

[image: image]



[image: image]

EARLY BIRD BOOKS

FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

LOVE TO READ?

LOVE GREAT SALES?

GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS

DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!

[image: image]


[image: image]

The Web’s Creepiest Newsletter

Delivered to Your Inbox

Get chilling stories of

true crime, mystery, horror,

and the paranormal,

twice a week.

[image: image]


The Mobius Man

A Pete Brady Mystery

Malcolm Shuman writing as
M. S. Karl

[image: image]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

[image: image]


PART ONE


Chapter One

It began with a man in a Mexican jail and a phone ringing in Langley because a police lieutenant had been bought. It began with a man in a hospital wondering what had happened to him. It began on the campus of a college nobody outside the state had ever heard of. Or maybe it began with me that day, looking down through thin plumes of cloud at the corrugated mountains that were beginning to slope down into the greenness of the Gulf coastal plain, wondering what I would say when I met him.

I supposed I would begin with my name, I would tell him that my name was Dennison, and I was here to help him. He would not ask me who I represented because he would know. To the others, I was a freelance writer, on assignment from a major magazine to do a study on tourism. Or Mexican oil. Or whatever the hell seemed likely at the time. It was all a lie, of course, but beyond it I couldn’t go. They would have to settle for lies, but at least we would all be even, for the time being.

Because it was all supposed to come back. The doctors had said so, and Leah had said so, and the deputy director had said so, and so it must be true.

I had been extremely lucky, the doctors had agreed. Another millimeter. A plate in the head was a small price to pay, and, in the meantime, it would all come back. They had promised.

So I looked at the green of the plain and saw the mouth of a river and thought of the people down there. What would they say if I told them what we were doing was for them? A long time ago the deputy director had been to Harvard. Maybe he could explain it.

The plane banked, and I saw highway streaking under us with the crawling bugs that were cars. Seconds later we were skimming banana trees and houses. At the last instant, concrete appeared to catch the wheels and the jet bounced hard once and then settled. I buttoned my collar, adjusted my tie, and merged with the other passengers filing into the aisle as the big plane stopped. The dark-haired stewardess smiled and said goodbye, and I smiled back and started down the metal stairs into the hot Mexican sun. By the time I reached the terminal, my clothes were stuck to my body and it was worse inside. I collected my single valise and headed for one of the waiting cabs. After Mexico City the heat of the Gulf lowlands was agony. I sat back and listened to the driver tell me in bad English that he had once worked in the United States as a bracero. I started to tell him that we were doing it for him, too, but he would not have understood, because all he wanted to do was go back and earn enough to keep the inflation at arm’s length. Or maybe he would just stay this time. After a while I got tired of listening and looked out the window. The houses were squalid, but the boulevard was nice, and there was a statue of somebody or other at the traffic circle. The driver gave him a name and said he was a politician like all the rest.

We left the boulevard and headed down a street clogged with cars. The air grew heavier with the wet heat of the swamp that had been cleared to build the city, and from nearby came the mud smell of the river. The buildings of downtown shone white against the cobalt sky. They were an effort to make the town a city, but they failed. It was still a little portage on the river, where Indians from the hills came down occasionally to stare at the oil trucks on the highways. It was a terminus and a crossroads and, for the Indians, a beginning, and the smell of oil still reeked out of the river mud and hung in the exhaust fumes of the trucks and buses. There was a nice park on the outskirts, the driver said. A good place to take pictures. They had carved stones from a bygone civilization. He would take me there later if I wanted. But not now. It was too hot.

It would also be worth my trouble to visit the museum downtown. I could walk there tonight from my hotel. And somewhere near it, I thought, there is another building, and inside a room there is a man, and he is wondering who they will send and how he should prepare. He would be lying against a wall, trying to soak up the coolness it drew from the ground, and he would be listening to the sounds of the river, and if he were lucky there would be a little barred window through which he could smell it, and he would be trying to will away that wall and put himself on the other side, and he would realize at last that he could not do it and so, to save his sanity, he would try to forget where he was and the heat that had him dripping sweat and maybe he would think then of snow and the cold wind down deserted streets and the hollow sound of volga taxis hurrying down nearby Michurinsky Prospekt. And, of course, he would think of her, warm next to him in the bed, and for a while it wouldn’t be so bad. There were all sorts of tricks you could do.

I paid the driver, braved the molten sun, and slipped into the big, cool hotel lobby where a bored clerk sat watching television. I didn’t have a reservation, but that was no problem. He gave me a room on the third floor and sent up a one-armed bellhop with my bag. It wasn’t the best hotel in town, but I thought the one-armed bellhop gave it atmosphere. In all, it was slightly rundown and the carpeting on the stairs had seen a few thousand feet too many. But it was a short walk to downtown and nobody watched your comings and goings.

The room had a double bed that sagged slightly, a blurry mirror over an old bureau, and a big ceiling fan that the boy with one arm switched on. The window looked down on a courtyard that once had been nice, before they had let the grass grow and patrons park their cars there. Like so many second-rate Mexican hotels, it had been someone’s mansion, in a time you only read about in history books.

I closed the louvers and took off my coat, tie, and shirt, and lay down on the bed to watch the fan blade go around and around toward nowhere. I was tired, my energy wrung out with sweat. I wanted to sleep, but I was too keyed, and my thoughts kept going to him—the man in the cell—and to the deputy director, and then back to me. The months of retraining had rebuilt me. Physically. And the controller had patiently gone over the last mission, taking me at a hundred and twenty kilometers an hour through the streets of Buenos Aires, then into the safe house where they were holding our man. And our man had told him about the booby trap and the explosion. I couldn’t because I never knew what had hit me.

The doctor said it was the mind’s way of protecting itself. The mind was a strange thing; it would take a while to convince itself that I was still alive, and until then it would hold out the past that was the real me. But I would recover it all. Relearning would be easy.

And maybe it should have been. They made me an outpatient and sent me home to Leah. She was a beautiful woman with the hazel eyes of a cat and I watched them narrow as she dropped her clothes and reached out for me. And then, moments later, I saw her eyes change once more as we lay side by side on the bed.

“Maybe it was the pills,” I told her, “the little plastic vial they had given me.”

“Flush the pills,” she said, angry in her frustration.

I watched her bite her lip, and said nothing. I wanted her, had thought about it for days as the picture of her emerged in my therapy sessions, and was stirred to life by her first visit in the hospital. I had wanted her now, but for some absurd reason, there was something wrong.

It was a matter of time. That was what the therapist told me the next day at the hospital, in a ward civilians never see. There were other patients, but there was a silence which pervaded the pastel rooms. You did not ask questions for fear the truth might be told. There was a man without a face, whose eyes were two holes in a mass of bandages. He was rebuilding his muscles to the point where he could walk without more than a minor limp. One day he stopped coming and I supposed it had become time to give him another face. And there was a man with no arms who was learning to use two metal and plastic ones. It was just a question of retraining the body.

I was an asthmatic in a cancer ward. That’s what their eyes said. But there was no time to be depressed. The mornings were filled with exercises. There was an attendant six and a half feet tall who appeared from nowhere whenever I tired. He called me “sir,” but there was an implied menace in his voice. Leah came at noon, right after the session with the psychologist, and whisked me to safety in the apartment she had rented nearby. After the training was over we could return to our home in Kensington. But it was a long drive and meanwhile the agency would pay for an apartment, so I could grope my way back without the interruption of neighbors and relatives.

Maybe, I thought, it was just the pastel rooms, and the guilty silence. Maybe it would all come back, the physical and the mental. A little had come back of my life before, but it had the nature of a screen memory, without feeling, without depth. Flattened affect, the psychologist explained kindly. A common occurrence. When you have been to the brink the only reality is now.

The next evening Kestering came to see me, and we knew it was all over. He coughed too much, and said he wished the weather would get on with spring, and he smiled apologetically at Leah whose eyes spit back fire. He passed one hand over his bald head, sipped his martini, and then made a steeple of his fingertips. The doctors were pleased, he said, my section chief was pleased, and he was pleased. I was probably a little bored with the routine now and ready to try my hand at life again. Then he asked how I thought the basketball standings would come out, looked at his watch, and apologized for staying too long.

Leah locked the door behind him and put on the safety chain, as if to guarantee his exclusion, and stood for a long time with her fists clenched at her side.

“What could I do?” I asked her. “They paid my salary, this apartment, rehabilitation.” I didn’t mention the little vial of pills.

“To hell with them. To hell with him. Don’t you see, David? It’s their fault it happened to begin with. Now they think they can give you a few pills and send you right back. Well, it isn’t fair.”

“You mean they sent back damaged goods.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. Well, what can I say? I have to be able to function on some level. At least with my work—”

“Damn your work! What about us? Why don’t they just give you the time? If we just had a chance to get away, take a cruise, for example.”

“Leah, suppose I’m not ever all right. Suppose sex is out for me. Part of the injury to the brain. Suppose I’m like this from now on.”

“But it’s not true.” Her eyes were cat slits. “It didn’t kill that part of you, the doctor said so.”

“It hasn’t killed the wanting.” I walked over to the picture window that looked down on the city. In the distance I could see the pale whiteness of the Washington Monument. Or was it a reflection? “I love you,” I told her, and wondered if the words sounded flat. “I also think I’m pretty good at my work. They showed me my file. Now they want me back. Am I supposed to tell them to go to hell?”

“I want you back, goddammit, and I’ll tell them to go to hell. Goddammit, David, they’re using you—using us, and if you let them it will go back to exactly the way it was before.”

“Was there something wrong before?”

“You never noticed. You were too interested in your work.” She shrugged and gave a bitter little laugh. “That’s a hell of a thing, you know? I mean, that it has to come down to this. Jesus, David, you never paid any attention. How could you? You were never here half the time. I’m not married to you, I’m married to that damned agency, and yet even when you’re home I’m excluded from everything it does. Whenever we have people over, I have to sit with the wives and listen to you make guarded little references, see the smiles of the in-jokes, and even when they bring you back half dead they just tell me it’s line of duty. I’d rather share you with another woman. At least I could touch her.”

“I didn’t know.”

“No.” She rubbed her crossed arms as if she were cold. “I mean, having you was enough. Wasn’t it? And then I realized when you came back from the hospital—” she turned toward me and her eyes were wide now, like a cat’s in darkness, and there was a plaintiveness in her voice— “I realized it wasn’t enough. I need a life, too. I’m not willing to go back to the way it was before. For just a few days I’ve had you to myself and I want to keep you.”

I held her for a long time and thought, but no answers came. That night we lay beside each other again, and I felt her toss and turn as if an invisible body bore down on her, and I saw her legs arch slightly in her sleep and heard the muffled cries she gave, and for the first time I began to wonder if she had been trying to tell me more about the life before, and if so, what his name could have been.

Later I told myself I was being paranoid. Somehow it would all work out, so I tried to put it aside and lay listening to her breathe and hoped that it would not find its way into my dreams. But it did. She and Kestering each had an arm and they were pulling me apart and I watched from outside of myself and saw my arms come off and it didn’t hurt. Because when I looked down at my shoulders I saw straw coming out of the empty sockets. I woke up and sweated in the darkness. Ten stories below, the Washington traffic moved down silent streets and yet up here I could not even hear it. I suddenly yearned for the sounds of horns and cops’ whistles and sirens.

The call came two days later. Only it wasn’t a call, it was a different man sitting where the therapist usually sat. He told me his car was downstairs and I followed him down. The sun was bright on the windshield, but there was a cold wind down the Potomac and the people in the street were bundled up, for spring would not come for another month. We stopped in front of the Lincoln Memorial, and my driver reached across and opened my door and I understood that I was to get out. Lincoln watched me come up the steps, sad and distant in his marble isolation, and I pushed my hands deep down into my overcoat pockets to cut the chill. A flashbulb went off and I flinched.

“It’s a cold day to take a walk,” Kestering said from beside me and I went back down the steps with him. His smile was apologetic, just like it had been when he stood outside my door. “After all you’ve been through, it would be a hell of a thing to die of exposure.”

“I don’t expect to die for a while yet,” I said.

“No, of course not.” He looked down at the pavement and poked it with his umbrella. A motorbike passed and its noise blotted out any chance of speech for a time. When it was gone he said, “I’m sorry, your wife, I mean …”

There was a awkward silence, and then he tried again, “She’s a very beautiful woman, it isn’t the first time, I mean, that a wife’s reacted that way. Some of my duties require—I never know what to say, you know. They all see me as a villain. Maybe I am. I used to worry about it. Now I’m too old. Calloused, I suppose.” He gave me a sideways glance and twisted his lips into something between a smile and a grimace. “I have a job for you, David.”

I felt a wind colder than the one outside pass through me. “What kind of a job?”

“Mexico. Two days, a week, ten days at most. An interview. Should be easy, but …” His shoulders said, “Who knows?”

“Where is the person you want me to interview?”

“In jail.”

“Jail?”

He nodded, and let a boy and a girl holding gloved hands pass before he went on. “This is Paul LaCour,” he said, bringing out a glossy file photo. The man in the picture might have been in his mid-forties, with a fleshy face and a dark spade beard that made him resemble Mephistopheles. Even under the ideal conditions of the studio the face looked smug and sensual. “LaCour was our man for Tabasco, Veracruz, and Chiapas. Applied for Mexican citizenship. Imported hardware—pumps and such and Christ-knows-what—for people with farms in the jungle. Some of those places are so remote the stuff has to be airlifted in. He was our liaison with Adolfo Santos.”

The first picture was replaced by another, but this time it was harder to read the features because they were blurred. The photographer had caught Santos off guard and the eyes were slightly narrowed. Not a bad face, under the stubble, perhaps a little on the ascetic side, and neither young nor old.

“Santos runs a guerilla band in the Chiapas hills, working near the Guatemala border. There are about six other bands. All communist of one type or another. Santos is supposed to be. We keep him supplied and he keeps the others weak. Sometimes you have to pay the devil. Paying the devil was LaCour’s job.”

“Was?”

“Yes. LaCour’s dead. The day before yesterday someone killed him. We think we know who. The question is why.” Kestering stopped and for a moment his hawk nose sniffed the cold air. He waited to see that we were alone and then his umbrella went rap-rapping on the sidewalk again as we moved on. “If the whole Santos operation has gone sour we could be in trouble. We don’t need a scandal over Mexican involvement just now. It would be very embarrassing. It was LaCour’s operation, his idea. I sometimes think we should have turned it down at the start. Very embarrassing.” His breath made little clouds that hung like tiny parachutes in the air and then dissipated. “You know, you’re in remarkably good condition. They’ve done an excellent job. If I ever have a heart attack or a stroke, I’ll know where to go. Another of those fringe benefits Congress would like to cut off. I sometimes wonder whose side they’re on. Never mind.”

He turned and looked at the boats on the Potomac and hunched down into his coat. His nose was already blue. I wondered if he saw something out there on the river. But he gave his head a little shake as if to say it was nothing after all. He looked back at me and gave the pavement an authoritative tap with his umbrella.

“The man in jail is named Bassett, Harold Bassett. He may be one of theirs. On the other hand—” the tip of the umbrella dug at a crack in the sidewalk— “he may just be Harold Bassett. But we have to know which.”

There were tears in my eyes from the wind, and I reached up to wipe them away.

“No gloves? You’ll catch your death.” Kestering cleared his throat. “To now, it’s just a murder. We’ve arranged to have Bassett held separately. But we can’t guarantee more than a few days. LaCour wasn’t completely unknown by our opposites there. It’s only a matter of time before they send a special interrogration team down from Mexico City. National pride and all. Then, when they’re finished, they’ll dump him in the river and we’ll never know.”

“When do I go?”

Kestering looked at his watch. “Two hours. That’ll put you in Mexico City at two-thirty, their time, Tabasco by four. Your travel documents, cover, and suitcase will be with a courier at the airport.” He gave another perfunctory glance at his watch. “He’s probably waiting for you right now.”

“Leah won’t like this,” I said. “She’s threatened to leave.”

“I could pull you off the job.”

“No.”

“Good.” We walked on a few paces, and he frowned as if hunting for the right words to use. “You’re a good agent, David. You’ve seen your dossier.” Indeed I had. Jobs in Argentina, Panama, Mexico … Ten years’ worth, since my discharge from naval intelligence, and Vietnam; fifteen years since my college years at Amherst, and my studies of political science; eight years since my meeting with a voluptuous assistant curator at the National Art Gallery, our courtship, and subsequent marriage. “There’s one trend that shows up. You sometimes get over-involved, over-identify with a subject. It’s a dangerous habit.”

I nodded, but I was still thinking about the dossier and the blurred memories it had stirred. As if reading my thoughts, he patted my arm with a gloved hand. “And I’m assuming the amnesia has cleared up?”

“I’m fine now,” I lied.

“Very good. Because if there were any doubt …” He smiled and gave me his hand. “Good luck, then, David.”

I left Adrian Kestering standing beside the Potomac and caught the plane. And a few hours later I was away from the cold wind, in a slightly beaten hotel room in Mexico, watching the fan trace circles over my head and smelling the river and the rotting jungle vegetation outside, and remembering Leah’s voice over the phone when I called her from the airport. Well, they would just be leaving work in Washington now. Maybe the two of them would be together at some little restaurant, and he would be asking her to make a decision. He had been patient; he wasn’t such a bastard that he’d ask her to leave a sick man, but I was well now and couldn’t she see I hadn’t changed, leaving her without even having had the decency to explain in person? But, of course, he only existed in my mind, and I was building trouble out of nuances, and that’s a very dangerous thing to do. The blades of the fan went around and around and I let them hypnotize me.

I must have fallen into a light sleep, because it was cooler when I awoke and called the number Kestering had given me. The man who answered told me to walk down to the little park at the end of the block and he would meet me there in ten minutes.


Chapter Two

Everything in the office was a month behind the world, from the calendar provided by a brewery in Orizaba to the map of Mexico, which had come loose from the flaking wall and now curled over on itself. The man contrasted with his surroundings. Except for a knife scar on one cheek, Teniente Obregon might have been a banker instead of a policeman. His moustache was evenly trimmed, his dark hair graying at the temples, and his jaw firm. He took a seat behind the cluttered desk and motioned to a chair. From the window at his back you could look down into the evening life of the plaza below, but somehow the office seemed remote from the world outside. He offered me a cigar, and when I declined, lit it himself.

“His tourist card,” he said, reaching across the desk to hand me the folded slip of paper.

Harold L. Bassett. Born, Charleston, South Carolina. August 7, 1942. Port of Entry, Matamoros, on the Texas border. I handed the document back. “He’d been in the country four months,” I said, referring to the date stamped on the card.

“This time,” Obregon said in English. He leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head. “You know how it is, though. A game. You leave the country every six months and come back the next day. He has been living here for about a year.”

“Working?”

“Yes and no. That is, he was an aficionado, an amateur. Apparently he collected butterflies.”

“Butterflies?”

“Yes.” Obregon nodded. “He sold them to other collectors. He was well known in his neighborhood. He was called the hombre mariposa, the ‘butterfly man.’”

For the first time I noted little sweat rings under the arms of the lieutenant’s white guayabera.

“Mariposa also means homosexual,” I said.

“Yes, but he lived with a woman.” Obregon shook his head and waved his cigar in the air as if to get on with it. “He was seen to go to LaCour’s house in the morning to bring him some kind of specimen. As far as anyone knows, that is the extent of their dealings. Then servants heard voices from the recamara, the bedroom.”

“Excuse me. But isn’t it strange that business would be transacted in the bedroom?”

Obregon shrugged and exhaled a blue cloud of smoke. I wondered if the cigars came from Veracruz or were the better cubanos.

“Well, we are dealing with strange people. No offense. It seems that this LaCour transacted many businesses from his bedroom. He was a man who collected many things, if you understand me. He liked to work in bed.” The lieutenant smiled good-naturedly. “They said he had a special desk made, a board that could fit across the bed like a tray, so he could work without getting up. As I say, the servants heard voices arguing, but in ingles, so they didn’t know what was being said. They heard a door close and they saw this Bassett go down the sidewalk. No one saw the victim until lunchtime. Then the cook heard the bell ring from his room, so she went in. What she found was too bizarre.” He leaned forward over his desk and touched me on the arm with a well-manicured finger. “The patrón was dead in his bed, and there was a knife, a—how do you say it?—letter opener, right through the body. He had been stabbed.” He sat back again to watch my reaction.

“And the call bell?”

He raised his hands. “He must have lain there an hour, dying, and finally made himself grasp the bell pull.”

“What’s your theory of the crime?”

Obregon tapped his cigar into the ashtray and smiled. “At first glance, some sort of dispute. A quarrel over—” he laughed—“butterflies? But there is more, or you wouldn’t be here. We have some idea of the kind of services this LaCour performed. But the butterfly man? Well, maybe he will tell you more than he has told us. You understand, there are ways; however, at your people’s request we have done nothing. But soon they’ll be sending someone from Mexico City. Then …” He shrugged.

“I understand,” I told him, and let him lead me out. We went down a flight of stairs to the first floor and then along a series of corridors until we came to a desk with an iron grille door beside it. A fat policeman behind the desk raised his hand in half-hearted salute.

“Do you have a gun?” Obregon asked, reaching under his loose shirt to take out a revolver, which he handed to the policeman. I shook my head. “Muy bien.” Obregon nodded, and the heavy door swung open. A cold breath rushed out at us, composed of the stink of bodies, urine, and vomit. My stomach turning, we followed a dark corridor whose only light was a dim bulb at the end. As we passed the cells I could hear snores, footsteps pacing, and from one there came the sound of convulsive retching. Faces looked out at us apathetically, and as we came near the end I saw frantic movement in the darkness between two cells, and then I saw the women and I understood. We reached the end of the hall and came to a closed wooden door. Obregon ushered me through and up a narrow stairway. At the top was another hallway, better lit and smelling of disinfectant, with solid doors before the cells and small gratings with sliding windows in each door.

A tired-looking old man was sitting in a chair, his gray uniform wrinkled and his shirt open halfway to his belt. He got up as we approached and put down his comic book. We reached a door midway down and Obregon slid back the little panel over the peephole. There was a dim bulb in the ceiling of the little room and it threw muddy shadows on the wall. It was a long time before I could make out the man on the mattress, and longer before I could detect the rising and falling of his chest.

I felt Obregon’s hand on my shoulder and smelled the sweet scent of his cologne. “Muy bien. This section is automatically locked. I will leave you now. When the door opens, you may enter. When you wish to come out, call for Arturo.”

I watched his shape disappear, and as he passed the man in the chair, the latter dragged himself up and tugged down the lever that opened the cells. I pulled back the door and stepped inside.

There was a slop bucket in one corner, and the stench hit me like an evil wave. I took a step back and then heard the door close behind me. I was trapped. Suppose there was a mistake? How long could a person endure? I looked over the graffiti-covered walls. Someone had left a 1972 calendar with a picture of green hills and men on horseback, an imitation window into a world that no longer existed outside. I looked down at the sleeping man. Even with his dirty clothes and a face covered by three days’ growth, he seemed happy curled up on the mattress, as if he might be outside in the green fields. It was a shame to awaken him, I thought, but I forced myself to bend down and touch a shoulder.

His eyes sprang open and he looked out of their corners at my face. There was an instant of terror and then he fumbled for his glasses.

“Bassett?” I said.

He nodded dully, then lurched to his feet. His pale-blue eyes lost their glaze, and he grabbed my shoulders.

“Yes. Yes. You’ve come. Thank God. I knew they’d send somebody.”

I let him pump my hand until he was tired. “My God. What day is it? I’ve lost track of time.”

“Wednesday. You’ve been here three days.”

“Three days. Christ, it seems like a month. I didn’t think anybody knew I was in here.”

“My name is Dennison,” I said.

“With the consulate? I mean …” A terrible doubt stabbed at his features. “They didn’t lock you up?”

“No. I’m here to find out what happened.”

“Yeah.” He wiped a hand across his mouth. “Well, I’ll tell you what happened. I was at home, getting ready to sit down and eat lunch and a couple of hundred blue-suited bastards broke in the door and hauled me off. For no goddamn reason. Look—” he clutched the fabric of my shirt and I could see the tears of hysteria in the corners of his eyes—“I never touch dope, I don’t smoke marijuana, I don’t bother anybody. I don’t know what they planted in my house, but I swear to God—”

“It’s about murder,” I said, and watched his face go through the changes. He was good, I thought. Damned good, or else …

“Murder?” His hands fell down to his sides, then he half raised them, and let them fall down again. “Oh, my God!”

He cried for a few minutes, then wiped his eyes with his arm, and turned around to face me. “I can’t believe this.”

“Did you know Paul LaCour?”

“LaCour? Sure. I saw him the day they—You mean he …?

“Dead,” I said, and suddenly, more than ever, wanted to be out of here and away from this place.

“When?”

“Monday. The day before yesterday.”

“Yes. I brought him a specimen Monday. But he was fine then. There was nothing wrong at all.”

“You argued.”

He gave a little shrug. “LaCour wasn’t a very likable man. He wasn’t a scholar. He was a collector. He just wanted the things to have them, to display. He wanted me to bring him a Morpho theseus. There are only four in private collections. Told me he’d pay any price. When I tried to explain about its habitat, its breeding characteristics … Look, I hate to kill the poor things. I feel bad enough chloroforming them. It’s only because the insect world is so prolific and I have to survive … He was a gross man, LaCour. A real bastard and—” He stopped in shock at what he was saying, and his eyes darted about the cell for an out until they realized there was none and came back to rest on mine. “I know that sounds bad. But I didn’t kill him. You’ve got to believe me.”

“How long have you been in Mexico?” I asked.

“A year, give or take a few weeks.”

“Address here?” I handed him a pencil and paper. “What about in the U.S.?”

“I don’t have anything in the U.S.,” he said with a trace of bitterness. “Or else I wouldn’t be here.”

“Do you have a passport?”

“Passport? No. You don’t need a passport to come to Mexico. Look, what is this? Twenty questions? I just want to get the hell out of here. I’m a United States citizen, and they picked me up and threw me in here without even an explanation. Goddammit, I have rights. You tell them I’m an American citizen and I want out of here.”

I was beginning to feel very tired. Maybe if I hurried back, made a long-distance call to Leah …

“Let’s cut the crap,” I said. “Paul LaCour was killed the morning you saw him. You argued with him, though about what I still don’t know. You claim the whole thing was over butterflies. Well, you’d better find a better story than that because if I can’t make better sense out of this, you’ve had it. One day, two days, at the most three, and then a specialist comes down from Mexico City. And you know what that means. When they’re finished, they’ll have all the answers and they won’t have any use for you. You better practice swimming with iron weights.”

“What are you talking about?” His anger had turned into fear again, and he was trembling as if he had the malarial chills. He tried to talk but, his mouth stuck half open and his eyes bulged. “I—I’m innocent. Why—kill me?”

A quaking hand grabbed my arm, but I shook it off. “Arturo.” I only wanted out of there now, and away to think. Either he was a very good actor or … But then, of course, he would have to be a very good actor. Arturo opened the door and I left Harold Bassett to his fear.

I stopped where Arturo sat in his chair, like a withered mummy, and looked down at him. His skin had gone gray from the years of working here and his eyes were the color of stone walls.

“The bucket,” I said in Spanish. “Can you empty it?”

He nodded very slowly. I found a twenty-peso bill and his hand came up and took it. Either he would do it or he wouldn’t. I’d know tomorrow. I passed quickly through the demonic tunnel, feeling eyes reaching out for me from the darkness. Midway down a man was urinating through the bars and I had to walk around the pool that was forming in the middle of the floor. I banged on the outer door and heaved a breath of fresh air when it was opened. Dante, I thought, had missed a good bet.

I stood for a long time beside the river, trying to rid myself of the contamination of the prison. I looked down into the black waters. The river started in the highlands, five thousand feet up, where the air was cleaner. Up there it was clear, and Indians who were little bothered by civilization floated their canoes on it. But by the time it had wound its way to the Gulf, it was muddy and wild, and its waters were mixed with the oil of the boats that now lay tethered in the current. Four hundred years ago the Spanish had blasted the falls upriver to bridge the gap between civilization and the primeval world. It hadn’t worked, of course, except to bring down a greater torrent of water from the hills, and somewhere, up near the clouds, some Indians had seen the water level go down a foot or so and wondered what the gods had wrought.

The stars were the same as they had been then, I thought, give or take a little for precession. I looked up and wondered if he were imagining them in there. I thought of my own captivity in the apartment in Washington and how sometimes I had gone down to the street with Leah, just to feel the night air. But there was too much light in the city to see the stars, and we had to drive all the way down to the Potomac. Suddenly, on the bank of another river, thousands of miles away, I realized how important the stars were.

There was nothing to do but do it. I took out the piece of paper he had scribbled on and walked over to a taxi.


Chapter Three

The house was in a distant section of town, neither the best nor the poorest. I had glimpsed open doors as we passed, letting in the occasional sighs of fresh air from the river. Families sat in chairs on the sidewalk in front of the doorways, watching children play in the streets. It was in the middle of one of these blocks, a stone wall with a green wooden gate that closed it off from the street. The red tiled roof was a dull blood in the moonlight. Someone had chalked the house number under the little grille in the gate. I pushed the buzzer and waited.

The grille opened, and I saw the face of a woman with oriental almond eyes. “My name is Dennison,” I said. “Is this where Harold Bassett lives?”

She looked at me for a long time, and then nodded.

“I want to help him,” I lied. “May I come in and talk to you?”

There was another interval and her head gave a slight nod. The door opened and I stepped inside. The woman was not beautiful. At least, I did not think so then. She must have been very young, though her face had an ageless quality, and her black hair seemed to blend into the shadows of the garden. Her lips were slightly parted and under her eyes there was the faint blue sheen of capillaries near the surface. A small gold cross on a chain hung around her neck.

“¿Policia?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “A countryman of his.” I followed her out of the overgrown garden and into the house.

“The police took him,” she said expressionlessly.

I looked around the room. Plaster was flaking off the wall, but the mosaic floor was clean, and there were no spider webs in the corners.

I heard a child cry from another room, and she turned. “The baby,” she said. I followed her into an inner room where something moved in the hammock. She took a seat in the hammock and pushed the floor gently with her bare foot to swing it. Taking the baby in her arms, she pulled one breast free from the loose dress she wore.

“The child,” I asked. “His?”

Her head gave a slight negative nod. “El mio, no mas.”

“But you live here.”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Not long. Before the child was born.”

Four, maybe six months, I thought. “Do you mind if I look around?”

“Can you help him? Can you bring him back?”

“¿Quién sabe?” I said. “Who knows.”

“There’s nothing here. But you may look. The police took some things. They are thieves.”

“I won’t take anything,” I said.

“What does it matter?”

I went back into the front room. It was stark: a couple of chairs, a bookcase with a few paperback novels in English, a desk.

“There was a maquina,” she said from over my shoulder. “The police took it.”

I looked at the bare place on the desk, and wondered which policeman now owned a typewriter. At least there had been none in Obregon’s office.

“Like you said—the police are thieves.”

I went through the mass of papers on the desk, and began to open the drawers. There was very little, really. Correspondence with clients, one in Argentina, one in France, a couple in the United States. A bankbook showing 10,000 pesos on deposit at the Banco de Comercio de Tabasco. I flipped through its pages. A year ago there had been over 50,000; since then, the account had been bled by steady withdrawals. It looked like Harold Bassett was living on savings, with no relief in sight. Well, maybe his problems were solved. I didn’t like the joke, and thrust the bankbook back into the drawer.

The bedroom was spare, too, with a bed, bureau, and cheap armoire. A floor fan drew in a thin breeze from the window and I felt the air trickle across my arm and neck. I picked up the radio on the bureau and shook it, but nothing fell out. I would have been surprised if something had.

The bureau showed nothing unusual—the expected underwear, handkerchiefs, socks. I felt along the back edges of the drawers and underneath, but there was nothing taped to them. The armoire contained several pairs of blue jeans, slacks, some guayaberas, and workshirts, and a single corduroy coat. I went through a few pockets and gave up. There was nothing in the toes of the shoes on the floor of the armoire and the heels were solid. I opened a suitcase in one corner of the room, but all I found was an old train ticket to Tenosique. My fingers went over the lining without results.

Of course, I did not know precisely what I expected to find. Certainly not a hidden compartment in a piece of luggage or a secret room with a two-way radio. Just a disparity, an incongruity of some sort—a book which seemed out of character, an off-key letter, a ticket stub. Which all demanded that I already have an impression of the personality of the man in prison. And, of course, that was a lot to expect.

I opened the door into the little bathroom and looked into the shower stall. The drain seemed well fixed in the floor, and, better, gave off the odor of the sewer. Then I went over to the toilet that, like so many in Latin America, had no seat. I took off the top and looked into the tank: the float was empty and I screwed the two pieces back together and closed the top. The medicine cabinet got a perfunctory look; it held nothing but a few allergy medicines, all bought over the counter. You could get anything short of heroin in Mexico without a prescription, so there was no hope finding a doctor who might have treated him. A supply of ampicillin, which had expired last month. The usual remedies for diarrhea. I shut the cabinet door and saw my face in the mirror. I needed a shave and, for the first time, I noticed the lines in my face. For a moment I had the chilling feeling that the face was watching me and would turn away as I stood there and leave me dispossessed. So I left the face.

There was nothing in the room where the baby slept except the woman’s things. There were not many of them and I left them alone. I already knew my search would be futile, because if Harold Bassett was innocent there would be nothing to find, and if he were not, he was too clever to hide things in the usual places and I would really have to tear the house up to do a thorough job, so all I could hope for now was some minor carelessness on his part, but there didn’t seem to be any, and so I would find nothing. Simple.

The third room was where he did his work. Arranged around the walls were glass-topped cases, many of which were filled with brightly colored specimens, each labeled. A net leaned in one corner, and in another was a small table with several vials, a box of cotton, and a glass jar. I smelled the pungent odor of ether and remembered his words: “I feel bad just chloroforming them.” A thought, like a butterfly trapped in the killing jar, began to flutter its way upward, and died in a wave of nausea as I thought about the dead man.

In the center of the room was a large wooden table made from planks, and upon it lay the artifacts of a work left in abeyance: another killing bottle, with a single silver-winged victim still inside, tweezers, a well-thumbed doctoral dissertation by someone who had studied the lepidoptera of Veracruz. A box of pins …

I stood beside the table, hand to my head, trying to think, and then I sensed the woman. She was two feet away, eyes neither asking nor giving, jet hair around her shoulders, the faint light of the room diffused on her brown skin. She could not have been older than twenty, but there was that about her which seemed ageless. My eyes went to her firm body, down the strong legs to her bare feet. I felt awkward, and I suppose that’s why I asked the question. Was it possible, I asked her, that he had kept a list?

“The addresses of the people whom he sent specimens to, or that he sold to here, for example? Or friends and relatives in his own country?” I felt foolish after I had said it, and looked down at the floor tiles.

The woman said, “I know of no list. There is only the cuaderno. The notebook.”

“Notebook?”

She returned with it a moment later, a spiral binder of the kind school children use. I took it carefully from her hand and opened it. It was a journal of some sort, written in his own hand, and dating from this month last year.

“How is it the police didn’t get this?” I asked.

“Because I hid it. I did not know what was in it, only that often, late at night, he wrote in it, so when they came, I took it and put it in the baby’s blanket.”

“You did a good thing,” I said.

“Will they let him go now?”

“I don’t know.” It did not seem like enough, so I said, “I’ll do what I can,” and felt bad after I had said it. I would do nothing because there was nothing I could do.

I felt her eyes on my back as I left. There was a metallic taste in my mouth and I wanted to spit.

I drove back to the hotel, paid off the cab, and went to my room. I hadn’t eaten since noon, but somehow I wasn’t hungry, just hot and weak. I stripped off my clothes and went into the shower and let the cold water shock over me. All at once none of it seemed real: the hotel room, the house with the woman, the prison, the river, the city. I was not one person, but two, an automaton that did the walking and speaking, and an observer slightly out of synch, who listened and watched it all. It was called depersonalization, and was named by a French physician named Dugas, who described it in the 1890s. That’s what they told me in the hospital. Soldiers experience it, travelers with jet lag experience it, and people in trauma experience it. It is a very natural feeling to have.

But Leah was real. That much I knew. And, of course, she was part of the trauma. Because I had only two things in the world, the agency and her, and you couldn’t take the agency to bed, or hold on to it in the dark of night and cry. So perhaps if I called her now, I thought, slipping on my underwear, there would still be time. Time to get on the next plane, go back, tell Kestering thanks but no thanks, and find a job that did not involve interviewing sad little men in Mexican jails. And then maybe I would begin to remember the part of my life that was blank. Yes. I could still call and tell her. I started up and froze. Suppose it was too late? What if she were already gone? I had a picture of them now, in New York or Philadelphia or Boston. In some quiet little corner restaurant, and he would be telling her that she had done the right thing. A day, a week, or a month later, Adrian Kestering would be listening to it all. “Poor fellow.” And he would purse his lips and the tape would go into my file.

But, of course, she would still be there. She had been under a strain, too, all that time. First my near death, then the months of rehabilitation, and then my amnesia, not recalling the simplest things. Like a hole in the world, the psychologist had once told me. The rest of it was all there: the President of the United States, Christopher Columbus, the rules of the road. It was just the personal things. Yes. A hole in the world. And I was the hole. Well, it must have been tough on her living with a partial vacuum. Someone who could tell you the day the World War II started but not the day you were married. Who could tell you the address of the White House but not his own. Who could hold you against him in bed but—I imagined her lying in bed now, leggy and red-haired, waiting for the phone to ring, trying to interest herself in a book. What would she be wearing? The pantsuit that outlined her legs or the housecoat? The latter more likely. Head propped up by two pillows, smoking compulsively to keep occupied.

But maybe it would be too much, and without thinking one hand would touch her thigh and she would thrill to the awakened sensation, and she would try to shut it off, but would not succeed, so that her hand would part the robe, showing the whiteness of her belly and the reddish nestle of hair over her pubis, and the hand, like an automaton, unable to stop, would touch her belly lightly, massage, and then slide down through the little forest of damp fur, searching for the cleft, and, finding it, her body would surge upward against the exquisite pressure, and the book would fall aside as her eyes closed. Imagining the scene excited me, but physically there was no response. I got up from the bed, got the notebook, and settled back in the heat of the tropical night to read.

Chapter Four

It was nearly nine when I awoke, and for a long time I lay inert, watching the fan and listening to the traffic outside. My dreams had been hag-ridden swatches taken from movie previews, and in one I had seen Leah sitting at a table, half in shadow, while muted traffic passed through the streets of some big city. I could not see her companion, and so I knew that the movie dream was supposed to be a mystery and that when I returned for the full feature I would see the face of the man with whom she sat. He handed her a box, the kind a precious jewel might come in, and her soft features were alight as she opened it. The camera zoomed close, and I saw with horror that it was a butterfly brooch, the wings silver, with little diamonds forming the design. She picked it out of the box and fastened it to her blouse, ever so tenderly, and as I watched a terrible thing happened: the wings of the butterfly began to flutter and beat, and when she felt it, she looked down and smiled. And the more the butterfly beat its wings against her breast and twisted, the more she smiled. Then the camera zoomed toward the butterfly’s face, down until the breast that was made for pleasure was a mottled fabric surface and only the butterfly could be discerned, and then, as I saw its face, and the fear stamped on its features, the screen went dark. The face of the butterfly was mine.

I tried to make it go away, but I knew that it was still there, just under the surface, waiting. I had the feeling there had been other dreams, too terrible to remember. My eyes looked up at the ceiling, where the fan still spun, winglike blades impaled on a central axis, and I thought with revulsion about a fat man in his bedroom. Then I remembered a frightened little man in a grimy cell. His notebook was still on the bedside table. I had finished it in the early hours of the morning, and I supposed I knew a little more about him now.

It was not a diary, but, properly, a field journal recording his professional work, if it could be called that. It seemed to have been begun about a month after he arrived.

March 10. And so here I am, alone, where I intended to be and never wanted to be. Everybody talks of running away. Gaugin. South Seas. Except mine is highland Chiapas. Amazingly fresh and clean here, after the city. Train to Tenosique crowded as hell. Glad it isn’t a long ride. Felt like a Jew on the way to a camp. Jesus. Thing smelled, too. No problem getting the ride to Limonar. These trucks ferry people back and forth in the rural section, for a few pesos. Only problem is schedule. Goddamn it, why do I still persist in thinking in those terms? All the time in the world. Almost. Should have taken some lists with me for people that would be interested. No problem. I still remember. Just keep clear of people that might recognize my name. Christ, you would think I was wanted for something. Screw it. Amazingly rich collection of lepidoptera. Also arachnida here. Man in Tenosique hotel said the forest was being “selectively” thinned. So much for the fauna. Nobody surprised when I told them I was after lepidoptera. Though at first they thought I was after ruins. Kept asking if I wasn’t going to the ruins of Bonampak. Said now is the ideal time because it’s the dry season. Maybe so. I’ll get to them sooner or later. Right now, first things first.

There followed a description of some of the species of butterflies he had seen and netted. The next day was little different:

March 11. Awoke at five A.M., with the people. Nice little village. Good people, to let me stay here in an abandoned hut. Tzeltal Indians. Woman wear bright, picturesque blue skirts. Canoes are brightly painted. Not many speak Spanish. Seem to take my butterfly hunting at face value. But some kids tried to help me. Some Lacandon Indians came down from upriver earlier and held a talk with the head of the village. Lacandons still wear the traditional white smocks and have their hair long. But today they carry rifles instead of bows and arrows. Everything changes. Somebody said they were trading tobacco for coffee beans. I hate coffee. Always have. But this fresh coffee, from the newly ground beans, is great. Well, today it’s pushing on upriver to the next place. Maybe the Lacandon village. They say it isn’t far and the Lacandons are getting ready to go back. Now if I can just communicate with them.

He had been in Chiapas a week and then, when he returned to the city, his notebook had gone blank. It was apparently some notion of would-be professionalism that demanded that he keep an account while on the job. Would be, or ex—? For a long time I wondered about the lists he had mentioned, but then it became clear in subsequent entries. He meant people who might be interested in buying his captives.

April 28. Up here the whole world seems to consist of mountains, jungle, clouds. A primeval world. I can just about convince myself that the other one doesn’t exist. Near San Cristobal the vegetation is piney forest. Not quite to Ocosingo it changes radically to lowland jungle, except that it isn’t lowland. High forest, trees a hundred feet tall, cypress, mahogany, lakes and rivers. You dress for warmth near San Cristobal and for the tropics in Ocosingo. They’ve probably forgotten about me already at school. Students never remember. How many professors can I remember? Bad question: I can remember them all. It’s exam time now, almost. Bastards will be cramming. Who did they get to teach mine? Bad when a prof walks out in the middle of a semester. Students probably didn’t give a damn. I bet they were glad. Wonder if Judy dropped the course. Stupid question. The bitch. Her fault. She used me. And their fault. Goddamn administration that doesn’t give a man the benefit. I never sold a grade. Never in all that time. Even Clarisse believed that.

First time I’ve written her name in a year. Clarisse. Make myself write it again and again if I have to. It’s past. Why did you do it? Judy didn’t mean anything. It was the damn place, the time, the situation. Know what it is to be in a dead-end? Sure you do. That’s why you jumped at the chance to leave. Shit.

May 14. Incredible variety of lepidoptera. Everything from Sulphurs to Morphos, and some I don’t recognize. You see them in the tops of the trees, always just out of reach. Well, maybe with the trap. Vacation time for students. I saw some with knapsacks the other day in Emiliano Zapata. Made me think what a bitch it would be if I ran into a couple of them up here in the jungle. Doctor Bassett, I presume. We heard about you. Tough shit. By the way, your Bio one-o-one was a bore. Heard a couple of coeds liked it. Judy Howard, for example. Did you really test her rabbit? I might even be able to take it from them, if they consisted of at least one girl that put out. Judy said they don’t say put out anymore. Did it. Screwed. Fucked.

Which is what I’ll be if I don’t build up enough clients. One day the money will run out. Then what? Thirty-five years old and I’ve never held a job except in my profession. Useless. Can’t do what any Indian here can do. Here, failures don’t eat.

And so the journal limped along, through the summer months and into autumn. Comments on butterflies, climate, ethnology, the vicissitudes of his ex-life, at some faraway campus, until the last day of November, when he had scribbled in Tenosique:

November 30. Such a strange damn business. Don’t especially like children, especially babies. Cried all night. But what could I do? They’ll be alright, anyway. I can always put her to work. Slavery, that’s it. Crap. No damned time to be in the field. Hardly any specimens. Krieger says his specimen got beat up in the mail. Blame customs. Think the damned thing was dusted with heroin, probably. Cretins. No. Dumb bastards.

And that, as best I could tell, was when the woman came to live with him. Aside from the initial mention, the rest of the journal was silent on the subject. I did think, however, that the last months showed more tranquility, less complaining, as if he had adjusted to something. A truth or a way of life.

It was interesting reading, these jottings of a man who probably never meant them to be read. But the most interesting part, of course, was at the last. For that was the portion telling of his meeting with Paul LaCour.

Feb. 15. What the hell am I doing up here? They haven’t left their cocoons. Maybe just to get away. So many things. Rather be back there. I’ve been here almost a year. Except for quick trip back to get new tourist card. Too damn early. All day I haven’t seen a thing and he wants a theseus. I don’t like the man. Egotistical bastard. Thinks all he has to do is flash money. Just because he saw one in another collection. How the hell do I know how it was gotten? Only four in Mexican collections. Told him there was zero chance this time of year. But if he’s willing to pay for time in the field at five hundred pesos a day, I’ll do it. Stupid bastard.

He had found nothing that trip, but had stayed on two weeks and collected, presumably, his seven thousand pesos, which was just over one hundred fifty dollars. Then, just a week ago, he had returned to Chiapas. For three days nothing, and then:

March 17. I got it. How the hell? A Morpho theseus. I saw it three hours ago, just in the tops of the trees and I thought I’d never have a chance. Morphos never come down low. Watched it go out of sight. Rich coffee-colored wings. Just left the cocoon. First of the year? Does that mean luck? Went on ahead to check the trap and there it was. Fluttering up against the wire with a couple of Monarchs and Sulphurs. All for a little spoiled banana.

Why is it lepidoptera are so stupid? They never think to fly out of the trap by going down through the open bottom. Always try to fly up and out.

Too stupid to survive, and yet when we’re gone they’ll inherit the world. Almost makes me want to let it go. Watch it fly away. But I can’t. Not for a ten thousand peso bonus.

And so now I had a cortex of facts about Harold Bassett. He was a man who had left his last work under a cloud, an ex-professor of biology who seemed to have involved himself with a female student and left in the middle of a term. A self-pronounced failure, who sought seclusion with butterflies in the jungles of Chiapas and who had, passively, no doubt, acquired a live-in maid and perhaps mistress. A man who hated Paul LaCour.

But they were a cortex of data, not a core. Because they could all be a clever lie, a fabricated piece planted for someone like me to find. If so, however, he was taking a hell of a chance. Because he gave himself a motive for killing LaCour. It was simple: LaCour could have refused to pay.

But somehow I didn’t think so. I didn’t believe the journal had been invented, and I didn’t believe he had killed LaCour. My logic wasn’t compelling. It was just a gut feeling, which went something like this: I thought of the butterflies, I thought of the way he had run away from his previous life, and I thought of the female students he had used, and I just didn’t believe he had it in him.

The truth was I didn’t much like the man.

Maybe it was personal, I told myself as I dressed. He had had a good life and managed to screw it up. He had run away from his problems and chosen to hide out in Mexico, collecting butterflies. He had copped out on his work and his wife (for I supposed that was who Clarisse was), and whined about it in his notebook. And he kept a “journal” to convince himself that what he was doing was of value. Somewhere a man has to take responsibility. That was what I kept telling myself, while I wondered if it was a concept that had been drummed into me by my parents, at Amherst, or later on during the course of my work. I was a good agent. That’s what Kestering had said. And maybe that was part of the answer. But it wasn’t enough!

I ate at a little café, where you could get huevos rancheros for twenty pesos, and watched the traffic go by. A man passed on a three-wheeled bicycle, exuding the good smell of hot bread, and across the street an ancient white bus with El Tabasqueno lettered on its side chugged to a halt at the corner and waited for the light. People passed on the sidewalks, the women in shapeless, store-bought dresses and the men in short-sleeved shirts, open at the neck. I thought of Chiapas and some of the little villages in Oaxaca, where Indian costumes could still be seen. It had been a long time since Indian costumes had been worn in this city.

I took a long time with my breakfast, ordering another orange juice, and then reluctantly called for the bill. I did not want to confront Harold Bassett today. There was nothing I could say or ask. And so I decided to wait.

Perhaps a visit to the scene of the crime was in order. I went back to the hotel and called Teniente Obregon.

“The house of LaCour? In the Calzada Juarez. I would be happy to take you.”

“You’re very kind. But I know you’re busy. I’ll take a cab.”

I had been prepared for him to argue, but he didn’t. Perhaps because my being here was extra-legal, and if I was willing to do it on my own … He gave me the street address and I thanked him.

The Calzada Juarez was definitely in the better part of the city. Flamboyant trees, which would explode in red within another month; shaded, closely cut yards and, here and there, walled estates, each wall belying the friendliness of the open-doored house by the cut glass along its top.

The house I sought was in a cul-de-sac, a white, brooding mansion the cab driver said had been bought from an out-of-favor politician. I told the driver to wait, and stepped out into the sun.

The iron gate was locked and I pressed the call buzzer. Five minutes later I was still waiting, but just as I had decided no one was there, I heard a sound of metal clanking from inside and the front door moved. A weathered little man with white hair and a stooped gait came slowly down the steps, a ring of keys in his hand. He paused to spit, then faced me.

“¿Qué quiere? What do you want?”

“Buenos días. My name is David Dennison. I’m a periodista, a newspaperman. I work in the United States. I’m doing a story on crimes. Crime in Mexico. The police told me that perhaps you could help me. I wonder if I could see where Señor LaCour was killed.”

“The house is closed,” the old man said.

“You can open it.”

“Maybe you’re a thief.”

It was unusual bluntness for this culture, but what did I expect? “I’m not a thief,” I said. “I’m a writer. I’d be willing to reward your kindness.”

The old man stared at me a few seconds longer, then spit again, and opened the gate. “This time …” he said, and I slipped him fifty pesos, which he stuffed away in a pocket without looking.

LaCour had played the part well. The garden was a maze of manicured shrubs through which passed a sidewalk that looked as if it had been scrubbed daily. But the marble steps of the house were a grin, and the black wreath on the door a skull’s eyesocket squinting into the brightness of day. The old man shuffled up the steps, through the front door, and then stopped. “The wreath,” he said. “I bought it. It seemed like the patrón should have a wreath.”

“Very kind,” I said.

“No one should be dead without a wreath, without someone to mourn,” he said. “The other servants left the next day. Who would pay them? The patrón lived alone. I said I would stay until things were settled. A man has to have a place to live.” He gave a shrug and took me into a hallway where a candle flickered in a niche that held a plaster saint. He switched on the lights, and I saw a vaultlike living room, cool and high and full of the echoes our feet made on the tiles.

My eyes scanned the walls with their portraits, and a display case of precolumbian pottery, which had been taken from an ancient tomb. Someday someone would excavate the house, and when he did he would find the portraits of nineteenth-century Mexican officers and write of the inhabitant as the scion of a distinguished family. So much for archaeology.

I turned to the bookcase on the other side of the room. Most of the volumes were old and, though I did not recognize many of them, I guessed that they were first editions: There was a Nahuatl dictionary by Molina, a Maya grammar by Beltran, and an ancient work by Villagutierre on the conquest of the Itza, with a hole burned in the part of the title page that should have given the date. Some meticulous hand, either that of LaCour or a previous owner, had neatly penciled in 1701. There was also, surprisingly, a well-thumbed biography of Pope Pius XII and a current issue of the annual report of the Banco de Comercio system.

“Los demas se conservan en la recamara,” said the caretaker and shambled off, not waiting for me to follow.

I should not have let myself be lulled. That’s what I told myself afterward. But LaCour was dead and the old man opening the bedroom door was not many years behind. So I went in.

“Alla, la coleción de maripositas,” the caretaker mumbled, glumly indicating one wall. My eyes followed his thin arm to a large board. There, in concentric rings, they were arranged: Monarchs, Morphos, Swallowtails, leading the eyes inward to the center. The center was blank.

“Alla las monedas,” my guide went on and indicated a board on which were pasted coins. “Y las estampillas.” He tapped a stamp album and I opened it perfunctorily. “Y alla murió el patrón.”

He said it so naturally that it took a moment to register, and then my mind translated it: And that’s where the master died.

I looked at the ornate canopied bed, so out of character. There was an antique telephone beside it, on a Maximilian table, and a bell pull hanging from the ceiling. I gave it a tug and heard a tinkle far away. A shiver ran through me, and I dropped it and went over to the bookcase. The volumes were bound in rich leather, the titles in gold. I picked out a few. De Sade’s Justine, Defoe’s Moll Flanders, Frank Harris’s psuedo-memoirs. All considered obscene in their day. There was even a set of the only four volumes of the journal Eros, which had been banned in the early sixties. A collector, I thought, and looked up into the rococo-frame mirror over the bookcase. And if he was a collector, what if …?

I went across to the side of the bookcase, opened the bathroom door, and went in.

I saw a toilet, an ancient bathtub on four legs, a sink, and a bidet. There was also an armoire, but I didn’t get a chance to examine it because just then something hit me in the head, and I went black.


Chapter Five

I wasn’t out for more than ten seconds, and even then was dimly aware of the other door of the bathroom slamming. When I came to, I was on my hands and knees, looking down at the tiles while the caretaker shoved the door against me, trying to open it. I lurched to my feet and made room for him. “Someone was hiding in the bathroom,” I explained limply. “The other door—where does it go?”

His thin old arm shook as he pointed. “The other bedroom. For Díos, a burglar, all the time we were …”

I jerked open the door and hoped I wouldn’t take a bullet at chest level. But whoever it was had fled through the open french windows, into the garden.

“Is there a way out?” I demanded, blinking in the sunshine.

“Claro que no. There is a wall. Señor, you are hurt.”

I looked down at the blood on my hand and felt my head again. But I could worry about that later. Right now the quarry was trapped, somewhere in the back yard of the estate. I gave the grounds a quick scan: trees, a tennis court, swimming pool, and flowerbeds along the wall. I stumbled over the wicker furniture on the patio and grabbed a tree for support. What could I do if I caught him? He might have me in his sights right now, and his finger could be squeezing the trigger.

But I need not have worried. From over the wall somewhere I heard the cough of a motor starting, and my intuition told me the caretaker had been wrong about lack of escape. And my intuition was right. It was an iron door in the far side of the wall, so much in the shadows that I had not seen it as first. I ran toward it, the old man making a feeble attempt to follow.

It was open and faced a street, and somewhere in this street I had heard a motor starting. I stepped off the curb and shaded my eyes with my hand. There was nothing from that direction. By the time I turned around it was on me, a blue Chevelle, coming down the slot like a hammer toward the firing pin, sun smearing the windshield and blinding me, and I was caught for the second time like a fool, standing there, waiting.

My head spun, and the street seemed to shimmer. There were two blue cars now, and I didn’t know which one to avoid. There were two of me, too, standing there with an open mouth, swaying as the cars bore down, but at the last instant both of me jumped and the Chevelle whipped by.

I dusted the knees of my pants and struggled over to the gateway. The caretaker was breathing hard.

“Did you see him?” he asked.

“No.” I swung the metal door. “No way out?”

“I forgot. It is always locked. But the lock has not worked right for a long time. The patrón was to call the locksmith but …”

“Well, that’s how they got in.” I winced as I touched my head. We reached the bathroom door. “Would you mind if I washed?”

“Of course. But this is terrible. A burglar. This has never happened.”

I closed the door on his lamentations and went to the big wooden cabinet against the wall. Just as I thought I remembered from the seconds before I had run out, the door was open. Someone had jimmied the lock. I nudged it all the way open with my elbow, not wanting to touch anything. The armoire was a fake, with a cutout back allowing a view through the one-way mirror and at the bed. And someone had looked, because there was a 35mm reflex camera on a fixed mount, bolted to a shelf. Someone had also looked in the camera, because its back was open and it was empty of film. On the shelf below, however, was a manila folder and I stuffed it under my shirt and shut the door of the cabinet. I ran a little water and then came out.

The caretaker was wringing his hands. “I wonder if the police should be notified. After the death of the patrón …”

“I’ll talk to them,” I said. “Just now, perhaps you could recommend a doctor for my head. Perhaps the man that treated your patrón?”

“Sí, sí. A doctor. Of course. He went to el doctor Peón, in Calle 45. Yes, of course.”

I left him shaken from his complacency and walked back down the front steps. If the cab driver was watching, he would wonder what I had drunk inside. But he was not, and I had to rouse him from a nap.

Doctor Peón’s office was a pale-blue stucco building in a street of stucco buildings, just off the main plaza. It was ten-thirty and the sign said his hours began at eleven. I could have checked in at a hospital, of course, but then I would not have been able to discuss Paul LaCour with someone who may have known him well.

The doctor’s receptionist opened the door, started to tell me that the office would not open for half an hour, and reconsidered when I had to clutch the frame to keep from falling. Her austerity changed into gray-haired motherliness and she helped me to a chair. “Voy a ver si llegó el doctor.”

She slipped away into the consulting room. “Gracias.” I looked around for a magazine and put the manila envelope in a copy of a Mexican medical journal.

A moment later the doctor came out. He was a handsome, dark man in his early forties, with slicked-down hair and black horn-rimmed glasses.

“Good morning,” he said in English, and reached forward to touch my shoulder with sympathy. His unbuttoned lab coat showed haste, and now he helped me into his office and sat me on his examination table. “You seem to have taken quite a blow. How did you get to my office?”

I watched him collect his instruments. “Cab. By the way, my name is David Dennison. You were recommended to my by Paul LaCour.”

His hand froze in mine. “LaCour. The man who was killed. He was a friend of yours?”

I bowed my head and let him feel my skull before answering. “No. I only corresponded with him. I wanted to do a story on the government plywood industry in Chiapas and the new oil discoveries here in Tabasco. He was recommended to me.”

“You work for a magazine?”

“Freelance. Anyway, I wrote LaCour and set up an appointment with him. As a precaution, I asked him to mention a good doctor. I seem to be accident-prone.”

He smiled grimly and began to check my pupils with his ophthalmoscope. “Yes, it’s good to be safe,” he said, and I smelled a heavy toilet water as his face looked into mine. “How did it happen?” he asked, straightening.

“Slipped on the bathroom floor,” I said, thinking it sounded close enough to the truth to pass.

Peón shook his head, “Very dangerous. In your hotel?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I cannot find a fracture. Although—he bent again to look at my head—“you have had a skull fracture sometime in the past. There is a small dent in your occiput.”

“Car accident last year,” I lied. “You don’t think I’ve opened it up again?”

“I don’t think so.” He probed and the pain sent red streaks in front of my eyes. “It wouldn’t hurt to have some X rays, of course. Right now, I think I’d better clean it off.”

“Terrible thing about LaCour,” I said through gritted teeth. His tongue made a clucking sound from behind me.

“Terrible,” he agreed. “A very terrible thing.”

“Does anyone know who did it?”

“Ah, that, fortunately, yes. The police arrested another American, a man called Bassett. Apparently, he and LaCour had an argument over, of all things, butterflies.” The nurse handed him a wad of cotton and I felt his breath on my neck as he bent over to make a pad. “Very strange, in my opinion. If it had been women or money—” He chuckled. The gray-haired nurse looked through us.

“Did he have a weakness for women?”

“Well, I’m speaking generally. He wasn’t married. I don’t think he was a monk, you know.”

I wished the woman would leave, but it seemed unlikely. “Maybe the devaluation hit him hard.”

“Possibly. But he never showed it. A very strange business. Tragic.”

“For whom?”

His hands hesitated. “Why, for both of them.”

He came out from behind me, went to his desk, and looked carefully through the papers until he came up with a small bottle. “If you’ll take one of these every six hours for pain, four if the pain is intense …”

“Thank you.” I put the bottle in my pocket. “Did you know the other man?”

“Well, I had met him once or twice at a few parties, that’s all. I—” he looked down at his hands, palms down on the top of his desk, and then gave me a smile meant to charm—“I didn’t find him very interesting, really.”

“In what way?”

“In what way?” The doctor pondered, and touched his square chin with a finger. “Well, because he said very little, I suppose. He seemed to just … be there. To blend in. He was the kind of person who—” he leaned across the desk, his dark eyes intent on mine—“well, who agreed to everything you said. You’ve met people like that, no?”

I nodded and Peón let his easy smile return. “You aren’t planning to do a story on this crime, are you?”

“I must admit that the possibility is very attractive.”

“Ah, yes. The Butterfly Murder. That would make a good title.”

He got up smoothly, but I wasn’t quite ready. “One other thing, Doctor.”

“Yes?”

“You said you’d seen Bassett at a party. Where would that have been?”

“Of course. Probably at the American Consul’s Christmas party, or at Mrs. Whitcomb’s. I treat a good many of the American community here.”

I asked him the address, and he scribbled it on a piece of paper and made a little map to go with it. “In the Avenida Grijalva,” he said. “You can’t miss it.”

I thanked him and shook his hand. “Your family?” I asked, gesturing to the small framed pictures on his desk.

His face flushed with pleasure. “Yes. My wife and my three boys.”

“You’re very fortunate.”

“Yes. Thank you, you’re very kind.” He ushered me out and then squeezed my arm. “If you write that story, you will send me a copy?”

“Of course.” I paid the gray-haired lady eighty pesos and left. Or pretended to leave.

At the threshold I turned back, and while she was in the consulting room washing her hands, I retrieved the manila envelope. Next stop was the home of the Whitcomb woman. But first I wanted to see what was worth risking murder for. Of course, I thought I knew.

And I was right. Alone, in my hotel room, I opened the envelope and spread the glossy prints on the bed. Three women, two brunettes and a blonde, in a series of poses, all in the four-post bed that the one-way mirror framed, straight-on shots, closeups, different body positions—some sleeping, others waiting, others replete with the lethargy of love. I looked closer, separating them into three piles. At least two of the women seemed … But I did not know what word to put to the expressions on their faces, the slight blur to their eyes. Unwilling? One thing was sure, however. None of the pictures was posed. The women had not been aware that they were being photographed. Which meant that the pictures were made for one of two purposes. Either it was blackmail or the man had carried his collecting to pathological extremes.

There were no negatives, which meant that either they were still hidden away, or, more likely, the burglar had gotten them, along with whatever had been in the camera.

Kestering had not briefed me on every detail of LaCour’s work. It was possible that he was doing this in connection with some other project. Blackmailing agents through their wives, for example. But it was also just possible that LaCour had been a sick and vicious person, indulging his vices on agency money while occasionally throwing his bosses a crumb. In which case, his death might not only have been unconnected with his business, but also for the good.

I took one of the pain pills. Then I taped the manila envelope to the back of one of the bureau drawers. Right now I had to rest.

I lay down but my mind wouldn’t turn off. Instead, my head gave a drum-beat accompaniment to the parts of my past that I could remember, a two-dimensional flip movie of soulless figures who did their acts before my mind and then vanished. Like the dead man, I was a voyeur, watching scenes through a one-way glass. But in my case, the scenes were disjointed and the actors had no substance. The gray-haired woman with the lined face was my mother and I was the boy she scolded … but for some reason I could not remember why. My father was a balding, kindly faced figure whom I could see coming across the front lawn, from the Packard at the curb, calling my name, and I was the boy running to meet him. I was the boy in his arms, that he was calling “Davey,” and the bike in front of the middle-class house with the picket fence was mine.

The flip movie ground on relentlessly, scene tumbling upon scene without transition. I was the boy in the back seat of the car, and the girl with me was a classmate named Karen. I watched our hands touch each other, listened to her protests, and heard her shout my name with an epithet and slap my face. Surely I had felt something?

Then, for a moment, I thought I had it. It was a tawdry little room with a sagging bed, behind a highway diner, and the girl had peroxided hair and when she stripped off the stained waitress’ outfit, her breasts were hardly more than bumps under the camisole. The college boy was myself, watching her in anxious arousal, afraid and hopeful, hypnotized by the sight of her twenty-five-year-old body, by the truth of the hardly developed breasts and the dark pubic bush. She was completely unself-conscious, for she had done it many times, dropping the white uniform on a rickety chair and then flopping onto the dirty bedspread, legs bent like grapples to take me in. And so I saw the college boy doing it, hardly recognizing myself in the hasty disrobing and the nervous coupling that followed. For like the image, the act itself was mechanical, and when it was over there was no need for reflection or rest. She rose almost at once to go to the little closetlike bathroom and wash, and I put on my clothes, and when she returned she was the waitress once more, standing before me to take my check, with the only difference being that she was naked.

“What’s your name, honey?”

“David.”

“You come back some time, David. That was a lot of fun.”

And had it been? Lying in the room, light-years away, I did not really know.

Only Leah was real. This time I knew I had to follow through.

The desk clerk was stretched out in a couple of chairs and struggled sleepily to his feet. I gave him the number and he dialed. The pounding in my ears grew louder. What made me think she would be there? It was early afternoon, there were a million places … The desk clerk said, “Bueno,” and handed me the phone.

“Leah?”

“David?” There was surprise in her voice. “Where are you?”

“Mexico. I had to call. Are you all right?”

“All right? Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”

“Just something I felt. I can’t explain. I shouldn’t even be calling you now. I had a feeling.”

“Are you sick?”

“No. I’m all right now. I’ve been worried. I thought you might be gone.”

“Poor Davey. Maybe I flew off. Well, you can see I’m still here. I’m just like a claim check. You just have to come back and get me.”

“I love you,” I said.

“I know.” Suddenly her voice changed with a new enthusiasm. “Say, do you remember my telling you about Phil Hartley? I used to go with him on occasion when I met you.”

Something twisted inside me. I remembered him. It was a name I might never have known, except that her saying it keyed a memory in me and I recalled it all. Philip Hartley. She had slept with him a couple of times before she met me. She had slept with a lot of men, back then. “What about him?”

“Oh, now don’t go jealous. I just got a call from him yesterday afternoon. He’s in Seattle now. But he was back for an exhibition. He took me out to dinner last night. Had a marvelous time. He hasn’t changed a bit. We caught up on old times.”

“I’m sure.”

“Oh, shit. You are jealous. Well, Jesus Christ, it’s nice to be trusted. It’s—”

“Leah, the phone—”

“Screw the goddamn phone. Let ’em listen. I haven’t asked questions about you and what you’re doing down there. For all I know you’re screwing somebody different every night. But in line of duty, of course—”

“Leah!” I tried to cut her off, but it was no use. The man with earphones, in Langley, would be pushing a red button that buzzed the deputy director. “Drop it,” I said.

“Drop it? Why? So you can think the worst of me, just because one old friend happened to pass through town? You’ve always been this way, David. I see it now, you know—the reason for the call. You’re keeping tabs on me. You don’t trust me one bit. I see one male friend and I must be in bed with him, in your mind.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. I’m not stupid. And so the hell what if it were true? So what if we had gone to bed? What’s so terrible about that? Would it be so unnatural if I did look for a little comfort?”

“Are you trying to tell me something?” I mouthed the words, but didn’t hear my voice. Kestering would be on the line now. He would have heard.

“Yes, dammit. I’m trying to say I don’t know whether it would matter if you quit your job or not. You know, I used to think the work had changed you. But now I begin to really see it, I mean really see it. Your job didn’t change you. You chose it because it fit your personality. I was just too damned blind to see it.”

“You’re wrong. Listen, Leah, please …”

“No.” The anger went out of her voice. “No, David, I’m not wrong. Not this time. I loved you once. Maybe I still do. But there are lots of different kinds of love. I don’t think what we have is enough anymore.”

“Wait—”

“For what?” Her voice was tired. “For something that won’t ever happen? Be honest with yourself, Davey. It was a mistake. We want too much from each other. Different things.”

“I didn’t call to—”

“You don’t have to explain. Goodbye, Davey. Good luck.”

The phone buzzed and I was standing at the desk, looking stupid. The clerk yawned and arched his brows, “¿Ya ’stuvó?” he asked.

“Sí, ya ’stuvó,” I said, handing him the receiver. “It’s finished.”


Chapter Six

It was cool compared with the furnace of afternoon, and the shadows had begun to creep out from their hiding places. The sun hung tiredly in the west, taking a last breath, and the sounds of crunching gravel that the tires of the rented Dart made seemed to split the sleepy air. The city was to the east, two miles away back down the avenue, and the walled estate would enjoy its isolation for at least another couple of years before the rest of the city caught up to it. On the other side of the wall were coconut palms, mangos, the ubiquitous flamboyans. I was glad the people at the rental agency had given me good directions.

I started walking up the driveway, not yet knowing what I would say to Mrs. Whitcomb, but whatever story I hit on, it looked like I might have to wait in line. There were already several cars in the shell drive, a VW, a couple of Scouts, and one blue Chevelle. Suddenly I had a flash of memory: I was seeing another house, with a carefully tended lawn, and a car in the drive, and I was running toward the front door, tripping and righting myself, trying the handle, shoving the door open, gun in hand. And there was a noon-bright flash of light and I was falling into a tunnel of darkness …

I was frozen, the sweat creeping through my clothes when I heard the voice of the houseboy.

“Buenas tardes. The señora is on the patio.”

I returned the greeting, and let him lead me through the garden and around the house. My muscles were tense, and I was ready to dive out of the way. But nothing came except the sound of glasses tinkling and water splashing. Whoever Mrs. Whitcomb was, she believed in an aristocratic lifestyle. The house spoke of rooms for guests and servants and formal dinners, while the grounds must have required a squadron of caretakers to maintain.

A peacock strutted out of the way with a loud complaint as we rounded the corner of the house.

There were perhaps twenty people on the patio and several more splashing in the pool. To one side was a tiled roof, and at the end of this covered area was a counter, where a white-coated bartender busied himself with a blender. The crowd had knotted up into little groups, some at lawn tables, some beside the bar, some watching the action in the pool. Both Mexicans and Americans were represented and there were also a few children. I went to the bar where a tall, thin man I took to be a geologist was expounding in very bad Spanish about the Mexican oil reserves. He turned and asked my opinion and I told him he was right.

“Precisamente,” he said, and gave me a wet hand. “I haven’t seen you for a long time. Where have you been?”

“On vacation,” I said.

“Well, you’re looking good. But what the hell happened to your head?”

“Slipped in the bathroom,” I told him, and drew a few polite frowns of sympathy from the little group of listeners.

“Well, you can still drink, can’t you? Alfonso, get a drink for this man, fer chrissakes, una bebida para el señor. He’s been standing here for an hour.” He tried to focus on my face and brushed back the long strands of hair that had fallen into his eyes. “I’m a little—” he gave a silly grin—”where did we meet, anyway?”

“The consulate, maybe,” I said, taking the gin-and-tonic the bartender handed me.

“Sure. The Newberrys’ Christmas party. Wait a minute—I wasn’t here Christmas.”

I left him wondering about it and drifted toward another group. A voice caught me and I turned.

“I don’t think we’ve met.”

Her head came no higher than my shoulders and she had to look up at an absurd angle to catch my eyes. She had straw-colored hair, blue eyes, and a mouth that was too wide to make her pretty, but the smile was friendly and there was something about her that made me feel I had known her for some time. Her body was still that of a girl, as the bathing suit clearly showed, but she must have been twenty, I judged.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “My name is David Dennison.”

“I’m Laurie. What do you do, David?”

“Well, I write articles for the magazines that are stupid enough to pay me.”

“Are there many?”

“Sometimes.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

“You guessed it.”

“How long have you known Alexandra?” she asked.

Watching her grin turn mischievous, I decided to play along: “Not long.”

“And what happened to your head?”

“He slipped while trying to escape a persistent young female who would not leave him alone,” said an accented voice. I turned to see Dr. Alfredo Peón. “Then,” he continued, the sardonic smile still on his face, “he came to the best doctor in Tabasco who fixed the wound, but advised him to have caution of persistent young females.”

I found myself shaking the doctor’s hand.

“Delighted that you could come,” he said with a wink, squeezing my arm with his free hand. “I took the liberty of mentioning Mr. Dennison to your mother, over the phone.”

“You were pretty sure I’d come,” I said.

“Just a little hunch.” He steered us toward a table. “Querida,” he said, bending over to touch a shoulder, “quiero presentar al Señor Dennison.”

The woman who looked up at me was striking with a smoky beauty that made my stomach tighten. Maybe thirty, she managed to freeze Latin womanhood in its prime, and I suspected she knew it.

“Encantado,” I said.

“Encantada,” she replied, giving me a polite smile and her hand.

“My wife Gloria,” the doctor said superfluously. I felt a twinge of déja vu.

“Have we met?” I asked her in Spanish. Her brow wrinkled into a slight frown and I shrugged. “Perhaps not. It must be from seeing you in the picture on your husband’s desk.”

She gave a little nod. “Perhaps.”

But I had seen her one other time today, and it was not in a demure portrait in a doctor’s office. It was in a series of glossy closeups that I had taken from a dead man’s house. And maybe she had seen me, the first time through a one-way mirror, and the second time standing in the middle of a street, but if so, she gave me no indication, and I did not get a chance to probe further because the water burst on the surface of the pool and a woman came up the ladder and toward us. Her bikini showed a body thirty years old, tanned and firm, and without the flab of middle age, but her face, seamed like a map, told the truth: she had not been thirty for two decades, at least. What the tropics had done to keep her body young had been reversed in her face. Her hair was white now, her eyes a faded blue, but she had been a looker in her day.

Alfredo Peón took her arm. “Alexandra, this is the gentleman I called you about—Mr. Dennison.”

Alexandra Whitcomb smiled and gave me a hand. “So happy you could come. I see you’ve already met my daughter, Laurie. I was just getting ready to announce our early dinner.”

She lifted a hand, and a white-coated servant nodded and began to move from one group of guests to the other. One by one, the little knots of people gravitated to the serving line. I followed Alexandra Whitcomb to the line and took a healthy serving of queso relleno and guacamole salad, and let the bartender give me a mug of draft beer.

Laurie Whitcomb pointed to a table. “There’s a place with us,” she said, and I followed her over.

A middle-aged man with a pencil-line moustache put down his plate and held a chair for a dark-haired woman.

Alexandra said, “Mr. Dennison, I’d like you to meet Jonah Newberry, the U.S. Consul, and Mrs. Newberry.”

We shook hands and took our chairs.

“I’m told that you have some of Alfredo Peón’s handiwork,” Alexandra said, glancing at my head.

I allowed a rueful smile. “I’m afraid I took a spill in my bathroom,” I said.

“I hope you’re all right now,” Newberry said, testing the salad. “Because if you die, it makes a hell of a lot of trouble for the government.”

The others laughed. “I’ll try to behave,” I said. “I’d hate to make work for you.”

“Already have too damn much, with LaCour.” His fork pointed at the hostess, “Did you know I’ve been on the phone half the day with Mexican Customs and with Gobernación, trying to find out what to do with the body?” He jabbed at his plate angrily. “The damn man was down here so long nobody knows who he belongs to. Nobody claimed the body from the States, at least not yet.”

“But he was still a U.S. citizen, wasn’t he?” Alexandra asked.

“That’s the goddamn thing. If he’d just been fully naturalized down here, see, instead of a damned emigrante, they could bury him here. This bureaucracy …” He slashed a piece of cheese loose and, thrust it into his mouth, frowned his displeasure. “Give me a nice place like Luxembourg, where nothing ever happens.”

“Did you know LaCour?” I asked.

The consul gave his food a few more chews. “Know him? I knew him.” The fork jabbed at Alexandra Whitcomb again, as if she needed to be convinced. “But goddammit, Alexandra, I didn’t like the bastard. He may be dead and almost buried, but I didn’t like him and that’s why having to do all this running around pisses me off.”

Alexandra patted my arm. “If Jonah had liked him, it would be different.”

“I didn’t say that. But it wouldn’t be as bad.” The others laughed.

“What about the man in jail?” I asked gently.

Newberry’s brows raised a fraction. “What about him? He’s still there.” Again a laugh from the others. Fueled by the attention, the consul went on, “I can’t do a thing about it. This is Mexico; we go by their laws. In the U.S. the guy could be gotten off with hunting out-of-season, if he had a good lawyer. No, even if he had a bad one. But this is Mexico. It makes one hell of a problem when U.S. nationals kill each other down here.”

I caught Laurie’s face out of the corner of my eye. She was watching me carefully, her expression giving nothing away.

“What do you think about all this?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “I didn’t even know them. I just came back the day before yesterday.”

“Laurie,” her mother explained, “attends Barnard. She just arrived for spring vacation.”

“How do you like it? This is your second year, isn’t it?” Mrs. Newberry asked.

Laurie gave a quick grin. “Not half as much excitement.”

“Well, I tell you what, I’ll trade you,” Jonah Newberry said. “I could stand the quiet of a nice girls’ school.”

“Did the man in jail do it?” I asked.

Alexandra Whitcomb shook her head. “Who knows?”

“Oh, he did it,” Newberry said. “It was a fight between queers. That’s what it was. You know what happens.”

“Paul LaCour, queer?” There was scorn in Alexandra’s laugh. “What about that girl, Vivian, that lived with him? I hear she’s gone now, by the way.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he was both ways, you know. But what else could it be? The other guy was a butterfly collector, for chrissakes. They had an argument over a butterfly! I mean, I get this from the police. Butterflies, for chrissakes.” He waggled his hands in imitation.

“Well, I have to say, I never got that impression,” Mrs. Newberry said. “I mean, if anything, I’d have thought—”

“But that’s the thing, Loraine, you can’t tell just by looking.”

“I’d never have thought Harold Bassett could kill anyone,” Alexandra said.

Newberry said, “That’s exactly right. You never can tell.”

“He was such a quiet little man,” Alexandra went on. “We hardly even knew him. Not much like Paul LaCour.” I detected a heavy note of sarcasm.

“Well, they say it’s the quiet ones,” Loraine Newberry ventured.

“It’s still hard for me to believe,” Alexandra said. “All morning, while we were out riding, I was thinking about it—what an unlikely sort of person he is.”

“Yes, I remember, you said that,” Loraine said. “It was such a terrible thing.”

“Only for me,” her husband lamented. “I get stuck with the paperwork.”

“All of which goes to prove,” Alexandra declared, “that none of us must ever kill anyone, in Mexican territory, while Jonah is consul.”

“That’s right. Step over the border into Belize to do it,” Newberry agreed.

“A compassionate group,” Laurie said when the meal was over and we had drifted apart from the others. “But don’t think too badly of them. Nobody down here liked LaCour.”

“You didn’t know him?”

“Only slightly, a few years ago. When he’d first come. Since he’s dead, I won’t say anything about him.”

We went to the side of the pool. It was already a purple from the setting sun and its bottom was too dark to see.

“How long will you be here?” Laurie asked.

“Depends,” I said. “I have to see what kind of story I can put together.”

“Good luck, then.”

I watched her walk across the patio, pick up a towel and put it around her shoulders. She turned once to look back at me, gave me a little smile, and started for the house.

The garden lights were on now and some of the guests had already left. But not the one I wanted to talk to most of all. She was standing across the pool from me, staring into its depths.

“Señora,” I said.

She gave me a nod of acknowledgment. I looked around for her husband, didn’t see him, and went over to her.

“The sunset is very beautiful,” I said in Spanish.

“Sí.”

“But haven’t we met before?”

She frowned, then her eyes came up slowly and looked deliberately into mine for the first time. I thought of the photographs and the body that was under the chic dress.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“Not earlier, in a house in the Calzada Juarez?”

A tremor passed through her body and her breath sucked in. “No. You are mistaken. I—I don’t know anyone there.” She started away, but I followed.

“Not now,” I said. “But you did. It won’t do any good to lie. I know everything.”

Her face fell apart, and I thought for a moment she was going to scream.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m in the Hotel Margarita,” I said and watched her wheel away like a startled deer.

I found the Newberrys making their goodbyes. Alexandra Whitcomb had wrapped a terrycloth robe around her, and her hand felt cold as I took it.

“Delighted you could come.”

I shook hands with the Newberrys and, turned the corner of the house into the drive. The blue Chevelle was gone.


Chapter Seven

By the time I reached my room I was violently ill. Suddenly, everything I had eaten in the past week seemed to want to get out and the throbbing of my head was an urging that sent pain to the pit of my stomach. I flopped on the bed, and then hauled myself into the bathroom and vomited an endless stream of brown, mudlike poison. I continued to spasm for a quarter hour, but eventually the spasms grew further apart and I was lying in a state between sleep and coma when I heard the knocking on the door.

At first I thought it was across the hall, and tried to wish it away, but it was no use. I struggled to the door, flipped the light on, and opened it.

Gloria, the wife of Alfredo Peón, stood in the hallway, her dark eyes full of humiliation and hurt. I stood aside and closed the door behind me. She had changed into slacks, and her rounded buttocks and full hips brushed past me tantalizingly and she took a chair beside the french windows.

“So I am here,” she said simply. “What do you want?”

I sat down heavily on the bed and tried to sort out my thoughts. My stomach felt as if it were tightening for another attack.

“I have no money,” she went on. “I could not give you money without my husband finding out.”

“I don’t want money,” I said.

“Please …” Tears had sprung to her eyes. “Don’t make me do it again. Once, with that man, was enough. Please, in the name of God, don’t ask me to do this again.”

“What did LaCour do?”

“You know. You said you knew—”

“Yes. But I mean how?”

She shook his head and bit a painted fingernail. “Because Alfredo is a terrible gambler. We needed money. That man said that he would take care of things if I would …”

“Your husband didn’t suspect?”

“LaCour let him win it in a card game. That was two years ago. I was so ashamed. But I thought it was over.”

“It’s not. LaCour is dead.”

“Yes, and God’s blessing on the man that did it.”

I did not like to prolong the woman’s agony. “The man in jail?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe he didn’t do it.”

“They say he did. What difference does it make?”

“This,” I said, touching the wound on my head. “I went to LaCour’s house today and someone was waiting for me. He—or she—hit me on the head and then tried to run over me. That may be the person who killed Paul LaCour.”

“I was not there.”

“How do I know?” I started to say something about the car, but decided to wait. “You have the motive—the best in the world. For all I know you had the opportunity.”

“Who are you? Of what importance is it to you?”

“That doesn’t matter. The question is what importance is it to you? Just because LaCour and the man they locked up weren’t well liked isn’t enough to let me want to see somebody innocent suffer. I don’t care who it ruins; Harold Bassett deserves a chance.”

“It will ruin me—Alfredo, our whole family—if this is known.”

“It won’t be known if you can convince me that you aren’t involved. Where were you this morning at ten?”

She tried to think, and I saw that the once-polished nail had been bitten to the quick. Sudden hope leaped into her face. “At ten? I was in the supermarket in Avenida Montejo. They know me there. Ask the clerks, the boys who carry groceries.”

It might or might not be true. There was nothing I could do just now. I had untaped the manila envelope from its hiding place when I came in, and now I withdrew the photos of her. “Here,” I said. “These are all I found.”

She reached for the pictures greedily and her body shook as she held them, realizing I had seen.

“Unfortunately,” I told her, “there were no negatives.”

“What?” The cry choked in her throat.

“Either the killer or whoever hit me got them. I’m sorry.”

She stood shakily, her face twitching, then went for the door and out. I heard her feet on the stairs, and opened the louvered window with its view of the street. I saw her come out in the night and get into a car parked halfway up the block. It was dark, but the car was under a street lamp. It was a blue Chevelle.

It took me twenty seconds to get to the bottom floor and another thirty to cross the street to where my car was parked. By then the Chevelle was pulling out, but I sped through a yellow light and kept it in sight, half a block ahead.

I had not had a chance to replace the manila envelope and now it lay on the seat beside me, slewing to the side as I wove through traffic. The Chevelle turned toward the river and went along the waterfront for half a mile in the direction in which we had come. When it reached the highway, it turned up onto the bridge ramp and I slowed. There could be nothing on the other side of the bridge but a hundred-odd miles of unbroken highway until Escarcega. I let her pay her toll and then started to try to catch up.

But it was not easy. She must have had it wide open, because with the Dart’s engine trembling from vibrations and the speedometer showing a hundred sixty kilometers an hour, I was not catching up. It was a lonely, silent road, with the massive hills of the highland plateau looming up to the right against a starry sky, and a sloping plain on the left. Now and again we passed trucks and buses and the dim lights of peasant huts. But it was a road I did not like, would not take at this speed in daylight, because it had potholes and hills, and there was always the chance of running up on a burro or a stray cow. The wind whistled past the windows and I sweated as I thought of the punishment being given the tires. I had always heard that Mexican tires were no good. Now where had I heard that? I struggled for the answer and tried to keep my eyes on the right edge of the asphalt. The dossier. It had given me several Mexican missions. Oaxaca, Sinoloa … but Chiapas and Tabasco? I must have been here some time or other; I might even have been down this very highway before. But when?

We had driven for an hour when it happened. It was a cargo truck, parked on the right of way with its lights out, and I only guessed what was happening when I saw her brake lights go bright. For a few seconds they wavered as the car skidded across the road, and then there was a red blur and a noise that reached me two seconds later. I was out of the car and running when I smelled the gasoline fumes. Any second everything could go. I dragged her out from behind the wheel and had her halfway to my car when the gas went up.

There was a travesty of sunset as the fireball climbed into the night sky, tortured shapes dancing against the gloomy background of the hills. The woman beside me was talking, but her eyes were closed. I leaned forward to hear what her lips were saying. “… que no sepa Alfredo …”

I turned around in the middle of the road and started back. Of course. She had been running from panic, that was all. She didn’t want her husband to know.

I called the number Obregon had given me, and after a minute he came on. He listened as I told him about the injured woman.

“Bad?” he asked.

“Hard to tell. But I think it may be no worse than a mild concussion.”

“I’ll come get her,” he said, “and take her to the hospital myself.”

I thanked him and waited in the filling station, parked far off in the shadows. Luckily no one had been anywhere near the truck. I didn’t know what story Obregon would tell, but he would think of something. The injured woman had lapsed into silence, but her breathing was regular and her pulse rate was steady. Twenty minutes after the call, Obregon came. I told him I’d see him tomorrow and helped him carry her to his car. When he was gone I drove back to my hotel.

While I was out someone had rifled my room.

“An unfortunate thing,” the lieutenant said, shaking his head. We were in the same dusty office as before, and he was again shoving the cigar box toward me. “Of course, it was not your fault. Fortunately, she will live. The physical damage was minimal.” He let the word hang in the smoke.

He turned in his swivel chair to face the window behind him, looking through it over the plaza. People were crossing it, going about their morning business. “Whoever knows what is going on in the life of another?” he mused. He came back around to face me. “Then that is all?”

Of course it wasn’t, and we both knew it. I had lied to him by not mentioning the pictures. The hurt woman, I merely said, had heard me asking questions about LaCour and had come to see me in my room, to beg me not to divulge what she was afraid I knew. It was close enough to the truth and maybe I could use it as a lever to get more information. A show of cooperation. But the lieutenant only puffed his cigar and shook his head.

I said, “It seems to me that a number of people had reason for Paul LaCour to be dead. I think the case should be reopened.”

“Reopened?” His gold tooth glinted in the light. “But it has never been closed. Though it soon may be. I received a call before you came. There is an interest by Federal Internal Security—as we knew there would be. It has taken four days for the matter to work its way through the bureaucracy. But now is—how do you say?—the moment of truth. I think very soon a federal interrogation team will arrive.”

“When?” I asked, mouth dry.

He shrugged. “Today, tomorrow, the day after. Once more, the bureaucracy. Somewhere someone has put some names together and has seen that they fit. The next step is a phone call. But there are arrangements to be made, meetings to be held. The bureaucracy again. ¿Qutén sabe? But now that they know that the LaCour who is dead is the LaCour who also had certain other interests, I do not think it will be very long.”

“I need more time,” I told him.

“What can I say? But it seems to me that there is something more here, verdad? Something personal?”

“Nothing personal,” I said, knowing even as I said it that, of course, it was. Lieutenant Obregon smiled sardonically.

“You don’t really like him, do you—this Bassett?”

“Not really,” I said.

“Why?” He eased back in his chair, his hands a steeple under his chin.

“I don’t know. Maybe because I believe him, I believe his story, and I don’t want to.”

“¿Cómo?”

“You should understand, Lieutenant. A man has certain duties, responsibilities. And Harold Bassett—”

“Exactly. He has run away from his, whatever they were, to live here, with a Mestizo woman and hunt mariposas.” He straightened in his chair. “Then that should be an end to it. If he is telling you the truth about who he is, it does not mean that he is telling you the truth about not committing the crime. He would hardly do that. In any case, you do not like him, so what does it matter? Yes, yes, I know, your gringo sense of guilt. Well, if he is what he claims, then at least he can say nothing harmful to your country. And there the matter ends.”

I thought of the interrogation team, with its cattle prod and the field telephone that could be wired to a man’s testicles and the hot paper clips it could stick under the fingernails. But maybe he would be lucky. Maybe they would start with the sodium pentothal.

“Tell me,” Obregon said. “Have you ever been to Dallas, Texas?”

The question caught me off guard and my mind raced. Sometime, in some year … “Yes,” I said, and waited uneasily.

“Did you go to see where Kennedy was shot?”

“I—no.”

“Lástima. I went there when I was in the States a couple of years ago. I went to Dealy Plaza and walked by the Texas School Book Depository.” The cigar smoke hung in the air like an ominous cloud, and Obregon slowly came forward until he was leaning on his desk with his elbows. “Do you think that Oswald killed President Kennedy?”

Because somewhere, deep down, I knew the whole story, my answer was automatic, “Who else could have?”

He coughed. “You will forgive me. This is a matter of idle curiosity, no more. People still wonder, verdad? I am one of them.” He chuckled nervously and began to pick at a rough fingernail. “Some say it was the Cubans. You are from Washington—”

“But I have no inside information.” What the hell did the man want? What was he getting at? He gave me an open smile.

“Of course. I understand. But I thought perhaps you had an opinion. Particular—private, I mean.”

“I think it was Oswald,” I said.

“Ah. Precisely. He was, then, crazy? Or was there another motive?”

“He seems to have been a very strange person. I think the psychiatrists testified that he had a childhood that made him liable to that sort of crime. A hatred of authority.”

“The psiquiatras, yes. His mother drove him to it, his father was a weak figure in his childhood, that sort of thing.” He swung around again to look down at the plaza. “A very bizarre business. But perhaps any one of them could do that, verdad? Or any one of us—why be restrictive? That was what I was thinking when you came in. Do you agree with me, Señor Dennison?”

I shrugged. Where the hell was he going? And why did I suddenly recall it all so easily? He stubbed out his cigar in the ash tray.

“No. Well, I have been wondering something for a long time. About this Oswald. Like yourself, I think he was the single author of the crime. I have made something of a study of it in my spare time.” He reached into his desk, rummaged, and came out with a dog-eared paperback copy of the Warren Commission’s summary. Gravely, he laid it on the desk. “I have read every page. More than once. And most of the major works criticizing it. Mark Lane, Garrison, the others—well, not all, but most. There are too many. And I must struggle with the English. It is because it was a truly great crime. It was great because it killed a great person. President Kennedy was deeply loved here, Señor Dennison. He is regarded as a martyr today. He was a man—muy hombre. So I have become more than ordinarily interested in his death. And I believe the facts indicate that Oswald was the murderer. I believe that as much as I believe in God or his Santa Madre. But—” he held up his right hand as if he were commanding traffic to halt—“I do not believe he was the only killer. His was only the finger that pulled the trigger that sent two fatal bullets into Kennedy’s body. But there were others behind him. Others more guilty than he.”

All my senses were alert now, and I wondered if he saw my muscles tensing. He went on.

“But the question is: who these people, the puppet masters, these manipulators of Oswald, were. I have my own opinion, but then who am I? I am a teniente de policia, no more. I am isolated from all that really happens. Down here, the crimes we get are two whores knifing each other, a tourist whose pocket gets picked. Well, an occasional murder. But you can see why, when I have the good fortune of getting to talk with a person who may know more than I …”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you. But, tell me, what do you think these manipulators did?”

“I believe he was brainwashed, Señor Dennison.” He gave a deprecatory laugh. “It is not a new theory, I know. But I am led to it by the evidence. Tell me, do you believe-that it is possible for a man to be so completely conditioned by others that when they finish with him he will do anything they ask?”

“Like in The Manchurian Candidate?”

“Pardon?”

“A book I once read.” But when? In college in the Midwest? Vietnam? Mexico?

The lieutenant went on, his dark eyes passionate now. The knife scar was livid on his right cheek. “There are certain ways to interrogate a man. Ways that are used here. Ways to extract confessions and information through pain. That is because we have never learned the way to extract information without the use of pain. But it is possible. We both know that. Keeping a man for days in isolation. Or injection with drugs. A certain piece of music played over and over. Or a pattern of lights. Could not a man with a weak ego, such as Oswald, have been subjected to that?”

“By whom? Who would have wanted Kennedy dead?”

There was a silence, and I felt the muscles in my jaw aching the Lieutenant’s hand hit the desk with a thump. “The Russians, of course. For what Kennedy did to them in Cuba.”

“I think Oswald was in Russia a long time before the missile crisis.”

“Certainly. But they could have implanted certain suggestions, verdad? To be activated later on if the need arose.”

“I guess it’s possible,” I said.

“Well, it is what I believe.” He stood up, stretched his joints, and then put a hand on my shoulder. “You will forgive me if I talk too much. The whole business here has depressed you, I can tell. I’m afraid my strange ideas have only added to it.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

“Do you want to see him now?”

I had a quick picture of the man in the cell, waiting for my visit, wondering. It was my duty to go.

“No,” I said. “Not this morning. I’m very tired.”

It wasn’t a lie, I thought, fighting weariness as I made my way down the steps to the first floor. It had taken me a long time to go to sleep, and when I finally slept, my dreams were tormented again. In my dreams I had died, my burnt corpse lying on a white metal table with white-masked doctors bending over me with scalpels and forceps. But I was not really the body on the table, swathed in a sheet. That was another me. I was the line on the oscilloscope, a line that vibrated with decreasing regularity until finally it jumped and flattened out, not to move again. One of the doctors looked at it, then the other doctors put down their instruments, and there was a general sigh. And somewhere, hovering outside of it all, was my spirit, cursing their fatalism and telling them to restart the machines, crying out that I was alive, not to abandon me just because of the line on a machine.

If I did not go to see Bassett, then I would have to go somewhere else. But where? I wondered, stepping out into the sunlit street and passing a woman with a Mongoloid child, who squatted on the pavement asking for handouts. Time was short. It was worse than short; it was gone. I felt worse now than I ever had. Everything had closed around me, like a convoluted warp in space, twisting and wrapping me in folds of nothingness. My sole accomplishment was a woman in a hospital, and I still had no answers to anything. Why did I care? Was it because not to care would be to make myself like him?

Here, in a sun-scorched, marshland city of thousands, something was stalking. It had caught LaCour, it had caught Bassett, and it had caught Gloria Peón, and now it was stalking me. I did not know what it was, but I could feel it almost as tangibly as I could smell the scent of exhaust fumes in the air or the scent of bananas in the market as I passed. It was a sinister force that seeped out of the ground like the morning mist from the river. It would find me, too.

But I was still surprised when the Landrover stopped beside me and the voice told me to get in.


PART TWO


Chapter Eight

I did not recognize the voice at first. But I saw the door swing open and I obeyed. The Rover started again before I could shut the door and raced through a stop sign into the boulevard. Laurie Whitcomb’s face was no longer that of a beguiling half-child. Her mouth was set in a hard line, and her eyes, hidden by sunglasses, looked straight ahead. Five minutes later we crossed the bridge and were on the blacktop road that held the memory of death. But we did not go far. A few miles out we turned right, up toward the jungled hills, on a road that was a black thread that finally lost itself in a carpet of green hanging against the blue sky.

“Where are we going?”

She did not reply, just pushed the gas pedal further in, and I saw the speedometer needle hovering at 120—over seventy miles an hour. We whipped past a slow-moving jeep and began a gradual climb. We were leaving the hot, low, coastal plain behind and were entering a domain of isolated ranches, cut off from the rest of the world by the hills, which mounted like waves into the Chiapas highlands—the remotest corner of Mexico.

There was a thin coating of dust on my arm and my mouth was dry. Her hair, once straw-colored, was plastered down in strings and had turned the muddy color of the river. Her face was unreadable, and I decided to settle back and wait until she decided to tell me where we were going and why.

It took half an hour. We wound up through the first foothills, past jungle trees leaning over, and left the blacktop for a gravel stretch that turned down into a little valley. In all the time we had been driving we passed a jeep and two trucks, and now we came abreast of a man and a woman, slogging down the road in the patient, dogged way of Indians, the man bent under a tumpline and the woman two steps behind, carrying the baby. Their eyes followed us for a few seconds and then went back to their own eternal world and the temporary meeting of two sets of lives dissolved in a dust cloud.

We were climbing again and this time the morning shadows were reaching out from the sides of the road to grab us. We banked around a curve, and she went into second gear, then first. The jungle was all around us now, and I heard bird calls and saw butterflies dancing in the light streams. We came to the top of the rise and, as we started into the dip below, I saw a dirt trail that someone had cut into the forest at the bottom of the depression. The brakes of the Landrover froze and gravel sprayed behind us. Without coming to a full stop, she eased the Rover onto the path and for another minute we slowly made our way through ruts and around fallen limbs. When the main road could no longer be seen behind us, she cut the engine, and pulled out the brake. Suddenly there was silence.

“Get out,” she commanded.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to have to clean the upholstery.” She let her hand dip into the leather purse beside the gearshift and when it reappeared it was holding a .38. It was too much gun for such a little girl, but it only took one good reflex pull at this range. She emphasized the fact by cocking it. “It’s loaded with magnums.”

I got out. She followed, opening her door carefully and then motioning me away from the car. The revolver weighed almost three pounds and it took both her hands to keep it level, but the way she held it, I got the feeling she had used it before.

“Now what?” I asked, conscious of the big bore of the gun.

“Now talk. What were you doing at LaCour’s house? What do you want here? How did Gloria get hurt?

“So it was you,” I said, my hand touching my sore head almost unconsciously. “You’re the one who slugged me at LaCour’s and then almost ran me down. But it wasn’t your car—”

“I borrowed the car from Gloria because the Rover was in the shop. But never mind that. Just tell me about Gloria. How did she get on that road at that time of night?”

“How should I know?”

Obregon had said he’d keep me out of it. If Laurie knew, it could only be because she’d seen me leaving after Gloria. And if she had seen me leaving, then it must have been because she had business in my room.

“Don’t play games with me. Just answer the question. And remember, Gloria is a good friend.”

“It’s simple. She was running.”

“From you?”

“In a sense. Really from LaCour. From the pictures.”

“You know about the pictures?” Her voice had dropped to a whisper and there was a fatalism in it I didn’t like.

“Yes. As you must know, there were pictures of her.”

“Gloria? I don’t believe it. You’re lying. I ought to kill you now.”

“It’s true. I thought she had hit me, that maybe she was the one who had killed LaCour. So I asked her. It triggered her flight reflex. She thought I was trying to blackmail her and went into a panic.”

“And you weren’t interested in the pictures for blackmail?” Her voice was sarcastic.

“No. I want to find out if Harold Bassett is guilty. Aside from that, I don’t care about who sleeps with whom.”

“You don’t care if some of the most prominent families in Tabasco are destroyed?”

“I don’t know anything about that. I just want to see that an innocent man isn’t convicted.”

“Do you know him?”

“Not well.”

“And you think he’s worth that many other lives?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. But there’s something else involved.”

“Who sent you?”

“Nobody.”

It was the second mistake I had made today. The first had been letting her pick me up. Now I had stimulated her fear centers, and I could hear her breath quickening behind me.

“Straight ahead,” she said.

I took a couple of steps and then stopped. “There’s nothing but jungle,” I protested.

“That’s right.”

“Can’t we talk this over?” The only ones who would ever find me here would be the archaeologists. In a hundred years. Provided the animals left any of my bones.

“Walk,” she said.

I put up a hand to guard my face from the branches.

“Keep going.”

I tried to gauge her distance behind me. No good, though. The thorns were already pricking at my arms and legs. They were steel barbs, ready to rake me into an embrace if I tried to whirl. And by then I would be dead. I plucked the last one from my pants and tried to see which was the best way to go forward. There was an opening between two trees. Her steps halted, and I figured she was in the briars now. You couldn’t pass through them without lowering your eyes for an instant. I let my hand touch a branch, bend it slightly. It was my only chance. I started forward again just as I heard her feet crush the jungle floor.

“Go on,” she called from three feet behind I nodded, took two steps forward, and let the branch whip back. At the same time I spun and heard a little cry of surprise. The branch missed her but it deflected the barrel of the gun.

The forest crashed with the explosion and a bell went off in my ears. The bullet went off through the undergrowth and a cloud of birds took wing in alarm, showering us with twigs and leaves. I grabbed the barrel before she could fire again and wrenched upward. The motion knocked her off balance and sent her backward into the briars. She let go of the gun as she fell, and suddenly I was holding it and looking down at her on a bed of thorns. For a long moment there was nothing in her eyes but surprise. I put the gun in my belt and bent down to pluck the thorn branches off her blouse and blue jeans. My body was inches from hers and our faces were a breath apart. Now the terror was plain and the corner of her mouth began to tremble. I gave her my hand to help her up, but felt her recoil. For a long time she lay on the leaves, her frightened eyes on mine.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said, “and as for sex, well, it’s just too damned hot.”

I turned away and walked back to the car. As I bent to get in I saw her emerge from the foliage. I started the motor and reached over to open the door on the passenger side. Without a word she got in, brushing her hair back out of her face with one hand. She watched me take the gun from my belt, swing out the cylinder, and eject the shells into my hand. Then I put them in my shirt pocket and the gun on the seat between us. Now I remembered the second set of pictures, the ones of the blond girl.

“You were victimized by him, too,” I said.

Suddenly her body convulsed and she began to cry with a force that rocked her body. I reached over and brought her against me. If she had told the truth yesterday about her having arrived only a couple of days ago, she could not have killed LaCour. Her muscles quivered as I touched her, and I sensed that it would take little for her to spring away.

“It wasn’t fair,” she said. “He raped me. And then he threatened to send pictures if I talked.”

“And keeping it secret was worth murder?”

“It was worth anything.” She looked at me pathetically. “You don’t know my mother. She’d never forget.”

“When did it happen?”

“Just over two years ago. It did something to me.” She shivered. “My mother never knew what it was all about, why I changed, I mean. I saw a psychiatrist here. Finally he suggested I should go off to school. I would have anyway.”

“And did it work?”

“I thought so. But every time a man touches me—it’s hell. You couldn’t know what it’s like.”

I let her go and started to back the vehicle down the narrow trail. We came out on the main road and I put it into gear.

“I’m sure it’ll pass,” I said and saw her bite her lip. “In the meantime, I don’t have any intention of raking up your past. But there are important things at stake.”

“You mean the man in jail?”

“Yes. Don’t you think so?”

“You ask me that when I just tried to kill you? Yes, yes, of course it’s important—when somebody else’s involved. But right now I’m just trying to survive. I wish I could be more generous.”

I felt sorry for her and told myself the emotion was too dangerous to indulge. “Do you have the negatives?”

“Oh, God.” Her face went ashen. “I’d so hoped you’d found the goddamn things—that it was over. No. All I got was what was in the camera. I thought maybe they were in a manila envelope. That’s why I searched your room last night.”

“You’d have only gotten positives. And I had them with me.”

“Then it isn’t over yet. Have you asked Bassett? Maybe he hid them somewhere.”

“Possibly, but I doubt it. I’ve been through his house.” I didn’t tell her what a light search it was. There was still another possibility or two that I wanted to follow up. “Anyway, like I said, I don’t think he’s guilty. Which leaves only one place to look—the person who did kill LaCour.”

“But who could that be?”

“I heard a name yesterday, at your mother’s. A girl named Vivian who lived with LaCour and apparently took off when he was killed. My hunch is that she’s the third woman in the pictures.”

“I wouldn’t know. I never saw her.”

“But you may be able to help me find her.”

“I think whoever killed him should get a medal.”

“That may be. But if they have the negatives …”

“Yes, I know. What do you want me to do?”

“Ask around. You probably know some young people who know young people, students and the like. Somewhere along, the school, the consulate, somewhere, there must be information on this Vivian and where she’s gone.”

She took a deep breath. “I’ll see what I can do.”

I stopped in front of my hotel. “I’ll keep this,” I said, sticking the gun under my shirt. “And I’ll be expecting your call.”


Chapter Nine

I was dreaming when the knocking on the door came. I had come in and lain down with the intention of getting up in a few minutes for lunch, but images had begun to run through my head, as if a camera had been switched on. They danced before my closed eyes like wraiths, hypnotizing me, and I forgot about food. I saw Laurie and LaCour obscenely coupling, and as I watched, LaCour turned into a huge boar, rutting with a creature I did not recognize except for the face. The face changed and I saw Gloria and she was screaming and the hog kept up its jerky movements, a smile on its face. Then I heard a whistle and Lieutenant Obregon was running down the street with a nightstick, an absurd little man fleeing ahead of him. Obregon wore a blue helmet and the little man’s pants kept falling down. Somehow the policeman never seemed to catch him. He rounded a corner and saw a woman on a park bench. Before her, traffic swirled and over it all hovered the monument to the Nines Heroes of Mexico. It was Chapultepec Park. The air was chill. The woman smiled as the little man sat down. He began to tell her about his life. And as he spoke the scene became real, the kind of neighborhood he had lived in as a child, and the games he had played and the school he had attended. It was real and I was thirsty for it and I was smelling the grass on the lawns and the baking in the kitchen and the hot tar streets of summer. And then the knocking came.

I opened the door and looked into the face of the slightly bored clerk from downstairs. “Teléfono,” he said.

I picked up the receiver and heard Laurie’s voice. “I found her,” she said.

“Here?”

“No. She’s on the east coast of Yucatán. At least from what I was told.”

“Where exactly?”

“Nothing doing. You might leave without me.”

“You don’t mean you’re coming?”

“You’re damned right.”

Actually, I was a little relieved. I looked outside. It was dark.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Nine-fifteen. It took me all day but I found a student who had a girlfriend who—you know the sort of thing. Have you been asleep?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry,” she said in a little voice.

“About what.”

“Hitting you so hard.”

“Thanks. How do we get to the east coast?”

“Aeromexico has flights. I’ve booked us for tomorrow morning. Will you be ready at nine?”

“I hope so.”

“Goodnight, then.”

“Goodnight.”

I went back upstairs, but this time I couldn’t sleep. There was too much to think about and, besides, the hunger was beginning to gnaw inside me. I went down to a taco stand and filled up on tacos and panuchos, and returned to the room.

But there was still no sleep. I kept thinking about him, the little man alone in the cell, and the supplicating look on his face. I thought about the men who would be arriving tonight or tomorrow or the next day, from Mexico City, and I thought about the wires they would tape to his genitals. And I thought about the questions they would ask that he would never, in a million years, know how to answer. I could call Kestering, tell him that there was nothing to it, that the killing had been an accident, from the point of view of the agency: that LaCour had been a bastard, probably milking the agency for everything it was worth and sending people like Bassett off on useless missions to the highlands for butterflies so that LaCour could later point to them as his contacts with a guerrilla band which, for all I knew, consisted of a couple of stickup artists, hiding out. Meanwhile, LaCour enjoyed the good life, sent in a report when it pleased him, and, when questioned, invented a new development among the guerrillas he “controlled.” It was all a fake; LaCour was a fake. And if someone had killed him it was a good thing.

I could report all that, walk away, and leave it. I didn’t even like Bassett. Then I thought about a woman looking down into a swimming pool as the sun went down, and her pleas in a hotel room—this hotel room—a few hours later. I even imagined that I could still smell some of her perfume. And finally I thought about tail lights on a lonely road and the night suddenly bursting into an inferno of flames and smoke.

I would be on the plane tomorrow.

It was a nice day, warm but springish, and a breeze had swept in from the Gulf a hundred miles away. Laurie pulled into a space in the airport parking lot and started to get out.

I grabbed her handbag. “Wait a minute.” A small automatic pistol fell out onto the seat. “What’s this for?”

“You never know.”

“Well, we can’t do anybody any good if we go to jail for carrying weapons on an aircraft.”

“Have it your way.” She watched me place the little gun under the seat. “But they aren’t so particular down here.”

We went in and I paid the clerk for our tickets. A little later we were being seated on the plane, a turboprop that had seen better days. The seats were half empty. Two rows behind us was a couple who looked like Americans, the man in a tanktop showing the bulges of his muscles and the girl in a T-shirt with JAIL printed over her breasts. Across the aisle was what was evidently a businessman with an attache case on his lap, perhaps an auditor for the hotels that marred the once-tranquil coast of the new state of Quintana Roo. I wiped my face.

“You need some time to get back in shape,” Laurie said critically and saw me flush. “I just mean that you look like you’ve been sick for a long time. Pale. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I was in an accident a while back. It took time to get over it.”

The motors started with a whine and we began to taxi. Moments later I was looking down at swamps and rivers and the wrinkles in the earth that were the highlands.

“It’s just that I’m kind of a fitness nut,” the girl said. “All my life I spent here in Tabasco. It was a good time, being here with my father, especially. He used to take me out into the selva lacandona, the Lacandon jungle. He showed me how to survive, how to backpack, how to paddle a chem, a Lacandon canoe. I guess he wanted a son, really, so he tried to make do with me. We were happy. Then he died.” Her pixie face clouded. “I was lost for a while. What happened with—” She did not want to say the name and I saw gooseflesh on her arms. “Well, it just made things worse.”

The Yucatán passed under us, its base a green, cloud-mottled plain, broken only by the thin line of the lonely highway that ran for nearly two hundred miles from Escarcega to Chetumal. Then the green Caribbean was under us and we were beginning a descent toward the ocean surface when the island appeared and we banked.

We came down the steps into the hot Caribbean sun and I donned my sunglasses. The sun lover’s paradise, the ads said. The vacation home of the wealthy.

“The first time I came here was fifteen years ago with my parents,” Laurie said, as we hurried across the hot asphalt. “I don’t even remember it. I was only five years old then.”

“Your father must have been quite a person.” It was all I could think to say. She nodded, a wistful little smile on her face.

“I thought the world had ended when he died.”

“How did it happen?”

“His plane went down in Chiapas. He was flying some medicine from one of his ranches to an Indian village.”

We came to a hangar on the edge of the field, and Laurie led me around the wing of a Beechcraft that sat shimmering white in the sun. When we got on the other side of it, we saw that a man had the cowl open and was working on the engine.

“¿Está el Capitán Moreno?” Laurie asked.

The mechanic turned around and wiped a perspiring face with his arm. “Adentro,” he said. “Pasen adelante.”

Laurie thanked him, and I followed her into the hangar, past another plane, a white Cessna with blue trim. There was an office to one side and a pair of men sat in it, drinking coffee. Laurie opened the door, and the man at the table rose as he saw her, his face exploding into a smile.

“Señorita Laurie, what a pleasure!” He wiped his hands on his gray slacks and took her hand in both of his.

The other man stood and backed out of the way as Laurie turned to include me. “David, this is Capitán Pedro Moreno, the best pilot in the Southeast.”

Capitán Moreno, a little barrel of a man whose belly slopped over his belt buckle, smiled with pleasure. “She is very kind,” he said, going into English in case I did not understand. “She says I am the best pilot in the Southeast. But she knows it is not true. I am the best in the world.”

We laughed, including the man who had backed away to give the pilot the stage, but now Moreno introduced him, putting an arm around his shoulder, “And this is the second best mechanic in the world. I am the best because I taught him.”

“Rudolfo Ramos,” the mechanic said with a slight bow.

“Now,” Pedro said, reaching to the cluttered filing cabinet for a pair of coffee cups, “tell me how it has been with you since your father … pohrecito.” He shook his head, his dark hair falling over his broad forehead. “He was a good man. And a first-rate flyer. You knew him?”

“Unfortunately not,” I said.

Moreno shook his head again, and handed Laurie the cup his mechanic had just filled from the pot on the table.

“He was a very special man,” Moreno handed me the second cup, and pushed a bowl of sugar toward us.

The little office was warm and the fan in the corner blew air already dead with the heat, but I tasted my coffee anyway.

For a few minutes longer Moreno and Laurie talked old times until finally a silence broke over the memories and the only sound was the metallic whining of the little fan.

Laurie twisted the handle of the cup and said, “I don’t suppose you have room for another charter today.”

“Are you asking me?” the captain countered.

“Is it possible?”

“Todo es posible,” he answered. “All things are possible.” He took out a pack of cigarettes, offered them around, and gave a faint scowl when his mechanic took one.

Laurie shook her head. “They’re too strong for me.”

Moreno smiled and lit for the three of us, and then lounged back in his chair, his stomach showing where his T-shirt failed to meet his belt. “When did you want it?” he asked.

“Now,” Laurie said, looking him in the eye. He did not look away, just took another drag off his cigarette.

“Where to?”

“Tulum.”

“Two people?”

“Yes.”

He began to tap on a tooth with a fingernail. “I have to take some people to Can Cum in an hour. Party of gringo tourists. I was going to use the Cessna.” He turned to the mechanic. “Corre, preguntale a Juan cuando va terminar con el Beech.” He turned back to us. “If Juan can finish the Beech in time, I can put you all in it. Go to Tulum first, then to Can Cum. The Beech is bigger. When do you want to come back?”

“Tomorrow,” Laurie said, and he nodded. “But early.”

“Muy bien. Let us see.”

The mechanic came back in. “Juan says it will be another hour and a half. He said you told him you wouldn’t be using it until afternoon.”

“Tell Juan I changed my mind. Tell him an hour. And go see if you can help him.”

It was an hour and twenty minutes later that the plane was ready. The others, a New Jersey delicatessen owner and his fat wife, had been waiting for fifteen minutes, the woman threatening to call the tourist commission and find another pilot and plane. “I mean, no offense to you people,” she said in what was clearly meant to be an offense, “but we asked first, and we were supposed to meet the Simonses at the Playa Azul at noon. It’s already twenty minutes after.”

Her husband, Harry, who wore a multicolored shirt and a look of mild anxiety, told her the Simonses wouldn’t go anywhere. But she told him that wasn’t the point. She had looked at her watch for the thirtieth time when the mechanic, Rudolfo, came in, wiping his greasy hands on his blue jeans.

The fat woman sat in the number two seat, and I wondered what we would do if we crashed; we would all drown before she got out.

“Are you sure the thing is fixed?” she kept asking, but Rudolfo had on his earphones, and was listening to the tower. Laurie sat in the rear, close up against me, and I wanted to tell the fat woman to shut up because I could feel Laurie quiver as the motors began to race for the takeoff. It suddenly occurred to me that she must go through that every time she flew.

“It’s okay,” I said, shouting into her ear against the motor, and I caught a faint nod in reply.

Then the plane was roaring down the runway and the earth was falling away and the sea was all around us. Laurie closed her eyes and I could see she was breathing deeply. The jets were probably easier on her. Her father had died in a little job. This one had two motors, though—if the right one had been fixed properly. If not … I looked down at the corrugated green of the channel. As if in reply, she gave my hand a squeeze and I saw she was smiling.

“Touché,” I said.

We came in low over the Mayan ruin of Tulum, a walled jumble of stone palaces that had flourished half a millennium ago, and now was a favorite new tourist spot with the east coast crowd. Further inland, in the tropical forest, there were other ruins, some yet undiscovered. We tipped one wing up and the fat woman gave a gasp. Then the dirt field was reaching for us, and we were skimming in. The gravel runway jolted the wheels and the pilot cut power. The fat woman was unable to move, so Pedro got out, holding open the cabin door.

“Mañana,” he said.

“Noon,” I confirmed.

“Whenever.” He shrugged.

I shook his hand, and he climbed back in and shut the cabin door. We watched the plane vanish into the sky, then walked over to the little house that served refreshments.

“He’s a good man, Pedro is,” Laurie said as we sat down with our beers. “He used to be a bush pilot in Chiapas. That’s how we got to know him.”

I took a long swallow of the Superior and set the empty glass on the table. A fly landed on the rim of the glass and cleaned its legs.

“What about your mother?” I asked.

“What about her? I told her I was going skindiving at Xel-Ha. That’s close enough to the truth. It’s a little late for her to be a watchdog.”

There was hurt underneath so I said nothing. I poured the rest of the beer into the glass and drained it, feeling little bubbles of ice go down. Or was it just that the beer was cool and everything else here was so hot? We got up from the table, and Laurie found a cab driver. He would take us to Palmul, he said, and quoted an outrageous amount. Laurie beat him down to two-thirds, and he sighed wearily, put on a straw hat, and led us to an old Chrysler.

“The road’s only been paved a couple of years,” Laurie said. “Before that it was bad. I mean really bad. And ten years before that, there wasn’t any road at all.”

But this was the new Quintana Roo, Mexico’s newest state, where a multimillion-dollar tourist complex had been built on a little island called Can Cum, and a sleepy Mayan fishing coast had been transformed overnight. There were still little camps in the palms as we went north along the coast, but there were also signs promising new developments. To the left was the jungle, but one wondered how long it had left.

It was thirty-five minutes to Palmul. The driver turned into the gravel driveway and went down the shell surface to where the bungalows looked out over the green sea.

“We’ll be back in a little while,” I told him, and gave him a five-dollar bill. He tucked it into his shirt pocket and nodded.

We left the cab and walked toward the hut that seemed to be the headquarters. The breeze from the sea was feathering through the coconut palms over our heads, making a sound like propellers. Down on the beach, water was slapping against the rocks. A chicken pecked determinedly at a grain in the yard. An unshaven man came out of the hut and stood rubbing his eyes.

“We’re looking for a girl named Vivian,” I said.

The man shrugged. “I don’t know the names. You can ask in the cabanas.”

We left him and walked across the shell drive to the first bungalow, a two-roomed plaster building with hammocks slung on the front porch. A man was sleeping in one of the hammocks, a paperback book open across his stomach. The breeze rippled his blond hair and a fly lit on his nose without awakening him. I tiptoed over to the open doorway and looked in. The room was empty though a couple of valises were against one wall. I felt Laurie nudge me then and turned around. There was a figure down on the beach, perhaps two hundred yards away, walking away from us. I could just see the dark hair and the bikini. Laurie nodded.

“It has to be her,” she whispered. We went down onto the sand and followed the footprints that led alongside the shore. The figure had disappeared into a cove, and we hurried to catch up. In ten minutes we had come into the cove and saw her on the far side, walking slowly, bag slung over her shoulder, stopping now and again to pick up something. We were fifty yards from her when she saw us. She was a pretty girl, perhaps too pretty, in a way that Laurie never would be, and conscious of her superiority. She gave us a plastic, over-the-shoulder smile, letting the wind line her hair. It was a model’s pose, and I could sense Laurie’s disgust. She had a good body, this girl in front of us, and I knew she was exaggerating the swing of her buttocks because she knew we were behind her. It was an act she was used to doing for the world, and it continued until I called her name. She stopped and turned slowly, her brows rising quizzically over the sunglasses.

“Yes? Do we know each other?”

“I don’t think. But we know the same people.”

“Oh?”

There was the first glimmer of doubt in her eyes then, but she was not yet alarmed. It was the name of LaCour that did it. When I said his name she had trouble controlling her face and I saw her eyes, under the smoky lenses, hunt for the camp and then come back to me with the realization that we were isolated in the cove.

But she would try to bluff it through at first: “LaCour? You mean Paul? Sure, he’s a fun guy. Were you at one of his parties? They were real swinging bashes. Man, he had good vibes.”

“Treat you well, did he?”

She shrugged, “I told you, he was all right, a neat guy. Why?”

“He’s dead.”

It took a moment for her to react, and then she shook her head as if she did not believe it.

“Dead? But I—”

“Go on …”

“What’s this about?” The model’s poise had crumbled. She was afraid. “He was fine when I saw him.”

“You were living with him,” I stated. She started to be angry and saw it would do no good.

“Well, so what? I mean, I told you, he was nice to me. Who are you, anyway?”

“You don’t know?”

I threw it in to scare her, and it worked.

“I want to go back.”

“Not yet.” I stepped into her path.

“You can’t keep me here.”

“No?” I caught Laurie’s face out of the corner of my eye and saw she was taking a grim satisfaction in it all.

“Look.” She tried to laugh, but it sounded hollow. “Look, mister, I, mean, man, I don’t know anything about him being dead.”

“And you didn’t take anything from his house?”

She was having trouble controlling her face now and her arms were trembling.

“What?”

“Do you want me to repeat it?”

“Look, man, it was just junk. I mean, a few rings and stuff like that. Old coins, for chrissakes. The guy was rich. He won’t miss them.”

I took her purse before she could protest and dumped the contents onto the sand. I saw it then, a manila envelope like the one with the photos. I opened it quickly and slid the plastic holders into my hand. Each holder bore a sequence of negatives from a 35mm roll. Her tongue flicked over her lips and her eyes darted from the negatives, to me, to the camp.

“Did you take these after you killed him?”

“Oh, for God’s sake. Please. I never killed anybody. It wasn’t even my idea, it was Steve’s. He said, ‘Why not rip him off?’ I mean, the man’s fabulously rich. It’s a sin to have that much money. To have servants wait on you hand and foot. I mean, what the hell are a couple of rings and things? I don’t know what those things are, I just found them. I thought maybe they were something …” She saw she had committed herself and tried to backtrack. “But I was going to throw ’em away, I swear to Christ.”

“Sure you were,” I said. “You were going to throw them away for a price. After you found out who the other two women were.”

“No, I swear to Jesus fucking-A Christ. I wasn’t. I wouldn’t know those women if I saw them.” She took a step backward. “Look, we can work something out. Paul thought I was pretty good. Have you seen the ones with me in ’em? I can show you the real thing. We could make a threesome, right? I mean, I swing, AC-DC—anything you want. We can do it all three together. You won’t be sorry. Anyway you want to play. Starting right here.” A nervous hand plucked at the drawstring of her bikini. A second later she was standing in front of us naked, her bronzed body inviting. The wind ruffled the dark little brush between her legs and she brought her hands up under her full breasts as if to offer them up.

“The only fun I want is from taking you back to Tabasco,” I said. “There’s an innocent man in jail there.”

“But I swear, I told you, I didn’t do anything.”

“You, your boyfriend. You’re in it together.”

“No. You’re fucking wrong, I tell you. We took a few fucking things, that’s all. I’m telling you straight.”

“Sure. Meanwhile, a man’s in jail. Do you know what a Mexican jail is like?”

“Look, when was he killed? At least tell me that.”

So I gave her the date.

“Are you sure? I mean, no lie?”

“No lie.”

“Then you can see for yourself. I couldn’t have been there. Look.” She scrambled for the pile of things I had dumped out of her purse and came up with a red airline ticket blank. She waved it in triumph. “We left the day before. Call the airline if you don’t believe me. Look at the passenger list.”

I saw the date on the blank and on the envelope that had served as a boarding pass. I believed her. She could have flown back, but it made little sense. Her boyfriend might have come a day later, but the certainty had gone out of me and left me deflated. We had the negatives, at last, but we had also reached a dead end.

“Let’s go,” I said to Laurie, and left the girl called Vivian standing naked in the cove, her possessions at her feet.

I was aware of very little until the cab stopped at the hotel. It was new, just as everything else on the coast was new. Once Grijalva’s ships had crept up this coast, and once Montejo’s exploratory party had halted here to rest on the first leg of their long journey into the interior. Montejo’s expedition hadn’t worked, and I wondered if the hotels would.

I looked at my watch. It was late: four-thirty. Laurie had told the pilot tomorrow. Tomorrow might be too late for the man in the cell. But there was no way back before then. And even if there were, what good would it do? We had gotten what we wanted, what she wanted, anyway. But I had struck out.

I paid the driver, and followed Laurie through the glass doors of the new building where sudden cold hit us from the air conditioning. A couple of swimmers in trunks stood in the lobby. While Laurie admired the white beach and green sea, I asked for two rooms and signed our names.

The rooms were on the second floor and faced the sea, with a walkway that went past the doors. When the bellboy was gone, I turned to Laurie. “I think I’ll get some rest before dinner.”

“It was a real bummer for you, wasn’t it?”

“Does it show that much?”

“Yes. David, who the hell are you, anyway?”

“We’ll talk about it later.”

Her head gave a little nod of acceptance. I closed the door and started for the shower. But I didn’t make it. I fell on the bed, instead.


Chapter Ten

The dining room overlooked the sea and you could see the waves coming in white-maned to fall upon the beach. I ordered shishkebab and figured the hotel must be owned by a Lebanese. I also asked for a round of daiquiris and hoped they knew how to make them. They didn’t, but at that point I was beyond caring.

I saw Laurie’s eyes on mine, the pupils wide, and when she caught my return gaze she gave a little smile. “This is a far cry from trying to kill you,” she said.

“The thought’s occurred,” I said, and relapsed into my mood. Her hand touched my arm across the table.

“David, you told me this afternoon you’d explain what this was all about. Don’t you think it’s time now?”

“Did I? Well, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

“Start with the truth. You aren’t really a writer, are you? I mean, you just don’t fit the part. That’s what intrigues me. You don’t fit any other part, either. So what are you?”

“I’m a spy,” I said.

“I’d almost believe that. Except that if you are, you’re the lousiest spy of all time. Going around asking questions like that. Tell me, are you a member of his family?”

“What would you believe?”

“I don’t know. Try me. But give me something better than before.”

“I’m all out of imagination.” And I was out of caring, too. I could imagine Kestering overhearing this conversation and the thought of the look it would bring to his face made me smile.

“So what’s funny?” she asked.

“Nothing. Look.” I took her hand in mine. “Try this on for size: I work for a concern that is interested in what happens to Bassett. Don’t ask a lot of questions. Let’s just say that LaCour had some important business connections internationally, but mainly in the States. I’m a lawyer for the firm. Not a terribly senior one, but I know enough about the international ramifications to make me right for the job. If LaCour was killed for certain reasons, it could be very bad for business. Even reduce the stock to almost nothing. It could be a question of industrial espionage. Do you understand now?”

She nodded slowly. “But his business was just import-export of farm machinery.”

“He was also a director of certain Mexican corporations.”

“And you don’t think the man they put in jail is guilty?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“There are things a person has to feel. I don’t know how to explain. I don’t even like the man. I talked to him once in his cell. He’s the opposite of what I admire: self-pitying, cowardly, a cop-out on life. You only get one go-round, Laurie, and he’s managed to screw his up with nobody else’s help.” I was surprised at my sudden vehemence and saw her face frown in the candlelight. “Maybe I’m just a slave to the Protestant ethic.” I tried to laugh it off. “But somehow a man just has to do what he has to do.”

“And that’s what you’re doing now.”

I thought of Leah and where she might be at this moment, in some other candle-lit nook half a world away. Damn her. “That’s what I’m doing,” I said. “I guess it’s just how I am.”

“I kind of like it.”

“You’re a good kid.”

A quick flash of pique changed just as rapidly to amusement. “Don’t underestimate me. Just because I’m younger than you are.”

“I know. You can hold up a big gun.”

She let it pass. “If you dislike him, why are you so sure he’s innocent?”

“A hunch? Does that sound right? Laurie, I don’t think he has the guts. I think you have to feel things deeply to care enough to kill someone. You have to care about love, or money, or freedom, or some principle. But I don’t think Bassett cares about anything. I think he’s adjusted to being in jail. He might as well be in as out. He’s dead inside.” And as I said it, my conscience twisted my guts, and I thought of him now, under questioning. “But no matter what kind of man he is, if he didn’t do it, he shouldn’t be punished for it.”

“Were you born this way or was it your upbringing?” Her laughing eyes went serious when she saw me react. “What is it? Did I say something?”

How could I explain? It was like having clouds pass over my memories. A glimpse of earth here and there …

“Nothing,” I said.

She dipped her fork into the Napolitano the waiter had brought for dessert. “David, are you married?”

We both knew she’d ask it and I had not known until then how I would answer.

I nodded affirmatively. “Yes. But when I get back she won’t be there.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, and we both knew it was a lie.

“Café?” The waiter interrupted.

“Never drink it,” I said without thinking.

“But I do.” Laurie smiled.

And so we sat at the little table watching the stars frost up the sky. She talked about her own childhood and her relationship with her father, and I began to build a picture of him in my mind, taller than other men, and stronger, and firm, yet infinitely patient and kind. It was the type of picture that only death builds.

When dinner was over she wanted to walk on the beach. I let her go a few steps ahead of me and watched her figure outlined by the lights from the hotel. I thought of LaCour and what he had done to her, and then I thought of Leah, and finally I thought of the late Denton Whitcomb. That had been his name, E. Denton Whitcomb—rancher, explorer, man of affairs.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what happened to me lately,” she said as if we had been on the same wavelength. Far out on the sea there were the lights of a boat, crossing slowly from one side of the horizon to the other. “For a long time I couldn’t think about it at all, not even with the psychiatrist. I went to Dr. Mendoza but somehow every time he mentioned it, I just—went into panic. I went off to school and took a psychology class.”

“That’s always dangerous.”

“Don’t joke. This is important.” She brushed her hair out of her face, but it fell back. “I began to see what made it so psychically devastating. You see, my father was a man I loved and admired hugely. But there was also envy and hate because of my mother. I hadn’t ever resolved that. I just repressed it, see? I had desires, physical desires for him, but as long as I wasn’t forced to confront them it was all right. When he died, I completely repressed everything about him that was less than perfect. And I shut away those desires of my own. Repression’s a powerful mechanism. Sometimes it’s the only way we can survive.”

Somewhere I had heard the lecture before. Someone else had told me that the mind had a way of shutting itself off from the painful. Laurie went on, “Then, when that thing happened with him, it brought it all back.” Him, I realized, was LaCour. She would never say his name and it was understandable. “He was older and, though he wasn’t like my father, it made me face the fact—somewhere deep down, that my father’d had that side of him, too. But I got confused. I confused my picture of my father, my idealization, really, with the man who did that to me. He was my father’s worst side in my unconscious and I had to get rid of it. The only way to do that was to reject all sexual experience.” She cocked her head slightly, and I saw the little freckles on her nose bunch up. “Does any of this make any sense to you?”

I nodded, trying to concentrate on what she was saying.

“But since I’ve met you. Well, I have a feeling things have changed. You’re older than I am. Not as old as my father was, but still—old enough.”

All the alarms were going off in my head now, but she didn’t hear them. “David, do you think I’m attractive? Oh, I don’t mean ravishing. Not like that girl today, but I wouldn’t want to be like that. I know my mouth is too wide and I have freckles and I’m a little on the skinny side. But am I attractive as a woman?” I started to answer again but she was not ready. Instead, she went on walking and I kept close to her side so I could hear her, but sometimes her words were taken by the wind. “Sometimes … felt that … I was dirty … no man would want … woman who had been raped.”

I stopped, took her shoulder, and held a hand under her chin. “Laurie, you are a woman and you’re very attractive. Any man would …” I didn’t know what else to say, but I saw her eyes glisten.

“Promise?” she asked.

“I promise.”

“Look,” she said, holding out her arm as we turned around to start back. “I’m not shivering anymore when I talk about it.”

But I was. All the way back. Until we stood outside the door to my room, trying to get the key to fit.

“Silly, that’s the wrong key.” She took it and used the other key and it opened. I went in and sat on the bed. I wanted to lay it out for her, to explain. But what good would it do? How do you tell it without sounding like a soap opera?

“You look very tired,” she said, and moved to the bed. Her hands touched my neck and soon she was massaging me, kneading my shoulders and neck. I felt the bed move and heard her leave the room.

A few moments later the door opened again, the bed swayed, and her fingers touched my back, and then reached under to unbutton my shirt. She was humming a little tune as her hands worked, taking the stiffness out of my muscles. When she bent over I felt the brush of lace. Then her hands were urging me over, and I turned slowly to see her sitting on the edge of the bed, clad only in a black negligee. She smiled, a little self-consciously at first, but she reached for me anyway, rubbing her hands across my torso. I should have been feeling something; I was feeling it but my body simply wouldn’t work.

“Laurie …”

“Hush.”

I saw her little breasts, tipped by dark centers, jiggle under the sheer material, and she watched my eyes go down to the little tuft at the bottom of her belly. She leaned toward me, no longer a little girl searching for her father, and I felt her lips on mine and I kissed her back, and felt her tongue in my mouth, probing and darting away. Her arm stretched out for the light switch and the room went dark. I held her clumsily and wondered if Leah was doing this in someone else’s bed. Laurie’s hand found my belt, tugged, and her body was on mine, trembling, and her hands were tugging at my pants when I turned slowly, still holding her, and sat up.

“Laurie,” I said. “Please. Try to understand. It can’t be now.”

Even in the dark I could see the effect on her face. I touched it softly with my fingers. “I meant what I said. But I can’t explain. It’s just that …”

She seemed to shrink, withdrawing to the other side of the bed like a threatened animal. “You—you told me it didn’t matter, you said …”

Now there was hurt; next there would be anger, breaking like a storm, and all I could do was ride with it.

“I meant every word. It doesn’t matter. It wouldn’t matter to any decent person. I think you’re, well, pretty special. But what you want right now … I’m not the right person.”

“You let me do this … Why did you let me go this far?”

“I …”

How do you talk about hope? So I didn’t say anything. Instead, I watched her leave the bed, stand for a moment in the dark without moving, and then leave, going out like the wind through the dunes.

That night I dreamed I was in a cavern far below ground and two men in khaki uniforms were taking turns beating me, and when they were tired of that, one went to the fire whose flicker made fantastic shadows on the walls, and came back with a glowing iron. The first man laughed and I suddenly realized I was naked and that my legs were tied in a spread-eagle position. The second mand lowered the poker and brought it closer and closer until I could feel its heat on my groin. I screamed, but there was no noise, and finally the heat stopped as the poker touched my flesh and I felt no sensation there at all. Instead, I watched my torturers’ faces with clinical detachment and watched them shake their heads finally in consternation as they realized that I was not feeling anything at all.


Chapter Eleven

The next morning there was a note under my door. “I’ve decided to stay on the coast a few days. Don’t come after me. Pedro will pick you up on time.” Not even a signature.

I checked out and had a cab drive me to the field. Two hours later I was on Cozumel and by mid-afternoon I was back in Tabasco. Total accomplished: one year of psychotherapy undone.

I wondered where Laurie was now, if she had gone out to find the first man who could rebuild her self-confidence. There were lots along the beaches in the hippie colonies.

The Landrover was still in the airport lot, waiting, as I passed in the cab on the way to my hotel. Once there, I took out the negatives, satisfied myself that they matched the positives, and then burned them all in the sink and flushed the ashes down the commode. But the burning left an odor in the air, and I did not want to stay in the room so I went out onto the street.

I walked for a very long time, oblivious of the direction. The faces of the people I passed were not real. The only thing real was the buzzard circling overhead against the hot sky, as if it had seen me and was waiting its chance. It had not all been for nothing, of course. I had recovered the negatives. I had proved, at least to my own satisfaction, that the dead agent was really a fraud who collected people as well as things, out of some perverted sense of proprietorship, and kept the evidence of his greed to admire. But in the end, I had failed. And now it was too late. I had run out of possibilities. I had come full circle.

A bus passed, huffing toward a stop at the next corner, and I got on, letting my coin rattle through the box. The vehicle made a long circuit through streets that seemed vaguely familiar. We came to a plaza and now I remembered: Far down the street leading away from the plaza was a house, and in the house was a woman waiting for a man who would not return.

I stayed on until the bus finished its circuit, and then I put in another coin and made the circuit again. The streets were dimmer now and dusk was falling, settling like a fine dust over the city, lightening the air so that sounds traveled farther and perspectives seemed to lengthen. It was five o’clock when the bus came to the little plaza the third time, and this time I got off. I started walking away from the plaza, down the street of adobe houses and walls, and when I came to the gate I pressed the button and waited. The buzzard had somehow followed me, riding lazily on the hot air, sure that it was only a matter of time before I collapsed and became his food. It was a cycle with which he was familiar: first the Indian cultures of Aztec and Maya that had clashed here in the lowland swamps; later the remnants of a Spanish army, headed for Honduras under Cortez; and four hundred years later, in the waning phase of a revolution, the rags and tags of a once powerful priesthood chased down by a madman’s pistoleros. The buzzard had seen it all: He knew the outcome. There was no hurry.

But I cheated him because the little grille in the door opened, and then the main door itself, and I was inside facing the woman who looked out of the shadows at me, the wisdom of a thousand generations in this land in her eyes.

I looked for words, failed, and she seemed to understand, closing the heavy door and letting me go ahead of her into the house. I heard her bare feet behind me on the tiles, and when I turned she was looking at me with her oriental eyes. A smell of earth drifted in from the outside and with it came the slightly pungent odor of the rubber tree, and the mud of the river that always seemed to hang in the air. I thought, Soon he will be a part of it all. And I will be a part of it all. We will all be apart of it—the river, air, and above all, the rich earth. And I realized then that she was already a part of it, and had always been, and suddenly it seemed useless to struggle any further. Perhaps it would not be so terrible to rest.

“I tried,” I told her. “You must believe me.”

She nodded. “Muy bien.”

“I did all I could. I want you to know that.”

“You are very kind.” Her face was impassive, and I could not tell whether she was on the verge of tears or whether she, too, was simply tired.

“I do not know what kind of man he is,” she said simply. “But he was very kind to me. No one else would take me in. He did. He asked me no questions and he demanded nothing. That is worth something.” She turned away from me and stared out the back door at the jungle landscape.

I touched her shoulder and felt the dark, shining hair brush my hand. “I’m sorry.”

She turned back to face me. “So. There is nothing more to be done. We must accept the will of God. Perhaps it is his destiny, his suerte. If it is his destiny to return, I shall be happy and give thanks. But if it is not, one must accept the will of God.”

“He won’t return.”

“No. For a little time I thought that perhaps it was your destiny to help him. But it was not. So, señor, we must accept.”

Yes, accept, I thought, and smelled the good smells.

“You must be very tired,” she said. “I will prepare your meal.”

It was over, and now a sense of peace descended as I relaxed. I heard an occasional car pass in the street, and then I heard the clapping that was the breadman on his rounds and the woman went out and returned with two loaves of french bread. Out of interest that I could not explain, I followed her into the little kitchen where a gas stove functioned from a tank outside. The woman took a dish full of fresh yellow corn, and, as I watched, kneeled on the floor to begin grinding it on an ancient stone. I walked back into the living room and sat down in the rocking chair. Much later she brought the meal, a thin gruel that tasted like hominy. Beside it she placed a bowl of black beans with bits of pork in it, and she stood on the other side of the table and watched as I ate, hands at her sides, lips slightly parted.

When I was done, she brought out an orange, sliced it, set it before me, and then went into the bedroom when the baby began to cry. Once more I saw her eyes on me as she sat down on the other side of the room and unself-consciously dropped the shoulder of her dress to bare a full breast. The baby sucked noisily and she rocked, her eyes still on me. At last I stood. It was dark outside now, and there was a slight breeze from the river.

“I have to go now.”

“It is a long way?”

“Yes.”

“You are tired.”

“Yes,” I said. “I am tired.” She rose with the baby and went into the other room, where I heard her talking to it in a low voice. A moment later she came out alone and stood silently, waiting. There was a wet spot on the front of her dress where the milk had seeped throught, but she was oblivious. And we both knew that I would stay. I reached out for her, touching tentatively, and then holding desperately to the solidness of the body under the flimsy dress, and I tasted the hotness of her breath and met her lips with my own. She let me kiss her for long minutes, and then I felt her arms creep up around me and hold on to me, and the earth and river were around me and I was apart of them and apart of her.

We went to the bed then—his bed—and she pulled the cheap dress over her head and lay down beside me without a word, and I let my own clothes fall away and pressed my flesh against the warmth of her strong Indian body, touched the slight bulge of her belly and felt down into the fine, sparse hair where her thighs met. When I entered her, she moaned and I could not tell if it was desire or pain. I kissed her breasts, took the nipple of each in my hand, and sucked the warm milk of life that was in her body, and then my own life spilled into her and for a long time I lay on her and took comfort from our oneness.

Sometime later the child cried and she got up naked to attend it, and I heard the comforting squeak of the hammock as she rocked, and her gentle hum.

I wandered into sleep and in my dreams I saw faces and scenes that had been covered. Suddenly they were free, and my childhood and adolescence were my own again, and I was walking down once-familiar streets at college, the autumn wind strong against my back, the sound of the chimes floating out to mark the quarter hour. I saw my father, ledger book under his arm and glasses askew on his nose, sad-faced with the realization of futility, adding and reading the columns. I saw him confirming the tally on the ancient calculator, cursing it for the key that stuck. I saw the morning light pouring onto my face and sat up straight with a sense of awful realization and loss.

It must have been what Kestering had warned me about—over-identifying. For I had not dreamed my own past but his. I had imagined the events of his childhood as if, by borrowing his own fictitious past for my own, I might partake of his future. He had a future, of course. That had come to me in a dream, too, in which I saw the face of the killer and all was revealed. But it was a dream that ran parallel to the others and took place on a different level. It was a dream whose certainty, on awakening, dissolved into an if. But an if was better than nothing. I would have to give it a try, for some reason I could not explain to myself. Because now that I had slept with his woman, I hated him all the more.

There was no reason I could think of for wanting him free. I tried to analyze my motives. The first proposition was that the innocent must not suffer. But what concrete evidence did I have that he was innocent? Just a feeling, a gut certainty that was based on a few words with him and some sentences scribbled in a diary. There was no second proposition because I could not be sure of the first, logically. Maybe they had released me too soon. Was I letting my own turmoil over Leah enter in? I tried to analyze my possible motives. I felt trapped like him, therefore identified with his situation, and sought to escape vicariously by effecting his release. But there was just as much chance that in the previous missions I had seen in that dossier, I had learned something, and what I had learned had become so ingrained that it now revealed itself as intuition. I kept coming back to what Kestering had said: I was a good agent. And if I let an innocent man rot in jail, then I was no longer a good agent, and being a good agent right now was the only thing I had.

I went into the other bedroom where mother and child slept in the hammock. The baby was calm, its monkey face wrinkled and its little fists closed. Its mother looked up at me, saw that I was dressed.

“You must go?”

“Yes.” I took out my wallet and put ten one-thousand peso notes on the bureau. “The child will need food and clothing.”

She nodded. “I will give you what is left when you return.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said.

In the light of early morning the street looked tawdrier than before. I noticed where paint was peeling along the wall with the color underneath showing in patches. Vacant lots were high with weeds and the smell of garbage, and there was trash in the street. But the tawdriness was something real, and the ancient coat of paint that mottled the wall was a sign of life in the past and, hence, of life in the present and future. The smell and taste of the woman had been that way—honest and real. I felt as if I had reached a turning point and crossed it. But I did not know what it meant. I just knew that there was still a chance.

I caught an early bus at the little plaza, and twenty minutes later I got off downtown and stood blinking in the sun. The pain in my stomach told me I was hungry. I found a café and took a table. It would not be easy and my sudden surge of hope was beginning to flicker as I thought about the odds. It was logical, it made sense, but then logical men have often been dead wrong. I had been dead wrong throughout this entire affair. Then there was the problem of managing it. Today, I remembered, was Saturday. If I went to the house …

I returned to my hotel room, got a pencil and paper, and printed the message. Then I went downstairs, borrowed the telephone directory and asked directions to a certain street.

The closer I drew, as I drove through the neat, middle-class neighborhoods, the more foolish it all seemed. And, too, what I was about to do was a crime.

Later on, you find excuses for what you have done. You were tired, sick, or any of a hundred other excuses. In this case, I was desperate. But that wasn’t the excuse I used then. Then, I thought it just might work.

I drove past the house twice to make sure I had it down. There was a car in the driveway, so no one had left yet. It was the day to sleep late. I went around the block, looking for a place to park and found one, not too near, but in eyesight. Then I got out, feeling exposed in the daylight, and went down the sidwalk, past the green lawns and the doorways. I came to the house and gave a glance around me. Some children were playing up the block, but they were not watching. I took four quick strides to the car, put the paper on the front seat, and made my way back to the sidewalk. It was done. No turning back now. I circled the block, found my car again, and sat down to wait.

I hoped the paper would work. Because he was the only one left: Dr. Alfredo Peón, whose wife had been violated and blackmailed by a pervert. The paper I had put in his car did not spell it all out, of course. It just said, in carefully printed Spanish, that the truth was known about the death of LaCour.

The rest was for him to do.


Chapter Twelve

It grew warmer in the car as I waited. One hour. Two. I looked at my watch. It was nearly noon now and the only sign of life in the house was the maid who came out and went down the sidewalk toward the neighborhood store. A few minutes later two children came out, and for a terrible moment they hovered near the car. I hadn’t thought of that: Suppose the children found it first. Then what?

But they went on across the street and found a playmate, and I breathed relief. Twelve-thirty. Suppose he wasn’t there.

But he was. At quarter to one he came out, debonair in his white slacks and guayabera, and dark glasses, and he went to the car and got in.

I could not see him reading the note, but there was an interval of three or four minutes. Then I heard the car start, and it began to back slowly out of the driveway.

If I followed him long enough, if he was the one, if…

The car, a red Mustang this time, found a boulevard, and we went along for two miles, making an oblique across the city. He drove fast, and I had to edge up to ninety kilometers an hour to keep up with him. We came to a traffic circle with a fountain in its center, and his car cut across the traffic and then angled out of sight. I was there ten seconds later and found myself in a battle for space. I gritted my teeth and edged out a Ford. Now where had he gone?

He was far down the avenue, growing smaller as I watched. I jammed my foot on the brakes and heard tires squeal behind me. I swung the wheel and hoped the Dart was good enough to do what I wanted. Two acres of traffic slammed on brakes as I made a diagonal across them. A collision now and there would be no hope at all. A Volkswagen bus missed me by a foot, and its driver pounded his horn furiously as I found safety in the side street. I depressed the gas pedal and waited. Suddenly, I realized that the car I was following was gone. Goddammit. Not now! A truck loaded with tanks of LP gas started from a side street and was halfway out before its driver saw me. I banged my horn and took to the neutral ground, leaving him with his mouth open.

The street rose ahead and now I saw what the problem was—a railroad track, which lay along an embankment. I braked quickly, taking the upgrade like a skier about to lift off, and hoped I wouldn’t bottom out. Something hit under the car but it kept going. And I caught a glimpse of the Mustang, making a turn.

The street he had chosen was an alley with potholes and children. It had slowed him, too, but now it was my turn, and I had to watch him speeding away as I wound my way through the obstacles. We had entered a barrio with tar-paper-covered roofs and collapsing shacks. Where would it end?

Then I saw a white glimmer ahead, a bright pillar shining in the noon sun. Halfway there I recognized it: The monument I had passed on the way in from the airport on the first day. We had cut across the city and emerged on the other side.

The cold stone eyes of the politician watched us as we wheeled by him, taking the airport road. But we did not go to the airport. The Mustang turned off to the left toward the green hills. But he was not going to the hills, either. Now I knew where he was going.

It was a country estate, and I had been there before. Once more tires crunched gravel. Once more I walked across the immaculately clipped lawn. Once more I saw cars before the front door and heard voices from the patio. Once more a servant guided me to where the others were.

I stood by the corner of the house and watched Alexandra Whitcomb greeting him, this time in faded slacks, a bandana on her head. They kissed, and she asked about his wife and he told her that Gloria was still in bed, but would be out in a matter of days. She was glad to hear it; if there was anything she could do … She guided him toward the bar, and the crowd closed around them.

Nothing. Surely he had seen it. Surely it had disturbed him. Surely he had come here for a purpose other than lunch with the elite. If so, he gave no evidence of it. I turned my back so he wouldn’t see me and took a drink from the tray as the waiter passed, and I heard his voice behind me. He was talking about the training of doctors in Mexico. He, of course, had done his residency in the U.S. At one time he had considered becoming a psychiatrist … I let go of his words and drank from my glass. It was a double martini, strong, but I gulped down half of it.

“Hey, I’ve seen you before.” It was the drunk I had met at the first party. “You did something to your head.” I sought escape as a few faces looked curiously in my direction. “Hey, did you know we’re sittin’ on a couple million barrels a day?” His hand grabbed my arm. “No, I don’t mean jus’ Tabasco. Hell, everybody knows ’bout Tabasco. I mean in the U.S. of A. I mean in Pocatello, Idaho.”

I downed my drink and shook him lose, making for the bar. “A … martini,” I told the barman. In the corner of my eye I saw Alexandra Whitcomb with two people I didn’t know. Now, where was Peón? Where had he gone?

Then he called my name. “Mr. Dennison. How good to see you again.” He gave me his hand, and I felt my back tight against the bar. There was no escape. “So how does the story go?”

“Well, I’m going to abandon it,” I said. “I couldn’t find anything new.”

“No?” The saturnine face showed distress. “Well, I think I can help you. Someone left me a threatening note this morning.”

“What?” My body went cold and I felt sweat on the back of my neck.

“Yes. In my own car, in my driveway.” He laughed. “Someone thinks I’m connected with the business. There are some very sick people in the world.”

“Yes,” I said.

“I think your drink is ready.” He nodded at the bar, and I turned to get my drink. When I looked again he was gone.

“In Pocatello, Idaho,” the drunk was saying.

I saw Alfredo Peón again, this time at the corner of the crowd. As I watched, he drifted away from the others, still smiling at them, and turned toward the house. Suddenly the mask of pleasantness fell away and I saw his real face, the expression grave. He glanced at his watch as he walked quickly toward the big house. I gulped down half my drink to keep it from sloshing over the side as I walked, and I followed.

The screen door at the rear of the house slammed as he went in. By the time I reached the entrance, his footsteps were disappearing inside. I stood inside a lavishly furnished salon, but I was not aware of the decor. I was straining to listen, to catch the sound of his feet from those in the kitchen, down the hall. Damn … Then I heard a phone being dialed in the next room.

“Si, señor?” A maid stood watching me, her smile quizzical. There was no way I could listen in on the call.

“I was looking for the bathroom,” I lied.

She pointed to a hallway on my left. “Alli.”

“Gracias.” I went down the corridor, passed the door to the bathroom, and came into a room that was a studio and library. There were bookcases and frames hung on the walls, but I was not looking at the wall, just at the desk, and the telephone on it. I took a quick look around me and, satisfied that I was alone, went to the telephone and lifted the receiver. I was just in time to hear the last ring.

“¿Bueno?” It was a woman’s voice.

“Querida.”

And the voice belonged to Gloria de Peón. The sinister doctor had called his wife. He was telling her that he would be home soon and reminding her that it was time for another pill. I listened to their words of endearment and the goodbyes and let the receiver down. Nothing. Just a man in love with his wife. A crazy rhyme was going through my head. One, two, three strikes you’re out, at the old ball.…

I was looking around me and the music had stopped. In the frames, on the walls were hundreds of them; Swallowtails, Monarchs, Skippers, moths—even beetles. It was a vast cave in which thousands of tiny wings beat and fluttered, and I suddenly felt trapped. I looked for a way out and then my eyes hit it: The pièce de résistance, dominating it all, above the desk, two feet from my face, a board with a single occupant. Coffee-colored wings, with blue, metallic veins, on a background of white.

“The Morpho theseus,” Alexandra Whitcomb’s voice said from behind me, “the rarest of them all.”

She took a step forward, drink in hand. “Did you know mine was only the fifth collected? Until—” She spat out the words, and I watched her face set into a mask of hatred. “Until that man decided he wanted one. He offered to buy this one, of course. I told him to go to hell.”

I wondered if I was hearing it all or whether the drinks had gone to my head. I felt woozy, unable to think. But I didn’t have to think. It was being solved for me in front of my eyes.

“He was a bastard,” Alexandra said. “A man without—class. He was the worst of the nouveaux. He thought he was one of us. He was a tacky man.”

I almost laughed. It was all coming together now. “He wanted a—” she nodded, and went on as if I were not there, eyes on the rare insect—“Yes. Can you imagine? A man like that? He had bought up tons of pottery, precolumbian relics, just because he thought it gave him culture. When he heard that the Zapatas collected coins, he decided he had to have his collection, too.” She swayed slightly, and I realized the liquor had loosened her tongue. “He bought a Beltran grammar and all he could talk about was how much it cost him. He didn’t have the first idea of its significance, its history.” Her eyes narrowed as if to exclude everything in the room except the butterfly. “And then he wanted the Motpho.”

“What happened?” My voice was a half whisper.

She laughed, and it was the laugh of insanity. She went to put her glass on the desk top, missed, and it went onto the floor and broke. Still she stood there, eyes fixed on the Morpho, laughing to herself.

If I stayed I might be able to learn the whole story. But now I had enough. I had the essential answer. A jealous woman, a door with a defective lock, through which anyone could slip without being seen, a fat man pierced like one of the bright creatures on the display board …

You don’t care if some of the most prominent families in Tabasco are destroyed.

But there was nothing I could do. Except hope that I was not too late.

I went out of the vast house and drove like a demon, down the winding road, up onto the airport road, to the boulevard and toward the center of the city. With luck, a paper misplaced in Mexico City, a form not signed, a question asked that required another call … Maybe the interrogators had not arrived.

I parked in a tow-away zone and went up the steps to the police station. Fat men, sitting on benches, watched me pass. I bounded up the stairs to the second floor and found the opaque glass with Obregon’s name on it and knocked.

A muffled voice came from inside. “Adelante.”

Lieutenant Obregon was staring out of the window at the plaza, his head surrounded by a cloud of cigar smoke. He removed the stub of the cigar from his mouth and placed it in the ashtray without turning around. “I saw you from here,” he said. “I have been wondering what I would tell you.” A shudder went through me and my mouth went dry. “I finally decided it would be best to tell you the truth. At first I thought maybe a lie would be best. Then the truth. Then a lie. You happen to come at the moment I have decided again in favor of the truth. So I had better tell it before I change my mind again and decide to lie.”

His voice was rueful and I sat down in the chair so he would not notice my shaking. The prisoner … what had happened to the prisoner?

“The truth?” My voice was a croak.

“Yes. Well, ni remedios.” He turned to me and raised his palms. “The prisoner Bassett has escaped.”

“What?”

“Yes. You see, the interrogators arrived. They decided to take him to an isolated location to ‘talk’ to him. I suppose the locals were not considered trustworthy.” Was there a tone of malicious amusement in his voice? “They were careless. Somewhere beyond Emiliano Zapata the prisoner grabbed the steering wheel, forced the car into a ditch, and jumped out.” He shook his head with scorn. “Any of my novatos, my first-year patrolmen, could have done better.”

“Bassett got away?”

“Si. Of course, he’s wounded. One of them claims to have shot him. If you believe that. They’re lucky he didn’t take away their guns.”

Wounded. Alone …

“What now?” I demanded.

“¿Qutén sabe? There will be a search. The policia judicial. Maybe they will find him, maybe not. On the one hand, how far can a wounded man, in handcuffs, go? One the other hand …” He turned back to the window and gestured at the hills in the distance … “Once into the jungle, even God might not find him. And the policia judicial are not God.”

“And if they do catch him?”

The lieutenant gave a short laugh. “Have you heard of ley fuga? There are some people with quick triggers.”

Yes. Shot while escaping. It happened especially during the last century, but it was not unheard of today.

The lieutenant leaned back. “Well, I have done my part. I am glad it is out of my hands. I suppose you will be leaving now?”

Leaving … Yes. I knew what I had to do. There would be no help from the police now. It was too big. So I lied. I told him I was going.

“Muy bien. Perhaps it is best.” He got up, put an arm over my shoulders, and walked me to the door. We shook hands. “When you come back, on vacation, maybe we will have more time. A few drinks, you know.”

But I did not go back to the hotel. Instead, I drove away from the plaza and through deteriorating streets until I came to his house, her house. There was something I had to find out.

She was not surprised to see me, but her eyes gave no sign of what had happened last night. “I have not spent the money,” she said.

“The hell with the money,” I said. “Listen, he’s escaped.”

A sharp intake of breath came from her lips. One hand flew to her breast. I took her shoulders with my hands.

“I want you to listen very carefully now: He was somewhere near Emiliano Zapata. He jumped out of their car. He may be wounded. It’s the same area where he’s always gone on his trips to collect butterflies.” The word butterflies struck a false note. All so sinister, so serious, and now—butterflies. But neither of us smiled. “Did he ever mention a place, any place, that was especially pleasant for him, especially isolated, a—a retreat, a place he might go?”

For a moment she was speechless. Then her head nodded two, three times. “Salta del agua. He once told me about a waterfall. Not a large one. But a very beautiful one not many people knew. He was surprised when I said I knew where it was.”

“Will you take me there?”

“Yes.”

In twenty minutes she had gathered the child and a few simple belongings, and we were on our way. But first we had to stop at the hotel. It was dangerous country; many things we might meet. I would need some fresh clothes and my briefcase with the two thousand dollars in U.S. and Mexican currency in a hidden place. It also held my passport. And finally, I might need the gun, the big pistol I had taken from Laurie. I loaded it with the five rounds I had emptied from its cylinder, stuck it in the attaché case, and went down to the car. Minutes later we were on the highway.

An hour later we passed Palenque Junction with its twisting road that headed up to the Maya ruins. But the junction we wanted was twenty miles farther on, according to the woman. She knew the area. She had come from a village at the base of the hills.

Emiliano Zapata was a flatland cattle town, with men in boots and cowboy hats, as if it were really south Texas, or New Mexico, or Arizona. I gassed up at the PEMEX station and found a farmacia. It was the one thing I had forgotten.

The clerk handed over the bandages and alcohol, and was taking my money when I heard a voice over my shoulder.

“Someone is hurt?” The voice was friendly, but its owner wore a Federal Highway Police uniform.

I tried to keep my voice level. “A precaution. We’re going into the hills.”

“Ah.” The head nodded and I saw the eyes under the sunglasses looking me over. “Tourists?”

If he saw the woman in the car … but I had no choice.

“Tourists,” I said.

His head turned lazily to look through the front window of the pharmacy at the car outside. The afternoon sun was bright on the windshield and he turned back.

“Going to the ruins?”

“Yes.”

“Not Palenque?”

“No.” I did not know if I had said the right thing or not. What other ruins were there?

He turned to look at the car again. “You may make it in that car.” He nodded at the clerk who had stood motionless. “Can they make it in that car?”

“Most of the way. The rest …”

“Better take a plane from Tenosique,” the policeman said, “much safer.”

“I’ll do that,” I said, and thanked him. I saw him watching us through the window of the drugstore as we drove away.

The road from Emiliano Zapata ran beside the Usumacinta, one of Mexico’s great rivers. It started in the highlands, up in the clouds, and came down like a muddy knife, cleaving Mexico from Guatemala and finally spilling into the Gulf. It looked lazy but there was a power and threat that radiated from the brown surface. If he were smart, he would follow the river …

An airplane glided in over our heads and cut its motor. I saw it arc into a turn and come around for another look at us. They were still searching for him. They had not found him yet …

The airplane satisfied itself, and its motor went back to full throttle. It straightened out over the river and headed for the hills. Four o’clock. It would soon be too dark for them to fly anymore today. Already the shadows were long and there would be tricky winds down from the hills.

So far we had made slow progress. First, there had been a half-hour wait at a little ferry over a tributary where a bored policeman had looked us over, swaggering on foot up the hill alongside the line of cars. But he had said nothing and we had crossed. Then there had been an interminable series of bridges, most of which were not finished so that we had to go down detours and sometimes over shaking planks. The streams which fed the Usumacinta were like a hundred little fingers, each cutting in from the hills.

I wondered what was going on in the woman’s mind. She had said nothing the whole time, just cradling the baby, occasionally giving it the breast, and sometimes poking a finger for it to play with. I found out when we came to a turnoff.

“That is the road.” She pointed at the gravel surface that led away from the blacktop. Already the night shadows were eating away the light, and the sun was hidden behind the hills, a few faint streams of orange still smearing the sky. “But it is too late to go farther. We must start in the morning. I know a place to stay.”

It was a sad little town, the first settlement this side of the hills, with tumble-down huts and an odd jeep or two. A benevolent government had recently brought in electricity, and now the lights on the poles began to wink on. We locked the car and she led me over the gravel and down a dirt street. At a house with a tin roof, a man came out into the twilight and she went to talk with him. I did not know what they said, but we were given a place to stay in the cookhouse, an overhang which adjoined the main hut. There were noisy children who came to stare at us, especially me, and ask questions which I answered with half truth, half lies. I rested in the hammock they slung for me while the breeze from the hills quickened. There was a smell of charcoal from the fireplace, and an old woman came out and began the fire without looking at me. The woman, his woman, had gone inside and I heard her talking, but I could not hear what she was saying. The old woman brought me a bowl of beans and some tortillas. Somewhere, down along the river, or in the hills … somewhere there was a wounded man I had to find …

The old woman brought me a blanket and I thanked her. Far up in the hills it thundered and I saw lightning. Somewhere he was seeing it, too.


Chapter Thirteen

I awoke with the first grayness and shook off the blanket. A cock crowed, and in the next yard I heard a rattle of tin cans as someone walked through the back yard on the way to the bathroom. The woman came out of the house.

“We must go. The soldiers will be here from Tenosique at the first light. They will be watching the road,” she said.

I did not argue. When I saw her again she had the baby in her arms, wrapped tightly against the morning chill, and there was a man standing behind her. We made our way back to the car, and I watched the man open a door and slide into the back seat. He was dark and wiry with the careful eyes of a peasant, but he wore shoes. I started to ask why he was going, but did not.

The road was a pale promise that brightened as the sun came up. By that time we had crossed the low valley between the foothills and the highlands. Soon the jungle would be all around us. I saw trees leaning their branches across the road and remembered a trail and a girl with a big pistol, the same pistol I now carried. Where was Laurie? Where was the man called Harold Bassett?

The odds were he had never gotten this far. Once more, I was on a fool’s errand. But she seemed to read my thoughts, and when she spoke the words hit me like an electric jolt. “He was seen in the town yesterday. Before we got there. He was given a ride in a truck that goes to Limonar. One of the passengers got off and talked about it.” She nodded toward our wake. “They said he seemed to be sick.”

Shot. He had been shot …

“And this person did not tell the police?” I asked. For the first time the man behind me spoke.

“One does not want to become involved with the police.”

I understood and was grateful. It was full light now, but the latticework of vines and branches over the road made us invisible from the air. We would not always be, though. There would be times when we would be open to the sky and vulnerable.

Of course, it was not that the police or the military would do anything to us. But they might hold us for questioning just long enough to take us out of the race. There would be a sergeant or a lieutenant who would see that I was a gringo, and half a day would go by while inquiries were made.

The man and woman had considered everything, though. Before Limonar there was a little settlement, two or three houses, no more. I pulled off into the brush where I was instructed, and waited. Fifteen minutes later they reappeared leading two horses.

I would be sorry to see the woman go. Of course, the man—her uncle, cousin, or godparent—would know the land. But the woman was something that was a part of it all, too sweet and bitter to let go.

As usual, I was wrong. I watched in surprise as she handed the baby to the man and mounted one of the horses, then reached down, and took the child.

“We must give him three thousand pesos for the horses,” she said, with the faint implication that the price was too high. One hundred thirty-five dollars. Almost nothing. “But he has included the blankets, hammocks, machete, and one saddle.” Her voice showed final triumph.

I opened the briefcase and handed over the money, my back to the others so they would not see how much I had, or the big Magnum revolver. I tied the briefcase behind the saddle of the second horse. The man who had come with us handed the woman a shopping bag that contained several boxes of rice and other rations. Then the final surprise: the man took off his beaten straw hat and placed it on my head. It was small, but it would stay on. Without a word the woman nudged her horse’s flanks. I gave the man my hand and he shook it without emotion. I mounted and followed the woman and child.

We crossed a broad pasture and began to climb. The little trail had been hacked out of the jungle hillside, and I had to lie low on the horse’s back to keep the vines from hitting my head. The animals picked their way carefully, and now and again a rock, kicked loose, would go plummeting down the hillside and we would hear it for half a minute more, far below. The child cried out once, and the woman had to dismount to change the cloth used for swaddling. I held her horse and listened. There was only the sound of the jungle birds and the rustling of branches in the wind.

Half an hour later we came down the hillside and into another clearing. We passed by a hut, but no one seemed home. Midway through the valley I heard the motor and two minutes later it came into view, a Cessna—maybe the same we had seen yesterday—sailing in from the southeast, a dot growing larger against the sky. He came in fast and low, thirty feet off the ground and I instinctively ducked. The horses were startled and as I grabbed at the rope reins my hat flew off in the blast from the propeller. The horse made a half circle, its eyes wide in fright. I had to get the hat. With it, from the air, I looked like any other peasant. Without it …

The Cessna winged up and started the circle for another pass. I jumped from the saddle and grabbed the hat. A sudden, terrible realization shot through me: They could land here. The earth was flat and there were no fences. And he was making another pass—or was it a landing run? I watched the plane approaching, its wings wagging slightly. It was a hawk, with a spinning beak, growing larger. I pulled the horse around in front of me to shield me this time, and I saw the smiles on their faces as the plane passed over. Its wings wagged twice and it was gone. They had only seen a couple of peasants: there was nothing here.

We made the other side of the valley and I breathed easier. Now the terrain became a washboard of ups and downs. We had started the horseback journey at six; it was now nine. Two more hours and we stopped to eat the fried tortillas and bananas that the woman extracted from her bag.

“You’ve been to the salta del agua?” I asked.

“Once. A long time ago. I used to live in a village not far from here.”

“Why did you leave?”

Her eyes clouded and I saw that I should not have asked I touched her shoulder to reassure her, and then let the baby grab my finger. It smiled. I suddenly realized that I did not know if it was a boy or girl. I did not know either of their names.

At three o’clock, when I was wondering how much longer I could stay in the saddle, I heard the water and we halted on a ridge. “Over there.” The woman gestured, and I gratefully slid from my mount and felt my blistered legs. It had been agony the last three hours. But now we were there.

I went down the ridge and came out on a little plateau. There was a small waterfall a few hundred yards away, a white froth of clear water from the remotest hills of Mexico, cascading down a rock face. A spray hung in the air and my eyes blurred as I walked forward. The trail was slippery and I had to grab a boulder to keep from falling into the stream. The roar of the falls grew louder and was all around me. “Bassett!” I yelled. “Harold Bassett!”

The waterfall swallowed the words, and I yelled them again. I was about to go back when I heard it from just above and to my right. A voice, hoarse, and distorted by the sounds of the water, but a voice I recognized.

“Yes? What do you want?”

The man called Harold Bassett was sitting on top of the boulder, looking down at me.

His clothes were ragged and hung on him like a clown’s suit. One sleeve had been ripped off to make a bandage for his arm. A week’s beard formed a dirty mask over which his eyes squinted, magnified by the heavy glasses.

“Do you remember me?” I shouted up at him.

“I remember. How did you get here?”

“The woman brought me.”

For a second there was silence, and then he hauled himself to a standing position and stood swaying. “The woman? She’s here?” He looked out over the little canyon, almost fell, and caught the cliff face.

“Yes. We’ve come to help.”

He nodded, and slowly picked his way down. A minute later he was standing beside me. I noticed with surprise that he was the same height I was; somehow, I had thought of him as smaller.

“I was trying to figure what I should do next,” he said. “I figured once I got here, I was safe for a while, but I couldn’t stay here forever.”

“I’m surprised you got this far.”

“Well, I was lucky,” he said, as we walked down the little defile to the place where I’d left the woman. “I waited for you to come back, you know. Two, three days I waited. You never came.” He let the accusation sink in before he went on. “Then, when the goons took me out, I knew it didn’t mean anything good. I remembered what you’d said.” He gave a bitter little laugh. “I don’t know how I got up the courage, but I did. Somewhere after Emiliano Zapata where they have all those detours, around bridge washouts. I waited until we were coming up on one, and then I reached over the back seat and grabbed the wheel and jerked it. We went off on the other side of the road, down the hill. You should’ve seen the bastards’ faces! There were three of them and it knocked ’em all senseless. The car was on its side, hidden from the road, on the other side, see? Well, I went through the pockets of the one next to me. A real goon. Smelled like he swam in cheap perfume. Almost crushed me when he fell on top of me. One of those fucking north Mexicans. Big. I got the keys to the handcuffs and was going through his wallet for his fucking money when I heard one of the others stirring. So I climbed out. It was my fucking luck I was halfway up the hill when one of the bastards got off a shot.” He raised the dirty strip of cloth to look down at his wounded arm. “Doesn’t seem to be bad, though. Anyway, the fucker must’ve broken his leg or his head or something because he didn’t come after me. I got my ass out of there and just by luck saw a cargo truck coming down the road. Said they were headed up to Limonar. I gave the driver fifty pesos, and here I am.”

“How far are we from the road?” I asked as we came into the little clearing where the woman waited with the horses.

“Four hours. If you get off before Limonar, like I did.”

He stopped then and looked at the woman, sitting astride the horse with the baby in her arms.

“So you came. Jesus Christ. You remembered what I said about this place, did you?” He gave her leg a pat and chuckled, then turned to me and said in English, “When you’ve got a fucking Indian woman, you’ve got her for life. Faithful as the day is long. Not like American bitches.” He stood where he was while she laid the baby down and began to work on his arm. “She’s Tzeltal, you know. Never could find out what made her leave her village. Just showed up one day, looking like a fucking whipped dog, baby and all. The kid’s a boy, by the way. Can’t help but wonder who his old man was, but it isn’t any of my business.” He gave me a wink.

I took a seat on a rock and watched him devour the tortillas and fruit. “Can’t stay here,” he said, mouth half-full. “If that trucker talks, the mother-fuckers’ll know where to start. We’ve got two more good hours of traveling. We’ll have a chance then.”

I watched him chew like a famished animal. He wasn’t guilty. But only the two of us knew it. I would never convince Obregon, even less the federates on his trail. He was right. We had to keep going. A sudden realization chilled me. These hills led nowhere but to Guatemala. We were not provisioned for the jungle, for a march over the highlands. My God. If that was what he was thinking …

“Well,” he got up stiffly and beat off the dust. “Might as well make use of the daylight.”

It was what he was thinking, of course. There was nowhere else to go. I refilled our drinking gourds and looked over at the woman. As usual, her eyes gave away nothing.

It was five-thirty when we finally stopped to make camp. For over two hours we had climbed, and the clouds that had at the start been hanging over the distant hills now rolled by just over our heads. I took the machete and cleared a space, and then slung the two hammocks while the woman gathered firewood. My legs were stiff and raw and I had walked the whole afternoon, letting Bassett ride. Now he sat on the ground watching me, his hand rubbing his left shoulder.

“Got to bear more east tomorrow,” he said. “We keep south we’ll end up in fucking Comitán, or worse luck, Cristóbal. That’d be a hell of a note.”

“How will you get into Guatemala without papers?” I asked.

“Crossing’s no sweat. There isn’t a border station till Sacrificios. Now staying, that might be a problem. But I’ll worry about that when I see the last of Mexico. Anyway—” His eyes crinkled under the glasses and I saw the beard crack into a smile. “I’ve had such good luck so far, who the hell knows what else is in store?”

The sky began to flicker with heat lightning as we ate around the little fire. It was cooling and the night would be chilly. From far away thunder rumbled in like a growl from inside the earth. The woman ladled more rice from the cookpot into Bassett’s open bowl.

“Woman’s smart,” he said. “She knows. Rice on the trail. You try beans and you’ll be there all night, trying to get ’em soft enough to eat.” He leaned back against a tree, the fire giving a yellow cast to his face, and plucked at the sleeve of the shirt I had given him. “Lucky thing, us being the same size and all. You know, you and I’re a lot alike.”

I did not answer. Perhaps he saw my revulsion because he smiled.

“You know, you never explained just why the hell you’re doing this? Who the hell are you?”

I gave him the tired old lie and half believed it. “I’m a writer. I came here to do a story. Or a couple of stories. On oil and tourism.”

“What magazine?”

“I’m freelance. But if I do a good job, I hope …”

“On your own money then, eh? I told you we were alike. But that doesn’t explain why the hell you care what happens to one American more or less.”

“I heard about the case from a woman named Whitcomb. It got my interest. That’s all. I started asking around. I decided you were innocent.”

“And went on a one-man crusade to help me. That’s why you browbeat me in prison, tried to make me admit I killed LaCour. All for a fucking story. And you got in just by slipping the cops a few pesos.”

“That’s right.”

“All for the ends of justice. You know what, Dennison, or whatever the hell your name is? I don’t believe you. You’re a goddamn liar. And you know what else? I don’t give a fuck. You’re on my side and I don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” He laughed at my chagrin and put his plate aside. The woman reached out of the shadows to take it. “But let me ask you one question, my friend. What the fuck would you do if it turned out I had killed that son-of-a-bitch LaCour?”

“But you didn’t.”

“No? Who did?”

I took a deep breath. “Alexandra Whitcomb.”

“The Whitcomb woman?” He laughed. “Well, she wouldn’t have been my choice. But I won’t argue.”

“That’s good.” I got some more wood and put in on the fire. “I’ll take a couple of blankets and sleep on the ground,” I said. “You and the woman can have the two hammocks.”

Once more, for an instant, her eyes met mine and I tried to fathom what she was thinking. But then whatever it was dissolved and her eyes fell away.

For a long time after they had taken to their hammocks, I lay beside the coals of the fire and looked up at the sky. They were the same stars as always, only here they went by different names, Indian names, names I did not know. They belonged to another universe, a universe we had entered, a world of forest and shadow and hunters and hunted, where there was no illusion of civilization to confuse the basic issues.

The wind stole in silently, building from somewhere in the east, in the direction we were going. The wind was soft and caressed, but it was a killer, too. Malaria was the name of the death it had brought civilizations, literally, “bad air.” Here, it was called paludismo, but even though the mosquito vector was known and recognized, the air was still evil. I had read it all somewhere in a book. Now I wished I knew the name of the book and had brought it so I could find out what else we would be facing in the days to come.

I looked over at the blanket-wrapped form in the hammock. What the fuck would you do if it turned out I had killed that son-of-a-bitch LaCour? I saw his face leering at me from the embers. He had scarcely greeted the woman who had come so far to help him—just accepted her ministrations as his due. And the woman: she attended him as if he owned her. I thought of three nights ago and the strong warmth of her body, and the memory of it began to ache inside me. Then, almost as if in answer to my thoughts, his hammock moved and I saw him leave it and go to where the woman slept. He bent over it and I heard whispers, and then their shadowy forms melted together and the hammock began to shudder in the darkness.

I turned my face away from the fire and looked into the night.

I dreamed …

The room was bare except for a calendar on one wall. The calendar had stopped counting time four years before and no one had ever taken it down. On its pasteboard face was the picture of the world outside with trees and lakes and rivers. I was afraid to touch it for fear that it would be what it seemed to be, a calendar painting instead of a window. The mattress stank and a cold slime seemed to ooze up through the concrete floor from the river. How long had I been here now? One day? Two? A week? Someone must know I was here. Someone must be coming to get me. They had not even told me why I was here. It was wrong; it did not happen. To others, maybe, but not to me. A sudden thought: the woman knew. She had been there, had watched them take me away. She would do something, go to somebody. Then the terrible, sickening realization: Who cared? Who gave a single solitary fuck?

Jesus! No! My scream echoed off the walls and came back to mock me. I screamed again and again and soon the cell was filled with the maniacal laughter, played back at me by the walls.

Then I heard footsteps outside and the horrible echoes stopped. The door opened and a man stood looking down at me. He was my own age, mid-thirties, longish face with lines across his brow. It was not an unkind face, but his eyes bothered me: Their blue emptiness was like the ocean, a deepness in which nothing human could live.

“Why did you kill Paul LaCour?” he asked in a quiet sort of voice, as if he were asking the price of bread.

I screamed again, but he did not seem to hear the sounds. Instead, he asked the question again. I pounded the wall with my fist, tasting the salt in my tears. No one would believe it wasn’t true.

“We believe you,” the voice said, and the wall moved. The wall was a thin sheet, and two men were lifting it and carrying it away. The other three walls vanished the same way.

“Jeez, you’ve convinced us,” the voice said, laughing. “Remember, the walls are plywood.” I looked around me. There were bright floodlights and cameras. A man whose face I couldn’t see stood just off-stage. “Next scene,” he said. “We cut to Highland Chiapas.” I knew his voice from somewhere.


Chapter Fourteen

The dream haunted the days that followed, staying with me like a bad taste in the mouth, as we struggled over the mountain trails, higher and farther into the jungle. Around us was a green maze, with dark, sodden stretches where mahogany and cypress grew, rising into green hills. Now and again we stopped at tiny Indian settlements. For a few pesos we bought coffee beans, cakes of chocolate, tortillas, and black beans.

On the fourth day we came to a small clearing with two Lacandon houses. A barefoot old man came out and listened impassively as the woman spoke to him. When she was done he ran a hand through his stringy, shoulder-length hair and nodded. He pointed to a distant hill with a halo of cloud and spoke again.

The woman turned to us, “He says that the river is over that hill. A day’s travel.”

Bassett sighed. “Always a day’s travel,” he said in English. He said to the woman in Spanish, “Ask him if we can camp here for the night.”

The woman shook her head. “He says that the soldiers came through here a few days ago.”

“How many days?”

“A few.”

“Hell.” Bassett spat. “That could be last year.” But I knew that the word soldados had hit him like it had hit me—a sharp, sinking feeling in the belly.

It became acute with her next words: “He says they were after some bandidos.”

We left the old man scratching under his dirty white robe and pushed on, but now every turn in the trail seemed to hold a threat.

“People think of the jungle like a swamp, a barrier,” Bassett said as we sat by the fire that night. “Something that sucks you down. Isn’t. What it really is, is a network of trails.”

I looked across the fire at him. Yes, a network, I thought. A friendly network for those who knew it. But for the stranger, a house of mirrors. Was he a stranger or did he know where he was going all along?

“Man does a hell of a lot of thinking in the jungle,” he said, folding a tortilla over some black beans. His arm was still a little stiff, but the healing process was well under way. “You’re a different fucking person. What you were back there, the outside world, that’s something else. You aren’t that anymore.” He looked up dreamily at the smoke rising into the night sky.

“What were you back there?” I asked.

He reached under his shirt and brought out his notebook. “If you’ve read this, you know.” He chuckled at my surprise. “Yeah, I went through your fucking things while you were asleep. I like to know more about the people I’m in the jungle with. For instance, you’ve got a pretty big gun in that briefcase. Never carry one, myself. Still, in the jungle, can’t hurt. If you know how to use it. Me, I don’t fool with them. I’m just a fucking ex-college professor. Most I ever hunted was butterflies. ’Course, you know that if you read this.” He stared into the fire. A piece of wood cracked with a loud pop and a spark went floating up the corridor of smoke.

“Look.” All at once his eyes were on mine and his face was earnest. “If you read this, you probably think I’m some kind of shit that preyed on his students. I know you don’t like me. Though for some goddamn reason I can’t fathom, you seem dedicated to saving my ass. But I want you to know it wasn’t like you probably think. I was a good teacher. I was a goddamn good teacher. It was my work. And the fucking administration was to blame. I was fair. I never traded a grade. I did my goddamn work, met my classes. Nobody had cause to complain. Then I met Judy. Her husband taught English. A really rotten bastard. She took my course in ecology. She was a sort of flowerchild anyway. Had been, in San Francisco, before she married her old man. Hell, she wasn’t any freshman. Look, I never got any sympathy from Clarisse, my wife. Anyway, that’s what happened. It was between two adults. But her old man found out and decided to raise a stink. He actually went to the Board of Regents and complained.

“At first I was going to fight it. I mean, just because you have an affair, it doesn’t mean you suddenly forgot all you ever knew. But the kids started whispering about it. I even got propositioned by a few of my female students. The Dean told me that I could fight it if I wished. He said it was a ‘very equivocal’ situation. Mealymouthed sons-of-bitches. I got halfway through the spring semester, but when Clarisse pulled out on me, I knew it was over. One day it was that clear. I looked up at the bell tower on campus and saw the students on their way to classes and I was hurrying to get to my one o’clock, then I thought, ‘Why?’ So I left. I went home, packed a suitcase, took the money out of the bank, and left. And for all I know they’re still looking for me. Except now it’s in two fucking countries.”

I got up and looked down at him. What was there to say? There was something in his recital that touched my emotions. After all, it was his attempt to make himself likable. Maybe he had gotten a bad break. But there was also a cold, rational core to me that said that his performance was self-serving, and that the trouble he had had back there had been of his own making. And then a third voice told me that I was not God and should withhold judgment.

I went to the woman. “How is the baby?”

“He is well,” she said, giving me half a smile. “Fat, you see?” She gently pinched a plump thigh.

I smiled back. “I don’t know your name.”

“Luisa Maria,” she said. “My son is Abel.”

“Abel,” I pronounced, and went back to my place.

Soon it would be finished. They woud be crossing the river and I would never see them again. In a few days, I realized, I had become used to seeing the woman, used to being around her and the child. I had had something with her I had never had before and now it would be gone. All at once it came together, like something tangible, in my belly, and I sat down weakly. I did not want her to go, least of all with him. But I did not have the right to tell her not to. I had a job, a mission, and I must follow it to its end, however convoluted and complicated that might be.

Once more I lay awake on the ground and watched the night sky. Somewhere hundreds of miles above us a piece of rock from another world hurtled into the earth’s air, blazed, and then vanished. A couple of thousand miles to the north, Adrian Kestering was at an intimate dinner, having his second drink. Someone who worked in State would be talking about the Mideast or the situation in Ethiopia. They would ask Kestering’s opinion and he would purse his lips and touch his chin.

“Well, I think that the situation in the Mideast is stable. There will continue to be a great deal of belligerent talk but both sides know that a war is no-win.”

And he would be thinking of a fevered message, smuggled into the U.S. Embassy in Cairo, that afternoon, and the warning that in three hours President Sadat would be assassinated by members of a PLO splinter group. He would be remembering the emergency call to Sadat and the mysterious cancellation of public appearances, and he would smile. “I expect that the situation in the Mideast will continue the same way indefinitely.” Then someone would mention Latin America and ask if it were true that Mexico was on the verge of anarchy. And once more Adrian Kestering, debonair in his white tie and tails, would tug an ear or touch his chin. “Mexico? It has some formidable problems, certainly, but the government is dealing with them extremely effectively.”

And he would be wondering about an agent infiltrated into a communist group in Guadalajara, and a federal deputy’s secretary who was bought and paid for by the agency, and about a man who had been sent to Tabasco and had not been heard from. Tomorrow, he would tell himself, he would have to make an inquiry.

That was the scenario, or something like it. There was another for Leah. I thought of her hair, a red glow in the half-light of the bedroom, her body white and soft and inviting his touch …

And on a college campus somewhere to the north, life would be going on as usual, and a new professor would be hearing jokes about what had happened to his predecessor, a year ago, a man who had vanished without a trace.

This time I did not know the people in the dream, but I knew it had all happened and so must happen that way again. I was acting out a role that was preordained.

She was an ash blonde with swinging breasts, who was offering them up to me in the quiet of the room, walking toward me with a flick of the hips as I lay on the bed, pushing against the bed until my face was touching her dark public hair and I could smell her musky scent. She was pulling my head against her and moaning and calling me by my name, but the name was not my own. I was too aroused for it to matter, though, and pulled her down onto the bed with me and buried my face between her legs, and later we were lying in the bed and she was telling me about her other lovers before her marriage and how I was the first in so long, how bored she was with her husband, how he could hardly get it up, and I was rolling over on top of her again, my tongue deep in her mouth …

And I was sitting in an office, when he came in, a gray-haired, thin figure wearing an ancient bow tie, who closed the door behind him and stood trembling in fury as he talked. His words were a torrent that rushed like a flood onto my mind and began to batter my sanity. What was he talking about—rape? What had she told him about at least one man still wanting her enough to take her by force? What had she done?

I stammered and watched his face mottle with emotion. He took a step forward, a fist raised, and then controlled himself. He would not press charges with the district attorney because he did not want his wife’s name dragged through the courts. But he would request a closed-door meeting with the President. The door slammed as he went out and all at once it came to me: He, too, had called me by the wrong name. Perhaps it was all a mistake and he had me confused with someone else.

I woke up screaming silently. I looked at my watch. Its luminous dial said two in the morning. The others were all asleep. I was soaked with perspiration. What was happening?

I got up and walked to the circle of the encampment. The wind was a cold knife that cut in short jabs. Why was I identifying with his life, his past? I did not like him, did not want him near me, wanted to be rid of him and this mission. Had I dreamed like this on all my previous missions? I heard movement behind me and saw the woman standing behind me.

“You have trouble sleeping,” she said in a whisper.

“Yes. I’m having trouble tonight,” I said.

“Every night,” she corrected. “You move in your sleep.”

“I do? Well, it will soon be over.”

“Yes.” She looked at the ground, and I reached out and touched her cheek. She let my hand stay, but her face was sad. “I thought he would not return,” she said.

“I did, too.”

“But it was his destiny. One must accept.”

I watched her barefoot form go back to the hammock and bend over to make sure the child was still warm. I could change it all, very easily. The gun was in my briefcase. Was I the coward I accused him of being? No one would ever know … I went to the briefcase, opened it, and looked down at the weapon. So easy. I shut it, went back to my blanket, and lay looking at the sky until the first milky light of dawn. Maybe the daylight would bring back sanity.

But it didn’t. The day brought us to the river and gave the final twist to insanity, and afterward nothing would ever be the same.


Chapter Fifteen

We came to the river at midday and stood on its banks looking out over the muddy stream. There was a group of five or six shacks and a couple of dugouts with outboard motors. Across the stream, maybe five hundred yards, was the twisted greenness of the Guatemala jungle. It was the same jungle that we stood in now, but on that side lay refuge. Bassett went down to the water’s edge to talk to one of the men at the wooden pier. I heard him say something about San Marcos and the man, an Indian with a floppy straw hat, shook his head and pointed upstream. Bassett clambered up the mud hill to where we waited, batting away a horsefly.

“I have to go upstream,” he said, “We came out at the wrong place.”

“What?”

He saw the surprise on my face and shrugged. “I have to do something before I cross over.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s personal. That’s all. You’ve come this far. Thanks. I appreciate your help. I don’t know what I would’ve done. If I had the money I’d pay you. But I don’t so, I’ll have to give you my thanks instead. And that’s it.”

“You mean you aren’t crossing?”

He shook his head and the sun glinted on his glasses. “Not just yet. But I’ll be okay.”

“And the woman?”

“I have to go by myself. Sorry, but that’s the way it is.”

“After she came this far?” I felt the anger boiling up inside me. He raised a palm.

“Man, look, I’m sorry, it’s tough as hell, but that’s how it is. You didn’t think she was coming to Guatemala with me? Hell, that wouldn’t be any good for her. She wouldn’t like the Peten.”

“Considerate of you,” I said. People were watching us now, aware that something was happening from the tone of our voices. A grizzled old man with a cane stopped to watch, giving us a toothless smile. There was a smell of mud over everything, a smell not unlike that of the city, but this time without exhaust fumes. Little waves lapped at the mud banks and bits of trees went bobbing downstream in the dark flow. “Don’t you think she deserves more?” I asked.

“Deserves? Let me tell you a fucking thing or two.” He shoved his face to within a few inches of mine. “Nobody in this whole goddamn world deserves a fucking thing. If you’re lucky, you may get something extra along the way, but that’s about it. If you’re so high on the fucking woman, you take her. Don’t give me that noble crap. I’ve seen you two looking at each other. You’ve probably screwed her yourself while I was in the fucking jail. Go on, deny it. Deny you were taking advantage of me, letting me rot there so you could put it in my woman.”

My mouth opened, but no words came. His laugh was raucous.

“You can’t, can you? Look, Mister Whoever-you-are, I never asked you to come this far and I don’t know why the hell you did. I never asked her, either. You came on your own goddamn responsibility, and I don’t owe you a damn thing.”

“You bastard. What’s at San Marcos?”

“None of your goddamn business. That’s what. Look.” He put a hand on a hip and stood with his feet spread in the soft mud to keep from sliding. “Here, right now, it ends. You can spend the night with her, all to yourself.”

He was still laughing when I hit him. He slipped in the mud and rolled halfway down the bank. His hand grabbed a tuft of grass and he looked up, his beard streaked with mud. A little trickle of blood appeared at one corner of his mouth and his free hand scratched in the mud for his glasses. He found them, fitted them back on his face, and rose to his elbows.

“Do you feel better now? You’ve wanted to do that for a long time. Admit it.” He hoisted himself painfully to his feet while the few inhabitants of the little settlement watched. Mud caked his clothes and there was a smudge of brown on one lens of his glasses. He wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. “You dumb fuck,” he sneered. “You pitiful, dumb son-of-a-bitch. You must be the prize loser of all time. Jesus, I thought I was bad. But you take the cake. All this way, just to help me, telling me how you couldn’t let an innocent man suffer, and how you had found out the truth. The truth. Even going to pin it on Alexandra Whitcomb. Alex Whitcomb. So goddamn eager you didn’t even check her out. She wasn’t even in Tabasco the day of the murder. I know because I went to her house to see her that morning. Just before I killed Paul LaCour.” His teeth showed under the beard and I saw his reddened eyes laughing at me. “That’s right. I killed him. He was an arrogant, vicious son-of-a-bitch who liked to collect things. Butterflies, pottery, coins, stamps, people’s lives. He thought he was God. You’re the same. I thought you and I were alike. But we’re not. You’re like he was. You think you’re God, too. Well, I killed that bastard, as sure as I’m standing here and any night along the way I could’ve killed you, too.”

The sun seemed to spin in the sky and I was no longer on the banks of a jungle river, confronting a madman. That was another person and I was slightly outside him, watching it all. The person standing above the madman was a thin, dirty-bearded scarecrow, in sweaty clothes whose face seemed to be in an invisible vise, undergoing torture.

The man who was not myself spoke and his voice was a croak, “Why?”

The other man’s laugh was a mocking rasp. “Why? You mean you can’t quite believe I had it in me?” He spat out blood and mud. “Because he pushed me too far, that’s why. He took the Morpho. Didn’t want to hear a goddamn thing about it. Just took it and then tried to short me on the price. The motherfucker had promised me five hundred pesos a day, and a bonus of ten thousand for the Morpho. He tried to renege on it. Tried to Jew me down. All of a sudden I saw all the goddamn administrators and deans and bastards that had run me out of my job. They were all standing right there in that room. He was just like they were, didn’t know a thing, didn’t care. And there was a pin lying on the table. And I killed him.”

He turned his back on me and half slid down the bank to the pier. I heard him talking to the boatman, and I realized, in some part of my brain, that he was bargaining for a ride upriver to San Marcos. The man said something I didn’t catch and Bassett replied. But I had lost interest.

The world had turned around once and I felt dizzy. Wrong. Completely wrong. I had been so sure. I took a seat on the bank and watched it all as if I were a disinterested observer. I watched the little outboard start and I watched the man I had just hit take a seat in the middle. I watched it nose out into the stream and begin a slow diagonal turn upriver. I saw the woman, too, out of the corner of my eye, watching the little boat vanish against the green of the jungle shore. I sat for a very long time and soon the people got tired of watching me and went about their business.

It was mid-afternoon when I got up. The sun had baked cracks into the ground where we had fought and there was a swarm of gnats from off the water. I went over to where the woman sat under a tree with the child. I started to speak, but there was nothing to say. She nodded, and I knew that she understood.

I was still standing beside her, trying to keep away the horseflies when I heard the motor, a dull rattle from upstream that pulsed louder and then died away. Then I looked up and saw it, an Indian dugout with two men, loaded with cardboard boxes. The first man jumped onto the pier and held the bow while the man at the stern made his way forward. Then they both began to lift out the boxes and stack them on the dock.

The second man was an Indian, small and dark, with a beaten straw hat. The boxes seemed to be his, but the first man helped him take them uphill to one of the houses. A few minutes later the second man came down the hill toward us.

He was the kind of man the jungle breeds, a grizzled Petenero who might have been left over from the Chicle boom half a century ago. His baseball cap shaded a face matted with gray stubble and his belly flopped over his belt buckle, but you knew that most of the fat was muscle. He wore new American boots, and a Shrade hunting knife was in a belt scabbard.

“You’re American,” he said in English.

I nodded. The old Chiclero reached into his pocket for a pack of Mexican cigarettes and offered me one. “No thanks.”

He lit and then puffed for a while. “Woman with you?”

“That’s right.”

He grunted. His eyes had read us both on the first glance and filed away the impression. After that, it was nobody’s business and he knew it. “My name is Pedro Magana.”

I took a hand that was like tanned leather. “Dennison.”

“Going to Sacrificios, Mr. Dennison?” he asked.

“No.”

“That’s good. There’s been trouble in this area I thought I would warn you, you know? Keep you from getting into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Guerrilleros. Bandits. Or whatever you want to call them. Been operating both sides of the river. Hit a town upriver from here yesterday. San Marcos.”

“San Marcos?”

He nodded and scratched under one arm. Gray curls of hair showed at the neck of his open shirt and a gold cross on a chain caught the glint of the sun. “A very strange thing. I met another American today, going to San Marcos. Right out there in the river. I told him about the trouble, but it didn’t seem to matter.” His eyes watched for a reaction and I don’t know if they caught one or not. “Not a good year to be here, Mr. Dennison.” He threw his cigarette into the brown waters and squatted down beside me. “Some years, it’s very good, you know? I take maybe three parties every two months, down to Altar de Sacrificios, across to Tikal. This year, there’s this bandit thing. No good for the damn business. I just took a group over to Seibal, but I’m glad, you know, I find out about this thing on the way back.”

“Your English is very good,” I said.

“Yeah, well, you know, I marry this American woman, my first wife. She’s from California. I work in Los Angeles a long time. But I’m from Campeche. I sail on a lot of boats, all over the world, but I decided to come back. Twenty years ago. I guide out of Palenque.” He looked up the hill at the horses. “You know, we used to make that trip on foot. From Palenque to Yaaxchilan, I mean. Now, you can fly in. Out of Palenque. Out of Tenosique. Out of San Cristóbal. Those your horses?”

“Yes.”

“If you’re crossing over, I’ll buy them from you. I mean, if you don’t have any plans. The man up there said maybe you’d sell them.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Well, maybe you want to think about it, you know.”

“Sure.” I got up and looked around me. “What’s the name of this place, anyway?”

“Here? No name. They just call it el crucero, you know, the crossing.”

We slung our hammocks at the edge of the clearing and the woman made a fire.

Upriver, I thought. Well, maybe it was poetic justice. Maybe the bandits would give him what he had missed in the city. That would be irony for you. All this way and now, for all I knew, his corpse was headed back to us in the river.

I was chewing a tortilla when Pedro Magana stepped into the circle of firelight. “If you rub alcohol on your skin it will keep the mosquitoes off.”

He handed me the bottle, and I rubbed the cold, camphor-smelling liquid on my arms and face and passed it to the woman. “Thanks.”

He waved a hand deprecatingly. “For nothing. I been in the Peten a week by myself. I just thought, well, here’s some people, maybe want to talk. I talk a lot, myself, you know.” He sat down with his back against a tree. “That’s a pretty baby, fat. All babies ought to be fat. Good health. She doesn’t talk English, does she?”

“No.”

There was liquor on his breath. I wondered who up at the settlement sold it. “I was married to an Indian woman once, too. Good women. My American wife,” he shook his head. “Man, we did not get along, you know?”

I didn’t know, but I nodded anyway.

He reached behind him and brought out a liter bottle of something clear. “Look, you want some of this? Aguardiente. Eat your guts out, but better than nothing.”

I looked at the bottle for a long second and then reached for it. He smiled as I lifted it to my lips and took a swig. It tasted like tequila with razor blades and it cut on the way down. Slowly, a warmth began to spread through me.

“Will the guerrillas come downriver?” I asked.

“You mean here? Who knows. I don’t think. I mean, the army should be on the way by now. Maybe they’re back on the other side. Nobody can figure them out.”

He took a drink from the bottle and handed it over to me.

“What did they do at San Marcos?” I asked.

“Killed a couple of soldiers. The government was looking for somebody, I guess. Sometimes they do that. Put a couple of soldiers where somebody might try to cross over. Only this time the guerrillas were there. Ambushed them.”

“Then, like you say, probably the guerrillas are gone.”

“Maybe. Maybe not, too. I mean, maybe it was a trap the guerrillas set to make more soldiers come, you know? Used to not be any of that here. A few bandits. But not bad. Just in the last year. There’s a man called Santos. I hear he’s the chief.”

Adolfo Santos. Sure. I had heard of him. Adrian Kestering had heard of him, too. And so had Paul LaCour.

“Who is Santos?” I asked.

“Well, people say he was a storekeeper in Comitán. I don’t know. I mean, you hear lots of things, you know. They’re all fighting for something, mainly themself. Me, I try to live with everybody. It’s all you can do.”

We shared the bottle again. By now, I no longer cared about Santos. Or what he might do to the man called Bassett. The woman watched from across the fire. It was difficult to tell if she cared or not.

The jungle darkness swam around me, like the eddies in the river and I was falling down a long, endless tunnel, but it was all right because at the bottom of the tunnel were the answers, and so I let myself fall, enjoying the ride. LaCour, Santos, Bassett … I saw their faces against the walls of the whirlpool, and then I saw Leah’s but it wasn’t Leah’s; it was Laurie’s, and then it became a face I did not know, smiling, and then I remembered that I knew it after all, from a dream.

And this time, this night, the dreams made sense.

I was sitting in a darkened room, strapped to a chair, and in front of me was a gigantic screen. The chase had been filmed from the front seat of the car and it was almost as if I were there. I saw the traffic halt, pedestrians leap out of the way. A red sign said alto but the car sped through. The chase ended in front of a white wood house, and now someone was running up the sidewalk, for the camera was bouncing. A door loomed up and was kicked open. There was an explosion of fire and light and sound, then darkness.

For a long time I swam in a nether world of soft blue light with music floating in from somewhere outside and around and within. I was dead. A gauzelike glow appeared on the screen in front of my eyes, and I smelled fresh grass and pine cones. A tall, balding man was getting out of a Packard, coming toward me. He was calling me Davey and grabbing me in his arms, and when I turned around I saw my mother on the porch.

The woman in the white waitress uniform had tight little breasts and a pasty face. She was standing there, naked, inviting. She flopped down on the saggy bed. “Come on.” I saw the earnest young man dropping his pants, climbing on top of her, and watched the two writhing together as she locked her legs around the me on the screen. I watched myself stand and pull up my pants nervously as she washed up in the little closet bathroom. When she came out she said, “What’s your name, honey?”

“David.”

“You come back sometime, David. That was a lot of fun.”

I watched them all, scene after scene until the screen went black once more. I was floating now with soft lights and music all around. I was swimming inside the whirlpool and instead of drowning I was breathing in the soft, indescribably sweet air. Phantom hands were brushing my body, touching my face and neck. I was naked and a thousand tiny lips were kissing me all over my body. When I heard the voices it was of people speaking far below on a planet I had left and never cared if I saw again. But the voices interested me. They would never know if I listened in. I laughed in giddy delight. Was this how it was to be dead? Floating in the ether, in almost palpable joy, and dropping in on the lives of the still living? I opened my eyes and looked down. The man and the woman seemed to be arguing and I wished I could tell them how unimportant it was, how fleeting was that reality and how soon they would be above it all in the reality of the universe.

“For ten years,” the woman way saying. “And I’m not about to lose it all now.”

“You’ll lose it. You’ll shut it down right now,” the man said. He was bald and sat behind a mahogany desk.

“The other side won’t shut down,” she said. She was good-looking, mid-thirties, with long hair whose color was hidden by the shadows.

“They don’t have Congress,” the man said. “All we need is for this to get out. I don’t propose to have to go up there and testify.” He spoke with the broad Harvard a.

The woman said, “It won’t get out. It’s completed. We’ve finished. It will work, goddammit.”

The man behind the desk pushed back in his swivel chair. There was a globe on the shelf in front of him and he touched it lightly with a boney finger. “I have only your judgment to go by. That’s hardly a guarantee.” He shook his head and meticulously squared a thin stack of papers on his desk. “No, I’m afraid that simply isn’t enough.”

“And if I release the results of my findings, to Osborne, for example.”

The man’s lips pursed. “Osborne? Dear me. You’d leave channels and go over to another directorate?” There was a faint air of shock in his voice.

“You’re damned right I would. He’s a deputy director, too, and he knows about this research because I’ve been keeping him fully informed.”

“Knows? Indeed? You’ve really gone a bit far. You work for R and D. Osborne is Operations.”

“Don’t be a fucking hypocrite, Adrian. It won’t do you any good. You’re goddamn right Osborne knows, and if you cut my program he’s willing to make a hell of a stink with the director. Even the National Security Council, if it comes to that. There are people who’ll want to know why you decided to cut off a promising line of research.”

Adrian Kestering’s voice was sad now. “I see you’ve really covered all bases. There seems to be very little I can do. And this—” he gestured at a form I suddenly realized was sitting in the room with them—“this is the end result of this research that is so important to you. Doesn’t look very impressive. Shellshock, I’d say.”

“Reprogrammed,” the woman corrected icily.

“I’ve never really understood you people, you new breed. In my day, we invented new pistols and invisible inks. You new breed, you invent new people. Have you ever stopped to consider the morality of it?”

“Cut the crap, Adrian, and get off your high horse.”

“Just asking. People never seem to consider the fundamental questions anymore.” He reached for his brier, lit it, and looked at the form in the darkness. It was as if I were in the room with them now and I could smell the tobacco from his pipe and the varnish of his desk. “Very well. You realize that you are betting your future with the agency.”

“And don’t forget yours.”

He puffed. “That hadn’t escaped me. Very well, I suppose I am forced to give your theories a practical test.”

I saw the wetness on her lips and the pink end of her tongue, touching them. Adrian Kestering rose. “I’ll tell you when there’s a mission.”

“What do you mean, when? There are a hundred things—”

“Now, now …” He paused to suck on the pipe and breathed out a great wreath of pungent smoke. “I’m sure you’d want something that was a meaningful test.”

“Adrian, if you’ve double-crossed me, just remember Osborne is Ops and he schedules missions.”

“My dear Leah, how could I forget? As a matter of fact, it was Osborne who gave the approval. I argued long and hard for you, Leah, but he agreed: In the light of the, ah, shall we say, controversy, there should be a definitive test. What that will be, I can’t say. But I can promise you, it will come.” Her nostrils dilated, as if she smelled a trap, and her eyes narrowed like those of a cat. Adrian Kestering rose like a spring unwinding. “I’ll be getting back to you. In the meantime, you may take your prize pupil with you.”

The sweet music returned and I rose weightlessly on the smoke, drinking in its aroma and letting it waft me upward. I was in the whirlpool again and now other memories were dislodging themselves from the walls of the swirling mass, tumbling free and passing in front of my eyes. I was seeing a quiet college campus and a formaldehyde-smelling biology lab, hearing myself talk to rows of faces, whose hands scribbled in notebooks, seeing a red-faced, white-haired man angrily advance on me in my own book-filled office, and hearing the word rape, and then I was remembering the long highway, like an endless black snake with a white dash down its back through the dusty bean fields of south Texas, across the plowed wasteland, south of Kingsville, and then it—a sixteen-wheel rig—and I was suddenly heading for it, and I saw the look of horror on the driver’s face, and then I remembered the whirlpool and that I had been in it before.

I woke up. The sun was already growing hot in the sky and the flies were out. The man called Pedro Magana was shaking me and the woman was standing behind him.

“I think maybe you got a little bit of the paludismo, you know? You look like you were in the deliriums, talking to yourself. But you had a lot to drink, too.” He kicked the empty bottle. “Maybe you take a couple aspirin and you be okay, you know?”

“Yeah,” I said. “A couple of aspirin.”

I sat up in my hammock and looked around me. The sun-battered little group of huts was still there and the green-fire jungle, and the river—they were still there, too. But they were no longer real. What was real was the dream because it had all been shaken loose, come to the surface, and now I knew the truth. And the truth was too terrible to acknowledge. Yet it was all there, and the bits and pieces of the puzzle fit.

I looked out at the river and thought of the man who had left us yesterday and started up it in a dugout. Now I knew who he was and why he had killed Paul LaCour. I also knew who he wasn’t, and that was important, too. I did not know about San Marcos because there were still pieces missing from the puzzle, but I was damned sure going to find out. I was going upriver after him.

It took me a long time to explain to the woman. In the end, she could only accept the fact that I made a judgment and my judgment must be taken at face value. I asked Pedro Magana to go upriver with me, but he refused.

“I got a group of tourists waiting for me in Palenque, want to go to Seibal. I agreed a month ago to take them, you know.” He thought I was sun-crazy and it showed in his eyes. “You go up to San Marcos, you might run right into Santos. You get killed out here, nobody ever is going to find out what happen to you.”

“Not for five hundred dollars, Pedro?”

“Not for a thousand. Look, Mr. Dennison. I like you, you know? Not everybody I like. Some of the people I take out here, I as soon let them stay here.” He gave a little laugh. “But I like you. I don’t want to see you get shot up. You not dressed for the jungle, you got no food. I don’t know how you come this far. I got to give you credit. But you can’t press your luck. I like myself, too. I seen lots of things in the jungle. Lots of kinds of people. I know better than press my luck.”

In the end he agreed to take the woman and child back to Palenque, and I let him have the horses.

The man who had brought Magana downstream was a toothless old Indian trader who had plied the river for twenty-five years, making the run up and down on both sides between the little shacks that had a few board shelves stocked with an odd assortment of goods. Magana picked out a few supplies for me and gave me the bottle of rubbing alcohol. I shook his leathery hand, and then stood facing the woman.

“Luisa, he will take care of you and the child. Here is some money. Go with him to Palenque. I’ll come back when I’m finished.”

“I have money, the money you gave me,” she protested.

“Take it anyway. I’ll be back for you. I promise.”

And we both knew it was a lie. But it was the only thing I could say.

I sat in the bow of the dugout and watched her figure grow smaller as we pushed out into the turgid river. A thousand years ago it had been the main avenue of Indian commerce. In those days invading Chontals from Tabasco had swept up it, conquering the Maya sites on both sides of the river. Trouble always traveled upriver.

A cluster of bright butterflies dipped down low over the surface and I watched them. I looked behind me, and the boatman smiled a toothless grin.

“Muy bonita, las maripositas,” he said.

They were pretty, I thought. He had done a good job with them, too. I wondered how many books. But then he had done a good job with everything.

“You are a lawyer,” the boatman said in the fast Peten Spanish I had trouble catching. He smiled again.

“No,” I told him. “A professor.”

“Archaeologist?” There were a lot of archaeologists, real and psuedo, that came into his jungle.

“No. Entomologist,” I said.

He did not understand the term, but he smiled anyway. I looked down at the little swirls in the water and thought of the vortex in the dream. Was a professor. That was more accurate. I wondered how much he knew about it all. Probably very little. A dossier of facts to memorize, and, just like David Dennison, a mission. The rest of it was his own improvisation. His own ability. And he was damned good.

I wondered where he would rest when this was over. Where do you forget a lifetime and slip back into your self? Malibu? Miami Beach? No. I caught myself. He would not be going north.

“How far to San Marcos?” I asked.

“Four hours,” my guide said.

We had been going three hours already. Noon now. That would put us in at four. In where? What did I expect to find at San Marcos? Was I just going for more pieces to the puzzle? Partly that, but partly something else. It was something I could not now explain, especially with my head pounding with every throb of the motor. I took another swig of water and tried to wash the bitter taste out of my mouth. It would go away, of course. But I did not know if the rage inside me would ever abate. The rage over what they had done.

I could imagine the rest of the scenario, the followup to the dream, and Kestering’s rueful smile as he gave her the mission. I could hear his Harvard accent as he told her that, by a strange coincidence, a chance had occurred for the definitive test. And I could imagine the look on her face when she realized the trap had been sprung.

Leah had not wanted me to go. Leah had hated Adrian Kestering for what he had done. Leah had threatened to leave me. I thought about my agony, and the wanting, and the softness of her body and the brittle coldness of her eyes, and I understood now. I understood about the trap and how she had been beaten by Kestering. There was that consolation.

At two o’clock we pulled into a little anchorage on the Guatemala side. The man who came down from the house walked with a limp and hobbled partway down the bank. He looked me over without interest, as if he were seeing another missionary, archaeologist, or explorer.

Yes, the guerrillas had been at San Marcos but they were gone. The soldiers were there now. A small Mexican patrol. He had been up there late yesterday to see what had happened because his sister was married to a man who lived there. No, the guerrillas had not done anything, really. Took a few shots at the patrol and ran. A soldier had been grazed in the arm. The strange thing was a gringo who had come while he was there. From downriver, like ourselves. Yes, another gringo. Nobody seemed to know what he was doing. While the man was there the soldiers had asked the gringo for his papers and he seemed not to have any. When he left the gringo was being held.

I turned and looked off at the Mexican shore. So the circle had closed on him. Only it wasn’t a circle, but a whirlpool that would draw him under. I heard the little lapping of the waves and felt the sun’s molten weight on my arms and chest. Without papers he would be taken back, his prints run, and then … This time there was no escape for him. Unless … I sighed and pushed the old hat down to shade my eyes.

The thought was a crazy one, but there was no way around it: I suppose I’ll have to break him out.


Chapter Sixteen

The dugout nosed into a portage a half kilometer south of San Marcos. I told the boatman to wait there. I said I might be an hour or a day, or even two. He said he would wait and to follow the path that led along the river’s edge. Three-quarters of the way there I found a hollow log and placed my briefcase behind it. If I were searched, I did not want them to find the gun.

The forest smelled damp and rotting after the river and the mosquitoes were bad. Here and there I saw bits and pieces of stones jutting out of the ground, covered with thin coatings of lichen. I realized that the whole area was an archaeological site and I guessed San Marcos woud be the center of it. I passed an immense mahogany that someone had cut halfway through and then given up on. The jungle did that to people, I thought. I was still thinking about the tree, in one of the trances that comes from a deluge of sensorily uniform signals, when the sentry called for me to halt. I halted and let him come forward. He was small and dark with Indian eyes. I guessed he probably came from Oaxaca. He wore green fatigues and held a M-1 carbine at the ready. I had prepared my story to tell him, but it wasn’t necessary. He decided that when a gringo came strolling through the jungle without a knapsack or hiking boots it was time to see his commanding officer.

The CO was a lieutenant. It was a small patrol; besides the lieutenant there was a corporal and four others. The lieutenant was talking on a field radio when I was brought into the little clearing. I looked around me. San Marcos was like Crucero, but with a little more shade. Maybe six huts, a barking dog, and that was it. Except for the stones. Because I had been right, and once, a thousand years or so ago, the Maya had built a small city here, or a fortress or a temple complex. No one could say which by looking at it, but the stones that remained were everywhere. A small carved jaguar held open the door of the hut where the lieutenant had established his command post. “Bueno, bueno,” he kept saying into the microphone, and from the static it sounded like he was not having much luck. He looked up as I approached. I stuck out my hand, he looked at it for a second, and then took it, without commitment. He was maybe thirty with a thin moustache and eyes that revealed his curiosity.

“Papers,” he said in Spanish.

I handed him my passport and tourist card and he compared them, and then looked from the passport photo to my face.

“Den-ee-son,” he pronounced. “That is you?”

“Sí, señor.”

He looked me over carefully and did not hand the documents back. Instead, he laid them on the table that served as a base for his radio. “What are you doing here?” he asked with a wave of his hand, as if any story I might tell would strain his imagination.

I smiled. “I’m a magazine writer. I’m doing a story on Mayan ruins. I’ve heard there was one here.”

“The ruins are at Yaaxchilan,” the lieutenant curtly corrected. “Those are the ruins. At Bonampak.”

“Yes, but everybody goes there. I mean little ruins. I want to do a story stressing Mexico as an archaeological treasure house.”

It was clear that he thought little of the idea. “Where are you coming from?”

“Tenosique,” I said and watched him write it down on a pad. As soon as the radio started to work, he would check me out.

“You flew?” he asked.

“With another man. I left him at Yaaxchilan.”

“Yaaxchilan is downstream.”

“Yes, I know. I came from there.”

“No baggage, no knapsack?”

“It was to be a short expedition.” I scratched my head. “I was told downstream there had been trouble. They said there were soldiers here and you could tell me if it was safe to go any farther. I don’t want to get shot.”

The lieutenant nodded. He had seen just enough crazy gringos to believe this one, but he would check out the story anyway. He emphasized it by putting a small stone on top of my papers.

“There is not trouble,” he said.

“I’m glad to hear. I was told there were some guerrillas.”

“No. guerrillas. Tomb robbers. People stealing artifacts. It happens frequently. Many are Americans.”

“A man told me there was an American here,” I said.

At first I thought he was not going to answer, but he finally nodded.

“Was he one of those robbers?”

“Is he a friend of yours?”

“I doubt it. But if he’s under arrest for something, he might want me to carry a message to his wife or friends.”

“He was traveling without papers. He had no tourist document.”

“May I speak to him?” Again a long period of silence while the officer made his decision.

“Very well.”

He and the guard led me to a hut before which another soldier sat. The soldier got up slowly as we approached. I guessed that the fine points of military courtesy were not important in the jungle. The hut was a square business of poles and mud that must have belonged to a family here. Obviously the family had been told to go elsewhere. A few good kicks could get a man out, but the kicking would make noise. My escort moved an upright platform of tied poles that served as a door.

He was sitting in the corner as I came in. I wondered if they caught the look of surprise in his eyes as he saw me. I stuck out a hand.

“My name is Dennison,” I said. “I heard you were being held here.”

His own hand came out slowly to take mine and his eyes looked for an answer in my face. “We’ve played this record once before, haven’t we?” he asked in English.

“Shut up and listen,” I said, talking fast so that if any of them knew any English at all it would be hard for them to follow. “I want to get you out of here.”

“Why?”

“We’ll talk about that later. In the meantime, let’s just say I’m impressed. I couldn’t have done better myself.”

I like the irony, but he didn’t seem to catch on.

“You mean getting caught twice in a row? Look, these bastards are holding me for an identification check. I told them the boat overturned and I lost my documents in the river, but they won’t let me go till they check it out. You know what that means.”

“That’s why I’m here. Later on tonight, when they’re all asleep …”

“No, listen. First, there’s something you have to do.”

“What?”

His eyes darted to the faces of the soldiers and then back to me. “There’s a temple group about a kilometer west of here.”

“A what?”

“A ruin. Ask one of the natives to show you to it. When you get there you’ll see there’s a collapsed temple with a stela, a slab of stone that used to be upright, in front of it. To the right of the temple entrance is a trail that goes up a hill. You go a quarter, maybe half a kilometer on that trail and you come to a cave. You got that?”

“I think so.”

“Don’t just think. Anyway, there’s a big piece of rock in the cave, that fell from the ceiling. Bring what’s under the rock.”

“Are you serious?” He was, and I could tell the soldiers were getting itchy.

“Do it. Before you try to get me out.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I promised, and gave him my hand again. “He says all his papers were lost in the river when his boat overturned,” I told the lieutenant in Spanish, my tone apologetic. “I believe him.”

The lieutenant said nothing and I followed him out and watched the sentry close the doorway again.

“He’s afraid,” I said. “He says he wants to know what you’re going to do. He’s only a tourist.”

“Then he has no reason to worry,” the officer said and went back to his radio set.

“May I have my papers back? If you’re finished, I mean?”

He gave me a narrow look, then picked up the passport, placed the tourist card inside it, and handed them back.

“Thank you. I’m told there’s a small ruin just west of here. Any objection if I take a look at it?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “If you wish.” He picked up his microphone. “Bueno, bueno.” I took it as a dismissal.

When he made contact he was not only going to ask about a man with no papers, who resembled a wanted felon, but also about a writer who came into the jungle with a camera.

But then only a spy thinks of such things, and now I knew that I was not a spy.

A young boy who lived in a house at the edge of the settlement, and was busy throwing grain to the chickens when I walked up, knew the ruin. I offered him ten pesos and he agreed to take me. His name was Raymundo. The ruins were not well known because they were in bad condition. But who could tell? Maybe some rich gringo archaeologist would come to dig, and the government would decide to restore them. Then others would come here, tourists, and the settlement would grow rich. He wondered if I were that gringo archaeologist. I told him no, and he sighed It was all right, though, he said, because maybe I would tell someone else who would tell the gringo archaelolgist. That had happened with Bonampak. Had he ever seen Bonampak? No, but he had heard about it. In the days of his uncle, the paintings on the walls were so pure they might have been done yesterday. Maybe if someone just looked carefully they would find painted walls at this ruin. It was the same thing he had told the other gringo last month. I stopped in the middle of the little path. “He’s been here before?”

“I am almost certain. But he did not have the beard. But it may have been someone else with glasses.”

I ducked a heavy vine that curled down over the trail. I had several ideas about what might be under the rock in the cave, but one possibility was fast outdistancing the others.

“There, ahead.” The boy pointed and I saw a jumbled mound of stone and dirt with trees growing out of it. The jungle had been cruel to the Maya stonemasons and priests. I pretended interest while swatting the mosquitoes. The boy told me an English archaeologist had been here a year ago to look for carved stones, but had found none. He and his helper had even lifted the fallen slab that lay in what had once been a central plaza. I looked to the side of the ruin and saw a thinning of the grass that might be taken for a trail.

“Where does that go?” I asked the boy.

“Nowhere. Just to the cave.”

I scrambled up it, small stones coming loose as I sought footholds. At the top of the hill the little path wandered off through the trees. Already my arms were coated with blood from the mosquitoes whose hum never stopped. It was a rotting, dank place, where the malarial chills were a part of life.

The cave was a black abscess in the side of the limestone cliff. Someone had scraped it out ages ago and now it stood staring at the jungle like an empty socket.

I stepped into it, smelling the odor of dust and bat dung. My foot kicked something and I saw that it was a piece of jagged rock. I turned around to the boy.

“Nothing here,” I said. He nodded, and we started away. When he was halfway down the trail, I shouted after him, “I have to urinate,” and turned back to the cave.

The rock was a job to move and I had white dust on my hands and arms, and skinned knuckles by the time I had finished, but I managed and stood looking down at the white ground under it. Except that it wasn’t ground; it was a white coating of dust on something else. I picked it up and beat the dust off it. I was holding a plastic zipper bag, closed with a small padlock. It was not heavy; just the right weight for some money and documents. I stuck it into my pocket, pulled out my shirt to cover it, and caught up with the boy.

It was dusk now. I could smell the cookfires in the little settlement. A dog barked and children played, and over it all came the static of the radio. But with night the air would cool and transmission would be easier. So we did not have long.

I asked the boy where I could find a hammock and he ushered me into his family’s hut. Stretched across it was a rotting net of henequen fiber, too short for me by a foot. They wanted me to be their guest, but I forced five pesos on them and sat down. The hammock squeaked with the rocking and I caught barred snatches of the life outside through chinks in the wall. I did not know if what I was going to do would work, but I had to try. There was no justice in the world and so there was no reason that it had to work. It was a warning I used to keep my mind steady. But I knew I would try it anyway, as surely as the river flowed outside. It had something to do with Harold Bassett, and his value as a human being, and the meaning of his life. And it had something to do with some other people who had tried to rob that life of meaning.

So much for values. Now I had to figure the logistics of the thing. First, there was the river. Once across it the patrol was powerless. Unless they wanted to take a chance that nobody would ever find out. Relations between Mexico and Guatemala had not been cordial; Guatemala had been claiming not only Belize, under British protection, but part of the Mexican territory between the border and Comitán. The odds were no Mexican lieutenant would risk an incident. But he might try calling the Guatemalan army. So that made the radio a factor even after we left. Then there was leaving: with the patrol here I would have to use surprise. Surprise worked better at night, but that cuts both ways, because if they can’t see you, it’s also hard for you to see around yourself, especially in the jungle.

The terrain was unfamiliar and we were poorly provisioned. All we could do would be to hope to make the other bank and stay until daylight. Then, with luck, we might make it to Sacrificios and past the border guards. The odds were not good. But if we waited until daylight to try, the odds were not worth computing. So it had to be at night.

I hid the zipper bag under a sack of corn, and left the hut. The lieutenant had given up on the radio for the time being and was poring over a topographic map by the light of a Coleman lantern. He raised his eyes as I went by, but said nothing. I started down the path on which I had entered. The sentry was sitting on a log, looking slightly bored. He shifted as I came up. Once again I said that I had to urinate. I turned a bend in the trail, reached beside the hollow log and retrieved my briefcase. I took out all the money and stuffed it in my pockets. Then I took the pistol, put it through my belt, in the small of my back, and made sure the shirt covered it. In the twilight nobody was likely to notice.

I went back to the hut, stuck the gun where I had hidden the plastic pouch, and lay down to wait. The ideal time was in the early hours of morning when the sentries would be sleepiest. But the damned radio did not allow that luxury. It would have to be sooner, before the ionosphere cooled from the day’s heat.

Someone was doing all right with a transistor radio. They had strung a line to a pole in the front yard and now I heard music coming in from San Cristobal on the other edge of the highlands. It made me nervous. But it did cover noise.

I shared a plate of beans with Raymundo’s family. His father said the life here was a hard one: a few fish from the river, a little corn, and occasionally they slaughtered a pig. The visit by the bandidos had been the first time there had been real violence, though, except for years ago when a man upriver killed another over his wife’s favors. The bandidos were crazy, bad men. Were they after the stones? He didn’t think so. But you never could tell. I asked if there was news of soldiers on the other side of the river and he shook his head. “¿Quién sabe? Who knows?”

It was seven o’clock and night had come to the jungle. I decided it was time.

He lent me his flashlight, and I felt bad about taking it, because he would never get it back unless the soldiers were faster and better shots than I hoped. I went inside the hut, stuck the pistol under my shirt, along with the pouch, heaved a deep breath, and walked out into the night.

I walked casually past the temporary headquarters to the water’s edge. A soldier turned and I greeted him. “Refreshing out.” I didn’t know if he agreed because he didn’t answer, but it didn’t matter because I had seen what I needed. There was a boat tied at the bottom of the trail and it had a motor. Whether the motor had gasoline was, of course, an even bet. But I had decided that trying to make it down a jungle trail whose contours I did not remember well enough to trust, at night, with a pistol of soldiers after me, in the hopes that a man I had told to wait was still there, was another unacceptable risk. Even with the acceptable risks the odds were a little less than even. I heard the radio again now and this time the static had resolved into voices. The lieutenant was getting through.

There was a house I had noticed on the way to the ruin, a structure with a caving roof and gaps where the thatch had fallen away. No one seemed to live there and I guessed it served someone for storage. I thought, as I walked toward it, that if the whole plan proved a fracaso, I would want the soldiers to capture me and not the villagers, because what I was about to do was not going to make me very popular with them, and maybe afterward they would reconsider about having the government establish a center for tourists.

I stepped around the corner of the building so that no one could see me, and lit a match. I touched it to the straw thatch, and when I was sure it was going well, I went around the back and kept going until I stood behind the hut that served as a jail. I waited until I saw the flicker of the flames and heard someone yell fire. Several forms rushed past, out front, weapons in their hands. Then I stepped around the corner, ready to come down hard on the sentry’s head with the pistol. I didn’t have to, though. The sentry had run up the path with the others, and I was glad because I had not decided the right place to hit a man wearing a steel helmet. I moved the makeshift door and shined in the light.

“Let’s go.”

He must have been standing by the door. “Have you got the thing I told you about?” His hand was like a talon on my arm.

“Yes, for chrissakes, now let’s get out of here.”

“Where?”

It would be only ten seconds before someone looked around and saw what was going on. Already I saw movement in the corner of my eye, near the water’s edge. One soldier had not gone and he was coming toward us, bringing his carbine down to aim, but then he saw my gun, hesitated, and the hesitation cost him. Because by then the man called Bassett was on him, wrenching the weapon free and giving him a knee in the guts.

“The boat!” I yelled. “Get down to the boat!”

He heard because as I ran for the headquarters hut, I saw him rise from the prone figure of the soldier and head for the river. There was only one thing I wanted in the hut and that was the radio. I fired into the middle of it, and the bullet went out the back. Footsteps were coming toward me now, at the run. I darted out the back of the shack and headed on a diagonal for the river. Halfway down I fell and rolled the rest of the way. The flashlight flew out of my hand. Above me I heard voices, yelling, and a light probed out and touched the black water. Just then I heard the motor cough, and the light picked out the figure of the wanted man, the starter rope in his hand. I fired at the light and it went out as its bearer hit the ground. Somebody opened up with an automatic weapon and the ground around me began to dance as mud flew into my face from the bullets. The motor caught now and the boat started to move.

I fired once more to keep their heads down and reached for the side of the canoe. I would have made it except for the mud. I felt the suction under my feet and heard the sucking sound and felt the wetness around my knees.

“Get in!” his voice was urgent and I felt his hands on me.

“I’m stuck.”

A pattern of bullets hit the wooden sides of the boat and, this time, the light fixed me in its glare.

“Get out of here!” I said.

“Shut up.”

I turned in a final gesture of defiance and fired at the light again. I heard a curse in Spanish and at the same time his hand wrenched me out of my shoes. I felt the water all around me and held to the side of the canoe as it drifted into the stream.

A bullet pinged off the top of the gasoline tank and I smelled fumes. At any second the gas might give out and then we would be at the river’s mercy. There would be no avoiding the pursuers.

Another flurry of bullets tatooed the side of the dugout, inches above my head. We were into the channel now and I was drifting with it. The light was on again but it was farther away. Now and again a stray bullet thudded into the wooden side of the boat, but the hits were getting less frequent. The motor chugged on, missing now and again, but never quitting. His arms helped me up over the side. For five minutes I lay there, half in, half out, afraid of tipping the boat. We were going sideways now in the current, and the engine began to cough. I lurched and made it the rest of the way in. The little canoe rocked, but righted itself. Now we were alone on the river.

I turned around to look at him, but his outline was almost invisible in the dark. It was a good thing for our escape that there had been no moon, but now the darkness had closed in and menaced us. If we were away from the soldiers, we were into another form of danger; alone and blind in a small canoe on one of the most treacherous rivers of Central America. There were currents we would never know about until we were in them, snags we would never see until we hit them. If we grounded offshore in mud we might still be there by morning. If that weren’t enough, there was a pain in my leg that was slowly getting worse and spreading up to my knee. Afraid of what I would discover, I made myself reach down and touch it. My calf was sticky with mud, but the pain told me that part of the wetness was blood. There was something sloshing in the bottom of the boat and I wondered how much was blood. Next to drowning, I had to consider the possibility of bleeding to death. I sought for the femoral artery and pressed down. He must have heard me moving because I heard his voice over the throb of the little motor.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think I’m hit.”

“Where?”

“The leg.”

“Well, hang on.”

“Yeah.”

Then the motor quit and everything was silent, I looked up at my friends, the stars, and wondered if they were laughing. If we stayed on the river long enough we would come to the point where Guatemala gives way to Mexico, above Tenosique, and then there would be no need to worry about which shore. But long before that we would hit either the right shore or the left, or something in between. My thoughts were interrupted by splashing behind me and it took a moment for me to realize what was going on.

“This cocksucker’s sinking,” he said. “Can you bail?”

I reached down and felt the water to my ankles. The bullet holes had done their work. I tried to scoop out the water with my cupped hands, but after what seemed half an hour I could not notice any difference.

“We’re going sideways,” he said in alarm. “Some fucking current’s got us.”

I could tell we were picking up speed now. A sickening turn in my stomach told me that we had made a half-corkscrew and now were stern into the current. If we could only see the shore, could tell if we were in the middle or near the banks. We were going too fast to be near the shore, though. There was no sense fooling ourselves. We completed the turn and started another, this time faster. But we didn’t finish. Midway through I felt a jar and suddenly the boat was tipped over and I was tilting into the dark waters.

I heard his curse behind me and the splash as he hit, but I didn’t know what happened to him because I was too busy trying to find a side of the boat. I got a grip and felt it go down. The damned thing was sinking. And my leg was too stiff for me to swim. In that moment I knew that I was going to die and it was all for nothing.

But I was wrong. I felt his hand on my arm and heard a sound like sticks breaking.

“Hold on!” he yelled. “I can touch bottom.”

A few seconds later I felt branches against my face and reached for them. He scrambled onto the bank and then helped me up. I fell onto the soft soil, panting. There was grass around us, and the smell of dead leaves and mold. I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t move.

“What side of the river are we on?” I asked.

“I don’t know. All we can do is wait until morning. But I think we made it.”

I strained my eyes to try to see which way the current was moving but it was no good. He was right: morning would tell. I tried to crawl farther up onto the bank, but a pain shuddered through me and I groaned.

“Get me some water to wash the mud off my leg,” I told him. He stopped by the river and brought me water in his cupped hands. I sloshed it over my wound and bit my lips as it flowed into the hole the bullet had made. Now, at night, I did not have to look at it. That was both a blessing and a curse. In the morning there would be no avoiding it. I imagined the purple swelling, the puckered hole, the ground-up bits of bone inside. I would never make it from this spot without help, and I’d never survive infection without medical treatment and antibiotics, soon. He squatted down a few feet away and I heard the sound of his breathing.

“Can you go on?” he asked quietly.

“No. But thanks for the help.”

“It’s okay. You still have my things?”

I touched my waist. “I’ve got them.”

“I’ll need that.”

“You’ll get them. No hurry. Nobody’s going anywhere tonight.”

“True.” I heard him ease back, trying to find support against a tree. “We’re stuck until daylight.”

“Yeah. Then we can go our separate ways.”

“You can’t go anywhere.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re free.” I tried to smile, but it was a grimace instead.

“Why? I don’t understand? You save me in the fucking jungle, you let me dump you and the woman and take off, and then you come after me and save me again. What the hell is it with you? Good Samaritan week?”

“Not hardly.” I felt a wave of pain go over me and gritted my teeth.

“Then why?”

“Because of those bastards in Langley and getting it in the ass. Because you’re good at your job. Because Harold Bassett means something to me. Take your choice.”

“You aren’t making sense.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You’ve lost me. What do I mean to you?”

“You? Nothing. It’s Bassett that means something.”

“But I’m Bassett,”

I managed a smile without groaning. “No. I don’t know who you are, but I do know who you’re not. And you’re not Harold Bassett.”

“What?”

It seemed strange to have to be dying in the Central American jungle in order to finally be able to confront him with the truth. I propped up on one elbow and looked at his motionless form.

“Because,” I said, “I am Harold Bassett.”

There was a long silence, punctuated only by the lapping of the waves, and then he laughed softly. “That’s crazy.”

“It sounds like it, but it isn’t. Yeah, I know. I’m probably the last person you ever expected to meet down here. When they gave you my name and life, you had no reason to think I was still alive. It isn’t supposed to happen that way. Ever. But you didn’t count on what goes on inside the power structure. And you didn’t count on Leah.”

“You’re way beyond me,” he said, but now there was doubt in his voice.

“Sure. Nobody told you the rest of the story. Well, we have time. So I’ll tell it to you now. You had it all down right, you know? I mean, the life of Harold Bassett. My life at the university, the trouble with Judy Howard, my marriage breaking up. You learned it perfectly. Even better, you lived it. You became me and you made it real. The field notebook, with the agonizings. I don’t like to admit it but you got inside me. You were Harold Bassett, and when I saw him I didn’t like him. I was seeing myself objectively for the first time, only I didn’t know it. You’re a great actor, whoever you are. But there’s a part you didn’t get, because all they gave you on Harold Bassett, all you had to memorize, ended on US 77, near Sarah, Texas. When the real Harold Bassett forgot about his driving for a few seconds and met a truck head on.” I stopped to catch my breath. He said nothing so I went on.

“I don’t know if you’ve ever been to south Texas. If you have, you know it’s one of the most godforsaken wastelands on the face of the earth. It’s an area of vast landholdings, in the hands of a few families. The King Ranch, the Kenedy Ranch, the Armstrong Ranch. And there are others. Acres and acres of private empires as far as the eye can see. And private armies to guard those empires. The law in south Texas hasn’t got anything to do with ballot boxes—it’s the law of a few big land barons, like George Parr. There are parts of that area that even the Geological Survey has been unable to map. Fence lines patrolled by mounted guards and airplanes. A total feudal system. And like in any feudal system, the people who run it are conservative politically. They think they’re still on the wild frontier, upholding the American way. Their politics are often reactionary. They don’t like big government. But when they can maneuver government, manipulate it, get a piece of the action, that’s different. You’ve heard of the way the Hughes Empire was set up? So interwoven with the defense establishment that nobody could tell which was which?”

“So what’s the point?” he asked.

“The point is this: On one of the ranches in that area, not as well known as the King or the Armstrong or the Kenedy, there’s a hospital. A privately endowed establishment for medical research. Lots of these land barons try to salve their consciences by setting up trusts and scholarships for their Mexican help, their peones. In this case, it’s a medical foundation. It gets the ranch a tax write-off and makes points with the locals because it takes a lot of local charity cases. But what the locals don’t know, what damned few people know, is that the hospital has one section devoted to a special kind of research. The kind of research Congress and the President have said that the CIA won’t do any more. And, of course, the agency obeys. Because at the Sagan Foundation, as it’s called, the government isn’t doing it. These are private doctors, private technicians, private psychologists, most on indefinite leaves of absence. That hospital was where they sent Harold Bassett. Probably because it was close.

“When the real Harold Bassett came to, he was in one of those rooms. But it wasn’t in the part of the hospital the public ever sees. Because when they ran the name through their computers for credit, reference and military record, they came up with some interesting results: They came up with the fact that Harold Bassett was expendable, and that part of the hospital dealt in expendable people. You know what I mean, of course. No relatives, divorced or separated, no close friends. Nobody to miss you. That’s what made it so horrible—the fact that the hospital was where it was. Because every week, every day, tens and hundreds of expendable people walk through the fields around it, literally stumble on it. Wetbacks from Mexico, with no identification, nobody to complain, no rights as citizens. And the hospital just sits there like a gigantic spider. And some of them are just never seen again. They’re only missed in some little Mexican village where somebody’s brother or uncle went off to the U.S. and never came back. No questions. It’s a brilliant idea. Evil, but brilliant. And when they ran the name Harold Bassett, he might as well have been one of those wetbacks. But he was something special. A one-in-a-million shot. An educated man, ex-college professor, who could speak Spanish because he’d done his doctoral work in entomology describing new species of lepidoptera in Mexico. They could do a lot with someone like that, though the they in this case is just one person. A female psychologist named Leah. Someone who had waited for months, even years, for the right opportunity. And I was it.

“It came back to me in a dream, last night. All the bits and pieces finally fit. The strange sensation of watching someone else’s life when I thought about my past, the terrible nightmares, my inability to make it with my wife, the wife who was supposed to be mine. Don’t you see? The brainwashing of the Chinese in the Korean War was nothing. Under Leah, they decided to build me an entirely new personality, a new self. They used everything they had. Psychotherapy between electroshock, to blot out my previous self and convince me it was all hallucination; sodium pentothal and hypnosis to work on my unconscious, sensory deprivation, and sensory overstimulation, even Leah coming to me in my room. Maybe that was hallucination but maybe it was real. I guess that was the whole point, to make reality unreal, so I wouldn’t know what it was. That way, I was susceptible to being programmed. A few sessions with electroshock and I was completely amnesic, like they wanted. They could start the charade and begin to program me with a new life.

“But then something happened that Leah, the case supervisor, had been afraid of: The higher-ups at the agency took a second look at what she was doing and decided it was too risky, even with the cover they had arranged. Suppose it got out? Even worse than that, suppose it didn’t work? What would they do if someone she had programmed began to remember who he was? That was Kestering’s fear, the reason he argued against the idea. And maybe it was partly because he was just old-fashioned, too. But she went over his head, politicked, or maybe slept, with the Deputy Director of Operations, got him interested.

“So Kestering did the wise thing. He agreed to the idea, but he made it clear that if it failed, the responsibility would be hers. And then he looked for the right opportunity to make sure that it would fail. And by the sheerest luck he got more than he ever hoped for.” I bit my lip. The pain was beginning to throb all through me now and it was hard to talk.

“This part you’ll understand. The part about the agent that they gave my identity. The agent they sent to Mexico with the name Harold Bassett. The agent whose control was Paul LaCour. I don’t know what you were supposed to do. Maybe act as liaison with this Santos. Chances are, you didn’t do much of anything, that’s how I figure it. You saw LaCour sitting back and getting rich off agency funds and filing false reports. Somewhere along the way your loyalties changed. Or maybe they had changed a long time before. You decided to double. To go over to the other side. They call it treason.” I saw his bulk shift in the darkness, but he still did not interrupt. I went on, “It’s usually considered the crime of crimes. But in this case, I think it was a sign of character. Something the real Harold Bassett never had much of. So the man who called himself Bassett decided to switch allegiances from those back-stabbers and power-grabbers in his own agency and go to the other side. Who was it? Chinese? Russians? I suspect the Russians because they operate out of Cuba, and Cuba’s only a couple of hundred miles away. But it doesn’t matter. All that matters is you switched and LaCour found out. That was what the fight was about. That was why you killed him, not over butterflies.” I had to change positions, and as I moved, the fire seared through me.

“But, of course, when the police came and got you, you could hardly say that. Meanwhile, in Langley, nobody knew what had happened. And that was where Adrian Kestering had his idea. The idea for the trap to catch an ambitious and troublesome subordinate. And he’d use both of us for bait. You were in jail, I was still undergoing a fictitious rehabilitation. You see his idea now? He’d made Leah stake her reputation on this. Now he had the impossible mission: Make me confront the man who bore my name without having the whole personality job collapse. Make me see myself and not remember. Now I understand why Leah was so opposed to my going, so furious with Kestering. She’d probably smelled a trap from the very first, but nothing like this. When she realized the mission he was feeding me, she pulled all the stops to make me refuse it. She was in a spot. She couldn’t beg for more time. But if I simply refused to go, well, even a few days would be enough. Any other mission would be better than this one. She tried everything, the bitch. One of the benefits of pretending to be my wife. Maximum access to the guinea pig. I understand a lot now. Why I was impotent with her, for instance. It was because I was impotent. Powerless in every sense. I had been raped, my mind had been raped by those bastards and somewhere deep down I knew it.” The sweat was dripping off my face like drops of blood and I didn’t know how long I could stay conscious.

“So now you see. It was all for nothing, my chasing around asking questions and playing detective. That’s why I wasn’t very good at it. But they gave me motivation. I was a good agent. That’s what Kestering told me. The one little lie in all the big lies, that kept me going. All a part of their plan. Provide a test to see if I’d break and remember. They knew all about the amnesia, of course. They’d caused it, but they’d also make me watch a bunch of scenes from my fictitious previous life while I was in a drugged state, half awake, half asleep. They gave me just enough so I’d think they were real memories. But deep down I knew, and I sensed it consciously, but I couldn’t put my finger on it, because they’d blocked me from dealing with that part of myself. All that came through were dreams and images, and I couldn’t put them together. I needed a trigger, something that would start the process of analysis. It was the one thing that could kill Leah. In this case, it was a talk I had with a lieutenant of police. He has a theory, you see. About the Russians and Oswald and Kennedy. Not a very unique theory. But when I heard it, it triggered the process, set everything in motion. From that moment it was only a question of time.”

His voice spoke from the darkness. “A very interesting story, I have to admit. But maybe you’d better save it. Talking isn’t doing you any good.”

“I’d better talk while I can. You asked for answers and now I’m giving them to you. You waste your whole life, you can’t even find the questions, let alone the answers, and then one night in the goddamn Guatemala jungle, with a bullet in you … Never mind. Answers.” I was having trouble focusing my mind now. I bit a finger until I felt the pain competing with the ache in my leg. “Let’s see, why I didn’t let you rot in jail. Because I don’t, didn’t like to see somebody innocent suffer. Don’t ask me if they programmed that in or whether it was part of me before. I think it was just the only way to react to events. Like my job orientation. Do the job, stay on the job, no matter what. Has something to do with convincing yourself you matter, if that makes sense. Not a hell of a lot makes sense right now, but that’ll have to do. Number two, why I broke you out tonight when I could be back in Tenosique right now with the woman. Maybe you won’t believe me, but it had something to do with your motives.”

“My motives?”

“That’s right. Jesus, don’t ever get shot in the leg. Motives. The kind of person you were. That he was. No, I mean I was. I’m talking about Bassett. Don’t you see? He never did a fucking thing on principle. I hated what I saw of you. I was looking in the mirror, only I didn’t know it. You’re good, or did I tell you that? Have to sit down for a drink sometime when this is over. We should be so lucky. You did something Bassett, I mean myself, can’t get out of the third person—me, I—did something he—I—never could have done. Change ideals. He didn’t have any ideals. You do.”

“You’ve lost me.”

“Yeah. Look. You told ’em all in Langley to go take a flying fuck. You found something better. I don’t know what it offers, but it means something to you, that’s all that counts.” I struggled to focus the words but it was hard. “A man lives without believing in anything. You believe in something. You became Harold Bassett, so he believes in something, even if it’s only pretend. When this is over, you’re going to Havana or maybe Surinam, I don’t know where, and then take a flight that’ll end up in the USSR Never thought I’d like it there myself, but that’s because I’m who I am. And I don’t know who you are, but you borrowed my life for a little while and you’re doing something I’m glad of. Harold Bassett is going to defect.” It was out now and I laid my head in my hands. The pain had become a background like the roaring of a waterfall, steady and loud. I had trouble hearing his voice.

“There’s only one problem with all this. I can prove I’m Harold Bassett and you can’t.”

“Wrong,” I rasped. “You may have a few fake documents, but those aren’t proof. I’ll tell what proof is. Proof is knowing something only Harold Bassett could know. You probably spent a month reading the basic background works on the order Lepidoptera, the butterflies. They probably taught you some memory tricks to keep as much as possible in your mind. It could fool most people. But not an entomologist. Because a trained entomologist knows more than just the class insecta; he knows something about biology in general. Suppose I ask you about the role of drosophila in evolutionary studies? Where did Cuvier stand on the question of polygenesis? What’s meant by the term balanced polymorphism?”

“Nobody who knew his subject would submit to this king of interrogation,” he said evenly.

“And nobody who didn’t could answer.” I rubbed the sweat out of my eyes. “It’s no good, you know that. You made a basic mistake at the very beginning, the kind you get from reading the books rather than doing. I realized it when I was in your workroom and I saw your killing jar. I knew instinctively there was something wrong, but the thought wasn’t ready, my mind wasn’t free just yet. You see, no professional lepidopterist I know uses a killing jar. It’s too much paraphernalia. What you do is just pinch the thorax. It kills instantly; doesn’t mess up the exoskeleton. Only the books talk about killing bottles and chemicals. Oh, Jesus.” I started to laugh and found it hard to stop. “No wonder you felt guilty about chloroforming them. When a simple pinch would do.” The macabre irony seemed to grab hold of me and my body shook with hysterical laughter until the pain struck back. I sensed his eyes on me, calculating.

“Well, we have a long wait until morning. Believe what you want. But let me ask you something: Just for the sake of argument, suppose I were this impostor.” He chuckled. “For the sake of argument, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Why in the hell would I want to go to Cuba, much less Russia?”

“Where else would you go?”

“Well.” He exhaled. Somewhere in the trees a night bird gave a raucous cry. “I might be inclined, if I were this person, to just go to, say, Brazil and forget the whole thing.”

“You mean, drop out?” It was something I had not considered, and it hovered suddenly in my mind like a sinister cloud.

“Sure. I mean, if I were this person, then I would have squirreled away a little money in a few bank accounts here and there, right? Why would I trade one form of slavery for another? If this were all true?”

A new weakness was added to the pain. “You mean not defect? Not get back at them?”

“Why would I—if I were this person—why would I want to get back at anybody? Why wouldn’t I just take what I could get from both systems and then conveniently disappear? There are some very pretty beaches at Rio. Beautiful women, too. With enough money, a man could live a very comfortable life there. Find a plastic surgeon for a little facial alteration.” He let the words sink in, and I felt a nausea growing in the bottom of my stomach. “That’s if I were this person you’re talking about. Of course, I’m not.”

The texture of the darkness changed and I realized he had gotten up. “I’d like my property now.”

“Your getaway kit?”

“My private, personal possessions.”

“What’s in there?” I demanded.

“Just things.”

“What things.”

“My things. Now hand it over. If you don’t mind.”

I heard a twig snap and grabbed the revolver from my waistband. “Don’t come any closer.”

His voice came down from somewhere over me, “Don’t be stupid. The gun’s wet. It probably won’t even fire. Anyway, you probably used up your ammunition.”

“Don’t press your luck.”

“You don’t have any rights to withhold my property.”

“I want to know what’s in it. You borrowed my name. I have a right to know what else you may do with it.”

“You can have your name back, if it means that much. All I want is what’s mine.”

“Which is?”

“A few travel documents, like you said, for chrissakes, and some money. Enough to get me out of here and bribe a few border guards if necessary.”

“Then what?”

“Then to Rio.”

“So you admit it.”

“I’m not admitting a goddamn thing except I want to get as far away from here as possible. Now I’m tired of this. Give me the gun.”

I heard his clothes rustle as he bent down, and I forced the hammer back. The sharp click checked his movement. “One inch closer and I fire.”

“You’re out of your mind. You’re dying. What are you going to do, get us both caught by the soldiers? That’s what’ll happen if you shoot.”

“But I’m crazy enough to. I haven’t got a damn thing to lose. All I want to do is wait until morning, when I can see what’s in here and find out if you really are going to Rio.”

“What the hell difference does it make?”

“A quirk I have. Maybe I want to see if you’ve become Harold Bassett in the end. The real Harold Bassett.”

“You’re rambling.”

“Probably.”

“All I have to do is wait here and you’ll lose consciousness. No hurry. It’ll happen before morning.”

He was right, of course. I don’t know how I had held on that long. I let the pistol rest on the forest floor, with my hand on it. The darkness was a velvet cloud now, offering to embrace me. I wanted to go with it. I wanted to leave the pain and the sickness in my belly.

“Maybe,” he said, “if I were this person, I’d just fly down to Rio and then take a flight on to Moscow.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think so. You made a good case, too good a case. I know Bassett, see. I know what he’s like. And I know something I should have known before. That you can’t live like somebody twenty-four hours a day, think like him, be him, and not, in the end, become him. And that’s what’s happened, isn’t it? You’ve become a cynical, selfish bastard in the end.”

“You’re out of your head. So what happens if you find out I have a Brazilian bankbook in there. Just for the sake of argument?”

“I’ll kill you. And that’ll be the end of Bassett once and for all.”

“I see.”

His voice died away, and that was when I heard the sound, a buzzing, coming from somewhere inside my head and yet all around. Morning was hours away. I was not going to last but another few seconds. He knew it and I heard his footsteps coming toward me. With my last effort I raised the heavy gun and fired.


Chapter Seventeen

Once more I was looking down from far away at the little scene. I watched the men creep forward, their faces blackened by their beards. A quick probe from a flashlight hit my body and then darted away. It settled on a second body. One of the shadows came out of the jungle, machine gun at port arms, and kicked the form on the ground. I saw their camouflage uniforms and thought they were soldiers at first. Then one came and the toe of his boot sent sparks across my eyes. I came back into the body and found myself looking up into his face.

“Este cabrón no está muerto,” the man said. “¿Qué haremos?”

“Traele al campamento,” said the voice of Adolfo Santos.


Chapter Eighteen

I looked out of the thick window over the fields of high grass. The friendly man in the white coat smiled at me over the steeples of his fingertips. He was my age, but dark and with black, bushy hair.

“It’s a perfectly understandable thing to have happen,” he said. Everything I had told him was understandable, he kept repeating. “Look, David, we all have different pressure points. But none of us can withstand stress indefinitely. We’re like steel girders. Too much weight and we snap. We’re like computers. When we get an overload, something has to give.”

I looked down at my leg. It was healed now, but part of the skin was dead to the touch, where the nerves had been destroyed. I had been saved by Adolfo Santos and his band of guerrillas. I didn’t remember much of what had happened during that time, just bits and pieces of the airlift home and the arrival at the hospital. And then the beginning sessions with the bushy-haired young man named Dr. Adams who seemed concerned that I kept telling the same story.

“You don’t believe me,” I said.

“It isn’t that. I believe something happened down there. But what concerns me is what you think happened.”

“I’ve told you. I was sent by the CIA to interrogate a man named Harold Bassett, except that he wasn’t Harold Bassett. I’m Harold Bassett.”

“And in the end, you say, you killed this—this fake you.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because—because in the end he was me, acting like the real me, the real Harold Bassett.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t.”

He lowered his hands and leaned back. His office was a cool shade of green with a thick rug and central air. Books lined the shelves and there was a faint smell of cigarette smoke.

“But the papers you had identified you as David Dennison,” he said. “And we checked up on you. There really is a David Dennison.” He picked up a manila folder and let me see that it was not empty. “A freelance writer. Married, no children. Publication credits with Argosy, True, a handful of other magazines. I’ve called some editors. They know you. A couple even know your wife.”

“Then they’re lying or you’re lying, or both.”

“Isn’t there another possibility? Isn’t it just possible—now wait, listen to what I have to say—isn’t it just possible that the pressure was too much and you sort of slipped into some of the stories you’ve been working on?” He held up a hand to cut me off and leaned forward. “Listen, David, you wife tells me that you’ve been terribly unhappy lately over the kind of work you’ve been doing. You feel like you’re never going to write that novel. You think of all the articles you’ve been doing as hackwork. You had an argument with her before you left for Mexico this time. She urged you to forget the article if it was so important for you to work on the novel. But you said you needed the money. Even though your wife tells me she makes thirty thousand a year in designing clothes. David, it’s a common-type of conflict. You feel impotent because your wife is making more money than you are. You feel like you have to prove something. You’re caught between your sense of machismo, the proving you can support the family, and your need to do something you consider really worthwhile. The result is a kind of writer’s block, and, ultimately, depersonalization and a—well—a loss of contact. It’s perfectly understandable.”

“I’m glad it’s understandable,” I said. “But that’s not what happened. I guess there is no Adolfo Santos and I didn’t kill a man in Guatemala?”

“Of course, it’s all true, it all happened. Just on a different level.”

“In my mind, you mean.”

He nodded happily. “Right.” But he hastened to add: “Not that it makes these events seem any less real.”

“Then how did I get here?”

“I’ve told you. After the bandits left you for dead, Guatemalan soldiers found you and took you to a hospital. Our embassy did the rest.”

“Of course. I forgot.”

“You were badly hurt.”

“And under pressure.”

“Exactly. You went to Tabasco really looking for something more than this story on tourism. And when you heard about this man named Bassett and this murder, you decided that was it. But the mind is funny. It takes a thread sometimes and weaves an entire garment. The more you thought about it the more it became another story to you, a story that you were a part of. You went to talk to this police lieutenant, and when he made the reference to Kennedy it all began to come together for you, as you say. Except that it was an auto-suggestion, something your mind told you had to be true even though it had no basis in objective face. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Perfectly.”

“Good. I think we’re making some progress now. Anyway, this man escaped, I think that’s what happened, right?” He pretended to refer to one of the papers in the dossier. “Yes. And you decided you had to find him. The whole game had become a question of life and death for you. You see, you had done something fairly common. Or, rather, your brain had: It had determined that many aspects of your past life were too difficult for you to handle consciously, so it repressed them. Amnesia. You couldn’t remember who you were, which helped with this fantasy world you were constructing. Since you didn’t know who you were, you began to adopt parts of the life of this other man. He had some elements of your own character, except that he was another person, so you could project these traits onto him without danger to your own ego. Thus, you were very ambivalent about him. You say you hated him for what he was. And yet, at another level, it’s clear that you intensely admired him. After all, he had been able to leave it all, say to hell with it and take off. That’s what would have been the ideal solution to your own problems, except that you realized, on a deeper level, that it would be irresponsible. Your ambivalence is reflected in the fact that you wanted to prove him innocent, but deep down it’s clear you really believed him guilty. And that was the source of your admiration for him. He’d done something that represented a positive blow at the world you both hated. He’d killed someone. Little by little, then, you incorporated parts of his life into your own, replaced your fantasy of being a secret agent with the fantasy of being him.”

“It’s all clear now,” I said.

Dr. Adams reached over to pat my shoulder. “You know, a lot of people have the wrong idea about this kind of thing. They’re ashamed.” He shook his head deprecatingly. “Yet, it could happen to any of us. A human being is a complex, durable, and yet in many respects, delicate, machine. The machine only can be expected to do certain things. If you push it too far …”

“It was just too much pressure,” I said, looking out the window at the fields below. They were barren and the sun was hot on them but it was comfortable in here. “Well, thank you, Doctor. If that’s all, then, I’ll just be on my way. I mean, it’s all clear now, I see what happened. If the hospital will send me a bill …”

He looked at the ceiling and laughed gently. “I can tell you’re better already. But, David, don’t you think you’d like to stay here with us for a while? I mean, just a little while, to complete your recovery?”

“How long?”

“Oh, a few days, a week or so. Enough time for us to have some more chats. Listen, you wouldn’t be doing yourself any favor by going right back out there immediately. Back to the same stresses without having had a chance to get a—well—a perspective on it. You have to be able to distance yourself. You need a supportive environment.”

“A little rest.”

“That’s exactly right.”

“I feel rested now.” I didn’t know why I was arguing. Maybe I just wanted to see what happened when you put their backs against the wall and what kind of tricks they’d use.

“Surely. But if you went right back, well … Look, David, I don’t want to see you back here. My favorite patients are the ones I never see again. Why don’t you talk it over with your wife?”

“My wife.” Somehow, in that moment, all doubt was removed and I knew. “Where is she?”

Adams rose. “Right outside.” I watched him walk to the door, his step springy. He opened it and stood aside, and Leah came in.

“Hello, Leah,” I said.

“Davey, Davey.” She was having trouble holding back tears and she dabbed at her nose with a handkerchief. She turned to the doctor. “He knows me. Thank God. I was so afraid, after all the time in the hospital. Davey, I don’t know what to say.”

The door closed and she and I were alone in the office. I looked at her face, where the makeup had been streaked by the tears, and at the cat eyes, wide and innocent now, and at the auburn hair.

I said, “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Because I knew, and there was no way to hold down my gorge. I knew beyond the breath of a doubt what had happened, and that she had won, after all. And I knew why.

“Oh, baby, is it the medicine they gave you?” She came forward and put her hand on my face. “You feel so cold.”

“It’s not the medicine,” I said. It was a man whose name I never learned. A man I had saved twice and, finally, the man I had killed.

“Can I get you a glass of water?”

“No, thank you.” Water wouldn’t do any good. Nothing would. It was my fault. If I had let him go …

“I don’t know, do you remember my coming to visit you in the hospital, I mean, right after they brought you back? You were all doped up, so maybe …”

“No.” I was busy remembering something else. The sound of the shot and the sparks from the barrel and the quick gasp of breath as it caught him in the chest. I looked up at her beautiful face, the face I hate, the face that was looking at me with love and sympathy. You bitch, you beautiful, hateful, scheming bitch. I could just reach the quartz paperweight on the desk and bring it down on her skull.

“Davey? What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me that way?”

“Nothing. Nothing, I’m sorry.” And then what? Who would take over then? Maybe it was all programmed? Maybe the paperweight’s made out of balsa. Who knows what they’ve done to my mind. No. Keep cool. Wait.

“Davey, I love you. I want you to know that. I’ll wait for you. I’m staying right down the road. Doctor Adams says you’ll be just fine, that he’s treated hundreds of cases. It was the pressure, darling, but don’t worry about it. We’ll work it all out.”

“I know.” She bent down and kissed me lightly on the lips. I called her before she reached the door. “Leah, what’s the name of this hospital?”

“The hospital? It’s part of the Sanger Foundation. Very highly recommended.”

The door opened. “Thank you, Doctor,” she said. “He looks good, but—well, I was prepared for it, but at times, it was like, well, he wasn’t … I know he’ll be all right, though.”

“Of course. Very common. Why don’t you come see him tomorrow?”

She shot an anxious glance in my direction, smiled nervously, and then the door closed again. Dr. Adams strode across the room and took his seat behind the desk.

“We’re all your friends here, David, you know that.”

“Yes.”

Especially you, Leah. I saved you. If I hadn’t killed him, then you’d have been faced with your experiment going awry. Kestering would have won. But not this way. This way I delivered it to you. On a platter. I stopped the defector cold. It was thanks to your prize pupil that he didn’t get away. The rest you could cover up. Nobody cares about anything else, anyway. All that mattered to Osborne was the results. And the results were one defector, dead, and no blowup, like Kestering hoped. Score one for you, and for Adrian Kestering, zero. No wonder you kissed me when you left …

“… agrees that you ought to stay a little while. Not long, of course, but just enough time to let you regroup your forces, so to speak.”

“What can I say?”

Just enough time for the electroshock machine to go to work on me and blot out my memory. Time for the pentothal treatments and the subliminal messages. Time for …

Adams smiled again, his pearly teeth shining. “David, I can guarantee: When you come out of here, you’ll feel like a new man.”


Epilogue

It was on the way to the shock ward when I broke loose. I made it through two corridors, stole a lab coat from a broom closet, and was in the parking lot before they saw me. I pulled a woman out of a car and drove through the big wire gate. From there the border was thirty miles. It wasn’t easy, coming home, but I made it.

Sometimes these days I wonder if it really happened after all. The memories grow dim, and like the wings of the butterflies, they fade. Many of my specimens are fading, and it is with regret that I open the cases, for each time, the days and seasons seem to have taken their toll. But there are always others.

I haven’t been able to get another Morpho theseus, though I have, of course, a wide selection from the genus. Soon, now, I’ll have to go back into the hills and see. But I put it off. It’s hard to leave Luisa Maria and the children. For a long time, in the part of my memories that I wish to fade especially quickly, I thought I’d never see her again. Palenque, Emiliano Zapata, Villahermosa.

And then one day, after I had asked the fiftieth person, I came into a house and she was washing clothes.

I can see her now, in the patio, humming to herself as she sweeps. I know the few other foreigners here think me strange. The Butterfly Man of Merida. What is a Canadian citizen of German origin doing so far from his home? I only smile. And they leave me alone.

Of course, it was difficult for her to leave the state of her birth. But she has adapted well. She has never asked about what happened after she left me at Crucero that day: she understands that there are certain things that a man must do. She says that Pedro Magana treated her well and for that I am grateful.

It was a strange thing, when we met again. She was not surprised to see me. She said she had been waiting, and for that reason had saved most of the money. I’ve never asked her in detail about her past. For some reason, I’m almost afraid. I think she has her secrets, and if so, they’re hers alone. It’s better that way.

My clientele is growing slowly. One person wrote recently and asked if I had ever heard of another collector, in Tabasco, a man named Harold Bassett. I told him that I had not. Another suggested that a new species I described should be called after me, but I declined. I told him no one would ever spell my surname right: Möbius.

He wrote back asking if I were any kin to the mathematician. I told him it was certainly possible.


All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this ebook or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 1982 by Nordon Publications, Inc.
 
Cover design by Michel Vrana

ISBN: 978-1-4976-6327-5

This 2014 edition published by MysteriousPress.com/Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.

345 Hudson Street

New York, NY 10014

www.mysteriouspress.com

www.openroadmedia.com

[image: image] [image: image]


MALCOLM SHUMAN

FROM MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM
AND OPEN ROAD MEDIA

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image]

[image: image]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

[image: image]



[image: img]

MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM


Otto Penzler, owner of the Mysterious Bookshop in Manhattan, founded the Mysterious Press in 1975. Penzler quickly became known for his outstanding selection of mystery, crime, and suspense books, both from his imprint and in his store. The imprint was devoted to printing the best books in these genres, using fine paper and top dust-jacket artists, as well as offering many limited, signed editions.

Now the Mysterious Press has gone digital, publishing ebooks through MysteriousPress.com.

MysteriousPress.com. offers readers essential noir and suspense fiction, hard-boiled crime novels, and the latest thrillers from both debut authors and mystery masters. Discover classics and new voices, all from one legendary source.



FIND OUT MORE AT

WWW.MYSTERIOUSPRESS.COM

FOLLOW US:

@emysteries and Facebook.com/MysteriousPressCom

MysteriousPress.com is one of a select group of publishing partners of Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.






[image: img]

The Mysterious Bookshop, founded in 1979, is located in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood. It is the oldest and largest mystery-specialty bookstore in America.

The shop stocks the finest selection of new mystery hardcovers, paperbacks, and periodicals. It also features a superb collection of signed modern first editions, rare and collectable works, and Sherlock Holmes titles. The bookshop issues a free monthly newsletter highlighting its book clubs, new releases, events, and recently acquired books.

58 Warren Street

info@mysteriousbookshop.com

(212) 587-1011

Monday through Saturday

11:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.

FIND OUT MORE AT:

www.mysteriousbookshop.com

FOLLOW US:

@TheMysterious and Facebook.com/MysteriousBookshop

SUBSCRIBE:

The Mysterious Newsletter







[image: img]


Find a full list of our authors and

titles at www.openroadmedia.com

FOLLOW US

@OpenRoadMedia

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]





OPS/images/fig3_01.jpg
OPEN(I)ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OPS/images/fig_02.jpg
OFEN(ORDAD





OPS/images/fig_01.jpg





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    


     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/Backed/img/MP_copy_logo1.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/logo1.jpg
OPEN(OROAD

e R et





OPS/images/backads4.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN






OPS/images/backads3.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN

@ASS]N'S

BAOOD






OPS/images/backads2.jpg
BB
MERIWETHER:

MURDER:






OPS/images/backads1.jpg
ALCOEM SHUMAK






OPS/images/back_logo1.jpg





OPS/images/fig_logo.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/tlu-logo.jpg
THE

LINEUP





OPS/Backed/img/Twitter.png





OPS/Backed/img/Facebook.png





OPS/Backed/img/birds.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Tumblr.png





OPS/Backed/img/Instagram.png





OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





OPS/images/Crackle_2_fmt.png





OPS/Backed/img/end_01.jpg
OPEN(OROAD





OPS/Backed/img/signup.jpg
{smN UP NOW

at www.EarlyBirdBooks.com
4






OPS/Backed/img/logo_1.jpg
OPEN@ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OPS/Backed/img/tlu-signup.jpg
SIGN UP NOW

at the-line-up.com





OPS/Backed/img/end_logo.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/back_logo1.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_MD_MayaStoneMurders.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN

oy HER
MAYA' STONE
MURDERS






OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_Levee.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_Mayab.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_MobiusMan.jpg
MZLEE?!%@;AN
MOBIUS
MAN






OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_MD_DeepKill.jpg
MA$"
i






OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_MD_LastManToDie.jpg





OPS/images/copy_logo.jpg
@





OPS/images/end_logo.jpg





OPS/images/backads10.jpg
MALCOLMSHUMAN





OPS/images/logo1.jpg
OPEN(OROAD

e i et





OPS/images/backads8.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_PB_DeathNotice.jpg
L
MA:EELHB;!!EIMAN
| L H
ICE






OPS/images/backads9.jpg
*
MALEH[[{SHIIMAN
OEATH

§ICE ‘
e





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_AG_PastDying.jpg
MA%CDLM SHUMAN
&






OPS/images/backads6.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN

............





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_AG_MeriwetherMurder.jpg
MURUER






OPS/images/backads7.jpg
 DEEP
KILL





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_AG_LastMayan.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN

MAYAN






OPS/images/backads5.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN
THELAST

MAYAN






OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_MD_CaesarClue.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_PB_KillersInk.jpg
MALEI]LM SNUMAN





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_PB_Deerslayer.jpg





OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_AG_BurialGround.jpg
b
MALCOEM SHUMAN






OPS/Backed/img/Shuman_AG_AssassinsBlood.jpg
MALCOLM SHUMAN






