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  The term kamatsiri, “dead spirit,” is virtually synonymous with the word kamagarine, “evil spirit.” Both are derived from the

  root -kama-, “to die.” The word kamatsiri is a noun made from the intransitive form, “the one who has died,” while kamagarine is derived from the transitive form, “the

  one who kills.” The two are used almost interchangeably, and both connote sinister and dangerous beings.
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  I came here as a scientist to conduct experiments on other living things. I believed that the most fundamental questions of our existence could be

  answered in the lab. I believed in rigorous method and the unemotional reporting of results. But I have come to see that life itself is the real experiment and that the answers to these questions

  are to be found only in what we do – as individuals, as a species. What results there are might better be called experience, and experience soon teaches us that they are not the results we

  would want. I will leave here under another name because of what I have done. All the same, I will leave here as a human being.




  J. Forle




  







  Part One




  







  ONE




  I




  There is only one way in and there is only one way out: the river. And so they arrived on the supply boat in the late afternoon, just as the worst of the heat was over and

  the caiman began to stir. I heard their voices as they passed outside my hut. We had been expecting them – yesterday, today, tomorrow. Sooner or later.




  I switched off my desk fan the better to listen. Sole was showing them the path down to the washhouse and explaining how our makeshift showers work. I could tell by her tone that she was trying

  her best to be soothing. The one cursed the cramp of the boat, the heat, the insects; the other the lack of airstrips.




  Perhaps I should have greeted them there and then – welcoming, cordial and buoyed from my work. After all, it was not every day that we were visited by a Judge and a Colonel. But some part

  of me wanted to make an impression. And so I decided that I would let our visitors settle and wait until dinner to introduce myself. Instead, I would go down to the river and help with the

  unloading.




  II




  On the path, the heat of my own body hung heavily about me, suffocating, and the humidity was so thick that to breathe was almost to drink. The only place to see the sun

  was where the river broke the canopy and so it had become my habit to look up whenever I stood on the bank.




  Red and yellow macaws were flying downstream. A graceful heron-like bird, whose name I could not recall, stood opposite me on one leg, studying the torpid flow, its long neck ivory in the

  softening light. The air was filled with a hundred different songs, chirps, squawks and screeches – back and forth, far and near, all around. But, beneath these calls, my ear was attuned to

  the real buzz and hum of the jungle: the great electric simmer of the insects.




  Vinton, the boatman, was passing up our supplies to Jorge and Felipe. Felipe waved his greeting. I felt the wood shift a fraction as I walked out on to our jetty, the stilts beneath uneven, thin

  and crooked as crane fly legs on the mud. The water beyond was the colour of cinnamon and still so low that the boat could tie up only at the furthest reach.




  ‘What’s left?’ I asked.




  ‘All the important things, Dr Forle,’ Felipe replied. ‘All the important things.’




  Felipe was our guide. His habitual demeanour was to please and his habitual expression was a wide and apprehensive smile.




  ‘They’ve brought quite a few boxes of their own,’ he said.




  Jorge had turned away to urinate over the other side.




  I looked at the stack of electrical goods beside the handcart.




  ‘Satellite dishes,’ Felipe said and shrugged.




  ‘Maybe they like to watch a lot of TV,’ I said. ‘People do. I’ll help pass up.’




  The boat was still half full. I descended the rickety ladder to join Vinton, who was standing on his makeshift deck below.




  ‘Vinton.’




  ‘Chief.’




  This was the boatman’s joke – a double insult aimed at both Felipe and at me. Rebaque, the true head of the Station, had been away for more than three weeks. Nobody knew where. No

  word. But if anyone was chief, then strictly it should have been Felipe. Though I moved carefully, the boat rocked.




  ‘If the water gets any lower, we’ll be cut off completely,’ I said.




  ‘It won’t.’ Vinton stood purposefully still. He was proud of his white cracked-leather seats; his was the only luxury craft between here and Laberinto.




  ‘The river is on the rise?’ I asked the question as if I had been waiting for such a day.




  ‘No.’ Vinton spat carefully over the side. ‘You would know if the rains had come.’




  A few years previously, the entire basin had suffered the most severe drought in living memory – passenger boats stranded even on the larger rivers, half the forest burning, the whole vast

  system down to dribble and seep. If the rain did not quickly begin in earnest, I understood that even this record would soon be surpassed.




  Jorge’s mud-smeared sports shoes came into view on the jetty’s edge. He stood heavily above the boat – a big, glabrous Buddha of a man with an odd coffee-coloured birthmark

  spilt across his smooth brown head.




  ‘Everything is crushed,’ he said as he zipped himself up. ‘The biscuits. The bananas. Crumbs and mush.’




  ‘They’ll be OK.’ Felipe appeared beside him. ‘You’ll find a way to use them.’




  Jorge scowled. He was constantly suspicious of a slight and was the sort of person who must continually apply acid to all that was said and done around them as the only certain prevention. He

  was our cook. Sometimes, when we ate, I could not separate the taste of the food from the man.




  Vinton threw paper towels up to Jorge.




  I offered up the first big box of cigarettes to Felipe.




  ‘You’ll stay tonight, Vinton?’ Jorge smirked.




  ‘No . . . not tonight.’ Vinton shook his head as though the decision were narrowly made, though he had never eaten with us, nor spent a single night on the Station.




  ‘Another woman?’ Jorge grasped a big tin of cooking oil from the boatman.




  ‘Your sisters.’ Vinton grinned – broken teeth, a glint of gold. ‘A special show – free of charge.’




  Jorge’s smirk fattened into a smile; he would take this off Vinton though nobody else.




  We passed up bottles of water without speaking for a while. The heat seemed to shrink tighter about my skin. A beetle ran the gunwale, Brasilucanus acomus – dense, heavy-armoured, a

  brutal tank on tiny legs.




  Then Felipe asked: ‘Which one is the Judge?’




  He could not endure silence and must always force conversation; it was a trait I disliked in myself.




  ‘The smaller thin one with white hair,’ Vinton said. ‘The big one says he’s the Colonel. Wouldn’t wait for his own boats but he complained all the way here in this

  one.’




  Jorge did his favourite mime of masturbation. ‘What are they doing here anyway?’ he asked. ‘Nobody comes to this place because they want to – nobody except you

  people.’




  I inclined my head.




  ‘It’s the registration,’ Felipe said.




  Jorge scoffed. ‘What did they say was really going on, Vinton? What did you overhear?’




  ‘They didn’t speak. Or not to each other, they didn’t.’ Vinton spat a second time. ‘Not one word in seven hours.’




  As far as we understood, our two visitors had been travelling up the river for a month, registering people to vote. For the last three days they had been on our branch. Our Station would be

  their final stop. Only day-long boat trips from here; it was too dangerous further into the interior, even for government officials – especially for government officials.




  The boat was almost empty save for its heaviest freight lying ballast at the bottom, which included four crates of beer and the case of spirits that I had paid for. The others knew it was my

  intention to donate vodka and whiskey to our bar, such as it was. And I was unduly pleased that my order had arrived; indeed, it occurred to me that I had come down solely to check on its safety.

  We handed the bottles up, self-consciously careful. Then Felipe climbed down into the boat to help with the fuel drums for the generators. We counted three and heaved. There was a moment when I

  thought one of the damn things might fall back. But then we had it high enough and Jorge had rolled it over the edge to safety. We burnt oil.




  The job was done. We were all slick with the work but only I felt the discomfort in my collared shirt. In six weeks, I still had not learned to sweat freely. Across the river, another bird I did

  not know chose this moment to display the fan of its plumage – bands of carmine, tips of jade. There was a splash in the water. The weeds strung out in the sluggish current around the legs of

  the jetty. I climbed the ladder. Jorge and Felipe would drag and push our cart. I would carry as much as I could. Vinton would wait with the remaining stacks.




  There came the sound of another engine – full-throated and growing quickly louder.




  I turned back to face the river. We knew straight away that it could not be any of our near neighbours; the Indians and the river-people, the ribereños, travelled with their motors

  at the lowest possible chug to save fuel. A moment later and we could make out six passengers – all men – sitting line astern in a rigid inflatable. They wore uniform.




  It seemed undignified to continue staring as the boat veered from midstream to make its course for our jetty but this is what we did until they were almost upon us. Then, abruptly, I put down

  the box of cigarettes I had been holding and offered to receive their rope.




  III




  The dusk was rising from the forest floor. I stood at the porch window of my hut and watched the soldiers on their way to the washhouse. They bunched where the wall of the

  jungle reared and then disappeared down the dark narrow fissure of the path. I wondered would they meet Kim, my assistant, returning. There was an unspoken convention: that the women bathed around

  this time; the rest of us earlier or later. There would be more men arriving we had been told. I had been expecting only the Judge and the Colonel – but it now seemed obvious that that they

  would not be travelling alone. My whiskey made me wince. I had a six o’clock rule, to which I adhered rigidly.




  Sole appeared on the balcony of her hut opposite. She was wearing her white dress. I had only seen it once before – and never for dinner. She hesitated and I did not understand what she

  was doing for a moment . . . Until, with surprise, I realized that she was locking the door. The key was stiff for her. She had to lift the handle so that the heavy bolt would find the unfamiliar

  barrel. She looked around and then hurried off. I was certain that she had been waiting for the men to pass. I was certain, too, that she had never locked her door before. We only ever laughed at

  our keys – huge, incongruous, medieval. Rebaque had liked to joke that one of his predecessors must have purchased them from the Franciscans in the 1500s; he said he had a skeleton key

  somewhere that opened all the locks and that it had an actual skeleton designed into the handle.




  I returned to my desk. For the last five years, ever since my wife died, I had been trying to write a book that combined the best of my articles for the science journals with my research and

  findings – something that would open up my subject to the public and raise me from the confines of my discipline. I had been pleased to be making progress following my arrival on the Station.

  But now as I began to redraft my introduction, ‘The One Special Difficulty’, I found that I could not re-engage my concentration and that even my title seemed clumsy.




  Two skull monkeys swung from my roof and raced along the wooden rail of my balcony, fawn-flashed tails held high and dancing, then perfectly still, then dancing again. They stopped a moment and

  began to copulate. I was still not used to the sound of their landing on my roof. When I awoke, they were always at the window waiting; two, three, four faces. Intelligent.




  IV




  Ever since my wife died . . . That is another lie – or rather, it is a story that I told people afterwards; a story I offered to give them a reason for the way I

  lived my life and to avoid conversations I did not wish to have. She was not my wife – though I came to believe that she was the better part of me and that this part had died with her. The

  last time I saw her she was angry with me. But as she turned away to cross the busy street, I did not call after her, I did not run to catch her up. I thought I would see her again. We always

  do.




  I made a false floor to fireproof myself from what feelings burned below; and the greater the heat within me, the greater my effort to seal it off. Outwardly, I grew colder. Science, method

  – I turned into one of those men who seem to others reserved. But I held back only because I believed that to let go would have meant to detonate everything. My work became my reason for

  living. I escaped from life by intensifying my study of life’s secrets – biology. I wanted to make a contribution to human knowledge, a breakthrough. Of course, there were more

  immediate and practical reasons for my finally coming here – my colleague, Dr Cameron Quinn, not least among them – but most of all I wanted to make one last effort to save my soul.

  When a man is wounded in the river, he must swim as best he can upstream from his own blood if he is to have any chance.




  Thus bound up in my leaving, I was shamefully ignorant about my surrounds when I arrived. I knew nothing of the endless land disputes, the trades (legal and illegal), nor the provenance of the

  different peoples. But an accurate history of our Station would be near impossible to uncover in any case. During the height of the rubber boom, it was probably used as some sort of a collection

  point – though we were situated a long way up the river. There had been slavery. Missionaries. An Indian settlement before that, perhaps. It was hard to know anything for sure. There is no

  stone with which to build. Tribes vanish. Iniquity is forgotten. Everything is subsumed back into the forest.




  In physical terms, the Station occupied a rectangle of cleared ground, roughly the area of two sports fields placed end to end. The path from the river led directly to our main building, the

  comedor – a big open-sided construction, the size of a large cricket pavilion, though fashioned, as all, in rough-hewn dark wood and raised some three feet off the ground. The

  comedor was the Station’s dining room, lounge and bar. At one end, there were two separate rooms closed off: the kitchen and the store. And at the other, the same: a tiny infirmary and

  Rebaque’s office.




  In addition, there were the accommodation huts in which we lived and those kept ready for visitors. They were unevenly spaced, unevenly built, of uneven sizes and at uneven distances to the

  walls of the forest. But all shared the same basic box-on-legs structure, and all had the same small balcony facing inwards. Mine was the last hut downstream and thereafter this same path ran on

  through the forest some fifty yards to a small secondary clearing for the washing stalls and laundry.




  There was one other building – the lab. This stood alone adjacent to Sole’s hut and diagonally opposite my own. Roughly four times the area of our huts and a good deal taller, it had

  been built, customized and equipped by Quinn. I had taken it for granted in the background of the footage we played to students and associates. But when at last I saw it for myself, the fact of its

  existence struck me deeply – that it stood so square and so purposefully fitted to its creator’s ends. The sheer will: to have the thing constructed and supplied from nothing.




  With Rebaque away, we were now seven. Myself and my assistants, Lothar and Kim; along with Felipe, Jorge, Sole and her mother, Estrela, who were all on the payroll of the state – albeit to

  no great extent. We spoke for the most part in Spanish. Ostensibly, we were a scientific station, maintained for the purposes of research projects. But the real motivation for keeping the place

  manned and inhabitable (while indirectly paid for by First World universities) was that it was the last Government outpost before the impassable interior. For this reason, Quinn had told me that

  all kinds of officials and scientists dropped in. But in the last six weeks, aside from Tord, a missionary, and Tupki, our nearest neighbour, we had received no visitors at all. Until now.




  V




  By the time I set off for dinner myself, the croaking hour had begun and the frogs were already basking in the silvery glow of our little solar-charged lamps. I trod

  carefully.




  On the far side of our mighty kapok tree, which stood with its vast vaulted trunk across the path, the comedor cast its welcoming light. But as I crossed the coarse grass in front of the

  steps, I was surprised to see Estrela hurrying toward the kitchen – Jorge’s domain. Relations between the two were more typically characterized by a steady and mutual detestation

  – seasoned only by an oblique regard that each held for the other’s obstinacy. They never worked together and Estrela never rushed anywhere except to judgement.




  Felipe greeted me from the other side of the dining area where he stood behind our makeshift little bar. He was sporting a battered burgundy-coloured dinner jacket and he had been serving one of

  our visitors.




  I crossed the wooden floor conscious that I was wearing shoes rather than boots for the first time since I had arrived.




  ‘Good evening, Dr Forle.’ Felipe’s smile was wide as a freshly strung hammock. ‘This is . . . Colonel Cordero.’ He poured so much deference into the introduction

  that I was afraid we would all drown.




  The man turned slowly – deliberately so. He introduced himself as if Felipe had not spoken and then shook my hand with a narrow-eyed expression by which he intended, I think, to convey

  some quality of far-sightedness or leadership. He was tall and bulky and he appraised me as though assessing my physical capabilities in relation to his own. His features seemed to occupy only the

  lower half of his face – on account of his high, bronzed forehead and his baldness, which extended from brow to crown. I detected some care in the black arch of his eyebrows and – taken

  in all – there was something fastidious about him that asked for admiration before engagement. He wore a tailored white cotton shirt tucked into a heavy belt with which he held up a pair of

  well-pressed combat-style trousers. I was immediately uncomfortable in my linen jacket. Why were we all dressing up?




  Felipe poured me vodka and soda from the bottles I had newly donated. Cordero was sipping some sort of juice. I took a seat on an adjacent stool. We talked politely of the river, the lack of

  rain, the anxieties of the local villagers – though we avoided any subjects of wider concern. His men had bought their own supplies, he said; they would eat after us. They cooked for

  themselves. Meats. They were used to it. They were often forced to improvise on this mission. Which was why, as far as possible, he preferred to keep the numbers down. Some of the places they had

  stayed I would not believe. Filthy. But there were objectives. There were things that had to be done. There was progress.




  ‘You’re helping the Judge?’ I asked.




  ‘We have to keep order. You’re a scientist, they tell me?’




  Who told him?




  ‘I am a naturalist – an entomologist. I study insects.’ There was something about his slow nod that made me loquacious. ‘Actually, I am a myrmecologist. I study ants

  – specifically ants.’




  ‘And how does this research benefit us?’




  ‘That’s a big question.’




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Yes.’ I hesitated. I had bought the vodka for Kim. I had never liked soda. And I preferred not to drink in dry company.




  ‘That depends on whether you mean benefit in an immediate way or more widely?’




  ‘Either?’




  His manner was somehow both rude and courteous at the same time but I was a fool to be riled.




  ‘My work will – I hope – prove that in some areas of the forest the ants that I’m studying are killing every single species of plant except those in which they nest. We

  had thought that it was the inhibition of one plant’s growth by another. But I hope to show for the first time that it is the ants themselves who are . . . who are poisoning their own

  environment.’ It was my intention to rebuff him with so precise and forthright an answer. But he merely swilled his juice and I found that I must again go on. ‘My ants are very

  successful – because they cooperate. In one way, I suppose you might say we’re studying the biggest question of all: who – or what – wins in the end? What is the best

  strategy for survival? Competition or cooperation?’




  He smiled. ‘You misunderstand me, Doctor. I mean how does your work benefit us, the country, how does it actually re—’




  ‘Good evening.’ A low, smoky voice surprised us both. ‘And you must be our great scientist.’




  I turned on my stool. The Judge was spry, slight and a good six inches shorter than the Colonel. He was well dressed – outlandishly dressed, I realized – in a cream suit and tie. But

  what really lent him his distinction were his pale blue eyes and his wild white hair.




  The Colonel said nothing. I stood and introduced myself.




  The Judge offered his hand. ‘Raúl Ruíz Ramones,’ he said, but did not bother to look at me as we shook, preferring instead to address Felipe: ‘Can this man get me

  a drink?’




  Nothing could have pleased Felipe more.




  ‘Good.’ Obscure amusement seemed to bedevil the Judge’s thin lips. ‘Something overwhelming and quick, please.’ He turned back to me and at last released his grip.

  ‘A shame,’ he said. ‘I was hoping you might turn out to be a woman worthy of the name, Doctor. Since I left the capital, my eyes have suffered greatly – a succession of

  slack-breasted monsters. But it matters less – it matters much less – now I have seen the face of our welcome.’ He sucked his teeth. ‘Where did you find her, Doctor? Yes,

  that will do.’ Felipe was holding up one of my whiskeys. ‘Don’t worry,man. Pour.I’ll imagine the ice. I am required to imagine everything else.’ He looked around.

  ‘It is fortunate – is it not? – that I have so beautiful an imagination.’




  The Colonel had remained facing the bar. I felt the need to speak: ‘Did you have a good journey?’




  ‘No. I did not. How is it possible to have a good journey? Has anyone ever had a good journey to this place?’




  I smiled. ‘At least it didn’t rain,’ I said.




  The Judge reached for the glass before Felipe could set it down. ‘Rain is a thing of the past, Doctor. We are on our way to becoming a desert. We are looking forward to it. Sand. Not

  insects but sand.’ He took the glass in one and then looked directly into my face as if he were only now registering my existence as a fellow human being. ‘But why are you trying

  to talk to me about the weather? Are you English?’




  ‘Yes.’




  His expression said that he had thought as much. He motioned to Felipe for a second. ‘It must be difficult,’ he said.




  Felipe obliged. The Colonel continued to face the bar.




  ‘I don’t follow you,’ I replied.




  ‘I mean it must be difficult flailing between greater powers where once you held sway – watching your great nation decline until it is little more than an elaborate theme

  park.’ He took his glass from Felipe but this time held it before his lips while looking at me over the top. ‘But also I mean being English for you – for you personally –

  appears to be difficult: the inability to stand easy.’




  I was taken aback by his perception and his directness. But his own position seemed to be a source of private entertainment to him; and I warmed to this.




  ‘My nation struggles on,’ I said, ‘as do I.’




  He smiled and said: ‘You think me judgemental, Doctor. But I am a judge.’ He despatched half the whiskey and continued with his index finger pointing from where he held his glass.

  ‘And neither am I alone by the way. We are a judgemental species. And it’s been like that since the dawn of time: these people chosen, those not; this man a saviour, that man a thief.

  We judge and we judge and we judge. Every minute – another judgement. I sometimes think that’s all we do.’ He finished what was left. ‘The relativist is an idiot

  telling himself lies while he stands in the corner with his hands over his eyes.’




  ‘I’m not a relativist,’ I said.




  But he did not hear me for he was already looking over my shoulder.




  Kim had appeared around the kapok and was coming across towards the comedor. Internally, I flinched. She was the best postgraduate we had so far found. Besides her intelligence, she had

  the emotional stamina for success in life and the proper fieldwork rigour for success in science. And yet the way she looked gave her the appearance of innocence and idealism and she seemed to

  attract cynicism and attack like nobody else I had ever worked with. She had shoulder-length loose-curled blonde and light-brown hair, even features and clear skin that told of good health and the

  more gentle sun of the northern hemisphere and she wore the student’s uniform – half scruffy, half considered. Her upper teeth were a little pronounced and it was (as now) in her

  nervous smile that you glimpsed the tomboy’s ghost.




  ‘This is Kim Van der Kisten,’ I said, smiling. ‘This is Señor Ramones.’ Against any likelihood, I hoped that they might like each other. ‘He will be staying

  with us for . . . how long?’




  The Judge bowed to Kim. ‘Raúl, please – call me Raúl.’




  ‘We’ve heard all about the registration,’ she said. She offered him her hand to shake but instead he kissed it. Disconcerted, she turned to the Colonel, who had risen from his

  stool and now hooked his thumbs through his belt.




  ‘We’ve heard all about the registration,’ she repeated. ‘We haven’t had too many visitors. We’ve been looking forward to some new people!’




  The Colonel nodded, peremptory. ‘Let’s eat,’ he said.




  VI




  In normal circumstances, dinner was the principal ceremony of the day. Jorge carried out whatever he had burnt and served us with an aggressively fragile curmudgeon as if

  to dare complaint. I dispensed whatever we had to drink. Lothar managed the cigarettes and ashtrays. Felipe cleared the plates. Kim peeled the fruit and shuffled the cards for afterwards. Estrela

  disapproved. We sat at our round, uneven table. We talked of nothing and of everything. Every so often, the capybara would wander into the clearing and we would chase them off with our head

  torches. We inspected our cards hoping for the ace we might have missed. Above us, the fireflies glowed like tiny stars and the darkness around about seemed almost like an ocean; the comedor

  our little lighted ship. If it was not quite civilization, then we enjoyed at least . . . equilibrium. Tonight, not so. Lothar was on a rare trip away to the capital. So we were only five at the

  table: Kim, the Judge, myself, Felipe and Colonel Cordero. Jorge remained in the kitchen throughout, playing the great chef, sending us all manner of side dishes that we had never seen before, nor

  much wished to see again. The entente with Estrela must have ended because she soon settled heavily and defiantly opposite me. Felipe, meanwhile, fussed and fidgeted and dabbed at his lips in

  mimicry of what he imagined fine dining in the capital to be.




  Unusually, Sole did not sit with us. Despite her dress, she preferred to hover and carry though there was no need for her to do so. She was quiet – sullen almost and short with Estrela.

  (As so often, I noticed that mother and daughter had in common most of all the knowledge of how precisely to persecute one another.) But I was alone in detecting anxiety as the governing emotion

  behind this irritation.




  Cordero spoke only to ask questions. I could not gauge his intelligence, nor the nature of his relationship with the Judge, but I was forming the opinion that he was the sort of a man who took a

  steady satisfaction in rooting down for the worst of things – perhaps to prove to himself that nobody else was free from the fears and the weaknesses he harboured in his own mind; perhaps

  because he found that he could not be sure of anything but the lowest motives. He listened – but only as though he was at some obscure extension of his business. And he had a way of

  desiccating personality so that everything we said about ourselves and our work felt immoderate and self-indulgent. When Sole appeared with coffee, I took the opportunity of the interruption to ask

  more about the Judge’s work and turn the conversation back on them.




  ‘Everyone. We are registering everyone.’ He was annoyed to have been distracted from looking at Sole’s legs. ‘Outlaws, smugglers, gun-runners, rat-eaters,

  monkey-fiddlers. If it shows up alive . . . we register it.’




  ‘Surely they need some kind of proof of identity?’ I was not so naive as to believe this, but because of my continued irritation with Cordero, I was determined to be affable with the

  Judge. ‘Otherwise anyone could turn up and there would be no record for next time and the whole electoral register would become—’




  ‘A farce.’ The Judge interrupted me. ‘A protracted farce. Like so much.’ He paused to upend his remaining wine directly into his throat before setting down the stem of

  the glass with exaggerated care. ‘Look, most of the people we register are barely human. So how can they have an address? An address . . . An address requires a sense of time and place, a

  sense of the world beyond. These creatures crawl out of the forest and stand there smelling of sweat and faeces until the soldiers frighten them away. First they come for the knives, then for the

  free drink, then for the televisions.’




  ‘I think what you are doing is worthwhile.’ Kim spoke to him directly for the first time since we had sat down. ‘Those that want to have a say are getting that chance. We

  should let them know about their rights and what those rights mean. It’s all about giving them an understanding of their situation, their choices.’




  I tightened. This earnestness was not her true nature and evinced itself when she felt shy.




  She sat forward. ‘We should be helping them understand the processes of land registration and the reservations and everything. We owe . . . we owe the indigenous peoples that

  much.’




  ‘They, the indigenous peoples’ – the Judge returned the word as though throwing back an undersized fish – ‘are not the slightest bit interested in

  registration, or voting, or the sham of their so-called rights.’ He fingered a cigarette from his case, his pale eyes unreadable and unwavering. ‘This entire question is an

  embarrassment to all who concern themselves with it. The map claims the Indians live on a reservation and yet they have not the slightest idea that any such place is reserved for them. They

  don’t know what reservation means. Who decided this? Not them. They were simply existing. Now their men beg for alcohol and pornography while the women sell themselves for mirrors and

  cosmetics. What does that tell us about Homo sapiens?’




  Kim’s brow needled. ‘Well, I’m not an anthropologist or a campaigner but I believe that people have the right to choose their own . . . destiny.’




  The Judge’s match flared as he spoke. ‘Miss Van der Kisten, we hear a lot of this kind of talk in our country. And so we ask ourselves, why do you people come to the jungle?’

  He raised his jaw and exhaled towards the sky. His voice had an incantatory quality so that his words seemed to range out into the blackness of the night beyond and to echo on into the silence.

  ‘Let me tell you. Always, always, it is for one of two reasons: either to find the green hell and to see some kind of a freak show; or to find a green heaven and so rediscover some ancient

  truth that you pretend to yourself humanity has lost but that in reality has everything to do with your own feelings of emptiness and worthlessness and nothing whatsoever to do with the Indians or

  their lives. And what happens the moment your own way of life is threatened? You retreat – you retreat the better to commune with your narcissistic little sense of entitlement, which simply

  will not go away however much you recycle your packaging.’




  ‘I come for the ants,’ I said, softly. ‘And the food.’




  ‘We’re scientists,’ Kim said.




  ‘So you say,’ he smiled. ‘But I have met many of your tribe, Miss Van der Kisten, and they seem to believe because they wear certain clothes and affect an innocent demeanour

  that this changes everything. And yet to me – and to most of my countrymen – they remain exactly as they are: the children of a thousand unseen privileges flown in from their own

  continents, where their every whim has always been met at the direct and continual expense of the rest of the world, to lecture us . . . to lecture us about rights and restraint. Thank you but no.

  We much prefer businessmen – the honest pigs of profit and war.’




  In part, he was toying with us and Kim knew it. But she would not be so treated and there was anger entering her voice. ‘You are wrong,’ she said. ‘There are lots of examples

  of honest science. And there are loads of aid organizations that achieve real things for the people they’re trying to help. We know for a fact that educated tribes make good decisions about

  their circumstances and what they—’




  ‘What you consider good decisions.’ The Judge drew a backhanded curtain of smoke. ‘What you consider reasonable and fair and thoughtful. Everything by your

  standard, by your laws, by your decree. There is a covert we-know-best in the dark heart of everything you do and everything you say.’




  ‘That’s just not true.’




  ‘Isn’t it?’




  ‘No. Not always.’




  I intervened. ‘The majority of the non-governmental organizations do have good intentions.’




  The Judge smiled his scabrous smile again. ‘Doctor,as you will soon discover,this place is the death-mire of good intentions. Ah, yes, you mean well. You mean well . . . until you

  discover that you do not know what exactly it is that you mean.’




  This time Kim was silent.




  The Judge extinguished his cigarette. ‘I myself am a keen anthropologist,’ he said, suddenly genial. ‘An amateur, no doubt, but I have read my Durkheim and what fascinates me .

  . . what fascinates me is that it is always the same with young women: the good-looking ones, they secretly want you to admire them for their minds; and the intelligent ones, they want you to

  admire them for their bodies. Now why would that be? But I see by your face you are offended.’




  Felipe’s eyes were watering.




  ‘I am not offended.’ Kim blew her hair from her forehead. ‘We are all entitled to our opinions.’




  ‘I’m afraid to have an opinion, you must know something of which you speak. But please . . .’ Kim had risen and the Judge’s face lit up in a disarming expression of

  conciliation. ‘I am a contrary man and I make no claim for superiority. I, too, am looking for a big house on a pretty hill wherein I can indulge myself and pretend great spirituality while I

  forget about the rest of the world. Consider me an idiot.’




  I stood noisily and began to collect plates. I had been aware that the Colonel was watching us throughout. He had not spoken – almost so as tacitly to encourage us, I thought. Such

  conversations with strangers – officials – were at best uncertain and at worst dangerous. And everything bled into everything else: land rights into land reserves, the un-contacted

  tribes, the recent killings; the reserves into questions of agriculture, science, conservation, development, energy, resources; these, in turn, into narcotics, policing, the guerrillas, arms and

  the government, the president.




  ‘Kim, it’s our turn to wash up,’ I said.




  Cordero rose and addressed Felipe abruptly: ‘Do you speak the language of the local tribe?’




  ‘No.’ Felipe nodded and then shook his head.




  ‘They are called the Matsigenka,’ Kim said. ‘Or perhaps you mean the Yora or the Ashaninka or the Ese Eja or the Harkmbut?’




  ‘Sole speaks Ashaninka and a little of some of the other languages,’ I said. ‘Or there is a neighbour of ours who is Matsigenka – his name is Tupki.’




  Cordero nodded curtly. ‘The men will make their own provisions. But we take breakfast at seven.’




  ‘You had better tell Jorge,’ I said. ‘He prefers to take breakfast at noon.’




  ‘Surely we’re all going to dance now?’ The Judge started laughing to himself. ‘We eat, we discuss, we dance. Please tell me that you have music.’




  ‘I hope you will be able to help us in our efforts, Dr Forle.’ Cordero spoke to me like I were another man’s choice for promotion. ‘I am sure there are things that you

  and your colleagues know about this area that might be useful. I’m assuming we will be able to rely on you. Now, if you will excuse me, I must see my men. We have work to do. There are

  problems.’




  VII




  

    ‘The One Special Difficulty’


  




  

    The ants presented Darwin with ‘the one special difficulty, which at first appeared fatal to my whole theory.’ His problem was this: that the overwhelming

    majority of any colony consists of thousands on thousands of sterile females who have foregone their own reproductive potential for the service of a single queen. More than this, these sister

    ants often appear to make suicidal decisions for the good of the colony. (There is even a suicidal ant, Camponotus saundersi, that will kill itself by exploding its own glands to spray

    attackers in poison.) This extreme cooperative behaviour runs counter to everything we have come to accept about natural selection and the prevalent idea that the genes that get passed on most

    often over time are the ones whose consequences serve their own interests. The societies of the ants must therefore be reckoned with at the centre of all evolutionary questions. How can there be

    so many altruistic individuals and yet so many successful species?


  




  And they are very successful. More than any other creature, the ants saturate and dominate the terrestrial environment. There are something like thirteen thousand species with roughly that

  number again yet to be discovered. Their total population is probably underestimated at ten thousand trillion individuals.
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