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The Forgotten Melody of the Neanderthal Man

The Neanderthals—Mysteries from Our Past!

Often taken for primitive, on their broad shoulders stood a head containing a larger brain than ours.

How much Neanderthal blood runs through our veins? That’s very hard to tell—but if it’s there, it might influence the nature of our dreams. . . .

It is said that the first modern men crossed with other human species—including Neanderthals—which should have had a least one positive result: a strengthening of their immune systems. Neanderthal genes were supposed to increase the chances to survive and be conducive to the success story of modern men, who swarmed to the farthest corners of our planet and even started to explore the universe beyond it.

Mysterious, sturdy, strong, magical, elusive, intelligent Neanderthal man!

Homo neanderthalensis. Named for the first place identifiable specimens were found, in Germany, in 1856 in a limestone quarry in the Neandertal valley where the Düssel river flows.

Extinct.

Disappeared from Asia fifty thousand years ago and from Europe thirty thousand years ago. What was the reason? Different possibilities are suggested.

Food: They may have served as food for modern man. Homo sapiens could have hunted Neanderthals in order to eat them. 

Cannibalism: They may have eaten each other, for ritual reasons or forced by hunger. This could have caused the spread of deadly diseases.

Weapons: Homo sapiens could have ousted them with better weapons.

Feminism: Women may have joined in the hunt and been wounded or killed in disproportionate numbers, lowering opportunities for breeding.

Numbers: Modern men were in the majority. They appeared in large numbers in the Neanderthal territories. It was an unequal fight!

Mix: It is also possible that modern men and the remaining Neanderthals merged. . . . Skeletons have been found that appear to be hybrids of Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons, the earliest modern humans. If this crossbreeding of both types of mankind should prove to be real, there’s no saying that they themselves shouldn’t have been fertile as well and could have descendants.

The size of the Neanderthal brain surpassed ours. No doubt they made use of language. The Neanderthal larynx is identical to that of modern man.

It is asserted that Neanderthals had red hair and freckles.

They were social and took good care of the weaklings, wounded, and deformed members of their tribe.

Just like modern men, they made use of different kinds of makeup.

Neanderthals invented countless tools and weapons without getting the ideas for them from Homo sapiens.

Neanderthals grew up more quickly than Homo sapiens. They lived fast and died young. Forty years was a very high age for a Neanderthal, but there are indications that some Neanderthals lived to be significantly older.

Three hundred thousand years ago, Neanderthal men already used flint drills. Little or nothing is known about their clothes, but the drills might very well have been used to work with animal skins.

They were excellent hunters, and recently scientists have discovered that they also had corn, fruits, and vegetables on their menu. This wipes the floor with the theory that they could have become extinct because of an imbalanced diet.

They buried their dead and covered the graves with flowers.

They were significantly stronger than Homo sapiens.

An incredible finding in Slovenia was a part of a bone flute that has to be between forty thousand and eighty thousand years old. The instrument maker was most likely a Neanderthal. The holes in the flute were drilled at the correct distances to assure harmonic tones. Maybe the flute’s maker hit upon the idea when he heard the wind whistle in a hollow, broken bone that stood upright in the ground to support a tent of skin.

Neanderthal men managed to survive severe ice ages. Fire was an important ally. They warmed themselves at the fire and used it for the preparation of their food. Two hundred thousands years ago, Neanderthals inhabited an enormous territory that stretched from England to Iraq! But as Homo sapiens revealed himself as the stronger band leader, the Neanderthal flutist disappeared into the background, and finally his playing was no longer audible.

This book is about Neanderthal dreams, which are more special, spectacular, and interesting than ours!

Their flutes fell silent, the tones have faded away, the Neanderthals are like a forgotten melody. . . .





 

Prologue

Death struck several times that day among the snow-covered limestone rocks.

A blizzard blocked the view of a Cro-Magnon man, who tried to keep his balance, leaning on his spear, when he stopped for a while to take a rest.

Dressed in fur and leather from top to toe, he looked like a battered cave bear. He peered through the small opening between his cap and the stand-up collar of his long coat. All he saw was a moving wall of snow.

Then, for a short moment only, the weather gods held their breath.

The man stared in surprise and full of disbelief into the wild eyes of a huge stag. The animal, just as scared, wanted to shrink back but couldn’t get away; its left foreleg was stuck in a rock crack under the layer of snow. Its nostrils opened wide. A panicky gasp of breath crystallized in the frost. Then it lowered its head and waved its enormous, sharply pointed antlers to and fro.

Man and animal vanished from each other’s field of vision as the weather gods started blowing again and restored the wall of snow. The Cro-Magnon, an experienced hunter, jumped behind the stag. The animal started to kick backwards with its hind legs. A loud roaring sounded as the stag tried to turn around and broke the jammed leg.

The spear ran through the neck, right under the jaw.

The Cro-Magnon finished off the stag and drank from the warm blood.

Then he left his prey behind and vanished into the white.

He experienced the icy cold in a pleasant way—this morning he had retired to a cave, where he had eaten from a mixture of mushrooms and plant extracts. 

Now he had to go back to his tribe as soon as possible, in order to get help. It would take five or six strong men to skin the stag and cut it into pieces with sharp stone knives. 

The killing of the animal had brought on a stream of adrenaline that had invigorated the hallucinating effect of the mixture. He found himself in a state of euphoria and ran, with the storm at his back, as hard as he could.

Not much later a group of Neanderthals encountered the dead stag. They understood what had happened and knew that the Cro-Magnon soon would return with fellow tribesmen. Using their knives, they appeased their hunger with huge pieces of meat. The group moved on, leaving two strong men behind to hew the bones. They wanted to take as much of the stag with them as they could carry. Making use of their enormous strength they pulled the animal’s tendons apart. There was a grim expression on their almost chinless faces. 

The storm lessened. It stopped snowing. Cro-Magnon hunters loomed up in the distance, starting to howl when they caught sight of the thieves. 

The Neanderthal men rose to their feet immediately. They snatched lumps of meat and took flight. 

But they had to drop their catch as their attackers came closer and closer. They sank down deep into the snow, fell down, scrambled to their feet, ran along. . . . Spears whizzed through the air and hit them. The Cro-Magnons, delirious with anger, fell on the wounded Neanderthal men and stabbed them with their stone knives. They knew themselves to be in the majority and experienced no fear. But the Neanderthals, stronger than the Cro-Magnons, didn’t give up. Bleeding from different wounds they were already doomed, but still they fought back. They were of squat stature, and with their heavy bones they were massive fighting machines. One of them crushed a Cro-Magnon skull with a big bludgeon. Then a spear went deep into his heart and he fell down. The second Neanderthal man went under a short time later, covered with stab wounds.

The double murder hadn’t satisfied the Cro-Magnons; they started to follow the group’s tracks. One of them stayed behind to gather the discarded lumps of meat and drag their dead companion back to the place where the remnants of the stag lay. 

The Neanderthal group had found shelter under an overhanging cliff. There they waited for the two men. They sat down close to each other around a small fire. With their eyes closed they tried to catch sleep and find rest in a common dream. 

But at the moment they found themselves ready to enter their dream world, they became aware of the approaching danger. They jumped up and tried to escape. There were elder men and women with children in the group. Three young Neanderthal boys, no matter how strong and brave, were no match for the Cro-Magnons. Then they found the entrance to a cave and jumped inside. The last of them to reach the cave, one of the young men, was caught by a sharp knife that hit him right under the prominent brow ridge over the eye.

Moments later, the Cro-Magnons entered the cave. It was a big room, and in the semidarkness they spotted a narrow tunnel. A short investigation told them that the tunnel went steeply down. It was too dangerous to go on. The Neanderthals had disappeared into the tunnel, and it was obvious that they were in laying in wait for them there.

They decided to go back and bring the stag to the tribe before carrion eaters got air of it.

But before they left, they rolled big pieces of rock into the cave and threw them into the tunnel. When they heard how the rocks collided with one another in the depth, they knew that they had blocked the entrance. 

The Neanderthal group would never see their snow-covered territory again. . . .
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“It is impossible to put into words exactly what you want to say. You cannot even read between the lines. Some feelings are beyond description. Sometimes the words are on the tip of your tongue, and at the same time they are further than the mind can reach. You want to catch them, but they remain hidden forever behind the horizon. There is no such thing as perfection.”

Lying on his bed in his hotel room in Las Vegas, Vic Emmett looked at the huge screen of the monitor. He saw himself and heard himself.

His head swelled into a grotesque close-up until he could only see his nose and lips and the vague contours of his eyes hid behind his sunglasses.

“That is the life of a songwriter. It is an endless quest. It is said that the ancient Egyptians learned how to summarize the words of their gods in hieroglyphics. He who was able to translate them in the right way would conjure up revelations of unknown beauty.”

He was alone in his room on the twentieth story. On the ground floor, in the biggest hall of the hotel, hundreds of people from the music and film industry had gathered, and everyone there was watching the same documentary as he. That was the way it had been arranged. First a filmed impression of his life, then a show with all the artists who had made hits with his songs, and finally his own appearance on the stage.

Vic Emmett was in his late twenties and was not in the least enthusiastic about a tribute that normally was only accorded to old heroes. He felt like a puppet at his own party, dancing as Greg Albin from the record company pulled the strings. He hated it that Greg had forced him into a role in which he had to act himself:

“You are the loner who stays in his room while we are having a ball with all our guests. Only after all your hits have been sung by others will you come on. You wear your sunglasses and act indifferent, as if it isn’t all about you at all. You don’t make a speech, you only mutter a word of thanks. And then the best musicians, who know all your songs by heart, are ready for you.”

“Which makes me into a Vic Emmett who imitates Vic Emmett.”

“What do you want, then?”

“That you cancel everything. I don’t like to be on stage, I prefer to keep in the background.”

“Which will explain your late arrival, your indifference, and your muttering. We have taken care of the rest. We tickle the press and make a beautiful recording of the entire happening.”

The Vic Emmett on the monitor pulled off his sunglasses to wipe the tears from his eyes. He was six years younger there. His hair was longer, and he was even leaner than now. For the first time since the unexpected death of his girlfriend he was talking to the press, and he couldn’t keep his emotions under control any longer. Then the black glasses covered his light-brown eyes again.

“Rita had never used drugs before,” he heard himself say. “We had such beautiful plans for the future. It will always remain a mystery to me why she went out that evening with Ken Canning. They cannot tell me any more. My God, an overdose. . . . She had met him because I had written a song for him. How I wish I never wrote that song.”

“And that song was to become a hit, largely due to the tragic circumstances surrounding it,” a voice sounded, while the song in question sounded in the background. “The text was gloomy, almost sinister. From that day on, Emmett wrote more and more intensively about the dark sides of life.”

There were shots of him and his girlfriend, of Canning and his band, and then, all of a sudden, there were trembling fragments from a film that showed his father and mother during a holiday in France long ago. 

“Death also struck in an earlier stadium of Vic Emmett’s life,” the voice continued. “He was only fifteen years of age when his parents . . .”

Vic switched off the monitor and sprawled in his easy chair. He couldn’t stand it, that the death of his dear ones was used over and over again to give him the image of a songwriter who took strength from misfortune and managed to carry on in a pool of misery. He considered his life as a flash in the darkness, and like countless other creative spirits he intended to use that short period to erect a monument for himself that stood there long after he was dead and gone; his song texts were the stones of his imaginary structure. 

Only a few moments ago he had heard himself say:

“Some feelings are beyond description. They remain hidden forever beyond the horizon.”

It was his biggest wish to put the ultimate song text on paper and so make the impossible possible. 

Up to now he hadn’t been successful in that at all, and therefore he asked himself time after time why he was honored today as if he had achieved something special.

After some time he switched on the monitor again. The documentary had finished, and he saw a live impression of what was going on in the big hall of the hotel. While he watched the performances of different artists and listened to the music, he wondered why so much money had been put into this event. He was not a star of such a caliber that he deserved a tribute of this magnitude. That knowledge made him uncertain. From the moment that Greg Albin had submitted his plans for this day to him, he’d had the feeling that the man was trifling with him.

In the big hall, top musicians raised his compositions to a high level, but the music sounded stale to his ears. These were no masterpieces.

There was a knock on the door. A bodyguard opened the door from the outside and let in a waiter, who entered bearing a number of snacks. Vic already had an extensive meal laid out in his room. Then Greg Albin appeared in the company of a journalist and a camera crew. All of a sudden the room was packed with people from his management and others milling around whom he had never seen before.

Greg was a big, stout man with bristly sideburns and stiff, short curls.

“The atmosphere there is perfect,” he said, pointing at the monitor. “When you throw money about in Las Vegas, everything becomes possible. What do you do with a couple of hundred guests after a turbulent party? No one has to leave the building—everyone sleeps right here in the hotel!”

Nobody could see Vic’s eyes grow big behind the dark glasses.

After some time everyone disappeared again and Vic was taken along to a cloakroom on the ground floor. Jack Hamilton, his manager, introduced him to some special guests who had been promised they would get the chance to have a talk with him and get photographed together with him. 

“This is Alice Wilkerson from Canada. Mallory Lee from Kentucky, Joe and Silvia Keller . . .”

Vic shook hands, exchanged brief politenesses, and posed for the photographers.

Not much later he let himself be carried along like a boxer on his way to the ring, through a labyrinth of corridors. He began to feel anxious. Mike Brewer came walking next to him. Mike was one of his few friends, a kind-hearted man who had produced most of his records.

“Good luck, Vic,” he said.

They went around a corner and came into a broad corridor where a camera team was waiting to accompany them to the hall. 

“What a waste of money,” said Vic in a soft tone, so that only Mike could hear him.

Mike remained walking next to him and shrugged his shoulders. He turned his head and came so close to him that Vic could feel his beard prickle in his ear. 

“What does it matter? Don’t think about it. I heard that everything was paid for by Jacques Poiron, so that will be all right, won’t it?”

Vic stopped abruptly and almost immediately everyone around him stood still as well; only Greg Albin and a bodyguard, who led the way, walked on with large strides. Vic’s world began to spin. Jacques Poiron was his grandfather; Vic’s real name was Victor Poiron, but he had adopted his mother’s surname deliberately to avoid being associated with old Jacques, the fabulously rich French businessman. 

He managed to control himself and started to walk again.

“I don’t believe I was supposed to tell you that,” sounded the voice of Mike Brewer. “I’m sorry, Vic. I should have kept my big mouth shut. I can imagine how you feel right now.”

“So how do I feel?” asked Vic, his lips hardly moving.

There was a cameraman right in front of him who walked backwards with long strides.

“Rotten. Don’t let it worry you. This is Las Vegas. The false jewels sparkle here, and the only rough diamond is you!”

Another corner, another corridor. At the end of it high doors opened. Excited voices sounded, and cheers went up. The band of gifted musicians began to play. It was, of all numbers, an instrumental version of the first song he had written after the deaths of Rita Cianello and Ken Canning. 

The corridor seemed endlessly long. To Vic Emmett, the searching poet, it was as if time slowed down. 

Every step he took brought on a new stream of thoughts. 

A new future for his parents in America. A heavy quarrel over the telephone between his father and his grandfather. The wild ride after that in an old Chevy. His father behind the wheel; his mother next to him in front; he, their only child, on the backseat. The fatal accident. He was the only one who survived. 

Another step. 

He could guess what Greg Albin was going to say.

“You’re the only one who’s making a fuss about it. For what purpose? An outsider gives money to make your star shine. That’s good for you, and that’s good for me. Money is money, and a fat lot I care about who’s the generous giver.”

The next step.

The music stopped. A muttering rose. He thought about his manager Jack Hamilton’s remark:

“What the hell is the matter with you? Make the most of your opportunities. It was your own choice to become an artist, and now you have to give the people what they are asking for. Just be grateful for the fact that there is someone out there who’s willing to put money into your career.”

“The true song hasn’t been written yet,” he thought, and compressed his lips into a grim stripe.

Then he entered the hall and climbed the steep stairs to the stage. He was welcomed with a burst of cheering, and even his dark sunglasses could not protect his eyes against the countless spotlights that followed him.

A loud and clear voice announced him as the composer and songwriter who preferred to stay in the background and only rarely performed his own songs himself; this was one of those unique opportunities to hear the young master sing and play. The words that followed were drowned in the cheers of the wild audience.

And he stood there wishing he was somewhere else.

Someone gave him a guitar. Musicians slapped him on the back. He walked up to a microphone and muttered a word of thanks.

He started to play an intro that immediately was recognized by everyone.

The band joined in. 

Introvert as he was, he paid no attention to his surroundings and concentrated on the music.

That evening Vic Emmett played and sang nine numbers.

They were almost perfect.

* * *

Vic woke up in the big hotel bed and looked at his watch. It was half past nine in the morning. To the left of him lay a girl of about twenty. She pushed herself against him, and her hand rested on his chest. Her long blond hair hung down across her face. The woman at his right was a couple of years older than himself. She had short brown hair and lay on her side with her buns against his thigh. Last night Greg Albin had sent them both to his room.

When there was a knock on the door for the second time, he realized that he had woken up from the first knock. He carefully moved to the edge of the bed, stood up, and walked to the door. He turned the key to the left and opened it. Mike Brewer, a head taller than himself, looked down on him. He’d perceptibly had little sleep. His screwed-up eyes were red. Nervously, he stroked his beard.

“Can I have a talk with you, Vic?”

“Come in,” said Vic, stepping aside.

Usually Mike would have made fun of Vic’s nudity or made remarks about the two sleeping women on the bed. Now, however, he took a seat, heaved a sigh, and stared in front of him while Vic went to the bathroom to brush his teeth and shower. Vic wore a white bathrobe when he entered the room again. He sat down on a chair opposite to Mike.

“I believe I’m a servant of the devil himself,” sighed Mike. “I am the messenger of evil. No doubt you remember what I told you yesterday, right before you went on stage. . . .”

“Of course. Jacques Poiron paid for it all.”

“I picked the wrong moment to tell you. Well, I guess every other moment would have been wrong as well, but still . . . right before your appearance . . . there was no way out for you, and you had to climb that stage and sing. First of all I will give you my compliments for the fact that you took it so well and did such a fantastic show.”

“The devil. Messenger of evil.”

Mike plucked at his beard with ten fingers.

“Greg instructed me to tell you. I kept putting it off and then, all of a sudden, I blurted it out. Greg wanted to know how you would react when you heard that your grandfather had put down so much money to make your star rise. The documentary about your life was broadcast yesterday by a bunch of different stations.”

“I didn’t know about that.”

“I tell it to you now. In friendship. Please, don’t stop believing in my implicit affection for you, Vic. The commercial stations have received money for the broadcasting. It has been in all the newspapers that have always been kept away from you. You know that the entire show was filmed as well, yesterday. As soon as it is edited, it will be broadcast as well by the same stations.”

Vic shrugged his shoulders.

“All right. I thought it strange from the beginning that something that grand was organized for me. Now I know who’s behind it. I don’t think I will trouble myself about it. It has already happened, it is already a thing of the past. Greg Albin and Jack Hamilton will repeat that I will only gain from it.”

“There is more. It doesn’t end here. This time Greg sent me to you to tell you something else.”

Vic looked at him with a frown.

“I’ve known you quite some time, Mike. Never ever worry about our friendship. Are you really that nervous?”

“Well, yes!” he cried out in despair.

The two women on the bed woke up with a start. Leaning on their elbows, they stared around the room. Then they sank back, turned to each other, embraced each other, and closed their eyes again.

“I know you are not exactly commercially minded, Vic,” said Mike. “Try to understand what I am going to say. There is a certain proviso in your contract with Jack Hamilton. Being your manager, he is qualified to make you change record companies if this will be evidently to your advantage. In a case like that you have no right of veto.” 

“I am well off with Greg Albin’s MultiRec, aren’t I?”

Mike stared at the ceiling and took a deep breath through his mouth.

“You are sold, Vic. There is nothing you can do about it. It has already happened.”

“Why? To whom?”

“I will tell you. To start with your second question: to the French Disque Dragon. A brand new company. And I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been set up especially for you. Your grandfather has everything to do with it. He must be very fond of you, or perhaps he needs you badly for something, for if I have to answer your first question . . .”

“Why . . .”

“Yes. I know nothing about your grandfather’s motives. But Greg and Jack are only doing this for the money. None of you ever had to complain about money, but now you can all consider yourself to be rich.”

Vic said nothing and frowned for the second time.

“All three of you get the same amount. Thirty million dollars for the record company, thirty million dollars for the management, thirty million dollars for you . . .”

Mike added a long row of curses to it. 

“It’s only you who are being transferred. All the artists who were present to pay homage to you yesterday will remain under contract with MultiRec. Your grandfather has pulled ninety million dollars out of his hat, and I was given the doubtful honor of being the one to tell you. Of course I will proceed with my work as a producer for MultiRec, so this will also be the end of our cooperation. . . .”

He stood up. His tired eyes had become moist.

“Tonight there will be a gathering in a restaurant somewhere here in Vegas. Greg and Jack will be there, and then someone from Disque Dragon, and you, of course. You will hear more about it soon. Well, I don’t know if I have to congratulate you now or not. . . .”

“Me neither,” reacted Vic. “In all fairness I have to admit that I don’t know what is happening to me.”

Mike walked to the door.

“Of all artists, I preferred to work with you, Vic. I think you know that. I was always very happy to help you on your search for perfection.”

“Yes, I know that very well, Mike.” He tried to smile. “Don’t you think you can get rid of me that easily.”

As soon as Mike had closed the door behind him, Vic rose to his feet and took off his bathrobe. With big steps he went to the bed, with the firm intention to do what he’d been too tired for last night. They welcomed him with open arms. The blond girl looked at him with sparkling eyes.

“I thought I was still dreaming when I heard about all that money,” she said. “I think it will be just terrific to lay someone who has become thirty million richer at one go!”

“This is Las Vegas,” said Vic. “If you only stay here long enough, you will see that happen again to someone else—no doubt about that.”

They both laughed.

As he started to caress her, he felt the dark haired woman press herself against his back. Not much later the blond girl really thought he did it so well because Fortuna, the goddess of luck, had given him strength. The truth was, however, that Vic Emmett had grim thoughts with every push. 

“Everything happened unknown to me!”

“Too cowardly to inform me!”

“They sent Mike to tell it to me.”

“Jacques Poiron! I don’t even know him.”

“Thirty million—thirty million—thirty—”

She came earlier than him. He turned on his other side and looked into the dark eyes of the second woman.
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That afternoon he gave interviews in his hotel room and received several artists who wanted to see him before they left Las Vegas. He made music with them and ordered food and drinks for everyone. Greg Albin and Jack Hamilton didn’t show themselves. Someone from the management called to say that there would be a limousine ready for him at eight to drive him to the restaurant where the gathering would take place.

Two hours before eight he asked his last guests to leave and he himself went out searching for Mike. Mike was not in his room. Vic found him in the casino, feeding coin after coin into a slot machine. It was crowded in the casino, and most of the visitors had been present at last night’s show. Everyone wanted to have a talk with Vic, and he had hardly any time to say something to Mike, but he managed to make clear to him that he wanted him to come along to the meeting.

Right after eight they were sitting together in the back seat of the promised limousine. Mike was still looking tired. He hadn’t only gambled that afternoon, he’d also drunk a lot.

“Why do you want me to be there?” he asked, looking around in surprise as if he only now realized that he was on the road. 

Mike was at his best when he sat at the controls in a studio, where he drank coffee instead of whiskey and made artists rise above themselves. He was a terrific producer and earned a reasonable salary working at MultiRec.

Vic looked outside through his sunglasses and the dark side window. It was still broad daylight, but to him it looked as if the lights had gone out in late-night Vegas.

“I don’t know yet where this new situation will lead to and where I will end up,” he said. “Together we’ve come quite some way. Perhaps it would be better to go on together.”

Mike began to swear.

“That would be great, Vic. Simply great.’

There was a silence. Mike opened the little bar of the limousine and took out a small bottle of whiskey. He unscrewed it and placed the small neck between moustache and beard.

“Your grandfather,” he said then, musing. “What kind of a man is he?”

Vic shrugged his shoulders.

“I never met him, so there are no personal memories. It seems that he has been an inconspicuous man for a long time, with a huge interest in history, anthropology, archaeology, and paleontology. Fascinated by our distant ancestors, the Cro-Magnon people. A quirk that went from father to son. My father bought and read countless books about it, and now I have them all. I even bought more piles of books to keep informed about the latest developments. My grandfather worked hard, and as an amateur archaeologist he put all his money in excavations. Then something happened that completely changed him. He abandoned his family. There was a divorce. My father stayed with my grandmother till he married and emigrated to America. In the meantime Jacques Poiron became a man of consequence in the business world. In a short while he managed to gather fabulous riches. The only two things connecting us are the French language that my father taught me and our common interest in prehistory. It seems as if it’s in our genes; my father was a professor of archaeology in various universities. For the rest my grandfather is a mystery to me.”

“Suddenly he is interested in you.”

“That is a fact, yes. I have no idea what he means to do with me.”

Just as on the day before, he thought back now to the fatal accident with the Chevrolet in which his parents were killed.

“Anyway,” he continued, “it’s a crying shame that Greg Albin and Jack Hamilton allowed themselves to be bribed behind my back and have yielded to the temptation of big money. I have learned their true nature, and we will all go our own ways. As far as that is concerned, I can be reconciled to it. After tonight I will never see them again. If you are going to get yourself another little bottle of whiskey, give me one as well.”

Mike nodded and opened the little bar.

“Let’s drink on the future, Vic!”

At the restaurant, a waiter led them to a separated area. Greg Albin and Jack Hamilton were already there and sat at a table in the company of a very pretty young woman. She had sky-blue eyes. She had put up her hair. As soon as she noticed Vic, she stood and walked up to him. He could look her straight in the eye, for she was almost as tall as he. After having introduced herself as Régine Moret, she said in French:

“They don’t understand a single word of French. I am sorry that everything went so quickly and that things were arranged without your knowledge. Don’t blame anyone for that. I promise you everything will turn out just fine. From now on you shall want for nothing. Always keep in mind that I’m on your side.”

She made a gesture to the table and continued in English:

“Please join us. I am managing director of Disque Dragon. The money in question has already been deposited into your account.”

She led Vic to a seat at the head of the table and seated herself to his right. To his left sat Greg and Jack, and Mike took the empty seat next to her. For a moment she put a hand on Mike’s the shoulder and said, looking at Vic:

“You heard the news from your best friend. . . .”

“After the matter was already settled,” said Vic.

Jack Hamilton nervously rubbed his bald head.

“I’m very sorry, Vic. I would have loved to go on with you for years on end. But this was an offer I simply couldn’t refuse.”

Greg Albin backed him up.

“We let you go with pain in our heart, you may rest assured of that.”

Vic decided not to react to that and ignored both men. He leaned back in his chair and waited till the waiters had filled the glasses with red wine.

Then he said:

“Since so much money has been thrown about, Régine, I propose that we round up the amount to a hundred million dollars. I want Mike Brewer to leave MultiRec without the slightest problem. See to it that he gets ten million dollars to go on as a independent producer.”

Mike made a grab at his glass and lifted it to take a good swig. Then he decided that it was impolite to drink first, and he put it back on the table. 

“Are you willing to let Mike go?” Régine asked Greg.

“If that is what Vic wants, yes . . . yes, then Mike is free to leave our company.”

“Good. That is settled then,” said Régine. “Mike gets his ten million.”

Now she raised her glass.

“There’s noting you can’t get here in Vegas,” she said. “Especially for this gathering I have ordered a wine from the region where Vic’s grandfather and father were born. A very tasteful Bergerac from the department Dordogne. I drink to a golden future for everyone here, including myself, and especially for Vic.”

She pursed her lips. It was almost as if she kissed the glass. For a moment she closed her eyes.

“A taste full of promise, if you ask me,” she said with a sigh.

Mike’s hand was trembling so much that the wine dripped into his beard as he raised the glass to his lips.

“Ten million!” he said, slowly shaking his head. “And it was arranged in a few seconds.”

“We’ll keep on working together, Mike,” said Vic. “No matter what happens.” Then he turned to Régine and asked, in French: “Is it proposed that I come to live in France? Don’t let yourself be misled by my behavior. I’m only checking myself because I don’t know at whom I should be the most angry. My grandfather is behind all this, and at this point I don’t understand a thing about his intentions. He’s understood very well that money can buy everything. Those two men here are the living examples. What am I expected to do? Why is Jacques Poiron flinging that much money about?”“It is true that you are expected in France,” Régine answered in French. “It is up to you to decide if you want to stay there or not. All I can say here and now is that your grandfather needs you. The old Mr. Poiron can permit himself quite a lot. What you call flinging money about is no more than small change to him. By the way, he urged me to bring over his kind regards to you. He knows much about your career and says that you will find the ultimate, perfect text you are looking for so eagerly. Thanks to him . . .”

“But . . . could you please be a little more specific?”

“I prefer to continue in English,” she said, looking at him with a smile, and then looking around the table. “Let’s order something special. After dinner we could try our luck in a casino. I will pay for everything for all of you, so actually you cannot lose anything at all. . . .”

Mike Brewer didn’t feel like eating. The others enjoyed a good meal. Greg Albin and Jack Hamilton did their utmost to make clear to Vic that they were his best friends and longed to continue the friendship forever.

“When someone puts so much money on the table for a relative,” said Greg, “who are we to not make the deal?”

“I wasn’t associated with it at all,” Vic remarked. “To you I was nothing but merchandise, like a load of scrap iron or a secondhand car. Let’s not mention it anymore. When we go out gambling in a little while, my dear friends, I propose that you’ll go another casino than I. . . .”

He went on eating, mulling over Régine Moret’s last remark about his search for the ultimate text. Suddenly he wondered why he was no longer hearing the voice of Mike Brewer. He looked up from his now empty plate and saw that Mike had sunk down against the back of his chair and had closed his eyes.

Tiredness and booze had taken its toll.

He had fallen asleep.

“Ten million for his dream,” grinned Vic.

“Dreams are worth much more than that,” responded Régine, and then she covered her mouth with her hand as if her own words had frightened her. 

Vic didn’t notice it and wouldn’t remember it either when he actually had met his grandfather and had more to do with dreams than he ever could have expected. 

During dessert Mike sank forward, crossed his arms on the tabletop, and rested his head on them. When it was time to leave the restaurant, he was awakened and taken back to the hotel in a limousine.

Vic and Régine went outside. It was late. There was artificial light in a thousand colors with a dark sky above it.

“Do you know you way around here?” asked Régine.

“What for?” said Vic. “If you want to get rid of your money here, it doesn’t matter which door you open. . . .”

***
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From the outside, Castle Ricard still looked like the ruin it had become after its destruction at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The round, white-plastered main tower had been preserved the best and stood there like a huge candle inside the crumbled walls. The foundation, made of enormous square pieces of rock, had been laid hundreds of years earlier to the order of a long-forgotten nobleman.

On the inside, Ricard had been totally rebuilt to the ideas of its present owner, Jacques Poiron. It counted more than forty rooms. It stood on a bend of a river in the French department of Dordogne and was surrounded by rocks. 

Time laughed at a building of medieval origin; in this region the history of mankind went back tens of thousands of years further; Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon men had left behind traces of their existence in countless places. Here the rivers had ground deep clefts in the porous limestone, and fissures and caves had come into being that had been ideal hiding places for humans and animals.

One day, two months before Vic Emmett’s gig in Las Vegas, Jacques Poiron opened a door of the castle and stepped outside. He had enjoyed a light lunch of bread and different kinds of cheese, and as always he had drunk a glass of red Bergerac. With his hands behind his back he walked through the park that surrounded Ricard and went down a steep path to the river.

He was slender, with hazel-brown eyes and a narrow forehead. Photos from the time he was still a young man showed the spitting image of his grandson Vic Emmett in old-fashioned clothes. And one day Vic would look exactly like the old man who walked here along the river.

Jacques remained standing for a while at the edge of the river and looked over his shoulder to the castle. He wondered where his two dogs Roc and Arnoud were; they usually came running up to him with wagging tails when he went for a walk. They’d probably had their meal recently, too, and now lay sleeping in the shadow somewhere. It was a hot day.

He went on and reached a part of the park where old oaks stood and then continued along a sloping ridge overgrown with juniper bushes.

No one could see him from the castle. 

Here the old man suddenly started to hop.

The leather soles of his shoes softly ticked on the stone path, and every now and then he turned around elegantly or made long leaps. Light-footed as an elf, he moved on. His slender fingers stroked the thick, moss-grown roots of an oak that grew on the ridge. He made a bow to a big stone and waved to the left and to the right as if he greeted creatures that were only visible to himself.

Old Jacques Poiron laughed without a sound, jumped, and turned around and around. A moist glitter came into his eyes. He pulled up his knees high and spread his arms. Every now and then he took a few steps backward and then turned around and around again before going on. There was a certain pattern in his movements, and his flexibility made it clear that he had practiced them many times. It looked as if he were performing a ritual dance.

Not far from the river stood a wooden bench. He hopped toward it, sat down, leaned backward, crossed his arms, and stretched his legs. This was the destination of his short walk. He sat here as often as he could, after twelve, after lunch.

As he stared out over the water, the glitter quickly disappeared from his eyes. Their light brown irises grew dim. He barely moved—only his breast rose and sank, hardly visible under the jacket of his dark suit.

It looked as if he had gone into a trance.

Behind him a figure moved in the shadows of the high ridge. A man in a black rubber wetsuit came up to the bench. The tight rubber cap and the big diving goggles made his face unrecognizable. Hidden under a bush at the
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