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ABOUT THE BOOK

BRILLIANTLY CONCEIVED, WILDLY IMAGINATIVE, ADDICTIVELY IMMERSIVE, BREATHAKINGLY SUSPENSEFUL.


Everybody has a Cordova story.


Cult horror director Stanislas Cordova hasn’t been seen in public since 1977.


To his fans he is an enigma.


To journalist Scott McGrath he is the enemy.


To Ashley he was a father.
 

On a damp October night the young, beautiful Ashley Cordova is found in an abandoned warehouse in lower Manhattan. Her suicide appears to be the latest tragedy to hit a severely cursed dynasty.
 

For McGrath, another death connected to the legendary director seems more than a coincidence. Driven by revenge, curiousity and a need for the truth, he finds himself pulled into a hypnotic, disorientating world, where almost everyone seems afraid.


The last time McGrath got close to exposing Cordova, he lost his marriage and his career. This time he could lose his grip on reality.


Once we face our deepest fears, what lies on the other side?


ALSO BY MARISHA PESSL

Special Topics in Calamity Physics
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A Note about the Interactive Elements of Night Film

DEAR READER,

If you want to continue the Night Film experience, interactive touch points buried throughout the text will unlock extra content on your smartphone or tablet. These hidden Easter eggs include new images and audio. If you have a device with a rear-facing camera (connected to WiFi or a cellular network), please follow these steps to access the bonus content:


	Visit NightFilmDecoder.com to learn how to download the free app.

	Install the Night Film Decoder app on your device.

	Search for the bird image below in select illustrations throughout Night Film. When you see it, launch the app on your device and scan the illustration with the camera until a Play button appears on the screen. Hint: Not every one hides a secret.
[image: image]


	Press the Play button and enjoy.


If you experience any issues with the Night Film Decoder app, please email support@randomhousedigital.com.

Please note this app may not work on all devices.


In memory of my grandmother,
RUTH HUNT READINGER
(1910–2011)


Mortal fear is as crucial a thing to our lives as love. It cuts to the core of our being and shows us what we are. Will you step back and cover your eyes? Or will you have the strength to walk to the precipice and look out? Do you want to know what is there or live in the dark delusion that this commercial world insists we remain sealed inside like blind caterpillars in an eternal cocoon? Will you curl up with your eyes closed and die? Or can you fight your way out of it and fly?

—STANISLAS CORDOVA
Rolling Stone, December 29, 1977


PROLOGUE

New York City 2:32 A.M.

EVERYONE HAS A CORDOVA STORY, whether they like it or not.

Maybe your next-door neighbor found one of his movies in an old box in her attic and never entered a dark room alone again. Or your boyfriend bragged he’d discovered a contraband copy of At Night All Birds Are Black on the Internet and after watching refused to speak of it, as if it were a horrific ordeal he’d barely survived.

Whatever your opinion of Cordova, however obsessed with his work or indifferent—he’s there to react against. He’s a crevice, a black hole, an unspecified danger, a relentless outbreak of the unknown in our overexposed world. He’s underground, looming unseen in the corners of the dark. He’s down under the railway bridge in the river with all the missing evidence, and the answers that will never see the light of day.

He’s a myth, a monster, a mortal man.

And yet I can’t help but believe when you need him the most, Cordova has a way of heading straight toward you, like a mysterious guest you notice across the room at a crowded party. In the blink of an eye, he’s right beside you by the fruit punch, staring back at you when you turn and casually ask the time.

My Cordova tale began for the second time on a rainy October night, when I was just another man running in circles, going nowhere as fast as I could. I was jogging around Central Park’s Reservoir after two A.M.—a risky habit I’d adopted during the past year when I was too strung out to sleep, hounded by an inertia I couldn’t explain, except for the vague understanding that the best part of my life was behind me, and the sense of possibility I’d once had so innately as a young man was now gone.

It was cold and I was soaked. The gravel track was rutted with puddles, the black waters of the Reservoir cloaked in mist. It clogged the reeds along the bank and erased the outskirts of the park as if it were nothing but paper, the edges torn away. All I could see of the grand buildings along Fifth Avenue were a few gold lights burning through the gloom, reflecting on the water’s edge like dull coins tossed in. Every time I sprinted past one of the iron lampposts, my shadow surged past me, quickly grew faint, and then peeled off—as if it didn’t have the nerve to stay.

I was bypassing the South Gatehouse, starting my sixth lap, when I glanced over my shoulder and saw someone was behind me.

A woman was standing in front of a lamppost, her face in shadow, her red coat catching the light behind her, making a vivid red slice in the night.

A young woman out here alone? Was she crazy?

I turned back, faintly irritated by the girl’s naïveté—or recklessness, whatever it was that brought her out here. Women of Manhattan, magnificent as they were, they forgot sometimes they weren’t immortal. They could throw themselves like confetti into a fun-filled Friday night, with no thought as to what crack they fell into by Saturday.

The track straightened north, rain needling my face, the branches hanging low, forming a crude tunnel overhead. I veered past rows of benches and the curved bridge, mud splattering my shins.

The woman—whoever she was—appeared to have disappeared.

But then—far ahead, a flicker of red. It vanished as soon as I saw it, then seconds later, I could make out a thin, dark silhouette walking slowly in front of me along the iron railing. She was wearing black boots, her dark hair hanging halfway down her back. I picked up my pace, deciding to pass her exactly when she was beside a lamppost so I could take a closer look and make sure she was all right.

As I neared, however, I had the marked feeling she wasn’t.

It was the sound of her footsteps, too heavy for such a slight person, the way she walked so stiffly, as if waiting for me. I suddenly had the feeling that as I passed she’d turn and I’d see her face was not young as I’d assumed, but old. The ravaged face of an old woman would stare back at me with hollowed eyes, a mouth like an ax gash in a tree.

She was just a few feet ahead now.

She was going to reach out, seize my arm, and her grip would be strong as a man’s, ice cold—

I ran past, but her head was lowered, hidden by her hair. When I turned again, she’d already stepped beyond the light and was little more than a faceless form cut out of the dark, her shoulders outlined in red.

I took off, taking a shortcut as the path twisted through the dense shrubbery, branches whipping my arms. I’ll stop and say something when I pass her again—tell her to go home.

But I logged another lap and there was no sign of her. I checked the hill leading down to the bridle paths.

Nothing.

Within minutes, I was approaching the North Gatehouse—a stone building beyond the reach of the lamps, soaked in darkness. I couldn’t make out much more than a flight of narrow stairs leading up to a rusted set of double doors, which were chained and locked, a sign posted beside them: KEEP OUT PROPERTY OF THE CITY OF NEW YORK.

As I neared, I realized in alarm, glancing up, that she was there, standing on the landing, staring down at me. Or was she looking through me?

By the time her presence fully registered I’d already run blindly on. Yet what I’d glimpsed in that split second drifted in front of my eyes as if someone had taken a flash picture: tangled hair, that blood red coat decayed brown in the dark, a face so entirely in shadow it seemed possible it wasn’t even there.

Clearly I should’ve held off on that fourth scotch.

There was a time not too long ago when it took a little more to rattle me. Scott McGrath, a journalist who’d go to hell just to get Lucifer on the record, some blogger had once written. I’d taken it as a compliment. Prison inmates who’d tattooed their faces with shoe polish and their own piss, armed teenagers from Vigário Geral strung out on pedra, Medellin heavies who vacationed yearly at Rikers—none of it made me flinch. It was all just part of the scenery.

Now a woman in the dark was unnerving me.

She had to be drunk. Or she’d popped too many Xanax. Or maybe this was some sick teenage dare—an Upper East Side mean girl had put her up to this. Unless it was all a calculated setup and her street-rat boyfriend was somewhere here, waiting to jump me.

If that was the idea, they’d be disappointed. I had no valuables on me except my keys, a switchblade, and my MetroCard, worth about eight bucks.

All right, maybe I was going through a rough patch, dry spell—whatever the hell you wanted to call it. Maybe I hadn’t defended myself since—well, technically the late nineties. But you never forgot how to fight for your life. And it was never too late to remember, unless you were dead.

The night felt unnaturally silent, still. That mist—it had moved beyond the water into the trees, overtaken the track like a sickness, an exhaust off something in the air here, something malignant.

Another minute and I was approaching the North Gatehouse. I shot past it, expecting to see her on the landing.

It was deserted. There was no sign of her anywhere.

Yet the longer I ran, the path unspooling like an underpass to some dark new dimension in front of me, the more I found the encounter unfinished, a song that had cut out on an expectant note, a film projector sputtering to a halt seconds before a pivotal chase scene, the screen going white. I couldn’t shake the powerful feeling that she was very much here, hiding somewhere, watching me.

I swore I caught a whiff of perfume embroidered into the damp smells of mud and rain. I squinted into the shadows along the hill, expecting, at any moment, the bright red cut of her coat. Maybe she’d be sitting on a bench or standing on the bridge. Had she come here to harm herself? What if she climbed up onto the railing, waiting, staring at me with a face drained of hope, before stepping off, falling to the road far below like a bag of stones?

Maybe I’d had a fifth scotch without realizing. Or this damned city had finally gotten to me. I took off down the steps, heading down East Drive and out onto Fifth Avenue, rounding the corner onto East Eighty-sixth Street, the rain turning into a downpour. I jogged three blocks, past the shuttered restaurants, bright lobbies with a couple of bored doormen staring out.

At the Lexington entrance to the subway, I heard the rumble of an approaching train. I sprinted down the next flight, swiping my MetroCard through the turnstiles. A few people were waiting on the platform—a couple of teenagers, an elderly woman with a Bloomingdale’s bag.

The train careened into the station, screeching to a halt, and I stepped into an empty car.

“This is a Brooklyn-bound four express train. The next stop is Fifty-ninth Street.”

Shaking off the rain, I stared out at the deserted benches, an ad for a sci-fi action movie covered in graffiti. Someone had blinded the sprinting man on the poster, scribbling out his eyes with black marker.

The doors pounded closed. With a moan of brakes, the train began to pull away.

And then, suddenly, I was aware, coming slowly down the steps in the far corner—shiny black boots and red, a red coat. I realized, as she stepped lower and lower, soaked black hair like ink seeping over her shoulders, that it was she, the girl from the Reservoir, the ghost—whatever the hell she was. But before I could comprehend this impossibility, before my mind could shout, She was coming for me, the train whipped into the tunnel, the windows went black, and I was left staring only at myself.
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1

A LARGE CHANDELIER showered golden light on the crowd as I surveyed the party in the bronze mirror over the mantel. I was startled to spot someone I barely recognized: myself. Blue button-down, sports jacket, third or fourth drink—I was losing count—leaning against the wall like I was holding it up. I looked like I wasn’t at a cocktail party but an airport, waiting for my life to take off.

Infinitely delayed.

Every time I planted myself at these charity soirees, lost scenes from my married life, I wondered why I kept coming.

Maybe I liked facing a firing squad.

“Scott McGrath, great to see you!”

Wish I could say the same, I thought.

“Working on anything cool these days?”

My abs.

“Still teaching that journalism class at the New School?”

They suggested I take a sabbatical. In other words? Cutbacks.

“Didn’t know you were still in the city.”

I never knew what to say to that one. Did they think I’d been exiled to Saint Helena, like Napoleon after Waterloo?

I was at this party thanks to one of my ex-wife Cynthia’s friends, a woman named Birdie. I found it both amusing and flattering that, long after my wife had divorced me, swimming on to bluer seas, a dense school of her girlfriends swirled around me as if I were an interesting shipwreck, looking for a piece of rubble to salvage and take home. Birdie was blond, forties, and hadn’t left my side for the better part of two hours. Every now and then, her hand squeezed my arm—a signal that her husband, some hedge-fund guy (hedge fungi) was out of town and her three kids Guantánamoed with a nanny. Only a summons from the hostess to show Birdie her newly renovated kitchen had pried the woman from my side.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Birdie had said.

I’d done precisely that. This wreckage wanted to stay submerged.

I drained the rest of my scotch, was about to head back to the bar, when I felt my BlackBerry buzzing.

I slipped through the door behind me onto the second-floor landing. It was a text from my old attorney, Stu Laughton. I hadn’t heard from Stu in at least six months.

Cordova’s daughter found dead.
Call me.

I closed the message and Googled Cordova, scrolling the returns.

It was true. And there was my goddamn name in quite a few articles.

“Disgraced journalist Scott McGrath …”

I’d be a marked man, peppered with questions, the moment this latest news circulated the party.

Suddenly, I was sober. I slipped through the crowd, down the spiral marble stairs. No one said a word as I grabbed my coat, walked past the bronze bust of the hostess (which, in a shameless use of artistic license, made her resemble Elizabeth Taylor), out the front door, and down the townhouse steps onto East Ninety-fourth Street. I headed to Fifth, breathing in the damp October night. I hailed a taxi and climbed in.

“West Fourth and Perry.”

As we took off, I unrolled the window and felt my stomach tighten as the reality of it settled in: Cordova’s daughter found dead. What was the unfiltered sound-bite I’d blurted on national television?

Cordova’s a predator—in the same league as Manson, Jim Jones, Colonel Kurtz. I have an inside source who worked for the family for years. Someone needs to terminate this guy with extreme prejudice.

That inspired tidbit cost me my career, my reputation—not to mention a quarter of a million dollars—but that didn’t make it any less true. Though I probably should have stopped talking after Charles Manson.

I couldn’t help but laugh at myself for feeling like a fugitive—or maybe the more apt comparison was a Most Wanted radical. Yet I had to admit there was something electrifying about seeing that name again—Cordova—in the possibility that maybe, just maybe, it was time to start running for my life again.
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I let myself into my apartment at 30 Perry Street.

“I said I had to be out of here by nine,” a voice announced behind me as I closed the door. “It’s after one. What the hell?”

Her name was Jeannie, but no sane man would ever dream of her.

Two weekends a month when I had legal visitation with my five-year-old daughter, Samantha, my ex-wife, in an eighteen-year two-for-one promotion, decreed it compulsory I also take custody of Jeannie, the nanny. She was a twenty-four-year-old Yale graduate studying education at Columbia and clearly relished her powerful position as the designated bodyguard, the private escort, the Blackwater detail for Sam whenever she ventured into my dangerous custody. In this equation, I was the unstable Third World nation with a corrupt government, substandard infrastructure, rebel unrest, and an economy in free-fall.

“I’m sorry,” I said, throwing my jacket over the chair. “I lost track of time. Where’s Sam?”

“Asleep.”

“Did you find her cloud pajamas?”

“No. I was supposed to be at a study group four hours ago.”

“I’ll pay you double, so you can hire a tutor.” I took out my wallet, handed Jeannie about five hundred bucks, which she happily zipped into her backpack, and then I moved deliberately around her, heading down the hall.

“Oh, and Mr. McGrath? Cynthia wanted to know if she could switch weekends with you next weekend.”

I stopped outside the closed door at the end, turning back.

“Why?”

“She and Bruce are going to Santa Barbara.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I made plans. We’ll stick to the schedule.”

“But they already made the arrangements.”

“They can unmake them.”

Jeannie opened her mouth to protest, but clamped it shut—sensing, quite rightly, that the territory between two people who were once soul mates but were no longer was akin to wandering into Pakistan’s tribal region.

“She’s gonna call you about it,” she noted quietly.

“Good night, Jeannie.”

With a dubious sigh, she let herself out. I entered my office, switched on the desk lamp, and nudged the door closed behind me.

Santa Barbara, my ass.
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MY OFFICE WAS a small, neglected, green-walled room of filing cabinets, photographs, magazines, and piles of books.

There was a framed picture on my desk of Samantha, taken on the day she was born, her face ancient and elflike. Hanging on the wall was a movie poster of a debonair but exhausted-looking Alain Delon in Le Samouraï. The print had been a gift from my old editor at Insider. He’d told me that I reminded him of the main character—a lonely French existentialist hit man—which wasn’t a compliment. Across the room, left over from my Phi Psi frat-house days at the University of Michigan, was a sagging brown leather couch (on which I’d both lost my virginity and pounded out every one of my best stories). Hanging above that were framed covers of my books—MasterCard Nation, Hunting Captain Hook: Pirating on the Open Seas, Crud: Dirty Secrets of the Oil Industry, Cocaine Carnivals. They looked faded, the dust jacket designs very late-nineties. There were also a few copies of my more famous Esquire, Time, and Insider articles: “In Search of El Dorado.” “Black Snow Inferno.” “Surviving a Siberian Prison.” Two giant windows opposite the door overlooked Perry Street and a banged-up poplar tree, though it was too dark to see it now.

I walked to the bookshelf in the corner, beside the photograph of me in Manaus with my arm around a hecatao river trader, looking irritatingly happy and tan—snapshot from a past life—and poured myself a scotch.

I’d bought six cases of the Macallan Cask Strength during my 2007 three-week road trip through Scotland. The trip had been taken at the inspired suggestion of my shrink, Dr. Weaver, after Cynthia had informed me that she and my nine-month-old daughter were leaving me for Bruce—a venture capitalist with whom she’d been having an affair.

It was just months after Cordova slapped me with the slander lawsuit. You’d think out of mercy Cynthia would have rationed the bad news, told me first that I traveled too much, then that she’d been unfaithful, then that she was madly in love, and finally, that they were each divorcing their respective spouses to be together. Instead, it all came on the same day—like a quiet coastal town already hit by famine, further hit by a mudslide, a tsunami, a meteorite, and, to top it all off, a little alien invasion.

But then, maybe it was better that way: Rather early in the chain of disasters, there was nothing left standing to destroy.

The purpose of my trip to Scotland had been to start anew, turn the page—get in touch with my heritage and hence myself, by visiting the locale where four generations of McGraths had been born and flourished: a tiny town in Moray, Scotland, called Fogwatt. I should have known simply from the name it’d be no Brigadoon. Dr. Weaver’s suggestion turned out to be akin to learning my ancestors had arisen from the criminally insane ward at Bellevue. Fogwatt comprised a few crooked white buildings clinging to a gray hill like a couple of teeth left in an old mouth. Women trudged through town with the hardened faces of those who’d survived a plague. Silent red fat men blistered every bar in town. I thought things were looking up when I’d ended up in bed with an attractive bartender named Maisie—until it occurred to me she could feasibly be my distant cousin. Just when you think you’ve hit rock bottom, you realize you’re standing on another trapdoor.

I downed the scotch—instantly feeling a little more alive—poured another, and moved to the closet behind my desk.

It’d been at least a year since I’d ventured in there.

The door was jammed, and I had to force it open, kicking aside old sneakers and blueprints of the Amagansett beach house I’d considered buying Cynthia in an eleventh-hour attempt to “work things out.” The million-dollar marital Band-Aid, never a wise idea. I pried loose what was obstructing the door, a framed photo of Cynthia and me, taken when we were touring Brazil on a Ducati, searching for illegal gold mines, so in love, it was impossible to fathom a day it might not be the case. God, she was gorgeous. I chucked the picture aside, pushed back piles of National Geographics, and found what I was looking for—a cardboard box.

I pulled it out, hauled it over to my desk, and sat back in my chair, staring down at it.

The duct tape I’d sealed it with was unsticking.

Cordova.

The decision, five years ago, to take the man on as a subject had been accidental. I’d just come back from an exhausting six-week sojourn in Freetown, a Sierra Leone slum. At about three in the morning, wide awake, jet-lagged, I found myself clicking onto an article about Amy’s Light, the nonprofit dedicated to scouring the Internet for Cordova’s black tapes, buying them, and destroying them. A mother whose daughter had been brutally killed by a copycat murderer founded the organization. Like the central murder in Wait for Me Here, Hugh Thistleton had kidnapped her daughter, Amy, from a street corner, where she was waiting for her brother to return from a 7-Eleven, took her to an abandoned mill, and fed her through the machinery.

An organization dedicated to keep Cordova from infecting our youth, declared the website. This mandate I found to be poignant for its sheer impossibility—trying to rid the Internet of Cordova was like trying to rid the Amazon of insects. Yet I didn’t agree with it. As a journalist, freedom of speech and expression were cornerstones—principles so deeply embedded in America’s bedrock that to surrender even an inch would be our country’s undoing. I was also staunchly anticensorship—Cordova could no more be held responsible for Amy Andrews’s gruesome death than the beef industry for giving Americans fatal heart attacks. As much as some people would like to believe, for their own peace of mind, that the appearance of evil in this world had a clean cause, the truth was never that simple.

Until that night, I’d hardly given Cordova a second thought beyond enjoying (and getting creeped out by) some of his early films. Wondering about the motives of a reclusive director was not my professional aim or my specialty. I tackled stories with stakes, where life and death were on the line. The most hopeless of all hopeless causes was where my heart tended to go when on the lookout for a new subject.

Somehow, at some point that night, my heart got into it.

Maybe it was because Sam had been born just a few months before and, suddenly faced with fatherhood, I was more susceptible than usual to the idea of protecting this beautiful clean slate—protecting any child—from the destabilizing horrors that Cordova represented. Whatever the reason, the longer I clicked through the hundreds of Cordova blogs and fansites and anonymous message boards, many of the postings by kids as young as nine and ten—the more insistent my sense that something was wrong with Cordova.

In hindsight, the experience reminded me of an alcoholic South African reporter whose path I’d crossed at the Hilton in Nairobi when I was there in 2003 working on a story about the ivory trade. He was on his way to a remote village in the southwest where a Taita tribe, close to the Tanzanian border, was dying out and was considered walaani—cursed—because no child born there could live longer than eleven days. We’d met at the hotel bar and after commiserating over the fact that both of us had recently been carjacked (validating the city’s nickname, Nairobbery), the man told me he was thinking about missing his bus the following morning, abandoning the story altogether, because of what had befallen the three reporters who’d gone before him to the village. One had apparently gone mad, wandering the streets stuttering nonsense. Another had quit and a week later had hanged himself in a Mombasa hotel room. The third had vanished into thin air, abandoning his family and a post at the Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera.

“It’s infected,” the man mumbled. “The story. Some are, you know.”

I’d chuckled, assuming such dramatics were a side effect of the Chivas Regal we’d been guzzling all night. Yet he went on.

“It’s a lintwurm.” He squinted at me, his bloodshot eyes searching my face for understanding. “A tapeworm that’s eaten its own tail. No use going after it. Because there’s no end. All it will do is wrap around your heart and squeeze all the blood out.” He held up a tightened fist. “Dit suig jou droog. Some stories you should run from while you still have legs.”

I never did find out if he made it to that village.

Cordova’s daughter found dead. The thought pulled me back to the present, and I opened the old box, grabbed a stack of papers, and started through it.

First: a typed list of all the actors who’d worked with Cordova. Then a list of shooting locations from his first film, Figures Bathed in Light. Pauline Kael’s review of Distortion, “Unraveling Innocence.” A film still of Marlowe Hughes in bed in the closing shot of Lovechild. Typed transcripts of my notes from Crowthorpe Falls. A photo I’d snapped of the fencing surrounding Cordova’s property, The Peak. Wolfgang Beckman’s syllabus for his Cordova class, taught a few years ago at Columbia film school, though he was forced to cancel it after only three classes due to outcry from parents. (“Special Topics in Cordova: Darkly Alive and Totally Petrifying,” he’d impishly called the class.) A DVD of the PBS documentary on Cordova from 2003, Dark’s Warden. And then a transcript from an anonymous phone call.

John. The mysterious caller who proved to be my undoing.

I pulled the three pages out of the pile.

Every time I read through them, transcribed within minutes of hanging up—I tried and failed to find the moment in the conversation where I’d lost my head. What, exactly, had prompted me to disregard twenty years’ experience and jump the shark during a television appearance not twenty-four hours later?
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THERE’S SOMETHING HE DOES TO THE CHILDREN.

Even now, I remembered the old man’s terrified voice on the phone.

I don’t remember much about my interview on Nightline—except that I did most of the talking. My purpose for appearing on the program was to discuss prison reform. Much to the delight of Nightline’s host, I veered way off topic, bringing up Cordova. After we wrapped, oblivious to the shit storm about to ensue, I was filled with satisfaction, the kind a man feels only when he’s finally told it like it is.

Then the calls started coming: first, my agent asking what I’d been smoking, then my attorney saying he’d just heard from the brass at ABC.

“You put a hit out on Stanislas Cordova.”

“What? No—”

“They just faxed me the transcript. I’m reading here, you interrupted Martin Bashir to announce Cordova should be terminated ‘with extreme prejudice.’”

“I was being ironic.”

“There’s no irony in television, Scott.”

Needless to say, I never heard from John again. He vanished.

Cordova’s attorneys contended I’d not only put their client’s life and his family at risk, but I’d actually fabricated the anonymous call—that I’d walked to the pay phone a block from my apartment and phoned myself in order to establish record of a fictitious source.

I laughed at the preposterous allegation—then ate my own words when I realized I couldn’t prove otherwise. Even my attorney was vague on whether or not he believed me. He suggested John was real but had been scared off by my rogue behavior.

I had no choice but to settle the lawsuit, conceding my guilt of not actual malice, but reckless disregard for the truth. I paid the Cordova estate $250,000 in damages, a fair chunk of what I’d saved from my books and stories, building a career on the notion of uncompromising integrity, which was now in shreds. I was fired from Insider, my column nixed at Time. I’d been in preliminary talks at CNN about hosting a weekly investigative news show. Now the idea was laughable.

“McGrath’s like a revered sports hero who’s been caught doping,” declared Wolf Blitzer. “We need to question everything the man’s written and everything he’s said.”

“You should think about teaching or becoming a life coach,” my agent informed me. “In journalism, you’re untouchable at the moment.”

It was a moment that lasted. Disgraced journalist became cemented to my name like ex-con. I was a “symptom of the sloppy state of American reporting.” A mash-up video of me appeared on YouTube in which I repeated thirty-nine times (my voice Auto-Tuned) terminate with extreme prejudice.

I abandoned the investigation. The night I made that decision, packing my notes away, I was embroiled in the slander lawsuit. Cynthia and Sam had moved out, leaving a silence so total it felt as if I’d undergone surgery without my consent. Though I was alive, I was left with the vague suspicion something was permanently off inside me. It was beyond my reach, some vital nerve twisted, some organ accidentally put back upside down. I felt only rage toward Cordova—neatly concealed behind his lawyers—an anger especially gutting because it was really toward myself, for my own arrogance and stupidity.

Because I knew my downfall was no accident. Cordova, displaying a foresight and intelligence I hadn’t anticipated, had outmaneuvered me. I was down, knocked out, the fight over, a winner declared—before I’d even stepped fully into the ring.

I’d been masterfully set up. John had been the bait. Seeing I was coming after him, Cordova had designed a booby trap using this anonymous caller, knowing, with almost superhuman clairvoyance, the man’s haunting suggestion—there’s something he does to the children— would strike a nerve with me, and then he sat back as I dug my own grave.

And yet if Cordova had been that concerned about my investigation to go to such lengths to get rid of me, what was he actually hiding—something even more explosive?

I’d resolved to let it go, leave it alone, focus instead on getting some semblance of a life back.

But here I was again. I downed the rest of the scotch, grabbed another stack of pages, and within minutes, I found what I’d been looking for.

It was a thin manila envelope. Ashley was scribbled across the front.

I unclasped it, pulling out the contents: a sheet of paper and a CD.

[image: image]
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YEARS AGO, focused on Cordova, I’d barely given this article about outstanding freshmen a second glance. I hadn’t even bothered to listen to the CD.

[image: image]

I tore off the plastic, loaded the CD into my stereo, and pressed play.

There was a long stretch of silence and then: the piano.

The first few bars were high-pitched, insistent, so fast and assured, it seemed inconceivable that the person playing was just fourteen years old. The notes rippled, softened for a moment before stirring up into a furious outburst, like a machine gun exploding sound into the air.

As I listened, the minutes ticked by, and suddenly I became aware of soft footsteps along the wood floors outside my office.

It was Sam. Recently she’d fallen into the habit of waking up in the middle of the night. The knob turned, and my daughter appeared in the doorway, half asleep in a pink nightgown.

“Hi, honey.”

Rubbing her eyes, she only padded over to me. She’d inherited Cynthia’s beauty, including the showstopping blond ringlets straight off a Sistine Chapel angel.

“What are you doing in here?” she asked in a low, serious voice.

“Research.”

She propped her elbows on the desk, doing some strange backward kicking with her foot. She was at that stage where she was always bending, knotting her arms, winding up as if involved in an ongoing game of Twister. She squinted at the Amherst article.

“Who’s that?” she asked.

“Ashley.”

“Who’s Ashley?”

“Someone in trouble.”

She looked at me, concerned. “Did she do something bad?”

“Not that kind of trouble, honey. The kind that’s a mystery.”

“What mystery?”

“Don’t know yet.”

This was our dynamic. Sam launched questions into the air and I scrambled to answer them. Due to Cynthia’s ironclad custody schedule and Sam’s busy life of playdates and ballet, unfortunately I didn’t get to see her very much. The last time was more than three weeks ago for an outing to the Bronx Zoo, during which it was clear she trusted every lowland gorilla in the Congo Forest—including the four-hundred-pound silverback—a hell of a lot more than she trusted me. She had her reasons.

“Come on.” I stood up. “Let’s get you back into bed.”

I held out my hand, but Sam only frowned, an unmistakable look of doubt on her face. She seemed to already know what took me forty-three years to figure out, that even though adults were tall, what we knew about anything, including ourselves, was small. The jig had been up since she was about three. And like an innocent convict who’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time, Sam was resigned to patiently serve out her sentence (childhood) with her inept wardens (Cynthia and me) until she was on parole.

“How about we go upstairs and find your cloud pajamas?” I asked.

She nodded eagerly, allowing me to escort her down the hall and upstairs, where she sat patiently on her bed as I dug through her closet. The cloud pajamas—blue flannel, covered in cumulus clouds—were the one thing I’d done right. I’d bought them at a hip children’s store in SoHo, they were Sam’s favorite, and sometimes she cried if she couldn’t wear them to bed—forcing Cynthia & Co. to purchase second and even third pairs of the hit pajamas to shore up Sam’s sleeping on their end—what I took to be a small but powerful personal victory.

I went through every inch of Sam’s closet, finally locating them on a back shelf. I dramatically unveiled them—Sam liked when I did a lot of Rudolph Valentino–style silent-film acting. We put them on and then I tucked her in.

“Tighter,” she ordered.

I tucked.

“Want me to leave the light on?” I asked.

She shook her head. She was the one child on earth who wasn’t afraid of the dark.

“Good night, sweetheart.”

“Good night, Scott.”

She’d always called me Scott, never Dad. I could never remember when this started, its origin as impossible to discern as the chicken and the egg.

“I love you more than—how much again?” I asked her.

“The sun plus the moon.” She closed her eyes and seemed to fall instantly, magically, to sleep.

I headed back downstairs. The CD was still playing, the music erratic and wild. I sat at my desk, rereading the Amherst article.

To forget your name for a while, Ashley had said.

She had to mean Cordova.

There’s something he does to the children. What had he done to his own daughter? How had she ended up dead, an apparent suicide, at twenty-four?

I could feel it starting again—the dark undertow toward Cordova. Forget my fury toward him, which still simmered—this was a chance for absolution. If I went after him again and proved he was a predator—what I’d believed in my gut—all I’d lost might come back. Maybe not Cynthia, I couldn’t hope for that, but my career, my reputation, my life.

And unlike five years ago, now I had a lead: Ashley.

There was something violent in the comprehension that this stranger, this wild magician of musical notes, was gone from the world. She was lost now, she’d been silenced—another dead branch on Cordova’s warped tree.

She could be his fragile corridor.

It was a covert line of attack described in Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Your enemy expected the direct approach. He prepared for it and fiercely fought it off, resulting in severe casualties, the expenditure of major resources—and, ultimately, your own defeat. And yet, occasionally, there was another entrance, the fragile corridor. Your enemy never expected advancement via this route because it was labyrinthine and treacherous, and he often didn’t even know it was there. But if your army managed to make it through, it would deliver you not just behind your enemy’s lines but to his inner chamber, the heart of his heart.

A tapeworm that’s eaten its own tail, that old journalist had warned me. No use going after it … All it will do is wrap around your heart and squeeze all the blood out.

No, I never found out what happened to him—but I knew the answer. For all his grumbling, the next morning, surely as the sun rose, he climbed out of bed, packed his bags, and rode a bus straight into that damned village.

He wouldn’t have been able to stay away from the story.

Neither would I.
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A LITTLE OVER a week later, at 3:00 A.M., I boarded a Harlem-bound M102 bus—#5378, as Sharon Falcone had instructed—and took a secluded seat in the back.

If the city had one spot where murmured conversations and dubious glances went ignored, it was this bus at three in the morning. Whatever passengers were present, they were likely to be dead tired, strung out, or involved in shady dealings themselves—so you could bet they wanted to remain as incognito as you did. I’d never understood how Sharon had arranged it, but now, I swore it was the same driver from the last time we’d done this, some nine years ago.

I first met Detective Sharon Falcone back in 1989 when I was a green reporter for The New York Post and she was a rookie cop helping out on the Central Park jogger case. Even now, more than twenty years later, I still knew just snippets about her, but those bits went a long way, like a pinch of Cajun powder in your food. She was forty-six and lived alone in Queens with a German shepherd named Harley. For the past decade, she’d worked for the Manhattan North Homicide Squad, a specialized unit that helped other precincts with homicides that occurred north of Fifty-ninth Street, and she served her deceased victims with a devotion that seemed old-fashioned in its selflessness and dedication.

The bus turned west onto East One hundred sixteenth, passing abandoned housing projects, empty lots, tattered churches—SALVATION AND DELIVERANCE, read a sign—men loitering on corners.

Something must be wrong, I thought to myself. The last time we did this, Sharon had boarded by now. I checked my phone, but there was no missed call, no text. The conversation we’d had the day before had not been promising, nor had she made any real commitment to helping me.

“Tomorrow night. Same place and time,” she’d said curtly and hung up.

The bus was turning down Malcolm X Boulevard and I was just beginning to think she’d blown me off, when we abruptly pulled over in front of a ramshackle townhouse, a lone figure standing by the curb. The doors opened, and within seconds Detective Sharon Falcone was hurrying toward me—as if she’d known precisely where I was sitting all along.

She looked the same: still 5'3'' and grim, lips thin and unsmiling, a button nose that curved up at the tip like a wood shaving. She wasn’t unattractive. But she was strange. Sharon could pass for a pale nun staring out from a fifteenth-century portrait in the Flemish painting wing at the Met. Only the artist hadn’t quite mastered human proportions, so he’d given her an elongated neck, uneven shoulders, and too-small hands.

She slid next to me, eyeing the other passengers, letting the black shoulder bag fall to her feet.

“Of all the M102s in all the towns in all the world, you walk into mine,” I said.

She didn’t crack a smile. “I don’t have much time.” She unzipped the bag, pulled out a white 8 × 10 envelope, handing it to me. I slid out the thick stack of papers, the first page, a photocopy of a file.

Case No. 21-24-7232.

“How’s the investigation going?” I asked, slipping it back and tucking the envelope into my pocket.

“Fifth Precinct’s handling it. They’re getting a hundred calls a day. Anonymous tips, but they’re bullshit. Last week Ashley was spotted at a McDonald’s in Chicago. Three days before, a Miami nightclub. Already they got two homicide confessions.”

“Was it homicide?”

Sharon shook her head. “No. She was a jumper.”

“You’re positive?”

She nodded. “No sign of a struggle. Fingernails clean. She took off her shoes and socks, placed them together at the edge. That kind of methodical preparation, very consistent with suicide. They haven’t done a postmortem. Not sure they will.”

“Why not?”

“The family attorney’s all over it. Religious reasons. If you’re Jewish it’s a sacrilege to desecrate the body.” She frowned. “I noticed some shots missing in the file. Front and back torso. My guess is they’re being held in a separate file so some creep doesn’t leak them to The Smoking Gun.”

“The cause of death?”

“Standard for any jumper. Massive hemorrhaging. A broken neck, lacerated heart, multiple broken ribs, and a skull fracture. She was there for a few days before they found her. She’d been admitted last month to some swank private hospital upstate. They filed a missing-person’s report for her ten days before she jumped.”

I stared at her in surprise. “Why? She ran away?”

She nodded. “A nurse confirmed Ashley was in her room, lights off, at eleven o’clock. At eight the next morning, she was gone. Somehow she appeared on just one security camera—crazy, because the place is outfitted like the Pentagon. You can’t see her face. She’s just a figure in white pajamas running across the lawn. A man was with her.”

“Who was he?”

“They don’t know.”

“Why was she at the hospital? A drug problem?”

“I don’t think they knew what the hell was wrong with her. A few pages of her medical evaluation are in there.”

“When did the hospital report her missing?”

“September thirtieth. It’s in the report.”

“And when did she jump?”

“Late night on the tenth. Eleven, twelve midnight.”

“Where did she go during those ten, eleven days in between?”

“No one has any idea.”

“Any activity on her credit cards?”

Sharon shook her head. “Cell was off, too. She must have known not to turn it on. Seems like she didn’t want to be found. There was just one confirmed sighting in those ten days. When they found the body, she was wearing just jeans and a T-shirt. They found a plastic ticket in her pocket. A tree insignia on the back. It was traced to the Four Seasons Restaurant. You know, that little shack on Park Avenue?”

I nodded. It was one of the most expensive restaurants in the city, though it played out more like a rare wildlife reserve. One paid an exorbitant entry fee ($45 for crab cakes) to observe—but never disturb— New York’s privileged and powerful as they fed and fought among themselves, displaying all the recognizable traits of their species: hardened expressions, thinning hair, gun-gray suits.

“A girl working the coat check identified her,” Sharon said. “Ashley came in around ten but left minutes later, without her coat, and never came back. A few hours later, she jumped.”

“She must have been meeting someone.”

“They don’t know.”

“But someone will look into it.”

“No. There’s no crime here.” She eyed me sharply. “To get to that elevator shaft the girl had to enter an abandoned building, which is a notorious squatters’ hangout, the Hanging Gardens. Then, on the roof, she squeezed through a skylight about a foot wide. Few are small enough to get through such a narrow opening, much less if they were holding someone against their will. They combed the place for trace evidence. There’s no sign anyone was there but her.” Sharon continued to watch me—or perhaps the right word was investigate, because her brown eyes were slowly moving over my face, probably in the same methodical grid pattern she used with a widespread search party.

“This is when I ask why you want this information,” she said.

“Some unfinished business. Nothing for you to worry about.”

She squinted at me. “You know what Confucius said?”

“Remind me.”

“‘Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.’”

“I’ve always found ancient Chinese wisdom overrated.” I took out an envelope and handed it to her. It contained three thousand dollars in cash. She shoved it inside her bag, zipping it closed.

“How’s your German shepherd?” I asked.

“He died three months ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She brushed her spiky bangs off her forehead, scrutinizing an elderly man who’d just boarded.

“All good things must come to an end,” she said. “We done here?”

I nodded. She looped the strap of her bag over her shoulder and was about to get up when I thought of something else and grabbed her wrist.

“What about a suicide note?” I asked.

“They didn’t find one.”

“Who identified Ashley at the morgue?”

“An attorney. The family hasn’t said a word. I hear they’re out of the country. Traveling.”

With a look of regret but little surprise, she stood up, moving to the front of the bus. The driver instantly pulled over. Within seconds, she was scurrying down the sidewalk, though she didn’t walk so much as plow, shoulders hunched, eyes fixed on the ground. As the bus took off again with a belch, veering into the road, Sharon became just a shadowed figure moving past the closed stores and barred windows, swerving quickly around a corner—and she was gone.

[image: image]
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“WHO IS ZIS?”

The woman’s voice—thick, with a Russian accent—came out scratchy over the intercom.

“Scott McGrath,” I repeated, leaning toward the tiny black camera above the door buzzers. “I’m a friend of Wolfgang’s. He’s expecting me.”

It was a lie. This morning, after reading through Ashley Cordova’s NYPD file, I’d spent the last three hours trying to track down Wolfgang Beckman: film scholar, professor, rabid Cordovite, and author of six books on cinema, including the popular tome on horror movies American Mask.

I’d tried his office in Columbia’s Dodge Hall, got his class schedule from the office, only to learn he was teaching just one class this semester, “Horror Topics in American Cinema,” Tuesday nights at seven. I’d called his office and cell but they clicked to voicemail, and given our last encounter more than a year ago—when he’d not only told me he hoped I rotted in hell, but had taken two wild, vodka-induced swings at me—I knew he’d sooner call back the pope. (There were two things Beckman truly loathed in life: sitting in the first three rows of a movie theater and the Catholic Church.) My last resort was to show up here, a run-down building on Riverside Drive and West Eighty-third, where I’d spent many an evening listening to him lecture in his mole burrow of an apartment, joined by his fleet of cats and a crowd of students who drank in his every word like kittens lapping up cream.

To my surprise, there was a scratch and a loud buzzing, letting me inside.

When I knocked on the door marked in tarnished numbers, 506, a tiny woman answered. She had cropped black hair that sat on her head like a cap on a pen. She was Beckman’s latest housekeeper. Ever since his beloved wife, Véra, had died years ago from cancer, Beckman, totally unable to take care of himself, hired a multitude of petite Russian women to do it for him.

They were uniformly short, severe, and middle-aged, with blue eyes, chapped hands, hair dyed the color of artificial candy, and Bolshevik Don’t even sink about it personalities. Two years ago, it was Mila, in stonewashed jeans and rhinestone T-shirts, who spoke relentlessly of a son back in Belarus. (And when she wasn’t talking about Sergio, most of what she said could be summed up with a single word: nyet.)

This one had a hawk-beak nose, wore pink dishwashing gloves and a long black rubber apron, the kind welders in factories wear for forging steel. She appeared to be wearing it to mop Beckman’s kitchen.

“He’s expecting you?” She inspected me from head to toe. “He’s at denteest.”

“He asked me to come in and wait.”

She squinted, skeptical, but shoved the door aside.

“You like tea?” she demanded.

“Thank you.”

With a final look of disapproval, she disappeared into the kitchen and I stepped down the hall into the living room.

The place hadn’t changed. It was still dark and morose, smelling of dirty socks, festering humidity, and cat. Faded fleur-de-lis wallpaper, the ceiling sagging like the underside of a sofa—at Beckman’s, one always had the persistent feeling water was about to come seeping up through the wood floors. Never had I been inside an apartment so scrubbed (Beckman’s housekeeper was always armed with mop and bucket, cans of Lysol, Clorox wipes) that still felt so insistently like a bog deep in the Everglades.

I strolled to the mantel, framed pictures lined up along its edge. They, too, hadn’t changed. There was a color photo of Véra on her wedding day, beaming with joy. Next to her was a signed photograph of Marlowe Hughes, the legendary beauty and Cordova’s second wife, star of Lovechild. Beside this was a picture of Beckman’s son, Marvin, the day he graduated from law school; he looked shockingly normal. Next to him: a still from Cordova’s Thumbscrew, when Emily Jackson eyes her husband’s mysterious briefcase; a photo of Beckman, Indian-style, enthroned like a gleeful Buddha on Columbia’s Low Library steps, surrounded by fifty worshipful students.

Hanging to the right of the mantel was the framed poster of the wrinkled and creased close-up of the Cordovite’s eye. The poster had been here as long as I’d known Beckman. He’d torn it off a Pigalle Métro station wall after attending a red-band screening for Cordova’s At Night All Birds Are Black, held back in 1987 in the Parisian catacombs, one of the first events of its kind. Scribbled along the bottom by hand was the designated meeting spot: Sovereign Deadly Perfect N 48° 48' 21.8594'' E 2° 18' 33.3888'' 1111870300.

A few feet to my right, in the corner, was a wooden desk and Beckman’s old Apple computer. It was humming, which meant it was actually on.

“Your tea.”

The housekeeper had materialized behind me. She slid the tray across the coffee table, glaring at me as she shoved aside a black Chinese wooden box and piles of newspapers, then stalked back into the kitchen.

I waited for her to resume cleaning, then tapped the keyboard. I wasn’t exactly proud of myself, snooping on an innocent man’s computer, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

I clicked onto Firefox, then View History.

Oral surgery complications—Google search

Tooth extractions what can go wrong—Google search

Potential side effects from novocaine—Google search

The New Republic online

The New York Post

Russian Soulmates.ru

Russian phrasebook

Ashley Cordova—Google search

Ashley Cordova, 24, Found Dead—nytimes.com

The next entry read simply: blackboards.onion.

I clicked on the link. The site took a moment to load, the home page featuring a fog-drenched forest, which I recognized as the opening shot of Cordova’s Wait for Me Here. The URL was long, yet buried within the string of symbols and punctuation were three key words: sovereign deadly perfect.

It was the Blackboards, the Deepnet website for Cordova fans. Entry was fiercely guarded, for authorized Cordovites only. The site had a secret URL on Tor, the anonymous Internet—so it never appeared on Google and couldn’t be spotted by standard browsers. Years ago, when we’d first met, I’d tried bribing Beckman for the URL to no avail. He said it was “the last hidden corner,” a black hole where fans could not only hash over all things Cordova, but express their every dark urge and dream without judgment.

I heard keys jangling, the front door banging open. A mop clattered to the floor. Madame Tolstoy had to be alerting Beckman he had a guest.

I pulled out my BlackBerry, took a quick photo of the URL, and clicked the browser closed, stepping back to the mantel just as I heard footsteps racing down the wood floors.

“Cocksucker,” a voice bellowed behind me.

Beckman appeared in the doorway. He was wearing a tightly belted trench coat, which gave him the appearance of a potato tucked into parcel paper.

“Get out.”

“Hold on—”

“The last time we spoke I made it quite clear you were dead to me. Olga! Call the police and tell them we have a dangerous intruder.”

“I’d like to patch things up.”

“One cannot patch a friendship that’s been blown to smithereens.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

He glared at me
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Beautiful Child

In 1986, Cordova allegedly married his third wife, Astrid Goncourt, a French
costume designer. They had a daughter, Ashley, who appeared at 8 years old in
Cordova’s last known film, To Breathe with Kings (1996). Later, she gained fame as a
piano prodigy using the name Ashley DeRouin, making her Carnegie Hall debut at
age 12. She was found dead in an abandoned Chinatown warehouse on October 13,
2011. She was 24.
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Defamation

On May 12,2006, award-winning investigative journalist Scott McGrath appeared

on Nightline, announcing that Cordova was his next subject. He claimed Cordova

was a “predator—in the same league as [Charles| Manson, Jim Jones, Colonel

Kurtz” —referencing the barbaric mass murderer in Apocalypse Now. McGrath further
remarked that “someone needs to terminate [Cordova] with extreme prejudice.” Two
days after the program aired, a million-dollar slander lawsuit was filed against McGrath
by attorneys representing the Cordova estate (above). Though the suit was settled out
of court, it was later revealed the journalist’s “inside source”—a former chauffeur to
Cordova—was pure fiction, leading to McGrath’s dismissal from Insider magazine.
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The Wannabe

In February 2000, the mutilated body of Amy Andrews, 8, was found in an
abandoned paper mill in Kalamazoo, Mich. Authorities found injuries on the body
similar to those suffered by the child victim, Alice Reinhart, in Wait for Me Here
(1993). When the suspect, Hugh Thistleton, 22, was apprehended, pirated DVDs of
Cordova’s black tapes—his last five films—were found in his apartment, prompting
the Andrews family to establish Amy’s Light, an organization dedicated to buying
and destroying all contraband copies of Cordova’s work sold anonymously over the
Internet.
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Prelude to Hell

Those who attend the red-band screenings rarely speak of what occurs. Some have
claimed the showings—which take place in pitch darkness in condemned buildings or
off-limits tunnels beneath a city —are so horrifying, audience members are known to
pass out in terror. Others claim they turn into orgiastic raves that last for days. Above,
an anonymous street artist in Detroit dances in anticipation of a screening of Wait

for Me Here (1993), Cordova’s first full-scale horror film about a series of unsolved
murders terrorizing a backwoods South Carolina town. The street artist later claimed
that to see the film was to “leave your old self behind, walk through hell, and be
reborn.”
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Final Whisper

Rumors about the director are dissected and analyzed across an invisible Internet fan
site known as the Blackboards. While reports persist that the director has been stricken
by insanity or a disfiguring disease, or is even dead, a small hint of his

whereabouts came on June 2, 2008, when an anonymous employee at Christie’s
International in London leaked to the press a bill of sale following their

contemporary art auction. The document revealed that Francis Bacon’s Self-portrait

gure sum to one S. Cordova.

(1971) was sold for an und
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Waiting

Since 1977, Cordova has not made a public statement. In 2003, reports surfaced
that he was at work on a new film, tentatively titled Matilde—though there has been
no evidence that production ever started. In a plea for the director to release a new
movie, Cordovites have adopted the symbol of the red bird, which makes a fleeting
appearance in each of his 15 films: a symbol of stark beauty, the human impulse for
freedom, and in the face of unimaginable horror, the possibility for transcendence.
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Last Exit to Cordova
In a Berlin subway station on October 1, 1989, at 2:14 a.m., a young woman
examines cryptic directions to a screening of La Douleur (1989).
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Symbol of Sovereignty

In Cordova’s infamous 1977 Rolling Stone interview —the last time he ever spoke

in public—he noted his favorite shot of his films was a close-up of the killer’s eye

in Figures Bathed in Light, cryptically describing the image as “sovereign, deadly,
perfect.” He further admitted it was actually his eye, and close examination of the
shot revealed a woman screaming in the iris. When Cordova vanished from the public
stage, his fans—who call themselves Cordovites—used the words as a slogan and a
stylized version of the shot as a symbol to organize illicit screenings of his films.
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Urban Underbellies

Secret showings of Cordova’s films—known as red-band screenings—began in the
Parisian catacombs, a maze of subterranean passageways built during the twelfth
century where, fittingly, the walls are constructed out of human bones. The
underground screenings soon spread throughout Europe, America, and Japan. This
marked the beginning of Cordova’s emergence as a subversive sorcerer of a dark,
terrifying world liberated from the commercial trappings of mainstream society.
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Right-hand Woman

Beginning with his second feature, Cordova’s most trusted collaborator has been a
woman named Inez Gallo. Gallo was allegedly a Mexican housewife (wedding photo
above) when in August 1965 she met Cordova on a Brooklyn-bound Q train. Days
later, she abandoned her family in the middle of the night and for the ensuing 30 years
surfaced only as “Assistant to Mr. Cordova” in the credits of his 15 films. Her sole
public appearance was at the 1980 Academy Awards, when she accepted Cordova’s
Best Director Oscar for Thumbscrew (1979). Her one-sentence speech, delivered in
combat boots, was a summons for people to “break out of [their] locked room[s], real
or imagined.” The appearance spawned rumors that she was the true genius behind
Cordova’s work. The clip has more than 3 million views on YouTube.
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Dark Genius

Warner Bros. released this publicity still depicting Cordova on the set of his second
feature, The Legacy (1966). The film, an unnerving tale about a 10-year-old boy’s
decision to kill off a malicious county sheriff, introduced the themes Cordova would
explore throughout his work: a horrifying underworld lurking beneath what is
beautiful and normal; the fractured nature of human identity with its unspoken fears,
violent motives, and immoral sexual desires; and the night film itself as a spellbinding,
emotionally harrowing experience. When Cordova ceased all public appearances,
doubts were raised that he was, in fact, the man in this photo.
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Boss

A former Cafe Wha? waitress named Jessica Ramirez claims to have been Cordova’s
girlfriend between 1960 and 1962. She said Stanislas was a high-school dropout and
petty criminal. After stealing a Ford Thunderbird, he made a living working as an all-
night livery-cab driver for prostitutes working the seedy night world of 1960s New
York, while spending his days writing the script that would become his chilling first
feature, Figures Bathed in Light (1964). “He had alien eyes,” Ramirez said. “Eyes that
came at you from light-years away and turned you inside out.” This is the only picture
she has of herself (lef) with Cordova (center).
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Beginnings

Cordova was an only child raised in the South Bronx by a single mother, though little
more has been confirmed of his upbringing. When uncovering personal snapshots of
the reclusive director became a cult pastime of his fans, a retired first-grade teacher
at P.S. 12 claimed this picture featured Cordova (back left). A search of the school’s
attendance records revealed a boy named Stan Cordova enrolled in her class in 1948.
He was given poor marks for “sullen behavior.”
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Fiasco or Shrewd Marketing Ploy?

Cordova’s tenth film, At Night All Birds Are Black (1987)—about a teenage girl who
goes to horrifying lengths to find her missing father—was condemned by the Motion
Picture Association of America and led to outraged picketing by Christian morality
groups (above). When a young woman suffered a mental breakdown in the theater
during a test screening, Warner Bros. refused to release the film. A few months later,
word began to spread of illicit screenings held illegally in the vast network of tunnels
beneath Paris, the City of Light.
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The Muse
Actress and legendary beauty Marlowe Hughes became Cordova’s second wife
during the making of his film Lovechild (1985), though the union was annulled just
3 months later. She refused to speak publicly about the man or the marriage, though
her grueling performance as a politician’s wife hunting down her blackmailer—who
threatens to disclose her past as a child prostitute—earned her rave reviews, the best
of her career. The film, rated X, was the last of Cordova’s films afforded mainstream
theatrical release.
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The Peak

Since 1976, Cordova has lived and shot each of his films on a 300-acre estate located
in upstate New York in the remote wilderness north of Lows Lake. The isolated
nature of the compound—the nearest town is Crowthorpe Falls, pop. 829—and the
well-documented fact that it is protected by a 20-foot military fence have been the
subject of much rumor and speculation as to the nature of Cordova’s life there.
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The Heiress

In June 1975, Cordova married Genevra Castagnello, an Italian model and heiress to
an Italian banking fortune. A year later, they purchased a sprawling Adirondack estate
known as The Peak, formerly a Rockefeller vacation home. Shortly after giving birth
to a son, Theodore, Genevra was found dead by accidental drowning in a lake on the
property. Her death was believed to be the cause of Cordova’s increasing personal
isolation, and of evil as a cornerstone of his work.
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NEW PATIENT ASSESSMENT
Patient Name Ashley Brett Cordova Date of Birth | 12.30.86
Address 1014 Country Road 112
City Crowthorpe ¥alls | State NY Zip 12847
GP Patient claims not to have a family doctors GP Phone N/A
Briarwood Physician Annika Angley Ii.D.
Date of Assessment 9/5/11 Dates Seen /31,91, 92, 9/3

Description of Presenting Complaint / Problem

Patient presents with sullen mood and is unresponsive to questioning. Patient can be combative
and seems to have paranoid ideation -- specifically related to strangers. Patient has been
known to experience violent outbursts when left alone and/or in the dark (first noted on 8/31).
Patient displays no interest in others or in socializing and appears unmotivated with respect
to her ADL's. In contrast to above, patient's demeanor changed when she was alloved to play the
piano during social hour. During this time she played without cessation for two hours == R/0
manic tendencies.

Further evaluation is recommended along with 3 hours of daily treatment == both group and
individual.

Description of Presenting Complaint / Problem Family History of Mental lliness

Patient claims never to have been treated. Lone claimed.

Social History (including substance, or other, abuse) including Current Relationships, Job

A former musical prodigy. Current job and relationship status unknown.

Current Medications Relevant Medical Conditions / Investigations / Allergies

Lone Lone

Mental Status Examination (Please indicate relevant details)

Appearance Unkenpt, pale, suggestive of anemia | Mood Angry, paranoid, combative
Thinking Clear | Aftect slunted, flat.
Perception Good_| Sleep Good, but requires all roon lights on
Anhedonia 5o | Appetie Foor
Attention / Concentration Good | Motivation/Energy Foor
Memory Good | Judgment / Insight Can be paranoid
Orientation Good_| Speech Clear
Risk Assessment (if answer is Yes to plan, intent, or risk to others refer to CODE SILVER Team, CST, on 9211 3911)
‘Suicidal thoughts Yes [1 No ] Suicidal ideation  Yes {4 No []

Gurert pien Yos [ NolZ RsktoOthers  Yes & No []

ICD - 10 Provisional Diagnosis Patient is suitable for:

F1_Alcohol & Drug Use disorder [

~~Aayghoti Disorder [7] Depression group v

. a Panic and avoidance group ]
™~ a Co-morbidity group [w]
= Individual therapy [vid






OPS/images/p021.jpg
The Last Enigma | TIME.com
http://world.time.com/2011/10/14/the-last-enigma/

TIME Photos

CULTURE
The Last Enigma S
Oct. 14, 2011 | Add a Comment

Stanislas Cordova, New York City, December 1977. This photo is the last known image taken of
the legendary filmmaker.

Ashley Cordova, 24, daughter of the film director Stanislas Cordova, was found
dead yesterday in an abandoned warchouse in Lower Manhattan.

In our modern world of tweeting, TMI, and total exposure, Stanislas Cordova is the
exception. He has refused to appear in public or give interviews since Rolling Stone’s
1977 cover feature. Those who have worked with him maintain a strict code of silence.
Cordova’s 15-film body of work— gut-twisting journeys through evil underworlds —
still enjoys cult status as some of the most terrifying films ever made. Equally
enigmatic is the man himself, whose personal life and professional career have been
dogged by controversy.

TIME takes a brief pictorial look at Cordova, the inscrutable figure who—even when
staying silent and out of sight—still creates a storm.
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Cordova’s Daughter Found Dead
£}

Ashley Cordova, the 24-year-old daughter of cult shadowmaster
Stanislas Cordova, has been found dead in downtown New York, a
supposed suicide. This adds another dark chapter to the life of a man
who has appeared to have ingeniously crafted and rejected his own
infamous legend. It also prompts the obvious question: Is this just a sad
coincidence or a severely cursed dynasty? We will continue to cover the
story as it unfolds. [The New York Times]

GET MORE: MOVIES, STANISLAS CORDOVA, ASHLEY CORDOVA, CULT
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ANONYMOUS !

Very sad.

ineedcaffeine !

RILP. Ashley C.

Cathie !

The man is a sociopath. People like him shouldn’t make movies.

Bill is a tall leprechaun !

EXACTLY Cathie!! God forbid something be dark, freakish, and so unnerving you
Qquestion your commercialised, corporate-sponsored view of the world.

Cordova Fan 4

“What is now proved was once only imagined.” - William Blake

AWOL !

Not surprised. Only a madman could make the mindfuck that is Isolate 3.

Jess

Where did you see it?

AWOL !

freedom tunnel 4 am






OPS/images/p063.jpg
‘ MISSING / UNIDENTIFIED
PERSON REPORT

PO 336-151 (Rev. 2-94)-ht

TYPE OF CASE JURISDICTION /
[XI MISSING REPORTING AGENCY
I UNIDENTIFIED Shandaken

Ti d
CERTIFICATION ON REAR TO BE D:‘t‘: :f“ y
COMPLETED AFTER DETACHING This Report
CASE # OFFICER ON DUTY .| TELEPHONE I
12-388 | HELMS : 845-555-9022

LAST NAME
CORDOVA

EYE COLOR |.HAIR COLOR/ LENE[H BLOOD TYPE
GRAY DRK BRN.LONG

SEX | RACE HEIGHT [ WEIGHT

F (cAauc |5’ 97117 UNKNOWN

Y LoCATION LAST SEEN ROOM MH-314, PROBABLE DESTINATION
9.29.11, 11:10 P.M. BRIARWOOD HOSPITAL | UNKNOWN

@-m” Iﬁfﬂl‘
UNKNOWN

MAKE / COLOR

VEHICLE INVOLVED
ES
CNO IF YES:

FINGERPRINT CLASS (if known)

Color tattoo on right foot; and ankle of horse/goat creatux‘e !

i
3 g MARKS / SCARS / TATT00S

{shows only the head and front legs. Back half miSsing. Burn scar on top of Left hand.

T B
" VISIBLE DENTAL WORK None s
i
GLASSES / CONTACTS | FRAME TYPE : PRESCRIPTION
OYEs ¥
RINO _ IFYES:
' CLOTHING DESCRIPTION Subject last seen wearing white cotton pajamas.
[
']
o § wwstsize 20 n-  suoesize B JEweLRvDEscRPTiN _Neme
i SUSPICIOUS CIRCUMSTANGES / FOUL PLAY URknown i .
iADDﬁIONALcIRGuMSTANcﬁs /INFo Subject seen on surveillance video Leaving

clinic grounds with unidentified Caucasian male.

UPON COMPLETION, PLEASE RETURN TO: SHANDAKEN POLICE DEPARTMENT - ULSTER COUNTY 64 NEW YORK 42 SHANDAKEN, NY 12480
ATTENTION: SPECIAL FEATURES - MISSING PERSONS UNIT

_—_— e e N —
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OFFENSE REPORT

Time and TIME DATE
) Date of
DETECTIVE’S INCIDENT SUMMARY This Report 14:02 10.14.11

CASE # LEAD DETECTIVE ASSIGNED TO CASE | TYPE OF CRIME / INCIDENT

o4 Detective Mike Wu i i
21-24-7232 wePDh, SEb Previnot Death Investigation
RELATED CASE / INCIDENT | Missing Persons Report, NY 12-388 Shandaken
Police Dept. Ulster County

ALSO PRESENT AT SCENE | sgt. Frank Bryant; Officer Joseph Anderson;
Phil LaRock, photographer for Office of Chief
Medical Examiner; Dr. Sanja Inratis, Assistant
Medical Examiner; Crime Scene Investigator
Richard Davis; Dr. Lisa Bennett, Associate
Medical Examiner

'LOCATION OF INCIDENT 9 Mott Street

DECEDENT’S NAME

WITNESSES
'NAME RACE | GENDER

No eyewitnesses known.

INCIDENT

'INITIAL SCENE INFORMATION

At approx. 15:22 PM, October 13, 2011, Anthony Pellman, a
general contractor, arrived at 9 Mott Street to inspect the building.
Gut renovation work had ceased for 7 days due to contractual
disputes and Pellman arrived to appraise the space before work was
scheduled to resume October 14th. Upon entry Pellman was struck by
a foul odor and after a search, located the decedent, believed to
be female, in an obsolete freight elevator shaft. He dialed 911 to
alert authorities.

Decedent was found by first responder, Officer Joseph
Anderson, to be fully clothed, slim build, dark hair, lying on left
side, approx. southeast to northeast orientation. Appearance of
heavy bleeding wounds. Major cranial injury to left side of skull.
Possible dislocation of left jaw and shoulder. Bloodstains under
head and neck area indicate profuse bleeding. Pooling is dry, red
to brown in color, measures approx 22” by 18" inches. Decedent
appears to have fallen from a high elevation and bled out where
found. Body displays lividity to left side facial area. Appears to
have deceased at least 48 hours prior to discovery. Early signs of
decomposition on face. Hands open, no evident defense wounds.

Decedent is wearing dark blue jeans and black T-shirt with an
angel on the front. Bare feet, evident tattoo on top of right foot.
No jewelry. No weapons found.

A pair of black boots and black socks believed to belong to

decedent were located on the top floor of 9 Mott Street, seven
stories above position of body. No immediate sign of foul play.
Due to lack of functional stairs or lift, decedent is believed to
have reached the shaft by entering the building via the skylight
accessed from the roof of 203 Worth Street—the Hanging Gardens, a
known squatters’ residence and crack den.
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Ashley Cordova, 24, Found Dead

Ashley Cordova, 24, Found Dead Photograph courtesy of K&M Recording

A body that was found in a vacant Chinatown warehouse Thursday was identified by
the city medical examiner as that of Ashley Cordova, daughter of the Academy-Award-
winning American film director Stanislas Cordova. She was 24.

The cause of death has not yet been determined, but the police are investigating
eports that Ms. Cordova, who reportedly had a history of depression, committed
uicide by jumping into an out-of-service elevator shaft, said Hector J. Marcos, the
ief spokesman for the city medical examiner’s office.

SIRZN-1

Ms. Cordova was a classical pianist and former child prodigy. She made her Carnegie
Hall debut at age 12, playing Ravel’s Piano Concerto in G Major with the Moscow
Philharmonic Orchestra. Ms. Cordova retreated from music at age 14, declining
further recitals, tours and public appearances.

[22)

e was raised at The Peak, her father’s vast, private Adirondack estate, which served
as the setting for many of Mr. Cordova’s films, including his 1979 psychological
thriller, “Thumbscrew.” Ms. Cordova graduated from Amherst College in 2009.
Unlike her half-brother, Theo Cordova, who frequently acted in his father’s films,
Ms. Cordova appeared only once, playing the youngest of the Stevens children in “To
Breathe with Kings” (1996), adapted from the novel by August Hauer.

The Cordova family could not be reached for comment.
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Ashley Cordova ‘09 practices in the Arms Music Center.

CLASS ACT (continued)
plans to return to Denmark, after completing:
a double major in Biochemistry and
Computer Science.

Ashley Cordova "09 is another talented
freshman, hailing from upstate New York.
Her father just so happens to be legendary
filmmalker Stanislas—about whom she
says little: “We are a very private family,”
she explains—though she is an incredibly

accomplished woman in her own right.

sional name Ashley

Using the prof
DeRouin—DeRouin is a surname from her

French mother’s side of the family—at

eleven years old she won first place at the

International Tchaikovsky Competition in
Moscow playing his Piano Trio in A minor,
beating out Juilliard-trained musicians six
years her senior.

She toured the international concert

uit—including a recital at Carnegie Hall.

23

At fourteen, she recorded her first and only
solo album, Ashley DeRouin Plays Maurice
Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit, o The Devil in
the Night, winning critical acclaim for her

creative and emotional rendering of the

work—one of the most challenging solo

piano pieces ever written.
Though she no longer play

profes

onally, her piano is still a pleasure in
which she indulges daily. “It’s wonderful to
get lost in a piece of music. To forget your
name for a while.”

Ga:
pieces not just for its technical difficulti

ard remains one of her favorite

silver chromatic

figurations, cadenzas, quic
runs the pianist performs with a single
hand—but because of’ Ravel’s source of
inspiration: three Bertrand poems that
range in subject from a water sprite luring a
man to come live with her in the water, to a
hanging corpse, and a devil who dances in
the night, wreaking havoc on human lives.

“It's wonderful to get lost in a piece of
music. To forget your name for a while.”

“It's a gift to play these picces,” she
“Ravel was very modest. He never

says.
called himself a composer—only that he

tried and a piece was finished when he could

not try anymore. As you play the sonatas
you're transported to a world of great
cruelty, yet there is also yearning for love,

sadness, a fear not of death but a wasted life.

I¢s all there in his music.”
In spite of her virtuosic musical
abilities, Ashley is looking to move beyond
piano during her time at Amherst, planning
tory. And
after she graduates? “Maybe living abroad.

to major in Anthropology or Hi

Traveling. Finding the spot where the earth
ends. There’s a life for me beyond music.”
Spoken like the daughter of a true master.

Lucy Polk *09 is another woman who
wastes no time going after what she wants.
When she was only four she started selling
lemonade and by twelve founded her own

lemonade brand by (continued on p. 1)

Newsletter of Amherst College Fall 2005
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/ Transcript of Phone Conversation - Anonymous Caller “John"
S. McGrath, May 11, 2006. 11:06 - 11:11 P.M.

SM: Hello.
Caller: Is this Scott McGrath, the reporter?
SM: It is. Who’s this?

No immediate answer. Voice is older,|mid-sixties or seventie
—

Caller: I hear you're investigating @/

SM: How’d you hear that?
Caller: Word gets around.
SM: Are you a friend of his?

No answer. He sounds nervous.

Caller: I don’t want this call recorded.

=
SM: It’s not. What’s your name?
Caller: John.

Not his real name. I am tempted to turn on my phone recorder--a necessary
precaution--but plugging in the TP-7 jack makes a clicking noise on the
line. I don’t want to scare him off.

SM: What's your connection to Cordova?
Caller: I drove him.—>

SM: You were his chauffew

Caller: You could say that.

SM: Where?

caller: Upstate. «—@5\)

Upstate New York. “John” is breathing oddly--having second thoughts about
talking.

SM: Are you still there?

Caller: Sorry. I don’t know how I feel about this now.

SM: Take your time. How did you come to work for him?

Caller: I don’t like all the questions.

SM: You’re the one who called me, John. Would it be easier
if we met?

Caller: No.

Thirty-second pause.

Caller: Most of the time I drove the w the Mexican, who

works for him into to But one he called me and

asked if I’'d ive him.

Crowthorpe Falls?
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Caller: A child’s gym uniform. Tiny yellow shirt. Blue shorts.
It made me sick. I asked what he wanted with it. He
only looked at.me hard from behind those glasses. Got
out of the car.' Next day I heard from the Mexican. My
services were no longer needed. But I know for a fact he
hired someone else to drive him at night. A young guy.
He paid him a lot of money to do it. For years.

sM: Why?

caller: (_There’s something he does to the childr@%{'
sM: What?

A pause.

SM: How? He hurts them?

No answer.
SM: Who else knows about this?

No answer. I’m losing him.

SM: Anything more you can tell me? John?
No response.

SM: There’s nothing to be afraid of.

The line goes dead.
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/I scribble some notes. :

He wanted me to pick him up in the middle of the night.
3 A.M. He asked me to come up slow to the mansion with
my (lights off I had the feeling he didn’t want to wake
anyone at the house. When I got there, he was waiting
for me on the steps.

Was he alone?
Yes. He got into the car. The backseat.

Where did you take him?

To an elementary school.

An elementary school.

Yes.

Which one?

No specifics.

Okay. I'm listening.

He asked me to drive into the parking lot, turn off the
engine, and wait. I watched him walk across the lawn

into the children’s playground. At first he was very
still. And then, he moved around the swings. Pushing

one so it swung out into the air, empty. Then he went
around the seesaw, tipping it so it bobbed up and down.
Then he went into the sandbox and sat down.

He sat down in the sandbox.

I couldn’t see what he was doing. But it wasn’t right,
you understand?

What was he doing?

At first I was scared he was doing something sexual. But
it looked like

Digging?

That’s what it looked like. When he came back to the car,
he was hiding something in his coat.

What?

I couldn’t see. I just drove him home.

Did he say anything?

No. But a few weeks later he called me again, asked the
same thing.

To take him to the elementary school?

A different one this time. This time he headed out
across the athletic field. He slipped up into the
bleachers, searching for something. When he came back,
again he had something in his coat. When I drove back to
the mansion, I hen he climbed out.

it

What was it?






