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Indiana Jones and the
Quest of the White Knight

Christopher George Allan

Summer has come early but it’s raining hard.  I can see my drizzled reflection in the window of the hearse parked behind the small group of mourners only fifty paces away.  Perched on my head, my fedora is reminiscent of the mountainscapes I’ve seen in a dozen different countries from my journeys around the globe.

The age of my faithful hat is being given away by the musty smell that the warm rainwater is teasing out of it.  Only in Washington, capital of bureaucratic fools, could April showers arrive a month early.  Like the sieve Marcus always used in his office at Barnett to make his tea, the rain continues to use my hat as a drainer.  I look down, not wanting to believe all this is true but the rain, drenching everything it touches, brings a gleaming quality to the coffin as it’s lowered into the earth.

Looking up, I can see a woman across the way looking me over through the veil which covers her head.  She probably thinks I can’t see her doing so through the black netting.  She probably thinks I’m being disrespectful wearing this hat with a moth-eaten black suit and threadbare tie, but Marcus would have liked it.  He would have chuckled in that English way of his.

The last time I wore this suit was about six months ago.  That time it was at a memorial ceremony at Chicago University.  It was for another close friend who I’d lost touch with in much the same way as Marcus.  I didn’t know then that it would be the last time I’d see Marcus alive.  I was preoccupied with a case I’d been asked to take up by a Shoshone Chief.  The one thing I did comment on was that Marion hadn’t even bothered to turn up to her own father’s dedication.  Marcus, of course, made excuses for her and quickly changed the subject…..

“Marion’s probably busy with her own life, Indy.  You know it’s taken years for most of us to believe Abner really is dead, but Marion is about the only one who accepted it from the time he went missing.”

I had sneered.  Marion and I had parted company a few years back, and I could only imagine what drunken life she would be busy with nowadays.  But the truth of it was I missed her and had been hoping to see her again at Abner’s memorial.

 “Listen, old friend, wouldn’t it be jolly good fun to go on one last adventure together?”  He clasped my shoulder with one hand and patted my hip with the other.  “You know, like in the old days?”

It had been the wrong thing to say to me then of all times.  I know that time doesn’t stand still – today’s new inventions are tomorrow’s ancient archaeology, but the trail of the Shoshone peace pipe had been getting me down.  I was starting to realise that the good old days might be behind me, that bruises that used to heal overnight, now ached for weeks on end.  It was because of this that the only reply I gave to Marcus was a grunt and a handshake.  And then I walked away…..

The woman in black in front of the hearse puts a white handkerchief up to her netted face.  The way she’s crying you’d think she knew Marcus well.  But Marcus wasn’t really ever a ladies’ man.  He stuttered and stumbled around everything, especially women.  But that hadn’t been my first impression of Marcus Brody.  In fact, back then he had saved my life when I was the one stuttering and stumbling as a clumsy teenager.….

I was only a few months away from my fourteenth birthday when I first met Marcus, although I had no idea who he was at first.  I was already well travelled at that age but still very much wide-eyed and full of interest at the things around me – even if they were in the dust-ridden streets of Utah.

‘Waltz’s World of the Weird & Wonderful’ trading store was one of my regular haunts in the town.  It was on a busy back street but stood out because of its untidy windows and the peeling paintwork of its exterior.  Joseph Waltz was a huge bear of a man with curly ginger hair and long sideburns to match.  He was a man who belonged in the 19th century, not the 20th.   All the kids in the town called him “Old Man Waltz” because he longed for the days of trappers and renegade Indians to return.  He wouldn’t let anyone park their newfangled automobiles next to his store, which still had a dilapidated hitching post for horses outside.  It was because of this feeling of not fitting in with the world that Joseph drank heavily, all day, every day.

Dad always warned me that Joseph Waltz turned into a Viking berserker when he got angry through the drink.  But I felt safe around the old prospector on account of my getting on his good side when my scout troop discovered his lost brother earlier that year in Superstition Mountains.  After that, Old Man Waltz didn’t seem to mind me hanging around his store any chance I got.

The things inside that shop had the effect of catapulting me out of the dirt and tumbleweed life of Utah to all the exotic places I’d travelled with my family as a young boy.  It was also responsible for keeping my interest in artifacts from the past alive.

The store was made up of five narrow aisles with six faded pine shelving units, holding all sorts of dusty objects which most people would have thrown out with the rubbish.  There were stuffed animals – a muskrat and a cobra with its fangs glistening.  There were Indian wishing bones, dream catchers and half a totem pole that leant against the counter where Old Man Waltz sat with his bottomless keg of whisky.  And there was old paraphernalia from the days of Waltz’s youth – a cavalry sword still in its sheath, gold-panning equipment and even a shiny old bugle, which was the reason I had gone into the store on that particular day.

“Well, kid, are you gonna buy this thing or not?” You could almost see the liquor vapour curl in wisps out of Old Man Waltz’s mouth as he spoke.

“Gee, I’m not sure, Mister.  I-I do like it…” My friend Herman Ketts could never make a decision.  He’d been the one who dragged me into the store to look at the bugle he’d seen in the window.

“Look, kid, this was used at the Little Bighorn by none other than General Custer’s bugler!” rasped Old Man Waltz.

I took Herman aside.  “What’s wrong?  I thought you had enough for a new one?”

“I do, Indy” replied Herman with a pale smile. “But my father’s been teaching me to barter, so I’m gonna try to knock him down a dollar or two.”

I left the two of them to it and wandered around the shelves again.  I could still hear them haggling when something I’d not seen in the store before caught my eye.  Underneath a rusted old miner’s lantern sat an amazing-looking chessboard.  Its pieces were carved into the most fantastic shapes.  I picked up one of the figures.  It felt as cold as ice – the board and pieces were made out of marble.  I lay my hand flat on the board and allowed the freshness of its surface to seep into my skin.

I remember clearly that I had twenty seven dollars stuffed inside my old journal at home which I’d been saving for my summer off from doing odd jobs around town, but I knew it still wouldn’t be enough to pay for the set.  As I reached for the price tag, I knocked over one of the pieces – a white horse.  It hit the floor and rolled into the shadows underneath the bookcase.

“Hey! You with the hat that don’t fit!” came Old Man Waltz’s voice as he marched towards me.  He sounded more drunk than ever.  “I’ll teach ya to thieve from my store while your friend distracts me!”

As he got closer I could see the red blood lust of his Norse ancestors rising in his tired eyes.  He was about to go berserk and my mouth was glued shut with fear

“I-Indy!  What should we do?” came Herman’s frightened voice from the counter.

I didn’t know what we could do in the cramped space of the shop, but I had to think of something.  Suddenly Old Man Waltz lurched forward and let out a stinking roar but before he could grab hold of me I dived through the shelves knocking over the miner’s lantern as well as the chessboard.  The pieces were scattered all across the hole-infested panels of the shop floor.

I was into the next aisle and looked around frantically for my friend.  “Herman, run!  Get my dad!  He’s at the museum today – look in the Crusades exhibit!”

Herman was silent.  I thought he’d probably be cowering behind the store counter.  I could hear Old Man Waltz clumping down the other aisle to get around the bookshelf.  “I’ll find you!  You ruined my brother’s lantern!” he screamed.  He was a giant and although in my career since I’ve faced off against several men his size, at thirteen years old, I knew I didn’t stand a chance against him.

As he turned the shelves next to his counter he seemed to set himself ready to run at me, but suddenly the totem pole stood by his whisky keg toppled into his path.  He tripped and fell onto the wooden floor with such a thump that I thought he’d be out cold, but it only seemed to make him more enraged.  He growled as he struggled to his feet.

An energetic trumpet call came from behind Old Man Waltz and Herman’s red face complete with the bugle he’d been bartering for appeared around the shelves.

“This is gonna be YOUR last stand for doing that to me, kid” slurred Old Man Waltz, yanking the bugle from Herman’s quivering hands.

“I-I-Indy! Help!” screamed my friend.

I ran to the front of the store, into the next aisle and did the only thing I could think of that might stop Old Man Waltz in his fit of rage.  I rushed at the nearest shelf unit and struggled with its weight trying to push it over onto him.  There was a slight creaking, then an outrageous clatter as the stuffed muskrat and cobra fell onto him, as well as a few dozen other weird and wonderful objects.  One after another, like dominos set up for the fall, four of the five long shelves of the store knocked each other over.  And underneath it all with the Indian dream catcher next to his head was Old Man Waltz.

Herman walked along the shelves sheepishly and stood beside me watching the dust rise from the collapsed scene.  “Geez, Indy, do you think he’s OK?”

There was an exhausted groaning from where the old prospector fell and we knew he was still alive at least.  Herman walked towards the front door and I dusted myself down and straightened my fedora.  Looking back up and refocusing I realised there was a sheathed cavalry sword pointing to my belly. 

“What’s all this, then?  What you little devils been doin’ to Joseph?”  It was Jacob, Joseph’s younger but no less wily brother.  From the smell of his breath, I could tell he was obviously drunk as well, and certainly didn’t recognise me from Superstition Mountains.  “I’ll run you through and skewer your pig friend for our meal tonight!”

I looked back at Herman.  He’d dropped the bugle and had picked up the Indian wishbones, rubbing them frantically obviously wanting some mystical help to be conjured out of the air.  I turned to face Jacob again and heard the bell on the shop door tinkle slightly.  Jacob Waltz unsheathed the sword to reveal a rusty blade with which he began chopping the air only about a foot from my face.  I edged slowly back, Jacob matching my steps pace for pace.  

“I say, what’s all the fuss about?” came a quaint English voice from behind me.

“Nothing of your concern!” snarled Jacob.  “I’m teaching these runts a lesson.”

“I do believe you’re mistaken, my good man.” came the young English accent once more.  “You see, that boy in front of you is in my charge, so I’ll have to ask you to kindly lower your sword.”

Jacob wasn’t taking any notice of the Englishman.  His eyes dropped back to my level and with a defiant look on his face raised the rusted sabre.  Without thinking too much I dropped to the floor and slid under the last remaining shelf unit into the safety of the outer aisle.  On the other side I felt my head frantically - my then quite new and somewhat oversized fedora, had fallen off, right at the feet of Jacob Waltz.  I threw my arm back under the shelves and whipped back my hat, a fraction of a second before Jacob’s cavalry sabre swished down through the air.

“Don’t worry, Joseph.” Jacob growled.  “I’ll skewer the two pigs for our supper!”

“Sir, you’ve just confirmed my long-held suspicion that all meat-eaters are in fact cannibals!” came the English voice once more.  “I’m afraid you will have to go through me before you get to those two boys.”

I watched through the shelves, only being able to see both men’s midsections.  Jacob sliced and cut at the Englishman, and the Englishman, dressed in a beige suit, parried and blocked the attacking sabre with… a gentleman’s umbrella.

Back and forwards they shuffled along the dusty, wooden floor.  I followed along on the other side of the shelves, my gaze passing a Zulu warrior’s shield, a primed bear trap, and three Samurai Kamikaze daggers.  The Englishman’s umbrella was soon in tatters and I looked again at the objects on the shelves in front of me.

Grabbing one of the Japanese daggers I ran to help but I was too late - Jacob was raising his rusty sabre to strike a decisive blow to the Englishman.  And then suddenly, strange words began to come out of the Englishman’s mouth.  He was speaking in a foreign tongue and Jacob’s face showed his ignorance.  His sabre remained where it was as he grew distracted by the odd speech.  It took me a short while, but I eventually recognised some numbers among the garbled words – it was Ancient Greek.
And then, as Jacob stood frozen with confusion, the Englishman spun his umbrella around and used the hooked end to grab Jacob’s leg.  With a sharp tug Jacob fell to the floor and seemed content to remain there with his eyes closed.

“You boys best wait outside, if you don’t mind.” smiled the Englishman, turning to Herman and me.  “I’ll talk to these men like gentlemen and clear everything up.”

“Who do you think he is?” asked Herman as he closed the front door behind us.

“I’m guessing a friend of my dad’s” I replied, pointing to my dad’s black Model T Ford which was parked outside the store right next to the hitching post.  Not many people in Utah had motorcars at that time and nobody had one like ours with its distinctive red wheel spindles and gold trimmings.

The door of Waltz’s store opened again.  It was the Englishman.  He held two brown paper bags, one under each arm.

“Here you are.” he said to Herman, handing him one of the bags, and then he turned to me.  “And this is yours.”

We both opened our bags.  Inside Herman’s was the cavalry bugle, and inside mine was the marble chessboard and pieces.

“I smoothed things over in there and offered to pay for those two items by way of reconciliation.” explained the Englishman.  “Some of the chess pieces were irrecoverable, I’m afraid.  But I’m sure we can find replacements for you this summer.”

“Mind telling us who you are, sir?” I asked.  “I figure you know my Dad, right?”

“Oh, how inconsiderate of me not to introduce myself!” he chuckled.  “My name is Marcus Brody.  I’m an old school friend of your father’s.  Henry telegraphed three weeks ago, inviting me to visit you both and asked if I’d try to persuade you to accompany me to Egypt on a trip for my museum.”

I was in shock.  I had missed Egypt so much since my first trip there five years previously, but the odd Englishman standing in front of me was a complete stranger.  Little did I know as I watched him put up his ripped umbrella that he’d become not only a surrogate father to me over the years, but also my conscience as well.

“Smith & Sons of London will be getting a stern letter from me – they aren’t making brollies like they used to.” sighed Marcus.  “I’ll just have to get myself a fetching hat like yours for shade from this retched Nevada sun, Junior!”

Whether I was going to travel to Egypt with this man or not, I knew right then and there that I had to get one thing straight with him if our friendship was ever to last:

“Mr Brody, please, don’t call me Junior.”…..
“Indiana?” my Dad’s ageing voice brings me back to the present.  I look around.  The rain has stopped.  People are dispersing – I’ve reminisced all the way through the funeral service.  “You know, I never could quite figure poor Marcus out.  I mean, he has no family or friends anywhere in Washington, so why would he have made arrangements to be buried out here in Brookland?”

“I have no idea, Dad.” I say with a sigh.  I’m irritated that I haven’t paid my last respects properly.  “Listen, I’ll follow you on shortly, OK?”

Dad takes out his pocketwatch, checks the time and begins to wind it, routinely. “Son, say your goodbyes quickly, eh?”  he coughs and then winces from an old injury.  “Remember, Indiana, no one lives forever.  You spend too much time around death as it is, so do yourself a favour and don’t linger here too long.”

I walk around Marcus’ grave.  My neck itches in this collar and tie.  In fact, this whole monkey suit getup always felt unnatural.  I think back to that day at Waltz’s store in Utah and Marcus’ present of the chess set which he was so proud to have given me.  Herman’s mother had called Marcus our “knight in shining armour” and then banned us from Waltz’s store forever.  I didn’t have time to find replacement chess pieces over the summer in Egypt for those lost in Waltz’s store and because my dad had to move to Princeton a few years later, I never got to sneak back and search under Waltz’s floorboards either.  Over the years, I’ve gotten copies of most of them, but that elusive white knight which I first knocked over and which was the cause of all of the ruckus that day in Utah has remained the only piece I’ve yet to find.

I feel the rough texture of my dress jacket as these memories of Marcus roll over in my head.  Reaching my right-hand pocket I realise there’s a bulge that shouldn’t be there.  I keep nothing in this suit.  I feel inside and pull out an envelope.  Written on it in Marcus’ handwriting is:

Indy, one last adventure?
I open it quickly like a child tearing open the first of his presents on Christmas morning.  I pull out a letter and something else falls to my feet, hitting the wet grass.  I kneel down to retrieve it – it’s a chess piece, a white horse, exactly the style and carving of the set Marcus bought me almost forty years ago.  I sigh and open the letter:

Old friend, I know you’ve been searching for this particular piece all your life and was hoping you might return the gesture and retrieve a missing piece in a puzzle I’ve been working on for the last few years.

I clench my fist, gripping the chess piece tightly.  The icyness of the marble hasn’t faded even after all this time.  This is what he wanted to talk to me about at Abner’s memorial ceremony.  He must have suspected, that because of our distance in recent years and my growing stubbornness, that he might not get a warm reception from me that day.  I realise now that he must have slipped the envelope into my jacket pocket as he clasped my shoulder in front of Abner’s dedication plaque.  It was a cheap pickpocket’s trick but it had worked a treat on me.  I read on in disbelief:

Indy, I did it – I located what we once let slip through our fingers.  But I’m too weak to go on.  I need you to complete the quest for this ‘object of unspeakable power’.
I look up, mystified.  Marcus couldn’t have found where those Army chumps Eaton and Musgrove hid it, could he?  The mourners have all but dispersed now.  A stonemason’s truck pulls up with a bunch of headstones stacked in the back.  Only the woman in the black veil remains near the grave.  She walks towards me, but I ignore her, remaining in my crouched position, reading Marcus’ letter:

Remember these words, Indy, you’ll need them to locate this needle in the haystack – ‘Top Secret – Army Intel – 9906753’.  That’s the crate number you’re looking for.  It’s in a warehouse at the docks on the East Potomac in DC.  It’s a real rundown part of town, but you won’t believe the size of this place until you see it.  I’ve had a valuable research assistant working on the project with me these past few years, and when I die she’ll hold the key.

The woman with the veil over her face is standing alongside me.  She holds out her gloved hand and opens it – she’s holding a large rusty key with a written tag on it that reads: Warehouse 15.

“He only discovered the cancer about a year ago.”  I recognise the voice.  It’s older, and slightly more gravelly than the last time I heard it but I’m sure it’s… Marion Ravenwood.  She lifts the black netting to reveal her identity.  

She hasn’t changed.  A few new lines have grown here and there across her face but she’s still as beautiful as I remember.  I smile and she smirks back.  I wonder what she makes of my greying beard.

“We always knew the Ark of the Covenant belonged in a museum, Jones.” Marion finally says.  “So buy me a drink and I’ll tell you all about how Marcus and me found out where they’ve hidden it these past thirteen years or so.”

I walk away with Marion.  She links arms with me and I see the stonemason lifting Marcus’ gravestone out of his truck.  My dad chose the inscription and right now I can’t think of a better tribute to our old friend - Here lies Marcus Brody – a scholar, gentleman and genius of the restoration.
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