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Part I


Chapter I

The two men, father and son, stood
on the Peten lakeside, weary after weeks of journeying through
dense jungle and difficult swamps. They had reached their
destination, the island capital of the Itza Mayans. The lime-washed
pyramids and stone structures of the royal residences gleamed in
the hot morning sun. The city stood proud and untarnished, falsely
suggesting it was the last unvanquished fortress of the Mayan
empire because it was impregnable.

The old man, the t’o’ohil, the
spiritual leader of the Mayans, was pleased. His son would live
long in a place like that, secure from the
Conquistadors.

The t’o’ohil was tired. He had
resisted the first wave of the Spanish invasion and one hundred and
sixty years later the Mayan culture and empire he had known had
gone. One place remained untouched and the Itza island stronghold
would give him time to complete the young man’s training. Over the
t’o’ohil’s long life, all his male offspring had fallen at the
hands of the invading Spanish. One remained and once Hachakyum
accepted his last son as the next t’o’ohil, the old man could
finally rest.

The son, a seasoned warrior,
crouched at the lake’s edge and tasted, then splashed water over
his face. He was glad to leave the hot and humid jungle behind. He
turned his head when he noticed movement along the water’s edge. A
procession of ceremonially dressed and well armed men
approached.

‘Father,’ he warned. His voice was
calm, he was afraid of no man, but his body was tense and
determined as he again regained his full height.

The t’o’ohil had also noticed the
forty men. They had begun moving solemnly and slowly after the two
men had emerged from the jungle. The young man placed a hand on his
weapons. The father noticed his son’s action and smiled grimly as
he gently covered his son’s hand to prevent any rash
action.

The group halted when they were
twenty paces from the t’o’ohil and his son. The man at the head of
the group was the King of the Itza and the procession was a phalanx
of nobles. The t’o’ohil cursed his luck. He and his son, dressed in
rags, covered in sweat, mud and grime from their trek in the
jungle, had blundered into a ceremony conducted by the kingdom’s
elite. Their unwitting disrespect would be enough to have them
killed.

The t’o’ohil’s hand had remained in
place, covering his son’s. He turned away from the King’s severe
stare to whisper to his son that they should retreat. At that
moment, his son’s face blossomed with wonder, as surprise
highjacked the young man’s features, and a shuffling and rustling
sound caused the t’o’ohil to quickly turn back towards the
King.

A suppliant voice addressed the
Mayan spiritual leader.

‘The t’o’ohil and the son of the
t’o’ohil are welcomed in the land of the Itza,’ the King
said.

The King and his retinue were on
their knees, their heads bowed.

The t’o’ohil’s astonishment was
momentary. He quickly regained composure.

‘The t’o’ohil and his son are well
received by the Itza. We thank you for your welcome.’

The King smiled and stood. The
nobles followed his lead. The King approached the t’o’ohil. It was
the meeting of the two most powerful men left in the dwindling
world of the Mayans in their last year of autonomy.

‘We have had news of your impending
arrival,’ the King said when he stood before the
t’o’ohil.

‘I hope,’ the t’o’ohil said, ‘that
in your city I can find respite from my years of fighting the
Conquistadors.’

The King’s face fell, his smile
faded into a sadness that melted through his body.

‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘My hopes were
unfounded. You have not heard?’

The t’o’ohil shook his
head.

‘Conquistadors and an army of the
Xiu,’ the King’s anger was palpable as he mentioned the name of the
Mayan traitors who had sided with the Spanish. ‘Are burning and
cutting their way through the jungle. They are on their way here,
they are intent on destroying us. I had hoped your journey was to
be our salvation.’

‘One man cannot defeat the
invaders,’ the t’o’ohil said.

The King’s smile returned although
it was diminished compared with his joy at greeting the t’o’ohil.
‘One man perhaps not, hundreds of Mayan warriors could not defeat
them. But you are not one man. You are the t’o’ohil. The man who
cannot die. Touched by Hachakyum. Direct descendant of the last of
us to feel the breath of the King of gods. Surely, Hachakyum would
not let the last city of the Mayans fall?’

The King’s smile retreated, his
voice pleaded.

‘Hachakyum does not help those that
must help themselves,’ the t’o’ohil sadly replied.

The King pointed across the lake to
his beautiful stone city.

‘Then Hachakyum would be proud of
us. This place will not fall to men and horses. I will not allow my
city to fall,’ he said emphatically. ‘It cannot. There is the last
library of our people. The knowledge of the gods would be
lost.’

The t’o’ohil placed his hand on the
shoulder of the agitated King, the only man alive who could do such
a thing.

‘We will do our best. It is all
Hachakyum would ask of us.’






The riled elements did not rouse
with the destruction of the last Mayan city. The knowledge of the
gods was lost and there was no great roar of indignation. The
sounds of Mayan catastrophe were muted. The end of all things was
orchestrated with the guttural grunts of men as they fought and
died. Metal thudded against and pierced human flesh while Mayan
weapons deflected from steel.

The Spanish and their supporters had
not overcome the island city by men and horses, the King had been
right, but by men, artillery and boats. A fort had been erected on
the lakeside, the city had been demeaned by artillery and had then
been invaded using boats. The Itza provided little effective
resistance.

The t’o’ohil fought the invaders
inside the city. His son struck their enemies by the side of his
father as they were pushed back towards the city centre. The Itza
King had fallen and his body had been hurried from battle by his
retinue. Many Itza had fled after the death of their King and some
were seen on the distant lake shore before the jungle swallowed
them, providing short-term safety.

At the end of Mayan civilization,
the suppressed sounds of battle were engulfed by the roar of flames
and the deep, tearing sound of the end of knowledge as Mayan books,
made from beaten bark, embraced their extinction. The old man’s
will gave out and he stopped fighting to stare in shock at the loss
of Mayan knowledge. Thousands of years of accumulated learning, as
well as the words spoken by Hachakyum on earth, were contained in
the burning library. They would be known no more. The god’s plans
were lost except within the memory of the t’o’ohil and his
son.

The battle passed the old man. He
regained his senses. The last Mayan city had been lost. It was time
to escape. He must save his son before it was too late.

The t’o’ohil turned away from the
flames and was greeted by the maniacal grimace of a Conquistador.
The invader had been watching the old man, not knowing if he was an
Itza or a Xiu helping with the attack. He decided he didn’t care.
The old man was either the enemy or derelict in his duty. Death was
required. The conquistador savored the moment before he plunged his
sword through the old man’s body. He quickly withdrew his weapon
and went on his way. There were many to kill that day and he did
not linger over one old man.

Blood gushed from the t’o’ohil’s
wound. He placed his hand over the flowing blood and stared in
amazement. He was dying. Incredible. It was not possible. How? Was
that the end of Hachakyum’s plan for the end of the
world?

The t’o’ohil had minutes to live. He
collapsed and was swaddled in an ever increasing pool of his own
blood. He struggled against lost consciousness. He heard a voice.
It was familiar. He strained to focus his attention and to
remember.

‘Father, father,’ the t’o’ohil’s son
said frantically. He was on his knees next to his father. He willed
his father’s attention to return to the world of the
living.

The t’o’ohil opened his eyes and
searched for the source of the voice that had brought him back from
the edge of consciousness. He looked into his son’s eyes. He saw
another presence there and he knew. He knew the end had not come.
He grabbed hold of his son and brought his face close to his own.
The last words of the t’o’ohil, the man who could not die, were
breathless and urgent.

‘You have heard the voices? You have
heard the voice of Hachakyum?’

His son nodded.

The t’o’ohil relaxed his grip on his
son.

‘You did not tell me. But that is of
no importance now. Hachakyum has chosen you.’

The old man watched as an errant
spear flew directly at his son. It was deflected and slid around
the young man’s body and embedded in the ground next to them. He
smiled at the demonstration of his son’s invincibility, as if it
had been a show of reassurance for the dying old man. The t’o’ohil
could not die. His son could not die.

He grabbed his son again and held
him for the last seconds of his long life.

‘You are the t’o’ohil,’ he
whispered. ‘Retreat. Take the people you can find and return home.
Return to Yaxchilan.’


Part II


Chapter I

‘You’re going to New York?’ Hamish
asked, incredulous.

He raised his head from reading the
newspaper, while seated at the kitchen table, and asked the same
question again, as if he had not heard or not believed what Kate
had said.

‘New York?’ he repeated. He watched
her over the top of his reading glasses, his eyes tight and
critical.

Kate knew how his face would have
been transformed by the tone of his question. She had no need to
look at her husband. There was little that was new after four
decades together. She held her head high, her body at right angles
to the kitchen table that she lightly touched with her hip, as if
she intended to rest against it, before swaying away slightly then
re-touching the table’s edge like she was unsure of it’s strength.
Her hip danced gently as it repeatedly touched the table’s edge and
withdrew.

‘Yes,’ Kate said
forcefully.

‘Why?’ he asked.

‘I want to see her.’

Kate’s mother lived in New
York.

‘No you don’t. You can’t stand
her.’

‘Hamish!’ She flashed angry eyes at
him and then immediately looked away.

‘Well, it’s true. You see my family
in New Zealand as often as you see her and she’s just in New York.
You can drive there,’ he said.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ she said angrily.
‘I know that, Hamish.’ She said his name like it was an insult. Her
voice changed. She was exasperated. ‘It shouldn’t bother you. It
won’t change anything you’re doing if I’m here or not.’

Kate moved, just her head, to stare
at him.

‘No, it won’t,’ he said. ‘I’m just
interested in why the change of heart.’

She paused as if she was flicking
through a range of possible answers before she chose one. Her eyes
were dark.

‘We’re all getting old.’

Kate’s hip bounced nervously against
the table’s edge. She was determined that approval was
irrelevant.

Hamish stared at Kate’s hip. He
still found it attractive, and arousing, although it was perhaps
twenty years too old to be sexually exciting in its own
right.

Hamish was happy with his life, he
was unprepared for the sadness he was about to suffer. He enjoyed
no longer working full-time as an academic geologist. He dabbled,
although he hated that word as a description of activity, in
consultancy, offering his advice and services to Universities and
private companies. He was not upset if his expertise was unused for
extended periods of time.

He and Kate had both retired and
lived in Boston, not far from their son and his family. Their
Boston home contained the kitchen table against which Kate’s hip
hesitantly bounced.

She stopped her nervous movement.
Her stare intensified as she announced a decision already
made.

‘I’m driving down today and I’ll be
staying. For a few days. At least.’ She sounded angry as if
allowing her to leave was his fault.

After decades together a few days or
a few weeks apart from Kate did not upset Hamish. Of course, that
was when he thought she would return.

Kate didn’t come back from New
York.







Chapter 2

The telephone rang while Kate was
busy packing and Hamish was in his study. He waited for her to
answer it but she called his name angrily as the telephone
continued to ring.

Hamish reluctantly picked up the
receiver. The reception was atrocious. The sound crackled like
broken, sparking wires and a distant voice drifted like it was
riding ocean waves up and down. Hamish eventually recognized the
voice of his friend, Arthur Dawkins, an American
archaeologist.

Hamish had met Arthur when they were
both young academics and Arthur had returned from Southern Mexico
to write the definitive anthropological text on the KulWinik
Mayans, the last, and recently re-discovered, remnant of the Mayan
culture. Arthur had lived for years with the people who were the
last link to the ancient Mayans, he had adopted their customs,
learnt their language, worked their gardens slashed from the
jungle, called milpas, and shared their ceremonies, religious rites
and storytelling.

Arthur spoke for a moment but Hamish
could not understand what was being said. After asking Arthur to
repeat himself, he understood he was being invited to join an
archaeological team in Southern Mexico.

Hamish thought he heard more in
Arthur’s voice, through the white noise and crackles, like he was
pleading for Hamish to come.

‘You don’t need me anyway,’ Hamish
said, honestly to his friend. ‘It’s pretty much all limestone down
there.’

‘True,’ Arthur said evasively. ‘But
I’d like you to do a little mapping in the exact area. It shouldn’t
take too long.’

‘I could come down now if you like.
I assume you’re there, from this phone connection,’ Hamish laughed.
‘I’m not that busy and Kate’s going to New York.’

‘Kate’s going to New York? Really?’
Arthur said and then added something Hamish could not understand
through the noisy telephone.

‘Hold on a second,’ Hamish said. He
thought he had heard the sound of the front door closing. He was
sure when he heard Kate’s car start. He wondered why she had not
waited to say goodbye. He did not know how he had upset
her.

‘OK,’ Hamish said to Arthur. ‘What
were you saying?’

‘No, you can’t come down now,’
Arthur said quickly.

Hamish asked why not.

‘I don’t know where,’ Arthur’s
fuzzy, indistinct voice continued. ‘Exactly where we’ll be
working.’

Arthur sounded nervous, which was
unlike him.

‘Is it that definite, is it?’ Hamish
said. He added exaggerated irony to his voice over the top of the
line noise.

Arthur laughed. It sounded thin,
raspy and distant.

‘It must be hard to get funding,’
Hamish laughed back. ‘If you don’t know where you’re
going’.

Arthur’s laughter stopped abruptly.
Hamish thought the line had dropped out.

‘This is really important Hamish,’
Arthur said. ‘I need you here.’

‘So, does that mean I won’t get
paid? Is this one for friendship?’ Hamish asked, adding exaggerated
resignation to his voice. He knew Arthur’s passion for the KulWinik
and would not expect payment if his friend wanted his
help.

‘No. You’ll get paid. There’s some
work to be done near the KulWinik village, at Yaxchilan, and I’ve
based funding on that. Can you come? Please?’

Hamish asked for the dates. He said
he’d get back to Arthur and confirm but told him he would
come.

‘Michelle’s coming,’ Arthur added,
as if he had just remembered an interesting, but largely
irrelevant, conversation item. ‘She thinks it might be fun. Coming
back to the village for awhile.’

Michelle Bayles was an epigrapher,
well known for her research in decoding ancient Mayan glyphs.
Hamish did not understand why a busy and important person like her
would come on the small expedition Arthur had suggested. However,
Hamish thought, Arthur had started her career. But, on the other
hand, a relationship that looked permanent had ended disastrously
ten years before.

Hamish’s telephone fizzed and he
understood that Arthur was talking again.

‘It would be best if you had a good
knowledge of the KulWinik. And the Mayan creation stories. And
their language. I’ll send you some books,’ Arthur said
quickly.

‘Why? What are you not telling me?’
Hamish was worried about Arthur’s enthusiasm for the KulWinik.
Hamish did not want to be stuck in a Southern Mexican jungle
village.

Arthur ignored Hamish’s question.
‘Do you think you could bring your twin grandsons with you? It
would be a great learning experience, spending time living in a
Mayan village. The KulWinik would appreciate their presence,’
Arthur said.

‘I don’t believe you. Do you want to
pay me to come on a holiday?’ Hamish laughed. ‘A KulWinik village
is the last place I’d go. I couldn’t take Kate. She’d hate
it.’

‘Actually,’ Arthur hesitated then
tried to command his friend. ‘The twins have to come. The KulWinik
have insisted on it.’

‘How do they know about
me?’

‘They’ve seen that picture I took of
you and Jim and Harry in Boston, ten years ago. Do you
remember?’

Hamish said that he did.

‘You’ve got to come Hamish. Please?’
Arthur resorted to pleading. ‘This expedition depends on you and
the twins. And Michelle has already agreed and has set aside the
time. I don’t want to disappoint her,’ Arthur said.

Hamish listened to the white noise
as it twisted and whistled on the telephone line. He thought he
heard Arthur say, ‘Not again.’

Arthur stared at his telephone’s
display for a moment after his call with Hamish was disconnected.
He lifted his head and spoke to his companion.

‘I think he’ll come,’ Arthur
said.

‘And the Twins?’

‘I think so,’ Arthur
replied.

‘You have done well.’

‘I hope it’s worth it, Yax
K’in.’

The old man, the t’o’ohil, did not
reply. He nodded his head and grimaced as if a difficult, necessary
and dangerous task had been commenced.







Chapter 3

Arthur’s books on the Maya arrived.
Hamish turned the package over and back again when it was delivered
in to his hands. Arthur was too keen, Hamish worried, as he stared
at the expensive, express air freight packaging.

Hamish had not heard from Kate,
although it had been a few days since she had left for New York. He
was worried but didn’t call her. If she was displeased, for
whatever reason, he would only aggravate her annoyance if he
hounded her.

He waited five days before he tried
Kate’s phone. He left a vague message and when she had not replied
by later that day, he called Kate’s mother.

‘She’s not here anymore,’ Kate’s
mother said angrily. Her voice had altered after an initial
friendly greeting. She became surly once Hamish identified
himself.

‘Is she all right?’ Hamish asked,
trying to sound diffident.

‘Yes,’ Kate’s mother said. ‘Don’t
bother me with your marital problems.’ She was rude.

‘She’s not answering her phone. Do
you know where she is?’

‘That’s not my problem. She’s not
here I said,’ she spoke loudly into the telephone as if the
technology was her enemy and then hung up.

Two days later Hamish received a
short message from Kate as he sat on the couch in the lounge room
he had shared with her. A book, written by Michelle Bayles, lay
open on his lap. His reading glasses were halfway down his nose. He
stared through them at the message that had appeared on his
telephone. His hand shook a little as he read what his wife had
written.

‘Hamish. I am so sorry for not
contacting you. Mum told me you called and, of course, I received
your message. I did not know how to tell you. I should have, of
course. No excuses. I’ve caught up with Euan. I’m so sorry. I’m
staying with him. It was not my mother that caused me to think that
we’re getting old. It was just me. Euan has written a book. You’re
in it too but it’s mostly about him and me. In New Zealand and the
time after. When I saw him, in New York, it was just like forty
years ago. I’m so sorry, Hamish. I’ll be in touch to finalize
things.’

He read Kate’s message three times,
thinking after each reading. When he was certain of the content,
and it’s meaning, he placed the telephone back on the small side
table next to the couch. He carefully closed the book. He would
read no more, not just then. He placed both hands on the book’s
hard cover and vacantly stared at the lounge room wall.

This had happened to him before. He
had lost Kate to Euan but had retrieved her forty years ago. He had
feared that loss recurring.

The consummation of an ancient
anxiety does not make assimilation easier.







Chapter 4

The Southern Mexican jungle was too
hot and too humid. Hamish could not sleep. He was tired, he wanted
to sleep but could not conjure unconsciousness out of mere
weariness. Anxiety held sleep in abeyance. In the complete darkness
he imagined oblivion and nothingness. It is frightening, whether
you are young or old, but Hamish’s anxiety was not fear of his own
death, he had a new responsibility. He lay awake willing himself to
stay alive.

Why did Arthur insist that I still
come to Mexico? Hamish thought. And why did I agree? However, he
had agreed. His difficulty lay in false stoicism and a hollow
complaint.

‘You can’t sleep either
granddad?’

Jim’s voice in the dark startled
Hamish. His heart beat loudly and arrhythmically. Despite himself,
Hamish must have been close to sleep.

Hamish was overcome with the shock
and sadness of memory. His shock was, momentarily, as intense, as
bad, as first knowledge. It is not simply the transition from
ignorance to unwanted knowledge that causes shock. It is not only
new knowledge that is insufferable. It is also rediscovered
awareness.

It was not fair, Hamish thought,
that a seventeen year old, admittedly as large and as strong as any
grown, modest man could hope for, had to live through that shock.
Even worse, Hamish thought, as he tried to imagine, and failed,
what Jim had survived.

Jim was too young for sorrow not
self-manufactured. It was too much for Hamish, and he had
lived.







Chapter 5

Hamish rose before dawn the next
morning. He couldn’t say he woke early because he couldn’t remember
sleeping. However, he did not rise with the tiredness of a whole
night spent awake. He must have slept at times and in the darkness
his dreams had continued his waking thoughts. He had not known the
difference.

The weak pre-dawn light allowed
Hamish to see something of their accommodation. It had been late
when he and Jim arrived the previous night and the single light
globe in their room had blown as soon as it was turned on. They had
felt their way to single beds to sleep. As Hamish peered through
the gloom he saw that those two single beds were the only
furniture. Jim was a disheveled mass of sweat and sleep in the
other bed.

Hamish quietly sorted their luggage
and then noticed a switch for the single ceiling fan. He turned the
fan on for Jim and watched his grandson sleep for a minute before
he went outside.

Hamish stood, silent and
sentinel-like, on the veranda that lifted his hut off the ground.
Thin fog hung in the air as if the heat had sapped it of energy and
it could neither fall to ground nor evaporate. It was warm and
clammy, too hot for Hamish even if it had been the afternoon. But
that pre-dawn time was merely the beginning of increasing
discomfort.

In the gloaming Hamish could see
that his hut was among a compound of huts, about a dozen were
visible. Some with corrugated iron roofs but the majority were made
from jungle materials. They had no walls but the roof was saddle
shaped so that two diagonally opposite corners sloped down and
kissed the ground like they were two large beasts standing back to
back eating the grass. Hamish’s hut was the exception. It was made
of weather-board walls that supported an iron roof with a covered
veranda all the way around it. It had, obviously, been constructed
to be familiar to Western visitors.

Hamish walked a lap around the
veranda and confirmed that jungle surrounded the village compound.
He stepped onto the coarse, spongy mat of large-blade tropical
grass. The lawn was damp so he stepped back onto the veranda and
went into the room again. He checked that Jim was still sleeping,
put sandals on and set off across the grass not knowing where he
was headed.

Hamish could see into and through
the huts he passed. The corners that were raised formed a front and
back door. He thought he could see sleeping bodies in
hammocks.

He stopped next to a white,
moulded-plastic table outside one of the huts. He noticed two empty
bottles of Corona underneath. There was no other mess so they were
not a sign of revelry and sloth. Hamish guessed that they had been
overlooked during a late night clean up, perhaps the dim light of a
lamp did not penetrate the murky curtain under the table, he
thought.

He scanned the silent village.
Hamish felt like he was all that existed, at the moment before
creation. He thought of his grandson. He again wondered why he had
followed Arthur’s original plan. Why had he brought Jim to the
Mayan village? What was Jim to do, away from his friends, away from
his family? Hamish again concentrated on the beer bottles. He was
all there was of Jim’s family. Of his family. Except for Kate,
there was only the two of them.

There must be people out of bed
somewhere, he thought. He searched for signs of life and noticed a
bare electric globe shining in a hut with fly-wire panels for
walls. A shadow moved within so he set off in that
direction.

As he drew close to his destination,
he disturbed a spider monkey kept inside a free standing cage. The
monkey ran and jabbered excitedly from one wire mesh wall to the
other. Hamish worried that the monkey would wake everyone. The
captive stopped running and stared angrily at the man. Hamish felt
a separate voice in his head speak in utter despair, the voice that
had begun after Kate’s departure and, at times, caused Hamish to
question his sanity. The monkey blamed him, Hamish thought, the one
who had given it life, given it expectations and false hopes before
trapping it and, now, had returned to destroy it. With difficulty
Hamish broke off the torrent of negative thoughts he knew would
follow, before the cascade overwhelmed him.

He did not offer the monkey kind
words or soothing sounds. He, most definitely, did not offer one of
his fingers through the wire mesh.

‘Hamish! Over here.’ A voice came
from inside the hut with the bare globe. The pre-dawn light was
weak, he could only see an indistinct human shape
inside.

‘Arthur?’ Hamish asked.

‘Yes. Come in. Come in.’

A flimsy, paneled wire door was
opened from the inside. Hamish extended his hand to Arthur, who
grabbed the offered hand then dragged his friend close and enfolded
him a hug. Hamish was embarrassed at the show of emotion. As he
waited for Arthur to let him go he scanned the hut. It was a place
for dining, he realized. A long table ran from one wall to the
other. On the far side was a long wooden bench, while on the near
side there was an odd assortment of mismatched chairs. White
moulded-plastic ones, that went with the outside table Hamish had
passed, deck chairs made from woven material, solid metal framed
kitchen chairs with hard plastic seats that Hamish knew were back
in fashion, decades after they had been discarded, and wooden, worn
and old dining table chairs. A single, yellow glowing, low wattage
light bulb was suspended from the ceiling, free to swing over the
middle of the table. There were many shadows at that time of the
morning.

‘I heard your car come in last
night,’ Arthur said after ending the embrace. ‘Your driver told me
you were OK so I didn’t bother you. I assumed you and Jim would be
tired.’ A hand remained on Hamish’s shoulder, who wondered when
Arthur would finally let him go.

Arthur gave Hamish a final pat on
the back and said, ‘You’re up early. Couldn’t sleep?’

‘No, it was too hot.’

‘You’re in the hut for tourists.
Normal beds are not the best option in this climate.’

‘Hammocks would be better,’ Hamish
said.

They were not alone. Sitting in a
corner, on the end of the bench, was an old man, much older than
Arthur and Hamish. He was dressed in a white cotton tunic that
covered him from his neck to this wrists and down to his shins. A
large, hand-made cigar generated a pall of smoke. The smell was
unpleasant so soon after sleep. The old man’s hair was black,
unkempt and hung down to his shoulders. His face was flat and
wrinkled, faintly simian. He was smiling, in a fixed way, at the
two men. Too much smiling, Hamish thought uneasily, as if the old
man was about to thrust out his hand and ask for money.

Arthur again placed a hand on
Hamish’s shoulder and shepherded him towards the seated, old
man.

‘Hamish. This is Yax K’in. The
spiritual leader, the t’o’ohil, of the KulWinik,’ Arthur
said.

Hamish moved forward after the
introduction and shook Yax K’in’s hand which was limp and did not
return Hamish’s grasp.

‘He doesn’t speak English and you
don’t have much Spanish, do you?’ Arthur said.

Hamish said that he
didn’t.

‘Did you read the information I sent
you? He’s well over a hundred years old,’ Arthur said to Hamish
while looking at Yax K’in as if he was an extraordinary exhibit.
‘Maybe even a lot more. He doesn’t look seventy. Not a grey hair on
his head. Amazing isn’t it? Compared to us, I mean. It’s as if time
has stopped for him. His father lived, so they say, impossible to
verify back then, for more than a hundred and twenty years. Must be
good genes, eh?’

Hamish smiled diffidently. He keenly
felt the disrespect of talking about someone present, in a language
they did not understand.

‘Do you want breakfast now?’ Arthur
asked.

Hamish said that he did.

‘OK, I’ll be back in a
minute.’

Arthur gave Hamish a little push in
Yax K’in’s direction as he turned to leave the hut. ‘Go and sit
down. He’s been waiting for you.’

Hamish sat down next to the odd old
man and smiled, not knowing what to say. After a long silence,
during which the heavy cigar smoke annoyed Hamish, Yax K’in pointed
at him and said, ‘Hamish?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hijos?’ Yax K’in asked. The old
Mayan man’s face brightened as he remembered an English word.
‘Son?’ He raised two of his fingers and pointed them at the ground.
Hamish guessed he was being asked if two sons accompanied
him.

‘No, just my grandson, Jim,’ Hamish
said.

Yax K’in stopped smoking. He stopped
smiling. He frowned. ‘No?’

‘No. Grandson,’ Hamish said
slowly.

‘Grandson?’ Yax K’in was asking what
the word meant.

Hamish thought about how to explain
the concept and came up with, ‘Son son,’ and a rolling motion with
his hand to indicate continuation.

Yax K’in resumed smiling. ‘Ah! Son
son.’ He again raised two of his fingers and then pointed them at
the ground.

‘No, just one. Jim,’ Hamish said. He
eventually explained, after more gesticulation, that Jim was the
name of his grandson, and was his only companion.

Yax K’in was visibly concerned at
what Hamish had told him. The t’o’ohil resumed his heavy, pensive
smoking while Hamish looked wistfully towards the door of the hut,
hoping to be rescued by Arthur’s return. He did not want to talk
about Jim.

Yax K’in’s attention unnerved Hamish
in the dim morning light and strange shadows. ‘Jim. Son son,’ he
said. Hamish once again nodded agreement. ‘Jim?’ Yax K’in asked and
held up two of his fingers and thrust them at Hamish’s
face.

Hamish knew what he was
asking.

‘Yes, he is one of twin brothers,’
Hamish said as he also raised two fingers and repeated, ‘Yes. Jim.
Two.’

Yax K’in pointed at Hamish’s face.
‘Jim?’

He was asking if Jim shared Hamish’s
appearance, his dark hair tinged with red and his too large, roman
nose. Hamish laughed and said quickly, knowing Yax K’in would not
understand, ‘It’s a distinctive look we have. I like to think it’s
regal.’

Hamish explained slowly, using arm
movements in emphasis, ‘Yes, yes. Just like me. The same.
Unfortunately for him.’

Yax K’in had learned something that
pleased him. He silently smoked.

Arthur returned, followed by two
KulWinik women carrying plates of tortillas and dishes of beans,
cheese, chillies and sauces.

‘Do you want eggs as well?’ Arthur
asked Hamish.

When Hamish said yes, Arthur spoke
to the women in their own language.

‘Did you understand any of that?’
Arthur asked after the women had left.

‘A little. I picked out eggs but I
can’t speak it. I was chatting with Yax K’in and I couldn’t think
of any of the Mayan words to say. We had a nice talk in English,’
Hamish said.

‘Really?’ Arthur smiled. ‘What were
you talking about?’

‘He thought I had twin sons. I think
he understands now that I only have Jim with me,’ Hamish
said.

Arthur conversed with Yax K’in in
KulWinik Maya. Hamish understood a few of the words; daughter,
grandson and twins. He wondered why he had been unable to remember
any words before.

Yax K’in’s native language speech
rolled with a regal cadence that surprised Hamish. The broken,
English language conversation had fooled him. Most people are
misled when their introduction to someone is in a language foreign
to the other person. Hamish had, shamefully, falsely equated
intelligence with articulation in an unknown language.

Yax K’in smiled at Hamish when his
conversation with Arthur was over. He said, ‘Adios,’ in a thin
voice. He held out his hand and allowed Hamish to shake
it.

As Hamish said goodbye, in stilted
Mayan, Yax K’in stopped his forced smiling. Hamish’s face was
intently scanned as if it might contain something recognizable,
that had been previously hidden. There was clarity in the
t’o’ohil’s eyes but deep sadness. Perhaps, Hamish thought, that’s
the product of a long life or maybe it was the reflection of
Hamish’s own melancholy. He wondered how he would look if he
survived his problems with Kate, and with Jim, and lived another
thirty or forty years. Hamish felt sorry for himself but then had
the unsettling thought that Yax K’in’s unsmiling examination of his
face presaged more suffering to come. Hamish did not know who
for.

‘He’s not having breakfast with us?’
Hamish asked, after Yax K’in had left.

‘No. He only came here, this
morning, to wait for you.’

Hamish wondered at the reason for
his own, apparent, importance.

‘I told Yax K’in about Harry. Just
now,’ Arthur said. ‘I didn’t know how to tell him before. He was
pretty keen on the twins being here. Now he knows,’ Arthur sighed
as if the first in a long line of difficult tasks had been
completed. ‘He wants Jim to learn their language and customs. It
will keep him occupied while he’s here, so it’s a good idea I
think.’

‘Jim’s not really a
learn-it-from-a-book person. He’s a bit young for that,’ Hamish
said.

‘Yax K’in knows what young people
are like. He’s going to assign his daughter to look after Jim while
he’s here. She does speak some English, which will help at the
start,’ Arthur said.

‘His daughter?’ Hamish asked. He was
incredulous. He almost laughed. ‘How old is she?’ Hamish expected
the daughter of a centenarian would be near to death
herself.

Arthur smiled. ‘She was the younger
one who came with the tortillas. You can have a better look in a
minute. She’ll bring your eggs.’

‘But she looked only a bit older
than Jim?’ Hamish said.

‘No. She’s about the same age.
Amazing isn’t it? Knowing how old Yax K’in is,’ Arthur said. ‘We
should all be so lucky.’

Hamish did not want to talk about
women. He did not want to think about Kate. He quickly asked, ‘Why
am I and twins so important?’ but then realized that would mean
talking, indirectly, about Jim. That was another subject he did not
want to discuss.

‘He saw that picture I took of you
and the boys, when they were kids, on the beach near Boston, and
was really excited by it. That was years ago. He’s been fixated
ever since. Well, as fixated as a KulWinik can be. I mean, he’s
mentioned it a few times. He’s very relieved that you and Jim are
here now. That’s obvious. It was extraordinary that he waited here
this morning. He was here when I arrived. That was well before
there was any light. I’ve never seen him time anxious before.
That’s not the KulWinik way.’ Arthur laughed.

Hamish was glad that Arthur had not
talked about twins. He had read enough about them in the books he
had been sent anyway. He remembered the significance they had in
the Mayan beliefs of the creation of this world. How the Hero Twins
had avenged the death of their father, the son of Hachakyum. Hamish
knew, without further explanation from Arthur, that twins were
integral to the Mayan conception of the end of the
world.

The door to the dining hut opened
and a young girl entered. She placed a plate of fried eggs on the
table. It was nearly sunrise, the light was stronger, and Hamish
could see her clearly. She was clear skinned, with regular and
angular features characteristic of the Mayans. She had a large
roman nose, surprisingly like Hamish’s and Jim’s, black eyes and
long, thick, jet-black hair. She was beautiful. She left
immediately she had placed the eggs on the table.

Arthur thanked her but she did not
reply.

‘I think it best if Yax K’in
introduced her. It’s not my place to introduce his family. Do you
agree? Amazing isn’t it? He must have been in his eighties, at
least, when she was conceived.’

Arthur retrieved the eggs from the
far end of the table. He shook his head slightly as if at an
improbable thought.

‘You should see her mother,’ Arthur
quietly exclaimed.







Chapter 6

Jim had been woken when his
grandfather tidied their room in the pre-dawn although he
marginally remained within his dream. He opened his eyes enough to
see shapes as his grandfather moved about. He settled back to sleep
when the indistinct blob of his grandfather’s back floated out and
through the door for the last time.

Jim tried to ignore the pleasure of
the gentle air movement from the ceiling fan. He did not want to
lose the thread of his interrupted dream. A vague memory of the
sequence of events remained and he attempted to coax their
resumption, to breath life into the dream like it was a fire
restarted from embers. However, a restarted dream is never the same
dream.

Jim had dreamed of his brother. Not
as a person but as a dull presence. It was a strange sensation that
made sense only while asleep. His brother had been like a sleeping
spark of life within him that almost reached consciousness but
then, realizing it was too early to wake, had fallen back into a
deep sleep again. Jim lost his brother’s specter like it was
sharing Jim’s own moment of falling back into sleep.

Jim had wanted to talk to Harry. He
wanted to ask him what it was like to die.







Chapter 7

Michelle came into the dining hut
not long after Yax K’in had left. Arthur stood quickly and took a
nervous, shuffling step towards her. Hamish remained seated as he
watched her ignore Arthur and sit down next to him. She returned
Hamish’s smile. She looked younger than someone over forty, he
thought, as he subtracted twenty years from his own, and Arthur’s,
age.

‘Hamish, do you remember Michelle?’
Arthur said. He sat down next to her.

Hamish glared at Arthur. ‘You’re an
idiot,’ he said, and laughed to hide his annoyance. Hamish had
known Michelle well, during the years when Arthur and her were
inseparable.

Michelle smiled again at Hamish as
if they shared the burden of Arthur’s idiocy.

‘Do you want eggs?’ Arthur asked
her.

‘No, thanks,’ she said curtly as she
gathered tortillas from the piled plate across the table from
her.

‘Yax K’in was here this morning,’
Arthur announced.

‘What? Here?’ she said. Her arm was
halted, extended across the tabletop as she looked at Arthur.
‘Whatever for?’

‘Hamish.’

Michelle laughed. ‘I’ve never had to
wait for the geologist and his retinue before.’

‘He seemed to be in a hurry. For
him, at least,’ Arthur said brightly, visibly buoyed by Michelle’s
laughter.

‘But he hasn’t told you where to
excavate yet, has he? Right?’ she said darkly, displeased at
Arthur’s optimism.

‘No,’ he said. His brightness
gone.

Michelle railed at Arthur, irritated
by delay. Hamish listened like he was the audience in a domestic
dispute. Arthur viewed his plate of food without appetite as he
accepted unearned punishment.

‘I can’t tell you anymore,
Michelle,’ Arthur said when she paused for breath.

She eyed him suspiciously. He knew
more about Yax K’in’s plans than he had told her, she was
sure.

Michelle had entered the dining hut
angry with Arthur and intending to provoke an argument. She had
forgotten Hamish. She remembered his plight with an embarrassing
shock.

‘I’m so sorry Hamish,’ she turned to
him. ‘How are you holding up? And your grandson?’

She was contrite.

‘Jim’s good. I don’t know why he is
so good. There were a few problems when he went back to school.
And, although I argued with Arthur, I think he may be right. This
could be a good place. For awhile. It will let Jim concentrate on
something else, totally different.’

‘And you?’ Michelle
repeated.

‘I’m all right. I’m coping.’ Hamish
laughed, nervously, to hide that he was lying. ‘For the same
reasons, this trip may be good for me too.’

She knew Hamish must be masking how
he felt to some degree. But he was a strong man, she knew, and he
was a New Zealander as well. She mistakenly thought he probably
could manage.

Yax K’in’s daughter came in again
and placed more tortillas and more beans on the table.

After she had left, Hamish said,
‘She is beautiful, isn’t she.’

‘Has Arthur been going on to you as
well, has he?’ Michelle said. ‘About how lucky the sexually active
octogenarian was?’

‘Yes,’ Hamish laughed.

Michelle smiled at Arthur without
rancor. ‘He’s just jealous,’ she said, as if her anger had been
hard work to sustain.

‘Are you still teaching, Hamish?’
Michelle asked.

‘No, not anymore. I no longer work
full time. Those days are, thankfully, over.’

‘You don’t enjoy it?’ Michelle
asked. ‘I like teaching. As long as it doesn’t take up all my time.
I’ve had some great ideas from my graduate students.’

Michelle ate her breakfast as other
members of Arthur’s team came into the hut for theirs. Hamish was
introduced as each person joined the group. There were a dozen
Westerners and Mexican nationals in Arthur’s team and they had
finished their breakfast when Jim opened the door to the dining
hut. He spied his grandfather’s back and entered.

‘I heard people talking. Can I get
breakfast as well?’ Jim asked, as he stood next to
Hamish.

Hamish shot to his feet when he was
surprised by his grandson’s voice. He fussed and brought a chair so
that Jim could sit next to him. Hamish introduced only Michelle,
since Jim already knew Arthur well. Further introductions were left
to Arthur.

Michelle studied Jim as he ate his
breakfast and talked with the members of Arthur’s team. He appears
confident, she thought. He’s a strong boy although she did not
equate size with maturity. She tried to imagine having the
responsibility to look after him. She guessed at his suffering,
knowing what had happened to him. Still, she thought, there’s so
much suffering everywhere. So much more than this boy has endured.
However, it’s when suffering becomes personal, when it’s so close
it’s touchable, as close as the boy across the table, that it
becomes real.

Michelle pulled her eyes away from
the teenager to look outside the hut. She focussed on an area where
the road into the village ended, on the other side of the cage of
the captive spider monkey. Her marriage had ended in acrimony, on
that spot, she remembered.

Her attention returned inside and
rested on Arthur. He noticed and quickly smiled. She returned a
distracted half-smile. Michelle had rarely thought of having her
own children. Only once did the feeling last long enough for her to
be prepared to do anything about it. It had not been with her
husband.

It had been with Arthur.







Chapter 8

After breakfast, Hamish and Jim
returned to their hut. An hour later, while Hamish was sitting on
the veranda reading one of Michelle’s books, Arthur padded across
the spongy grass to the tourist hut.

‘Where’s Jim?’ Arthur asked, after
greeting his friend.

‘He’s over at the stream having a
swim.’

‘Yax K’in wants to meet
him.’

Hamish and Arthur walked across the
close mowed tropical grass and then through a short patch of jungle
to the bank of a creek.

The water looked cool and refreshing
to the older men, it was swift flowing but was no more than knee
deep. Jim swam breaststroke against the flow of water trying to not
touch the rocky bottom. He swam vigorously but remained in the same
position as if the water and Jim had fought to a standstill. When
he could no longer resist the swift flow he rested his hands on the
bottom and the water stopped its battle, seemingly ignored him and
flowed over and around his body.

Jim greeted the men casually when he
noticed Arthur and Hamish watching. He waded across the stream
looking like a short legged god walking on water.

Yax K’in’s hut was dark and smoky.
The three Western men could not see clearly at first in the gloom
and haze. A small fire smoldered, contained by three stones
arranged at the points of a triangle.

Yax K’in sat next to the fire
smoking a hand-made cigar. Jim looked self-consciously at the
ceiling of the hut, affecting a nonchalance, embarrassed being in
the company of the older men. He noticed indistinct objects hanging
from the frame of the hut and thought they may be items of
witchcraft.

Arthur formally re-introduced Hamish
first. Hamish’s handshake was again not returned by the limp hand
Yax K’in presented, however when Arthur presented Jim, his hand was
captured in a firm grip. Yax K’in stared through the pall of cigar
smoke as if testing the strength of the young man. Jim was forced
into an uncomfortable, hunched-over position. When Yax K’in
released Jim he backed away and stumbled over someone seated on the
floor.

‘Sorry. I’m so sorry.’

Jim was mortified. He turned and
backed away towards Yax K’in again. Arthur took Jim by the elbow
and sat him on the floor. Once Jim’s eyes became used to the low
light, he saw that the other person was a girl his own age. His
embarrassment at being manhandled by Arthur was
intensified.

Hamish and Arthur sat cross-legged
next to Jim while Yax K’in smoked in silence as if waiting for the
memory of Jim’s embarrassment to fade, or so Jim hoped. Hamish
became impatient as they waited, he believed Jim would prefer to be
elsewhere, and he began to speak. Arthur stopped him. Jim wrenched
his eyes away from Yax K’in’s critical gaze. His sight was clearer
and he was relieved to see that the indistinct objects above him
were tobacco leaves hanging to dry.

Yax K’in spoke in Maya while Arthur
translated.

‘Yax K’in thanks you both for
coming,’ Arthur said.

Yax K’in began again before Arthur
had finished translating.

‘Well, Michelle won’t be happy at
the delay,’ Arthur said. ‘Hamish, Yax K’in would like to invite you
to participate in a balche session and its ceremonies. I assume
you’ll agree. Just say yes.’

Hamish nodded his head and said
yes.

Arthur and Yax K’in had a long
conversation during which Yax K’in appeared uneasy and reluctant to
answer. They both looked at the girl sitting on the
floor.

’What?’ Hamish asked.

‘I’ll explain later. Yax K’in’s
daughter will be there. In a different capacity. Michelle will be
very interested in that.’

‘What about Jim? What will he do
while we’re drinking?’

Arthur said two words to Yax K’in.
One of them was Jim.

Yax K’in replied in a commanding
voice.

‘We’ll talk about this later,
Hamish. Jim has to be there too. But, now,’ Arthur turned to Jim,
ignoring Hamish. ‘He’s going to introduce you to his daughter.
She’ll teach you their language and some of their culture. It will
give you a lot to do while your grandfather and I are busy working.
It should be fun. No-one apart from Michelle and I have had an
opportunity to get this close to the KulWinik. Will you do it?’
Arthur asked Jim.

Jim nodded to Yax Kin, not to
Arthur. ‘Yes, OK.’

Yax K’in inclined his head towards
Hamish, then spoke to Arthur.

‘Is that acceptable to you?’ Arthur
asked Hamish. ‘He’s asking your permission.’

Hamish nodded and said,
‘Yes.’

Yax K’in slowly stood then wandered
over to his daughter. She took his offered hand as she stood. The
old man waved at Jim. ‘Just go over,’ Arthur said. ‘He’s going to
introduce you to his daughter.’

‘Yeah, I can see that,’ Jim said
with real annoyance. He was irked by older people stating the
obvious, treating him as if his lack of years meant he was mentally
deficient.

Jim’s hand was placed over the young
woman’s before Yax K’in’s two hands sandwiched them.

Yax K’in said, ‘Jim. Pep’Em Ha.’ He
repeated the formula.

Jim understood that the other words
were Yax K’in’s daughter’s name.

Hamish and Arthur were asked to
leave. Hamish quizzed Jim, asking him if that was all right. Jim
dismissed his grandfather like he was a man being treated as a
child.

Arthur offered Hamish a drink after
they had left the t’o’ohil’s hut. Arthur required its strength to
help him convince Michelle to extend her stay.

Hamish worried about Jim and
mentioned that to Arthur as they walked.

‘Don’t worry about Jim,’ Arthur
said, distracted by his own concerns with Michelle. ‘He’s going to
have more fun than you are.’







Chapter 9

Arthur and Hamish sat at the white,
moulded-plastic table outside Arthur’s hut. The same one Hamish had
seen two bottles of beer under in the pre-dawn light. A bottle of
Irish whiskey and two glasses were on the table.

‘Does balche taste bad? As bad as
you say in your books? ’ Hamish asked.

‘It looks worse than it tastes,’
Arthur said.

‘It’s that partly religious,
drinking ceremony isn’t it?’ Hamish asked. ‘That’s what Yax K’in
wants to do with me, right?’

‘Yes. The whole village is involved.
At least the men are. It normally goes on for a few days. It’s not
a single session of drinking. It’s not like a session at the pub,’
Arthur said. ‘But, it may not last that long. Given how anxious Yax
K’in was this morning.’

‘That was Yax K’in being anxious?’
Hamish asked.

Arthur laughed. ‘Yes, very
anxious.’

‘I don’t know Arthur,’ Hamish said
as he took a tentative sip from his glass of whisky. It was really
too early to be drinking, he thought. ‘I know Jim has drunk alcohol
before. I know he has been drunk before, but…’

Hamish did not know how much
guardianship Jim required. Hamish had forgotten, it had been a long
time since his son had grown up. He wondered if things like teenage
drinking had changed much. He did not want Jim to get drunk but,
also, did not want to deny attendance at the balche
sessions.

‘Pep’Em Ha’s brother will also be
there. He’s only a few years older than Jim,’ Arthur said. He had
let Hamish prevaricate, knowing denial of Jim’s attendance was not
an option.

‘I don’t know Arthur. A few years at
that age is quite a lot,’ Hamish said. ‘I just don’t know,’ he said
slowly.

‘You can’t say no, Hamish,’ Arthur
said firmly. ‘Yax K’in has asked for Jim to be present. It would
not look good if he wasn’t. Have you looked at Jim? Looked at him
not as your grandson? He’s an adult. Certainly physically. And, you
know,’ he spoke in a softer voice. ‘We can moderate how much he
drinks. I’m sure Yax K’in won’t let him drink too much. Balche is
not that alcoholic and he probably won’t like it.’ Arthur lifted
his whisky. ‘It’s nothing like this.’ Arthur sipped his drink and
put it back on the table.

‘Is Michelle coming?’ Hamish
asked.

‘I haven’t asked her yet. I’m
fortifying myself for that task.’

‘Are you, well, you know?’ Hamish
asked. ‘It doesn’t sound like it’s going that well between you two.
You sounded like you were married this morning.’

Arthur smiled grimly. He said
quietly, with disappointment, ‘No, it’s not going well.’

‘Will there be KulWinik women
there?’ Hamish asked.

‘Will there be KulWinik women,
where?’ Michelle said. The men turned their heads. She had come
from the direction of her own hut, which was behind Arthur’s. She
sat down at the table, closer to Hamish. ‘Are you two still talking
about Pep’Em Ha’s mother? She’s not that young, you know. She’s a
few years older than me.’

‘Maybe that’s my point,’ said
Arthur. The whisky had made him argumentative.

‘What do you mean?’ Michelle said
quickly and angrily.

‘Nothing,’ Arthur said. ‘I was
telling Hamish about balche sessions and the ceremonies attached to
them. He asked if KulWinik women are allowed.’ Arthur turned to
Hamish. ‘No, no women are allowed.’

‘What do you call me, Arthur?’
Michelle said. She was ready for an argument.

‘Unless,’ Arthur said, while
pointedly staring at Michelle, ‘that woman happens to be you,
Michelle. Who is not a KulWinik woman. I’ve already told Hamish
that you’ve been involved in the balche sessions and ceremonies,
over many years. He knows that, I don’t need to tell him that
again.’

‘So, has Yax K’in invited Hamish to
a balche session?’ Michelle said to Arthur. ‘Has he?’ she repeated
immediately, combatively, and then turned to Hamish, ‘And I would
assume Jim?’

‘It would appear so,’ Hamish
said.

Michelle’s face
contracted.

‘Why haven’t you told me?’ Michelle
said to Arthur. She was, again, angry.

Arthur fiddled with his drink. The
weeks with Michelle in the KulWinik village and working together at
Yaxchilan had not been how he imagined. He had dreamed of a
reconciliation but had hoped for friendliness and civility. He
wondered why she had agreed to come, if she was going to be annoyed
with him all the time. Perhaps, he thought as he prepared to reply
to her angry question, she had intended to be nice but being close
to him had turned her nasty. Her eyes were dark with anger, he saw.
She was a predator waiting to pounce on his reply. He had made a
big mistake. He sighed. The mistake that lived ten years
ago.

‘I haven’t told you, Michelle,’ he
said, ‘because we only found out in the last few
minutes.’

‘Well, I won’t stay,’ she said.
Hamish watched the anger in Michelle like it was bubbling ready to
boil over and half expected her to make a movement to leave the
village immediately.

‘Pep’Em Ha does all the rituals now.
Did you know that?’

Michelle stared at Arthur. Her eyes
were unblinking.

‘Would you like a drink?’ Arthur
asked.

‘Yes,’ she said vacantly.

Hamish went inside Arthur’s hut and
returned with a glass that was not too dirty, as if Arthur’s offer
to provide Michelle with a drink had been his obligation.
Michelle’s mood had changed quickly and he wanted to help his
friend by pouring Michelle’s drink quickly.

‘That’s unprecedented Arthur,’
Michelle said.

‘I know,’ he said, agreeing
quickly.

‘Well,’ Michelle said slowly, ‘Maybe
I could postpone a few things.’

Hamish was confused, he did not
understand the significance of Arthur’s information, but he did not
want to interrupt for an explanation because of the electric effect
it had on Michelle. He topped up his own glass of whisky, sipped
from it, placed it back on the table and then peered over Arthur’s
shoulder at nothing in particular.

‘He’s as slippery as usual,’ Arthur
said.

Michelle laughed. ‘Yes, I know that
well. He’s the master of how to answer a question with all possible
answers. Especially questions he doesn’t want asked.’

Michelle’s laugh was contagious.
Arthur loved seeing her happy. She may not hate him, he hoped, only
what he had done.

‘There’s more,’ he said.

‘What?’ she asked.

Hamish perked up and focussed on
Arthur as if his own confusion was about to be resolved, although
he doubted it.

‘Yax K’in promised,’ Arthur
continued, ‘that we’ll be allowed to listen to Pep’Em Ha’s story
telling. After the balche sessions are complete.’

‘I’ve heard that rumor,’ she said,
deflating the effect Arthur had expected. He had hoped Pep’Em Ha’s
extraordinary story-telling prowess was unknown. ‘The women talk
about Pep’Em Ha, and her talent, when she’s not there. What do the
men say?’

‘Well, they say she’s better than
Yax K’in.’ Arthur hoped it didn’t sound like too much of an
exaggeration.

‘Really?’

‘I know. I don’t believe it either,’
Arthur said enthusiastically. ‘But the elders say she’s as good as
her grandfather.’

‘I never knew him,’ Michelle
said.

‘Yes, I know. He died when I was
here the first time. He was an extraordinary t’o’ohil.’

Michelle took a sip of the whiskey
Hamish had placed in front of her. She smiled a belated thanks,
acknowledging his presence. She spoke slowly and quietly, mostly to
herself, ‘What’s he doing?’

Hamish took another sip of his
whisky. His two friends appeared to be wistfully dreaming of
something, he became annoyed and spoke into the silence, ‘I don’t
have the faintest idea what you’re talking about,’ he said, but was
ignored.

‘I think I know what he’s doing,’
Arthur said. ‘It would make your precedent of sitting in on the
balche sessions look tiny, minuscule even.’

Michelle’s eyes widened in shock.
‘No,’ she exclaimed in a long, low voice. She hushed her voice as
if subterfuge was necessary, ‘Do you think the elders are onto
him?’

‘They’re not silly but I don’t think
they’ve put two and two together. Not yet. They just think she’s
good at those things and Yax K’in is not training her.’

‘Have you asked Yax K’in? I mean,
for what that’s worth,’ Michelle said.

Hamish drummed his fingers on the
table. He had almost decided to leave Michelle and Arthur to their
nonsensical, obscure conversation, but he was enjoying the whisky
now, once he had drunk enough of it to have an affect, and did not
feel like being in an angry mood. He resigned himself to being
unnoticed. Maybe I’ll just get silently, pointedly drunk before
lunchtime, he thought.

‘Yes. Just a little while ago,’
Arthur said.

‘Well, what did he say?’ she asked
excitedly. She glanced at Hamish’s drumming fingers and frowned as
if the interruption was rude.

‘He smiled. He prevaricated. That’s
all.’

‘Shit,’ Michelle said softly. ‘All
right,’ she said with a firm resolution. ‘You win. I’ll move my
commitments. This is something I would not want to miss. Do you
think we could publish anything?’

‘Of course. A joint paper if you
want,’ Arthur said.

‘Fuck guys!’ Hamish exclaimed. The
whisky had broken a social barrier within him. ‘What are you two
talking about? I’m still here, you know.’

‘I’m sorry Hamish.’ Michelle was
smiling and didn’t answer Hamish’s question. ‘But this is really
exciting.’

‘To who? What is? You’ve made no
sense at all for the last five minutes,’ Hamish said. He was angry
but calmed down when he saw Arthur’s happiness. He wondered if he
would ever again be as happy as Arthur looked. He doubted
it.

‘We think that Yax K’in may be
training Pep’Em Ha to be the next t’o’ohil,’ Michelle said. ‘The
next religious leader of the KulWinik. Which is impossible, of
course. Women have never been allowed into the religious
ceremonies. They are not the holders of the ancient
stories.’

Arthur nodded his
agreement.

Hamish was forgotten again. ‘That
can’t be all,’ she said to Arthur. ‘He would be overruled too
easily. A woman leader would be too much. Even for his
authority.’

‘Unless,’ Arthur said. ‘He had
something else up his sleeve. I agree. I think Jim must be a part
of his plan. That would be why Hamish had to come.’ Arthur watched
Hamish drink from his glass. ‘Sorry, Hamish, but we never needed a
geologist. You were right, of course, about all the limestone, I
mean.’

Hamish thought about getting angry
with his friend for his deception but then decided that he didn’t
really want to do any geology. Jim was occupied and he was safe,
and they were away from Boston and the constant reminders. He
shrugged his shoulders and had another sip from his glass. OK, he
thought, he was officially on holiday but then wondered if that was
a good thing or not.

Somehow,’ Arthur turned back to
Michelle, ‘the use of twins and their significance in the creation
stories is involved with all this.’

‘Pep’Em Ha is by far the best
choice,’ Michelle said. ‘Her age might be a problem.’

‘Maybe,’ Arthur said. ‘But he has
plenty of time to train her. Yax K’in could make two hundred. He
looks great, he hasn’t aged at all in the years I’ve known him.
That’s, what, about forty years.’

‘So, you don’t think there really is
another excavation site? He just wants us, and Jim, here?’ Michelle
asked.

‘There is a site, I know that, and
it has to do with the succession. There’s something of value we
have to find. Whatever it is, it’s exceptionally important to Yax
K’in,’ Arthur said.

‘You could be here at a pivotal
moment,’ Arthur explained to Hamish. ‘Maybe you and Jim are the
pivots.’ He laughed. ‘I don’t know. But the t’o’ohil of the
KulWinik is at the end of a direct, unbroken line from the priests
and rulers of the ancient Maya. I think that’s something worth
preserving.’ Arthur smiled at Michelle. ‘Maybe the next king will
be a queen.’

The three sat quietly at the table
for sometime, each in their own thoughts. Hamish worried about Jim.
Arthur thought of Michelle and keeping her close by. Michelle
thought of opportunity and, a little, about the Arthur she had
known. The one she had loved. Their silence was punctuated by the
sound of pounding coming from the KulWinik section of the village.
It had started as if on cue to end their conversation. Pep’Em Ha’s
brother pounded bark from the balche tree. He would later add water
and sugar, in a carved mahogany tub, where it would ferment, by the
next day, into a bitter, dark-colored alcoholic
beverage.







Chapter 10

Hamish sat on a chair on the veranda
of the tourist hut trying to not look like he was waiting for Jim.
He had not seen his grandson since he had left him in Yax K’in’s
hut. It was dark and had been for a long time. He waited and he
worried.

The thin light, from the single bare
globe in the room behind him, was feeble and did not attempt to
worry the night further than the edge of the veranda. Hamish sat
quietly and watched nothing in front of him.

The bobbing light from a hand held
torch approached the hut. When the light was close Hamish could
hear the soft, padding sound of footsteps on thick
grass.

‘Where have you been
Jim?’

‘Doing stuff.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Just stuff.’

‘Have you been with Pep’Em Ha all
this time?’

‘Yeah. So?’

‘I’m just asking. Have you eaten
anything? You didn’t come over to the dining hut.’

‘Yeah. I ate something.’

‘I was wondering what happened to
you?’

‘I was all right. Don’t worry about
me.’

‘Well, I did worry.’

‘Don’t then. I’m OK. I ate
something. Over with the others.’

‘The others?’

‘The KulWinik. In their part of the
village.’

‘Were you invited?’

‘I went with Pep’Em Ha.’

‘You mean you just lobbed and asked
for dinner?’

‘No. It was, sort of,
expected.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Expected. Like what I said. What’s
there to not understand?’

‘You mean, you went, with Pep’Em Ha,
and ate with the villagers? I thought they liked to eat
separately?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes, what?’

‘Just yes. The answer to your
question, is yes.’

‘Is there any more information? I
mean who else was there?’

‘Everyone, I guess. I don’t
know.’

‘Well. Was Yax K’in
there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you meet Pep’Em Ha’s
mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who else was there?’

‘Everyone.’

‘And they were happy that you were
there?’

‘Yes. Why wouldn’t they be? What’s
the problem? I had dinner over there, that’s all.’

‘I just want to know, Jim. I’m
interested and I worry.’

‘Worry? What about?’

‘I didn’t know where you were and if
you were OK. I was worried.’

‘No need to worry granddad.
Everything’s good. It’s all good.’

Jim walked passed his grandfather
and into the hut they shared. Hamish did not follow. He did not
think his presence in the room was wanted.

From inside the hut Hamish was
addressed, with a sing-song voice, ‘Good night.’

Hamish replied in a raised, hurried
voice, to make sure that Jim heard him and did not think he was
upset, ‘Good night, Jim.’

Hamish sat on his chair on the
veranda and stared at nothing. There was only darkness in front of
him.







Chapter 11

Hamish went into the hut a long time
after Jim. He watched his grandson sleep before he turned out the
light and got into the other single bed.

He knew he was dreaming, although he
could feel himself lying in bed. He could feel the drift of air
from the ceiling fan and he could hear the pulse as it wobbled and
pushed the air towards him. But he was not in the room lying in the
bed next to Jim’s.

Hamish sits cross-legged, not
uncomfortably, on the floor in Yax K’in’s hut. No, it isn’t Yax
K’in’s hut, he thinks. Yax K’in is present but it’s somewhere else.
There are solid rock walls. It’s black where there should be a
roof. He’s in a small, completely enclosed cave, like a tall, round
chimney, a rocky tomb. He wonders how anyone got in and
out.

Yax K’in sits on the floor with a
clay pot in front of him. There are irregular markings on it that
Hamish cannot make out. Almost like they are badly done repairs
from re-joined pieces. The pot is filled with a substance that
smolders and gives off a pungent smoke. It’s not an unpleasant
smell. It must be incense, Hamish thinks.

Yax K’in is muttering to himself.
Hamish listens and hears rhythms and repetitions. He must be
chanting, Hamish thinks. Yax K’in places a hard, resin-like
substance into the clay pot and the incense smell increases. Yax
K’in stops chanting and looks at Hamish but his gaze is unfocussed.
He cannot meet Hamish’s eyes. Yax K’in knows I’m here, Hamish
thinks, but he can’t see me.

The soft chanting resumes as more
incense is placed into the pot. The t’o’ohil sips an ugly liquid
from a rough bowl that he places on a bark coaster on the ground
next to him.

Hamish listens closely. He
understands what the Mayan leader is saying. He’s jubilant at his
success at learning a language from books. He moves effortlessly
and looks down to see that he’s hovering, a few centimeters above
the ground. He can slip and slide wherever he wants by will alone.
He drifts closer to Yax K’in.

Yax K’in’s unfocussed look follows
Hamish until he’s close.

‘Thank you,’ Hamish hears Yax K’in
say. Hamish does not know why the old man is thankful. Another hard
piece of resin is placed into the clay pot.

The light in the cave changes.
Hamish sees Kate walk out of the shadows and stand on the other
side of the incense burner. She is contrite, her head down. Good,
thinks Hamish.

Kate crouches. She sighs and says to
Yax K’in, in Maya, ‘Must I?’

Yax K’in places more incense into
the pot and takes another sip from the bowl of liquid.

Kate stares at Yax K’in for a long
time as if she is stuck in that position. It must be uncomfortable
for a woman of her age, Hamish thinks, to crouch like that for so
long.

Kate, once again, asks, ‘Must
I?’

Yax K’in nods his head.

Kate reaches behind her to fetch a
large piece of paper, or something that looks like paper. She
places a corner into the pot and it smolders and smokes but does
not burn. The smoke rises and forms a column that disappears into
the darkness above her head. Kate’s image and the image of the
rising smoke flickers on and off, as if it is an inexpert cut in a
reel of film.

The smoke and the paper have
disappeared, as if a new dream has begun. Kate reaches out her hand
and then stops as it hovers above the pot. Hamish notices the pot
has a handle. She touches the handle then waits for further
confirmation. Yax K’in nods.

Kate picks up the pot, moves it with
reverence and places it on the ground in front of Hamish. She sighs
and hangs her head as if she has completed a task that would weary
a strong man.

Kate knows exactly where Hamish is.
She speaks to him in Maya.

‘I’m sorry, Hamish. It was simply a
mistake. Please, please forgive me. Do not blame everyone. Please?’
Kate pleads as she holds out her arms to him.

Hamish calls out to Kate. He’s
frantic. He tries to move but cannot. Yax K’in places another piece
of incense into the clay pot which, somehow, is again in front of
him. Kate dissolves as the smell of incense takes her place. For a
fleeting second before she disappears she transforms into another,
a Mayan woman, who is more beautiful than Kate. Hamish does not
understand how that’s possible, Kate is perfect. Then the image is
gone. The separate voice in Hamish’s head screams and then
dissolves in an utter despair that wrenches Hamish’s heart. His
loss of his family, his loss of Kate is as nothing in comparison to
the sorrow expressed in that voice.

Yax K’in mumbles into the incense
burner. ‘There are many dreams. She is no longer yours. For that, I
am sorry. We are all sorry.’

Hamish is instantly, unreasonably,
calm. Yax K’in picks up the bowl of liquid and offers it. Hamish
drinks a sip. He remembers the taste of that liquid, he has drunk
it before although he can not recall when.

‘Your dream is strong. It is as
large as everything. It has lasted as long as everything. Your
dream will be yours again,’ Yax K’in says. ‘The life of the
t’o’ohil depends upon it. But not yet.’

Hamish woke. He felt the resistance
of the mattress as he lay on his back in bed. His eyes were open
but in the pitch darkness he saw nothing. He heard Jim breathing in
the bed next to his. He heard the ceiling fan. He felt the drift of
air.

He could smell the incense that had
returned with him. He could taste the balche he had drank before
leaving Yax K’in.







Chapter 12

When Hamish woke the next morning
the other bed was empty and untidy. He called out Jim’s name but
received no reply. He sighed, then watched the ceiling fan spin. He
lay like that for a long time.

In the dining hut Michelle and
Arthur, and a few of Arthur’s team, were finishing their breakfasts
when Hamish stood in the doorway and listened to the hubbub of
voices. Michelle and Arthur were together and separate from the
others. There was no animosity. He smiled at their
pleasure.

He sat down next to
Michelle.

‘Did you sleep well last night?’ she
asked, a different, calmer person than the previous
morning.
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