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One

Room 13, Hotel Santo Domingo, Mexico City

I’m writing this sitting on the bed with the talisman in my free hand. The ceiling fan’s wobbling and the overhead light is flickering. The shadows slicing the walls are making me dizzy.

I didn’t sleep on the flight from Heathrow or from Jamaica and I won’t sleep tonight. A cicada is rasping, he’s quite extraordinarily loud. I’ve searched the whole room but I can’t find the little bugger. He could be anywhere, cicadas are brilliant ventriloquists.

I know what you’d say about getting to sleep, Dr Walker, but I can’t take one of your pills. Early flight tomorrow to some little town in the mountains, then a charter plane to the jungle and a boat up a river. I don’t know its name and I don’t want to. I just need to get away.

I never told you about the talisman, did I? It’s the size of my thumb, neatly shrouded in my handkerchief. After I’d had the first coffee with her we were saying goodbye under our birch tree when her hair snagged on a twig and she pulled it free. When she’d gone I went back and retrieved several long black strands and snapped off the twig and wound them round. I’ve had the talisman ever since. I keep it zipped in the breast pocket of my safari shirt, against my heart. I don’t care if that’s sentimental. I will keep it always.

Just now I wrote that I have to get away, but I know I can’t do that, not ever, because she’s dead. I can never get away from that.

You see how it always comes back to her, Dr Walker? That’s why I can’t sleep. That’s why I’ve done what you suggested and started this journal. And maybe you’re right, maybe writing will stop the thoughts going round and round like angry wasps.

Although I’m not going to write about Penelope. Why should I? No point re-hashing the past. This is about the future. A clean break.

I found that cicada. He was hiding behind the picture of the Virgin Mary above the bed. He’s been driving me mad and when I found him, I wanted to squash him. Me, the insect lover! I was shocked.

Of course I thought better of it. He is so beautiful. Some kind of Zammara, I think. His transparent wings are deceptively delicate, folded over a powerful body that’s boldly marked in turquoise and black. How can I blame him for disturbing me when all he’s doing is trying to attract a mate?

Some hope in here, poor sod. I’ve stowed him in my pocket, I’m going to take him outside and find him a home. I spotted some oleanders on the corner of the street. Who knows, maybe he’ll even find a female.

One thing’s for certain. I can’t stay in this room any longer. It’s supposed to be winter in Mexico but it’s hot as hell and the walls feel as if they’re closing in. I can’t stand this bloody flickering.

Well that was a mistake. The Day of the Dead was last week, for Christ’s sake, I booked my flights specifically to avoid it – but you’d never guess, the shops and street stalls bristling with sugar skulls and cheery plastic skeletons in all the colours of the rainbow. It was horrible. Not to mention the traffic fumes and the blaring horns, the cacophony of Spanish – which I don’t speak.

I left my cicada in an oleander bush. Better luck out here, my friend. I didn’t want to leave him, he’d been company. The crowds on the street were making me uneasy, so I sought refuge in the nearest museum.

And where did I end up? Staring into a glass case at a big pear-shaped bundle of earth-coloured cloth two thousand years old, containing the mummified remains of a human being. A cutaway diagram revealed the thing inside, crouching in a basket, its skeletal knees drawn up to its chest, its shrunken face half-hidden by bony fingers. A caption in broken English said the body was wrapped in many layers of ‘elaporated cloths’. Like a giant sweet.

Why of all things did I have to stumble across a corpse? Why not some harmless collection of pots? Wretched object wasn’t even Mexican, the sign said it was borrowed from Peru. That makes me feel as if I’ve been singled out. Why can’t death leave me alone?

I should have walked away, but I couldn’t stop staring. The thing was lopsided, its head cocked as if slyly peering up at me. Its earthy outer wrapping was patterned with little faded motifs in green and yellow, they looked like hummingbirds and bees. The night we met she was wearing a floaty frock embroidered with butterflies and tiny coin-sized mirrors. I said it was nice, and she said it was from India and she was ‘into ethnic stuff’. I hadn’t a clue what she meant, not being familiar with how her generation speaks. That made her laugh. Later she told me she’d only been trying out a ‘look’ and wasn’t particularly ‘into’ ethnic stuff, she’d said it as a joke.

That was the whole problem, I never could tell when she was teasing. That’s why it all went wrong.

A party of tourists drifted past, their voices soughing and receding like waves. I felt sweat trickling down my spine, caught a whiff of my unwashed flesh. Not bees, I thought muzzily. Hornets. Although are hornets indigenous to Mexico? I’ll have to look that up.

A Mexican matron waddled up and crossed herself when she saw the carcase. All at once I wanted to strangle her, an uprush of pure heart-thumping rage. And it wasn’t only her I was angry with, it was everyone. Those ancient Peruvians with their bundled corpse, what did they imagine they were achieving? And Mexicans with their Day of the Dead? Do you really think it’s that easy? Chuck a few sugary treats on the grave and she’ll come back?

I’ve had these spurts of rage since my breakdown, but knowing they’re only a symptom doesn’t make them easier to deal with. I lost my temper with Wanda, poor little cow, and her unthinking belief that the dead live on. You remember Wanda, Dr Walker, Jeremy’s wife? He’s my best friend (well, my only friend), they came to visit me in hospital? I’ve known them since we were at Cambridge and I like her, I do, even if she is a bit of a hippie, and strident about Women’s Lib. But all that drivel about death being merely ‘passing over’, ‘one door closing, another opening’. That’s such rubbish. It’s how the living fool themselves into believing they’re still connected to the dead – when the truth is, there’s nothing to be connected to.

‘Rest in peace’? That makes me so angry. How can Penelope be at peace when she no longer exists? She isn’t ‘resting’. She – is – not. That’s what I can’t bear.

Wanda would probably say that it wasn’t by chance that I ended up in front of that carcase in the museum, she’d tell me it was Fate. Well fuck that, Wanda. What’s Fate – what’s faith – but belief without evidence? If you want to believe in a soul which lives on after death, fine, go ahead. Just so long as you admit that it’s on a par with believing there’s a leprechaun in my sock drawer. Both ideas are founded on nothing.

The museum was emptying. As I crossed the echoing hall I felt unreal, cut off from everyone. I watched myself politely making way for an old lady and her granddaughter, while inside I felt the howl gathering force, pushing up into my throat like a fist. Pull yourself together, Simon, you can’t break down here. No crouching on the floor with your head in your hands, like those huddled remains.

Out in the street, self-preservation kicked in. I didn’t fancy being mugged and left for dead in an alleyway, so I squared my shoulders and feigned assurance, in case any thieves were watching.

My cicada was still rasping away in his bush. I felt sorry for him; he belongs in the rainforest, high in the canopy. And he put me in mind of where I’m going.

On the flight from Jamaica I looked at my field guides, and for the first time since it happened, I felt a twinge of excitement. So many species of mantid – such riches waiting to be discovered. Thinking of that now, I realise that the jungle isn’t merely an escape, I do actually want to be there. I need that dense green tangled dimness; the flutter and hum of insect lives.

And I find the fact that I’m still capable of longing quite encouraging. Perhaps you’re right, Dr Walker, perhaps I am getting better. And surely it’s a hopeful sign that I care about not being mugged?

It seems that I really do want to reach the rainforest alive.

All that rage in the museum. That contempt for the sugar skulls and the ancient people with their pathetic wrapped remains. And yet here am I with my talisman: a dead woman’s hair wrapped round a twig. Why do I keep it, if not from a primitive belief that this tiny part of her contains her spirit?

Or at least her essence – which in a way it does, her DNA. The primitive aspect lies in my belief, unconscious but undoubtedly there, that by touching this part of her, as I am doing now – all right, not touching, clutching – that by clutching these strands of her hair, I am touching her. There’s the self-deception. The pitiable attempt to deny death.

I know all this. I know that this twig is merely an assemblage of lignin, these strands of hair are simply twisted chains of keratin. It’s not her. And yet this talisman feels charged. Radioactive.

So let’s be honest, shall we? Let’s not deceive ourselves. It wasn’t contempt that I felt for those people in the museum, it was envy. If only I was like them. If only I too could believe that I can contact the dead. That I could see her, touch her one last time.

If only, if only, if only. That’s why I can’t sleep. That’s why I need the jungle. If anything can save me, it’s my mantids. We’re in this together, my beauties. It’s you and me against the world.





Two

I’m on the plane to San Cristóbal and the woman beside me has been reading over my shoulder. Podgy, forty-ish, plain. Beige slacks, flowery blouse, probably bought new for the trip; hardly any make-up, fingernails painted a careful pink. She’s smoking too much, clearly eager to chat. Well, she was; and if she’s reading this now, too bad, it serves you right for snooping.

Earlier she told me she hated flying and would I mind if we talked? I said okay, and she asked how long I’d be staying in San Cristóbal. Only a night, I said, someone’s meeting me, tomorrow we’re off to the jungle.

Her eyes widened in admiration. ‘Sounds intrepid.’

‘Not really. I gather it’s an established camp, been going for years, some sort of dig. Although I won’t be—’

‘Ooh, you’re an archaeologist! So’s my boss! Maybe you met him at the conference in Chiapas?’

‘I’m not an archaeologist.’

‘Oh. So why go to the jungle?’

Nettled, I pointed out of the window at the clouds. ‘There’s a forest down there. I’m an entomologist. I study insects.’

She gave a theatrical little shudder. People often do, especially women. You’d think I’d be used to it by now, but I still find it annoying. A few days ago I was in Stanford’s buying maps and I picked up a ‘Traveller’s Guide to Mexican Wildlife’. It had lavish sections on Birds, Mammals, Reptiles, Amphibians and Fish – but nothing on insects. It was all I could do not to tear the bloody thing apart. How can they ignore the most successful phylum on the planet? Sometimes I think that’s what drew me to insects in the first place: because they’re unloved.

Anyway, a few minutes ago I got my neighbour to shut up by telling her about my breakdown. It worked a treat, she flashed me a meaningless smile and shrank back in her seat. Then an air hostess came with a tray and we both took plastic cups of pink pop and exchanged polite nods, mutely acknowledging that we won’t speak again till we’ve landed and are saying goodbye.

She’s pretending to be absorbed in her book. It’s open at a double-page picture done in that brutal Central American style, maybe Aztec or Inca? Colours are nice and bright, but it’s far too complicated, I can’t make out what it’s meant to be. I find it unsettling. I hope there’s nothing like it on the dig. Although if there is it won’t matter, I’ll be off in the jungle with my mantids. Yes. I must hold onto that.

Earlier when we were taking off, my neighbour glanced at my hands, I think she was checking for a wedding ring. I felt like saying, Nope, I’m not married or divorced, nor am I interested in a one-night stand. I wonder what she’d say if I told her I’m forty-two and never had a proper girlfriend until Penelope?

I never told you that, did I, Dr Walker? Before Penelope I’d had precious little to do with females. Growing up, there was Mother and my sister Marjorie, who didn’t count. Let’s see, at six I was infatuated with Snow White, then at eight it was Olivia de Havilland in Robin Hood. My older brother Edwin and I went to a boys’ grammar; so the only real girls I encountered were Marjorie’s friends – whom I loathed, because of their affected terror of my stick insects.

When adolescence struck, I moved on to more actresses: Jean Simmons, Anna Neagle, and the girl in the Playtex advert. No real female showed an interest in me, except to mock. I was such an easy target: too tall, too thin, too tongue-tied to fight back.

Of course I was aware of the Swinging Sixties, how could I not be, with my colleagues at the Institute busily coupling and uncoupling? But somehow it never applied to me. I’ve always felt like a separate species. People think insects don’t have hearts, but they do, they’re just different from ours. That’s how I felt, different. And I was fine with it, I didn’t want to join in. I was happy with my mantids.

I’m not trying to excuse myself, there is no excuse for what I did. All I’m saying is that if I’d known more about women when I met Penelope, it might not have happened.

Just now I was gazing out of the window when the clouds parted and suddenly there was the rainforest – a vast, shimmering green wilderness. I felt a stinging behind my eyes. I realised I’d stopped breathing.

Far below me lay a shining river like a fat copper snake. I made out the tiny bronze speck of a settlement, and a narrow red slash, maybe left by loggers or coffee-planters. Then the ravages of people were left behind like a bad dream and I saw nothing but trees.

I suppose it’s because I grew up near a forest that they’ve always been my refuge. I feel better simply gazing down at that endless green expanse.

It’s occurred to me that the worst has already happened. There can be no pain more intense than what I’ve experienced. No deeper disgrace, no fiercer remorse. It’s all behind me.

My neighbour is still chain-smoking, still buried in her book, poring over that wall painting or whatever it’s supposed to be. It’s like a puzzle, but I’m beginning to make it out. It’s some sort of nobleman or maybe a priest, standing in profile. He has an imposing Roman nose and a jutting lower jaw, but the back of his skull is weirdly flattened, as if someone’s bashed it in. He’s wearing a spotted cloak, an elaborate headdress with feathers, and odd high-sided sandals. In one fist he’s grasping a leaf-shaped blade and in the other he’s

What the hell? Yup, he’s clutching his erect penis. It’s spouting four little scarlet snakes, complete with tiny forked tongues. Are they meant to be blood? Oh God is that what he’s just done with the knife?

I felt nauseous but I didn’t throw up and now I’m okay. Had to re-evaluate my neighbour, though. Shortly after take-off she patted her book and told me she was ‘into’ pre-Columbian art, ‘Though obviously not as a collector, not at those prices.’ But why would anyone want to collect that? A man attacking his own penis with a knife?

The things people do. I don’t care if it was thousands of years ago, it makes me want to vomit.

I need the jungle as never before. Please, please, I can’t bear it any more. I need to be in the rainforest, alone among trees. Far away from people. Yes. Nothing human.

Things will be better down there.
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