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MAX

Maximilian Ponder is lying face up, dead, on the dining table in his own front room. This is something you really should know, right from the start.

Max would also have wanted you to know that this is an Henri II-style, French, walnut, extending dining table, standing on solid turned legs with fretwork decor to the middle, and also a fine ebony and sandalwood inlay. It was designed by the French furniture-maker Nicolas Rastin, and probably dates from around 1900. It was almost certainly made in a workshop in Paris under Rastin’s supervision. There. Max was very keen on that sort of detail.

Lifting Max onto the table, I had to be careful not to scratch the polished surface. Max would not have appreciated being the cause of a scratch. I made sure that I removed his shoes and his ostrich-leather belt with metal studs (provenance unknown to me), and then I hefted him aboard like a package. Max is not a heavy man, but I’m not as fit as I once was. There will be a lot of blood over the next hour, so I’ve folded a couple of white bath-towels, wrapped them around a bread board, and placed them beneath his head. The blood won’t do the Rastin table much good I don’t suppose, but I shall mop up as best as I can. Then again, who knows? Maybe blood is good for polished walnut tables. But that is the point, you see. I really don’t have the right experience for any of this. Very little experience of death or decapitation, and no experience at all of French polishing.

Max isn’t my first dead body, you understand; but he is the first that I’ve had to lift up onto a table. I could have left him on the floor, but that would have seemed disrespectful. Also, the blood would certainly have been bad for the carpet. But really that wasn’t the main reason. There is a lot still to be done, and it wouldn’t do to have Max lying on the floor in his own vomit. It would perhaps have been easier to leave him on the settee in the drawing room, and I did consider this; but in the end I went for the Rastin table. This is the table in his library, the room where Max lived out thirty years of his life. It’s the table where he and I sat for countless meals, hidden from the world behind heavy brocaded curtains, so it feels appropriate, somehow, to lay him here. Besides, I’m going to need a good, hard surface.

I haven’t called out the police yet. There are things to do first. Eventually, of course, they shall have to come. Other people too. Pathologists perhaps. Journalists even. Max would have liked that. They will want to know how it happened and I shall have to tell them the whole story. Recent events will be easy; I can say this event happened at this time, and that event happened then, and I was in such-and-such a place while Max was in some other place. If they need it, I could put together a detailed dossier for them.

But I dare say they won’t believe me. Not at first. Maybe not ever. I haven’t had many dealings with the police, but whenever I do meet a policeman I feel guilty, no matter how clean my conscience. I shall probably behave like a guilty killer and that won’t help.

Of course when I do tell them the story, I shall have to tell them the whole story. I will need to explain about The Catalogue, and I can just imagine their faces. Will they even begin to understand? Will I be able to make it clear before they lose interest? Probably I should begin with the day that Max swallowed the fifty-pence piece. It was a turning point after all. Or maybe that would be going back too far. Then again, I could argue that that was the day when the whole thing started, because it was then that I offered Max my reluctant consent to participate in his great project. I have often blamed that on the fifty-pence piece.

Or we could go back further – to the day when we buried Libby the dog. I don’t look forward to telling the police about that day. It might be easier to go back even further, to the day when Max swallowed the sixpence. That was the day when I discovered I could see into the future. Or I thought I could. Which is what mattered.

In a sense, as Max would say, there is no beginning. Only the Big Bang and the great coincidence of natural laws that led to an ever-expanding universe, with cooling planets and atmospheres and primordial soup and the perplexing imperative of natural selection that led ultimately to you and me and to Max Ponder lying dead on the walnut extending Rastin table. That is the story, Max would say, as if detail never bothered him. But of course it did bother him. It obsessed him. This is why he would want you to know the provenance of the walnut extending dining table. He would want you to know that he died wearing a Dege & Skinner charcoal-grey, single-breasted suit with a faint stripe, twenty-eight-inch inside leg and thirty-four-inch waist. The suit is one of half a dozen replicas, made by Dege & Skinner, of a suit they once made for Max’s father, who first bought it from their fitting rooms in Savile Row sometime between 1965 and 1970. It doesn’t look particularly unfashionable today, although it is slightly worn at the knees and elbows. It was Max’s favourite suit.

He would be offended if I failed to mention the Breitling watch that he bought in Rome in April 1973, which has kept near-perfect time since the day of purchase. Not that Max would have known if it had not kept perfect time. This watch set the time of his universe for the past three decades and he never checked it against any other piece – how could he? The grandfather clock in the hall has always been notoriously slow, and Max reset that every day or so, but he always used the Breitling as the master. Once or twice I checked it against my own watch, but it always seemed close enough to the real time, so I never reset it. It is a classic Breitling Chronomat, hand-wound, with a mechanical two-register chronograph. It has a silver-and-black dial with two subsidiary dials for recording continuous seconds, and an outer sliding-rule rotating bezel for the calculation of air speeds and so on. I know all of this because I have seen where Max recorded it in The Catalogue, volume CCXI. There are other clocks in the house, of course, but apart from the grandfather clock, none has been wound for three decades and each sits silently frozen somewhere back in 1975. I will probably leave them like this. Somehow it wouldn’t seem right to reawaken them from their slumbers – to refill the silence of this house with the tick of forgotten clocks.

Max would also want me to point out the monogrammed Cartier cufflinks he is wearing, in yellow fourteen-carat gold with chain-link connection. And his black brogues, which I have now removed, size eight and a half, made by Audley Shoemakers of Duke of York Square in Chelsea. And the fact that Max would have wanted you to know all this detail, you understand, would not be a reflection of his vanity. Max was certainly arrogant and indisputably vain, but rarely to the point of ostentation. It would be because Max operated at this level of detail.

His work, I suppose, is complete. Death makes it complete. Max had no one he could ask to complete his great catalogue. It could only ever be the product of a single brain. Now it surrounds him, on three walls, floor to ceiling, on shelves that span the room like a medieval library; 358 volumes of autobiographical ramblings bound in Morocco leather, eleven hundred or so blue appendix volumes, and almost 11,000 day logs in fourteen grey lever-arch files. There are 1,600 books and folders in all. It will be his memorial and his mausoleum. I doubt if any great library or institution would wish to house the thing so, god knows, it will probably stay here. Maybe I will have to convert the place into some precocious museum or auction the whole thing to someone as eccentric, as driven, as he. Maybe.

I assume, of course, that he left The Catalogue to me. His last will and testament, if it exists, was one document he never shared.

Death makes you reflect, doesn’t it? Particularly when the deceased is lying only feet away on a walnut table, face up, in a charcoal-grey suit with a faint stripe, waiting for his head to be removed from his body. Max’s tie had been pulled loose, and it stank of vomit, so I have taken the liberty of removing it and replacing it with my own. It will only be temporary. In a short while I will have to untie it again. My tie is a humble nylon confection of blue hexagons from Marks & Spencer, but it goes well enough with his pale-blue shirt. Max’s tie was silk, with a bold red stripe on a dark-blue field. I am afraid I don’t know the provenance, although it will, of course, be itemised somewhere in The Catalogue. It was almost certainly one of the captain’s ties. The captain, by the way, was Max’s father. Max’s late father. I suppose I’m going to have to tell that story to the police as well, although parts of it must still be on their records; but I doubt if there are any policemen around who still remember it.

It occurs to me that when the police do eventually arrive, I could avoid telling them any of the story. Instead I could suggest that they read The Catalogue for themselves! Max Ponder’s very own magnum opus. Would that be cruel? It would be like giving them A la Recherche du Temps Perdu in the original French and telling them that the key to their investigation was buried somewhere within the seven inscrutable volumes of Proust. And of course it is all there in The Catalogue if you choose to look for it, although what there is of an index is not particularly helpful, and Max never used a computer or even a typewriter so everything he wrote was in his slanty, loopy handwriting, in his Indian ink, 1.3mm, narrow, italic, precise, consistent, longhand. Even after thirty years, you could compare the handwriting from volume I with that of volume CCCLIX and I would defy you to tell the difference or to identify in correct chronology, sample pages taken from say, years one, six, eleven, seventeen, twenty-two and thirty. There was almost a pathology to his handwriting: invariable, homogeneous capitals, a sans-serif palace script of flowing lines, flighty punctuation, hyphenated word breaks at line ends, unnecessarily long crosses on his ‘t’s and italic flecks over his ‘i’s. I’m not even sure how easy it will be for an outsider to read it. As for me, I’m so familiar with Max’s hand that I can pick up a volume and read without correction.

We don’t encounter handwriting much any more, do we? Except for our own notes and scribbles, we rarely have to decipher the calligraphy of others. Postcards, of course, can still confuse. Christmas cards can be a mystery. Everything else comes to us neatly typed or texted, spell-checked, emailed, or laser-printed. But Max, in his methodical, meticulous way, was no longer a creature of this world. He started volume I with his first Sheaffer Visulated reservoir pen with fourteen-carat gold nib in 1975, before personal computers and bubble-jet printing, and we bought his paper ready-ruled in foolscap size from Hawksley and Nether of Knightsbridge, and he had his volumes bound in red Morocco and embossed in twelve-carat gold-leaf twenty-eight-point Roman type by Ernest Cabwhill & Sons of Fulham Road SW4. The late Ernest Cabwhill was Max’s great-uncle. How could he, Max, convert from this timeless process? Should I have brought him a typewriter? Should I have introduced him to dot-matrix printers and the Commodore-Pet computer in 1981? Should he have bewildered students of posterity with a procession of print technologies from fading dot-matrix documents with rip-clean edges to fancy laser-printed A4 80gsm, with a variety of fonts and typefaces: yesterday Arial, today Times New Roman, tomorrow Verdana, justified, bold, italic, easy to read, timeless, soulless, and a million miles removed from the close connection he wanted to convey from brain to pen to paper?
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THE BEGINNING

Today is Monday 27 June 2005. This is the day that Max died. But this isn’t where the story begins of course. Today is the day of the Final Act. Today is the day when the story ends.

The end of a story is easy to define, isn’t it? It is when we all live happily ever after; or else, perhaps, it’s the day when we haul the bodies off the stage and ‘the rest is silence’.

The beginning is so much harder. So here is one place where it might have all begun. I’m going to go right back. Not as far as the Big Bang – you may be pleased to hear – but at least as far as the story goes, and as far as my memory will allow. The boy in this part of the story is me. Was me. I was eight years old. I wish that I could comfortably write about this boy in the third person now, because that is how I see him, so young and so small and so different from the ponderous, bewhiskered, greying bulk that is me today. He is a far and distant creature, this boy, removed in time and space, ignorant of the flotsam and persiflage of the world. He has never used a mobile phone or watched an episode of ER or thrown soil into the mouth of a grave. He doesn’t understand continental drift or currency speculation or compassion fatigue. He has never heard The Beatles. On this day, when it all starts, the boy is standing at the top of his garden watching a woman cutting sugar cane in the field.

That should be how the story begins. A boy, an African valley, and a woman cutting cane.

It was as the boy was watching that a very strange thing happened. Or rather, it seemed as if a very strange thing happened. Sometimes the two things can be the same. And the way it happened, exactly, was this.

It was a still day, and the sun was high. The boy had taken off his hat to swat away the flies. Down the red murrum driveway and across the track stood the rows of sugar cane, motionless in the steady, steamy heat. The woman was bowed at the back, like a tree bent by the wind, and she swung a metal panga, sharp and swift, so that the blade struck the very base of each cane, thwack, thwack, thwack. The woman was known to the boy – to me. Her name was Mrs Mukuti. She was the wife of the farmer, the mother of Ebrahim and Alfred and Monday and little Mbewa. She wore a long, soiled apron and a bright-yellow headscarf and she carried little Mbewa swathed and watchful on her back.

I watched Mrs Mukuti as she cut with metronomic precision, thwack, thwack, thwack, and as each blow struck, a cane would drop, and so practised was her swing that the canes fell in rows waiting to be rolled into bundles. I had watched this scene before, in this field, in other fields, but for the first time, I noticed a phenomenon that struck me as peculiar. The sound of the thwack did not come, as I expected, at the very point when the panga struck the cane. Instead it came as Mrs Mukuti’s arm swung back, and just before it began the next blow. Watching from my vantage point on the hillside, at the moment of impact, there was only silence. But then, as Mrs Mukuti’s arm recovered for the next swing, there was a sound. A thwack.

We know, of course. We scientific people, we understand that the speed of sound in hot and heavy air is a sluggish thing. We have seen it too, in the puff of smoke from a starting pistol with the bang struggling on behind. But the boy was eight, and he’d never seen or heard such a thing before. Strike – pause – thwack, strike – pause – thwack. And then it came to him – to me – in one of those revelations that come only to the specially blessed. I was seeing into the future! Just a short, short time into the future admittedly, but the future all the same. The thought stuck me to the spot, and the small, undeveloped part of my mind that dealt with logic began to kick in to examine the theory. Could it be true that I – Adam Last, had seen the blow delivered before it had actually happened?

We want to tell young Adam how wrong he is, we twenty-first-century people with our ways to measure all things, smug with our instruments and textbooks and theories. But Adam is beyond our reach. He is in 1962 on a hillside in Africa, a little white boy, barefoot and freckled and crew-cut, and he has just discovered that he can see things before they even happen. One day he will forget the blinding insight that came to him from a woman in a field of cane. One day he will accept the laws of nature as codified and named and proscribed by the men in universities that he has never seen or even heard of. He will understand that the speed of light is very, very, much faster than the speed of sound. He will come to appreciate that everything we see and hear is, to some extent, in the past. But today he is a seer, a prophet. Today he can glimpse into the future, just a tiny way. And that makes him special.
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THE CATALOGUE OF A HUMAN BRAIN

Now, where are my manners? This needs to be Max’s story, and I can, it occurs to me, at least get Max to introduce himself. I have in my hands the first bound volume of his catalogue which includes, obligingly, an introduction of a sort. The gold-embossed title on the front cover reads, in twenty-eight-point Roman type:

M.Z.Q.K.J.C.PONDER

THE CATALOGUE OF A HUMAN BRAIN

VOLUME I

THE JUSTIFICATION

JULY 1975

Open it up and flip through the flyleaves to page one. Welcome to the writing of Max Ponder. Dive on in.

I am Maximilian Zygmer Quentin Kavadis John Cabwhill Ponder. My name includes every letter of the Roman alphabet with the exception of the letter F. My father, it seems, took exception to F. In case you think my name is a little out of the ordinary, I should point out that my father was Captain Maximilian Rybault Fonsekker John Cabwhill Ponder. He had an F but no V, Q, Z or G, so that gives me the edge I think. My father’s sister was christened Zinnia Delicious Meretricious Expeditious Meriel Cabwhill Ponder, and my uncle, Aunt Zinnia’s twin, was plain Martin Ponder, a name whose roots can be traced back to a christening concession my grandfather, the captain’s father, made to our grandmother and which he always regretted. Uncle Martin regretted it too. I once discovered some juvenilia of his in which he had signed his name, falsely, as Martin Krepotkin Xerxes McGungler Al’khazam Ponder, which proves my point. There are few things so valuable in life as a memorable name. It could be a given name or your family name, but the combination must be memorable and, if possible, unique. Ask Salvador Dali or Immanuel Kant or Niccolo Machiavelli if they would rather have been christened John or Brian or Robert. Ask Winston Churchill if he might have preferred Nigel. Ask Napoleon Bonaparte if, perhaps, he should have favoured Pierre. Ask William Shakespeare, who might (if he were able to reply) ask, ‘what is in a name?’ and point out, considerately, that a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. Fine, Will, I would riposte, so long as your only concern is the way you smell. A narcissus by any other name would smell just as sweet, and it could be easier to spell, but would it conjure up images of vanity and self-delusion, of the beautiful, conceited youth admiring his own reflection, deceived even unto his death by the nymph Echo? Probably not. Delphiniums would smell as sweet but they’d be much less pretentious. Names are more than just labels; they come laden with layers of meanings and associations. Advertisers struggle endlessly, and invest massively, to formulate exactly the right name for a new product, a name that will help to identify a briefly enduring brand, yet we name our children on a whim and condemn them to carry that name for a lifetime. Lying entwined in bed at night, drifting into sleep we might ask each other, ‘Do you like the name Barry?’ ‘No, too casual. What about Nigel?’ ‘No, too effeminate.’ ‘How about Brian?’ ‘How about Martin?’ and we end up with the name that offends us least on that particular night, based upon the Barry that we met at the office and the Nigel who works at the off-licence and the Martin who presents snooker on late-night television.

It doesn’t have to turn out badly, of course. Parents can, from time to time, agree on great names. Imagine this, back in 1934 in Tupelo, Mississippi: a couple lying entwined in bed murmuring, ‘Elvis? How do you think that sounds? Elvis Presley? Elvis Aaron Presley?’ Or then again, in New York sometime in the 1850s, a pair of Dutch immigrants eager to give their son a positive brand decide, one dark, passionate night, upon Theodore. It would go well with their surname Roosevelt and they could always shorten it to Teddy.

But enough about names.

This is part one of day one of volume one of what will soon become the most audacious thesis ever submitted for the degree of Philosophae Doctor at the University of Cambridge. My aspiration – my intention even – is to spend the next three years isolated, absolutely and completely, from all external influence, and to spend that time diligently recording and cataloguing the entire contents of my brain. As far as I know, this has never been done, so as a contribution to the philosophical knowledge of humankind it will be unique.

Every human brain is unique, so this catalogue will never be a generic document. One day, perhaps a hundred years from now, we might decode the whole DNA of a single human just as we have already done with the Tobacco Mosaic Virus. I can’t help with that because my understanding of biochemistry is too feeble. What I want to accomplish is a similar exercise but instead of listing the base pairs of the DNA molecule, I will list the discrete atoms of human memory from the first twenty-one years of a human life. It is a daunting challenge. How do I untangle it all?

Did you know that if all the world were to be rendered invisible with the single exception of nematode worms, then you would still be able to find your way around and recognise people and places? Apparently we are all covered by a film of these tiny thread worms, although now I come to recount this startling fact I’m suddenly uneasy. Maybe it isn’t true after all. I’m not quite sure how this whole invisibility thing could work. After all, if you can’t see the nematodes now, then how would you suddenly spot them once the world was invisible? Also, if you were invisible, like H.G. Wells’ Invisible Man, then how would your retina work? Light would pass straight through it. You’d be blind. And actually, if all the world were rendered invisible, then we’d all be blind, in which case the world might as well be visible, nematodes or not.

The only nematode that I can be confident of actually having seen was a ten-inch-long pinkish-brown specimen of Ascaris lumbricoides, a parasitic roundworm that infects the human gut. It was about the width of my little finger and maybe three times as long, and it lay safely pickled in a white enamel tray of formalin, waiting for students to dissect it as part of a zoology practical examination at Cambridge where I was a volunteer invigilator. Around one quarter of the world’s population has at least one of these in their small intestines. This is what I learned that day. The female parasite lays about two million eggs a day which all emerge in human shit and develop into larvae without the inconvenience of having to find any intermediate host. Thereafter they sit around in the soil waiting for fruit to fall, at which point they take up a new position on the surface of the fruit and simply wait to be eaten. It doesn’t have to be fruit. You can pick up Ascaris infection from grass and dirty hands. No wonder I am now so obsessive about cleanliness. I know about things like Ascaris lumbricoides. These are the kinds of things I think about.

That introductory section is just so typical of Max – at least in the early volumes. Later, the tone changes, but only slightly. The books become more formal. He drops the stream of consciousness that made the early volumes so charming and readable and descends, much of the time, into the inevitable lists.

How quaint, by the way, that Max imagined it would take us a hundred years to decode the human genome. I suppose we all did back in 1975. In reality, it was done and dusted before Max’s fiftieth birthday. It might have been rewarding to have been able to tell him, but that would never have been possible. Max closed himself off from the outside world to compile his catalogue, and great events such as this simply passed him by.

Anyway, there in the introduction to volume I is Max as I knew him – lofty, playful, capricious, arrogant. He was wholly aware of these aspects of his character, and even flaunted them. Look how he starts by extolling his ridiculous, protracted name. Like a vainglorious Malvolio, he struts his name before us, right in the opening page of what he knows will be a substantive document, his life’s work no less, and then before we know where we are, he is toying with us, introducing Immanuel Kant and Narcissus and Elvis Presley. What is all that about? A few pages ago I wrote that Max was rarely ostentatiously vain. And yet here he is, boasting on the page, playing a deliberate game of confusion and misdirection. One moment Elvis, and then suddenly with no warning, nematodes. Nematodes! How did he get from Elvis to nematodes? More significantly, why did he choose to do this in chapter one of his opus? It may have been to illustrate the whimsical nature of his thought process, the impulsive and fickle way his mind would flit and flutter and settle on unlikely topics. After all, he would do this in conversation too. We could be discussing anything – say, the nature of time, in one of those strange, conflicted conversations we held – and suddenly he would slap his knee and laugh. ‘Carousels!’ he might exclaim, ‘Do you remember them? I once went on a carousel in Slough and I swear to god it must have been rattling round at fifteen miles an hour – now I know that doesn’t sound fast, but that used to be my average cycling speed – quite something when you’re coming downhill on a pushbike. That’s how I reckoned up the speed of this carousel. I reckoned I could just about keep up with it pedalling flat out. What do you imagine the centripetal force would be on a hobby horse at fifteen miles an hour? I’m damned if I can remember the formula. It’ll be in the book somewhere. Slough! god! I went to a dance in Slough once. Hideous. I ended up dancing with a dreadful girl called Wiggins. Emeline, I think. Or was it Harriet? Her father was a curate at the parish church in Windsor. Fifteen miles an hour. By god. Nearly threw me off. The carousel that is. Not the girl. Mind you, she probably threw me off too only I was probably too pissed to remember. Funny old thing the brain, eh? Funny thing.’
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