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About the Book

Hollywood, 1929. While Conrad Cole is working late on elaborate plans for his aeroplanes and his films, a mysterious stranger appears at his door. Xas soon finds himself caught up in the glamorous and treacherous world of movie-making and entangled with both Cole and a young woman who owes her life to the eccentric director. Both of them are drawn to Xas without knowing his secret – that under his shirt he hides the remnants of great snowy wings that set him apart from humankind, and that he is destined to wander the earth forever, always hearing the beating of feathers behind him, threatening him that his dark brother has found him again.
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Elizabeth Knox is the award-winning author of several books for both adults and children. Her 1999 novel The Vintner’s Luck was published to great critical and popular success, was longlisted for the Orange Prize and was made into a film in 2009. The Angel’s Cut follows the further adventures of Xas, the central character from The Vintner’s Luck. Elizabeth Knox lives in New Zealand with her family.
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We all have one story. But what would you do after that and that and that day after day after dozens hundreds thousands and ten thousands of time?

F Scott Fitzgerald

(from working notes for The Last Tycoon)
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Prologue


The English Channel

1917

THE ZEPPELIN HUNG concealed in cloud, a layer of thick stratus with a base three thousand feet above the sea. The airship’s navigator—the angel Xas—was in the control cabin, studying a map in the greenish light from the gauges, when his captain came to stand beside him. They looked out together on the ghostly country of cloud.

‘Hans,’ said Captain Hintersee, ‘would you say that this cloud extends all the way to Dover?’

The navigator Hans Ritt was famous in the fleet, for he never lost his way. Pilots navigated using compasses, and by making dead-reckonings from roadmaps they carried. They dropped down and looked for landmarks. But Ritt seemed to know all of Europe from the air; to have it in his head. Even without a compass and in the thickest fog he always knew where north lay.

That night, over the Channel, Xas turned his eyes from the window and the gauzy white topography below to tell his captain that yes, he did think the cloud cover extended from coast to coast. Then he dropped his chin and waited. The Zeppelin captain frowned at him. ‘Perhaps you should—’ he began, then caught himself and modified his suggestion so that it was an order. ‘Hans, I want you to take the cloud car down and take a look about.’

Xas stood straight, clicked his heels, then smiled happily, which spoiled the effect of military propriety. ‘Thank you, captain,’ he said, and left Hintersee’s side.

He reported to the belly of the airship, where he found the cloud car ready, its attendants around it, and at the controls of the winch and its thick coiled cable.

The car was a basket made of hardwood struts covered in canvas, a streamlined cradle with a bulbous front end where an observer would sit, hunched behind a low windscreen. It was equipped with a telephone the observer used to communicate with the control cabin.

The basket was positioned above a gap in the longitudinal girders of the airship’s frame. It hovered, swinging slightly. Cloud fumed through the gap.

Xas wriggled and jumped and tugged his way into a thick, fleece-lined canvas suit. He put on a helmet and gloves. Two crew members held the basket steady as he clambered through the cables that kept it level. He positioned his goggles, hunkered down, and gave the crew the thumbs up. The winch spun, the cable unwound, and the cloud car took him out of the light inside the airship, and into the wet white air.

Cloud came between him and the airship. The diffuse patch of brightness that was the gap in its belly dimmed, then disappeared. The hum of its engines grew muffled.

Xas removed his goggles, helmet and gloves and stuffed them between his knees. He was always careful to put the protective gear on again before he returned to the ship. The gear was, like his name, a disguise he wore for the benefit of others.

He raised his hands and opened his mouth and let the air caress him. As the basket cut its way through the lower layer of cloud, its cables acquired thin white streamers of vapour. Xas ran his fingers back and forth through these dragons’ whiskers, which broke and eddied like smoke rings.

The cloud car passed through the thinning vapour, and Xas looked down.

The sea was dark, but textured, its waves backlit by the faint radiance of a rainfall several miles away. Xas could see where the rain softened the air. He could see too that there were several interruptions in the sea’s surface. Black strokes. Three ships, showing no light. He waited till his eyes made a further adjustment and he could spot each ship’s wake, and therefore the direction they were headed.

He picked up the telephone, and put it to his ear. There was a loud click, then the electric hum of the open line. He asked Hintersee to have the men in the belly of the airship lower him a further ten feet. He said that the cloud was thicker than they’d thought. He reported that he was only just out of it. Really he hoped to relish more of the clear sky under the cloud.

The basket shivered as the winch started up again far overhead. The soft bright underside of the cloud receded, and the wind grew a little less wet. He savoured it. In a moment he would turn to his duty, but for now he swung through the dark in his own true home, the fully three-dimensional terrain of the sky.

He took a moment, then put the phone back to his ear and began to talk to his captain, to relay the bearings of the target ships.

Suddenly, a coil of vapour spun down past the cloud car. Dark spirals of turbulence appeared in the underside of the cloud some twenty feet above. Xas knew at once what was causing it. Clear air from above the layer of cloud was being forced down through it, making black vortices in the vapour, vortices formed by the tips of great wings describing high-velocity parabolas, and mixing fog and air.

Xas dropped the phone. The soft ceiling above him ruptured. A huge dark shape pierced the cloud and opened a gap through to starlight. Wings made a rushing thump in the air. Xas felt the concussions of displaced air shuddering around him.

The archangel braked his plunge, then banked against unbroken cloud, coming around in a tight loop that would bring him back to where Xas hung in the fragile cradle of the cloud car. Xas saw that the attenuated avian hands on the wrist joints of the archangel’s six wings were splayed, reaching. He saw light flash on the pale palms of the archangel’s two human hands. And, as the huge winged body closed on him, he saw that one of those many, avid hands was missing some fingers. It was by this mutilated hand that Xas recognised Lucifer—who had cut off his wings.

He threw himself out of the cloud car.

Looking back through his feet as he fell, Xas saw the archangel connect with the cloud car, catch hold of it, and hang swinging, hands gripping the basket, two top wings flared back and flapping furiously. He heard the cable shriek and groan. And he heard his name, for the first time in over fifty years. Lucifer shouted, ‘Xas!’ and Xas closed his body into a ball. He knew he could fall faster than Lucifer could fly down. The archangel had too much surface area to race any falling, wingless creature a few thousand feet to the sea.

Xas plunged straight down, and hit the surface of the sea so hard that he rebounded once before sinking into it. He let out all the air in his lungs and stopped breathing.

It was cold and dark under the water. Far away the ships’ propellers whined like bees caught behind a curtain. Xas hung below the surface and looked up through murky transparency at that surface in reverse—the gleam of light on the backs of the waves. After a moment he saw the ragged star of Lucifer’s form pass above him. The sea turned momentarily smooth in the downblast of the archangel’s wings. Then Lucifer banked and drove upward, disappearing in a flicker of darkness into the night sky.


Le Crotoy, France

1922

XAS WAS THE last act of the day. The sun had come out, a seven p.m. sun that sat balanced on the top of the grandstand. All afternoon the crowd had been a flowerbed of faces, hair, hats, exclamatory hands, but now, with the sun behind them, they had become a dark, tense fur of persons, a mass of exhausted nerves, and unslaked lust for catastrophe. They’d enjoyed the show, applauded the aerial acrobats—six girls who never left their perch on a biplane’s top wing, but clambered over one another to make shapely filigrees of limbs against the sky. They’d laughed through clenched teeth at clowns skating back and forth along the wobbling wings of a slow, low cruising plane. They’d held their breath when the parachutists performed their bullet drops. Of the day’s thrills all that was left now was the grand finale, the plane-to-plane transfer.

Xas tucked his plait into his flight suit. The huge, adenoidal voice of the Tannoy began to tell the spectators what he planned to do. He gave a wave, keeping his arms close to his sides so that no one would divine the full effect of the trick until it unfurled before them.

There were no other planes in the air. The skylarks had returned to the field and were threading the evening with song.

Xas climbed into the biplane, taking the forward seat, and gave his pilot a thumbs up. A mechanic span the propeller, hauled away the chocks, then ran around to a wingtip and turned the plane onto the airstrip. The pilot gunned the engine and they took off, banked and climbed. They levelled out and waited for the second plane to join them. Once it was in the air they settled at their different altitudes, Xas’s pilot climbing to eighteen hundred feet, the other to only five hundred. The planes levelled off, then turned again to make a run past the grandstand.

Xas climbed out of the cockpit. A big drop of oil blew back from the open cowling of the engine and splattered on one lens of his goggles. He wiped at the splash with his glove, but couldn’t shift, only smeared, it. He pulled his goggles off and dropped them onto his seat. He had his back to the wind and it pushed his thick bound hair into a kind of hood around his face. It was as if he’d smeared lamp black under his eyes. There was no glare. He could see everything—could even make out the expression of anxiety and disapproval on his pilot’s face. Xas smiled at the man and, in a moment of mischief, unbuckled the parachute strapped to his chest and dropped it too into his empty seat. The pilot shook his head. Xas took hold of the top wing and hauled himself up onto it. He swapped his handholds and turned around into the ram air. He felt his eyes and facial muscles stiffen in response to the pressure of the wind. Ram air made everyone grimace—everyone but him. His face lost all its pliability and settled, sculptural, angelic, as hard as a bird’s beak.

Xas stood up and spread his arms. The wind caught the webs of silk and baleen between the sleeves and sides of his soaring suit. The plane leapt away from him and for a moment he floated, a dark star against a pale blue afternoon sky. Then he rolled into a somersault—followed by an apparently uncontrolled series of writhing falls. He flung his arms out again and stopped tumbling, only to swing back and forth like a leaf falling from a tree, rocking as it dropped.

This was what the crowd saw. Xas could hear them sighing and crying out. He realised that he shouldn’t have abandoned his parachute so surreptitiously, but with a flourish. Then they’d be silent, and their silence would be like the skin he felt forming as he curled up once more. He closed his body, and the air closed around him.

All aerial acrobats and parachutists wore helmets so as not to be deafened by the eardrum-sucking speed of the passing wind. But Xas hung wrapped in the sound of that wind, and of the world below—all discrete and distinguishable. He was balanced on the bubble of air that people feel form under them in a freefall. For a moment he felt an invisible hand holding him up, and promising to hold him, promising that the space below him would be divided infinitely, that there was no bottom to it, because all halves have halves, as Zeno said.

This ecstasy lasted only seconds. Xas let the seconds go by and then he spread his arms and legs and looked down. He searched for the second plane—his target. It was below him, as it should be, and behind, as it should be. But it was too near. It was going to overshoot their rendezvous.

Xas dipped into a shallow dive, speeding ahead, gaining ten feet of forward distance while losing a hundred in height. The second plane slid by, the transparency of its propeller only twenty feet below. Xas felt a flutter on his feet and knees. It was the slipstream, an invisible churning serpent of displaced air. He knew the slipstream would pull him down before it pushed him back behind the plane, so he tilted his hips and dropped his suit’s canvas fantail into the turbulence.

The slipstream flipped him. As he went over he wrenched his head around and his eyes found the nearest carbane—one of the wires between the biplane’s wings. He snatched—making contact with one fingertip only. He closed that finger into a hook and was jerked forward as he simultaneously stopped falling and matched speeds with the plane. The change of direction was so sudden that he went into another somersault and crashed into the wing. The spectators howled. The plane yawed and wobbled. Xas clung on, lay still as the pilot brought the plane level. The green, shadow-filled grass was streaming by directly beneath them, and he understood that the second plane had dropped dangerously low to catch him. There was the blur of green, then the fawn dust of the rolled dirt air strip. Xas crawled back along the wing. He lowered himself into his seat in the same moment the wheels touched the ground.

The pilot taxied the plane in close to the grandstand. The crowd poured toward them. Xas clambered down and stood waiting to be congratulated on his feat. Then he saw that his first pilot was nearer than the nearest of his admirers, was coming at him, swearing, and swinging his abandoned parachute. Then he was engulfed, muffled in bodies, one pummelling him with the soft package of the chute, the others thrusting pens and flyers at him—the flyer advertising the air circus which figured him at the centre of its images, in his soaring suit and long, black braid, as ‘The Daring, the Devil May Care INDIAN.’

Later that evening Xas was sitting in a bar with the pilots, acrobats, parachutists, when a woman arrived at their table with eight glasses of Dubonnet crammed in her skinny hands. She was a light-skinned Coloured woman with high cheekbones and marcel-waved hair. She fixed her eyes on Xas and mustered words. She asked, in ungrammatical French, whether he was really an Indian?

‘He’s German,’ someone said, ‘but since the War no one is letting Germans fly in Europe.’

Someone else pulled out a chair for her. She said her name was Millie Cotton, and that she was an American. She was in France because she was learning to fly. ‘Flying schools back home won’t even take Coloured men. I’m at the Ecole d’Aviation des Frères Caudon. It’s near here.’

Seven of the glasses had been claimed. The circus people were waiting for Millie to take the eighth. She didn’t notice. She only stared at Xas as though hoping to somehow absorb him. ‘How do you do it?’ she said. ‘How do you find the other plane?’

Xas’s first pilot touched her arm and said, slowly, reverently, in French, ‘He’s a pioneer. He plans to make his mark.’ Then he raised a hand and slapped it down on the tabletop so that all the empty glasses jumped and toppled.

Millie looked alarmed.

Xas explained. ‘To make your mark is to fall to your death, splashing some farmer’s field. He’s saying I take big risks to make my mark, to finally lose my game with gravity.’

The pilot put his hand on Xas’s. ‘Tell her this,’ he said. ‘Tell her that most days the spectators can see the effort and care it takes to make a transfer from plane to plane. But today you were having too much fun.’

Xas said to Millie, in English, ‘He says I was having too much fun. On other days the crowd can see the care and effort.’

Millie laughed.

He said, ‘Would you like me to take you up and teach you to jump? All pilots should know how to use a parachute.’

‘Yes! Would you?’

‘Can you come after the show tomorrow morning?’

Millie nodded. And then she looked around the group and reverted to her halting French to tell them that, in the States, there had been law changes that had pretty much put an end to the airshows. The pilots had to fly too high, and the audiences couldn’t really see the stunts any more.

Everyone made sounds of disgust. Then Xas said, to Millie, and to anyone who might give him an answer, ‘Do you think that will happen here?’


First Reel


Los Angeles

June 27, 1929

IN 1929 XAS came to Los Angeles looking for a flying job. He hung around Glendale airport, hoping something would come up, and every time a plane came in to land, or a mechanic or radio-operator punched in, the current custodian of his tale would say, ‘See that pilot? Somebody up there likes him.’

He’d been flying to spot schools of tuna for the fleets out of San Pedro, when his plane went down. Its rudder line had broken, sending it into a steep dive. A tuna boat captain who’d watched the spotter’s plane plunge into the sea, and who hurried to the wreck to see what came up, at first found only a few floating fragments of varnished canvas and balsawood. Then Xas surfaced still grasping the plane’s joystick—which had broken off in his hand as he tried to pull up. He was alive and unhurt, and the boat’s crew had regarded him with awe when he came on board, standing back as if afraid to go near him.

Xas sat in the waiting room at Glendale airport, his hand curled around the bowl of his coffee cup, and answered questions about the crack-up. And, as the day wore on, his answers became more considered. He remembered struggling out of the crumpled and disjointed wreck, leaving it sinking, its pale shape slowly growing green as it went down into the gloom, shedding air upward from every gash. He had drifted up with the bubbles, and when he reached the surface he found the stick still in his hand. He remembered looking at it, and wondering at himself. After all—he was always conscious, he had only ever slept when he was sleeping beside someone. So why had he held so hard to that piece of broken machinery?

By late afternoon Xas’s musings had begun to bemuse his audience. ‘I think I have an instinct to hold onto what has fallen,’ he said, ‘an instinct that trumps sense.’ He flexed his hand, and, looking around the baffled faces, he saw one he recognised.

‘Millie Cotton!’ Xas was delighted. He jumped up and pulled out a chair for her.

‘With a story like that it figures it’s you,’ Millie said. She told the flyers who’d come in with her, ‘This guy is the wildest wing-walker I ever saw.’ She sat down beside Xas and unfastened the buttons of her powder-blue leather flying suit to reveal the dewy skin on her collarbones.

Xas took her hand. ‘I taught you to jump,’ he said. ‘And on the strength of that you bought me drinks for a whole week.’

‘Was it really only a week?’ Millie said.

‘Yes. And here we are, together again—only there’s Prohibition.’

The flyers who’d come in with Millie all snorted.

‘Shame about that,’ she said, dry. Then, ‘Leastways, I have a job for you.’

It was after midnight when they drove to Santa Monica in Millie’s Buick, their bellies full of steak and bootleg beer.

The Buick was new, and Millie was wearing her leather flying suit, and a white silk scarf. By her car, clothes and the way she drove—though she was far from sober—Xas was able to measure how she had shaped up as a pilot. Her driving was efficient and debonair. She watched the dark, dusty roads and handled the wheel, gear stick, clutch and brakes, her brain playing with space.

They had left the houses behind and were driving between a field of beans and a eucalyptus windbreak—big old trees planted for ironwood railway ties. Between the trees Xas saw blank, frizzled fields, still and pale in the starlight.

‘We’re going early,’ Millie said, ‘not because you have to be early for me to get you hired on, but because I want to show you something.’

Millie turned in at a gate, and parked by a hangar whose sign read ‘Mutual Aircraft’. She shut off the engine and grinned at Xas, her round cheeks and oiled hair outlined by a distant column of light, its brightness grainy with the bodies of flying insects. The searchlight was aimed up at a mast, where a Zeppelin tilted at the end of her tether, nose down and aft up, a weightless silver whale in the cone of radiance.

‘Lake Werner,’ said Millie, ‘isn’t she a sight?’ She got out of the car and walked away toward the mast. After a moment Xas saw a match lit, the flare, then the orange coal of Millie’s cigarette tip coming and going.

He got out of the car and followed her. He saw that the field he walked on wasn’t grass, but clumps of battered alfalfa and barley—remnants of old crops between patches of dusty hard-baked earth. He reached Millie, took her hand and pinched out her cigarette’s fire. They were too near to the Zeppelin and its volatile gas.

‘But I’m gasping,’ Millie said, then dropped the butt and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘You told me in ’22 that you used to crew one of these things.’ She peered up at him, waiting for more.

‘I heard that my captain had to give up his Zeppelin as part of the reparations,’ Xas said. ‘He had to deliver it personally to a French fort in Africa, after which he travelled back home by sea and train.’

‘It was a raider Zeppelin?’ Millie said. ‘Were you flying those raids on London?’

‘I was the navigator, not the bombadier.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Millie. ‘So you were.’

The field around the mast was showing signs of a melee of deliveries. It looked like a village square after a market packs up—littered with broken crates, wadded paper, cabbage stalks, and an orange dented by a boot heel. There were rolls of red carpet leaning against the mast’s supports, and several other incongruities, like stanchions and silk ropes, and palm trees in brass pots.

‘There’s a big send-off this evening,’ Millie said. ‘A jazz band, searchlights, well-wishers, and the Movietone news.’ She nudged him. ‘Do you like jazz?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’ll take you to some clubs.’ She peered at him. ‘You’ll stay for a bit, won’t you? There’s lots of work for flyers in this town.’

Above them the airship creaked and groaned as its gas envelopes expanded—the gas slower to cool than the surrounding air. The condensation that had formed on the ship’s warm sides fell in pattering drops on and around them. The airship was beginning to come level again as her crew moved ballast about. In the beam of the searchlight the whirlwind of insects rattled against her silver skin.

‘She’s going around the world,’ said Millie. ‘You must have read about it.’

‘I have. But I didn’t know she was here.’

Millie said that Lake Werner had already flown from Berlin to New York, New York to Rio, Rio to Los Angeles. She would depart Los Angeles that evening for Tokyo, then continue on to Berlin again. She took his arm. ‘Let’s go back to my car. We can smoke, and I can tell you about the job.’

Millie had her smoke. She slid down in her seat, her flying suit creaking against the Buick’s upholstery.

‘The name of the film is Spirit. It’s about aces—a guy called Marshall and his buddies. It’s set mostly in France. I’m doing Marshall’s battle stunts, in a Spad. And the director wants me to crash for him.’

‘Today?’

‘Yeah,’ said Millie. She tossed her half-finished cigarette over the door beside her and took an inhaler out of her jacket. She closed her lips over it, huffed, coughed, and handed it to Xas. ‘Benzedrine,’ she said. ‘It’s the ticket, as they say in England.’

Xas, curious, put the inhaler’s damp nozzle to his lips, pressed and sucked. To his surprise he felt the drug. His clear head opened up even more, like a summer’s day dilating.

‘Oh yes,’ crooned Millie, looking at him. She slumped, leather squawking, along the seat and rested her head on his shoulder. She said, ‘I don’t want to crash the plane today.’

Her voice was quiet and confiding—but it worried Xas. He asked, ‘What’s up?’

She shrugged. ‘Crow has till tomorrow to get all the stunts in the can. Crow’s the director—Conrad Crow?’

Xas shook his head.

‘The film’s in trouble,’ Millie said. ‘The studio shifted some of the budget and asked Crow to shoot sound scenes. He has all these battles planned, and now he’s having to write dialogue with Ray Paige. Paige is the writer. He’s a lush. Crow’s really pressed for time and money getting all the battle footage he needs.’ Millie sat up straight, shook herself and opened the glove compartment. She had a flask in there. She took a swig and gave it to Xas. Tequila.

She continued. ‘But the real problem is Conrad Cole. And in case I’m confusing you—yes—Connie Crow and Con Cole are two different Conrads. Anyway,’ she said, ‘Cole has bought up most of the planes Crow might like to use. And he claims that Paige had already sold him a version of Spirit’s story. But Cole’s only playing at making a film—he’s been shooting his Flights of Angels for two years. And, because he might want them at any time, he’s hired the Red Eagles—the so-called aerial stuntmen’s union. They call themselves a union, but I think any union that signs an exclusive contract has got to be more a company, hasn’t it? Or just another club that won’t let me join.’

‘So, you think Crow will hire me because he’s short of time and stunt flyers?’

‘Crow would hire you on my recommendation alone. He likes me. And he’s a friendly guy who likes men of action. I’m telling you that so you’ll know how to treat him. Crow’s friendly and sharp and straight but he’s a cold-hearted bastard and don’t you ever forget it.’ Millie nodded at Xas, emphatic. She had the flask up to her lips and Xas could see the reflected lips lifting to kiss her real ones. Xas, watching the two sets of lips, said, ‘Do you want me to crash the Spad for you?’

Millie tilted her head back and looked up at him. ‘I need the money, sweetie. I just don’t want to do it today.’

‘How much is he offering?’

‘Nine hundred. For an emergency landing on one wheel only, because the left wheel is missing. The left wing to touch enough to slam the plane around. He doesn’t need me to flip it, Xas. But Marshall, the hero, ends up upside down. They’ve filmed his death scene already. But I guess they’re doing it again, with sound.’

‘Do you have any idea what this Crow will want me to do?’

‘You can fly a Fokker. I recall you had one in France. Crow will want neat, nasty moves for back projection of the Fokker on Marshall’s tail. We get the battle plan today. One of the other stunt flyers is bringing another Fokker, so we’ll have four—which still isn’t quite enough.’

They turned to stare at the airship, and the whirlwind of insects in the beam of the searchlight. A light sea breeze was blowing across the field. In the east night was separating from the black mountains, the light a pale pith between them. Millie lit up again. She told Xas about her plans. She was saving money to set up a flying school for Coloured people in Texas—her home state. She had three instructors already. Two had trained in France, like her, the other was Brazilian.

‘I have a good sum set by,’ she said. ‘From stunt jobs, and now and then I invest a couple of hundred with a friend of mine. My friend Flora raises—say—five hundred, and I put in two, then I fly across to Cocopah or Pasqualitos and buy tequila. Flora’s from Brawley, down near the border. Her uncle cuts his fence wire so these bootlegging boys we know can drive off the highway, and through his pastureland, to the edge of the desert. Flora and the boys put down kerosene in broken bottles to mark out an airstrip, then they listen for my engines and light the kerosene so I can see where to bring her in. The boys pay for my cargo. Flora and I split the money. Flora’s uncle lets the boys out again onto the highway, and mends his fence. Flora pays him his cut, and we fly home.’

Millie finished, then said, ‘I suppose that sounds more dangerous than flying stunts.’

‘Do the bootleggers carry guns?’

‘Yes. But we try not to take it personally. Besides, if we waited for help we’d be waiting forever—me and Flora. We have to play the hands we’ve been dealt.’ Millie yawned, and stretched, and her elbows popped. She passed him the flask again. ‘Are you warm enough?’

He nodded. ‘So that’s why your friends at Glendale sniggered when I mentioned Prohibition.’

‘Yes. Because I never have to do without booze. We keep what we need, me a little, Flora a lot.’

‘She’s a drinker?’

Millie nodded. ‘She has her reasons.’


Venice, California

June 27, 1929

ON THE SAME day that Millie ran into Xas at Glendale airport, Millie’s friend, Flora McLeod, had a visit from an old flame.

When Gil Crow arrived at Flora’s bungalow she was in her robe. Her clothes were lying, muddied, just inside the front door.

Gil kissed her, said, ‘Ah, Flora—your slatternly ways,’ and handed her a bottle of whisky. He went in ahead of her and began moving magazines and clothes to make room for himself on the couch. ‘Though I hear your cutting room is a picture of order,’ he said.

Editing film was Flora McLeod’s second career. She’d first come to Hollywood in 1920, at nineteen years of age, after winning a beauty contest in Brawley, her home town. She did get to act in movies, though for her biggest role she only got to play the girl who almost gets the guy, a peppy girl standing at the door of a dance hall, checking her hair and waving hello. Flora photographed well, worked hard, and was fun to have on a set. She might have gone on to better roles, and the talkies could have used her sharp, clear voice. But in 1925, when she was at a costume party at the Ship Café, her boyfriend touched a cigarette to the grass skirt she was wearing. It was meant to be only a bit of mischief, but the skirt caught with a whoosh, and the flames seemed to lift Flora off the ground. Later people saw that the paint on the café ceiling was blistered and blackened in a long trail, for Flora had bolted across the room before a quick-thinking twenty-one-year-old millionaire called Conrad Cole tackled her and wrapped her in a thick velvet curtain.

When she finally got out of hospital Flora was down to four and a half stone. She went to live with an aunt in Brawley, and learned to walk again, at first with her legs apart as if to hold her in a straight course on a moving deck. She put on a little weight, but nothing would induce her to round out again, for the scarring on her hips had hardened into a kind of cutaneous belt above and below which any extra flesh would billow, and pull at every movement.

Flora might have remained with her aunt. There was some talk about turning the porch in which she was sleeping into a proper bedroom. But she saw the life she’d have, as a poor relation, a scarecrow figure who helps a little around the house, hanging out the family wash, wincing every time she has to lift her arms. She could help, and not just live on sufferance because, although they weren’t close, she did get on with her aunt and uncle and young cousins. But, Flora discovered, the larger world was eager to take her back. There had been a lot of people at that party, people who remembered what had happened with horror and pity, and were keen to do what they could for her.

The man who had caught her in the curtain was the lover of her film star friend, Avril Maye. Conrad Cole had paid for Flora’s hospital room and, although he cooled on Avril—after her husband refused to give her a divorce—they parted on friendly terms, as, Flora would later discover, Cole did from many of his lovers. And, before they parted, Avril persuaded Cole to help Flora.

Cole asked the editor of his first feature film to let Flora sit in with her. Flora never knew whether to credit Cole with having recognised a talent in her. It didn’t seem likely. Cole’s considerable achievements seemed due entirely to his own inhuman drive, not to any ability he had to surround himself with good people. It was a fluke that he had his very good editor.

Cole’s editor had been at the party, and was easily persuaded to lend ‘the poor burned girl’ a hand. She was willing to pass on her knowledge, and did, patiently, then passionately when she discovered that cutting film was Flora McLeod’s true talent.

Flora had a feeling for editing, for handling time. She loved the editing suite. She loved the process, loved to stop and start time. She sat in with Cole’s editor for the rough cut of Desert Nights then, when the editor argued with Cole—as people did, without knowing that they had until he failed to answer their calls—Flora sat with Cole himself, re-cutting the finished product. (Or, at least, Cole declared it finished because he was tired of it, whereas Flora saw how much more there was to do, how much better they all could have done.)

Flora was going to every movie at that time. She lived in the dark, until her inner thighs touched again without pain as she walked, and she could go out in public without looking as though she’d ‘just serviced twenty-five sailors’, as she’d joke. Flora began to emerge from the dark when she stopped minding what people saw when they looked at her. So that when some man who was admiring of her wit, or her heavy brown hair, would ask ‘What’s this?’ of the polished streaks on her neck and under her jaw where the fire had licked her, she’d say, ‘I have pointy petals, like an artichoke. Do you like them?’

Flora opened her visitor’s bottle, and went to find clean glasses. As she did she explained to Gil that there were muddy clothes on her porch because she’d clambered into Coral Canal.

‘I saw that they were filling in the canals,’ said Gil.

‘We wrote letters and went to meetings, and we were all put aside as Luddites,’ Flora said. ‘So today I went to help block the earthmoving machines.’

‘You shouldn’t be doing that, Flora.’

Flora paused before pouring his glass and gave him a look. Then she went on. ‘When they began to shove dirt into the canal we all jumped in to scoop it out again. I found myself up to my chest, behind this churning mass of protesters. The contractors were bashing our signs with their shovels. Meanwhile the machines went on easing fill into the water, and the lovely blue canal went grey.’

She gave Gil his glass, and lifted her own to him. ‘I walked home dripping, and picking clots of cardboard off my clothes.’

They emptied their glasses. Flora filled them again, and glanced about her. For a moment she tried to cast Gil’s eye—as she understood it—over her arrangements.

The kitchen door was open and she could see the dishes stacked high on the draining board. Her underwear and stockings hung on a rack winched up against the ceiling—all silk, but faded with wear, and stiff, the soap not fully rinsed out before they were draped there to dry. Most of the chairs in her house were covered with a mix of clean laundry and clothes she’d worn too few times to need a wash.

That the place was untidy inconvenienced no one but her. She still got out looking presentable, and kept herself fed. But she never had a big clean-up, only kept as much order as was required to stay on the edge of comfort, and in a state of sufficient hygiene. If she cleaned Flora knew she might get the notion to invite someone special around—to plot her own pleasure, rather than just entertain whoever turned up.

Gil and Flora had been together for just over a year a couple of years before her accident. Flora was the girl his family had approved. If he had to have an actress, Flora was better than many, a ‘quiet country girl’ in their estimation. But she and Gil hadn’t worked. He was too much the gentleman to let her feel she’d let him down—stirred him, but not satisfied him. And he was kind, too kind to show her how disappointed he was in himself. After Flora, Gil had gone on through starlets and showgirls. He was ostensibly playing the field. But really, Flora knew, he was like one of those dreamy kids who can’t concentrate, or catch a ball, the ones who volunteer to go stand in the long grass of the outfield but then still miss the fly balls. If Gil lost interest in a woman then his loss of interest explained away his problem. He could always get women, he was attractive, polite, well-spoken, successful. He had a string of two-reelers to his name, and a hand in several of his more famous older brother’s feature films.

At that time in Hollywood there were two Conrads whose names you could bank with—Conrad Crow and Conrad Cole. Gil’s brother was always arguing with his producers, and breaking contracts
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Route 66, the Mojave Desert

1975

Conrad Crow hated flashbacks. He preferred to get at a character’s back story this way: he’d introduce a guy into a group, some guy they’d all heard a story about, the kind of story that makes people look at a man with mistrust. We, the audience, watch the way the group treat the man. We hear them talking about what he’s supposed to have done. We observe what we think is his unrepentant defensiveness. And we have to work it out. We have to judge for ourselves. We’re not shown what happened in the past. We don’t get a flashback.

I haven’t offered any. I’ve told the story in its proper order, and, were I able to, I would even have told it without me in it.

I made a call to Xas’s message service asking him to phone me on a certain day at a certain time. I gave him a number.

At the appointed time—2.30 a.m.—I was waiting by a phone in the forecourt of an all-night gas station on Route 66. The place was open, but the attendant was asleep, his head down on the counter by the cash register. I had instructed him to sleep.

While I waited, a car pulled into the forecourt. I wandered over, unhooked a nozzle from a pump, and offered to help. The driver declined my assistance and drove off, his car’s rear end fishtailing as he hit the road.

After that I decided it would be better to close the place down. I considered pulling the power lines from their ceramic insulators, but I wasn’t sure whether the phone needed power to work. I hadn’t used a phone before, and didn’t know much about them—to me they were just a noisy prop in movies, a plot device. I thought about the mobile Army switchboards in war movies, and how the operator would wind a handle to raise a charge. I reasoned that the phone must need power, and finally decided that the safest way of making the gas station look shut was to stuff myself through its doors and find the light switches.

It was a cold night and once the lights were off I could see that the moon had a halo. A big rig approached, and the shadow of the pumps and high awning swung away and back as it went by.

The phone rang.

I picked up the receiver and put it to my ear. There was nothing—well—there was his voice, familiar, saying an unfamiliar tentative hello. But apart from that there was nothing. God didn’t join me when Xas spoke.

I’ve lived a long time, and I’ve been unhappy, never in any simple way. Most of my feelings are mixed feelings, but at that moment I was happy. It was uncanny to be happy, it was strange and more painful than misery.

‘Is that you?’ Xas said.

And I said, ‘Hey. It’s a funny thing. It seems I’m alone with you.’ I pressed the phone to one ear, inserted a fingertip in the other, and closed my eyes. Another truck rolled by and when it had gone I was able to identify the tune playing in the background. Duke Ellington’s ‘Solitude’.

Xas said, ‘I’m picturing you crammed into a phone booth like a hatchling in an egg.’ Then, ‘You got this number from Cole, I guess.’

‘How long have you had a message service?’

‘Alison told me about them in 1959—so that we’d always be able to keep in touch, wherever I went. So—did Cole give you the number? I know he had it because he left a message several weeks before he died.’ Xas was silent for a bit, then said, ‘I’ve been avoiding the obituaries, and the clips on TV. I don’t want to contemplate all that black-and-white grandeur.’

Behind me, out in the desert, a coyote began to yip, an anxious calling. The mouthpiece of the gas station phone had a smell. It smelled of what it was, and of the more pungent things breathed into it—plastic and gingivitis.

‘Was he surprised?’ Xas asked.

‘To find himself in Hell? How surprised do you think he could be after a life of promiscuity and paying bribes and interfering with political processes.’

‘And murder.’

‘Yes—taking it on himself to seek someone else’s vengeance out of nothing more than boyish indignation.’ I listened to Xas’s silence then said, ‘He was surprised—as they all seem to be—that it was too late for him, and that his remorse was pointless, since it no longer served any civilising purpose.’

‘I forget,’ Xas said.

‘What do you forget?’

‘What Hell is like.’

‘Angels never forget anything, Xas, but there are always things we don’t know. Perhaps you would like to know what Cole said about you? I’d like to know what happened to you. What happened after I came back to your house in 1942 and found the windows were broken and boarded up.’

But Xas wouldn’t bargain. He wouldn’t ask for anything. Instead he told me what had happened when he last saw Cole.

In 1957 Xas sought out Cole who, rumour had it, was holed up in an old theatre, from which he’d had all the seats removed, except his own special chair. Cole was shut away in the dark watching movies.

Xas finagled and elbowed his way in to Cole through the dimwitted yes-men Cole had around him then. By the time he reached the door of the auditorium he had two men hanging off either arm, trying ineffectually to haul him away. Several others rushed ahead of him, to surround their boss, and perhaps carry him to safety. They pulled open the door and stumbled into darkness. A dank, combustible stink came out of the room and enveloped Xas and the men holding him. He heard the film, a good sound system, but cranked all the way up so that it took him a few seconds to recognise John Wayne as a booming sideshow god. After a moment the sound cut out, the speakers emitting a wounded popping and squawking. Then he heard a voice—rough, frightened and thready: ‘What is this? What’s the problem?’

He yelled, ‘Con!’

He heard murmurs, explanations, apologies. He heard, ‘Who is that?’

‘It’s Xas!’ he called. ‘I have to see you.’

More murmurs, measured, reasoning, then one of the men reappeared and said, ‘You can let him go,’ to those holding Xas. To Xas he said, ‘Mr Cole agrees to speak to you, but you have to stay there.’ He pointed at a spot only a pace on, in the doorway to the auditorium.

Xas stepped into the doorway. The men shuffled up behind him. They put their hands on him, and held him in place.

The room beyond the door was huge and dark, and filled with a thick sour smell. In the wedge of light Xas could see that there was another carpet of dust on the carpet, like the soft fur that forms on a rotting lemon.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw Cole, enthroned in a grubby lounger, bearded, and completely naked. Cole’s shins and forearms were bony; his knees had ripples of loose flesh above them, where his muscles had begun to waste from disuse. There was a drift of white around the chair—used Kleenex.

‘Con,’ Xas said, ‘I want to ask a favour.’

Cole made a wheezing noise. He was laughing. ‘I knew you would one day.’

‘Yes, you were right,’ Xas said.

‘I was right. It’s all commerce. Everything. Even for you.’

‘Yes,’ Xas said. Then, ‘Con.’ He said his former lover’s name with tenderness and ownership. His mouth began to water. He wasn’t disgusted. He wanted to walk into the dark room and lift Cole’s bony body out of that greasy chair and carry him away somewhere. He wanted to repair Cole.

‘Go on,’ Cole said. ‘Tell me what you want.’

‘You have this theatre. And I imagine you have copies of the films you and Crow made together—the films Flora edited. And all those early ones of yours she edited. I want Flora’s daughter to see them. I want Alison to see where she comes from and what’s possible for her.’

Cole was silent.

‘It wouldn’t take too long,’ Xas said. He peered into the foetid darkness.

Cole laughed some more. ‘You want to bring the girl here and show her what’s possible for her?’

‘Weren’t you ever curious about her?’

‘I was,’ said Cole. ‘And several years back I had a detective take some pictures. So I’ve seen her. A tall, skinny, flat-chested girl.’ Cole lifted his grey, ropy hand from the arm of the chair and waved Xas away. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I can’t help you.’

One of Cole’s cronies immediately stepped between them and closed the door. Xas let the others conduct him out the nearest exit. He found himself on a fire escape. The sun was bright, glaring off the freshly painted wall behind him. He went slowly down the stairs and around the front of the cinema to his car. He got in behind the wheel and sat staring at the building, its clean white paint.

He had read about Cole’s seclusion. He’d heard talk of Cole’s ‘mania for privacy’. He had always supposed that Cole would call if he’d had any further use for him. He’d been busy himself. Their estrangement had been a rational one. It was just what happens to people.

‘To people,’ Xas thought, and closed his eyes. He remembered Cole standing by the trestle table in the hangar at Mines Field, saying, ‘I’m not people. Not folk.’ Youthful, brilliant, as proud as an emperor, a man whose keenest feelings were for himself.

Cole had helped Xas discover that he couldn’t teach someone to love just by loving them. It was something he had needed to learn. It was a hard lesson, but Xas didn’t think that Cole was ever hard. To call him callous would be to claim that people made more impression on him than they had. He wasn’t callous, only remote, lost in his cloud of habits and hobbies, hobby horses and phobias, and a loneliness as ordinary to him as air.

Xas sat in his car outside the sealed cinema and thought that he had been right when he’d deduced, a long, long time ago, that souls in Hell were more like themselves than souls in Heaven. But now he understood that, although this was true, it didn’t matter, because the souls that came to Hell were already spoiled. Insufficient or, like Cole, having somehow never worked properly, as though there were people given to the world—and to those who had to love them—broken from the start.

And then Xas thought, ‘I did love him, after all.’ Sure, he’d made a mistake with Cole, and had given his heart where he stood to lose it. But that was good, it was right, it was what should happen, it was the way faith worked, it was the proper use of love.

When Xas had done talking, the record playing in the room behind him had long since come to an end and, in the ensuing silence, I heard church bells: old, deep, and mellow.

I said, ‘Cole filled himself with drugs, and surrounded himself with attendants who handled everything with rubber gloves but were properly reverent of his personal filth. He regarded “the herd” as deadly and diseased, so shut himself up, and lay in bed like an invalid, wearing nothing but his sour skin. And you say he was damned from the start because he was born broken.’

Xas said, ‘I’m not on your side, Lucifer. I’m not going to say, “What kind of God does that?” like people do. There’s another way of thinking about all this, only I haven’t found it yet.’

‘You’re not going to find it on earth, Xas.’

‘Don’t start that again—offering to restore me to Heaven.’

‘All right.’ I took a deep breath. The frame of the phone box creaked in complaint. I made my voice casual. ‘What are you calling yourself these days?’

‘I’m not going to tell you. I haven’t forgotten that Hell has phonebooks. And soon the number you called won’t be any good. My message centre is winding up its business, because everyone is buying answering machines.’

The desert was a dusky Martian-red already. There was a bullet-battered Joshua tree near the highway, and others further out, appearing against the red light as feathered blots of spilled ink.

The gas station attendant came out and leaned in the gilded aluminum frame of the door. He rubbed his groggy face. His cheek showed the clear print of the coins he’d been counting when I told him to sleep. The windows of the gas station threw back the soft fire of the first sliver of sunlight. The attendant blinked, dazzled, and put up his hands as if he was trying to part a curtain between him and what he could see. Then he saw me and staggered back.

I shook my head at him. I pointed at the door.

He ran back inside.

A car went by, slowed, wobbled, accelerated again. It drove on for a short distance then pulled over and braked hard. Its driver wound his window down and craned his head out.

‘I’m getting looks,’ I said.

Xas said, ‘In a few days I’ll be able to go to the newspaper reading room at my library, and look for news of you.’

‘The foreign newspapers,’ I guessed.

Xas said smoothly, ‘The LA newspapers. Your area code is a giveaway. I think you’re in the Mojave. There’ll be something in the LA Times. In their whacko spot. They won’t report an angel though. No one ever sees angels now. Now it’s all aliens.’

A couple more cars had stopped by the first. I tried to ignore the excited consultation between the people there. I listened hard to the room at the far end of all the lines and the undersea cable. ‘Xas?’ I said. ‘Where are you?’

He was quiet. Then, ‘No.’

‘There’s a gathering of people here now,’ I said. ‘The attendant is on the phone inside, no doubt summoning the police. The sun is up.’

‘How problematic for you.’

‘Yes. I’m visible,’ I said. ‘And the cities are huge now, Xas. The skies are always light, and full of planes. There’s radar. I can’t go freely. I can’t pass, I can’t walk around and take my time till I find you.’

Xas made a small noise, possibly of amusement. ‘Perhaps you’d like me to cut your wings off?’

I didn’t answer, and after a short silence, he hung up on me.

I didn’t fly away from the gas station, but walked through the little crowd of vehicles, pausing a moment to formulate a sentence in my native tongue, one that would make the film in the camera I could see spoil, but would leave the people and machinery unscathed. I worked out the command, uttered it, and the woman holding the camera dropped it and doubled over, while everyone else clapped their hands over their ears.

I kept on walking. A snake fled ahead of me, making a cross-stitch pattern in the sand.

When Xas’s first friend the beekeeping monk died, he came to believe that God didn’t after all save everything. That Heaven didn’t want circus acts with circus performers. I offered to return him to Heaven, but he, Godlike, wanted more. He wanted back the people he loved. He wanted to call, and have them answer. He wanted them to be themselves forever. Godlike, he wanted that.

When I spoke to him in 1938, he talked about souls, and what God does with them. He came up with an abortive parable. He wasn’t sure enough of what he thought, and his parable turned into a question. What he said was this: ‘Let us say that human bodies are planes. The purpose of a plane is flight. A soul is a flight; it is the purpose of a body. But what is it that flies? I don’t think you can separate a thing and its purpose. But that’s what God does, He winnows things from purposes and keeps only purposes. Which makes me wonder—what was it God lacked that He called for light? What kind of lack couldn’t be satisfied by all this?’ And he had gestured around him at the moonlit flowers of Flora McLeod’s paper road.

When I was far enough from the highway to judge that I couldn’t be seen, I pushed off from the ground. My wings laboured till they caught the weak upward tendency of the new day’s first thermals.

I would go back to Hell, and our cinema. I’d move its main projector, the DP70 Todd-AO I stole from the Newsreel Theatre in Los Angeles by carrying it off through a skylight one night in 1957. I’d wheel out the older projector and put on a silent movie—Dance Hall Daisy. I’d watch the young Flora McLeod checking her hair and waving hello.

There was a highway now on Flora’s paper road, and an industrial park spreading on the airfield she’d crossed shortly before dawn one morning in June, 1929, whistling, and listening for her whistle to echo as if the twilight was a soundstage. Flora the film editor, who understood transitions, and understood time, and who once said to Xas that, when she was alone, she would sometimes sense an alteration, something like the soft click of a splice passing through the gate of her editing machine.

I put this story together from the testimony of the damned, and I used my imagination. I will continue to run it, listening for clicks. Angels never forget anything. There is no unwanted footage.
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