cavalcade premiere a year or so after his accident. But that photo was in profile, so you couldn’t have seen that his eyes didn’t line up any more, the right eye socket having slipped about a quarter of an inch down his face and tilted over towards the nose, a permanent Cubist squint. His long tongue twitched around in his mouth even when he wasn’t speaking, and his breath smelled like cask-ripened foot bandages. For some reason he wore a loose boiler suit made from the same material as the stuffing of his mansion. ‘Here I am, boy,’ Spindler said. ‘Now that we’ve stood face to face, we shall be on more straightforward terms. We shall get the real measure of each other.’


‘Yes, Mr Spindler.’


‘Very well. Time for you to go.’


As Whelt, relieved, began to back away, he stepped in the wrong place, lost his balance, and toppled over backward. But before his head hit the floor, another strand caught his shoulders, and he found himself reclining as if in a hammock.


For the first time he saw that twenty or thirty feet above him, visible mostly by its corner glimmerings, some sort of long metal cabin was nestled like a treehouse in the canopy. He wondered if it might be a Union Pacific dining car. But then he understood the truth. This was the gondola.


Spindler had made a nest from the carcass of the airship that almost ended him. The vessel’s envelope had been a heavy cotton varnished not only with iron oxide but also with the same cellulose acetate butyrate that was being introduced as a safer replacement for nitrates in photographic emulsions. That filmy hide had been reused as the basic material of Spindler’s hermitage: the hand-stitched boiler suit he wore, and the bell-ropes that supposedly kept him safe. Perhaps he even slept up there in the gondola, Whelt thought, although he’d have to be agile to make the climb.


When Whelt righted himself he found that his new boss had gone. He was in such a hurry to leave that the network pealed left and right as he pushed his way through. But near the front doors he realised that there were a thousand questions he was an idiot not to have asked. Turning, he shouted, ‘Mr Spindler, do you have any, uh, advice on how to make a movie?’


‘Just keep it simple, Whelt.’ The voice didn’t seem to come from anywhere in particular. ‘Introduce all the principle characters in the first scene and whatever you do don’t try to be clever. Remember that. Keep it simple.’


Outside, the sunlight threw its arms around Whelt as if they hadn’t seen each other in years. Driving past the gates, he found that the blonde woman was leaning on the hood of her car smoking a cigarette, and this time it was he who couldn’t get past. It must have been obvious that he needed her to give way, but she didn’t, so he put on the handbrake and got out.


‘So is he crazy like they say?’ she said.


‘No.’


‘Is that what they told you to say?’


‘Nobody told me to say anything.’


‘Nobody told you to say anything and nobody swore you to secrecy either?’


‘He said I could say whatever I wanted to whomever I wanted.’


‘Gosh, now I feel churlish for assuming that just because a guy goes into hiding he might have something to hide. How do you rate my chances of getting an interview if I wait for the rest of the day?’


‘You’re a reporter?’


‘My name’s Meredith Vansaska and I’m from the New York Evening Mirror. Do you think he’ll talk to me?’


‘No.’


‘He absolutely won’t?’


Whelt shook his head.


‘No, I thought not,’ Vansaska said. ‘Listen, would you answer some questions if I bought you a sandwich? I don’t know what sort of money you make so I don’t know if a sandwich is a big inducement but you’re the first person I’ve met out here who has spoken to Spindler in the last five years and will admit to it.’


Normally Whelt would have declined, because lunch with a stranger was nowhere on his schedule for the day and he did not care to squander his afternoons socializing with females. But he was hungry and he had something to celebrate. ‘All right,’ he said.


*


When a Cambridge undergraduate named Joan Burlingame took a train through the English countryside to visit her former tutor, about a week after the events I’ve just described, she was so nervous that she brought with her, like a protective amulet, a copy of Folklore of the Tucanoan-Speaking Peoples. This was the masterwork of ethnology that had made Dr Sidney Bridewall’s name when he was only twenty-nine. She felt that if it were fresh in her mind and heavy in her handbag she might in some occult way be able to establish a connection with the courteous young Dr Bridewall of the early 1920s, who was not nearly as daunting a character as the one she was about to visit. That morning, just after breakfast, a porter had come to her room at Newnham to tell her that she was wanted in the lodge to take a telephone call from America, his tone of voice suggesting that this was an act of inexcusable pretension on her part, as if she’d arranged for the delivery of a sapphirine pianola.


‘Hello?’ said the voice on the other end of the line, barely audible over the gale of interference. ‘Who’s this?’


‘This is Miss Joan Burlingame.’ The porter stood there watching her as if to ensure that the extremely important young lady was satisfied with her extremely important telephone call. ‘May I ask to whom I am—?’


‘This is Elias Coehorn Jr. I want to know if you have any idea where to find this elusive Dr Bridewall. I’ve spoken to about a hundred people and all they could tell me was that a girl named Burlingame sometimes comes to pick up his mail. Is that right?’


‘Yes, but I haven’t seen him in quite a while.’ Although Dr Bridewall had lost his positions at nearly all of the professional associations to which he had once belonged, he still received frequent invitations from various smaller bodies – the Winchester College Ethnography Club, the Amateur Archaeological Society of Southern Rhodesia, the Boston Conventicle for Ladies’ Edification – who hadn’t yet heard the news of his disgrace, asking him to deliver a lecture or contribute an article to a newsletter. There was no point referring them to Notcote Hall, because even if Dr Bridewall had received the letters he would have ignored them. Burlingame felt guilty for replying to the letters on her former tutor’s behalf, since he’d never given her permission to do so, but she also would have felt guilty for stopping, since each unanswered invitation was one more avoidable mar to his reputation. In other words, whatever she did, she felt she was doing the wrong thing, which was a familiar condition from every single other area of her existence. Well, she thought, ‘it can’t be helped’ – putting mental quotation marks, as always, around any phrase that had established itself in her mind because her mother used it so often at home: ‘it can’t be helped’, ‘it can’t be helped’, ‘it just can’t be helped’, as if life’s tribulations were a succession of dying animals being wheeled through a veterinary surgery.


‘If you don’t see him, Miss Joan Burlingame, then why do you pick up his mail?’ asked Coehorn. When she didn’t answer straight away, he said, ‘All right, never mind that. Where is he?’


‘He isn’t at the university any more. He lives near a village called Notcote.’


‘Does he have a telephone?’


‘No, but I can give you the address if you like.’


‘There isn’t time for me to write. Is this place “Notcote” far from wherever you are?’


‘Not far, no.’


‘Can you take him a message? I’m going on an expedition to the jungle in Spanish Honduras. Pozkito country, around the Río Patuca, about fifty miles inland from the Caribbean Sea, although we’ll approach from the other direction. I understand that the natives around there are chummy with Bridewall. I want him to come along as our guide and liaison. We leave at the beginning of next month. He’ll be extremely well paid – limitless resources – the Eastern Aggregate Company’s backing us. In fact, I specifically want you to use that phrase: “limitless resources”. All he has to do is get himself to a telephone and call me collect at Audobon 281 so we can make the rest of the arrangements. Audobon 281. That’s New York, obviously. Have you got all that?’


Burlingame realised too late that the words ‘not far’ had been construed to mean a stroll across the fens rather than a return train journey that would take up a whole afternoon she could not spare. She wished she could make a clarification but it didn’t seem right to mention it because Coehorn might have thought she was shirking her responsibilities or even hinting she wanted some kind of compensation. ‘Yes, I’ve got all that,’ she said. ‘Thank you very much, Mr Coehorn.’ If she went to Notcote she’d be lucky to finish her translation of Montejo’s Las Curiosidades de Yucatán before two in the morning. Well, she thought unhappily, ‘it can’t be helped’.


Among Buckingame’s younger cousins were several members of that irritating category of child who insists on showing you its entire collection of pipe stems or seashells or cigarette cards whenever you come over for tea. In much the same way, the view out of the window of the 13.38 from Cambridge would apparently not be satisfied until it had methodically exhibited every living cow.


So that afternoon there was not much to distract her from Folklore of the Tucanoan-Speaking Peoples, even though she already knew the contents well. The quality of the scholarship was utterly invigorating – the patience and thoroughness with which Dr Bridewall, extending the methodology of Antti Aarne’s Verzeichnis der Märchentypen (Motif-Index of Folk-Literature), seemed at first to be working within the confines of Newton Mathers’s earlier work on the subject, but by the end had cracked that work open like a mere plaster mold, revealing the lustrous form of a more visionary understanding – and by the time the train got into Notcote, Burlingame felt as if she had established an affectionate bond with Dr Bridewall’s diligent and gentlemanly younger self.


This was of no help, however, when she was greeted at the front door of grand old Notcote Hall by Lady Alice, eldest daughter of the late Earl of Notcote, naked but for a skirt of bark and a necklace of flowers.


‘Oh, I’m frightfully, frightfully sorry!’ Burlingame said, turning away and bringing her hand up to her eye as a blinder.


‘For what?’ said Lady Alice.


Upon his return from an expedition to the jungles of Spanish Honduras in 1935, Dr Bridewall had cancelled all his obligations at the Department of Archaeology and Anthropology in favor of traveling to fourteen different lecture halls across England to deliver a slide presentation entitled ‘What I Learned from the Pozkito People’. The natives of that region, he announced, were the happiest, wisest, sincerest people in the world. They had no gods, no kings, no wars, no private property, and, above all, no rules of sexual conduct. They spent most of their waking hours having strenuous intercourse with one another, often in trios or quartets, pausing only to pluck fruit from the trees or scoop fish from the stream. They used a safe and reliable form of natural contraceptive that they made from sap. Within a few weeks of his arrival, they had come to accept Dr Bridewall as one of their own, and he had come back to England only because he believed it was his duty to alert his countrymen to what they were missing. Once a devout Anglican, from now on he would be living as the Pozkitos did, and he invited men and women from any walk of life to join him, subject to an interview to determine that they were not merely journalists or sensation-seekers. 


At several of these lectures Dr Bridewall was shouted down by an outraged audience, and at Dudley Opera House he was taken into custody by the police. Then, as a result of the scandal, he was invited to dinner at the London residence of young Lady Alice, who liked to surround herself with decorative iconoclasts, and not long after that he was installed in Notcote Hall alongside all three of the late Earl of Notcote’s daughters. Society pals of Lady Alice were understood to travel regularly to Notcote to find out what they, too, could learn from the Pozkito people. Her closest male relative, a botanist older cousin, was in northern Australia waiting for the Queensland udumbara to bloom and so could not intervene in the situation except by a series of unanswered postcards.


‘I’m here, er …’ Any two normal people in this situation, thought Burlingame, would instinctively conspire in the pretense that perhaps Lady Alice had been getting dressed after an early bath when somehow she mistook the doorbell for a fire alarm.


‘You’re here for Dr Bridewall?’


‘Yes,’ said Burlingame, relieved. She felt rude for talking to Lady Alice without looking at her but she also would have felt rude for looking at her.


Lady Alice shouted behind her into the house. ‘Sidney, get out from under Gwyneth and come into the hall – a girl’s arrived.’ She turned back to Burlingame. ‘How long are you expecting to be with us? I see you haven’t any luggage. Sometimes that means people only expect to stay the afternoon and sometimes it means they expect never to leave. I’m afraid that isn’t very probable unless we all take a special shine to you.’


‘No,’ said Burlingame hastily, ‘I’m not …’ I’m not one of you, she wanted to say.


‘My dear, you won’t last very long around these parts if you can’t so much as bring yourself to contemplate a pair of charleys.’


When you wished to defy someone who had just spoken to you like that, did you turn round and look her in the eye or did you literally turn round and look her in the aureolae? The latter did not seem possible to Burlingame, who found even the company of the marble nudes in the Fitzwilliam almost too mortifying to bear.


But at that moment her former tutor appeared behind Lady Alice. He, too, wore only a kilt of bark and a necklace of flowers, and his face was as flushed and moist as an exposed gland. ‘Miss Burlingame!’ he exclaimed between deep breaths. ‘What an unexpected pleasure!’ This time, Burlingame was almost able to convince herself that perhaps while Lady Alice had been taking her early bath Bridewall had coincidentally been chasing a thief who ran off with his pajamas, since her only inkling of how a man might behave following sexual congress came from that Latin proverb, sometimes attributed to Galen, about how ‘all animals are sad after …’, so if he really had just got ‘out from under Gwyneth’ she would have expected him to be grave and soft-spoken like a witness to a hunting accident. Still, she knew that this was not the Dr Sidney Bridewall of Folklore of the Tucanoan-Speaking Peoples and that somewhere under that bark skirt there must nestle a malign procreative instrument. ‘My goodness, Alice, why haven’t you invited her in?’ he said.


‘Er, no, I won’t come in,’ said Burlingame, taking an involuntary step back. Her fear of appearing ill-mannered had marched her towards a lot of unpleasant places in her life. The doorstep of Notcote Hall was the latest. If she could possibly help it, a Pozkito orgy would not be the next.


‘Why on earth not?’


‘I have a message, that’s all.’


‘From the university?’ Since leaving Cambridge he had let his graying hair curl down to his shoulders.


‘No.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Mr Elias Coehorn Jr. of New York wishes you to accompany him on an expedition to the jungles of Spanish Honduras, around the Río Patuca, about fifty miles inland from the Caribbean Sea. He needs a liaison to the natives.’


Lady Alice stroked Bridewall’s arm. ‘Oh, Sidney, isn’t that wonderful?’


All that excess blood had abruptly drained from Bridewall’s face. ‘Around the Río Patuca, fifty miles inland from the Caribbean Sea?’


‘That’s what he said.’


‘But there’s nothing to see there. Absolutely nothing. No reason to go. Much better not to go.’


‘Except for the locals!’ said Lady Alice. ‘You’re always saying you’d be so thrilled to go back to the jungle if you could only find the funds.’


‘Yes, well, that’s exactly the rub. He probably thinks he can do it for the price of a trip to the Riviera. I get requests like this ceaselessly.’


Burlingame was in a better position than anyone to know that in fact he did not. ‘He says he has limitless resources. He has the backing of the Eastern Aggregate Company.’


‘Oh, I think Daddy had some of their stocks,’ said Lady Alice. ‘Sidney, you must go! They’ll be so pleased to see you! All the old faces from last time. Like a school reunion.’


‘But I don’t know anything about this man’s credentials.’


‘If he’s paying for you to go back to the jungle it doesn’t matter if he’s a circus pony with a tie on.’


‘You don’t really expect me to leave you and your sister here on your own?’


‘What’s come over you, Sidney? Of course you can leave us here on our own.’


Burlingame was asking herself similar questions. Why would Bridewall be so reluctant? Then he turned back to her. ‘You will go,’ he said.


‘Pardon me?’


‘Nothing is more incumbent upon the old than to know when they should get out of the way and relinquish to younger successors the honors they can no longer earn and the duties they can no longer perform. I know Central America is your chosen field. When I was not much older than you I went to Burma and I made my name there. You were always a fine student and you deserve the opportunity to do the same.’


‘But you’re not old,’ said Lady Alice. ‘You’re not even fifty.’


Bridewall ignored her. ‘You can tell Mr Coehorn that you have my full confidence. He may have wanted me but what he is getting is one better.’


‘Sidney, I hardly think she’ll flourish among the natives. Look how terrified she is of a few inches of flesh.’


‘My decision is made. You are my official delegate to the Pozkitos. You will either have to tell Mr Coehorn that you are going or you will have to tell him that no one is going.’


‘But I haven’t even finished my tripos,’ said Burlingame. Of course, this was just one of a dozen reasons why Bridewall’s proposal was ludicrous. Another was that she could never make her own name as Bridewall had once made his – not only because she was a woman, but also because, as he said, she had chosen the classical civilizations of Central America as her specialism, a choice she now half-regretted. The Yanks were working with such piranha speed down there that by the time she was qualified enough to try to attach herself to one of the rare British expeditions to the region everything would already be mapped and sketched and translated and there would be nothing left but gristle. Whenever Burlingame had twinges of personal ambition she ignored them, but even if she’d been genuinely determined to make a contribution as momentous as Folklore of the Tucanoan-Speaking Peoples, she would never have the opportunity. The best she could hope for was a career of pedantically crosshatching other people’s discoveries in long books no one would read, a prospect which gave her a pleasant feeling of rightness and security, like the smell of her attic bedroom at home.


Bridewall changed tack. ‘Look here, Joan, why don’t you come in and we’ll talk it over properly?’ He smiled and licked his lips. ‘Once you’ve got a taste of what life is like at Notcote Hall you might be very keen to experience its tropical precedent for yourself.’


That was when Lady Gwyneth appeared in the doorway between her sister and Bridewall. ‘Who’s this?’ she said in a rather childlike voice. She was completely nude, heavy-lidded, shining from head to toe like one of those Titian portraits with forty layers of glaze, and yet it was the strand of auburn hair pasted with sweat to her freckled cheekbone that stole all of Burlingame’s attention, because it seemed to sum up the general impossibility in a world such as this of forbidding from clinging what ought not to cling, of forbidding from moistening what ought not to moisten. She wondered how often Notcote Hall’s pipes must get blocked by some new and unfamiliar secretion that one of the inhabitants had discovered deep inside his or her corrupted body. Burlingame took one last look at Lady Gwyneth before she nodded goodbye to Dr Bridewall, turned around, and walked as fast as she could away from Notcote Hall.


Because of the expression she knew he would fix her with, she couldn’t ask the Newnham porter to help her place a reverse-charge call to New York, so when she got back to Cambridge she went straight to the Glengarry Hotel, which had a public telephone inside a booth. The operator took nearly half an hour to connect her with Audobon 281 and she didn’t have Folklore of the Tucanoan-Speaking Peoples to pass the time because she’d deliberately left it behind on the train.


‘You woke me,’ said Coehorn. ‘I was up until five making calls, like a bookie. What time is it there? Michaelmas? Widdershins? Some other English time?’


‘I’m sorry I woke you.’ This was sincere. Burlingame hated to wake up sleeping people even when they’d specifically asked her to. Like spiders or babies there was something almost hostile about their fragility.


‘Did you see Bridewall?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is he going to come to Honduras with me?’


‘No.’


‘This isn’t a telegram, Miss Joan Burlingame, you’re not being charged by the word. Tell me what happened.’


‘He said he’d rather that I went in his place. But that’s impossible, of course.’ She forced a dead little giggle just to emphasise how much like a joke she found the suggestion. ‘I wish I could give you better news.’

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A

MADNESNSS
TG Betder War

DEFEAT

NED BEFAUNMAN





OEBPS/images/img001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





