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The Man Who Was Left Behind
            

Mr. Mackenzie sat in the park and dreamed of Mexico.
There were four green-painted wooden benches set in a semicircle around a patch of scrubby grass. Beyond the grass rose a high brick wall, the boundary of a squeezing outcrop of tenement houses that swelled forth into the air as though they had either taken their unplanned mushroom growth from the steadiness of the wall or possibly come like a tide from far away in search of a wall and might some day break over it. He imagined that the wall, brown in colour and made of fine, small bricks, had been there before the rest of the surroundings. Perhaps it might have been the last upright of a mansion burned by its owners or by northern troops a hundred years before when that part of the world was countryside.
The green paint was bubbled and flaking off the benches. During the months he had known about the park he had never seen anyone official around the area, no repainting, no planting or weeding had taken place, nor was there a waste bin to fill or be emptied. The spot lay in one of the poor districts of town. Possibly no authority knew that it still existed.
Occasionally a cat or dog would stray into the cramped space to sit in the sun which except for the direct downward focus of the noon hour fell unpredictably, making its way from uneven rooftop landscapes and deviously notched streets to light now here, now there over the bunchy, long-bearded  grass. One day, presumably during a school vacation, a group of four small boys tried to make the park a playground. They lasted a day and a half and then gave up. Without a word even among themselves they came to the conclusion that it was impossible to claim possession in the face of the owners.
         
For the park belonged to the three coloured hobos who sat on the other three benches. On his first visit he realized that they were in permanent occupation. If they were to leave the place for a month, when they came back it would still be theirs as though they had never gone.
That first day when he came back to look and found it and stepped through the entrance he had felt something go through them slowly like a water level rising and then holding there as he sat down on the remaining bench. He felt, but forgot. They made no move to show him what they thought. What was happening among the three of them was so strong and obvious that it needed no expression. They simply looked at him without looking, waiting for him to go, knowing that sooner or later he would be submerged by the wish and feel that he was out of place. But at the time he had not noticed. At the time he merely thought of them as “the other people” coincidentally stationed in the park to which he had been drawn. Only afterwards, after a few days, he remembered them and guessed what had gone on in their minds and what strategy they had used towards him as, so he later discovered, they used towards other intruders.
He had seen the entrance around a street corner and thought: if I can find my way back to it tomorrow I’ll go in and sit down.
Places you see in a town when you are walking without aim have a way of disappearing. Sometimes it strikes you that a certain arrangement of steps and balconies is Renaissance Italy, that a segment of gallery railing seen through leaves is part of a French colonial villa. But when you look for those times and nations the next day, there is only the jumble of today’s buildings with the washing hung out and a full-rigged harbour of television mastheads unsailed and stiff against the moving sky. The more you look, the more familiar and reasonable appear the obstacles against what you are searching for. Soon you believe it was a trick of the light as you turned your head.
         
He had walked by the entrance and seen part of the wall, clung to by creepers and brambles, and against them a tangle of bushes and a few small trees, one taller than the rest, a kind of palm. It was this tree with its awkward windmill leaves that suggested the thought of the tropics and of Mexico. And when he had sat down on the bench, he set himself the task of bringing back the full flavour of that first look by concentrating on the object which had given the hint.
He screwed up his eyes and looked directly at the tree. Then he found out that it was not necessary to contort the expression. The best effect was achieved by staring with the eyes wide open, looking and not looking, a trick of mind as much as of the vision. It seemed a wonderful discovery in the beginning, and he felt the way a child feels when he discovers that by wanting to, you can look at something close and blur the background, and then wish your eye to change its focus to the background, blotting out what is near. The eye by itself has always been able to do this trick, but the marvel is in first knowing that you can wish it into happening. Not two years before, Mr. Mackenzie had heard a friend’s grandchild declaring to his mother that he could see atoms with the naked eye. “You look right up into the sky and you can see them moving around,” he explained. “I bet I’m the only person in the world can see them without a microscope.” The parents had told him that he must have been seeing the reflection of cells on the retina, it was not an uncommon phenomenon. It seemed a shame. He remembered the confidential tone and the awe in the boy’s voice as he had said it: I can see atoms. Mr. Mackenzie felt like that the first time.
         
He could see Mexico all at once emerging beyond the sorry bushes and weeds and spatulate, hangdog leaves of the tree against the wall. It seemed wonderful and extraordinary in the beginning, to have the knack of doing it, making a breakthrough that no one else had ever imagined. Later it became natural. He would sit there looking and not looking and go out to the tree, the bushes, the wall, and through it into Mexico.
They had taken the trip to celebrate his retirement. He and his wife. Margie and her fiancé had come too, and Jim on his own without his wife or the adopted children. They visited the ruins: solid, heavy triangles and trapezoids and steps. There was sun on their heads. And he remembered the jungle. Even when not in sight you could tell it was there and recalled it afterwards like a scent bound to a certain part of your life or a special kind of weather or a town you have lived in for a year and never returned to. They used to sit in the square two streets down from the hotel; a band played, and he remembered the flowers and the trees in the square and the peace of sitting near a green place, like sitting near water.
Margie and her young man—what was his name? Harvey, something like that. They bought ponchos, the man behind the counter telling them about the quality of the material and how it was made, how it was like no other. They tried them on right there in the street and laughed, and bought several. But Mr. Mackenzie did not think the shape of the thing went with their faces. You ought to have been an Indian to wear them. And you had to be an old man to know why wearing Indian clothes didn’t make you an Indian. One day he stood with Betty in a tourist office and there was a loud sound of cars braking outside, like a squeal of pigs. “Look at that,” said the man behind the counter, who was also American. They looked through the glass wall and saw an Indian wearing a poncho and walking across the stalled street. “They’re a terrible problem. They don’t understand any of the traffic rules. And they have this in-born fatalism—they figure you die when your number comes up, so they never take any trouble to avoid accidents. Just step right off the sidewalk into the street anywhere, any time when they feel like getting to the other side.”
         
He liked the Indians. And the weather; sunlight as strong as iron, and then for a few hours in the day, every day, it would rain. Really rain, coming down so fast and close that it had no quality of rage, so much of it and so intensely that it had to be accepted as natural, coming down as though something had broken up in the sky. That was one of the strange things about Mexico—you accepted it as natural, knowing that behind all the extremeness of life there, the colours, the weather, the temperature, the people, was something absolutely objective, impassive.
He remembered the beautiful fruit and cooking in the streets, but they all decided from the start never to eat anywhere except in a restaurant. Not healthy. Then Margie and her fiancé came down with stomach cramps. He felt fine. He wondered whether they had stayed behind in order to be alone in the hotel, and the thought pleased him. But later in the week his wife caught whatever it was, and after her Jim had it. He, the old man, retired, was the only one not to catch it. He had not even felt the altitude.
There was a man who made guitars, a delicate business involving mathematical calculations as to the spacing of the fret-bars. He had no tools for measuring, perhaps knew no higher calculations than counting from one to ten. He spaced the instrument by eye.
“Will you look at that,” Jim said. “I’d say that’s pretty damn smart. What do you think, do you think Billy could stick with it and learn to play it?”
         
Betty said she was afraid Billy might be too young. Margie thought he’d probably be old enough, but wouldn’t the noise drive Alice crazy? Jim supposed so, and they went on with their stroll but he turned back twice to watch the man at work. Mr. Mackenzie thought: I was the same buying the electric train set for him at Christmas how many years ago. Fathers and their children. Even when the children are not really his. You could see he wanted the guitar for himself as he used to be when he was a boy.
“Buy it anyway. He’ll grow into it in a few years.”
“I think maybe I will. There’s only one trouble with it, that’s the wood. Best guitar wood comes from Spain, I hear. But to begin with—what do you think?”
“Go ahead, buy it.”
Jim had a camera with him that hung on a strap from his shoulder. He took a picture of the hotel, of the square, of the woman selling tortillas at her stand by the red flower bed, and of the man who sat on the pavement and made his guitars while Margie and her young man watched him, wearing their ponchos just that once because otherwise it was too hot. And he took pictures of his father and mother standing in the court where the Mayans used to play basketball. Over to the left, Daddy, no not that far.
Betty said, “Honey, if you want to take it in the sun like this, I’m going to have to put on my glasses. Hold this for me, Charlie.”
“All right,” he said, and took the packages she handed to him. “And now if you’ll hold this for me, I can get mine out, too.”
“But if I’m holding all these things, how can I—oh Jimmy, you didn’t take it then, did you?”
They laughed, and there were more photographs. He hated having his picture taken, but that day it was all right except for a moment, when Jim was saying no Mother over there and you Daddy that’s right now Daddy no a little to the right there Daddy, and he felt a sadness, knowing that Jim was not his favourite son.
         
They had come through everything and out the other side into holiday and reunion, to being a family together in a strange land. Margie would be married soon and have children, not children to carry the name, but that no longer mattered. Just that they were real grandchildren. Before they left for the vacation his wife had said, “This house, it gets bigger every day.” But what was the sense of moving? Especially since Margie had told her mother she wanted to have children right away. That would fill the house again. It was good to have come through and have a sense of the future there for them. Just for that one instant he had thought about Ben who was dead. And about Jim’s first wife.
They walked around the square in the morning and his wife called to him, “Oh Charlie, come look at this.”
“Ee, what awful things,” Margie said, and clung tighter to her fiancé’s arm.
“Can you beat it?”
“What are they?” he asked.
“Spiders on cards. They wear them like a brooch. I saw one the other night when we were in that restaurant with the fountain, and wondered what it was. Boy, wouldn’t Alice love one?”
“Like a hole in the head. Look at your mother, look at Margie. They don’t like it either.”
“But it’s too much. I’m going to buy one anyway. I wonder how long they live.”
The man who sold the spiders explained to Jim how long the lifespan was likely to be and how to take care of it. They walked on. Jim pushed the card under Margie’s nose.
“You aren’t afraid of a little old spider, are you?” 
         
“Oh ugg, Jimmy. Oh barf. Get that horrible thing away from me. For heaven’s sake, Daddy make him stop.”
She let go of her young man and came to him, crouching up against his shoulder while Jim darted the card at her. It was as though they were both children again. Like going back all that time to when Ben was still alive.
Later in the day he began to feel unwell.
“Let’s sit down for a minute,” he said.
“Don’t tell me you’ve finally got the bug,” Margie said.
“I think maybe that’s just what it might be.”
They sat down at one of the tables in the square. His wife sat next to him and put her hand lightly over his wrist. He looked out to where the people were walking by, and they seemed to be going past him behind a block of water.
She said, “Miserable luck. We’ll just sit here for a couple of minutes and if that’s what it is then you get right to bed. Remember what happened to me just because I wanted to get up? That’s the way it works—you feel much better all of a sudden but you’re not. It takes about forty-eight hours.”
A waiter came up and stood by the table. Jim ordered a beer and the young man thought he’d have one too. “Do you want one?” he asked Margie. She said, “No, I’ll just have a sip of yours,” and he put his arm over the shoulder of her chair. She leaned back into it and said, “Poor Daddy.” The pit of his belly clutched together with cramp.
Jim said, “I thought you couldn’t be made of sterner stuff than the rest of us. They tell me it’s called the Aztec Two-Step because it comes on so hefty it takes you just two steps to get to the john.” The beer came and Jim lifted the glass to his mouth, tipping it into the sunlight and making the beer look larger than it was, hanging in the air and corn-coloured. Sweat came out on Mr. Mackenzie’s forehead. “I think I’ll go on back to the hotel,” he said. 
         
“I’ll come with you, honey.”
“No, no, you all stay there. I’ll be fine. See you later.”
He went back to the hotel, undressed, and stayed in bed all afternoon. The cramps became worse, stopped, and began again. He tried to read a detective story and then tried to sleep. When his wife came in she said, “How are you feeling?”
“A little better. I’ve been trying to read. Where did you go?”
She told him what they had done during the day.
“I think I’d like to get up in a little while.”
“Certainly not, don’t you dare. You stay right here. I’ll stay in tonight and read up on that place we’re going to on Thursday. Darn, there goes another nail, I think it must be the climate.”
“No,” he said, “you go on out with the others, enjoy yourself. I tell you what, when you’re all ready to set out, we’ll all just go sit in the square for a few minutes and I’ll have a cup of coffee or something with you.”
“I told you it comes and goes.”
“I’d just like to get out for a little while. Then you go on with the others. No sense in staying here. Did I stay in when you were sick? Where’ve you all decided to go tonight?”
“We thought we’d go back to that nightclub where we saw the bullfighters at the next table. You know, the one with the good band.”
“That one. I remember.”
“I’ll go down and see if that man’s there behind the desk and get them to send you up some soup and crackers later on.”
“Last thing in the world I want.”
“I know, but you must. Otherwise it takes an extra day before you feel like getting on your feet again.”
“I couldn’t look it in the face. Honestly.”
         
“Just something light. Now don’t make a fuss,” she said, and went out.
Later, in the evening, but still light enough to see, they sat together in the square. The women were wearing silk cocktail dresses. His wife had brought a fur wrap and his daughter kept a light wool coat over her shoulders, for the nights were cooler than one would have expected. He did not talk much although the others kept up an animated conversation. They let him sit there with them without fuss, without pestering him about his health. And then they parted, he to go back to the hotel, they to continue on to the nightclub. As he walked back, he took another look into the trees. The trees in the square were like the trees and bushes in the park: if you left them they went back to jungle.
Usually the remembrance of Mexico came to an end at this point and he would leave the park or join in talk with the three tramps. His recollection seldom pushed him past that evening, and on the few times when he had gone beyond it, the pursuit of thought had not been carried out willingly; he had found himself trapped in it, immobilized. Mexico ended when he walked back to the hotel that last night.
Only sometimes, hideously quickly, he saw the rest rush past him—waking up in the morning to find that they had still not returned to the hotel. Being sick but going down to talk with the man at the desk who didn’t understand. And a friend being brought in, he gesticulating and holding his stomach, saying he was not well and he imagined at first that they were just having a late night, although now it looked as though they couldn’t have come back at all. Where had they gone? Some sort of nightclub that had a restaurant. The name, began with a T he thought, though maybe not, maybe that was another one, maybe it began with an S. If he heard the name again he’d know it. The friend of the man at the desk said something, was that the name? Yes, that was the one. Oh señor, you will sit down please, you are not well. And he made a telephone call, and talked into the receiver for a long time. What was it, what is it, is something wrong? Please señor, one moment please, I am trying to find out. And hung up and made another call. Señor Mackenzie, I must tell you, it is on the radio this morning …
         
And you read about that kind of thing all the time, about earthquakes, floods, fires. This one must have started in much the same way as the great Coconut Grove fire, with the curtains catching and a panic and people trampled in the push. But this one seemed to have been more complete, since hardly anyone present in the club had suffocated in the smoke. Those who got away were bruised, in some cases had bones broken; those who did not get out, burned. The catastrophe was later to cause a tremendous furore in the press, as the survivors alleged that after the initial storming of the exits, the management issued orders that the doors should be locked so that no one could get out before paying. In a matter of weeks the case was brought to court and the staff, owners, and management acquitted. A hundred and thirty-four people died.
The hospitals (the first telephone call) had no patients of the name Mackenzie on their lists.
They took him to the nightclub. It was a hot day and people walking on the street again looked as though they were moving behind water or perhaps the waves of fire. His head felt cold and he was sweating. He staggered when he got out of the car. And inside they asked him questions. Do you recognize this woman, señor? Could this be your wife? Could this be your son? Does this look like your daughter, señor? The police were there in uniform and other people like himself, and newspapermen and a crew of men in their shirt-sleeves, removing bits of débris and taking the bodies away in large wicker laundry baskets. There was the smell of fire. Everywhere. He kept saying, “I don’t know,” and “I can’t be sure.” And the police asked: What jewellery did your wife wear? What make of watch did your son have on? Can you describe your daughter’s engagement ring? And the young man, do you remember his watch? Yes, he had an old-fashioned pocket watch, it was his grandfather’s, he told me. “It is difficult, you understand,” said one of the policemen. “Some of the rings, they have melted.”
         
But they were found at last, all four; two at first, and the other two had to be identified by sending back home for dentists’ X-rays.
“Coming out, Lucky?” one of the hobos called over to him.
“Not just yet. I’ll set a spell.”
He watched the three of them go. From the houses behind the wall a smell of grease and vegetables came to him, now perceived and now not as the wind changed. The branches of the tree flapped, making a noise against the wall, and he stood up.
He thought he would have a drink.
Before he found the park and met the hobos he used to spend his days in the bars, going from one to another in that long street which was like a street that might reach all the way around the world, every bar the same and the neon lights going even in daylight. That was before he learned what made him feel at ease. He had tried to talk to people then and once picked up a woman. But when they got to the room, the walls jerked in front of him like the walls in the nightclub and he thought how stupid it was not to realize what it would be like: the sprung, creaky bed, sheets that hadn’t been changed from the time before, and the woman herself as she undressed and the clothes came away like the store wrapping on an uncooked chicken, a large piece of meat sitting down on the bed and nothing to do with him. He got as far as removing his shirt, and he kissed her, but he did not like touching her and knew it wouldn’t work, it was a mistake to have thought it would. He finally said, “I’m sorry, I thought it would be all right. I’m too old for this kind of thing any more.” And she said, “Relax, sugar. Like they say, you’re as old as you feel. Come on, I’ll help you along.” She put her arms around his neck; he remembered a story about a girl who danced with a mechanical robot which went berserk and smashed her against the wall—this woman, made of mechanized flesh. He said no, truly, he hadn’t been feeling very well lately. “Suit yourself,” she said, lighting up a cigarette and looking mean, as if about to tell him, You’re not getting out of this room without paying me for my wasted time, mister. He put on his shirt again, gave her something for her trouble, and said he’d buy her a meal. But that had been a mistake, too. She had wanted to talk.
         
Now he knew, and now he could always go to the park. Before that he had gone to places and done things without knowing why—sitting in the waiting-room at the railroad station, or driving out to the airport to sit there. He knew now that he had done those things because he wanted to be where there were other people, but not to talk to any of them or to be alone with them. He liked to sit there and not have them bother him, have them go about their own business.
Dr. Hildron had seen him on the street one day, a month after the house had been sold.
“Charlie,” he said, and looked concerned.
“Doctor.”
“We don’t see much of you nowadays, Charlie. How about coming down to the club, having a round?”
“Thanks,” he said. “Everything’s packed up in storage—golf clubs, books, clothes, the furniture. I didn’t know what to do with it all. Thought I’d just keep it there till I decide.”
         
“Where you living now?” the doctor asked.
“Oh, some cheap hotel. Over there.” He threw out his arm in the general direction of the hotel and began to cough. The doctor’s eyes became sharp, clearer than they had been. What does a hawk’s eye look like when it sees a sparrow down on the ground? The look that goes with professional interest is a special look, full, absorbed, riveted, almost like the look of love at first sight.
“Don’t like the sound of that cough. Why don’t you just drop in and see me about it? Wednesday? Thursday?”
“I feel fine.”
“Don’t leave a thing like that.” He wanted to know how Mr. Mackenzie was living and what he was eating and if he was still off the cigarettes. He thought he should get himself a decent place to stay, just until he made up his mind about things, and someone to look after him—a housekeeper or a cook.
“Bessie’s not earning much. She might be glad to take on the job.”
“Bessie?”
“You know, Mrs. Rider,” he said, and laughed.
         
“Oh, sure. I remember.”
Bessie worked behind the bar at the clubhouse. She was there one day when Mackenzie came in from golf with three of his friends, and he went up to her to order drinks while the others sat at a table and went over the day’s scores. “Three beers and a Coca-Cola, please—” he started, and then he forgot her name. It vanished away from him, leaving only a dark hole where it had been. All he could remember was that she was married to Spelly Rider, so he said, “Three beers and a Coca-Cola, please, Mrs. Rider.” And she seemed to get taller and glow, brighter and crisper than her white apron. “Yes sir, Mr. Mackenzie,” she said. It wasn’t true that you couldn’t see coloured people blush. After that she always liked him, maybe she always had. She was a nice woman. And she had troubles, he had heard that.
         
“All right,” he said. “I suppose I should see about a place. Seems such a chore. Unnecessary.”
Dr. Hildron patted him on the shoulder, the hand knocking against the coat, but no warmth coming out on his body around the touched place as there used to be when someone touched him, even lightly. The doctor said he could take care of it, he’d put out a word here and a word there, and have a talk with Bessie. He looked into Mr. Mackenzie’s face, saying, “You know we haven’t forgotten you, Charlie. You shouldn’t go on like this. And I want you to make an appointment now about that——”
“Later, later. I told you, I feel all right,” he said. And he apologized for the way he was, explaining that for a little while longer he felt the need to be alone, and added that he was much obliged to the doctor for taking the trouble to see about getting the room. That was back in the days when he still said such things.
Now was different. Now was better. He learned by himself during the first four days of sitting in the park. And after that the hobos had taught him the rest.
They let him sit there for four days before they made a move. Then, while he was still in the middle of Mexico, the youngest one shambled up to him and, looking at his chest, muttered, “Cigarette, boss?” Mr. Mackenzie hadn’t heard. He was still staring at the wall. Then the man brushed him hesitantly on the sleeve. He turned his head and found the face looking at his face, doing exactly what he did: looking through.
“Got a smoke?”
“Don’t smoke,” Mackenzie said. The man turned away and went back to his bench.
That afternoon he had an appointment to see Bender about making a will. It came about because of the telephone and the messages Bessie left for him on the table. He told her to say he was out, always. After Bender had left eight messages, he telephoned back and told Bessie next time to say he’d gone to Chicago or California or some other place and she didn’t know when he’d be back.
         
When he walked into the building the receptionist threw a look to the man standing by the elevators, and he walked up, his arm out to bar the way, saying gruffly, “Can I help you?” No mention of “sir”.
“Have an appointment with young Bender,” he said.
“Name?” No “please”.
“Mackenzie.”
“Just a minute.” They didn’t ask him to sit down, either. The receptionist lifted the receiver on her desk and said, “Sally Ann, there’s a man here who says his name is Mackenzie and he’s got an appointment with Mr. Bender. Would you check that, please?” She looked over his head while she waited for the answer. Then the man came back and told him, “It’s the fourth floor, turn left,” which he knew already.
He stepped into the elevator and looked at the elevator boy’s profile. Young, he couldn’t be more than twenty, good-looking, friendly looking, and stood easily. He looked very healthy. Mr. Mackenzie thought he must be new at the job and wondered how friendly, nice-looking, and healthy he would be after five years of going up and down in his little box, never breathing the air or seeing the sun.
There was a sign up in the offices on the fourth floor. It read: If you must have a drink on your lunch hour, kindly do not drink vodka. We would rather our clients thought you drunk than incompetent. A boy carrying a tray of coffee cups passed, saw him standing by the sign, and said, “That’s Mr. Buxted, he put that up—he’s a real joker.”
         
The secretary stiffened for a moment as he walked in, seemed nailed to her chair, and then rose, smiling uncomfortably.
         
“Mr. Mackenzie?”
“Hello, Jeanie.”
“I hardly knew you with your beard.”
“Not a beard. I’ve just been forgetting to shave. Maybe I’ll grow one.”
“I’ll just tell Mr. Bender you’re here.”
Mr. Bender. Young Stukely Bender, who was Ben’s age; very outgoing, but not smart enough to deserve the job he had. He got it through his father, who had been Mackenzie’s best friend. They had been in the war together and after the funeral he thought: people say that, we’ve been through the wars together, and that’s exactly what it means, it says everything.
The door opened and the secretary came out, showing him in with her hand. At the far end of the room Bender could be seen advancing with his hand out to be shaken, his face as the door closed still friendly but rigid. Mackenzie nodded, said, “Hello, Stuke,” put his hands in his pockets, and sat down. He hoped they would dive straight into the business. But Stuke just wanted to say how sorry, fiddling with a paperweight on the desk, how very sorry he had been to hear, and Mrs. Bender too, in fact how sorry they all were, and though of course he must have gotten his letter of condolence, what can you ever say except you sympathize, which is true of course, but so difficult not to make it sound like a hollow commonplace.
Mr. Mackenzie had nothing to answer. Something evidently was needed, so he managed a sound, a grunt of assent to show he had been listening. It wasn’t enough. Young Bender’s round face coloured up with annoyance. He had expected more in return for his sympathy. Most people did. There is only one thing pity can do, make you a better person. It cannot help the one you pity. He’s old enough to know that, Mackenzie thought. Maybe if he had been in a war like his brother he would know.
         
“Well then, about the will. Have you thought about that? I suppose you’ll be wanting to set something aside for your daughter-in-law.”
“She’s no kin,” said Mr. Mackenzie. It came out abruptly, even surprising himself. Then he thought: well, it’s true enough, she isn’t.
“Still——”
“And she’s got the insurance money, anyway.”
“What about your grandchildren, then?”
“They’re not even related to me.”
“But when they grow up, education, enough to start a business on—insurance money doesn’t stretch that far.”
“She’ll probably be married again by that time. Besides, her folks are pretty well off. I imagine she’ll get by all right.”
“Well. Well, let’s see now. Daddy said you had a brother, as I recall.”
“He died four years ago.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. Did he leave any children?”
“Two. The family’s rolling in money. They don’t need it.”
“I see. Any cousins?”
“One or two. Too distant. I haven’t seen them for years.”
“What about your wife’s relatives?”
“There’s her Aunt Sophie. I never did like her. And I believe she’s got a nest egg she’s been sitting on for the past fifty years or so. When she dies she’ll leave it for the care and upkeep of that orange cat she’s got.” Cassandra—the cat was called Cassandra, he remembered.
Young Bender laid down his pencil and swivelled his chair from side to side. Mr. Mackenzie thought: Christ, he’s going to tell me that old office anecdote again.
“You know, Mr. Mackenzie, Mr. Buxted told me his uncle once had a client named Mrs. Cartwright, an old lady that owned a little piece of land over near Baton Rouge. One day he calls her in and says, ‘You’re getting on now, Mrs. Cartwright, don’t you think you should make a will just in case? You’ve got this little bitty piece of land and it should go to somebody. Would you like to leave it to your cousin Sue?’ ‘Not on your life,’ says the old lady, ‘I never did like her.’ ‘Well, do you want to leave it to your nephew?’ ‘No,’ she says, ‘I never did like him.’ Mr. Buxted’s uncle went right on down the line, about twelve people she could have bequeathed something to, and at last she gets up and says, ‘You know, Mr. Buxted, I don’t believe I want to leave nobody nothing.’ ”
         
Young Bender began to laugh. His teeth were larger than you would have thought. When he stopped, the annoyance came over his face again. Mr. Mackenzie was not responding to treatment.
“I think she was right,” he said. And then suddenly a great devil laugh burst from him and he said, “I think that old lady was pretty damn smart. And right.” Young Bender looked uncomfortable now and fingered some papers on the desk. His hands were trembling slightly.
“Perhaps if you could hunt up the last addresses of your cousins. Any rate, think about it. There’s always charity.”
Not charity. Sixty-eight per cent of what you give goes on advertising and paying the staff and what’s left over is spread so thin it’s never enough to get any one person out of a hole.
“It’s a sizeable sum,” Bender said. “A very sizeable sum,” and the eyebrows went up in his round face, staying there astonished at the size of the sum.
“I’ll think about it some more,” Mr. Mackenzie said.
Out on the street again, he did think about it for the first time. It had not really crossed his mind before the interview.
He thought about Jim’s first wife. When Jim went into the army, after Ben, Betty said she’d die if anything happened  to him. He applied to be sent to Germany but in the end he was shipped to Hawaii instead. And he married a Japanese girl. He called her Mitsy, from her Japanese name, though she had been brought up in the western way, speaking English, and had the English name of Lily. Betty took it badly at first. “Think of the children,” she said. He did not think it mattered. But there were no children, and two years later Betty told him that Jim had asked her to talk some sense into Mitsy because she refused to have tests done and they should both go together, otherwise there was no point to it. “I tried to explain, but Charlie, she just sat there and cried and cried and said no. I can’t do a thing. Maybe you can. She likes you.” He had a talk with Mitsy and asked her why she wouldn’t agree to the tests. She told him, “Because if I find out for certain that I can’t, it’s the end of my life.” “There could be all sorts of reasons,” he said, but she was afraid to find out any of the reasons and he did not insist because he was not quite sure how occidental she really was; she might do something terrible and Japanese, unforseen, like killing herself because her husband did not consider her the perfect wife. However, she didn’t do anything terrible after all. That was Ben. Also, the matter was soon taken out of her hands, since by that time Jim had met Alice. Mr. Mackenzie thought his son was behaving shamefully. But you can’t run your children’s lives for them. He went to see Mitsy and talk to her all through the divorce proceedings. He liked her. He wished she were still his daughter-in-law. Three years after the divorce, after Jim and Alice had adopted the first grandchild and were taking steps to adopt the second, she sent him a letter. It arrived just before Christmas, a short letter telling him that she thought of him often and always with gratitude and affection and that he had been right and very wise in all the advice he had given her. A photograph was enclosed, showing her and her second husband, very tall, standing with his arm around her, and towards the camera Mitsy was holding, half as big as herself, an enormous sleeping baby wrapped up in a blanket. Jim saw the envelope lying on his desk. “From Mitsy?” he said. “Can I see it?” He said, because there was nothing he could do, “If you like.” And Jim picked it up, read the letter, and looked for a long time at the photograph. Then he said, “Well, that’s settled. I was worried about her—she never wrote. But she seems to be happy now. I’m glad. I hope she’s forgotten now.” And Mr. Mackenzie thought: it took a lot to say that, probably took more than I’ll ever know, and maybe he’s more like Ben than I thought.
         
Perhaps he would leave something in his will for Mitsy and her child. Then he reconsidered it and decided no, she was happy, there was no need.
If Ben had lived there would be no question about where to leave the money.
Ben was younger, and his favourite. Not so good-looking as Jim, almost ugly, but more attractive. Brave. It was a thing you didn’t talk about and Ben never gave it a thought, but Mr. Mackenzie loved it in him. He went out to Korea with Cal Bender’s son Carl, who died in his arms. And Ben was shipped back with one leg missing and the other one off at the knee. They put him in a rehabilitation hospital. He was not ready for it, but the doctors believed it good psychology to place him where he could see other boys like himself who were making the best of their amputations and preparing to begin life again. There was some trouble about getting to see him, and Betty was down with flu, so Mr. Mackenzie went alone. And the doctor took him aside beforehand, telling him that at first Ben had been so wild that none of the staff could touch him, then he went on a laughing fit; it took five interns to hold him until the sedative had been administered. And when he woke up he refused to talk. He had not talked for three days. They had had to put him in a room by himself—the effect on the other patients had to be considered. It was a major battle to get a dose of penicillin into him, he wouldn’t eat, he threw things, he was in pain but it still needed more staff than could be expended to change his bandages. Naturally the wounds weren’t healing so quickly as they ought to. Mr. Mackenzie entered and looked at his son’s head turned away towards the window. He sat down by the bed and put his hand on the boy’s head, smoothing his hair which had grown out from being so long in the field and had not been cut again because he wouldn’t let anyone near him. “Ben?” he murmured. “Don’t say anything,” said his son. His voice was hoarse and fierce, hardly above a whisper. “Just stay like that, but don’t say anything.” Mr. Mackenzie began to cry. He blew his nose and continued to stroke his son’s head. He wanted very much to talk, to say even if they’d shipped you home so mutilated that I didn’t know you, even if all that was left was something the size of a stamp, I’d thank God, thank God you’re still alive. And he wanted to say that there are lots of things to live for, on all levels, small and big. And it could be worse, he might have been paralyzed or blind. But he would walk again and there was everything in the world still there, good friends and good talk, a spring day and coffee in the morning, music, laughter, learning, and he mustn’t let it go. And he mustn’t also because whatever he thought or wished for himself, he could not be more than he was now and always had been, his father’s heart. But Ben wouldn’t let him speak. Only at the end of the time, when the doctor came in to say he might consider ending his visit, Ben turned his head and looked at him and he was surprised because Ben’s eyes were blue-grey and usually looked grey, but on that day they looked blue. He stretched out his arm and pulled Mr. Mackenzie to him by the elbow. All the strength in him even then—he had always been strong even as a little boy. “Listen,” he said in that strange whisper, “you know me, Dad. I can stand anything. Don’t mind the pain. Don’t care about hurt, I can take it all. I can face it, anything. Anything but this. I can’t take this. You understand?”
         
“I understand,” he said. “But you’re wrong. You can take this, too, Ben. I know it. It’s going to work out all right. It won’t be easy, but we’re behind you. We’ll help.”
Ben shook his head. “I don’t want it,” he whispered. “You don’t understand.”
“I do, Ben. Believe me. And it’s going to be all right.”
Ben turned his head away again. He said, “It’s the shame.” He let his arm fall back and rest on the blanket.
Shame? What shame? Wounded fighting for your country? Decorated how many times—they had lost count.
“Ben, I don’t understand. What shame can there be?”
His son wouldn’t turn his head again and the doctor stood at the door. Mr. Mackenzie said goodbye and that he’d see him again the next day.
He thought some more about the will and couldn’t decide. He deliberated where to go to fill up the rest of the day and found himself walking towards the library. He had hardly ever used the ticket; Betty used to get books from the library. He had all he needed, but now they were all in storage and it seemed too much trouble to get at them.
A young girl was behind the counter, talking on the phone to her boyfriend. She looked up as he came in, gave him a cold look, and turned her back to continue talking. He held the ticket in his hand and stood there, leaning on the counter, looking at the trays of tagged cards and waiting. She let him stay there until at last she thought fit to turn, the receiver in her hand, and said, “Yes?”
“I wonder if this ticket is still good.”
She put down the receiver, highly vexed, and came forward, darting a look at the clock on the wall and muttering something about her lunch hour. Only quarter to twelve, it couldn’t be time for anyone’s lunchtime. She snatched the ticket from him, stared at it, and told him, incredulous and angry, “This card has expired.”
         
“How do I renew it?”
She sighed. “Just a minute,” she said, and went back to her telephone conversation, at last saying into the mouthpiece that she had to go.
She produced a card from a drawer, began to write on it, slapped a rubber stamp over it twice, and said, “That’ll be two dollars and thirty cents.” She watched him with distaste as he got out the money; all his movements had seemed to slow down lately. Her face watching him told him how old and ugly and dirty he was and the Salvation Army should deal with people like that, not someone like her. As she put the money away in the cash drawer he looked at her—once, seeing her hair snagged up into a ball, beehive they called it, and orange makeup. You could see the seam where it stopped, as though you could take hold of the skin there and start peeling the face off. Her lipstick was a whitish orange colour too, and there was something on her eyes, the eyebrows above plucked very thin and shiny, looking as though they were made out of metal.
And she thought she was beautiful. She must, or how could she do all that to herself? Her hands had long orange-painted nails that recoiled from him as he handed her the money and drummed on the counter afterwards while she waited for her lunch hour. He noticed that she was wearing a pin on her sweater, a wooden mouse with leather ears, a long leather tail, and red glass eyes.
What things people did, wearing a wooden mouse, wearing a live spider. You hardly ever saw a woman wearing flowers any more. When he was courting he brought Betty flowers and she would wear them. Wear them in her hair, which was long then and done up with combs. You hardly ever saw that any more, either. When you take out the combs how it falls down like ribbons, and braiding it up for the night, he in his nightshirt and still not liking pajamas, wondering how could they say modern youth was so immoral because if they wore those things he didn’t see how they’d manage, taking them off and putting them on again all night long. He brought her flowers and chocolates and they took walks. Who took walks now? And you never thought of smoking if a lady was in the room. All the things that had changed. But it was always so, his father having to have the newspapers read to him in nineteen forty-two and saying: in my day cavalry meant just that, you were on a horse, not some new-fangled machine or other. In my day this, in my day that. The children had thought it was funny, but he understood better now.
         
In Mr. Mackenzie’s day he had studied the classics. He thought he would reread some of the works he had forgotten, though he had always had a good memory. He remembered the time he had had to have the operation, it must have been five or six years after he’d passed the bar exams, and the surgeon told him that under the anaesthetic he had quoted about two thousand lines of Virgil, and he had thought it was because of cramming for exams all that time ago and imagine remembering it for so long. But now he thought: pretty damn smart of that doctor to know it was Virgil.
He looked for a book in Greek or Latin. They were all translations. The girl at the counter was craning her neck to see what he was doing, if he was stealing the books or defacing them. Suddenly he wanted to go. Unless he was drinking he did not like being inside places for very long. He grabbed a book off the shelf and took it to the counter. He saw as she marked the inside with the stamp that the book was a copy of Marcus Aurelius combined with essays on Greek and Roman Stoicism, a textbook apparently, and that there was a printed notice pasted on the opening page which cautioned all library users not to return the book in case of scarlet fever or other contagious diseases.
         
In the street again, he flipped through the leaves. The book fell open to a page where the writer commented on the necessity of looking upon death with equanimity and explained the construction of the world and the process of man’s return to the seminal principles of the universe after death. No later consciousness, no personality, no afterlife. Just as he had always thought, just as he hoped. A few pages later another author said that the ideal Stoic philosopher should be able to look back upon ruin, to accept the destruction of his property, his house burned down and his family all killed, without shedding a tear.
Mr. Mackenzie closed the book. He did not believe such a thing could ever have happened to that philosopher and he didn’t want to read any more. He put the book in his pocket and thought he would return it as soon as possible in exchange for another one.
He started off in the direction of the park and then changed his mind. To the house. He would go look at the house just once again, just to see. He walked slowly. There was plenty of time. And when he arrived by the fence, looking over the grass and garden into the white house, it was like a face looking back at him. He had spent nearly all his life in that house, he was born in it. And his father before him. It was strange to think that he could not walk up the path and go in. What was the sense of one old man living in a large house like that, even if there hadn’t been memories? He had had to sell it, naturally. But it was quite a thing to see it again; it did something to his insides like music or books or paintings, though he couldn’t yet tell if the effect was good or bad, just that it was strong.
Whoever had bought it had made some changes. They had put up different curtains in the dining-room and in the room he had used for a study. That used to be a library—not very sensible to keep a library in the sunniest room of the house. Good for reading, but bad for the books. After his father’s death he had moved the books into another room and taken it over as a study. All those shelves, it had taken weeks. Now the owners had changed the curtains. That upset him, he liked the old curtains. He was beginning to feel cranky about the alterations. Other changes too, a blue-painted tricycle leaning up against the toolshed in the distance. And two children were playing on the lawn, two little girls throwing a ball back and forth to each other. A song went through his mind: They play in their beautiful gardens, the children of high degree. That was all he could remember, just the first line. One of them was standing on the exact spot where Ben had stood when he and Betty and her Aunt Sophie had looked through the windows and seen Ben, aged about five then, taking aim with his bow and arrow, being egged on by Jim and Carl and Stuke Bender, to shoot the second in the series of orange cats with literary names. And he hit it, too, although the damage was slight as the arrows were tipped with rubber suction cups; they were later taken away because Ben had shot them at the ceiling and they pulled the plaster off in two places, besides making smudge marks on the wallpaper.
         
He became aware of the fact that he had been standing in front of the house for a long while. The two children were edged up against the tree, peeking at him around the trunk. When he turned his head to look, they dashed out over the grass and ran into the back of the house. A few minutes later a coloured girl in a starched maid’s uniform came out from the back into the garden, looked over at him, and disappeared. He stayed where he was. Then the curtains twitched at his study window and he felt a small thrill like a twinge of toothache, to see the curtains move in the room where he used to spend so much of his time, in the house where he was born.
         
He turned away and shuffled off down the street, moving slowly and looking at the flower beds as he went, not thinking anything in particular. It was summer and he remembered many summers, but for the time being no one of them stood out and spoke to him. He was three and a half blocks away from the house when the patrol car stopped at the kerb and a policeman got out of the front seat. Another remained seated behind the wheel, a third sat in the back.
“Going someplace?” said the one who got out.
“Just walking.”
“We’ve had a complaint about you from some folks down the road. Want to tell me why you were hanging around those kids?”
“What kids?” said Mr. Mackenzie.
“At number seventeen.” He jerked his thumb backwards. “Back there. The whole family saw you, hanging around the kids.”
“I was looking at the house.”
“That’s right.”
“That’s right.”
“What for?”
“My house,” Mr. Mackenzie said.
The policeman in the driver’s seat leaned towards them and said, “Give him a warning and let’s go, Frank. We got a call.” He began to talk into a shortwave microphone. Noises came out of the radio like the sound of frying fat.
The other one said, “Your house, huh?”
“Used to be.”
“Oh sure, sure. Don’t try it again. Not in this part of town, you hear?”
“I heard you.”
“Okay.” He pulled out a notepad and said, “Let’s have your name.” 
         
“Vanderbilt,” said Mr. Mackenzie. The one behind the wheel laughed. The other, in the back seat, said, “Okay, pull him in.”
They put him into the back of the car and drove off. He let himself be squeezed between the two of them until it struck him how hot it was and how he didn’t like being so near. He tried to stand up, and said, “Hold on a minute, I don’t want to go anywhere.” The one who had the notepad chopped him across the cheek and the other one, who had been sitting there all the time, thumped his fist hard into his ribs. Mr. Mackenzie began to cough.
Later in jail while they decided whether to book him with just loitering and resisting arrest or with drunk and disorderly and perhaps molestation also, somebody jokingly asked him if he wanted to call his lawyer. He said what for, he was a lawyer. And while they were laughing Rick Spooner, coming around a corner in the corridor, saw him, did a double take recognizing him, and said, “Charlie, what the hell?”
         
So then he was out, on the street again, with Rick asking him to have something to eat.
“Can’t, I’ve got to go somewhere.”
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Fine, fine,” he said.
He remembered to buy a pack of cigarettes and went into a store where it appeared you could buy most things you’d need in life: fruit, bread, vegetables, sandwiches, candy, papers, magazines, and cigarettes. As he put the change in his pocket he saw, through the window, a serviceman carrying a duffel bag on his shoulder. The bag hid his face, but the way he walked, it looked like Ben. Mr. Mackenzie ran through the doorway and on to the sidewalk to watch the boy move away into the distance, feeling his eye travelling hard among the crowd to latch on to the soldier. And then he saw the bag swing off, turning, and the back of a head, not Ben, because this one had red hair. He felt cheated, running out into the street to look at a stranger. Yet something remained, a kind of tingling all over him, like the time when the phone rang.
         
The call came through at four in the morning, saying nothing definite except that there had been an accident, and he just had time to answer, “I’m coming right over.”
The doctor did not understand how it could have happened. It was hard to understand how anyone could want death that much, suicide so they tell you being a negative action, not a passionate proof of will. And how he must have wanted to die! He had pretended to take the sleeping pills—a child’s trick, keeping them in your hand or in the pouch of your cheek like a squirrel. All during the evening he had been quite docile, had talked, said he felt much better, let them change his bandages and give him shots. The nurse on duty had been called to another ward during the night because there was one patient who suffered from screaming nightmares and wouldn’t go back to sleep unless she talked to him—the other nurse would not do. He must have known that. He had taken in a lot of information that no one had suspected: where the soap and sheets and towels were kept, the razor blades, the drugs. His condition was such that it precluded movement, so everyone thought, although he was not strapped to pulleys like many of the other patients who had single rooms. As for getting out of the bed, half-healed and with only half of one leg and none of the other, the pain would cause immediate blackout, so they believed. He had done it in spite of the thought and belief and professional opinion, pulled himself along the floor all the way down the corridor to the razor blades, reaching the cabinets God knew how. He made it as sure as possible by swallowing a quantity of pills, torn from the shelves by the boxful, and washing them down with a bottle of rubbing alcohol while he dug at the veins in his wrists and throat.
         
Mr. Mackenzie didn’t know how to tell his wife. He asked the doctor: how can I tell her? And in fact he never did tell her everything, not because she wouldn’t have been able to take it, but because he could not bring himself to say it. Haemorrhage, relapse, he wasn’t trying to live, he wanted it that way—that was as close as he got. She saw the body, but often people do not see what they are not looking for, and most people only really see the face of their dead, so perhaps she never knew.
After the funeral he held back for two days, all day long, all night long. Then Betty went out, shopping and probably to go back to the graveyard, and he went into the study and closed the door and wept, wept until he thought it would kill him. That was the first glimpse he had had of the truth, the reason why Indians step right off the kerb into the traffic: because it can happen any time and happens to everyone, since for everybody, for all, the management orders the doors to be locked to make sure nobody gets out before paying.
He remembered that he had forgotten to buy any matches for the cigarettes, and had to go back to the shop.
At the park again he found that he had the place to himself. He sat down on the bench, concentrated on the tree, and went out into Mexico. Afterwards, looking up, he saw that the three had returned. He got out the cigarettes, ripped off the cellophane, and lit one. Then he held out the pack to the one who had come up to him in the morning. The hobo came over, took the matches and cigarettes, and was followed by the other two. They all lit cigarettes and returned to their benches; the one he had given them to pocketed both cigarettes and matches. It didn’t seem to matter. Mr. Mackenzie continued to smoke. It lasted a long time and the taste was heavier than he remembered, and the kick in the lungs—the reason why he’d liked to smoke and had had such a hard time giving it up—was sharper, almost like pain. He looked at the tree some more and did not leave till twilight.
         
The next day he bought some more cigarettes and again offered them around, though this time he held on to the pack. The hobos had brought a bottle with them and offered it to him. He took a long swig and handed it back, thinking that it must be homemade.
After that he began to know them. It was a slow process but there was plenty of time, he was in no hurry. They never introduced themselves. He only discovered their names from the way they addressed each other. The one who had first talked to him was called Spats. He was tall, younger than the others, and at the bottom of the hierarchy—that was why he had been delegated to sound out Mr. Mackenzie. He only understood that later, when he realized how they worked and how they must have regarded him at the beginning.
The second in command was Elmie, a small man with a big, square face and a whispery monkey laugh that ran through all his speech and was mysteriously pleasant to hear. The third hobo, the leader, was named Jumbo: lean, white-haired, with a long lantern jaw and a peculiar shape to his head. From the side it was long, from behind you could see the part of the skull which gave the head its length, round as a billiard ball above his coat collar.
The first personal question they asked him came from Elmie, who said, “In trouble with the law?” He shook his head. Later he wondered if they had known about his being in jail that noon for looking at the house. They knew a lot of things but never gave any explanations.
A few days later he was standing on the post office steps. A lot of other men, some tramps and some just passing the time, were hanging around leaning against the wall, some sitting on the steps. Spats was in the crowd but had not seen Mr. Mackenzie, or so he imagined. Two policemen walked by and moved a couple of the men, pointing to a sign that said No Loitering. One of the police took hold of an old man whom Mackenzie recognized as being the younger brother of the man who used to work as his father’s gardener. At the same time he gave Mr. Mackenzie a push, saying, “Out of the way.”
         
“Leave him alone,” he said. He said it in a terrible voice at first not comprehended as his own. Then he was taken by the arm and the voice came out of him again, saying, “Go away, leave me alone. Can’t you find any expired parking meters?” He must have been drunk that day. And then a second policeman came running up the steps, looked in his face, and said, “Why, Mr. Mackenzie, what on earth?” And then he began asking him if he was all right, was he all right, and he said, “I’m fine, just leave me alone,” blundering down the steps and away into the street.
He wondered afterwards how much that incident had told against him; the three might have thought he was on friendly terms with the law. But apparently Jumbo had not taken it seriously. For they accepted him and he discovered that he could tolerate being with them for hours or days at a stretch, whereas he could not bear to be long in the immediate company of anyone else.
Sometimes, in the warm weather and when it was dry, they used to sleep out in the open. They got drunk together and slept rough by the railroad sidings, cooking soup in a tin pot. One day Bessie told him that she had found a bug—a bug, Mr. Mackenzie—when she’d changed his sheets that morning. He went up the stairs, pulled back the covers on the bed, and looked. He thought he saw something and slapped his hand down over it, but there was nothing there when he took it away. He had begun to see spots lately.
         
What he liked most about them was their sense of time. He assumed that Spats had joined the group comparatively recently, say two years before, and that Elmie and Jumbo had known each other for a long while, perhaps fifteen years or more. But the assumption might have been false. It was hard to tell. They gave him patchy information about themselves when they felt like it, and he talked or did not talk about himself, just as it came to him, not feeling either curious or anxious to tell.
         
His hair began to grow long, and his beard. Twice he had cut the hair himself. He did not like going to the barber’s because they talked so much even in the parts of town where he would not be recognized, and besides he needed to have the sense that he could get out whenever he wanted to. You wouldn’t be able to feel that in the chair, with all those towels around your neck; it would make a fuss if you had to stand up and leave. In the bars they made you pay as soon as they handed you the drink. That way you could go whenever you wanted to, just run out the door without having people rush after you calling, “Where are you going?”
They took their time. It wasn’t until a week after he had first talked and drunk with them that Spats said, “Thought you say you didn’t smoke.”
Mr. Mackenzie said, “The doctor told me to give it up.”
“Doctors,” said Spats. “Don’t tell me about doctors. Doctors and undertakers, don’t I know.”
And it must have been three weeks after that that Spats explained: “Tell me about doctors, I know. Here’s Spats, married man, and she going to have a child. Very unusual case say the doctor. Care and attention, difficult birth, all that. And it come time for the child to be born, doctor says congratulations, Spats, I been making medical history with this very unusual operation, but sorry—mother and child is dead and you owe us nine hundred and eighty-fi’ dollars. He says. Then the undertaker send his snaky friend, don’t I want the best money can buy for the dearly departed and sure, I just say I’ll take that one, how do I know? I just know she dead. Deepest sympathy in your tragic hour, Spats, and you owe us thirteen hundred. My, yes—get it off my bones in twenty years. Melt them down and sell it. Wonder how much would they get.”
         
“When was that?” said Elmie.
“What?”
“When you was married.”
“Oh. That was nineteen thirty … one. That was.”
And one day Spats asked Elmie, “You hear from Blue Siddy?”
Elmie said, “I heard he died. Last year in Louisville, but I don’t know.” That was the way they thought of time. Maybe in ten years Elmie would be in Louisville and then he’d find out if Blue Siddy was dead or alive.
At some time Mr. Mackenzie had heard or read that the main topics of conversation among hobos were war and politics. The main topics of conversation among these three were guided by Jumbo, who evidently did not interest himself in the subject of war. In fact the only time any war came up was when Spats said that he’d been in the quartermaster corps in the First World War and got all the way to Paris. My war, thought Mr. Mackenzie, but didn’t say anything. As for current affairs, the matter of Cuba was raised only once and then dropped, nor did they tax him on the question of racial harmony except once, when it came to light that Mr. Mackenzie was or had been a lawyer, and Elmie wanted to know, “You ever defend any coloured folks?”
“Some,” he answered.
“For murder?”
“No, divorce, that kind of thing,” he said and the subject changed. He remembered Mrs. Bean’s divorce which never took place, how hard he had worked on it and how he got into trouble at the firm because he’d overspent the allowance set aside for charity cases. Then after her husband got out of jail he ran off with a fourth woman and she wanted the divorce in order to marry a different, a third, man.
         
They talked a lot about money, once asking him directly, “You got money?”
“Some, but the bank doesn’t like giving it to me.” That was true. Every time he walked in there now their faces said: now it’s here it’s ours, and we don’t want you taking our money out—you shouldn’t be trusted with it.
Once he considered giving them something. Not bequeathing anything, because they were older than he was. He asked them seriously what they would do with a lot of money, not a million dollars but, say, thirty thousand apiece. They didn’t quite know. They could only really talk with deep feeling about other people’s money.
But money was a secondary topic of conversation. The main topics came from the newspapers which Jumbo read out loud, holding the papers authoritatively in his great flipper hands with their delicate long fingers. He’d once played the piano in a speakeasy. Also, if he could be believed, he’d been affiliated with the Wobblies and been witness to the assassination of Huey Long.
“Listen here,” he’d say, and read out the items for the day, which were all of the same nature and fell into the category termed by insurance companies “Acts of God”. Earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tornadoes, avalanches, landslides, cave-ins, and similar occurrences were Jumbo’s delight. During the hurricane season he could hardly wait for the editions to come out on the streets. Then a mining disaster in West Virginia had them all in deep discussion for four days while the men were being dug out and their families listened for tappings within the rock. Mr. Mackenzie wondered if Jumbo had read about the nightclub fire in Mexico. Yes, of course he would have, naturally, opening up the paper and saying, “My, listen here, Elmie, it says here …” He thought Jumbo would have made an outstanding newspaper correspondent, in fact he was one, since he interpolated his comments into the text as he went along.
         
They fell in with each other so easily, but when he thought about it he was still surprised that they had taken to him. Jumbo entertained deep suspicions towards other people, even other tramps passing through or sleeping rough out by the railroad yards. He would not mix with them, nor with the local jobless men who could be found in the big parks or outside the post office. Once they passed a blind guitar player and Mr. Mackenzie, being reminded of the guitars in Mexico, asked, “Who’s that?”
“That’s Sam.”
“Must be bad to be blind,” Mr. Mackenzie said.
And Elmie laughed with his soft musical laugh and Jumbo with his short, deep bark said, “Oh sure enough, you know how much that Sam take in every day? Thirty bucks at least,” and he went on to describe Sam’s method of collecting: standing outside the big restaurants at lunchtime and outside the churches on Sundays, his fattest collecting day. “Sa’day night it’s goodbye dark glasses, goodbye raggedy clothes, and there’s Sam in a pinstripe suit with a rosebud, one whore on the right arm and one on the left and down to the crap game at Sally Anne’s all night long, poor Sam. It’s a hard life for some of these guitar players.” Mr. Mackenzie couldn’t decide how much of the description was true. Jumbo might have said it simply because he didn’t like the man’s style of working.
When talking about other people’s money, Jumbo was willing to forgive a millionaire a lot if he did things with style. His own method of making money had a style of its own if you knew the principles behind it. Mr. Mackenzie had been wondering where they got the money to buy liquor and food and newspapers and sometimes cigarettes. Then one day Jumbo outlined his handout system. He had other systems, too, much more complicated and refined and involving talking to people and trying to interest them in a variety of nonexistent schemes, but that was the one for the immediate amassing of small sums of money to see you through. First rule, go for a courting couple and ask the man for money. He’ll want to impress the girl and she will want to think he’s kind-hearted. Second rule, don’t ask the married man, because the wife won’t want to see him spend what she considers is money for her use, and the husband will look at you and think at least you got your freedom and you’re standing up all right so there’s no reason why you can’t work steady like him, and he won’t feel sorry for you. Third rule, learn to spot happy families.
         
“What do you mean, a happy family?” Mr. Mackenzie said.
Jumbo explained, “Happy families is where the woman wants to get you away from her children fast as she can and the man don’t want them to see him turn his face from a poor man. Happy families pays the best next to turtledoves.”
One day a stranger came into the park while Jumbo was reading the papers. He sat down and stayed there, another white man. He fidgeted with his own newspaper for a time, lit a cigarette, and said, “Nice day”, to all of them. “Half dead with loneliness” was Mr. Mackenzie’s diagnosis. No one answered him. But he was drunk as well as lonely. Mr. Mackenzie looked at the caved-in hat, the hole in the shoe, the tear at the shoulder, the bloodshot eyes. But he’s been to a barber, he thought, he still cares.
“Have a drink?” the man said, pulling a bottle from his coat pocket. They passed it around and Spats held on to it.
The man said, “My name’s Homer Conway, bankrupt in the hardware business,” and he smiled. “What’s your name, friend?” he asked Mr. Mackenzie, who was counting how many errors the man had committed: making the first move, volunteering his name, telling about his past, giving information as to why he was where he was, asking names. He didn’t answer.
         
“Oh c’mon, let’s be friendly,” he pleaded.
Elmie, in his light, chuckly voice, told off their names, “Elmie, Jumbo, Spats, Lucky Mackenzie.” He heard it clearly for the first time. Before that he’d supposed it to be a mumbling of some other word or expression but now he knew that they’d been calling him “Lucky” for the past six weeks. He wondered why and then remembered the first day when he’d brought the cigarettes and it had been a pack of Lucky Strikes.
“Let me have another shot at that too, pal, huh?” the stranger said and reached out his hand for his bottle. He began to tell all of them his life story and they listened gloomily.
“Anybody got a coffin nail?” he asked, looking at Mr. Mackenzie, who was smoking. He threw over his pack of cigarettes. “Thanks, thanks a lot, Lucky,” he said, and hastened to return them after he had lit one. Mr. Mackenzie thought: Homer, you’re in for a rough time.
Later that day when he came back from the library, the three were sitting in the park by themselves.
“Where’s the puppydog?” he asked.
“What’s that?”
“Homer Conway.”
“Him,” Jumbo said. “He didn’t belong.”
He wondered how they’d done it. Frozen him out by staring and not answering any questions, or by the direct approach: get the hell out of here, white man, this place belongs to us.
“How do you know?”
“All over him like chicken pox, hello my lifelong friend, thank you this thank you that, can I have my bottle back? He won’t be around no more. You see what he done when he got the bottle? Wiped it with his hand.”
         
“Just a reflex action, habit,” Mr. Mackenzie said.
“What I say. You got all them reflex habits, you don’t belong.”
“I think maybe he wanted to be saved.”
“Crying for it,” Jumbo said, and opened the paper to a very satisfactory account of a flash flood.
That was in the summer. Now it was the beginning of November, and when Jumbo finished reading the paper they tore it into sections and put them inside their clothes to keep out the cold. They were thinking of hitting the road again, perhaps going to Florida, although they hadn’t yet decided exactly where. They asked him if he was coming. He said he couldn’t tell, he’d have to think it over, he didn’t think he could make it but he’d tell them for sure later in the day.
The broken-windmill leaves of the tree bent back and flopped against the wall and he thought he’d have a drink. Or two, or maybe three, because the cigarettes and the coughing made his throat dry.
He had his first drink in a bar where there were travel posters on the wall. One of them showed tall palm trees and sea of a colour—he didn’t know how they ever managed to get that colour on to paper, it was so lovely. Didn’t look like the sea he knew, the treacherous sea full of biting creatures and mines and colder than the grave. Painted or printed by somebody who’d only seen it from the shore. That was the way to look at it, from the shore.
He had a second drink and thought: maybe I’m going crazy, everything I look at making me think that’s not true. What did it matter? Still, that was not the sea. More like eyes, blue eyes.
         
He walked out into the street again, coughing, and held his coat together at the throat. He passed by a laundramat and looked in through the windows. Really they were glass walls from the ceiling to the floor, and it was funny to think of the people inside like the clothes inside the machines, which you could also look into.
         
One day he had been sitting on a bench in one of the laundramats and seen a father with two small boys sitting one on each side, leaned up against him. All three were looking into the spinning machines. The place was crowded and the father was the only man there except for Mr. Mackenzie. Perhaps his wife was sick or doing the shopping or getting a divorce. Or dead? No, it wasn’t in the father’s face. That was in the summer, too, and suddenly one of the boys pointed at the machine and said, “Hey, Daddy, I got a good idea. We could get in there and go swimming.” The father didn’t laugh, he said he reckoned it would be a tight fit with all of them in there. But you could see, really, he thought it was a pretty good idea, too, and he didn’t look so tired after that.
Before he found the park, Mr. Mackenzie sometimes used to sit in the laundramats. Not for long, because he was in the way, with the women taking out the wet clothes and putting them into the dryers and trying to keep their children under control. But he liked to sit there for a while, knowing the street was there just outside and he could get out if he wanted to. He had been told to go from several laundramats. Even in the summer. But especially now in the cold weather, the supervisors kept an eye out for tramps who came in there to sit where it was warm. He’d been thrown out of this particular one at the beginning of October.
He peered through the window. He began to cough and saw spots. He walked up to the glass and put his nose against it, cold, and leaned there, looking in and not seeing the superintendent. But somehow he no longer wanted to go inside as he had while passing.
Next to him on the street stood two women, talking. They both had baby carriages with them and one held the hand of a little girl. Ap-yap-yak-ak they talked. Why did they have to shout like that? Throwing their arms around. People stare at a crazy person muttering and shouting through the streets, but what was the difference? Just that the crazy one is alone, and maybe that’s what the word meant.
         
The mother of the little girl had a bandana over her head and her hair tied around silver things underneath it; small poppy rat eyes, a long lip, and one of those noses that looks as if it’s taking offence at what the face is directed towards. He noticed that the little girl was staring at him, sour-faced, the duplicate of the other. Suddenly she stuck out her tongue at him. He had to laugh. She stuck it out even farther and made it sound.
“That’s a nice trick. Bet you learned that from your mother,” he said.
The child tugged at her mother’s stretchy pants and started to yell, tears running down her mean little face, and the mother turned around, shrieking, “What the hell are you doing to my child you filthy bum you dirty old man stinking of liquor too quick Mabel call a cop you lousy—” and so on. The child yelled louder and buried her face in the trousers, wishing it was a skirt no doubt, for he could see that really she was gloating, shaking with satisfaction and glee in spite of the tears. Then the mother pressed her child’s head to her thigh, covering its ears with her hands, shouting at him. All those old army phrases of abuse, they hadn’t changed since nineteen fourteen. He moved off.
He went to another bar, one he knew well. A daytime bar. At night it was so crowded you couldn’t sit down unless you came in early, and then it was difficult to get out, easier to stay there until you passed out.
“Where’s Selwin?” 
         
“Off sick,” the bartender told him, snuffling. “Everybody’s got it. I’m just getting over it.”
He had one drink, taking it slowly, seeing spots again and the back of his head tight at the top. He looked up at the painting, the pride of the bar. Lots of men came in to drink there because of the painting—one of the original old-style frontier bar types, a gigantic splayed nymph fully fifteen feet long and accompanied by cherubim and floral sprays. While he was looking at it a woman got up from the end of the bar and moved near him. Not right next to him, but leaving one stool in between in case he wasn’t interested.
“Got a light?” she said. He lit her cigarette and she went on, “Haven’t seen you around here before.”
“I’m here now and then. Not every day.”
“What’s your name?”
“Murphy.”
“Murphy, that’s an Irish name.”
“Russian,” he said. “They changed it from Murkevitch.”
“Oh yah, you don’t say. I never met anybody from Russian ancestry before. How about that.”
“Drink?” he said.
“Sure, thanks.”
She was a big girl, her face too. Big nose, big mouth, big eyes, big black hair. But friendly. He’d have liked to buy her lunch but then she’d want to talk. First they ask you for your life story, better than a psychiatrist. And before you get out the essentials they’re telling you theirs, lock, stock, and barrel. How then they met this really nice boy, real nice and she really loved him, oh not like that, nothing dirty like that. Getting weepy which was bad, not getting weepy which was worse and made you think of all the men who’d kicked them in the teeth and what a miserable life.
         
“My name’s Bubbles,” she said. “Guess why. For two very good reasons, that’s why.” She opened her mouth and laughed, leaning towards him so that he caught her perfume or perhaps deodorant like a brisk whiff of floor polish. Big teeth too, what they called tombstone teeth.
         
“Want a sandwich?”
“No thanks, I’m trying to keep it down.”
He wanted to go, but a silence fell and became too long for him to break.
“You live here?” she said.
“That’s right. You don’t come from around here, do you?”
“Nah, New Jersey.”
“Long way away.”
“You’re telling me.” She looked unfriendly all at once, slumping lower on the stool, thinking about New Jersey.
He finished his drink and she said, “So what’s your line, pops?”
“Import-export.”
“Gee, you don’t say. What do you import and all?”
“Import bananas, export poker chips. But I’m giving it up.”
“Why’s that?”
“Trouble with the packing crew. Bananas are all right. It’s the chips that are putting me out of business. They keep packing them upside-down.”
“Yah? Oh gee, hey, you’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”
She wanted another cigarette. After he’d lit it for her he kept looking at the flame of the match. Mexico. He couldn’t take his eyes off it.
“Hey, look out, you’re going to burn yourself. Are you okay? Let me see.”
“Fine, it’s fine. It’s just that I suddenly remembered something. I have to go.”
He hadn’t remembered anything. He simply felt a need to go back to the park. On his way there he did remember that he’d meant to return the library book still in his room, and turned back. He then remembered several other things, such as telling Bessie that he would be in for lunch.
         
He opened the door and there she was, waiting with her arms crossed.
“Hello, Bessie.”
“I got your dinner for you, Mr. Mackenzie. It’s cold. You take off your coat and come on into the kitchen. I’ll heat it up again.”
“I’m sorry, Bessie. I just forgot. I had something to eat in town.”
She set her jaw, taking a step back as he passed through the hall, and he thought: she’s smelled the whisky and she’s saying to herself sure, you had lunch all right, out of a bottle. She didn’t like him so much any more. It was mainly the liquor that made Spellman run off.
“Save it for later,” he said. “I’ll eat it tonight.”
“You sure you’ll be to home?” When he was drunk she did not call him “sir” where she could avoid it.
“I’ll remember,” he said.
Sad, she had enough troubles already. He felt a pang at seeing her liking for him go. But maybe it was just as well, maybe everyone should learn as soon as possible; about all men, black or white, and women and children too and the rest, like the way little girls learn to count the buttons on their coats to see who they are going to marry—rich man, poor man, beggarman, thief, doctor, lawyer, Indian chief—and all the others, too, the ones who are organized, businessmen, unions, insurance companies, the internal revenue, the church, the government, put them all together and find out it’s no use counting on them. Because when it happens they won’t be there or it will be happening to them too, all over the world the management locking the doors to make sure nobody gets out without paying.
“All right. You remember now, hear?” 
         
“I’ll write it down,” he said, and lurched up the stairs, holding on to the banister and coughing.
“And Dr. Hildron call up on the telephone, about that coughing,” she called after him. “He say you get right down to his office this evening. Four o’clock. You write that down, too.”
“All right,” he said, “all right,” and reached the top of the stairs, choking. He went into his room, closed the door and leaned against it, coughing with his head down and his hands up against his mouth. He felt something like a hollowness inside him and a knife going through it. The coughing stopped and he opened his eyes, all the room jumping with spots. He sat down at the table, put his head down on it, and waited until he remembered what he had come home for.
The book. It was lying in front of his face. Plutarch. He hadn’t read it, just flipped through it, catching a sentence here and there. That was the way he read everything now. He put out his hand for it. What was that on his hand, had he bumped into something? It looked like blood. How did that get there? He got up and went into the bathroom, to the basin, and washed his hands. Then seeing himself in the mirror he washed his face and rinsed out his mouth. There was blood there, too. He picked up his watch, lying next to the toothbrush. It had not been running for eight months and he had not worn it for three. He put it in his pocket, deciding to set it as soon as he saw a clock, and remembering four o’clock. Then he sat down at the table again.
He needed some paper but couldn’t find any. He found his pen and a bottle of ink and thought perhaps he would tear a sheet out at the end of the book. But they’d notice it at the library and there would be a fuss.
I must do it now, he thought, otherwise I’ll forget. And he opened the drawer where Bessie put his shirts and untacked the lining paper, a good large sheet of it. He spread it out on the table, took up his pen, and wrote a will.
         
He left something for Mitsy and something more for her child, enough money for Bessie to get a divorce and keep herself comfortably for the next five years. He went down a list of people, the names all crowding into his head at once as though he had remembered them all the time, people who had need of a small sum of money and would know exactly what to do with it. Then he left a fixed amount for flood relief, some more for disabled veterans, left the miscellaneous stocks and shares to be divided among relatives, writing down the names he knew and making provision for the ones he had forgotten or not been told of. That still left what young Bender would call a sizeable sum. He put it aside for the building of a new library, his old books to be installed in it. And then he thought of everything else in storage and started to deal with that. At the bottom he signed his name. He ought to have it done formally and witnessed, he supposed, but it was too much of a bother and he’d probably forget. Never mind, it would hold good as it was. He folded it up and put it in the pocket with his watch. Then he took up the book and went to the library.
The wind was bitter and made his walking slow. Sit in the reading-room, that was another idea, except that the place had small windows and he didn’t like the thought that he couldn’t get out if he wanted to. He had seen old people sitting in there for the warmth, but they were not tramps, all the holes in their clothes had been darned. If he sat there, probably he’d be shooed out.
It was the older woman behind the counter. He liked her better than the other one. She had grey hair and glasses and pudgy hands with normal fingernails. She took his Plutarch and he went over to the shelves. What he really wanted was a book that played to him like a tune, so that he did not feel his eyes scanning on the surface seeing nothing, or leaping from word to word making him turn the pages so quickly because he was finished with the ones that could not hold him there.
         
He stood between the walls of books and tried to concentrate. His eye was doing the same trick with the titles that it did with the pages, gliding from left to right, from right to left, noticing the colours but not really reading. He must have stood there a long time because all at once the other one was there back from her lunch hour, standing against the shelves, her arms folded, showing the ribbed shapes of whatever wire contraption she was wearing underneath.
“Something you want?” she said, raising her metal eyebrows and drumming the orange nails of one hand against her arm. She was wearing the pink sweater today. The mouse pin was there again, with its red eyes. He wondered if she had bought it herself or if someone had given it to her, if it might be a badge of something in her circle of friends, like a fraternity pin or some other token that young people wore to indicate the state of their emotions or opinions or ideals.
“Looking for a book.”
“Which one?”
He stood for a moment longer, then seized one from the shelf and said, “This one will do.” When she stamped it with the date he saw that it was a copy of Xenophon and was quite pleased. He made himself promise not to stop on the steps outside and whip through the pages. Several times before he had done that with a book and in less than two minutes had the feeling that he had read it and wanted another one. Once or twice he had gone straight back into the library to get a different one. They didn’t like that at the desk.
He put the book in his pocket and went to the park. The tree no longer suggested Mexico of its own accord, it looked like his hands, stiff, old, going numb in the cold weather. He had to will it into looking like a tropical tree. And then for a while he was with the flower beds and spice smells and the sunshine on them as they sat at their table and watched the people walk past through the green square.
         
Then he was out again, sitting on his bench with the wind blowing his hair down into his face and the others walking in through the entrance. Elmie brought a bottle and Jumbo read them an account of a disaster at sea, a ship with a burning cargo that might explode at any moment. The Captain had been told to anchor it off the coast and the nearby townspeople had complained, since should the ship blow to pieces they might be in danger. They had already been advised to keep their windows open against a possible shattering of the glass. Keep their windows open in November.
“Captain’s still on her,” Jumbo said. “Ain’t that a thing?” He stuffed the paper back inside his coat. Spats wanted to know if the Captain was really duty-bound to stay on his ship when it went down. Jumbo said yes, Elmie said he was supposed to stay on till the very last moment, but when the utmost tip started to go under he was allowed to jump off and swim away. But did they hold it against him afterwards? They talked the matter over.
When the light began to fail, Mr. Mackenzie remembered that he had to buy a stamp, and stood up.
“Coming along?” Jumbo asked.
He shook his head and said, “Can’t. When will you be going?”
“Tonight, tomorrow maybe, next week.”
They stood up also and all four walked from the park, passing the guitar player and heading towards the post office.
“I’ve got to buy a stamp,” he said and crossed the road, waving goodbye. They waved back and he thought: that’s probably the last time we’ll see each other. 
         
The post office was just about to close. He bought the stamp, came out, and remembered that he needed an envelope. He searched through his pockets and found the last month’s bill for electricity. Tearing the old stamp off, he crossed out his own name, readdressed it to Bender’s firm, and put the new stamp on it. Then he folded up the will and put it inside, tucked the flap of the envelope in to keep it there, and dropped it into the mailbox.
He stood looking at the box, thinking that there was something he had meant to remind himself of. Off in the distance, coming through the crowd of people making their way home from work, a voice called, “Repent.” It came nearer, saying, “Repent, the hour is at hand,” and Mr. Mackenzie saw a man, looking doubtless much like himself, with long hair and a beard and carrying a large cardboard sign on a stick. Written on the board was the message: Prepare to meet thy doom. The man came closer, and because Mr. Mackenzie was the only person in the crowd whose eyes were not turned away, singled him out, looking straight at him and finally coming up and standing next to him, shouting, “Re-pent, re-pent, the day is nigh, repent.”
         
“What for? I’ll be dead soon,” he said and barged away into the crowd, thinking: what does he know about repentance—no more than I do or anyone else and that’s too much knowledge to have to live with anyway. No wonder they don’t look at him, a life of repentance would be a lifetime of hell, and if they believe in all that they’ll have the opportunity to do all the repenting necessary after death.
He thought he would have a drink. He went to two or three bars and ended up in the one with the frontier nude. The megaphone system was playing conveyer-belt Dixie-land and it became very crowded so that he was squashed up against the corner, but when he had somewhere to sit down he preferred the crowd, which made it less likely that someone would speak to him. He could still see the exit, so that was all right. He got out his library book and turned over the pages, telling himself to do it slowly or else he’d have to exchange it the next day. He promised himself not to go through it all because he liked to have something to read before going to sleep.
         
The pages went by and he followed Xenophon through Persia with the ten thousand. He saw them going through their hardships, trapped in a foreign country, being shot at by the Persian archers, pursued by the enemy cavalry, uncertain as to the direction in which they were travelling. He could almost smell the dust and the sunshine and see the column moving tightly-packed for protection through the brown hills, and all the time being full of fear. He seemed to be watching with them, for raiding parties attacking in the rear, for single enemy scouts that would appear on the hilltops indicating who knew what huge forces waiting to receive them and massacre every last one of them.
Then came the cold and the snowstorm and all the men falling sick and dying, lying where they dropped in the snow, and all the heart went out of the ones who were still alive. Mr. Mackenzie began to cough.
He ordered another drink and was just taking the first sip when he heard a ticking sound. The man seated next to him had an elbow on the bar, propping his head up in the cup of his hand while he talked to his neighbour on the other side. The ticking came from his wristwatch. That was it, Mr. Mackenzie remembered, and pulled his own watch from his pocket and set it from the other watch at quarter to seven. In an hour he would get up and go home to eat the dinner he was supposed to have had at noon. Remember that, he told himself, one hour from now.
He read on. Out of the snow, into lush fields green and gold, asking directions, allying themselves with this man and that. The treachery, the betrayals, the discussions. The sea, the sea, they all shouted, and beyond the sea, home. But more treachery and more betrayals and corruption over money matters and Xenophon losing his grip, having to call meetings, saying he’d give up the command if anyone could prove he’d been at fault.
         
It was really a pretty good book, he thought. When he’d first read it, a long time ago and in Greek, he hadn’t liked it. He’d thought it wholly lacking in psychological interest, not to be compared with Thucydides or Herodotus or even Arrian, and unstylish, just plonk-plonk-plonk we did this and we did that and so-and-so said such-and-such to which Xenophon replied as follows; worse than Caesar. But now he liked it, he was even really reading parts of it and it was easy to understand, simple, only told you the important things: where they were, what was happening, where they were going, how many people were killed, what they had to eat, how many horses were left. Just the plain truth. He thought it a model book and was about to read on when he noticed how thin it was getting at the end—he was near the end and wouldn’t have anything left to read late that night. Just this one more paragraph, he told himself, and I’ll go back to the room and be there in time and Bessie will be pleased that I remembered. He finished off his drink and read.
A man stood up from the group and said he had a gripe against Xenophon because when the army was all lost in the snow, Xenophon slapped him.
That’s a nice touch, Mr. Mackenzie thought. The anonymous man throughout history. Empires fail and governments are overthrown, dark ages come and new learning springs up and there are always these men who can say with pride: I held Napoleon’s horse, General Washington hired a boat from me, I delivered a message for Lord Byron, Xenophon slapped me.
He closed the book and put it back in his pocket, looking forward to reading Xenophon’s explanation and justification of his conduct. He walked out into the street and thought he must be drunker than he had imagined, for the wind blew him against the wall and he had to put up his hands against it to keep from falling over while he coughed.
         
He was still coughing, but not badly, when he opened the door. He took off his coat and hung it on the peg in the hall. Bessie came out of the kitchen.
“You see? I remembered,” he said.
“Remembered what?”
“I said I’d come home for dinner and here I am.”
“Yes, sir,” she said. “Where was you at four o’clock?”
“Four o’clock?”
“Dr. Hildron called up here. You never been there.”
“I knew there was something else. I forgot.”
“He say he coming round tomorrow morning and you be here.” She had a spoon in her hand and shook it at him.
When he’d finished eating and put his plate on the sideboard, she came in with coffee, saw the plate, and put it back in front of him.
“The doctor says he see you last week and why don’t I feed you right. You eat that up.”
“I’m full. Don’t fuss, Bessie.”
“I do all that cooking just for you and you don’t eat half of it.”
“All right.” He ate some more, drank his coffee, took another bite, and spread around what was left to make it look smaller.
“I believe I’ll get to bed early tonight,” he said, and saw she was glad that he wouldn’t be going out. He took the book from his coat pocket, calling out a goodnight to her, and prepared for sleep. When he was ready to get into bed he noticed that she’d taken all the ashtrays out of the room. Did Hildron tell her to do that? He went into the bathroom and found a box of cough drops. The box was metal, so he tipped the contents out and brought it back and set it on the night table.
         
He smoked in bed and read the rest of the book. When he was through with it he smoked for a while longer, listening to the wind outside. Cold. It would be months before the tree in the park regained its tropical look. He thought, maybe I should go away. Everyone kept telling him that. And he had enough money to go anywhere. But somehow he didn’t want to move. He didn’t want to be where he was, either, and now that Jumbo and Elmie and Spats were moving on—he thought of the long winter, walking in the cold, not wanting to be inside any one place for too long a time, and the park having to wait for spring to bring back the allusion to Mexico.
He turned off the bedside light and lay in darkness, breathing hard and thinking about the cold.
When he woke up it was freezing. It was snowing. And someone was carrying him, walking through the snow. He wondered what could be happening. Then he opened his eyes and saw the other men, soldiers walking. They had their feet wrapped in hides and he remembered the terrible trouble they had with them because in the cold sometimes the torn soles of their feet would freeze to the leather skins and rip off pieces of their flesh. Then he saw riders and noticed the leather bags tied around the horses’ hooves to prevent them from sinking into the snow. Someone passed on horseback and said an encouraging word to the man who was carrying him. The wet snow beat into Mr. Mackenzie’s face and he closed his eyes again. He felt himself being let down to the ground on to the snow, so cold that it burned and made him open his eyes. The man who had been carrying him was doing something. Digging a grave, Mr. Mackenzie realized. That’s what he’s doing, he’s digging my grave. Another man walked to where he was lying. He heard the steps vague and swallowed in the flying snow and heard a voice, saying, “What do you think you’re doing? That man’s not dead yet. Pick him up.”
         
The one who had been carrying him said, “I don’t care if he’s dead or alive, I’m not dragging him one more step.”
Then Mr. Mackenzie heard it: the slap. And he saw Xenophon bending over him. The other man said, “Well, he’s dead now,” and Mr. Mackenzie wanted to say he wasn’t, but he couldn’t speak or move. The soldier dropped him down into the grave and piled earth over him and then heaped snow on top of that. The earth was cold but the snow felt warm, like a blanket, and he thought, they’re going to leave me behind, I must get out. He tried to move, to scrape away the earth and snow, but his hands moved so slowly. One of those terrible feelings, his wish to get out moving quickly quickly through him and his hands going so slowly. The way it sometimes happens in dreams. But this couldn’t be a dream because he could feel everything. He could feel the snow and how cold the earth was, burrowing through it.
And then he was out.
He looked around and it was spring, the snow was melting, and down in the plain the brown was turning to green. They had left him behind, thinking that he was dead. He stood up. Away to the north stretched the great plain with its fields and villages, the hills beyond, and beyond that the sea and home. From somewhere in the sky at a great distance he thought he could distinguish a voice. Oh Mr. Mackenzie, sir, what happened? Oh my Lord, Lord. Don’t move, don’t you move. I’m sending for the doctor.
         
Let me see, he thought, this is sometime around the fourth century B.C. If I can make my way north I could be at the great Library before Alexander comes to burn it down.
         
He began to walk down the slopes. No other person was in sight, and his own people must be miles away by now, marching over the hills and plains, green now and full of growing fields, impossible to catch up to. He imagined them as they must have looked disappearing over the farthest ridge at the horizon, the winter sunshine glinting on their helmets, their eyes tired, with the winter still in them. Again he thought he heard a sound that might be water or leaves rubbing against each other, seeming to be saying something like Charlie, Charlie, can you hear me? You hold this to his mouth, hold that there, we II need the ambulance.
         
But to walk, alone, all the way to the coast—it might take him years. Even if he kept his strength up, there were other dangers to consider, such as the undoubted hatred of the people through whose lands they had been marching.
The wind overhead made a wailing sound as he reached the plains, and a word came into his head: Oxygen, quick, the oxygen. A Greek word.
         
And that was the trouble. The army had marched off and left him, one lone Greek in the middle of the great Persian plains. He did not look like the people who lived there, he did not speak their language, and there was nowhere for him to hide among that enemy country lovely now with spring, that stretched away for thousands of miles into the horizon where the management had locked the doors to make sure that nobody got out without paying. 
         



    

  
    
      
         
Something To Write Home About
            

The big tourist boat was about to dock and most of the passengers were standing up on deck to watch. John and Amy Larsen sat inside on a bench in the lounge where the evening before they had listened to music and drunk wine.
“I don’t have any more postcards,” she said, and rummaged through her purse. From the outside pocket of it she took out three postcards, already written on and stamped. All were addressed to the same name and place, and at the top left-hand corner of each she had conscientiously put down the day, and the month, May, and year, 1965, as though the cards were intended to be saved for posterity.
“Don’t worry about it,” her husband said. “We can buy some more as soon as we get off.”
They had been married for eighteen months, although they did not look married. To look at, they might even have been related by blood rather than by law. They looked like students, and John Larsen was one; his wife had graduated the year before. She had majored in English, he was in his last year at business school.
Standing near them was another American couple, who were on their honeymoon. They came from New York, and, in contrast to the Larsens, looked well-dressed, sophisticated, and as though they were either not married at all or had been married for several years and were taking a break from the children and a life of suburban cocktail parties. Their name was Whitlow. And they were on their honeymoon,  all right. When the boat had put them ashore at Crete for the day, the Whitlows had had a quarrel of some kind and John and Amy had found Mrs. Whitlow alone, standing as though posed, with the sun on her shiny hair, and her tropically flowered sleeveless dress looking brand new, like a magazine ad for winter holidays in the Caribbean. She had walked forward towards them, peered this way and that into the other sightseers among the reconstructed ruins of King Minos’ palace, and recognized them.
         
“Lost your husband?” John had asked.
“Well,” she had said, “he went off in a huff, but I think maybe he’s lost now. I’ve been wandering all over the place.”
That night they had laughed about it as they drank with the Larsens. Another couple named Fischer, a New Jersey businessman and his wife, had joined them. The Fischers were already grandparents, but were throwing themselves into the spirit of things with more zest than the younger couples. They had all begun to talk about the places they had visited or would have liked to see. The Whitlows had been to Nauplia.
“Oh, we were there, too,” Amy had said. “That’s where we couldn’t get any artichokes.”
“We sat down on the terrace of the hotel restaurant, you know, facing the harbour——” John had said.
“That’s where we were, too,” Whitlow had told them.
“And two tourist buses drove up and parked. We started to order dinner and the waiter handed us the menu and said, ‘With group?’ ”
“With group?” Amy had repeated, in the voice the waiter had used.
“So we said no, not with group, and started to order.”
“And there were artichokes on the menu, which I just love.”
“We were okay till we hit the artichokes, and then it turned out that they were all for group, forty-seven darn orders of artichokes. That just about finished the place for us.”
         
“Did you notice what a funny kind of butter they had there?” Amy had asked. “It was white. It tasted just like Crisco.”
“I told you, it was some kind of margarine,” John had put in.
“Not tasting like that. I’m sure it was Crisco.”
“Did you go to the island?” Mrs. Whitlow had asked.
“Yes, we had tea there.”
“So did we, but we made a mistake about the boat. Tell them about the boat, Hank.”
“Well, when Sally and I got there, we saw this beautiful boat tied up at the landing-stage.”
“A yacht, really, but a small one——”
“And later we wanted to get out to the island, but the boat was gone. We went and looked at the sign, and it had the times of sailing on it.”
“So then——”
“Do you want to tell it?”
“Oh, go ahead.”
“So then later in the day we saw it there again and barrelled down to the jetty to get on board. My God, it was somebody’s private yacht. Nobody on board but the English mate. The real boat was a rowboat.”
“Then we got into the rowboat and this girl who was staying on the island climbed in too, and dropped a paperback she’d been carrying, and Hank handed it back to her——”
“Fanny Hill. No kidding. Sort of broke her up. She’d been reading it with the cover held back.”
         
“The rooms out there were gorgeous, weren’t they? If we’d known you could stay on it, we’d have booked in there.” 
         
“That boat was a beauty,” Whitlow had said. “Some big wheel owned it and chartered her out for the season. The mate said it was built in Holland.”
“Never mind,” Sally Whitlow had said. “One day we’ll have one.”
“Diamond-studded,” her husband had agreed, and they had shaken hands on it.
“Did you get to Delphi?” John had asked them. The Whitlows had been all through the Peloponnese and driven up to Delphi from Athens. They had really wanted to go all the way up into Macedonia too, but there was only so much time. This was the fifth and last week of their honeymoon. The Larsens had missed Delphi, which they regretted, but they had hired a car and driven through some of the Peloponnesian cities. The Fischers had seen Athens, taken a day’s excursion to Hydra and Aegina, and that had been all.
The boat they were on had stopped at Mykonos, with a side trip to Delos, and at Crete. Mrs. Fischer had liked Mykonos best.
“Well, I know it’s supposed to be a photographer’s paradise,” John had said, “but that whitewash and bougainvillea and arts and crafts just leave me cold. I think you either like Mykonos or Delos.”
“And you liked Delos,” Mrs. Fischer had said, smiling at him.
“Yes, maybe the best of all. What I’d really like to do is go back there and stay a couple of days.”
“But there isn’t any hotel.”
“Yes, there is. At that tourist pavilion, they’ve got about four rooms they can rent out. I asked them about it. Friends of ours stayed there last year.”
“They loved it,” Amy had said.
“They said that at ten o’clock the caique from Mykonos pulled in with all the sightseers who spent a few hours scrambling over everything and climbing up the hill, and when the boat pulled out again the island was covered in shoeprints and sneaker marks. Then it took about an hour, and when you looked after that, all you could see on the ground were lizard prints.”
         
“And the starlight is bright enough to see by even when the moon isn’t out,” Amy had said.
John had touched her hair and told her that they would go back there some day.
But now the boat was docking at Rhodes, and they had their luggage ready, because they were leaving the group in order to be able to spend two days on the island. Then they would fly back to Athens, and from there would take a plane home. The tour leaders had allowed them to reclaim a small part of their tickets. They had even given the Larsens the name of a good, cheap hotel they could recommend. But the Larsens would be joining the group again for lunch at the luxury hotel and might go along on the guided tour of the city in the afternoon, since that had all been paid for and couldn’t be refunded. Only the morning would be different. In the morning the other passengers were going to take buses to Lindos and then visit the monastery of Philerimos. The Larsens were to visit both places the following day when they would be able to take their time. Amy had liked the cruise, but John was beginning to tire of constantly being hustled along from one thing to the next.
The boat was almost at a standstill.
“There’s that creep again,” Sally Whitlow said to her husband.
One of the passengers, who had started off the tour standing with the German-speaking guide and had changed to standing with the English-speaking guide because of Mrs. Whitlow, shuffled into the lounge. His eyes were always on her, and he had been attempting to strike up a friendship with both the Whitlows all during the voyage. Mrs. Whitlow turned her head sharply away. Her husband glared at the man, who tried to start a conversation about what a nice day it was. Whitlow didn’t answer. The man sat down. The boat struck against something.
         
“Feels like we’ve landed,” John said.
Mrs. Whitlow stood up and walked out. Her husband followed. The German-speaking man stood up and began to walk behind them. Whitlow turned around and shoved him in the chest.
“You stay right here,” he said, and turned his back and walked off.
The Larsens went up on deck, carrying their bags. The Whitlows were leaning against the rail, and Sally Whitlow was saying, “It just makes me nervous, that’s all. You could knock him down ten times and he’d come up like a rubber ball. There’s just something missing. Really, somebody ought to lock him up, you know.”
“Oh, I think he’s harmless enough,” Whitlow said.
“For God’s sake, Hank. He’s out of his mind. He ought to be in an institution.”
The Larsens passed along the deck under the strong sunlight, and joined the line that had already formed.
“I don’t like her,” Amy said.
“She’s all right. She didn’t realize, that’s all.”
“Just the same, I don’t like her.”
“Be fair, Amy. How could she know?”
She watched the men working with the cables and preparing the way for the passengers to step ashore. Her husband looked at her: short in her skirt that was too long, and her long-sleeved blouse that she wore sloppy Joe art-major style outside the skirt. She had a small-nosed, intense face like a terrier, and her ordinary brown hair just hung to her shoulders instead of billowing out in a wave like Sally Whitlow’s hair. 
         
“You just can’t stand it about her hair,” he said.
“Well, I don’t see how it can look like that. It looks like she just came out of a hairdresser’s. But we’ve been on this boat for five days.”
“Some people don’t have to wash their hair more than once every two weeks.”
“That’s what’s so annoying. I bet it always looks like that.”
“But otherwise she’s okay?”
“I guess so.”
“You know, I like you just exactly the way you look.”
“Somebody ought to lock you up,” she said. “You ought to be in an institution.” She opened her mouth and laughed and laughed.
He set down his suitcase and took her by the arm.
“Look,” he said. “The line’s starting.”
It took them quite a while to work their way forward. When they were at last standing on the quayside, the other passengers were beginning to form up in front of the three guides. They walked past the French-speaking guide and came to the English-speaking guide, who had been nice to John about changing the tickets.
“You will know the island of Rhodes is supposed to be the island of roses,” she was saying. “Rhodos means a rose. But it is more probably truly the flower you see here, the hibiscus.” She gestured towards some beds of red hibiscus flowers.
         
“Let’s find that hotel,” he said. “Let me carry that. She said it wasn’t very far away.”
They set off towards the town. In front of them half a dozen cab drivers stood beside their Chevrolet taxis. The drivers began to call to them as they came nearer. Two rushed forward to carry the bags. Larsen lifted his head to the side and said no in Greek. He had to say it twice, and Amy said no thank you. 
         
The hotel was small, new, and looked clean, but the room was small, too. There was just room enough to stand up between the bed and the window. The shutter was down because of the sun.
“Can you ask him if there’s a shower?” Amy asked. The man who had shown them the room beckoned them out again and down the hall. There wasn’t any shower, but there was a bath. They took the room and began to unpack. They didn’t take out much, as they were only staying the two days.
“I’ll go see about the car,” John said.
“There must be a bus.”
“But it would be nicer by car. And we’ll need it tomorrow.”
“It’s your money,” she said.
He went out of the hotel, rented a car for two days, and drove it back. Amy walked out the hotel door as he was putting the key in his pocket. She had been sitting downstairs near the door, watching out for him.
They got in, and John took out the map he had been given at the garage.
“I think I’m okay, but if you see any signs that say Petaloudes, sing out. That’s us.”
         
“Does Petaloudes mean butterflies?”
         
“I don’t know. It might. It sounds like it ought to mean petals.”
“That’s because of the way they look when they fly. Like petals,” she said, and made her hands do butterfly motions.
He looked at her face. She was looking happy, and was calm enough. He started the car.
Once they got clear of the town, the roads began to wind and to climb steeply. And the island was lusciously green, unlike the art book photographs of the rest of Greece, where temples which turned out later to be made of grey, orange, or honey-coloured stone appeared stark white under annihilating sunlight and set in landscapes of sand and rock and cracked, impoverished earth.
         
“It seems to be way up in the mountains,” he said.
“I wish it were the right time of year.”
“So do I, but we can see the place, anyway. It’s nice to see a couple of places that are just pretty without all the history.”
“And maybe they’ll have postcards. Oh! Oh, John! Stop the car.”
He slammed on the brakes.
“What is it?”
“I forgot to mail my postcards.”
“Jesus H. Christ, Amy. You could have killed us.”
“I’ve got to mail them,” she said, reaching for the door handle.
He pulled her back.
“One hour isn’t going to make any difference.”
“No!” she said. She started to scream, “No, no, no! I’ve got to!”
He shook her by the shoulders and then held her head between his hands.
“Just calm down, now. Just relax. We can buy lots of postcards in a few minutes, and then we can send them all together.”
“But——”
“We can send them all together, and everything will be all right. Okay?” He kissed her on the nose three times.
“Okay?”
“Okay.”
He started the car again. Luckily they hadn’t been on a corner when she had made him stop.
They drove around more corners and the road kept banking upwards, and then suddenly there were lots of trees very close to the road. 
         
They did not speak. He kept his eyes on the road but was thinking, So, we’re not going to get out of it so easily. And the right half of his body seemed to have taken on the sensitivity of a third eye; if his wife were to make another dash at the doorhandle, or perhaps towards him, trying to get at the wheel, he would know it even though he was looking ahead through the windshield.
         
The road levelled out, went down, and then up again. The air was cooler, the coolness seeming to come from the trees. Perhaps it really did, he thought—released oxygen or something, causing a freshness around the trees. But perhaps also part of the sensation was induced by a mental reaction to the green colour. The previous spring, the university store had had a large pile of notebooks on sale, the paper of which was a peculiar green colour, and inside the cover of each notebook you could read a statement to the effect that “research had shown” green to be extremely soothing to the eyes. He had bought one and found the colour irritating, but there might be something in the idea after all.
All these things were connected: the eye, the mind, the body. Hip bone connected to the thigh bone. Yet even when the whole business was going right and healthy, it was fundamentally mysterious. Research showed, but you could dig into your past till you were blue in the face and it still wouldn’t help you to feel confident walking into a room full of strangers if that was the sort of thing that had always made you nervous. Research could probably stop you washing your hands fifty times a day, but then you’d start something else, like picking your nose. Or worrying about postcards.
They came over a ridge and began to descend into the valley.
“This is it,” he said. He guided the car up a slope and around to the right where there were three other cars parked under the trees. They could see the weathered wood railing and the steps going far up the mountainside, and the two lower ponds and the little waterfalls between. Everywhere was the sound of water.
         
“It’s pretty,” she said.
He locked up the car and took her arm. He led her past the postcard stands and made sure that he didn’t seem to be trying to distract her attention. And she didn’t notice.
They began to climb the stairway. The wood didn’t look very solid. Down below, where there were other railings around the watercourses, the wood looked yellow, like bamboo, and the water was a vivid green, even greener than the trees. Three people, slung with cameras, came down the path and passed them. It was very narrow, and John had to pull Amy back from the edge. There were more people farther up, and it looked like a long climb.
“Do butterflies need a lot of water?” she asked.
“I don’t know, Amy.”
“It’s a nice place for them, though. Think of having a place where you go to every year like this. They fly for miles and it’s the same place they’ve been coming to for generations.”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s nice.”
“I wonder why people don’t do those things. I mean, why don’t people have places they go to? Migrating and hibernating and all that. It’s very strange when you think about it. But then it’s very strange if you suddenly wonder why not.”
They climbed to the level of the third pool and looked down at the emerald circular ponds in their nests of yellow railings, with the sun dappling over everything through the leaves of the overhanging trees.
“It looks like some place in Africa,” he said. “I wonder what makes the water so green. Maybe it’s very cold.”
They stood there for a while and then she looked farther up the path. He could see that she was suddenly frightened of going up to the top. She looked back down at the water again.
         
“It makes you dizzy to look all the way down.”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s a long climb to the top, too. How are your loafers holding out?”
“Oh, they’re okay. John, did you ever think—you know, people who say there isn’t any life after death think it’s because it would be so peculiar. But it’s even more peculiar to be alive in the first place, isn’t it? So why not?”
“Well,” he said, “I don’t know. I think it’s one of those things you believe in or you don’t. I don’t believe it has much to do with thought. I mean, you’re predisposed to believe one way or the other. And I don’t think it has much to do with how you feel about the sacredness of life, if that’s what’s bothering you. Do you want to try going to the top?”
“I’m sort of tired,” she said.
“As a matter of fact, I’ve had enough of a climb, too.”
They began the descent.
“It’s being on board the boat for so long,” he said.
“But we walked all over Delos and Crete.”
“But your legs get to feel different.”
At the bottom of the path she saw the postcard stand and made a beeline for it.
“Oh!” she said, picking up one card after another. “Oh look, they’ve got pictures of all the butterflies.” She handed him a picture of a leafy tree with a brown trunk. He didn’t see any butterflies. Then he looked more closely and realised that the entire trunk of the tree was composed of hundreds of butterflies lying next to each other.
“That’s amazing,” he said.
“Aren’t they pretty? It looks like they’re just sleeping there.” She kept picking up more postcards. “Just sleeping,” she cooed. 
         
The woman behind the stand had caught the spirit of the thing and began to select better and better pictures to be looked at.
“Look at this one, John,” Amy said, and handed him a picture of a flight of pink butterflies taken against a background of dark leaves. If you squinted your eyes they looked exactly like flamingoes flying in formation.
The postcard-seller was even shorter than Amy Larsen. The top of her head only came up to Amy’s chin. She began to talk in French about the butterflies, and handed John a piece of paper which had the history of the place written on it.
“What’s she saying?”
“Wait a sec. Her French is worse than mine.” He interrupted her and asked why the butterflies chose that particular spot. It seemed a nonsensical thing to ask, but the woman answered him straight away: it was because of the trees, because of the resin in the leaves.
“Isn’t that interesting,” Amy said. Then she picked up one of the things on the tray full of keychains, paperknives, cheap unworkable ballpoint pens, and other souvenir objects.
It was a green-enamelled brass frog with red glass eyes. Its head was on a hinge and the mouth opened up into a spout. When you lifted the head, the belly of the frog became an ashtray and the bottom jaw a cigarette-rest. She clicked the head up and down several times, and then bought the frog, though neither of them smoked.
They walked back to the car. A Greek soldier passed them on their way. Two other cars had pulled in to the left of theirs, and six soldiers were standing leaning against the fenders. Amy’s hands were clenched on her postcards as they walked forward. John unlocked the car door, got in and leaned over to unlock the other door, and pulled the handle back. 
         
She sat down on the seat and left the door open. She put all her postcards up on the dashboard and set the frog beside them. John got the map out of the door pocket. He left his door open, too. Now that they were away from the coolness of the water, the heat was noticeable.
“Why are they all looking at me like that?” she said.
“Soldiers always look at girls, honey.”
“They’re looking at me like I was some kind of a freak.”
“You’re just freakishly Nordic, that’s all. Probably your hair.”
“My hair is dark.”
“Not in this country.” He opened the map. “We’ve got time to go someplace else. We could go visit this temple. That’s on the other side of town, but we’d have time.”
“Okay,” she said. She began to click the frog’s head up and down.
“Do you like my frog?”
“Sort of.”
She opened the head again and looked into the bowl of the frog’s belly.
“It’s built just like me. Slim as a lily down to my tiny waist and from there on in like a battleship. Like a kangaroo.”
“The ideal female shape,” he said, punching the map to make it fold up again. He looked to the left and saw that the soldier they had passed had returned, and three of the men were drinking out of bottles.
“Lucky I bought so many stamps,” she said, and took a ballpoint pen out of her purse.
“You cleaned them out. Would you like something to drink?”
“No, thanks.”
“I’m thirsty. I’m going to see if they’re selling soft drinks back there.”
“I’ll write my postcards.” 
         
“Okay. If they’ve got any ice cream or something like that, would you like that instead?”
“No, thanks.”
He got out and closed the car door after him, knowing that she would be crouching over her postcards, having dragged her hair over most of the left side of her face because the soldiers were looking at her. And then, of course, she really would look like a freak.
At the postcard stand the woman sold him a fizzy lemonade, opened the cap, and gave him a straw. It wasn’t very cold. He walked back to the car and drank most of it there. Beside him Amy was writing away furiously. He drank through the straw and put his right hand on the back of her neck and then squeezed her shoulders.
“It isn’t inherited, Amy,” he said.
She went on writing. He finished the lemonade and looked at the postcards she had finished, lying beside the hideous frog. The date, still complete with year, was on each, and the left-hand side crammed with minute writing. He got out of the car and looked around for a basket or some sort of container to put the bottle in, but there wasn’t one. The soldiers had stood their empties at the foot of one of the trees. He put his bottle down beside the others and went back to the car.
He waited till she had finished writing the postcard she was working on, and said, “All set?”
“I haven’t finished yet.”
He appropriated the remaining cards.
“How many have you done?”
“Wait. One, two, three—six.”
“Well, that’s quite a lot. We’ll leave the rest till we get back to the hotel. You wouldn’t want to get stuck there without any and have to go out and buy some new ones.”
“But if I finish these, I can send them off and get some more later.” 
         
“Nope. Right now we’re going to see that temple.”
He put all the written postcards into the outside pocket of her purse, leaned over her, and closed her door. She kissed him on the cheek.
He started the car and gave her a hug with his right arm.
“Better put that away,” he said. “I don’t want it to fall off.”
“It can’t break. It’s brass or something.”
“Supposing I had to put on the brakes suddenly? It could hit one of us in the eye.”
She put the frog in her purse and he backed the car out and down the slope and on to the road. He hadn’t expected the kiss and it had made up for a lot of things.
They were halfway to the town when she said, “I’ve got to go to the bathroom again.”
“Didn’t you go at the hotel?”
“Yes, but I’ve got to go again.”
“Can you wait till we get into town?”
“No.”
He looked for a field with bushes and finally found one, pulled over to the side of the road, and stopped. She bolted out the door and ran across the field, the handbag, which contained wads of Kleenex as well as everything else, clutched to her chest.
He leaned forward over the wheel and closed his eyes. A car passed on the road. He sat up again, then leaned back on the wheel, and by mistake sounded the horn. When she returned through the field, she said, “What’s the rush?”
“No rush. We’ve got plenty of time.”
“You were honking the horn.”
“Oh, I leaned up against the wheel. I didn’t mean it to hurry you.”
They drove on, back through the town, and he decided to be smart and get her to mail half the postcards so that she wouldn’t pull another stunt like the one earlier in the morning.
         
“How nice you are to remember. It just slipped my mind,” she said, ducking out of the car to put the postcards in the slot. He had made sure that she took the ones she had written on instead of the others; they were all stamped. She had bought one hundred air mail stamps in Heraklion. That wasn’t counting the stamps she had been buying for two weeks. He hadn’t even known she had brought the money with her, and then she had simply said, “Oh yes, just in case of emergencies.”
They drove through the town and he kept along the shore road. It wasn’t so far as he had thought.
“Look,” she said. “There’s a temple.”
He overshot, and parked the car off the road where he had stopped, and they walked back along the tar road. On either side of them grew flat fields full of wildflowers. They could see the tops of the orange-yellow temple columns, only three and a half of them left, the three entire ones with the epistyle on top. And when they moved into the field and then downhill, they could see some big trees in the distance over to the right, and ahead beyond the building, the ocean dancing with light.
“Oh, I like it,” she said. “It’s like the bones of a lion. Is it Apollo’s?”
“I think so, but I may be wrong. I should have brought the guidebook along.”
“Let’s just walk around,” Amy said.
They walked hand in hand, looking at the temple, the fields, the sea. A fresh, light wind blew inshore.
“That’s nice, to have a breeze,” she said. “It was hot in that valley once we got away from the water.”
“Let’s sit down.”
They walked forward into the columns and sat on a broken slab of stone. The remains of the temple looked smaller and much less grand from inside, but so did every temple he had ever seen except the Parthenon. They sat looking in the direction of the ocean. He wanted to talk to her, and realized that he couldn’t.
         
The first days in Athens had been all right. And the trip through the Peloponnese had started out all right, too. They had arrived in Corinth near lunchtime and gone through the gates. Amy had been hopping up and down with anticipation, since they could already see it: a temple islanded in a sea of yellow flowers, just like the picture on the cover of his highschool second-year Latin book. They had gone in and sat down inside the temple, and after a while had had the place to themselves. It was very hot for the time of year, he had thought. The sun had come straight down. And when they had left and come to the gate, it had been padlocked and there was nobody around. “I’ll climb over and hunt somebody out,” he had said. And she had told him no, that she was climbing over, too. And up she had gone, over the wire fence. He had been worried that she would slip and fall, and had tried to stop her, but she had gotten angry, and had gone over like a bundle of laundry, and then had been so proud of her athletic ability and laughed with pleasure. Later in the day she had had a bad headache from the sun, and he hadn’t felt so well himself, but he had thought for the first time in a long while that everything was going to be all right. They had stayed at a hotel on the beach, where they were the only couple in the whole place, and that was all right. And then in Olympia, the weather had been beautiful and there were pine trees everywhere with the wind making swooshing noises in the branches, and that had been nice. But then they had gone to Mycenae, and that was the place where he had become really worried about heatstroke. The sun kept pounding down like lead over them. She had been holding a branch of orange blossoms he had yanked off a tree from the car window. And they had walked around the ruins for about fifteen minutes, and sat down so that he could read the guidebook aloud. He had been reading for quite a while before he noticed the stupefied look on her face. “This is a terrible place,” she had said. “It makes you feel that people have been murdered here. Not just one or two people. Hundreds. Thousands. It’s monstrous and squat and barbaric and awful.” Not seriously, in an exasperated way, he’d asked, “Well, would you like to go?” And the look had left her face and she had said, “Yes, please.” Nauplia had not been a wild success, but not a disaster, either, and on the day they had gone to Epidaurus, he had felt everything take a turn for the better. They had gone to see the theatre, and she had insisted on climbing all the way up to the very last row of stone seats, where they had sat down. “Oh, what a wonderful place,” she had said. “What a wonderful place. I only wish it was the right time. To see the plays here. It wouldn’t even matter that we couldn’t understand them.” And while they were sitting there, with the enormous theatre going down, down like a huge bowl in front of them, about four busloads of Greek schoolchildren in dark blue uniforms had come running on to the stage, three teachers following along behind. They had been able to hear every separate footfall. The children had fanned out over the stage and then climbed up and seated themselves in the first five rows. And the head teacher, a man, had stood on the centre stone and given them a talk in a perfectly ordinary tone of voice, and from where they had been watching, way up in the topmost row, he and she had been able to hear every syllable as clear as a bell, although they could not understand the language. They had reached for each other without saying anything, and with her hand in his he had thought that he would never forget this, he could never forget it as long as he lived, and it would always make him feel good just to think about it. Later in the day they had gone through the museum and seen the reconstructions of how the columns had been arranged in a snail-like interior passage of one of the shrines. They walked around and around, looking at the design which changed at every point. He did not mind reconstructions unless they pretended to be the real thing; he found it very difficult to visualise what the ruins would have looked like with the inner walls and a roof on top. But these passages in the museum had the original marble capitals set on top of the columns, and they were carved with lily patterns, which had the strength and delicacy of living plants. That was what all the business of classical things was about: if once they hit that balance, the result was an impression of reality so strong that it was unearthly, and as wonderful as if they had created a breathing human being. They had both been happy that day. But then there had been the drive back to Athens and difficulty about the hotel, where the staff had read the date the wrong way around, or rather, the European way. Then the boat, where their cabin was very cramped. But still he had had the feeling that it was going to be all right.
         
If only it hadn’t been for the postcards.
“Enough?” he said, and looked at his watch. She nodded, and they started walking back to the car. As they came out on the road, they saw two little girls with bunches of flowers in their hands. When they crossed over to the car, the children smiled at them and gave them the flowers. Amy said thank you in Greek, and John said thank you, and then looked suspiciously at Amy, who was awkward with children, but not knowing more than six words of the language, seemed to feel for once that she wasn’t expected to join in any coy questions and answers, to play the “aren’t we cute” game habitual to so many children because the parents enjoy it. The only children she really felt comfortable with were somehow eccentric, like his nephew, who had given her a long stare through his thick-lensed glasses, held out his hand, and said, “Hello. This is my guinea-pig. His name is Winston. Would you like to see my train set?”
         
Still smiling, she took the flowers from him and put them together with hers. The children were friendly, but standing with their arms relaxed at their sides, so it didn’t look like a bid for money, but he was upset about the whole incident. Amy got into the car, which he had forgotten to lock, and he brought out a handful of coins from his pocket and gave one of the smallest to each of the little girls. They seemed surprised and very pleased. They clutched each other and giggled, and as he turned the car and headed it back towards town, they waved. Amy waved back, but they drove to the hotel in silence.
In their room he read out parts of the guidebook to her. She had put the flowers in one of the basin glasses, and lay flat on the bed with her arm over her eyes.
“It’s nearly time to join the group for lunch,” he said.
“With group,” she murmured. She rolled down and buttoned the sleeves of her blouse, which she had turned up on the way to the temple because only he could see her arms, and she had suddenly become self-conscious about the hair on them.
“Everybody has hair on their arms,” he had told her.
“But not like mine. Mine are like a sailor’s.”
“Well, you could take it off if it bothers you. It doesn’t bother me.”
“No, that just makes it grow thicker.”
She got up off the bed to go out to the bathroom again.
He washed his face and hands. Before they left the room he put his arms around her.
“How do you feel?”
“All right. I just don’t feel like it, that’s all.”
“Not at all?” 
         
“No. I’m sorry. I don’t know why you’re so good to me.”
“Don’t keep saying that. As long as you don’t get worried about anything, everything will be okay.”
“I hope so,” she said.
They walked to the other hotel. Three buses were parked down the street from the entrance. He looked at his watch again and they hurried through the lobby and were shown into a dining-room where only two couples were eating, and out on to a terrace with a green and white striped awning above all the tables of the group from the boat. The English-speaking guide nodded from a distance and the waiter sat them at a table where two old women were speaking French together and a German couple were eating in silence, cameras laid out at rest before them in leather cases, like a cowboy’s six-shooters in their holsters. The meal consisted of a very good moussaka and some dark green vegetables that looked like tiny parachutes. John had wine and Amy drank one glass. Afterwards they ate a fruit salad with ice cream, and were served instant coffee because so many tourists wouldn’t believe that the real Greek coffee was coffee at all. But since it was a very good hotel, the coffee was poured from a pot. The Frenchwomen took out cigarettes and blew the smoke in the direction of the Germans. The German took out a cigar.
“Want to walk around the hotel?”
“Sure,” Amy said.
They strolled back through the dining-room and into the front lobby.
“La plage?” John asked.
         
The man behind the desk called a bellboy over and spoke to him. The boy gestured towards the Larsens and began to lead them ahead down a wide carpet with palm trees in tubs against the walls. Amy looked around at the impressive surroundings. When John caught her eye, she pulled a face at him. They went down some stairs and were gestured towards two doors, the changing-rooms, one for men and one for women.
         
“Pas pour baigner, seulement pour voir,” John said in his half-forgotten French. He only really remembered enough to understand, not much to speak.
         
“Oui, ça va,” the boy said, indicating the door for women. They both walked in, and saw through the open doors ahead, the beach and the sea. There were no guests on the beach because it was mid-day, but maybe also because it was out of season. Yet everything had obviously been cared for, just the right number of deck chairs set up at the back of the promenade, the right number stacked, fresh paint on everything and the green and white striped beach umbrellas in place.
         
“What a wonderful hotel,” Amy said.
“It sure is. We’ve got to stay here some day. We should move out and stay here now.”
“No,” she said, “we can’t afford it.”
They went back out of the changing-room and up the stairs. He thanked the boy and gave him a tip, and asked where the washrooms were.
“This time I’ve got to,” he said.
“I will too, just in case. And before the mob gets off the terrace.”
They separated and he told himself that she was still thinking about it, she would never be able to forget what he had said that time about not being able to afford it.
The three buses took them to the foot of the fortifications, and they all herded forward over a bridge below which lay a dried-up watercourse filled with red hibiscus and purple bougainvillea and palm trees, and some pink flowering bushes that he didn’t know the name of. At the very bottom of the decline it looked as though crops were being grown. 
         
“I have a feeling that guide was wrong this morning,” he said. “I’m sure the flower of the island was the rose. I’m sure it was in ancient times anyway, and probably till very recently. Sounds like the kind of interesting misinformation that makes a hit just because it’s wrong.”
“I haven’t seen a rose since we got here.”
“No. It wouldn’t have been a modern rose, anyway. Just the simple kind with five petals.”
They passed under the great stone archway. Then they started up the narrow street and lost the English-speaking guide.
“I’m tired,” Amy said.
They stood to one side to let the others stream past and John looked around, but there was no place to sit down. Up the street, guides were explaining the history of the different places where the crusaders had had their headquarters.
“I’m okay,” Amy said. “I just want to get out of this place. There isn’t any room, and such a crowd. I can’t breathe.”
“Let’s cut through everybody and go on ahead.”
“Okay.”
He took her by the hand and pulled her forward. The other people were going off into the courtyards at the side and looking at the inscriptions and carvings. He dragged her by the hand till they came out ahead of the group. There was still no place to sit down. They kept walking, Amy with her head down. He saw she was in a bad mood and he was worried. They came to postcard stands and shops, but she didn’t notice. The road broadened out into a modern road but became ever steeper and there seemed no end to it. He stopped walking. She stopped, too, looking straight ahead and bad-tempered. He sighed and put his hands in his pockets, and looked back down the road and then up the slope. 
         
“There’s a camel,” he said.
“Where?”
“Hanging out in front of that store. A picture of a camel.”
“Don’t like camels much,” she said.
“He looks a little tacky, I must admit.”
A few other people from the group came up behind them and walked on ahead.
“They’re selling lemonade over there,” he said, and began to walk forward again slowly. She followed, her head down, her whole attitude mulish.
“I can’t stand that fizzy stuff they have here.”
They walked on, passing brass pans, andirons, jewellery, clothes.
“There’s another frog just like yours, only bigger.”
“As a matter of fact, I hate it. I don’t know why I bought it. Maybe because it was so ugly.”
“For God’s sake, honey, cheer up,” he said. “Don’t like this, don’t like that. You’re a real bundle of fun today, aren’t you?”
She kept her head down, lips tight together. They moved through the street and more people kept coming up behind them. Suddenly her arm shot out and went under his elbow. He took his hands out of his pockets and felt her arm wrap around his back and her hand settle at his waist, gripping him through his clothes like a small tree-living animal.
“I like you,” she muttered. “I like you all right.”
“That’s more like it.” He put his arm around her shoulder and with his free hand tried to lift her head.
“Glad to hear it,” he said. “Tell me some more. Tell me about how you like me.”
She looked up. There were tears on her face. She put her other arm around his neck. “I love you,” she said, as though she were drowning. “I love you. I love you so much sometimes it makes me want to throw up.”
         
They had stopped in the middle of the road and there was still nowhere to sit, only shops and their doorways. Her body had gone heavy in his arms as though she might sink down to the ground. He half lifted her over to the side and, still held in her arms, leaned her up against a shop window. There were clothes and beads hanging from hooks, and brass objects up on tables. He had pushed aside a hanging rack of peasant blouses to find a solid place. On each side of them was a table strewn with knick-knacks. Her hands around him started to knead at his back and she was breathing as though she would choke.
“Let’s go back to the hotel,” he said.
“I don’t think I can walk that far. Oh, what’s happening? It just came all over me—whoosh. I don’t think I can walk at all.”
He thought he knew what was happening, but it might be something else.
“Listen, Amy, are you in pain?”
“No, no. Not pain. Just feels so strange. Feels so weird. I’m burning up.”
He got a good grip on her in case she fell, and smoothed her hair and kissed her on the neck and face. She turned her head from side to side.
“Whoosh, just like that?” he said.
“Oh God, John. I feel like one of those women who can’t get to the hospital in time and have their babies in a cab.”
She was laughing, now, with the tears still on her face, and her face red, and her breath still panting. A crowd of people pushed by them up the street, the Fischers among the group.
“Okay, kids, break it up,” Mr. Fischer called over. “Just look at them, going into a clinch in the middle of the street. In the middle of the day, yet.” 
         
Mrs. Fischer made as if to come over to where they stood locked around each other, hunched against the window. She was wearing a pale blue jersey suit, carrying the jacket over her arm, and looked hot.
“Are you all right there?” she asked.
Amy turned her head. “I’m fine,” she gasped. “I’m fine. It’s just that I love him so much.”
Mr. Fischer smiled, took his wife by the arm and tugged her away.
“Now why don’t you say nice things like that to me?” he asked her.
“You get rid of that beerbelly, Superman, and you’d be surprised what I’d say to you.”
“Is that right?” he said.
John watched them going away up the street with the others, and saw Mr. Fischer make a playful lunge at his wife, and heard her voice saying, “Not my new girdle, darn it!”
“I feel so hot,” Amy said. “Don’t let go.”
“I won’t let go.”
“John, something’s happening to me.”
“You’re telling me.”
“Oh Jesus, do you think I’m going crazy?”
“Not a chance. You’re doing fine.”
“Don’t let go of me or I’ll fall over.”
“I won’t let go of you.”
“I think I’m dying,” she said. He held her as tightly as he dared, and felt her back and shoulders jump. Then she was like a sack of potatoes and he was holding all her weight. A voice said, “Are you having any trouble?”
He turned his head and found himself looking into a bespectacled woman’s face inches from his own. There was a battery of rhinestones at the top of the lenses.
“Just a private domestic argument,” he told her.
“Oh,” the woman said, and moved away. 
         
Amy took her hand from his neck and stood straight on her feet again.
“Better?” he said.
“Yes. What happened?”
“You’re kidding.”
“Is everybody looking at me?”
“Just me.”
“Everything’s all right, isn’t it?”
“It’s fine. Everything’s fine. Do you think you can walk?”
“Oh yes, I’m fine now.”
They started to walk with the other people from the boat. He kept his arm around her and looked at her face. She looked happy.
“Is that it up there by the trees, where all those people are sitting on the wall?”
“I think that’s just where we assemble. I can see the French-speaking guide.”
“I passed out, didn’t I?”
“Sort of.”
“But I feel fine now. Maybe it’s just the heat.”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “Let’s skip the museum and go back to the hotel and do it together next time.”
“Oh, it wasn’t,” she said. “I felt as though I was dying.”
He started to laugh.
“Honestly!” she said.
They reached the wall, which went up the square like a ramp. The buses were parked below, and the entrance to the next building on the tour was across the square. She sat on the wall and he stood beside her. The people around them were speaking French.
“Everything’s all right now, isn’t it?” he said. “About that other business, I mean. It’s like I told you, the doctor said it couldn’t be inherited. Not possibly.”
“Shut up about this inheriting stuff. I’ll inherit you right on the nose if you don’t quit talking about it.” 
         
“Okay, I just want you to know.”
She looked past him and yawned. “This is a nice place,” she said.
“Yes, it’s nice.”
“I like this place.”
“Good.”
“Only it’s a little hot right in the sun.”
“We can move over to the entrance there.”
He helped her down off the wall and they started to cross the square.
“Oh, John, I’ve got to go to the bathroom again.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“I mean it.”
“We’ll miss the group.”
“That doesn’t matter.” She looked from one side to the other.
“Down that other street. There’s a café.”
“All right,” he said.
She marched off quickly down the street. The café was crowded with working men sitting out at the tables. Without hesitating, she stepped through the open doorway, through the hanging plastic strips for keeping flies out, and went inside. There were a few more tables, but most of the men were standing up at the counter. They all looked at her. He felt like a man in a cartoon, his head turned away while his dog strains on the leash to get at a lamp post. She went straight up to the counter, said hello in Greek, and then asked in clear American French, “S’il vous plaît, lavatoire.” The man serving didn’t understand. She repeated it. John stepped up beside her and reeled off sotto voce all the various cognates for toilet he knew. Finally, hoping that it wasn’t an indecent gesture, he made motions of washing his hands, and that seemed to get across. The man called into the back room and a boy in an apron came out. He explained something to the boy in Greek, and Amy bustled forward and out into the back room. Then there was silence. John ordered a coffee and felt uncomfortable. Gradually people began to talk again, but not much. The coffee was very hot and sweet. He had finished it long before she came out again.
         
She was still looking happy, and did not seem to mind the fact that everyone was looking at her, although she was normally so self-conscious. She said thank you in Greek to the man behind the counter, which seemed to gain her the approval of everyone, and they left.
“I was beginning to wonder what had happened to you,” he said. “I had visions of you waking up in Rio de Janeiro, doped to the eyeballs and forced to lead the rest of your life as a white slave.”
“Ha!” she said. “It was just miles away and like a real old farm privy. I’m dying to wash my hands. They have a little garden out back there, full of flowers.”
“Did it have a half moon on it?”
“No,” she said, and laughed.
There was no one to be seen in the square. They went through the entranceway of the building across the square from the wall and couldn’t see anyone there, either. Then they found a guard and asked where the museum was. He walked back with them and pointed up the street to what looked like another part of the fortifications.
“This must be it,” John said.
“I can hear them inside.”
The guard at the door tried to sell them tickets and John pointed ahead, saying, “Group” until he let them in.
It was a small museum, cool inside, with several lovely busts and funeral reliefs and a small kneeling Aphrodite, which was famous. There was also a bust of Alexander the Great as a youth, hair down to his shoulders and the nose knocked away. John looked closely at this, liking it very much, and decided that portraits of Alexander never looked ruined if they had been damaged, because somehow you had the feeling that it had happened in battle. He was still thinking about the idea and looking from a three-quarter view at the bust, when Amy from the other side of the room announced in a loud, isolated voice, “There aren’t any postcards in here.”
         
His head went around fast, and he saw her turning from side to side and glaring. People were beginning to bunch around her as he reached her side.
“Where are the postcards?” she demanded. In an even louder voice, imperious, she called again for the postcards.
He moved her away by the arm.
“They’re outside, honey. This way,” he said. He wanted to go through the floor.
“I don’t see any at all,” she said, still loudly, but not shouting.
“Right out here. I’ll show you.”
Behind them the Germans were making comments. They passed the man of the couple who had sat at their table for lunch. He had a pair of sunglasses folded in one hand and his cameras around his neck, and was standing up like a boiled slab of meat with his eyes turned coldly on Amy. Oh God, John thought, oh God, oh God. He got her out into the hallway with the desk and its racks of postcards, and the belligerence left her immediately.
         
“Oh good,” she said, “they have lots. And pictures of the town, too.”
She started to thumb through the cards, smiling.
“I don’t want that one,” she said, lifting out a picture of the Aphrodite.
“Why not?”
“Well, I couldn’t send Mother a picture of a naked woman, could I?”
“Why not? It’s a work of art.”
“It’s a naked woman. Look. They’d never let it go through the mail.” 
         
“Sure they would, Amy. It’s a postcard.”
“Well, it isn’t right. And Mother wouldn’t like it anyway. It isn’t the kind of thing you’d want to send your mother. Specially if she’s sick.”
She put the card back, and chose seven others.
“That’s enough, now,” he said. She still looked peaceful and composed.
“Where can we sit down? I want to get them off right away.”
He led her out of the room and over near the entrance to a place where the wall jutted out into a shelf. They sat down and she put the cards beside her and opened her purse. He picked up the postcards and took away two and put them in his pocket, not in the same pocket the others were in, since she might notice. She put stamps on the five he had left her and began to write.
“Do you think she can understand all the things you’re writing?”
“Sure. The nurse can read them out.”
That hadn’t been what he had meant.
“And she can look at the pictures,” Amy said. She wrote quickly, putting the cards down one by one as she finished. He picked one up and read it through. It was perfectly lucid. Then he looked at the date at the top. He picked up the other cards. On all of them it was the same day and December, 1963; the day they were married.
“Do you mind if I just add my regards?”
“Go ahead. That would be nice.”
She was working on the fourth card and beneath her hair her face looked full of sweetness, and serene. He took his ballpoint pen out of his pocket and changed the dates on the cards, inking out the date she had written. He did the same for the last two, and quickly read through her messages. She had described every chink in the walls, every corner of the hotel they were staying at and the hotel where they had had lunch, and what they had eaten, and what they had seen, not to mention the historical parts.
         
“Well,” he said. “All we need now is a mailbox.” He kept the cards in his hand and she packed up her handbag and they stood up. When they came out into the sunlight the change of temperature was a shock. They walked hand in hand.
“I see one,” she said. “Isn’t that lucky?”
They came up to the mailbox and he said, “Do you want to put them in, or can I this time?” He didn’t want her to see the dates.
“Oh, you can.”
He pushed them in.
“Aren’t you being nice to me today?” she said, smiling up at him brilliantly. “Mailing my postcards and everything. Aren’t you nice to me.”
“My pleasure, Miss Amy,” he said.
She hugged him, and he smiled at her and hugged her back. It’s going to be all right, he was thinking. It’s got to be all right. This is Amy, her face and eyes and mouth and hair and the way she looks and all the things about herself that she thinks are ugly which I love so much, and she’s the only person who’s ever understood me and it’s just got to be all right.
         
They walked down the street with their arms around each other. They passed the café where she had had to go to the bathroom. She took his other hand in her free one and squeezed it and held on to it, and they kept walking slowly, a bit like drunks tied to each other. Her hand was much smaller than his and damp, and still clung the way a tree animal clings to a branch. He began to sweat.
“It’s hotter in the sun,” he said, and took a handkerchief from his pocket. He hugged her shoulder to him as he took away his hand.
“But it’s nice,” she said. “I like this place.” 
         
He wiped his forehead and his upper lip, and put the handkerchief back in his pocket.
“So do I,” he said.
They turned a corner and passed four more tourists coming up the street. They passed by a man selling honey and almond cakes, and turned in to a narrow street where there was shade, and saw a donkey carrying a load of sacks, and walked under a hanging wall of bougainvillea flowers. He began to sweat again. 
         



    

  
    
      
         
St. George and the Nightclub
            

After dinner we decided to have coffee in the town and to walk around for a while. It was still light outside, although the sun was gone. Dusk was just beginning to accumulate, making the distances look different. And sounds, especially footsteps, were altered and had an echo as they do early in the morning. My wife buttoned her cardigan at the neck, but didn’t put her arms in the sleeves.
We walked around the little garden plot outside the hotel and after we had gone by I remembered that I had meant to take a closer look at the statue in its centre. We passed the old graveyard where some of the tombstones were crowned by turbans and the grass was growing wild. Then we came to a place where it looked as though a new villa was about to go up.
“You don’t think it could be an excavation of some kind, do you?” she said.
“I don’t think so, but you can never tell around here. Might be.”
We turned the corner and came to the building whose function I hadn’t been able to guess. It was stucco and had arches cut into the sides, which lent it a South-of-the-border look. I still couldn’t determine whether it was the post office or the jail. In any case, no one was on duty.
We came out into view of the harbour. Two large tourist cruise boats were tied up at the quay. There were people strolling around between the beds of hibiscus flowers, and three taxicabs still parked to the side of the café, with about a dozen men standing near them and talking.
         
I stopped, and tried to figure out the view we had had from the beach that morning. If you had your back to the sea, you could look towards the harbour and see a mass of houses and other buildings. That was what we had seen when we stood up to leave the beach before lunch, and then we had watched a large schooner, white as a swan, come sailing in from the ocean towards the buildings. It had looked just as though it was going to crash into them, but as we watched, it went straight through the middle and you could see that there must be water between the houses. It was one of the most extraordinary tricks of eyesight I had ever experienced. From where we stood we had seen the white sails riding serenely forward above the rooftops. It was as if I had been on the way to my job in the middle of the city and seen a few streets off a boat sailing past the office where I worked. Just to see such a phenomenon, to have had the ability to see it, convinced me for a moment that I had participated in the workings of the supernatural. It had made me feel transported, as though I had seen into another dimension, or been granted a special freedom or a miraculous talent not normally available to mankind. But my sense of perspective had altered now, and I doubted the fact that we had been able to see the thing happen.
“What are you looking for?” my wife asked.
“I’m trying to think of where that schooner could have come in this morning.”
She pointed.
“Right over there, I’d guess.”
“But there aren’t many buildings around there. You remember how it looked? It seemed to be going through the centre of a town full of buildings.”
“Maybe it has something to do with the level we were standing on. Maybe the buildings we saw were farther away, like over there.”
         
I looked, and she looked, and then I gave it up. We went up the café steps and sat down at one of the tables outside, and ordered coffee. While we were sitting there the café began to fill up fast. The light was still good, but suddenly we saw both tourist boats leap into different shape as the party lights, strung up high over the decks lengthwise and crossways, came to life.
“Want to stay here, or walk around?” I said.
“Let’s walk.”
We set out in the only direction there was to go, back into the town. There were people wandering around everywhere, some even taking photographs in the darkening air. All the shops were still open: copperware, rugs, jewellery. They all had their doors still open and someone standing in the doorway. We turned off on to a side alley, up stone stairs and through several similar streets and didn’t seem to be getting anywhere.
“There’s a shop,” my wife pointed out to me.
“Where?”
“Up those steps, where those people are going. Listen.”
There was music coming from inside.
“I think it’s a private party.”
“No, there’s a sign. Let’s go see.”
“Do you want to buy anything?”
“No,” she said, “but we might just take a look.”
We climbed up the stairs. Two people came out of the door as we reached the top, and the rooms inside were loud with voices. There were three rooms full of rather better-quality tourist wares than we had seen so far: icons, bedspreads, blouses, records, ashtrays, cocktail trays, and so on. There was even a collection of marble eggs. The music came from a portable phonograph, and all the talk from the people who had come inside to buy and had either struck up conversation with each other or with the owner.
         
The owner was a large man in his fifties, with a moustache and the sort of beard which had had a name given to it in the nineteenth century. Most of the beard was on the chin and the moustache was cut to grow down around the sides of the mouth to meet it, but the cheeks were bare. It suited his face. Sitting down at a table in a corner of the first room was a woman who might have been his wife or a sister, or a more distant relative. She had an account book and pencil beside her on the table and a metal cash box next to them. She nodded to us as we came in.
My wife said good evening in Greek. I said it in English. The woman replied to both of us in English and Jean said, “May we just look around?”
“But of course,” the woman said, and made a graceful gesture with her hand as though she were giving us the whole house. My wife headed for the hand-printed materials in the second room, where the owner was talking to two couples. One of the couples was American, the other was English. The Americans looked married and neat and relaxed. They were both deeply tanned and grey-haired. The English people looked as though they might have been a heavy industry salesman and his secretary on an illegal expense-account holiday. She had incongruously platinum blonde shoulderlength hair held back with a scarf which was tied like an Alice-in-Wonderland headband and she made frequent use of the kind of laugh that let any man within hearing know that she would be a heavy drinker and game for propositions and got a lot of fun out of life. The man was in slacks and a sportsjacket, without a tie, and spoke with one of those English accents that’s only just off around the vowels. He had a moustache, too, but on him it seemed more a matter of habit than adornment, and didn’t do much to tone down his expression of happy lecherousness. 
         
The American woman had forgotten the name of the cruise ship she had arrived on. She asked her husband, who told her the name.
“That’s right. It’s one of the boats in the Epirotiki line. They’re quite good.”
“Epirotiki?” the Englishman exploded, slapping his thigh. “Christ, I don’t believe it! Epirotiki,” he repeated, and grabbed his girl, who broke up, hanging on to his arm.
“That’s what we thought, too,” said the American husband.
“Really,” his wife added. “It’s a real name.”
The owner began to tell them all a story about a woman who had been on a cruise with a line which had given all its boats names like Aphrodite, and Agamemnon, and Homer. Then she went on a tour to Mycenae and when the guide explained to her how Agamemnon had brought his conquering army back from Troy through the Lion Gates, she had said, “Gee, how did they get a big boat like that through such a little place?”
Then he told them a story about a woman who had been in his own shop, looking at the icons. He made a brief digression to discuss the kinds of icons he stocked, and told something of the history of the monasteries from which they came, or in some cases, from which the wood came.
My wife had wandered into the farthest room, but I stayed to admire the owner’s technique. It seemed to be wasted talent in such a small place. On the other hand, the shop looked very prosperous.
“So I was explaining to her, and she picked up one of the icons and wanted to know the date. I told her it was seventeenth century. And she said, ‘Gosh, B.C.?’ ”
The American couple laughed a lot. And the English couple joined in, but they had considered Epirotiki much funnier. I wondered if the owner changed the nationalities of the characters in these stories to fit his hearers, but on second thought I doubted it. Most good tourist blunder stories are about Americans, and American tourists always enjoy hearing them.
         
I joined my wife in the third room, and the others began to move off to see the icons. She was looking at cocktail trays.
“Well,” she said, “they’re all nice, but there are just as nice ones at home, and I don’t know how I’d ever get it back.”
“You could say it was one of your suitcases that got run over by a steamroller.”
“Yes,” she said absently, and fingered a rack of dresses all made in the style I call “hand hewn”. I went back into the second room. Three more people had arrived. One of the men was saying, “But honey, what would you do with it?” I didn’t see what the object under discussion was. I wandered on into the first room. The two couples had gone and been replaced by three white-haired Frenchwomen. The owner had changed the record on the turntable and was speaking French to the women.
I looked at the icons, which ranged in size from one big one as wide as an arm, to a few tiny ones about three inches by four. Most of them were about the size of a large book. The prices were marked in pounds, francs, and dollars as well as drachmas, and ran from three hundred and fifty dollars down to eighteen. I was looking at some of the smaller ones just larger than playing cards, when one of them caught my eye.
It was a picture of St. George slaying the dragon. The saint himself was dark brown, with lighter brown hair, and his horse was pure white. George’s expression wasn’t very interesting, but the attitude of the horse’s raised hoof and flowing mane and the posture of its head, all gave an impression of near-foolish innocence which was rather endearing. What I liked best about the picture, however, was the dragon underneath. It was shaped vaguely like an alligator, and bright green. Up above, St. George was leaning on his lance, which went straight through the dragon and out the other side, bringing with it a runnel of lovingly painted blood that ended in a pool on the ground. The dragon had his tail curled into loops and his ears laid back like a cat, and the one visible yellow-brown eye shone with a look of furious glee.
         
The owner came up behind me as I bent over the icon, and began to talk to me about all the different ones that I wasn’t looking at. I admired his technique even more. My wife joined us, and I asked what was the reason for the difference between the prices on the three small ones I had been looking at before, and he gave me a condensed history of the rarity of certain portraits. I didn’t listen very hard. My wife was trying to catch my eye.
“I like the St. George,” I said.
“Yes, yes. An English saint.”
“But the dragon is international.”
He laughed, and picked the icon up in his hand. “Yes,” he said, “it is nice,” and then he put it back on the shelf. This was not a shop where you tried to knock the price down; if you didn’t buy it, somebody else would.
“Will you take a traveller’s cheque?” I asked.
“Yes, certainly. You want to buy it?”
“Yes.”
My wife made a sort of hissing noise, and I glanced at her and smiled. She was looking fed up with me.
The woman at the table told me how to make out the cheques, and I gave her a twenty and a ten, and got the change back, eight dollars in drachmas. There was a pile of other traveller’s cheques under a spring clip attached to the side of one of the compartments of the metal box. She wrapped the icon up in pink tissue paper and put pieces of scotch tape on the corners. 
         
The owner said, “You have had dinner?”
“Yes, at our hotel.”
“There is a good nightclub, if you don’t go back yet. Music and wine, and dancing.”
He handed me a card like a calling card, with the name of the nightclub printed on one side, and a street map on the other. There were five piles of cards and a ballpoint pen on one of the shelves. One card for the shop, one for the nightclub, and the others presumably for restaurants and hotels. Before he handed it to me he had marked it with the pen.
“We are here, you see?”
“I see,” I said. “Well, fine. We might give it a try. Thank you.”
“Not at all. You will like it. Everybody goes there.”
“Does the name mean anything special?”
“It is a Turkish word. It means a—hob-goblin.” He searched with his fingers in the air for another word. “A bogey man. They are night spirits.”
I thanked him again and said good night to him and the woman at the table, and my wife was polite in saying her goodnights, but furious when we got outside.
“Don, those things are all fakes. It was probably painted last week and the varnish has just dried.”
“I know that. I just like the dragon.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake.”
“I’m not interested in whether it’s genuine or not. I think it’s worth it for the picture.”
“It’s a waste.”
“But I like the dragon. Do you want to go to this place?”
“Not specially.”
“We could just look in and see what it’s like.”
“If we ever get out of here. I’m lost.”
The night had gone dark while we were inside the shop, and there weren’t many lights. I decided that if we kept walking downhill we’d reach the harbour.
         
“There it is,” my wife said after a while. “I can see the lights on the boats.”
The lights on the tourist boats reminded me of something, but I wasn’t sure what. Not exactly of Christmas trees or of ferris wheels, but of something just as definite which I couldn’t for the moment recall.
We came out two streets to the right of the café, and looking farther to the right I saw the nightclub. The name was written out in electric lights over the door and the painted letters underneath the lights had the bulbous, curlicue shape of circus poster writing.
“Let’s have a look,” I said.
“All right.”
There was a knot of people entering as we came up. We followed them in to a sort of cloakroom and I saw that you had to buy tickets as a cover charge. The door into the club opened and the sound of the music came through, and I could see lots of people sitting at tables.
“What is it?” my wife asked.
“Just a cover charge.”
“Let’s go, then.”
“Don’t be so stingy. It looks like this is the only nightclub in town. We might as well see it, and hear some of the music.”
I paid, and we were pushed through the door. The people who had gone in ahead of us were still standing up, waiting for a table. There was a circular dancefloor in the centre of the room; it was about ten feet in diameter, raised up, and the surface looked as though it had been covered by a special material to insure against slipping. No one was dancing on it.
Looking from the doorway, the building was a reversed L-shape. The foot of the L was very broad and branched off to the left. Everyone sitting in it would be able to see the little wedge of dancefloor. About three-quarters of the way across from the door, the part of the room in the longer upright of the L was raised three feet up, and there was a white open-work fence like a stair railing across all that part of the room except for the middle passage, where there were stairs going up. The whole floor, not counting the dance circle, was bare wood and very scuffed. Two carpets ran across it like trails, one up the stairs, and one over to the left. To the right of the door, backed up against the wall, a sitting band played, and a statuesque girl was singing at a microphone.
         
We were bullied along the carpet and then halted.
“You don’t mind you sit all at one table?” the waiter asked me. He seemed to be including several other people in the request.
“We don’t mind,” I said. Two of the people turned around. It was the English couple from the shop.
“Do you mind sharing?”
“Not in the least, old chap,” he said.
The other couple were very young. The boy was saying to his girl, “I don’t think there’s a table for two.”
“Are you American?” I asked him, and he turned around. A big, beefy boy in a seersucker suit, with a light crew cut and a face full of freckles. He smiled sheepishly.
“Yeah,” he said. “What gives here, anyway?”
“They’re doubling us all up. Do you mind joining us?”
“Oh. No, we don’t mind, do we, Linda?”
The girl looked at me and gave me a come-on smile.
“We’d love to,” she said. She was small, but wearing very high heels. Her eyes opened all the way up like a doll’s so that no lid showed.
“It looks like they’ve got plenty of tables up there,” the boy said, indicating the raised part of the room behind the railings. 
         
“Reserved for a party, maybe. Or maybe the Greek navy’s arriving at midnight.”
“I’d like to see that,” the Englishwoman said. We all started to introduce ourselves. Her name was Betty and the Englishman was Graham. The waiter darted forward and began to shoo us along the carpet to the left, and sat us down at a table not far from the wall. Another waiter was hanging over us with a notepad in his hand before we had even sat down. I ordered a bottle of retsina. Graham wanted to go through the wine list. I said to the American boy, “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your names.”
“Linda Whiting,” the girl said, and then corrected herself. “Linda Butterworth.”
“Rocky Butterworth,” he said, and held out his hand. I shook it and introduced myself and my wife and Betty and Graham, whose last names I hadn’t heard distinctly.
“Honeymooners, or I miss my guess,” Graham said to them.
“Give the poor kids a chance,” I said. “Everybody and their grandmother has been asking them if they aren’t on their honeymoon.”
“They certainly have,” the girl said, and Butterworth grinned self-consciously. I told him that I didn’t think there would be much sense in ordering a cocktail unless they were really dying for one. It would be a lot better, and also cheaper, just to order a bottle of the local wine.
“I can’t bear the local wine,” Graham said.
“What I’d give for a snowball,” Betty told him.
“What do you say to some champers, old girl?”
Linda looked up. “What’s champers?” she asked.
“A spot of the old bubbly.”
“Champagne,” I said.
“Do you want some?” Butterworth asked.
“No, let’s follow Mr. Coleman’s advice,” she said, demurely flicking her doll’s eyes in my direction. 
         
My wife lit a cigarette and blew a long jet of smoke across the table. Then she looked as though she were about to smile, and murmured, “My goodness.” Butterworth started to turn around. “No, don’t look just yet,” she said.
I glanced quickly to the side and saw what she was looking at: the table to the left, up against the wall. It was like a tableau out of something by Zola. A local tart, perhaps attached to the club, was being treated to champagne by a family man out on the town. He looked very respectable and was wearing Sunday best with a stiff collar. And he was very, very drunk, but quietly so. As I watched, the waiter poured out the last of the champagne, upended the bottle in the bucket, and went for a new one. He seemed to be working for that table only. And the whore was fabulous. She was squat, well muscled but not fat, and wore a nineteen-twenties’ type of sleeveless black evening dress with glimmering black beads or sequins sewn on it. Her bushy short hair was parted in the middle and dyed a dark orange-red, and underneath it her face—low forehead, deep-set eyes and a prominent nose—had the stony, libidinous look of a gargoyle. She might have been any age from twenty-five to fifty, and she was the only clip-joint girl I had ever seen who actually drank. She was belting back her champagne as fast as the man.
Their fresh bottle of champagne arrived at the same time ours did.
“No, leave it here,” Graham ordered our waiter. Nobody was going to wrap a towel around his bottle and turn it upside down into the bucket while it was still half full.
“Chin chin,” he said.
“Cheerio,” Betty laughed.
“Christ, I hope he thinks it’ll be worth it.”
“He probably won’t be sober enough to find out,” I said.
“Always sober enough for that, old boy,” Graham said, and leered in the Butterworths’ direction. Butterworth looked into his glass as though searching for a fly. Linda asked my wife what resin was.
         
“It tastes like leather,” she said. “But it’s some kind of gum, isn’t it?”
The girl at the mike started on another song which I thought was probably Turkish. She was getting a lot of appreciation out of the two big tables to our right, where about fourteen men dressed in unpressed dark suits were drinking together. They might have been dockworkers or taxidrivers, or waiters on their time off. None of them was out of hand, but the pitch of their talk rose, and they were looking at the singer with increasing approval.
“Can you understand any of the words?” Butterworth asked me. His wife and mine were carrying on their conversation across us.
“I have a feeling this one is Turkish,” I said. “All the Greek ones have words like monos, which means alone, and then there’s another word that means pain. As far as I can figure out, they’re all about some boy standing on his girl’s doorstep and feeling out in the cold.”
         
“Would you say this was very authentic music?”
“I don’t know. They haven’t played ‘Never On Sunday’ yet, or that other one.”
“‘Zorba,’” he said.
“Just taking a guess, I’d say it’s like American and Scottish folksongs: the more off-key it sounds, the more authentic it is.”
The singer was doing a lot of sexy death-of-the-breath business around the minor notes. I took a long drink and began to feel high.
“Does it excite you?” I asked him.
“I don’t know. It just sounds so foreign to me. And a little monotonous.”
“It makes me feel excited,” I said. 
         
“Oh, don’t go there,” my wife was saying to Linda.
“I like the ones they dance to,” he said. “The faster numbers. Like balalaika stuff.”
“Yes, I like those, too.”
A waiter sped past with another bottle of champagne for the two against the wall.
“You can look now,” I told Butterworth.
He turned his head slowly, saw them, turned back and was laughing.
“Gee, is he going to be sorry in the morning,” he said. “They’re going to have to carry him out.”
Graham was making toasts to Greece, to Rhodes, to the nightclub. A man sitting at the table to our right had been included in the toasting and given a glass of champagne.
“I wonder who that is,” my wife said. Linda turned around, and I looked, too. At a table just below the raised part of the room sat a man in a white dinner jacket, a red flower in his lapel. He had his own private waiter. While we were watching, the waiter presented him with a tiny grey tiger-striped kitten.
“Oh, how cute,” Linda said. “I guess that’s the local millionaire or something.”
He was middle-aged and looked rich, healthy, civilized, and as though he were enjoying himself.
“All alone, too,” Linda said. “Do you suppose he’s waiting for somebody?”
“Maybe he’s the owner,” I said.
“Oh no, I’m sure he’s sailed here in his yacht.”
“You romantic,” I said, smiling.
“Oh yes, I sure am. I’d hate to be anything else.”
My wife was taking small, discrete sips of her wine. She wasn’t enthusiastic about retsina. The song ended, and Graham leaned over Betty.
“This chappie says the bloke’s the chief of police from one of the other islands.” 
         
“The guy with the gargoyle?”
“That’s the one. If they knew about it at home!”
“And he probably has a wife and five children at home, too,” said my wife. “I bet that’s his year’s salary. And what do they get?”
“If she knows what she’s about, she gets the milkman while he’s away,” Betty said, laughing.
Graham pinched her under the table.
“Now then, none of that,” he said.
“Not a chance,” my wife said. “In Greece they probably lock them up before they go away.”
For a moment Graham had the look of a man about to unburden himself of a story about chastity belts, but he changed his mind and took another long look at the visiting policeman and his incredible child of joy.
“What a perfect situation for blackmail,” he said. And not for the first time in the evening, I wondered what his work really was. There was something spurious about him.
“Oh look,” Linda said, “they’re going to dance.”
A man from the band had come forward, leading the singer with the dark hair. Behind them walked another woman, with auburn tinted hair. She was big, but lovely looking. Both women had the same teased-up hairstyle that fell into a curl at the base of the neck. The auburn girl wore a skin-tight bronze dress. The dark one was wearing green. A second man joined them on the dancefloor as the music began.
All four joined hands and began to dance around in a circle. Every once in a while one of the dancers, still holding hands, would crouch down and twist, first in to the centre of the circle, then out to the side, and then jump up again.
“The one in the gold dress is beautiful,” my wife said.
“My God, what a body,” Graham said. “Have you ever seen anything like it? She’s like one of those jars—what do you call it—” 
         
“Like an amphora,” I said.
“That’s it, like those wine tubs. I say, it’s solid. Isn’t she marvellous?”
“She is,” Betty agreed.
“You couldn’t dance like that, could you?”
“Why not? I’ll take you on for the challenge match.”
“That’s very sporting of you,” he grinned, and kissed her neck while she laughed.
I said to Butterworth, “Tell Linda not to clap when it’s finished. It’s considered an insult.”
He whispered to Linda. From the other side of the room where a group from the tourist boats had been seated, came rhythmic finger clicks. At the end of the dance they applauded wildly. Linda turned around and made a smug face, and said, “They don’t know any better.”
The policeman’s waiter scurried past us with another bottle and the next dance began. The men dropped out this time and left only the two girls.
“I thought Greek dances were only for men,” Butterworth said.
“I think they’re supposed to be,” I said. “But the regular crowd obviously comes for the girls.”
The policeman was so drunk that he didn’t know there was any dancing going on. He remained looking across the table at the woman. They were getting so drunk that it was almost painful to watch, although it was also funny. I was slightly tight myself. Not very, but enough to feel good.
When the dance had ended, the two girls went back down the carpet to the band. Then the man in the white evening jacket stepped forward. He was holding the kitten in his hand. The band began to play again, and he stepped up on to the dancefloor, putting the kitten on his shoulder. And with the kitten sitting there, and a lighted cigarette in his mouth, he did the slow leap and jump and handclap dance, his shoulders back, his arms loosely out to the side, and pivoting from the hip.
         
“Oh,” Linda said. “Oh, isn’t he wonderful?” She had clasped her hands together over her collarbone.
Still dancing, the man handed the kitten out to a waiter. He got a round of applause for that. Then he took the cigarette out of his mouth and stuck it into his left nostril, and danced that way. The steps became more complicated and the leap more dramatic, but the dance hadn’t changed in quality or pace. It was still a combination of casual sloppiness and iron muscular control. The other people in the club did not matter to him. I’d seldom seen anyone who could enjoy himself alone like that without actively ignoring others around him. Most people need a group or another person. This man clearly was happy without needing anyone or anything. He was dancing for the sake of the dance and for himself. I was glad we had come.
When he had finished, Linda started to applaud and caught herself just in time. My wife wanted to, too.
“That was great,” Butterworth said. We all agreed. The light-haired singer began a song in Greek. Graham and Betty had their arms around each other’s necks. The Butterworths finished their bottle. She lit a cigarette and beat him to the draw with a miniature lighter which might have been a going-away present.
“Let’s go soon, okay?” he said to her.
She blew a lot of smoke in his direction and looked straight through him.
“What for?” she said. Just like that. Then she covered up. “I’m having fun,” she said. “Aren’t you having fun? I want to see the millionaire dance again. He was terrific.”
“Sure,” he said. “Anything you like.”
He lifted his glass and as his head turned I could see the tight little smile on his face. Graham and Betty burst into laughter at some private joke. It occurred to me that of the six of us, they were having the best time, although they were so obviously not married. And they seemed to be lovers of long standing. There must have been some story to it. One of them was probably married. Perhaps they were both married to different people.
         
“What do you say, old girl,” he said.
She downed her champagne and said, “Righty-ho. Mm, that’s good.”
He signalled to the waiter and made motions of writing on paper. “Well,” he announced, “we’ll be pushing off. The little woman needs her beauty rest, you know.”
“I’m sorry we couldn’t stay and see the Greek navy arrive,” she said.
The waiter brought the check and Graham looked at it carefully. Then he put his finger on it. The waiter bent over, took out his ballpoint and changed a few numbers. Graham took out his money.
“They fiddle the bills here,” he said. “Word to the wise.”
“I know,” I said, “I could see it coming. You wouldn’t think they’d have to with the cover charge and everything.”
Graham’s change came, and he counted that, too. When he was satisfied, he stood up and hauled Betty to her feet.
“Night all,” he said. Butterworth and I stood up, and we all said goodnight.
As they left, the dark girl came out on to the dancefloor and did a solo routine between snatches of a song. She had a portable microphone around her neck and made the attached wire form part of the dance.
“I want to see the millionaire again,” Linda said.
I said, “I want to see the cop get out of here under his own steam.”
Two waiters had converged on his table, and he was laying out lots of banknotes. When they had gone, the female gargoyle snatched up her bag and stood up. The pollceman rose as though breaking to the surface from a great depth. He seemed to see the door, faced it, and moved towards us. On our side of the room all attention was focused on him. It was like watching a dying man. His face looked as paralysed as the face of a man who had had a stroke. And his body was rigid. Very slowly, with the dignity of a man in pain, he went forward. The woman let him pass, and followed along behind him. There was nothing wrong with her walk, in fact she was full of zest in spite of that fixed, gargoyle look. The two waiters walked behind her and she talked and laughed with them as the policeman manoeuvred his stiff and poisoned body all the way to the door.
         
“Well,” Butterworth said. “I guess this is one of those places where you could just sit at a table and see the whole of life.”
“It’s quite a joint,” I agreed.
We waited until the dark girl had finished her number and left the dancefloor, and the other girl had begun another song standing up by the band.
“What do you think?” my wife said.
“Had enough?”
“Yes.”
“Me too.” I waved the waiter over.
“Let’s go,” Linda said.
“Okay,” he answered, and signed to the waiter that they wanted to go, too.
“Where are you staying?” I asked him. They were staying at the hotel we were at.
“Well, we can walk back together,” I suggested. “Unless you want to wander up and see the fortifications by moonlight. There’s enough of a moon tonight.”
“I’m too tired,” Linda said.
I checked the count and took a look at Butterworth’s tally. They had charged me the wrong price and added an extra bottle to his. The waiter didn’t seem upset at having to change the numbers. I supposed that later in the evening, or the morning, nobody noticed much of anything.
         
We walked out along the quayside, and I felt better than I had for a long while. It was a beautiful balmy night and I was just the right amount drunk. Just enough to feel relaxed and lighthearted. The lights on the two tourist ships reminded me more than ever of something, but I still couldn’t remember what. As we walked, my wife and Linda fell into step together ahead of us.
“Can I ask you about something?” Butterworth said.
“Sure.”
“Something important.”
“Money?”
“No, no. Nothing like that.”
“Okay.” I called to my wife, “You two go on ahead. We’ll meet you at the hotel.”
“All right,” she said, and they kept walking.
“Do you smoke?” I asked.
“No.”
I took out a cigarette and lit it. We stood still for a while, until the women were far enough away. Then we saw them turn the corner past the café. I could hear the waves hitting up against the quay and thought I could hear them against the boats in the harbour.
“Let’s find someplace where we can sit down,” I said.
“All right,” Butterworth mumbled.
We walked past the café. All the chairs were fitted into each other and the stacks turned upside down on the tabletops so that the top chairs had their legs pointing up to the ceiling. It looked like a shop for large Chinese puzzles. Now that the tablecloths had been taken away, the tables and chairs looked worn, and centuries old.
“It’s about Linda?” I said.
“Sort of.”
“And marriage in general?” 
         
“That’s right.”
“The honeymoon’s got you both a little on edge.”
“That’s it in a nutshell.”
“Well,” I said.
“You see, I’m not sure exactly—I mean … now she’s … um.”
I didn’t look at him because I’d only just become aware of the extent of his embarrassment.
“Let’s go up here,” I said. We turned off into a side street. There was another empty place which looked as though it might be a construction site, but later I thought it might have been one of the real excavations. There was a wall next to the minute sidewalk, and a creeper growing over it. I sat on the wall and Butterworth sank heavily down next to me. There were some flowers on the vine, but no scent of flowers, just a fresh smell of leaves.
“Did you have any other girls before you got married?”
“No, that’s just it. See, I was brought up kind of strict.”
“And Linda, too?”
“Not so much, but there wasn’t anybody serious before. I mean, she never—you know.”
“She never slept with anybody either.”
“No.”
“And it isn’t working out so well?”
“No, that’s just it.”
“Have you read any books about it?”
“Not exactly. Um. You see, I was brought up kind of strict and back home—well. It was considered not right to read those kind of books, if you see what I mean.”
“I don’t mean pornography. Just a medical book, or Reproduction and Society or something like that.”
“No. Well, we had biology class in highschool, but you know. I mean, it was all about frogs and starfish and things. And that isn’t the same.”
I laughed. “No, that isn’t quite the same.” 
         
I heard him draw a deep breath. He was shaking, but not with laughter. I thought that he probably wanted to back out of the conversation, but couldn’t. It was more than embarrassment. It was all over him and around him like an emotional blanket. My own son was old enough so that I had given him the “Momma fish and Poppa fish” talk and it hadn’t worried me. I had handed out the euphemisms, knowing that all they need at that stage is to know you’re not nervous about it yourself, and to know you aren’t using foreign, secret words, and to hear that your voice is steady and see that your face is normal. I thought that if my son had been this age, it would be all right. Not that I’d have let him reach Butterworth’s age in such a state, but at least I’d know his reactions.
I realised that I was sweating, and was glad that the light was so bad where we were sitting.
“But surely you have friends who’ve talked about it,” I said.
“Oh, yes. But I tried not to listen. I mean, it starts off and then it’s all dirty jokes, and I just don’t think that’s funny.”
“Well,” I said. I was exasperated. And I was beginning to catch his inhibitions. For one appalling moment I considered plunging in at the deep end and asking him point blank whether he couldn’t get it up or couldn’t get it in.
“Can I just ask you one thing?” he gasped.
“Yes, sure.”
“Are all girls … Do they all have …”
“Have what?”
“I mean, is it usual for …”
“Come on, spit it out.”
“Are they all so hairy?” he blurted out.
“Hell, yes,” I said quickly, and gritted my teeth so that I wouldn’t laugh. “Rather nice, when you get used to it. You’ve never seen a girl without her clothes on.” 
         
“No. Just paintings and stuff.”
“And that’s different. That’s the trouble. All these things are different.”
“Exactly,” he said.
“Okay,” I told him. “I’ll give you a short description of what the average girl should look like in the natural state.”
I gave him the description, and he listened, but he was still wound up like a spring. Then I let him have a short list of steps that could be taken to get a girl into a good mood. It was fairly explicit but there was no Latin in it.
“Another thing you can try is to make her laugh.”
“Oh my God,” he said. I couldn’t see his face, but it sounded desperate. The whole shape of him in the dark looked defeated and thrown away.
“All right,” I said. “Let’s get technical.”
For about ten minutes I got technical. That seemed to cheer him up. He started to ask one or two questions. Then I got less technical, and he was asking “is that usual?” and “is that normal?”. I kept saying, “Hell, yes.” Once I made him laugh, just once. And then he sighed, and said, “Well,” and stopped, as though really nothing had been resolved. So I asked him to tell me what kind of person this girl of his was. Was she very bossy, did she have a sense of humour, was she easily frightened?
He began to tell me about her. Not much, but just enough to let me know how he felt. He was obviously very proud of her, and a bit sentimental, too. He would start to tell me about things she had said, or ways she had shown how wonderful she was, and then he would trail off. He didn’t really want to talk about her to another man. But then, he wanted other people to know that there never was such a girl. During this part of the talk he sounded much more relaxed.
“Have you two talked about it at all?” I asked him. 
         
“All the time, that’s all we do. I mean, not exactly talk about it. But, you know, arguing.”
“What I meant was, just sit down and ask each other if you’re willing to work it out.”
There was a long pause while he took this in.
“If you’ve decided you want to live together and be with each other all the time, for the rest of your lives—well, you’re grown up now, and you’ve made it legal, and you can do anything you like. You can go to a doctor or a marriage councellor or Swedish sex movies, or you can skip the physical side of it altogether for a while and just see how you get along living in one room for a month and trying to be nice to each other. As long as you’re willing to have it work, you’ll be okay. As long as you really want it to turn out right.”
“Yes, I know.” It didn’t sound completely confident.
“Okay. I’ll tell you a couple of stories.”
I’d never had such an audience. Once he said “wow” and one or two times he said, “That’s terrible”, and when I paused, “What happened then?” The stories were more or less true, although I was making them all end well, and that hadn’t always been true.
“Of course other people’s stories are never the same, but you see what I mean.”
“Listen, I want to thank you.”
“No need.”
“You don’t know what a difference it’s made. I feel a lot clearer about everything.”
“Good,” I said. I slapped him lightly on the shoulder and got to my feet.
“You’ll be okay.”
“I believe I will,” he said.
We turned the corner and came in sight of the hotel.
“It’s quite a place, isn’t it?” I said.
“It’s huge. It must have hundreds of rooms.” 
         
“I expect they cover their losses with the summer months. This is really the best time to be here.”
We passed by the round garden plot with the statue in the middle, and I saw that my wife was waiting down below in the lobby. She was sitting in one of the chairs and just preparing to stub out a cigarette. The girl must have gone straight up.
She looked in our direction when we came in, and stood up. The difference there is in a face when someone is glad to see you—not even the posture of the body is the same.
“Well, goodnight,” Butterworth said. “Goodnight,” he said to my wife, and started for the stairs.
“Do you have the key?” I asked.
“They’re in your pocket. You always do that.”
We walked slowly towards the stairs.
“Did you have a good long talk?” she said under her breath.
“Did you?”
“Did we ever.”
I looked up and saw that he had turned to the left. Our rooms were up the second flight, to the right, and then down a corridor. It was a fine hotel, one that I should have liked to stay in for a long time. And under different circumstances.
The stairs were marble, and the long carpet fixed on with stair rods had a Persian design. On every third step stood some kind of palm in a large tub. The palms went all through the corridors and must have meant a lot of work. I hadn’t seen anyone sponging the leaves, but I thought that was what you were supposed to do with potted plants. There must have been hundreds of them if the other floors were like the first two. It should have been called the Hôtel des Palmes.
         
“Well,” she said as we started up, “I hope you gave him the benefit of your vast fund of technical tips.” 
         
I ran my hand through the fronds of one of the plants. They had a pleasant feeling, not cold or sticky like many leaves, but dry and clean. When I brushed my hand across them they spread out like feathers.
We came to the top and turned right, down the passage to the next flight of stairs. I touched a few of the palm trees as we passed. I was still a bit high. I looked at her, but her mouth had gone sour.
“My God, he spends an hour necking with her and then he leaves her high and dry and says, ‘I’m happy just cuddling.’ That was never your trouble was it?”
We’re not going to get into a fight again, I thought. Not if I can help it.
“You just had to do it with everybody,” she said.
I got the keys out of my pocket. She took hers out of my hand.
“You can come in through my room,” I said. I opened the door. As soon as she stepped over the threshold she asked, “Do you want the bathroom first?”
“No, you take it.”
She opened the bathroom door. All the curtains blew out and the door on the other side of the bathroom, the one that led into her room, slammed shut with a loud, high crack like the sound that accompanies a direct hit by lightning. One of the shutters outside was banging.
“Close the window,” she called, and leaned into the door.
The rooms didn’t seem to be on a corner, but the draught couldn’t be explained in any other way unless for some reason, incomprehensible to me, two opposite air currents met just outside the windows. Even one window open in one of the rooms was enough to set the place rocking if a door to the bathroom was open. I suppose there was a certain amount of suction from the corridors outside, too. On the first afternoon, when we had come up from lunch, I had opened the bathroom door and for five minutes it had sounded like blasting exercises in a quarry.
         
On the other hand, it was exhilarating, and while I was busy closing doors and windows, I regretted having to. I’d have liked to weight down everything in the room and open up the works. It would have been like being on shipboard, or even like flying, since we were just that much above the ground.
I had no desire whatever to go to sleep. I started to pace the room, flipped through a few books, and smoked a cigarette. After a while I heard the bathroom door open and close on the other side and the water running. I gave it a few minutes and then opened the door. She was standing at the sink, brushing her teeth.
The bathroom was like a vault. Marble basin, marble bathtub like a sarcophagus but bigger, and a tiled floor. Even at mid-day it was cool.
“I’m sorry,” I lied. “I thought you were through.”
“I’ll be finished in a minute,” she said, the toothbrush still going up and down. Nobody I had ever known could whip up so much foam from toothpaste or do it so fast. Maybe those early years taking piano lessons had created the perfect wrist muscles for brushing teeth.
She rinsed out the foam and spat it into the sink and started to clear away the brush and glass and to roll the tube up from the bottom. She did it meticulously, knowing that I was watching her in her nightgown. When she had screwed it up to bursting-point, she looked up at me angrily.
“That poor girl. She doesn’t know anything about it and now she’s married to that homo for life.”
“He isn’t.”
“Of course he is. You can see it a mile away. He’s queer.”
She said it in an unpleasant way. We had several friends and a couple of relatives at home who were queer in one way or another, some in just the ordinary way, and it had never seemed to make a difference to her before. Now she was furious. She began to slap cold cream over her face.
         
“I don’t think so,” I said.
“The best thing she could do would be to get an annulment right away.”
“Is that what you advised her?”
“You bet I did. And she can do it, too. All the proof is still there.”
She finished with the cold cream and screwed the lid on.
“There,” she said.
I touched her arm with my fingers.
“Jeanie——”
“Oh, no. Not on your life. I am so very sorry, but I still do not think it should be just your nice way of ending the day with whoever happens to be handy.” She whipped around and left the bathroom through her door, saying as she closed it, “You can ring for the chambermaid.” I heard the bolt shoot home, and then nothing.
If I’d thought I stood a chance of getting it, I would have rung for the chambermaid. Poor Butterworth, I thought, if you only knew. I ought to have offered to give his wife a fatherly heart-to-heart talk for a couple of days.
I took the cap off the tube of toothpaste and squeezed some on to my toothbrush. Up and down, up and down. It’s so much easier to brush them sideways. Then I washed my face, used the toilet, and went back into my room. This time I remembered to close the door. She was always telling me that I left doors open. I had probably left the cap off the toothpaste again, and squeezed the tube in the middle, too.
I paced the room. The wind roared up against the building, clattering the shutter. It cut out the sound of the sea.
I sat on the bed and began to undo buttons. In the morning we would go down the stairs together to breakfast in that enormous dining-room where a dozen waiters stood against the wall like sentries and the sun filled the place, making the white tablecloths shine. And I would order a cheese omelette because the one I’d had that morning was one of the best omelettes I had ever tasted. It seemed a shame not to enjoy everything, everything it was possible to enjoy. But of course people can never enjoy enough, or at the right times, and certainly nobody ever learns.
         
There was a knock at my door. The wind distorted the sound so that at first I thought there was someone at the door to the hallway. I called, “Come”, and the bathroom door opened.
“I can’t find my murder mystery.”
She still hadn’t put on her bathrobe.
“I’ll have a look,” I said. “Come in and sit down.”
“No, thanks. All I want is to find the book.”
She frowned. Evidently the missing bathrobe hadn’t been deliberate. She fidgeted her hands together and apart.
“You stay there. I can look for it. Where did you put the books?” she said.
“There are some on the dresser. I don’t think it’s there. And then a pile on the windowsill right next to you.”
I got off the bed and looked over the books lying on the lace cloth on top of the big chest of drawers standing next to the wardrobe.
“Not here,” I said. She was bending over the windowsill; like the ones in the bathroom it was marble and massive. And she had her back to me. The nightgown was one of those long nylon ones made with two layers of material which make you think you can see more than you actually can, or sometimes that you can’t see as much as you imagine. They must hire sadists to design the things. Even the colour was indistinct and mysterious, a sort of creamy, bluish grey. She leaned back on one leg and held up a book. 
         
“Here it is,” she announced.
And I couldn’t resist. I stepped forward and grabbed her from behind. And then it happened so quickly: she shrieked, “Oh!” and pushed me aside, and was out through the bathroom door, slamming it behind her, and I had tripped over the rug and gone headfirst into the marble edge of the windowsill.
At first I thought that the sound of the door was the sound of my head cracking open. Then there was another slam, the other bathroom door, which she was probably bolting again.
But I was sure that my head had split open. I fell back on my knees and looked at the stone edge. The whole of my head felt hot and searing and, at the same time, frozen. I was scared of trying to touch it, to see how badly I was hurt. Then I also had the feeling that my sight had gone. I knew I was looking straight at the windowframe above the sill, but something was wrong with my eyes. Then I was sick, and for what seemed a long time I sat there looking at where I’d been sick.
I got up and turned around, and felt very strange. Maybe I was bleeding, I thought. Or something else. My left leg buckled and I staggered where I stood. Then I thought something really must be wrong and I’d better get to the wardrobe over against the wall, to look at my face. The wardrobe door had a mirror on it. So I started off. The floor went up and down. The door began to move away. Everything started to go prickly and the light changed and broke up into pinpricks, and the room made a zinging noise. The door went away, the floor went away. Then I went away, too.
When I came to, I wondered whether I might have been out for twenty-four hours. My head felt heavier and larger than I would have believed possible. First of all it felt as though someone had put a bowl over it, and secondly it was as if there was another projection of my head in a different place, about six inches in front of me, and that these two heads were joined by pain and I had to carry both of them with me.
         
“I’ve got to do something,” I said out loud. It sounded peculiar, not like my own voice.
And finally I managed to get up, clean myself up, find my wallet, put on my coat, get out of the room, lock the door and start down the hallway, holding on to things as I went.
The whole place was deserted, of course. My watch said two-twenty.
Once I almost passed out again, stumbling into one of the potted palms and bringing down two branches. At the top of the main staircase I sat down for a few minutes and then took the descent slowly, crossed the lobby, and got to the desk. There was no one in sight. I banged the little service bell.
Nobody came. I thumped the bell less politely. Still no one. I was hitting the bell for the third time, a long series of pings, when footsteps started up.
Two men came out of the back room: one small, dark bear-like man looking not very pleased, and behind him what I thought must be the bouncer. He was at least a head taller than the first man, but so unnaturally muscular that he was almost square. It was freakish. I’d never seen even a Japanese wrestler built on such a scale. I hadn’t seen him until he was actually standing behind his friend, and, looking at him I doubted that he could move. I felt a sort of pity at the sight of him, as though I were looking at a cripple whose magnificent, disproportionate torso had been caused not by his own intention but by some glandular ailment. Above the bull-like neck his face looked back at me with the absolutely placid, relaxed gaze of a baby.
“Monsieur?” the smaller man said.
         
“Fe cherche,” I panted. “I search for the hospital. A doctor, a medicine. I am bad.”
         
“Ill? Monsieur is ill?”
Oh God, I thought, they think I’m just a drunk who’s wandered in to the lobby. And my highschool French wasn’t made for this.
I fished the key out of my pocket.
“A dream malicious. An evil dream …” I wanted to say I’d had a nightmare and banged my nose against something. But I couldn’t remember the word for nightmare. The only word I could think of was one I vaguely remembered meant a mare’s nest. Then I realised that my mind had telescoped the words in English, not in French.
“A dream, monsieur?” Then he said the word which must have meant nightmare.
“Yes, yes,” I said. “In the dream, I battered——” I hit out with my arm to illustrate the nightmare battle. The bouncer looked at me with friendly interest.
“And then, when I opened the eyes—crash! And my nose, the nose …”
I’d forgotten the word for broken. All I could think of was couper, but that meant to cut.
         
“The nose,” I said, pointing to it and being careful not to touch it, “the nose is destroyed.”
“Ah?” the desk clerk said. He put his hand towards my face.
“No, no. The hospital, doctor, medicine,” I said, and repeated, “the nose is destroyed, the nose is destroyed.”
The clerk said something to his friend, who went behind the desk, got out a key, and moved out towards the front doors. He walked in an odd way, quite easily and yet slowly, so it looked as though it gave him pain, as though he really were musclebound. But perhaps it was my pain I was thinking about. And maybe he wasn’t a bouncer at all, in fact in such a respectable hotel he was probably just the other man’s brother-in-law or something, keeping him company on the night shift.
         
Suddenly I had to sit down.
“Is there a chair?”
“But certainly, monsieur,” the clerk said. He took me by the elbow and walked me over to a chair. I put my head down in my arms and he stood beside me with his hands folded in front of him. I thought that when I finally got to a doctor I’d ask him to amputate. Not the nose. The head. I just wanted to be rid of the whole thing.
The clerk started talking. His French didn’t seem at all perfect, but was certainly better than mine. He was asking me about the nightmare.
“Oh,” I said, “I dreamed of the war.”
“Ah, the war.”
After a few moments he said, “But, monsieur is too young to have served in the war, is that not so?”
“C’était une autre guerre,” I said. That was a different war. “Not here.” I made another hand signal, indicating far countries, and miraculously came up with the word outre-mer. “Overseas. Far, far. In Korea.”
         
“Comment?”
         
“The war against the Koreans.”
There was a silence. He hadn’t understood. He didn’t believe it.
“The war,” I said, trying to give a near substitute, “against the Chinese.”
“Ah,” he said. “The Chinese. But yes, that is formidable.”
“Yes, formidable,” I told him, and I think he said something about that being enough to give anyone nightmares. I wondered if I ought to explain that I hadn’t seen much active service and was in Tokyo and Hawaii a lot of the time, but the complexities of the French would have been too much for me, aside from the two heads, one like a bucket and the other one throbbing out in front of me.
         
After a while I heard a car pull up outside. The night clerk helped me to my feet, saying something sympathetic and patting me lightly on the back, and he and his friend both got me into the taxi outside. We drove off straight away.
“A l’hôpital?” I asked, and the driver said, “Oui, oui,” and added a lot in Greek, or perhaps it was Italian. I was too exhausted to know.
         
It was a short drive and we pulled up by a building that looked like the goods depot back home. Not a soul around. Everything looked the vague almost-colour of moonlight, which makes your eyes strain after things and wonder what colour they would be in daylight. The taxi driver hammered on a door until a light went on and someone came to open up. Then he explained the situation in Greek.
I thanked the driver, paid him, and tried to make him understand that he was to wait. But it was too difficult, and both men waved hands at me, telling me to forget whatever was bothering me and go inside.
There were one or two bare lightbulbs in the hallway, and several turnings. I tripped over a stepladder as we came around a corner. The next corridor had just been painted cream-colour and there was paint-spotted canvas down on the floor. I couldn’t smell paint, but it must have been in the air, because though normally I like the smell of paint, I wanted to throw up again.
“The physician,” the doorkeeper said, opened a door for me, and continued on down the hall. A thin, neat man with a goatee walked towards me, shook my hand, and took me into the room. He sat me down on a chair and himself on another. I pointed to my head and told him that the nose was destroyed.
“Ici?” he said, and before I knew what he had in mind, grabbed my nose in his fingers. I fell backwards in the chair and screamed.
         
The next I saw of him, he was washing his hands in a basin across the room, a different room, and I was lying on a couch, with a sort of mask across my face and over my nose.
He gave me a bottle of pills and spent about ten minutes filling out forms, and I paid him on the spot and asked how long the splints and bandages had to stay on. Then he wrote an extremely beautiful letter of explanation which, apparently, I would be able to present to a doctor in Athens. It looked just like the left-hand side of the Loeb Classics and I was fascinated by the speed with which it was done. He put it in an envelope, which I was to keep, and then he gave me change and settled the costs. It seemed quite reasonable.
Going back in the taxi to the hotel I couldn’t believe it was the same night. I didn’t take the trouble to look at my watch. No time shown on it could match my impression of how late it was. To look at it would have given me the feeling of being cheated by reality, which I had had when I looked in the wardrobe mirror and did not see my head gaping open in front of me.
The desk clerk and his bouncer friend were full of admiration for my changed appearance. I tried to look happy about it, too, and said thank you to them, and made my way up the stairs.
The first flight was all right. The second flight was like the ascent of the Matterhorn. My eyes were beginning to get shell-shock from looking at so many palm trees and so many Persian patterns on the rug. But coming into the lighted, empty room was the worst of all.
I took off my jacket, and remembering by the weight of it that the icon was still in the pocket, took it out and unwrapped it and stood it up against the window on the ledge, like a wayside crucifix where an accident has taken place. So much for a patron saint, I thought. Then I went into the bathroom and got something to clean up the floor. It hurt to bend down.
         
I slept on top of the bed in my shirt and pants, not even bothering to take off my socks. I slept and woke and slept and woke again.
One month to see if the pieces could be put back together again. And then if not, back to the court. “The expense!” she had said. But what did it matter? If it was going to be final, everything would be ruined anyhow. And afterwards the lawyers, and the price of two households, and when would either of us afford a vacation again?
This is the end of the line, I thought. I remembered Butterworth and thought how little he knew of what was in store for him, for both of them if things worked out. They hadn’t come to the stage of having children, worrying about money, schools, false friends, being thirty with nothing to show for it except the feeling that you would soon be forty. And then you’re forty and still nothing to show for it. But that hadn’t happened to me either yet, not quite. Would it happen to them? Eleven years falling into the machinery and being caught in it with all the wheels going around and tearing you to pieces, and then one day instead of being rescued, the factory suddenly closes down. There you still are, caught in a monster machine, but all motion has gone out of it.
In the morning she knocked at the door. “Are you there?” she called.
No, I’m somewhere else.
She knocked again.
I answered, “Yes.” The sound went clanging through my head, the voice totally different. She opened the door.
“It’s still all dark in here,” she said. Then she noticed that I was lying on top of the bed with my clothes still on. She came closer.
         
“What’s happened? What’s that thing on your face?”
“You broke my nose,” I said.
“I what?”
“Last night. You pushed me away and sort of lashed at me with your arm. I fell right into that stone thing. The edge of the shelf there, under the window.”
“What?” she said again. I had been mumbling because it hurt less. She came to the bed and I repeated the story.
“Oh,” she said. “Do you want to come down to breakfast?”
“No, I’ll stay here.”
“I can get room service to bring it up.”
“I don’t want anything. You go on down.”
“All right,” she said. “Did the hotel doctor do that?”
“No, the hospital.”
“What hospital?”
“I don’t know. The city hospital.”
“When?”
“I don’t know. Two-thirty in the morning or something.”
“Why didn’t you wake me up?”
“What for?” I said. I might have asked, “Would you have answered the door?” but that was her tactic, she always won at that one. My eyes were not seeing very well. From her voice I could tell, though, that she was upset and a bit at a loss with the situation.
“Well,” she said. “I’ll see you later, then.”
Later she came up. She hadn’t taken very long over breakfast. I heard her go through her own room from outside, and after a few minutes she came in to mine and opened one of the shutters. The light made me feel worse, but I was too tired to complain. Then she opened the rest, and opened one of the windows. 
         
“They were worried about you at the desk,” she said.
“Which one was there?”
“King Umberto’s uncle. You know.”
“I guess the night staff must have told him.”
“I didn’t see our honeymooners. Maybe they’ve checked out.”
“Maybe they’re having breakfast in bed.” I hoped so.
“I doubt it,” she said. “Not with his problems.”
“He’ll be okay.”
“If he finds the right man, maybe. At least he could have thought about it before getting married to a normal girl.”
“Have a heart, Jeanie.”
“Oh I do, I do. For her, though. Not for him.”
“For both of them. Poor kids. After all, you and I were lucky that way.”
“Really?” she said softly. “We were lucky, were we?”
“Hell, yes. The first time, I had somebody who knew what was going on. And so did you. Imagine what it would be like if neither one of you knew what the hell was supposed to happen.”
“I think it would be nice that way.”
“Jesus, it would be a nightmare. It would be hell on wheels.”
“I don’t think so at all.”
“Of course you do.”
All at once I wished I had been more of a help to Butterworth. Remembering our talk now, it seemed one of the saddest things I had known. I thought about them both caged up in their room together, each one expecting so much from the other and knowing that a lot was expected in return. They wouldn’t know exactly what you were supposed to feel, or whether what was happening meant it was going all right or all wrong. Then they’d get embarrassed and blame themselves, and blame the other person. And the next time it’s worse. How long would it go on like that? Would they see a doctor? If it had been two years ago, I might have helped him. Something had changed during our talk, and I knew that he had been relieved, so I’d helped at least that much, but he needed a lot more than what I’d given. Maybe if my reactions hadn’t been in the way, I could have straightened him out. And maybe not. Probably not. When people break down that way it really takes someone else’s lifetime to change it. The thing is so simple that only someone’s patience or understanding or personality handed over as though forever, is enough. If he had lied to her, then of course they could have broken up and found other people. But he hadn’t lied, at least I didn’t think so. It was just ignorance with both of them, and they were both stuck with it.
         
“I think it would be wonderful like that—both discovering each other for the first time. If you really loved each other it would just come naturally.”
“Just sort of spontaneous combustion?”
“You know what I mean. You don’t have to be so sneery about it.”
“And he said he was brought up strictly, too. Maybe one of those hellfire churches lurking in the background. Telling him he’d go blind if he touched himself, and all that. Stay out once after midnight, and they take your name out of the family Bible.”
“Oh, that’s his trouble—strict, pious upbringing?”
“And being nervous. And a touch of the John Ruskins.”
“What’s that?”
“He’d never seen a girl naked before. Didn’t know about pubic hair. It was sort of a surprise.”
“What?” she said, and suddenly began to laugh. I hadn’t heard her laugh for months.
“You can’t mean it.”
“Well, how would he know? He isn’t the kind to go flipping through medical dictionaries, and I don’t suppose it was in his school curriculum. No sisters or cousins, I guess, or if he’s got any they’re as buttoned up as he is.”
         
“But he would have seen pictures.”
“Haven’t you noticed? It’s always covered up in the pictures.”
“No, paintings and statues.”
“Go on.”
“You’re right. I never thought about it. Only the men. I wonder why.”
“Because it’s so sinful and exciting.”
“Maybe because——”
“Like you in your nightgown,” I said.
She stopped talking. It almost seemed as though she had stopped breathing. I wished I hadn’t said anything. Her self-consciousness and my head; the whole room was full of pain.
“I’ll be all right here if you want to go down to the beach or something,” I said.
“Yes, I might do that. I’m sorry about your nose, Don. How do you feel?”
“Like the man in the iron mask.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to ask them to send you up some breakfast?”
“Well, some coffee, maybe.”
“All right.”
She went through the bathroom and into her own room. I closed my eyes, and heard her soon afterwards locking her door out in the hall and tiptoeing past mine on her way to the stairs.
About half an hour later a boy came up with a tray for me. I fumbled in my pockets for change and then couldn’t decide which was the right coin. I shrugged and held out my hands for him to choose one. He took one only, and I thought that out of politeness he hadn’t taken much. I made him choose a second coin.
         
It was terrible to sit up. It was almost as bad lying down. It even hurt to swallow. I went into the bathroom and took two of the doctor’s pills. When I got back into my room I thought I heard my wife opening her door. Then the bathroom door opened and three doors slammed, one after the other. From the neck up I died and died and died.
It was the maid, come to clean out the rooms. She gave a little gasp when she saw me, and I moved to the table and chair and explained in what sounded like French, not to mind me.
She remade the bed, quickly dusted the top of the dresser and the front of the drawers, ran a cloth over the wardrobe mirror, and went back into the bathroom to do a more thorough job in there.
The pills started to work. I began to float. I finished the coffee and lay down on the bed and looked through the window at the sky.
I slept. When I woke up, I heard someone walking quietly down the hallway as if trying not to make too much noise. Then I heard the key at my wife’s door. I sat up, and realised that I felt better.
Then the bathroom door on the far side closed like a gunshot. I heard her in the bathroom, swearing, and shutting a window. Then she came through into my room, closing the door gently behind her.
“How do you feel?” she said. She had some postcards and a book in her hand. She was looking worried.
“All right.”
“Your eyes look terrible.”
“I know. It must have been the impact when I hit. It forced the blood up. Did you go down to the beach?”
“For a while. I walked around the town a bit. Do you really feel all right?” 
         
“Yes. I took some pills. They made me feel wonderful for about an hour. It’s probably something pretty strong.” I thought it might be morphine. I had never been given morphine before. I’d thought it had gone out with the First World War. But from the effect it had, my money was on morphine if that was what it was. I wondered what would happen if I took the whole bottle full. Perhaps I’d float straight out the window. Out and away, like that white schooner coming in to the harbour.
She looked at her watch.
“Do you want to come down for lunch?”
“All right,” I said, and got up. “The light hurts my eyes. I think I’ll wear my sunglasses.” I got out the glasses and tried them on, standing in front of the mirror. They wouldn’t sit straight because of the mask.
“Do you have any adhesive tape in that emergency kit?” I asked. “And for Christ’s sake watch out for the door.”
She came back with the tape and I managed to stick the glasses on.
“Now I look like Claude Rains in that movie,” I said. “Maybe underneath I’ve disappeared.”
“Oh please, Don,” she said. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I didn’t know. How could I know?”
“Let’s go.”
“Let me get my postcards. I need some stamps.”
There were three other tables occupied in the dining-room. I shook my head as the waiter started to lead on to the table we usually had, and explained that we didn’t want to sit in the light. He gave us a table nearer the door and about twelve feet away from an old gentleman with a large pepper-and-salt moustache, who looked as though he’d been left over from the British Raj. We had flowers on the table again. Every day there were fresh ones and every table, even the empty ones, had them. It really was a marvellous hotel. 
         
“Wine?” I said.
“I will if you will.”
“I’d like to, and I need it, but I think my head would come right off if I did.”
“Then I won’t.”
“How about something beforehand?”
“All right.”
I ordered for us, and looked around the place. The room was as pretty and open as a ballroom. At the far end the windows were all French windows that opened out on to a terrace. There was a double curtain like a theatre curtain for that whole side of the room. At noon they drew both sides nearly together. Some of the other curtains too had been drawn against the sun, but where it came in, it fell on the white tablecloths and silver, and made the bright water in the flower vases sparkle and flash.
“Are those for the kids?” I said, touching the postcards.
“Yes.”
“Can I add a note?”
“You can send them some others. I’ll show you which pictures I’ve got, so we won’t duplicate any.”
“That wasn’t what I meant.”
“Don’t you think it would be getting their hopes up? Bobby knows. I practically told him.”
“You didn’t actually tell him the word divorce, did you?”
“No, I said something about how you’d be working away for a while, like last year, and we wouldn’t see so much of you. But he has friends at school whose parents are divorced. He knows, I’m sure of it.”
She started to touch the flowers in the vase. She loved flowers. She probably even knew the name, though all I could see was that they were pinkish and like sweet peas.
“It isn’t complete custody,” she said.
“I know. Weekends and vacations. It would break my heart. It would be better never to see them again at all. If I thought I had the strength, that’s what I’d do.”
         
“Let’s not talk about it.”
She looked up and away from me, towards the door. The waiter came up with our food and she remained looking off, like a giraffe scenting the air, in the way that meant she was trying not to cry.
There are so many different attitudes, like different lives, in a face and in a body. So many lines and forms, so many strengths and weaknesses. The expression of health, of nervousness, even the expression of truth, are things you can look at. How long it takes to know them all. And you never do, not completely. A body or face is never the same even in a single day. And the mind, that’s even more difficult.
“If only you hadn’t looked at the photographs,” I said. “That’s what did it.”
“Talk about pubic hair,” she snapped.
Quickly I put a finger to my mouth and said, “Shh.”
She went red and looked over her shoulder. The British Raj saw her and also went red. He hadn’t heard, but now he was suddenly aware of us.
“Oh, my God,” she mumbled, and started to stab her fork at her food.
I began to eat, too. When I swallowed, it hurt in my ears.
“If we gave it a try——”
“How much would you try?”
“As much as I always have.”
“You mean, it would be the same as it was before.”
“And it would have been all right if it hadn’t been for all our wonderful friends.”
“At least they told me the truth.”
“And how they enjoyed telling you the truth, and then telling you that I was the one who was hurting you.” 
         
She put down her fork.
“But you’d resent it if I did it, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course. But it wouldn’t be the same.”
“It’s never the same for a woman—are you going to give me that?”
“What I meant was that if you did, you’re such a stickler for propriety, you’d marry him. You’d drop me like a hot potato.”
“Would it be better to have somebody on the sly every afternoon for years?”
She started to eat again.
“You probably wouldn’t even have minded,” she said, biting vigorously.
“Of course I would have. You’re my wife.”
“What does that mean?”
“I mean you’re my wife. Look, I’ve been in a lot of different places—waiting at bus stops, in airports, been out to parties. I’ve eaten meals in restaurants and had drinks at bars, been to people’s houses, been in people’s rooms. But if somebody asks me where I live, I don’t say in a bus stop or on the eight-ten or in a bar, or in a strange room. That isn’t where I live. Don’t you understand? You’re my wife. Christ, I’m tired.”
“So am I,” she said, spacing the words.
“Do you want coffee?”
“No, thanks.”
I looked for the waiter.
“He’s in back of you by the doorway,” she said. “About five of them have been standing there for the past few minutes.”
I turned around and saw the group of waiters standing there trying not to appear too curious about something that was going on in the lobby. I looked, too. Just before our waiter broke away and came towards us, I saw uniforms come in through the lobby and go in the direction of the stairs with a man I’d never seen before, who might have been the manager.
         
“It’s the cops,” I said.
When we reached the lobby, they had gone.
“I think I’ll take a stroll around for a couple of minutes,” I said.
“I’ll go on up.”
“See you later,” I said, and watched her go up the stairway. Then I went to the desk. The clerk we called King Umberto was there. I asked him for stamps, which he produced from a drawer under the desk. Then I said, “The police are here?” and his English vanished. I had a bad feeling about it. I said, “Would you tell me the room number of a Mr. Butterworth?”
“Butterworth?” He looked behind him at the board full of keys and said, “I am sorry, monsieur Butterworth is not in his room. He has taken the key.”
“What’s the number?”
He had to look at the board again. For a Greek, he wasn’t a very good liar. For a hotel clerk, he was an even worse one.
“Four-one-eight,” he said, still looking imperturbable. “Monsieur is a friend of monsieur Butterworth?”
“My wife and I met them last night.”
He counted up the stamps and told me the amount. I put them in my wallet.
“I believe,” he said, “an English monsieur has lost his passport. The maid looks, but he asks the police to look.”
“I see,” I said.
I walked outside into the sunlight, and kept to the shady side of the street. There was very little shade except directly under the trees, because of the time of day. I walked all around the side of the hotel, crossed the street, and moved over to the back entrance where the police car was parked. I waited, wishing that I could smoke, or even sit down. Fifteen minutes later they came out with Butterworth.
         
“Rocky,” I said, and he turned his head. He didn’t know me with all the bandages. I went up to him. “It’s Don,” I said. “Coleman.”
“Oh, hello, Sir,” he said. “What’s happened to you?”
“Broke my nose. What’s happened to you?”
“It’s Linda. She’s in a coma or something, but they won’t call a doctor. I don’t understand it.”
The man who looked like a manager came and took me by the elbow and pulled me back. Another man, in a business suit and carrying a doctor’s bag, took Butterworth in tow and steered him over to the car. He didn’t look back. They got in to the back seat with a policeman, and the two other policemen got into the front and closed the doors. Suddenly Butterworth leaned over and started to rap on the window. He was looking at me.
“Just a minute,” I told the man holding my arm.
The doctor rolled down his window and Butterworth leaned over him.
“Mr. Coleman,” he said, “she can’t get an annulment, can she?”
“Annulment? Did she say that?”
“Not after you get married, can you? It wouldn’t be fair.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“That’s what I told her,” he said. “They don’t do it any more nowadays.”
“It’ll be okay,” I told him, and waved. The car started up. As soon as they began to move, he lost interest in the window and looked straight ahead.
“Monsieur is staying at the hotel?” the manager-figure asked me.
“Yes. A lovely hotel.” 
         
He inclined his head very slightly in what might have been a bow.
“My name’s Coleman,” I said.
He told me his, which began with Pappa-something. Then he said, “Ah yes, the nose. Last night.”
“Yes,” I said. “The night staff were very helpful.”
We started to walk away from the doors and towards the main hotel entrance.
“You are a friend of Mr. Butterworth?”
“Not exactly. My wife and I met them last night at a nightclub and we walked back to the hotel together.”
“Ah, yes.”
“While we were walking, he talked to me. He said he needed some advice.”
“Yes.”
“About his marriage.”
“Yes, I see.”
“I tried to talk to him like a friend. Or as a father would talk to his son. He seemed rather young for his age.”
“Yes.”
“I think you’d better tell me about it. Has he killed her?”
“Yes,” he said.
I thought he would leave it at that, but as it turned out, he decided to tell me about it, starting from the point when the maid had run to the floor waiter.
When I got to my room I found my wife sitting on the edge of my bed.
“I got your stamps.”
“Oh, thank you. I forgot.” She handed me the postcards. I sat down next to her on the bed and stuck stamps on all of them.
“One thing about a broken nose, you can’t taste the glue,” I said. “Does it really matter if I add something?”
“No, go ahead.” 
         
I took out my pen, and on the one to Ginny I put a plus sign after the signature and wrote, “Love from Daddy.” On Bobby’s it was “Love from Dad.” He had taken to calling me Dad two years before, because it sounded more grown-up, I suppose. I put the pen back in my pocket and felt lousy. Then I turned the postcards over and looked at the pictures.
“We haven’t even been here yet.”
“I thought they’d like it anyway.”
“I like it, too. We should go there. Maybe we could go later this afternoon.”
“Would you feel up to it?”
“I think so. I’m going to take another pill. Is the door closed on the other side?”
“Yes.”
I went into the bathroom and took two of the pills. Then I unstrapped the sunglasses and went back into the room.
“Did you find out what all those policemen were for?”
“Some Englishman couldn’t find his passport and thought the maid had stolen it. One of those types that wouldn’t take the manager’s word for it.”
“Oh. What an anti-climax. I was sure with so many of them it must be a jewel thief at least. Or maybe a bomb.”
“They wouldn’t notice a bomb with all the doors slamming around here.”
I took off my jacket and shoes.
“Well, I’ll go read my book,” she said, and stood up.
“Stay here and read it. Maybe you could read it out loud to me. My eyes aren’t good for much.”
“All right.”
I lay down on the bed.
“I can use that chair,” she said.
“If I move over a little, you can sit on the bed. Unless your back is going to get tired.”
“Oh. All right.” 
         
She sat on the bed near my knees.
“What’s happened so far?”
She explained the plot. A body had been found in the library and everyone in the house had a good motive and lots of opportunity. Things were just coming to the point where she was sure there was going to be a second murder. It had said on the blurb that there were two.
“All right?”
“Bring on the corpses,” I said, and shut my eyes.
She began to read. The second body was found, shot this time instead of stabbed, and all the members of the houseparty were having a sticky time getting through breakfast without hysterics.
I began to feel happy listening to her voice. And I thought about poor Butterworth who would never be lying in bed listening to his wife reading a book to him. It was just like being home again, with everything all right. I started to cry.
If it always hurt so much, no one would ever cry. The salt in my eyes, the nose broken up and held together with splints and bandages. With every breath the pain knocked me over. I turned my head away, but couldn’t help making a noise.
“What is it?” she said. “Oh, Don. I’ll call the doctor.”
My nose was broken, my head was breaking up, my life was all broken up. And I couldn’t even cry.
“Oh hell,” I sobbed. “Oh hell. Oh God damn it to hell!” I grabbed her hand and made whooping noises, trying to stop.
Finally I got it under control and lay back.
“Does it hurt real bad?” she said, in the accent she hadn’t used or heard for fourteen years.
“It’s all right now, I think. I just started to think how nice it was to hear you reading to me. Can’t even cry in this damned thing.” 
         
She rubbed her free hand over my hair.
“Do you want me to go on?”
“Let’s rest here for a while.” I pulled her forward carefully and she put the book down on the floor and took off her shoes and let me settle her on the bed. We were lying the way we lay after love.
“Tell me something,” I said.
“What?”
“Anything. A story, anything, anything that comes to mind.”
“I can’t think of anything.”
“All right. I’ll tell you.”
I told her about going down to the lobby and meeting the night staff, and tried to make it sound funnier than it had been. When I got to where I claimed to have fought in a war against the Chinese, she started to laugh. Her hair was by my mouth and I missed not being able to smell it. I told her about the doctor and his goatee and the letter he had given me, which had been so interesting to see being written, and about getting dizzy from looking at the palm trees as I came up the stairs.
“Now you. Tell me.”
“I just can’t think of anything.”
“Tell me about what you did this morning while I was dead to the world.”
“I went down to the changing-room and got into my bathing suit. And I sat on the beach. There were only one or two other people there and one or two boys from the hotel raking the pebbles. I tried to read, and I got more and more sort of nervous. That huge, empty beach full of pebbles. So then I got up, and changed back into my clothes and went and bought postcards. And that was all.”
She started to cry. I smoothed down her hair with my hand and held her with the other hand around her waist.
Butterworth had held on to his wife, too, but too tightly. And he had also managed to make love to her; whether before or after her death was something I didn’t want to know, though no doubt the hotel manager had known.
         
She stopped crying, and sighed. I smoothed her hair back and put my arm around her shoulder. Butterworth had held his wife by the neck and held her too tightly, for too long. But I held my wife close and carefully, by the waist and shoulders, and shut my eyes. And then the doctor’s pills began to work, and I floated and I floated, and I slept.
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