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            1 Correspondent


         


         Joan met Max when she was working at the library. She hadn’t seen him come in because she was reading a book under the counter but she heard him and, as he approached the desk, she prepared to release her attention from the page.


         Every day she read books and magazines, only occasionally looking at a newspaper and then often preferring the less respectable ones that had the scandals and amazing stories and the little snippets of weird fact. At the end of the previous week she’d read that – according to the latest research – four out of five women succeeded in business, whereas three out of five men failed. She’d been wondering about the statistics for most of the morning. Were those numbers just for a few countries? Did they include only particular trades or types of job? One of the other girls at the library had suggested that probably what was meant by business was small businesses started up by a single person who had taken out a loan from a bank: that might make sense, because the women would have to have serious intentions; and the men might just want to raise money to spend on something else.


         The best stories, and the one subject that held everyone’s attention, found full scope only in the three or four tabloids regularly read by everyone on the staff. Crime was the favorite issue; from the information desk to the archives, crime reports had become an addiction with all the librarians. Whether their need to read about it sprang from fear of becoming the victims of violence or from a suppressed wish to lead a more active, passionate – or even lawless – life, they were so eager to get at the latest installment of murder investigations that often one of them would have to hold the paper and read it out loud to the others.
         


         In recent years there had also been many national and international crises and catastrophes but wartime made the act of killing so lacking in personal detail as to be almost anonymous. That thirty people had died in a mortar attack was horrible but not interesting; that someone had killed someone else was shocking and at the same time fascinating. Everyone had at some point had the wish to murder; most possessed the ability to suppress it. Both the hideousness and the allure were immediately understandable. Murder was a civilian crime and for amateurs. Military matters lacked the personal touch. They were for the professional.


         Max’s specialty was war. He’d begun on court cases, accidents, political interviews and natural disasters: fire, flood, avalanche, earthquake. Only gradually had he been drawn towards what was to become his chosen field. He’d started with a good ear for languages – that had turned out to be one of his greatest assets: it had allowed him to communicate with all sides in a conflict and then to translate the general sense without being too literal. Experience taught him which people to approach and how to frame questions. And thanks to an ability to speak calmly and clearly while observing turbulent events, his eyewitness accounts sounded real. Most newspaper readers or radio listeners, like Joan, thought that his reports from the front were completely true. What he told them was better than one man’s opinion: it was information. After a while it could be considered history – a personal account, but one that didn’t twist the facts.
         


         He was at the top now, at the peak of his profession.


         Joan, on the other hand, hadn’t really started to do anything. She’d just been reading about it.


         With her eyes still on the page, she sensed him coming nearer. She picked up her Degas postcard to mark her place in the book. Just at that moment he asked her to find a title for him.


         She recognized his voice and she looked up with an expression of delight on her face, but she couldn’t place the man in front of her.


         As for him, he was so taken with the change in her as her concentration passed from her book to him, that he too felt an agreeable sense of recognition, almost like a sudden appreciation of beauty.


         She wasn’t beautiful but she was pretty enough to give that impression every once in a while.


         He also saw that she liked him and that she was somebody he could talk to.


         He spent most of his time talking to people. In war zones and conference centers he talked and listened. And afterwards he’d unwind, also by talking and listening and, sometimes in addition, by making love.


         ‘I know your voice,’ she said.


         ‘Do you ever watch the news?’
         


         ‘Never. I listen. I watched so much TV when I was fifteen that I’ll never have to have a set of my own, even if I live to be a hundred. But I do lean on friends every once in a while. Are you on television?’


         ‘Sometimes,’ he said, as if it didn’t matter.


         ‘By the time I was sixteen, I’d seen every B-feature ever made. It saved my life. Now I go out. Or I do something while I’m listening to the radio. Is this research for a show?’


         ‘Background information. Just to check if my possibly unreliable facts line up with the possibly unreliable history books.’


         ‘My grandfather used to say that history was the great subject. History and law.’


         ‘I think I’d agree with that.’


         ‘I guess most men would.’


         ‘Wouldn’t you?’


         ‘Maybe.’


         ‘Why? What do you think the most important subject is?’


         ‘Oh, religion. Not that I’ve got one, but I’ve always wished that I’d been brought up in a faith.’


         ‘Why?’


         ‘Well, otherwise everything’s just bits and pieces. Nothing to live by.’


         ‘That’s a lot better than war. Religious certainties and intolerance can lead to some pretty nasty activity.’


         At the mention of war she recognized him: Max Dangerfield, the famous foreign correspondent.


         ‘Oh, my God,’ she said, ‘that’s who you are. Of course. That recording where you could hear the bombs going off. And then the earthquake. And when you were shot and you kept right on broadcasting. I must be the only person in the world who doesn’t know you by sight. How rude of me. I’m really sorry.’
         


         He told her that it was refreshing to meet someone who still listened to the radio. And to find anyone who could remember his work in such precise detail was flattering in the extreme. The trouble with television was that after a certain point audiences tended to think of you as if you were the lead actor in their favorite soap opera or the star who advertised the breakfast cereal. You became part of a pantheon; your appearance on the screen was congenial and reassuring, but nobody really listened to what you were saying.


         ‘Oh, they listen to you,’ she said.


         He asked her if she’d still be at the desk in another forty minutes or so. He wondered whether she’d come out for a cup of coffee with him.


         She told him that she’d have loved to, but she didn’t get off work for another two hours.


         He repeated the title of his book. There was plenty of reading he could do, he said. Two hours would go by in a flash.


         If everything hadn’t happened so fast – if there had been a day between his invitation and the evening out – she’d have been too nervous to open her mouth. But while they were talking she’d felt so easy with him that when he reappeared at the desk with the book in his hand, she was elated. She was ready to enjoy herself. 
         


          *


         They took a stroll until the buses and subway trains thinned out the rush-hour crowds.


         As they walked, their conversation jumped from one topic to another until something he said reminded her of a newspaper report that morning, about a player of loud music and an old couple he’d had killed because they’d asked him to turn the volume down. NOISE THUG KILLER SHOCK VERDICT, the headlines had read. The aggressor himself had received a fairly light sentence: a matter of months. The two boys he’d hired, who had ignited a gasoline trail into the couple’s apartment, had each been given a few years. ‘That’s what I can’t figure out,’ Joan said. ‘Not just that the incredibly painful, terrifying death of two innocent people is only worth a couple of years, but the fact that the really guilty one was the man who hired them and yet he’s gotten away with a shorter jail sentence. None of it would have happened if it hadn’t been for him.’
         


         ‘He didn’t do the killing.’


         ‘But he started everything. That’s the strange thing about the law – it’s so unfair.’


         ‘It’s merely inexact, like us. It has to cover all kinds of situations and combinations.’


         ‘Subjecting people to that kind of noise – that unrelenting beat – it’s a recognized torture technique, a form of assault, a kind of oppression. People who inflict it on someone else think they can do what they like and at the same time diminish everyone else’s capacity. It’s an abuse of the powers that freedom should give you. In a free world you ought to be able to have every thing you want without making life intolerable for the rest of society.’
         


         She laughed a little and felt embarrassed at having talked so much. ‘A completely uninformed view,’ she added. It was then that she realized what had made him ask her out. It might have been loneliness, but it wasn’t. It was desire. She could have said just about anything and he’d be interested. She wanted to say that without equality there were no relationships; there was only the oppressor and the slave, the host and the parasite. Later on she was glad that she’d shut up for a while. It was his turn to speak. And it wasn’t long before she’d changed her mind about equality, anyway. Once you were living with somebody, you had to reorder your ideas.


         ‘The younger generation has always been loud,’ he told her. ‘Loud, selfish and careless. I think the only difference nowadays is that the technology is capable of boosting sound so high without distortion that most Western kids are partly deaf. So then, of course, they have to turn the volume up higher and even more of their hearing goes. I think I’m beginning to suffer some hearing loss myself, from gunfire and other explosions. But you’re right. Noise is going to become an increasingly unattractive aspect of modern life unless there’s some way of keeping it under control. In most countries it seems to fall into the category of environmental pollution rather than simple assault.’


         ‘If you’re the one whose walls are pounding with it – like my friend, Katie – that’s juggling with words. Not even earplugs work against that. She’s had to move out twice. The law can’t help you against neighbors like that.’
         


         ‘Of course it can. The law is for people who can’t come to an agreement with each other. They need a third party to make a decision that’s going to be binding on them both.’


         Before she could stop herself, she said, ‘And wars are for people who don’t want to get along together, no matter what the law says.’


         ‘Is that really what you think?’


         ‘No. It’s what I feel. When it’s too late, you destroy everything and start again.’


         ‘That’s a counsel of desperation. I’d rather have as little as possible destroyed. The big difficulty is getting people to the bargaining table.’


         ‘That’s right. After a while, they don’t want to talk. They want to rip it all up and walk away.’


         ‘But once you can get them to sit down around a table, you can make them see that there’s no need to do that. It’s always better to remain friends, even if it’s only on paper and you never actually like them.’


         ‘Isn’t it harder to make them listen when they’re in the same room with each other?’


         ‘On the contrary. You throw a bone to one side and then you slip a tidbit to the others. And if you time it right, pretty soon they’re accepting things they don’t want, so that they can have what they do want. They’ll even give up an advantage in the hope of gaining a different one. No. The difficulty is getting them there in the first place.’


         


            *


         


         
         


         He had a wife – a fact he mentioned that first evening, letting Joan know that the marriage wasn’t working out and that it no longer meant much to him. They didn’t talk about it.


         They talked about trivial things or about their past – each bringing out favorite stories and memories: the ones that had become introductory gifts for people they knew they were going to like and wanted to hold on to. She told him about her great aunt and the handkerchiefs; he gave her the ghost story about the apple tree in his grandmother’s back yard. Then there was a pause before he decided to take things further or she let him know that he was the love of her life so it didn’t matter to her whether he was married or not. Anyway, she wondered, if he could understand all the intricacies of hostility and negotiation, and could explain them to other people, why wasn’t his marriage all right? Obviously, something was wrong with the wife.


         In the interim they traded opinions and once or twice during the last kicks of the Noise Thug case – when the parents and other relatives of the two teenagers came forward to sell their reminiscences to the papers – went back to the subject of the old couple who were killed for complaining.


         ‘Isn’t that what wars are about, too?’ she asked him. ‘The abuse of authority and wanting to do whatever you like at the expense of everybody else? Encroaching on other people’s freedom and privacy?’


         ‘Oh, neighbors’ quarrels,’ he said.


         ‘What about a disputed boundary line between neighbors – wouldn’t that be the same as a country and its borders?’


         ‘No. Besides, some wars are fabricated to keep certain people in power or to maintain sovereignty.’
         


         ‘Some neighbors’ arguments, too. They go on and on because one of them has to have the upper hand. It’s always somebody who can’t stand to be equal because he won’t trust the other person not to try to take more power. An aggressive personality.’


         ‘It’s a question of being able to get along together. That doesn’t always mean equality. It might be symbiosis: a small country and a larger one agreeing to share by trading with each other and remaining separate.’


         He was right: it was impossible to draw analogies. His wife, for instance, decided not to fight. She gave in. And yet she’d loved him, hadn’t she?


         


            *


         


         He wasn’t just famous – he was the youngest of the seasoned campaigners and he had the reputation, even among his colleagues, of being the best. Less respected correspondents went out to the battle zones in ex-army camouflage jackets and special heavy-duty boots lined in the latest scientifically perfected materials. He and three others – a Dutchman, an Englishman and a Spaniard – faced the mortar bombs in an eccentric collection of good-luck clothes, which among the four of them included a tartan hat, a pair of patent-leather pumps that looked like dancing shoes, a cream-colored suit and a purple Hawaiian shirt printed with orange pineapples and worn over a Los Angeles Rams sweatshirt (or a white T-shirt, depending on the weather). His own outfit incorporated several eye-catching items that might have been designed specifically to draw attention, and therefore, gunfire. But he wouldn’t have dreamt of leaving any of them behind. And as he and the other three went about their business of observing and interviewing the villains and victims of war – or those affected by flood, explosion, earthquake and other disasters – they left younger men shaking their heads and refusing to cross the airfield guarded by snipers, or the clump of burning vegetation next to a lava flow, or the slippery stone pathway across the flood.
         


         Generals listened to his broadcasts. They approved. Here was someone who got it right, they’d think; at other times they’d be enraged by what he was saying. They’d want to meet him so that they could correct some detail in his reports or change the overall impression he’d given. They knew that he didn’t care about anything except the truth and that, if he believed them, he’d pass on their version to the world. He was willing to listen to any side. But he also spoke out. He reported his thoughts and that was what his audiences loved. Over the years they had come to think that they knew him. And they felt that he was a friend. He had the right reactions. He was sympathetic in the manner of an artist, not merely an observer; he made people believe that his point of view was correct because it was the only reasonable one.


         Joan didn’t understand how he could have survived everything he’d seen – as well as the guilt of being a bystander to others’ suffering – and how he could continue to go back and back again to the horrors without having some sort of religion to sustain him. And yet he didn’t. Neither did most of his fellow reporters, although that didn’t surprise her – so many of the ones he introduced to her were obsessed by competitiveness and self-aggrandizement.
         


         He’d been brought up to put his trust in a mild form of Christian ethics mixed with the principles of Humanism: a system of belief that didn’t take seriously the forces of evil in the world. Being present at the battlefront had done nothing to strengthen those ideals, nor had it undermined them. The ethical basis of his upbringing held firm. But he lost faith in the idea of God as soon as he saw how many massacres were instigated or avoided by purely human endeavor. They were caused by man and could be changed by man.


         The less he believed in God, the more he valued the importance of what he wore into the danger zones, how he wore it, what he carried with him and the order in which his possessions were packed or unpacked. A few of his finicky notions had begun as practical time-saving devices and as the result of losing a shoe, twisting an ankle or getting a sleeve caught. But the rest had to do with a kind of therapy. While he was concentrating on getting all the details in place, he didn’t have time for nerves.


         He told her often enough that he’d been scared out of his wits on assignments, but he always said that kind of thing jokingly, as if consciously exaggerating. She understood that he wouldn’t want to talk about feeling afraid. Fear was something he lived with all the time, even when not on duty; it was part of everybody’s psychological defense system and in his case it would have to be working overtime. He didn’t mention his good-luck charms either, except laughingly, in a way that was slightly coy. Yet whatever they gave him was a necessity. They seemed to be vital to his sense of hope.
         


         He had more lucky charms than a tennis player or a teenage girl. And he took them all with him whenever he set out for danger.


         The collection had started a long time ago. Some had been his as a child, others were small trinkets he’d picked up on his travels, usually one per trip. But the majority had been sent to him by fans. Only three had lasted from the very beginning: a silver teddy bear, a blue enameled St Christopher medal and a gold-colored souvenir keg from the neck of a whiskey bottle. The keg was the largest – about the size of a fingernail – but practically weightless.


         Over the years there had been many additions and subtractions as new items were proved to bring either good or bad luck. There was the safety pin, the dime, the brown bead that looked like a vitamin pill, the flat metal ring that might have been the backing for a button; a theater ticket, now no more than an illegible scrap of cardboard; a red metal paperclip. The paperclip had arrived at Christmas and he’d used it to attach an official letter to his passport. It had been responsible for gaining him entry to forbidden territory. It had brought him a lot of luck, so it had been kept.


         He traveled light. A waterproof shoulder bag held the essentials, including the tape recorder, extra notebook, pencil and pen and the Swiss jackknife with its nail file, corkscrew and fish-scaler. There was room for a shirt, two pairs of underpants and socks, a T-shirt, sweater, a raincoat that folded into a pack hardly bigger than a slice of bread; and a pair of sandals in case he lost his shoes or had them stolen.
         


         The duffel bag contained more shirts, boots, an old wool shawl that could be used as a blanket, a second suit, a portable phone and a laptop computer, which he’d never used. He hardly ever took anything out of the main bag, other than an extra shirt.


         Gradually he had varied his routine of preparing for the front line. At the time when they first became lovers, he allowed Joan to do most of his packing. But after a few years she was hardly permitted to go near the shoulder bag and certainly not to approach the sacred talismans in the security belt, all of which had to be packed in the right order. He might give her a list of what he wanted, but he always took care of the most important things himself. And if he allowed her to slip something in at the last minute, that was an exception.


         ‘What’s this?’ she asked one day, coming into the bedroom while he was packing. ‘Your magic underpants?’ She reached over and held up the garment for inspection. He snatched it from her, saying, ‘That’s exactly what they are.’


         ‘Max, they’re full of holes. How did you get them past me? I haven’t been washing anything like this – I would have noticed.’


         ‘It’s all right. I wash all these myself.’


         ‘At least let me sew up the tears.’


         ‘No sewing, no replacement. They’re fine.’


         ‘We could sell them to a museum and say those were bullet holes.’
         


         ‘Don’t joke about it.’


         She opened her hand above the array of trinkets, being careful not to touch them, which he wouldn’t have liked. They were laid out over the bedspread in a sequence that – apparently – corresponded to the order of acquisition.


         ‘A man of many charms,’ she said. She put her arms around him. And he didn’t push her away, but his mind was on other things. He continued to pack while she rubbed her face against his shirt.


         She didn’t understand how a man of his intelligence could really believe that primitive rituals could save his life. That was faith as misplaced as the extravagant notions held by high-school girls and boys who were anxious to ward off pregnancy


         ‘If you tell the truth and do what’s right,’ he’d once told her, ‘you automatically fall into harmony with the world: your pace is one step ahead of the bomb and one behind the mine going off.’


         ‘Because you deserve to escape?’ she’d asked. ‘Because your good intentions actually mean something?’


         He’d shrugged, saying that he couldn’t explain it any other way and that if there was a chance in hell of his being right, he certainly wasn’t going to start changing his habits: in fact, it made him slightly uneasy to refer to the matter at all.


         He knew as well as she did: there was no physical armor that could protect you against modern weaponry. And as for psychological defenses, they worked only on and against the mind. They got you out there and they got you through it. They were important. But they couldn’t save you.
         


         She’d thought up many theories to account for the discrepancies in his behavior. One had something to do with surrogate emotion and the suppression of anger. But none of them lasted; in the end she knew him too well to be able to explain him and she stopped trying to question what he was or how he thought. Often she didn’t understand her own motives, either.


         The only time he made a comment about suffering a possible reaction from his work was once when he said to her, ‘The ones who survive are all crackpots.’ He seemed to think that he was just stating a fact and that there was no sense in trying to change it. Presumably the other war correspondents – who weren’t in some way damaged – didn’t survive. He said nothing about the ones who stayed alive and continued to broadcast despite the fact that they were so stupid, lazy and dishonest that they regularly used large chunks of other people’s material, sometimes simply by asking a girlfriend to translate published or broadcast passages for them. He was too engrossed by the iniquities of politics to become exercised about lesser questions: every discipline had its cheats.


         In his profession the cynical were looking for money and fame; the morally committed took their trips into the death zone because they would have liked to be priests and saviors – to make people better, to force them to look at themselves; and to lead them towards an understanding of the brutality and irrationality of certain actions. Max was one of the moral ones: there was no doubt about that. As Joan began to know him better, she sometimes thought of him as a valiant knight, like a figure from a storybook – a man who was driven into danger by his sense of chivalry: to rescue the truth.
         


         She loved to listen to him talk about his work. Even when the facts were unpleasant, in the recounting he could transform them into something close to art. He told her stories of poverty, disease, political and military mismanagement, torture and imprisonment. The long stream of reported injustice would have been too much for her to bear if it hadn’t been for the fact that among the victims and dispossessed there turned out to be as many liars, chiselers, frauds and killers as among their oppressors. That added a touch of monstrous comedy to the tales. At times she thought of his job as a combination of police work, priesthood and stage management. And he seemed to know everyone.


         His acquaintance included soldiers of every rank, ambulance drivers, librarians, poets, assassins, Red Cross workers, photographers, health inspectors, forgers, explorers, helicopter pilots: anyone who wanted to talk. And women; women from all over, of differing ages and shapes and various degrees of beauty, suffering, health, deviousness, intelligence and despair.


         What he got up to out there with other women didn’t matter to her. Out there would stay where it was. She was sure that any amorous adventure he might engage in while on an assignment would be a thing he’d consider, from the very outset, temporary. She didn’t really believe that he’d ever be tempted, because he was so fascinated, appalled and excited by his work that nothing could distract him. While his concentration was fixed on it, warfare itself became a substitute for the erotic.
         


         


            *


         


         The first marriage hadn’t been in such bad shape as he’d hinted. Not that his version was dishonest: as anyone sensible or practical would do, he tried out the new relationship before deciding to leave the old one. And Joan, knowing that he was married, had still been eager to hand over her life to him. She’d wanted to throw herself into her fate, making the attachment more intensely romantic by believing that right from the start it was too late to turn back. But as soon as she really fell in love with him, she stopped having fun being the other woman. She wanted to be the main woman – the real one. She was ready to fight for him.


         Then came the surprise: there wasn’t any fight. The first wife stood back, agreed to a divorce: disappeared.


         Joan grabbed her good fortune and held on. She and Max married. They settled down; they had children. They continued to love and, for a while, to be happy.


         


            *


         


         For the first three years of their marriage she was able to concentrate on him to the exclusion of everything else. And after the children were born, she usually managed – in the early days – to get them tucked in for the night so that she and he could be alone. But with time, that changed. When the family was suddenly all together again, the children needed reassurance that she still loved them; they’d call down from their rooms that they couldn’t sleep; they’d ask for glasses of water and – simplest of all – they’d cry. Even the baby would become additionally demanding when Max was at home. And then Joan would worry that because of her need to be with him, she was neglecting her children.
         


         Sometimes it seemed to her that he’d passed his fears on to her: that she’d been delegated to keep them safe until he got back – that he left all the dangerous emotions with her and took with him only his talismans, his special clothes, his lucky boots – like a child going off to war with a pea-shooter and a rabbit’s foot.


         She worried about his comfort, feared for his safety and his sanity. Within moments of his departure she longed for him to come back. And the more she feared, the more surely she believed that, while he was gone, he was protected by the way she felt about him.


         On the two occasions when he’d been wounded, she’d known about it before being told. The first time, she was in the kitchen and about to reach up for a coffee cup; the second time, she was with a friend at a play. That initial warning instant, at home in the kitchen, hadn’t told her what her alarm might indicate, other than that something was wrong. When the same thing happened again, she knew that it had to do with Max. She was convinced that when he was closest to death, her love was what shielded him.


         She was glad that his first wife hadn’t wanted children. That had been one of his greatest disappointments in the marriage: his wife had refused to have children until he changed to a less dangerous branch of his work.
         


         Joan had imagined that children would bind her and Max more closely to each other, but soon it began to seem that always – at just those moments when it was important that he and she should be together – the kids did what they could to come between them; they wanted him all to themselves and at the same time they resented him for interrupting their hold on her. Max would load on the entertainment for a solid two hours and then pick up the phone for a baby-sitter.


         They’d go out to restaurants. They’d walk arm in arm. Once they checked into a hotel for a couple of days, leaving the kids with relatives who boasted afterwards about how well-behaved the children were: good as gold – no trouble at all.


         While he was away she read the children bedtime stories. All they ever wanted to hear about was kings and queens, fairy-tale princesses, castles and dragons: the past as it never was, the era of Romance. She loved their insistence on the stereotypes and clichés of good fortune. She saw it as an innocence to be fostered. When they grew up, they’d be bored by the trials of true love and the daring of knights on horseback. They might even want pictures of car crashes and machine-gun massacres, blood and wreckage. They’d be able to appreciate their father’s work and to know why he’d had to be away from them so often. But until they were older, his absences were going to disarrange what should have been the regular pattern of their lives. 
         


         When he came home, he wanted to tell her about what he’d seen and what he thought about it – everything he’d been through. She understood that and it saddened her that the constant interruption of children’s complaints and questions, the ringing of the telephone with urgent messages about mothers’ meetings and car-pool dates and so on, interfered with her desire to know his news, his mood and his heart; with her capacity for listening and his to tell; and eventually, with their ability to keep in step with each other.


         She didn’t mind the professional bond that drew him to seek the company of fellow newsmen and television cronies as soon as he arrived home. What began to make her anxious was the knowledge that two or three of his favorite lunching companions were pretty young women in the business. As soon as she was certain that he’d slept with one – and then another – of them, she felt a spectral presence beside her of the first wife: the one to whom she’d so casually done a greater wrong than at the time she could have imagined being done to her. How could the same thing ever happen to her? She was the one who loved. And if you loved, you were in the right.


         


            *


         


         He had a friend named Bruno. Ever since she was introduced to him, Bruno had flirted with her in a way that was more than just single-minded: he was hoping to start something up with her that would be serious enough to threaten her marriage – to get her away from Max and to marry her himself; or not to. Maybe what he had in mind was to seduce her, expose her to Max and drop her without warning while her husband walked out on her with any one of the many women who were in love with him.
         


         She’d seen from the beginning that what Bruno wanted was to outdo Max and because he didn’t have the drive, the brilliance of expression or the quality of mind to equal Max professionally, he’d always be willing to take a stab at his personal life instead. The flirtation had nothing to do with her, although often – especially when a party ended up with Max being surrounded by good-looking, younger women for whom he was putting on a show – she was glad of the distraction. Her party talks with Bruno could sometimes make her feel desirable and, because she was always saying no in the nicest way, respected. This game of lies had been carried on between them for years. Since both of them were getting something out of it, she’d developed a kind of fondness for Bruno in spite of what she thought of his motives and what she suspected was his real opinion of her.


         At Max’s most recent homecoming party, she and Bruno spent the end of the evening sitting side by side on a staircase and looking down into a room filled with a loudly animated crowd of guests. Bruno said, ‘I can’t stand it any longer, Joan. There’s never been anybody but you. Why do you think it broke up between me and Pam? I keep thinking about you. I dream about you.’


         She turned to him sweetly, as if not wanting to hurt him. Beyond his face puffed with drink, his hangdog eyes beginning to water, his whisper trembling with urgency, she saw a flash of malice that would have made her nervous if she’d been on her own. There was nothing this man wouldn’t do, she thought, to pay Max back for being better. What Bruno needed was victory. All the wars Max had observed were caused by quarrelsome, greedy, envious and petty men like this one: he thought that taking her away could damage Max. And if it destroyed her, he wouldn’t care. He despised her anyway.
         


         For the first time she understood how intelligent she’d been to remain gentle, to play dumb, to pretend that she felt sympathy and believed him to be an honorable man who was struggling with his passions. She said lightly, ‘You’re supposed to be my husband’s friend.’


         As soon as he realized that she was definitely saying no for the evening, he pulled back, pretending to be drunker than he was. He had the look all of a sudden of a man who was about to say something really wounding because it would give him such pleasure to get it out. She added quickly, ‘It isn’t that I mind being asked, because I’ve always liked you, so I’m flattered. But I don’t want to start doing what everybody else does – and against a husband I love.’


         ‘He does it, too. With Alice. You know – that girl on my team. There she is, over there.’


         She looked. She saw Alice: face to face with Max, a packed mass of noisy people around them. The fact that they were nearly close enough to be dancing could have been excused by the crush of other guests, but not that – as he was about to raise his glass to his lips and the girl began the same gesture with her own glass – Max brushed his hand against hers, the knuckle of his little finger rubbing back and forth against the edge of her hand. 
         


         It happened so quickly that the next moment all anyone could have seen was two people sipping their drinks and talking.


         The speed and minuteness of the movement helped to make it seem the kind of intimate contact two illicit lovers might feel they could get away with: allowing themselves the indulgence of touch while the rest of the world looked on.


         Nothing Bruno had to say could have made her so unhappy as seeing – from all the way across the room – that tiny joining of finger and hand. It was a love gesture. What caused Joan such pain was not that it was something Max had done before, with her – part of their private code: on the contrary, it was new. He’d thought it up for the other woman at that moment, or perhaps he’d invented it at some earlier party and now it was incorporated into their special language. Maybe it had even been started by the hateful Alice. And now the two of them were using it between themselves like a wink.


         She’d have liked to storm down there, push the girl aside and tell her, ‘Get your own husband.’


         ‘See what I mean?’ Bruno asked.


         He couldn’t be referring to what she’d seen. She said, ‘Even if he did, I still don’t see why I should start to act that way too, just to make other people feel better about being unfaithful.’ She smiled, and said, ‘You were only offering to pinch-hit anyway, weren’t you?’


         He started to protest. She stood up. He promised to change the subject. He spent the rest of the evening telling her entertaining anecdotes about his colleagues. She concentrated on remembering what he was saying while her mind was on Alice and Max.
         


         She was still good-looking and nowhere near middle-aged. And it wasn’t as if anything had ever gone wrong with her marriage. Everything was fine.


         Bruno shouted something at her. She mouthed that the music was too loud and she couldn’t hear. She didn’t even want to know what he’d said. She was thinking that there hadn’t been anything wrong with Max’s first marriage either, except perhaps that his wife hadn’t been willing to make a full commitment until she’d been sure. If you risked everything, you could lose everything.


         She looked back into the crowd and wasn’t able to find Max and the girl. While Bruno had held her attention, they’d moved. It took only a second for her to locate them off in a corner. Love was so quick to discover. And jealousy. And fear: all those things. She couldn’t lose him. There wasn’t anything else, only him. As she began to panic, the dislike of Bruno and the girl seeped over other parts of her life and memory until, at last, it touched Max himself. She blamed him. He was treating her badly.


         For the next few days Max talked to her as he used to before their marriage, when he’d come back from an assignment needing to get everything out of his system by talk even more than by sex. For once the children didn’t interrupt; one was staying at a friend’s house and the other two were away on a school trip over the weekend. She listened. She didn’t try to tell him about the failed exams, the trips to the doctor, the broken friendships and quarrels, the bicycle that ran into a brick wall, the nosebleed and so forth. His worries were on an altogether grander scale: they were international. And somebody else’s.
         


         She pretended that everything was normal. And he appeared to be the same as usual. Their life together still seemed to be all right.


         


            *


         


         Max was always complaining that the networks refused to broadcast the most upsetting parts of his war coverage or to show certain film clips or even stills from some of the footage Bruno and his friends brought back. And they wouldn’t schedule broadcasts at lunch or supper, when most people switched on to look at the news.


         They should, he said. People ought to be made aware of what was going on in the world, particularly if there were crimes being committed in their name.


         He’d begun work thinking that you could show the truth and make people change things for the better. But he’d soon realized that it was hard enough to get anybody to do something about what was happening in the next street. You had to shove it in their faces, make them feel threatened or ashamed or sickened: shocked, appalled.


         When his first marriage was at last beyond help, his wife had struck exclusively at his belief in his work. The affair with Joan hadn’t been mentioned; everything was supposed to be a problem of work. She’d said that far from helping people, Max was nothing more than a pornographer; he showed everyone pictures of horror – agonies about which they could do nothing. His broadcasts were accompanied by photographs of burned cities, starving children, the beaten and limbless, the disgraced, homeless and bereaved – and these images were set out in front of the rich, safe, happy citizens of a more fortunate part of the world so that those viewers could eat, drink and go to parties with more enjoyment, knowing how lucky they were: lucky enough to be free from all those miseries as well as being free of responsibility, since there was certainly little they could do about someone else’s war taking place thousands of miles away. She’d told him that the people seated in front of their television sets around the world were exactly like the crowds that used to attend games at the coliseum in ancient Rome. They were there for the spectacle. To imagine anything else was dishonest. It was wrong. His work was just entertainment. People could hear him, and watch what Bruno filmed, and be able to imagine from a position of comfort what it might be like to be caught, inescapably, in a different life. The effect was the same as that of a television drama, only more unpleasant and less memorable. Did he himself, she asked, do anything about these crises? No. His job was to package and present. And to become famous: the man with integrity, who gave the balanced view. The view wasn’t truly balanced because the military leaders of all sides had their reasons – sometimes tactical and sometimes propagandistic – for not wanting certain information to be let out. That too annoyed Max. More than once he’d been told point blank that no army intended to allow some news-hungry crap-merchant to divulge facts whose release might cost the lives of military personnel, not to mention the civilians.
         


         What he was really famous for, the other wife had said, was going through dozens of grisly scenes and coming out alive. And the fame was what he liked. He wasn’t driving an ambulance and staying out there all year, year after year, for the whole of a war. He’d drop in for a look and go home again.
         


         Joan knew that she herself had been at the root of these accusations. What the first wife had really meant was: You’re mendacious, superficial and a hypocrite because you’re unfaithful. You’re no good because you’re no longer good to me. You don’t love me any more, therefore nothing you do can have any validity. It was jealousy.
         


         And now she was the wife. But she was still on his side. And again there was the new girl and once again she was changing places.


         Now he’s sleeping with her and talking with me. Maybe that will make him fall in love with me again, the way he did with her – and with me – back at the beginning: through talk. Or maybe I’m being let down gently and this is the start of solely conversational intercourse for the rest of our lives.
         


         As she stirred a pot on the stove, the picture of Max and Alice – their hands touching – came back to her, the gesture quick, charged, alive. Don’t do that, she thought. Once you allowed jealousy, you began to like it. You became the kind of person who saw things in that way – one of the envious, who thought that everything missing in their lives was absent because of someone else’s fault.
         


         The caress between their hands as they’d raised their glasses – had it really been so special?


         She was at the stage where she was doubting that she’d actually seen anything. What she expected to believe was beginning to change what she knew to be fact.
         


         


            *


         


         On one of their sightseeing trips – before the children – they’d visited a great cathedral of the Renaissance. She’d been overcome by the building and by the paintings, chapels, altarpieces and the many pilgrims and worshippers. She’d never been able to believe but she’d always felt that something was there and that it was responsible for the good things in her life. By the time she met Max she would have described herself as a non-believer or – more accurately – would have said that above the neck she was an atheist, but her heart knew better.


         As she’d stepped back out into the daylight, she’d said to him, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to believe?’


         He’d said, ‘Why? You’d just be deluding yourself.’


         ‘You’d never be afraid again, or even uncertain.’


         ‘Of course you would. That’s what the whole thing is about. That’s why people go to church.’


         ‘But I knew a woman, a friend of my parents – one of the nicest people I’ve ever met – and she told me once that she loved going to church because it just made her feel happy.’


         ‘But organized religion means you have to accept the whole kit and caboodle. What about life after death?’


         ‘I don’t know.’


         ‘Come on, Joanie.’


         ‘Well, no. I don’t see how there could be.’


         ‘Exactly,’ he’d said. ‘Ridiculous.’


         He was what she believed in. He knew that. And, in a different way, millions of others believed in him, too. Public broadcasting had made him a kind of god.
         


         


            *


         


         He might have the public glamor, but she was attractive too, and still young. She could pay him back in the traditional manner by having a fling with one of his friends. She could think of several. Not Bruno.


         She looked into the mirror and combed her hair a different way. She tried on clothes she hadn’t worn for a while.


         No change would make a difference if his thoughts were with someone else. She’d have become an object. She’d be the thing left behind to stay at home and take care of the children and the house.


         Never trust a betrayer, she said to her face in the mirror. If he did it once, he’ll do it again. Maybe that really was true. People tended to stick to familiar patterns of behavior. In his case … But that was nonsense. She knew that he loved her. And the children, too. He wasn’t promiscuous by temperament. This was all silly. What did it mean? It meant that whether he was in danger and under stress or whether he’d just escaped from the fighting and was feeling good, a pretty girl who made a beeline for him was going to hold his attention and possibly his affection too, for a while. But as long as his wife pretended not to notice, he’d never think of breaking up the marriage. Although why she should have to put up with that … and anyway, how could anyone love that girl, Alice, who looked as blank and empty as a doll?
         


         Anybody could love anybody, of course. No rules applied. But Joan didn’t think it was love. That might develop. It had happened before and then, without any admission or even discussion, it had ceased to be noticeable, and then it was gone.
         


         She stamped her foot at the sight of her reflection. What was wrong with her? Everything was still all right. Why was she scared now?


         The one person she could have talked to, who would know about everything, was the first wife: the woman she had wronged. Joan’s part in the business hadn’t been nearly so bad as the wrong Max had done; still, it meant that the two women who loved him could never talk. No trust could be established following an act of such treachery. They would remain enemies.


         It was just possible that if Max walked out, then after he became bored with the insipid, fame-hunting Alice, he’d go back to his first wife, leaving everyone else high and dry.


         What would she do then? She’d be taking care of the children and doing the laundry for the rest of her life; never having the love, never even having the sex.


         Who was it who had once said to her that she’d rather have good sex than love? And the reason given was that love invariably fell apart on you, whereas good sex always gave you a bang. Somebody she’d been to school with. The school reunion. A career girl who liked the footloose life. She couldn’t remember.


         


            *


         


         The children were in a rare period of unbroken routine. No crisis appeared near, or even possible, and Joan had the freedom to give in to her worries about herself. When Max was suddenly called out on an assignment again, she was partly taken up with other thoughts.
         


         Bruno would be setting out a week later on the same job, to follow in Max’s footsteps as far as he and his field team were able to go. Max didn’t have the TV cameras, the connection with NATO forces’ equipment and French army food supplies. He had personal contacts among the people who were fighting and killing. He had his eyes, his voice, the two spiral notebooks, two pens, two pencils and the miniature tape recorder. And his charm. And all his lucky talismans: the other charms, worn into battle like the witch doctor’s pouch belonging to a spear-carrying tribesman.


         She had to admit that the tiny objects annoyed her. It wasn’t just the fact that her husband treasured things given to him by strangers, that he insisted on keeping them by him in his darkest moments and that not one of them was from her – he didn’t, for instance, wear a wedding ring; her dislike of them had more to do with his need. If he had clung to a memento of her in that obsessed, fetishistic way, she’d have been pleased. But he had to have something else: some source of strength that excluded her. Other people’s presents, and their love, retained a magic property that her gifts no longer had; they were never used up or made ordinary. For him to care so much about them was like telling her that she had no magic.


         His need for them also reminded her of their youngest child, who, when he was still a baby, took delight in the bright toys she hung around his crib: his rattle, his twirling clown, his striped ball and the hanging mobile from which depended eight little blue birds that flew in a circle. And if all those baubles weren’t lined up in exactly the same order and height as usual, with the customary width of spacing between them, he’d scream with rage and then cry as if heartbroken: because nothing was right any longer.
         


         What would happen if Max decided that she was bringing him bad luck? Would he just throw her away, like the dud talismans? Like the first wife?


         


            *


         


         He went upstairs to begin packing and then came down to make a phone call. As he reached the living room, she started up the staircase with two ironed blouses and a skirt on a hanger.


         She put the clothes in the girls’ room, moving a few dresses along the closet rail to make room for the skirt, which she hung next to her older daughter’s ‘lucky’ blouse. It had taken hours of persuasion and lecturing before the girl had stopped wanting to wear the blouse every day. The most difficult argument to deal with had been the one following the statement, ‘School is definitely a war zone.’


         As she passed down the hallway again, she looked through the bedroom door. There on the bedspread was Max’s security belt and, visible through the unzipped opening of its pocket, his special package of charms: a narrow, flat triangle made by folding a handkerchief the way a flag is packed up, and at each crease adding a charm. The convenient shape and firm binding wouldn’t allow anything inside to jiggle around or fall out. Next to the charms was a pile of handkerchiefs and the front door keys, which Max kept separately and always left at home when he was traveling. Seeing the keys gave Joan the idea. There was an extra set up on the closet shelf.
         


         She brought down the spare keys, took one of the handkerchiefs, flattened it out and began to fold a section of the material until it formed a shape almost identical in appearance to a corner of the original. She wound the keys into the rest of the cloth, making a loose knot that could be mistaken for a natural entanglement: the result of one thing covering up another when all the clothes were being moved. The carefully constructed point could be taken for the remaining lines of ironing.


         She slid the substitute into the pocket of the security belt, leaving the zipper still open so that Max could check, just by looking, that the triangle was inside. And she put the one containing the charms up into the closet where the keys had been.


         And now they’d see, she thought. Maybe he’d never know. And then afterwards she could say, ‘See how silly that is. You didn’t have them this time and everything went fine.’


         If he did notice that the charms were gone, would he think it was an accident and that he’d grabbed up the wrong thing before rushing off to make his telephone call; or that she’d rearranged his packing in an effort to help?


         He’d have to think something like that, unless he noticed within the next few minutes and thought she was playing a joke on him. He wouldn’t suspect her of deliberate sabotage. Otherwise, the first thing he’d do when he came back would be to go straight to Alice’s place, where he’d spend five days talking, relaxing, winding down and of course giving that Alice plenty of what he didn’t seem to think his own wife needed very much of. That was how his first marriage had broken up. She ought to know. First came being taken for granted, then the complaints started. It was always better to stop talking and start doing something that made an improvement.
         


         If he discovered the keys, they might inspire him: he was a man who was stimulated by danger. It was possible that a happy, predictable family life was too safe for him.


         


            *


         


         Early in the afternoon he looked at his watch. He ran his hand over the outline of the security pocket under his belt. Then he checked that he was carrying or wearing every essential official document and that the two bags were on or under the front hall chair.


         He gathered everything up. She opened the door. He moved out on to the step, set the big bag down and put his arm around her.


         As she kissed him goodbye, she told him, ‘Don’t forget: you hold the keys to my heart.’


         ‘Mm,’ he said. ‘Behave yourself while I’m gone. Lay off the ice cream. Don’t speak to strangers.’


         ‘Bye, darling,’ she answered. ‘Don’t sleep with strangers.’


         ‘I said, “Speak to”.’


         ‘I can’t tell you not to do that. It’s your job.’


         He picked up the duffel bag again, backed down the front path and waved. From twenty feet away she got the full force of the famous smile, with the warmth of his personality aimed straight at her. She waved and blew kisses to him, all the time thinking: Don’t get hurt, don’t go near the shooting, don’t come back dead, don’t disappear out there, lost somewhere in a mass grave or a muddy field. Don’t go till tomorrow. Let’s be happy a little longer.
         


         That night she dreamt that he was shot, that they sent his body home in a coffin and that she had to go to the airport to pick it up. The coffin came around on the luggage carousel and, when it reached her, all movement stopped. She heard a faint hammering from deep inside, under a large keyhole right over the place that would line up with the heart of the corpse. Max had been put into the coffin while he was still alive: he was trying to get out but the key to the lock had been shut in with him. It was one of the keys she’d wrapped up in the handkerchief that was in his security pocket. As she listened to his struggles, she realized that he was never going to get out; he was going to die and she was to blame.


         In the morning she still felt shaken. After getting the children off to school, she telephoned three friends and two relatives, telling them that she might have to park the kids on them at some time during the next few days. She started to organize a list of clothes to pack into the children’s travel bags.


         She was standing in the kitchen and about to put a load of laundry into the machine, when she sensed that something wasn’t right. She caught no faintest smell of smoke or gas, no sinister tiny dripping or cracks or creakings that sounded out of place. And yet something was wrong. Her uneasiness increased. She turned slowly, going all the way around in a circle – not really looking, but just checking her surroundings – and stopped. The answer came to her: Max.
         


         She raced to the bedroom, opened the closet door, snatched up the handkerchief with the charms, stuffed it into a drawstring bag she used for her makeup, grabbed her jacket and keys and ran downstairs again.


         She had her hand out for the front door when she turned back to make a telephone call. In her hurry she bumped into a table. Then she pushed the phone buttons too fast and had to start over from the beginning.


         She counted six rings.


         A voice answered, ‘Yeah?’


         ‘Bruno?’


         ‘I don’t believe it. My dreams come true. Hi.’


         ‘Bruno, this is an emergency. Are you going to be at the office for an hour or so?’


         ‘Sure, but I could come to you.’


         ‘No, that’s no good. I’ve got to give you something Max left behind. I’ll explain when I see you. If you’re going out, would you tell your secretary –’


         ‘You stay there. I’ll come right over.’


         ‘I can’t,’ she said, and hung up.


         She was bucketing through a wide, suburban street before she noticed that her foot was on the gas as hard as it could go. She slowed down and took a few deep breaths. Everything was going to be all right: panic would only make things worse.


         She drove to the area where she’d lived when she was still single and, parking the car in the place she’d always used, took the subway in to the center of town.
         


         She entered the building, running. And she was out of the elevator, pushing past the secretary and barging into Bruno’s office before she’d thought out what to do or say. As she arrived, breathless, he was getting up from the chair behind his desk. She didn’t even give him the opportunity for a kiss on the cheek. She stuck out her arm and presented the pouch, saying, ‘Bruno, I’ve done a terrible thing. I still don’t know how it could have happened, but Max’s good luck charms were all folded up in a handkerchief and there was a set of keys right next to them, with some other handkerchiefs – and he went off with the wrong bundle. Can you get them to him?’


         He wanted to take her out to lunch, to cancel meetings: to make all sorts of preliminary moves towards isolating her with him.


         She shook her head and retreated.


         He said, ‘You owe me a hell of a meal for this one.’


         ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she said, rushing away.


         After handing over the charms she felt better. She even felt that she’d averted any possible danger. Her relief was as great as if Max already had his possessions back. She had passed on the responsibility. Bruno hadn’t meant just a candlelit dinner, of course; he thought that he really had a hold over her now. But when the time came, she’d say that this had been a favor to Max, not her. Max would be home first, anyway. She could explain everything and whatever celebration they wanted to plan as a thank-you would include him.
         


         The next day she wondered: what if Bruno didn’t hand over the charms? What if he decided not to, guessing the effect it could have on Max to find himself vulnerable in a moment of uncertainty? Anything could happen.


         She took a shower, packed an overnight bag and put it in the hall. She didn’t know what to do next, so she decided to pretend that everything was all right and that she ought to tackle the normal chores like the dusting and the children’s rooms.


         She kept doing the usual daily tasks as she waited, but she was so sure something was going to happen that when the telephone call came she was ready: the children’s bags were packed and her overnight case was in the car.


         She reached the hospital ahead of the reporters, twenty minutes before the helicopter carrying Max was scheduled to land on the roof.


         She knew that things must be serious because the nurses kept everyone else out. When at last one of them let her see Max, he was unconscious: about to go into the operating theater. She kissed him. She squeezed his hand. She whispered into his ear that everything was going to be all right and that she loved him. ‘That’s all, now,’ someone told her. She backed away.


         In the corridor she spoke to the nurse who seemed to be in charge. First of all, she thanked her for taking care of her husband. That made a good impression. Then she said that she wondered if the hospital had some sort of chapel where she could say a quick prayer. That made an even better impression; it was the right thing to do at such a time and it put hospital work in perspective: there was only so much the medical profession could do for anyone and after that the outcome was up to higher powers.
         


         They did indeed have a chapel, the nurse told her, for use by all denominations.


         ‘And one more thing,’ Joan said: her husband might be recovering for a long time but there were colleagues of his who worked in television and you could bet anything that they’d be charging down the hallways in full cry as soon as they got wind of the story. Was there any way of keeping them out for a couple of days? One person in particular, a girl named Alice, was so persistent that you’d almost think she was intent on breaking up his marriage.


         The nurse rose to the occasion. Her starched uniform seemed to expand with professional pride. She assured Joan that absolutely no one was going to get at her patient without his wife’s permission.


         Joan’s anxiety receded. She wished that she could witness a clash between Alice – with her debutante affectations and international media jargon – and the tough, motherly nurse who knew how to deal with life, death and people who had no business being on her ward.


         The chapel was disappointingly lacking in candles. The lighting was artificial, the stained glass was fake. All over the world people were lighting candles, as she had hoped to. And they were like her: Thank you, God, for getting me out of trouble, for letting me escape, for bringing me luck. But eventually there would be something they wouldn’t be able to avoid and there would be no point in lighting a candle for that. The material housing of everyone’s world was temporary; the eyesight would go, the accuracy of the other senses too, the strength of the muscles, the hardness of the bones. That was what God gave, as well as the people you loved. And everything else besides. And when the bad things came upon you, how could you then say: No, thank you – why are you allowing this to happen to me?
         


         She stayed in the chapel for as long as she could stand being away from Max. She made her pleas for his health, she promised and apologized, and asked for forgiveness. Then she waited outside the operating theater.


         She was by his side as soon as he came out of the anesthetic. She was holding his hand.


         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘there you are. My beautiful wife.’ Later he told her that she’d looked terrified and that he’d recognized on her face the same expression of calamity that for so many years he’d seen on the victims of war.


         And she saw, but never told him afterwards, that he could be weakened; he could lose the energy and inquisitiveness that made him seek danger. He could be conquered, losing everything that made him what he was. Sooner than have that happen, she’d let him go to someone else. But not yet.


         She told him about the lucky charms, saying that the substitution had been a mistake.


         He hadn’t known until they were sewing him up before putting him on the plane. But he was delighted. He said, ‘You know what’s so wonderful? They’re the keys to the front door. They mean home. Nothing else could have pulled me through this. They saved me.’
         


         Tears came into their eyes. They embraced. They rejoiced: he with the gratitude of the survivor, she with the shameless self-righteousness of the successful.


         This time her prayers had worked. How long he’d be content to be safe was a question she could deal with later, the next time it came up. And how long God would remain on her side was something she’d have to stop thinking about. Loyalty from the divine was often pretty much like human fidelity – you knew about it for sure only when it changed. And by that time it was too late.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         

            2 Fertility


         


         When he left for the war, he left her pregnant. As soon as she realized the state she was in, she told her parents, who disowned her; they’d always preferred the rich neighbors’ son next door and now she’d ruined her chances and theirs.


         She went to his mother, who called her a lying whore and slammed the door in her face, saying, ‘My son would never have anything to do with a cheap type like you.’


         She got a job in the sort of place where people didn’t mind who did what. She served alcohol and wiped tabletops and cleaned out greasy pots and pans. Her clothes and hair stank of fat, the skin on her hands split and bled. The waitresses who worked side by side with her told her where she could go to get rid of the pregnancy. But she was still in love with him.


         When the time came for her to give birth, she couldn’t work any longer. The boarding house threw her out. Her friends had no money. Only one place in town was willing to take her in: the brothel. She knew about the reputation the building had but she was innocent enough to imagine that the real business was the bar and not the rooms upstairs, instead of the other way around. In any case, she expected to die in childbirth.


         The woman who kept the place paid for her doctor. And after the birth, as soon as she was well enough, expected to be paid back: for lodging and food, too.
         


         She refused. Every time she looked into the face of her little son and fell in love with him again, she fell in love over and over again with his father, whose presence somewhere in the world was like a promise still unbroken, although he didn’t write.


         She’d rather die in the gutter, she said – and take the baby with her.


         ‘You live here,’ the woman told her. ‘You gave birth here. You know what this place is. Everybody knows. You aren’t married – that makes you an unfit mother. And if I say that you’re one of my girls, I can get the state to claim the child for its protection. In easier times it could be adopted but nobody can afford an extra mouth now. That means the orphanage.’


         For most women at the time, it was true, an unexpected child would have been a disaster even if they were married. For most; but not for all. Not for her.


         She tried to fight. Four of them came at her. One of them snatched the baby from her and ran into another room. Two others held her while the fourth began to pour liquor down her throat.


         For three days she was too drunk to get out of bed. They washed her and changed her clothes, combed her hair and gave her more alcohol while the men lined up in the hallway. A year later, when she came to an arrangement with a dentist from a neighboring town, she found that several of her teeth had been cracked in that initial struggle.


         Her lover’s mother set about establishing legal claims to the child as soon as it was born. Since the baby was illegitimate, there was no proof either way as to who the father was, but the authorities decided that a decent home of any kind was better than life in a brothel. They took the baby They gave him to the grandmother.
         


         She was drunk all the time after that until the other girls let her know what had happened to some of their friends: a certain amount of drink could get you in the mood, but if you were falling down every night, you could find yourself out on the street with your ears and nose cut off.


         She followed orders, obeyed requests and demands. She became a slave. Behind her mask of compliance, every thing in her was dead except the thought of her child. Whenever she had any time off, she wandered near the house where her lover’s mother lived with the baby. Occasionally she’d walk by the place, looking in quickly at one of the windows and going past without breaking stride. She was afraid that the woman would report her.


         She needn’t have worried. As soon as the child was old enough, it became a stranger in a way she hadn’t anticipated – a way similar to that by which she had been made into what she was.


         One day she saw both of them out walking in the park: the child toddling, rushing and stumbling while holding on to his grandmother’s hand.


         She approached the spot where they were and then stood back, as still as one of the trees, to drink in the sight of her child. In a few moments the boy seemed to notice that someone was staring at him. He stopped moving. He looked at her and smiled, making a little chirping sound of pleasure. He put his free hand into his mouth.
         


         The grandmother turned her head. Her anger must have caused her to clench her fingers; the boy took his hand from his mouth, waved it in the air and began to whine.


         ‘Look,’ the grandmother said. ‘There’s the bad woman.’ She pointed. ‘What do we say when we see her?’


         The boy looked up for confirmation and pointed, copying exactly the direction of the gesture. ‘Whore,’ he said.


         ‘That’s right, darling. Whore.’


         The child laughed. ‘Whore-whore-whore,’ he chanted. He began to jump up and down with excitement. His grandmother joined him: laughing, hopping, shouting and still holding his hand so that the two of them resembled a mismatched team of theatrical entertainers.


         The tears ran down her face. She watched her child until the grandmother began to egg him on to make malicious faces, teaching him to stick out his tongue. The next step would be throwing stones.


         She was younger and – despite everything she’d been through – stronger than the other woman. But her child’s taunts robbed her of the ability either to attack others or to defend herself. She turned around and walked away.


         She waited for her lover, not hoping for much. Victories and defeats followed each other so quickly, and the borders were altered so often that nobody could be certain who was dead or alive in the areas where fighting was going on. No one she knew of had had a letter. That was a small price to pay for their good fortune; neither the town, nor any part of their district, had yet been occupied by the enemy; nor even by front-line troops in retreat, which could also be bad, although at least only the enemy burned everything down when they left.
         


         She prayed for his survival and, as she prayed, she dreaded the possibility of her dearest wish coming true. She shrank from the thought that he’d believe his mother; she’d had a dream in which he was the one who held the child by the hand as they both called her a whore. If the dream came true, she thought, she’d hang herself.


         The war lasted almost another two years. As far as anyone could tell, they had won. Or, at least, they hadn’t lost.


         He came back in a gang of men he hadn’t known before he’d joined up. Some of them had been from his school but not in the same class. Some had looked like children when they’d marched off in their clean, new uniforms. Now it seemed to him that they resembled professional criminals and that that was probably an accurate way of describing all of them, including himself.


         There was supposed to be a parade from the railroad station and down the main street of town to the park, where there would be speeches, applause and the presentation of flowers.


         He and his friends had no desire to win approval or keep up appearances or to stand still while pictures were taken of them shaking hands with dignitaries who weren’t worth the saving and ugly women who for five years had been viciously insistent that their boys get out there and fight.


         They broke off from the parade as it passed the bar. A mob of them burst through the doors, shouting for something to drink. And, they wanted to know, where were the girls?
         


         Three of the girls came downstairs from where they’d been looking out of the windows at the crowd down in the street. One joined the barman behind the counter. ‘Beer’s on the house,’ someone called out. The soldiers cheered.


         He tossed back half his drink and was going through the doorway into one of the smaller, less crowded downstairs rooms when he came face to face with her.


         ‘Yes, it’s me,’ she said. And before he could ask her what she was doing in a place like that, she told him. She described her parents’ reaction to the pregnancy; and then his mother’s. She explained how she’d ended up in the brothel and how his mother had legally stolen the child. ‘And now,’ she said, ‘she’s taught him – whenever he sees me – to shout “Whore” at me. What your mother’s done to me is worse than anything the enemy ever did to my country.’


         ‘Come here,’ he said.


         She went up close to him and stood obediently while he inspected her.


         He tipped up his glass, drained it and threw it into the corner, where it smashed into pieces. He ordered her to come with him. As he shouldered his way through the crowd and out into the open air, she followed.


         The streets were empty of people and littered with flowers, confetti and scraps of paper wrappings, advertisements and posters. She walked behind him, wondering whether they were going to the park to search among the crowds. He began to walk faster and faster. She had to skip and break into a run every so often in order to keep up. He led her to his mother’s house.
         


         ‘Wait here,’ he said. He tried to open the door, and couldn’t. He stepped back and kicked out hard until the lock gave and the door flew open. He went inside.


         She tiptoed up to the window, where she could see the back of his mother’s dress, moving away.


         His mother ran to him with open arms. He stopped her in her tracks by shouting at her, ‘Where’s the boy you’re living with?’


         ‘Boy?’ she whimpered. ‘Oh. I’m taking care of a little orphan child. Didn’t I write to you?’


         ‘I haven’t had a letter in four years,’ he said. ‘And I haven’t had time to write one. I was busy saving your neck. Where’s the kid?’


         ‘He went out to play,’ she told him. ‘Sit down and have something to drink, my darling. How I’ve longed for this day.’


         He pushed her away, ready to look through the house room by room. He didn’t have to go far. At the end of the hallway stood the boy, who had heard the voices and had come to see what was going on.


         ‘Go back to your room, honey,’ the grandmother said. ‘We have to talk.’


         ‘Soldier,’ the boy said happily


         The moment he looked at the child he could see that he was the father. And he recognized even more clearly that the mother was the ruined girl he’d left behind.
         


         ‘She’s gotten her story in first, hasn’t she?’ his mother spat at him. ‘The liar. The bitch. My God, there she is outside. Here, sweetheart, there’s the bad woman again. What do we say when we see her?’


         The boy ran to the window. ‘Whore-whore-whore,’ he shouted.


         ‘I’m your dad,’ he said. ‘Did you know that? Daddy: that’s me.’


         The boy turned around.


         ‘Your father, who’s been fighting in the war. And now I’m back. Would you like to come with me? Let’s go for a walk.’


         The boy held out his hand to be led but the soldier picked him up and sat him on his shoulder. The grandmother screamed, ‘It isn’t true. That slut has had bastards by every man in this town.’


         He ducked to pass under the door frame, and walked out into the street. As soon as the boy saw his mother, he began to chant ‘Whore-whore-whore’ again.


         She fell into step beside her lover. At the end of the street he set the boy down. ‘Listen to me, sonny,’ he said in a quiet little voice. ‘I’m your father and this is your mother and that’s a dirty word you’ve been taught: whore. If I catch you saying that word again, I’ll wash your mouth out with soap. Do you hear me?’


         The boy looked down. His fear electrified the silence between the three of them, which continued for a long time; no one knew how to break it. At last she said, ‘If we can ever afford to waste soap that way.’


         He gave a snort of laughter. She turned her head against his shoulder, her face brushing his neck. ‘How I love you,’ she whispered. He kissed her, the first time in four years. The boy, guessing from which direction harm or help might come, nudged forward and pulled on her skirt, his hands pressed to her thighs through the fabric. Like the sudden flickering of a light in darkness, warmth sprang from the center of her body, flying up to her heart and outward – igniting every part of her with a feeling of life that had nothing to do with the past and made all of it powerless against her: as if no one except her lover and her child had ever touched her.
         


         ‘Fertility,’ her friend commented, hearing her tell the story twenty years later.


         ‘Love,’ she declared.


         ‘Don’t split hairs.’


         ‘Fertility doesn’t know the difference between one love and the next.’


         ‘Maybe,’ said the friend, who was a doctor. ‘And maybe not. Fertility leads to motherhood. Motherhood can take people in different ways.’


         ‘Exactly. Love is different. And anyway, he wouldn’t have believed my side of it if he hadn’t loved me.’


         ‘Let’s just say that there’s a time for everything.’


         ‘Love doesn’t have set times.’


         ‘I meant,’ the doctor explained, ‘that there’s a time to be a mother and a time to be a grandmother. And they aren’t always the same.’


         ‘Oh, her,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean her. I understand that.’ She took up her work again, washing dishes in a bowl and then rinsing them under the spigot.
         


         She refilled the bowl with water and started on the next batch. After a while she said, ‘I’ve heard so many stories about those times. A lot of people went through much worse than anything that happened to me. I know that. You can’t imagine the things I’ve heard. So, in one way I just think: I can forget about this or that – those things weren’t important. But what I can’t understand – in fact, I still can’t accept it – is why my own parents would have wanted to treat me that way. Strangers, maybe: but your family should stand by you.’


         ‘You were the last thing left in their world over which they had some control. As long as you behaved according to the rules they’d laid down, they felt secure. When you stopped being the girl they’d trained you to be, they couldn’t recognize you as theirs.’


         ‘Um,’ she murmured.


         The doctor went on, ‘I have a colleague who says everything that happens in the world is entirely impersonal and it’s brought about by large astronomical upheavals. You know, there are times when the sun shoots up fiery gases like geysers – some of them are so high that they alter the weather here on earth: crops grow better, the woods produce more lumber and – a whole generation in advance – the ratio of male to female births changes dramatically so that soldiers, who are going to be killed in a war that hasn’t yet begun, will be replaced by another generation of men. Do you see what I mean? Everything that’s essential happens on a huge scale and over vast periods of time. It takes centuries before you can see that a general direction has been established or that something new is being worked out. But that’s what really drives us: biology. Everything else is superficial.’
         


         She stood the last of the dishes in the rack, slung the wash rag over the rail and dumped the dirty water out of the bowl and into the sink, where it gurgled away down the drain. ‘That,’ she said, ‘is spreading the blame too thin.’


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         

            3 Veterans


         


         Some people forget; it can be a failing or a convenient knack, easily acquired. Others remember right to the end, without discriminating as to what they can recall. And there are those whose memory in later years is haunted by an early, careless wrongdoing – an indiscretion, folly or even a crime.


         Franklin Page remembered. He remembered that he hadn’t stopped to think. Before he realized what he was doing, or could imagine what it might lead to, he had committed the act that was to change his life as well as that of someone else.


         His was a good deed, not a misdeed. At the time of the incident he was fighting in a war. And when the moment came, he figured that he could probably make it into the field, pick up the wounded man and get back out again. He never gave a thought to what might happen if he didn’t succeed. He saw that it was possible and he started to move.


         His introduction to military life had been similarly unconsidered. He hadn’t waited to be drafted. He’d joined up, choosing armed combat as an alternative to suicide.


         Whether he’d run away from home, or had been kicked out, was a point on which his family would never have agreed with him. He’d thought that they had made it clear: he wasn’t doing any of the things they expected of him and they didn’t want him around until he did. He could go somewhere else till he pulled himself together.
         


         He went to the big city, where he fell in love with a pretty girl several steps above him, who had an ambition to be a ballerina. Her parents liked him but since their daughter was so young – as he was himself – there was no question of formal approval or disapproval; he looked and sounded right, and wore recognizably good clothes. He appeared to be a boy from a stable background and therefore someone who could be trusted to take their daughter out to movies and meals and the kind of drinking that didn’t get out of hand. It was understood from the beginning that the relationship wasn’t to be regarded as serious because it wouldn’t be subject to the rituals that applied in those days: he’d fallen in love at a time when people still got engaged. Her mother and father wouldn’t have thought she’d be sleeping with him; sexual intercourse was reserved for a fiancé. They would have assumed the probability of kissing, cuddling and even heavy petting, but – naturally – what he and the girl wanted was every thing that went with love – the full, physical and sexual encounter without which they couldn’t achieve the oneness they longed for.


         The fact that his ardor and incompetence had combined to make the girl pregnant was something he didn’t know until a series of telephone calls involved him and, eventually, her mother. The mother was the only other person the girl had told and she was also the first to be informed, which should have given him a clue about how matters would progress. 


         The girl was horrified. He’d kept telling her, she said, that everything was all right and now it wasn’t any such thing. Hadn’t she said to him that she wanted to be a great dancer? And even if she hadn’t had any ambitions, who would want to have a child at the age of nineteen? And to go through nine months and everything afterwards – to undergo all that and then give up a baby for adoption and think she could go on happily with the rest of her life – no: she’d have to get an abortion. Of course she would. If she didn’t, what was the rest of her life going to be like? She’d be tied hand and foot for the whole of her twenties. He didn’t even have a job; he was doing dish-washing and that kind of thing to put himself through college on a scholarship. And he’d only just started. He didn’t expect her parents to support them, did he? Because they couldn’t. And what about the child? To grow up resented by a mother who never had time for you because she was busy trying to recapture her lost chances – that wouldn’t be so wonderful. And ten or twelve years later, when it was the right time to have her family? For the child that was a mistake – to have to look on and see everybody else being showered with love: that would be a torture.
         


         She rattled off every thing she had to say, without allowing him to get out a single word. Then she collapsed. She was nice; even on the verge of hysteria she wasn’t going to remind him that his grandfather had drunk himself to death and his aunt had gone crazy. After a long pause she just said that this was goodbye. And she hung up.


         He called back. He called back forty-three times. Every time, her mother answered; she was polite but unyielding, as was to be expected of the mother of an only child.
         


         He talked about his love. He said that he’d do anything. He hadn’t meant to hurt anybody – he’d have done anything rather than that. This just couldn’t be goodbye, no matter what they all decided. He reasoned, he whined, he tried not to sound angry. He cried.


         When he realized that everything was over, he went out and got drunk. And in the morning he joined up.


         


            *


         


         His wasn’t a world war. It was one of the smaller wars, but just as deadly as any other. ‘Wars are like snakes,’ his first commanding officer said to him. ‘Some of the little ones can be even worse than the monsters.’ It was certainly as bad as anything Franklin had ever imagined, despite all the comforts of modern warfare: danger money, paid leave, medical care, disability compensation and the G.I. Bill if you came out in one piece.


         In a modern battle you didn’t often see enemy blood. What you encountered in the way of death and mutilation was mostly from your own side or among the civilian population who weren’t supposed to be in the fight: the women and children. Women and children – and, of course, land – were what you were expected to fight for, not against. His war was up to date: air power was an important factor. But it was also like any other war in that after the aircraft had done their work, paratroopers and then the infantry had to go in on the ground. For some troops there was always going to be blood.


         In Franklin’s case, the most blood he ever saw at one time came out of another man in his outfit. Not even several years later was the birth of his second child – which he would be forced to watch because of a dream his wife had had – to generate so much blood. The soldier out-bled anyone or any thing Franklin had ever seen and a lot of it ended up over his own uniform because he’d gone to the rescue, while their friends – some of whom hadn’t considered the man worth the trouble – covered him.
         


         He was given a citation for bravery but at the time he hadn’t felt any sense of his own courage; he’d still thought it didn’t matter if he died but he was pretty sure that if either of them got hit, it would be the wounded soldier he was carrying over his back, like a protective blanket. There wouldn’t have been any better way to get out of the field unless he’d dragged the man, which could have killed him. As it was, every step Franklin took exposed the wounded soldier to further danger. But to abandon him would have meant leaving him to die cruelly, when he might have been saved. Franklin didn’t think of himself as heroic. Any other soldier would have done the same if the man to be rescued hadn’t quarreled with a bunch of them over something. It was never really clear what that had been about: he suspected it had to do with food supplies or liquor and money, or maybe women.


         Afterwards he was surprised at how good he felt. He’d saved somebody. He’d tried to do the right thing and it had worked. It was a shame that the man wasn’t particularly worth while but after living a long time with danger, you came to believe it was ridiculous to make those distinctions:everybody was the same. Nobody was worth more than anybody else.
         


         He asked after the soldier, and was told that he’d probably live. And that he’d be transported back to the States. Franklin forgot about him.


         


            *


         


         As soon as he’d served his time in the military, he felt free. He could start a new life. Because of what he’d been through, he knew how precious everything was that he used to hold in contempt or take for granted. He loved his country as he never had before, when it had always seemed to belong to other people and to be a place that was never going to be his. In an odd way he was proud of himself. And now he had money in his hand and all the choices in the world. Do it right this time, he thought.
         


         No serious attempt was made to educate him and his friends back into civilian life. They were given help in other ways. Financially, he was going to be OK and that was pretty good in itself. That was what he needed. Maybe there were others who had different plans. Whoever they were, nobody told them, either: how to deal with the fear and the anger. They were given a few lectures, that was all. The rest was for them to figure out for themselves, because it was private. They were warned that perhaps powerful emotions might become hard to control, once there was no way of expressing them. They were cautioned against drinking to excess.


         ‘Don’t drink?’ one of his buddies said. ‘What is this – Sunday school? Jesus.’


         But Franklin soon understood. After one or two binges out on the town with a couple of pals and a crowd of strangers, and after waking up from blackouts to find that he had no memory of the night before, there were times when he seemed to be reliving the worst parts of active duty and of the family hatreds that had preceded it. At those moments, if he’d had a weapon on him, he would have used it.
         


         He gave up liquor. He gave up smoking. Not smoking was the worst. With the help of the government he went to college. He threw himself into learning.


         He studied history; he didn’t know exactly why – he had no plans to use what he was being taught. But he felt that everything he read and heard was helping to explain to him what the world was like and how it got that way, and why. He read, hour after hour, and he worked at jobs on the side. He was saving money but still having fun. He didn’t know why he was doing the saving; it seemed to be a compulsion, like a squirrel’s instinct to bury acorns.


         After a time he felt confident enough to start drinking beer again.


         When four years had passed, he finally relaxed about everything. He was ready to become reintegrated into civilian life. He went back to see the relatives he’d quarreled with. He made peace with them but he didn’t want to hang around afterwards. While he’d been away they’d shifted their dissatisfaction and malevolence to other members of the family. They were as pleased to see him as if they’d always loved him. But if he stayed, the burden of misery would come back on him, he knew that. It would ruin his life again because he was always going to be fool enough to let them abuse him until he couldn’t stand it any longer, and then he’d have to get out again. They talked about how he could take his rightful place now. That meant the will, the land, and so on. That would be something to think about, he told everybody; but it might be a better idea for him – while he was still young – to go and seek his fortune like the boys in the fairy tales: they always ended up running the kingdom, didn’t they?
         


         They clung to him. They told him that it was his duty to stay. His duty to them. He reminded them that they’d thrown him out of the house. Oh, that – that was such a long time ago, they said. And he knew then that he was really well and free, because he didn’t tell them what it had done to him to be treated like that, nor did he say that he understood now what they were like: like a tribe of cannibals, eating their own children, selling their own people and enslaved by their love of power. He just said that it had been good to see them and he’d send a postcard. And he left.


         At about the same time, he lost touch with other men who had been his friends when he was overseas. He’d kept up with them for a while but now he wanted to move on to new interests; and to different people, too. He wanted to see them again some day, just not too soon. In several years, maybe.


         He switched from place to place, trying out jobs and always managing to make a modest success as well as to have a good time. He’d stay in a place, start up a business – hardware or dry goods – and turn over a profit, sell up and move on. He didn’t mean to settle down anywhere. That wasn’t going to happen for a long time.
         


         He was driving across state, heading nowhere in particular other than from one town to the next, when he came over the brow of a hill in the late afternoon. The light was beginning to sleep in the air. The temperature had started to ease off and a breeze sprang up. It brought him a wave of thick, green fragrance from the alfalfa fields he was passing. And all at once he thought that it had been a beautiful day and that in spite of his intention to do a lot more traveling, this was such a pretty place that he might stop for a while and get to know it.


         He didn’t realize that at last he was cured and that the restlessness he’d suffered from in the past few years had been part of a healing process.


         He left his car next to a pick-up truck in a small parking lot off the old main street, stretches of which looked almost the same as they must have been in the last century. There was a dusty but elegant livery stable, a bank like a Roman temple, a drugstore with a tessellated floor. There was also a gas station, a newspaper office and a grand old wooden building twice the size of a steamship; it contained offices for doctors, a dentist, agricultural consultants, feed merchants, a lawyer, the water board and – downstairs – a beauty parlor, a barbershop and a fancy dress shop with a milliner’s adjoining it.


         The first place he entered was the drugstore where, seated up at the counter, he saw the girl he knew he wanted to spend everything on – all the money he’d saved, the time he’d accumulated, the love he’d never been able to give away. Her name was Irene and she was in her last year at high school. Her parents wanted her to go to college like her brothers and sister but luckily she was more excited by the idea of getting married and having kids. It wasn’t that she was unintelligent or anything like that. She was smart enough to have gone through college without any trouble. In all the summer jobs she’d had, she’d been the first to be praised and given promotion. She just wanted the real things instead of studying. And she’d always known that. Even when she was a child, she said to him, she always knew what she wanted.
         


         He told her that finding her was a miracle. Their life together was going to be like the dream he’d had a long time ago: of all the traditional, old-fashioned things that go with a married life, including the part about how they live happily ever after.


         He was ready to put down roots that would anchor a solid family life for at least five generations. He was feeling strong enough to last that long himself.


         She wanted children as much as he did; she understood procreation to be a sign of success. Everything was decided between them with such speed that many members of her family didn’t have time to get to the wedding. Irene didn’t care. ‘We can have all the parties later,’ she said.


         


            *


         


         No one had told her how painful childbirth would be nor how exhausting the chores of motherhood could become. Repeated achievement diminished her urge to complain. Instead, she simply demanded extra help.


         His idea was that someone else should take care of the children, since they were what had caused all the changes. She said no: she’d look after the kids and he could hire somebody to cook, clean, wash, iron and vacuum. She wasn’t going to become a bad mother just because he couldn’t boil water without some woman standing at his elbow, telling him how. The kids were the most important part of the family. If it weren’t for them, she’d probably let Raymond Saddler have her great-great-grandfather’s land without putting up a fight.
         


         ‘What land?’ he asked.


         ‘Oh, it’s such a long story. It started with Aunt Posie – my great-aunt Posie.’


         That was how – when they’d already been married for over two years and she was expecting her third child – Irene let him know that if she had had her rights, she’d have an inheritance to pass on to their children. A long-dead ancestress named Aunt Posie had been cheated out of her family share by her own brother and by the time her descendants could prove that it should have gone to her, everything had landed up with some cousins named Saddler, who weren’t about to give anything back to anybody, not till Hell froze over and probably not even then.


         The now distant quarrel in his own family was replaced by the dispute with her cousins. There always had to be something that wasn’t right. You couldn’t escape from it. The last time he’d tried to get out of a family mess, it wasn’t long before he’d ended up in a war.


         


            *


         


         
         


         The man in the bed opened his eyes and couldn’t figure out where he was. No sound came to him. The quiet was as deep as if time had stopped. He could see the color of the sky, which seemed to indicate a kind of twilight. It might have been late afternoon or early morning: it was hard to tell. He couldn’t be sure of anything. He thought that he might have lost his mind.


         ‘Lost your mind?’ his father used to shout at him. ‘Well, go back and get it.’ His father had spent a lot of time yelling at him but he’d also taught him things: how to hunt, how to shoot and how to kill animals. When the military trained him to kill people, nobody had had to shout at him. The principle was the same and he was already an expert.


         He closed his eyes and he disappeared.


         Sometime later he was awake, looking at a window and still not knowing what time it was or even what city he was in. Or which country.


         Doctors and nurses came to his bed. They stuck needles and thermometers into him. They held his wrist and put the stethoscope on him, took measurements and wrote down the numbers in notebooks or on papers held in a clipboard. Apparently they planned to do something with him. He was washed but not fed. They never gave him anything to eat, yet he wasn’t hungry. How could that be?


         They’d stuck pins and little tubes all over him. He lay there in the bed like a large devil-doll. The thought came to him that he wasn’t the real one: he was standing in for the original, whose name was …


         He began to feel frightened. A nurse came to the side of his bed.
         


         ‘Take it easy, hon,’ she said. ‘What can I get you?’


         Out in the hallway a conversation stopped. Then, a woman’s voice said, ‘Hey, he’s talking.’


         ‘What name are you writing down there?’ he asked.


         ‘Your name is Oliver Sherman.’


         It sounded slightly familiar but not right.


         ‘Are you sure?’


         ‘Sure. It says right here.’ She gestured towards the information board at the foot of the bed.


         When she’d gone, he thought that he’d crawl down to the end of the bed and take a look for himself. But as soon as it dawned on him that he’d have to start untaping all the little plastic pipes they’d put on him, he realized that he was too tired to make it. He went to sleep again instead.


         His name wasn’t Oliver Sherman. It turned out that – in a combined effort of military and hospital bureaucracies – most of the information about him had been reversed, including his name, which was really Sherman Oliver. But for quite a while he thought of himself the other way around. And sometimes he’d imagine himself with the name Sherman Oaks because that sounded like something he’d heard before, maybe a kind of tree.


         He began to think that he’d died and gone to a place where you lived on until they decided to move you to some other form of afterlife: from medical to legal, scientific, chemical, horticultural. One day he thought That’s it, we’re going to be put into pots and grown into something else. That’s why they’re studying us.
         


         When they moved a man named Beech into the ward, the idea of trees and gardens became additionally confused. He told Beech, ‘I think we’re all going to be grown in pots, so we can be planted.’


         Beech said, ‘That’s for sure. That’s what’s waiting for every one of us. They plant us six feet deep and we don’t send up no flowers. We just stay put.’


         At night the war came back: he went through everything again. And then, after a few months, it left him. He couldn’t remember at all for a while. When it began again, the recollections played themselves out in all kinds of different ways. In one version he rescued Franklin instead of the other way around; in the next, a woman called him into the field to help her and then made love to him while the gunfire started up all around them; and in another, his father came into the firing zone to save him and he refused to be moved – he told him to go away and, as he did, his father lifted up his head and was caught by a stray shot. He remembered crawling out to safety by himself, laboriously. And also staying there, burrowing down into the ground.


         He would never have believed that he was making these things up. And to have a doctor hint that he might be engineering fake memories for himself was infuriating. In fact, when a clean-cut numbskull in a white coat suggested as much, he leaned forward and simply told the man: ‘Say that again and I’ll kill you.’ Then he asked, ‘What are you here for, anyway?’ And he followed the question with a string of obscenities that wouldn’t have upset a child – not even a maiden aunt. But the doctor stopped writing notes and Sherman knew that that was because after his outburst, they only needed one word on the paper: violent.
         


         What wasn’t violent? Men, women, water, fire, earth; all the seasons of the year, even the ones that seemed the sweetest. Anything that had movement had the potential. Whatever was living was bound into the pattern. It was like what the Bible said: there was a time for everything. When the time for violence came around, violence was what you did.


         The doctors and nurses were supposed to be making him well. But what was the point? They were the ones who had the say. He didn’t want to survive unless he could come back as the one in charge. For the rest of his life he wanted to feel the way he felt when he was squeezing the trigger.


         Nothing else was like it: the perfect moment when you hit the target. At first it was tin cans, then groundhogs, which they called whistling pigs; and in the hunting season deer, wild turkey, grouse. He’d thought that when he went into the service, life would be like that. Sometimes it was, but mostly you didn’t see much. You aimed at a place, not a person. Now he had nothing to aim for, not even a place.


         Most of the time, when he was thinking the right way around, memory was like the tide coming back into a stretch of mud flats: stirring everything up again, raising the decaying, rotting material from its bed to where it could flow freely, flooding through every new, clean and cherished place and making it too begin to rot.


         When he wasn’t thinking the right way around, it was worse. Sometimes he thought that they’d fixed him up the way he should be but they’d put him back into the wrong person. And he wanted to get out.
         


         He lost a couple of years. It was surprising how fast it could happen; you close your eyes, you blink and there you are: in another place and it’s later. It’s later than you think. Who used to say that? Someone he knew once – maybe somebody in his family.


         He hung around the bars. One day he drank himself into such a state that the next day the only thing in his head was: Why am I here? Why do I have to go on with this, year after year? It’s going to take so long to get to the end. If somebody could show me where the exit door is, I’d go through it right now.
         


         Later in the day he recalled the reason why he was there: because some guy had saved his life – Frank somebody. What was his name? And what was he doing now? Where did he live?


         He began to ask around. It took him a long time until he got all the information assembled, knew where to go and bought himself a bus ticket. Before buying the ticket, he took a coin out of his pocket and flipped it into the air for a decision, catching it and slapping it down against the back of his left hand.


         When he got off the bus, there was no way to go on to where Franklin lived unless you hired a car. He took out the coin again and spun it high into the air.


         He walked. After a couple of hours a farmer stopped to offer him a ride.


         They drove up into high land, over a mountain and down, into rich bottom land, across a couple of hills and down again.
         


         The farmer let him off by a big oak tree where the road forked.


         He felt good as he walked the rest of the way. He kept thinking: This is fine-looking country. I wouldn’t mind living here.
         


         He arrived in the late afternoon, not long after Franklin had come home from work.


         He went around to the back and pushed the button next to the screen door.


         Franklin was standing inside, only a few feet away and looking out through the screen. He didn’t recognize the man on the other side, although he knew that it must be a stranger standing there, otherwise the man would have called out: it was easy to see that the family was at home.


         Franklin stepped up to the screen and said, ‘Hi.’


         ‘Hi,’ Sherman answered.


         ‘Are you looking for me?’


         ‘If your name’s Franklin Page. I recognize you, too. I’m Sherman Oliver.’


         ‘Oh?’


         ‘The man you rescued. You know. In Korea.’


         ‘Jesus,’ Franklin said. He opened the door.


         ‘I wasn’t sure you’d want to see somebody from the past.’


         ‘Come on in.’


         ‘So I tossed a coin.’


         ‘Come on. You’ll let the flies in.’


         Sherman stepped through the doorway and into a space where coats hung from hooks and rubber boots stood in pairs on the linoleum floor. Straight ahead was the kitchen. ‘So,’ he mumbled, ‘just thought I’d look you up.’
         


         When two of the children raced into the kitchen, followed by Irene, Sherman stood completely rigid. He’d pictured Franklin living alone, not having moved on to another life or other people. He’d thought of him as being a kind of mirror-image of himself. The first sight of him, through the meshes of the screen and standing in the same attitude as himself, had seemed to correspond to that idea. Now everything was changed.


         Franklin made the introductions. He showed Sherman to a bathroom where he told him he could freshen up if he wanted to, and then took him back to the kitchen and sat him down at the table. All the time Franklin was talking, the children kept running everywhere.


         ‘Can we offer you a beer, Mr Oliver?’ Irene asked.


         ‘Oh, sure. Maybe just one.’


         ‘Make it Sherman, honey,’ Franklin said. ‘Sherman and Irene.’


         One of the children started to wail and grabbed at Irene’s legs. She put a beer down on the table and said, ‘There you are, Sherman.’


         He thanked her, without looking up. He still couldn’t believe that she was there. This wasn’t Franklin’s house and Franklin’s life: it was hers. And here she had all these children and she looked just like a girl – like a high-school sweetheart.


         She poured out another glass and handed it to Franklin. ‘Aren’t you having one?’ he asked.


         ‘I’ll wait till later. Sukie’s coming over to get her tomatoes and I’ve got to feed the kids. Why don’t you take Sherman into the living room, where you can hear yourselves think? Pixie, honey, you put that back, now. That isn’t good for you.’
         


         Franklin stood up and motioned Sherman to follow. They moved to the living room, where Sherman’s speech was so slow and stumbling that Franklin – remembering how the last time he’d seen him, Sherman had had part of his head blown in – felt obliged to talk and talk. And he asked Sherman to stay over for ‘a couple of days’, to rest up.


         Irene didn’t seem to mind. Sherman didn’t really look like the kind of person she was used to associating with, but she knew how long it could take before a man was able to digest the kind of experience he was likely to meet with under fire. He looked like an old-time prospector: the beat-up hat, the old boots, the beard that wasn’t an intentional, trimmed affair but rather a few weeks’ growth that would be shaved off when the thought occurred to him, and then grown again when he forgot about taking care with his appearance. She knew that he’d been wounded and – even before Franklin explained it to her – she knew who Sherman was. She also knew almost immediately what he was like. But she made him welcome for Franklin’s sake. After feeding the children, putting them to bed and serving a meal for the three of them, she joined the conversation. ‘So,’ she asked. ‘How did you get here?’


         ‘Walked,’ Sherman said.


         ‘Walked? But it’s miles.’


         ‘Well, I lost my license a while back. Took the bus to … um … other side of the mountain, there.’
         


         ‘You must be tired.’


         ‘Not specially. I used to walk a lot. Been through all the national parks. That’s wild country. I liked that.’


         ‘I’d have liked to do that, too,’ Franklin said. ‘Maybe later, some time. We could go camping with the kids. When they’re a little older.’ He smiled at Irene, who said, ‘You think I can cook and do the laundry for six people out in the Rockies someplace? Oh, that reminds me. Sherman, if you let me have your denim jacket, I can put it into the wash and hang it out on the line with Frank’s dungarees.’


         Sherman nodded, his glance sliding away. ‘Sure. Thanks,’ he muttered.


         Later that night Franklin took him out for another drink. He’d sized Sherman up as a man who was no good at mixing with other people so, instead of dropping in at one of the places where he might be caught up in talk with acquaintances, he chose a bar he didn’t know well.


         Without Irene to help, he found it hard to make Sherman loosen up. The man tended to exude a morose withdrawal from the world until the time when a sarcasm or criticism would come out of him. Franklin reported on the general direction his life had taken since the war; then he got down to the details. The catalogue of events went on and on: talking too much was the form his discomfiture had taken. At last he said, ‘Well, you know about me. I guess just meeting Irene and the kids tells you everything. I had to work like hell to begin with: I went back to school, got through college. I met her after that. She was still in high school but I knew right away, the first time I saw her; she was the girl I was going to marry.’
         


         ‘I guess you’ve got it made,’ Sherman said. ‘A wife and kids like we used to talk about. Like we used to dream about.’


         ‘No, we didn’t. We used to sit around and have bull sessions about how we were going to come back and mount a surprise attack on the White House and hold the president to ransom for millions. And Captain Pauling was going to call on his cousins’ connections and get all the money snuck into Swiss bank accounts for us.’


         Sherman jerked back his head and laughed with the first sign of genuine enjoyment he’d shown since his arrival. ‘I remember now,’ he said. ‘You’re right. That’s what we were going to do.’


         Franklin laughed too, but he was thinking: This ruined man – did I save him for this? Is he going to be in this condition for the rest of his life?
         


         What tied them together, Franklin thought – the original act – had been a matter of luck. Circumstances pulled a bold action out of his frightened soul and that had made him strong and lessened his fear of being ultimately unworthy. From then on he had something in reserve that could balance everything to come. For ever afterwards he could point to that moment, telling himself: That’s the kind of man I am. He no longer worried about making mistakes because they stopped being so important.
         


         But who could tell what the same deed had done to Sherman? He might feel that he was under an obligation. And he might not like that.
         


         ‘And your wife is named Irene, just like the song: “Goodnight, Irene. Goodnight, Irene. I’ll see you in my dreams.”’


         ‘Don’t start. It took me five years to get that tune out of my head.’


         Anything took about five years, he thought – a bereavement, a serious illness, a broken marriage or love betrayed: anything bad took about five years to come to terms with. That didn’t mean you could forget it, but you could manage.


         *


         The next day Franklin showed Sherman around town and told him everybody’s life story.


         In the afternoon Irene set up the ironing board near the kitchen table where the two men were sitting. When she brought the clothes in off the line, Franklin went to hold the door for her. As she passed him, she whispered, ‘How long is he staying, honey? I’ve been trying to talk to him but it’s tough going.’


         ‘Not long,’ he answered. ‘Take it easy.’


         The baby was asleep and the other children were out in the yard, where they could be seen and heard.


         She sprinkled water over a shirt and started the ironing.


         Franklin and Sherman began to talk about men who went down into volcanoes to study them and how that was a job neither one of them would envy anybody.


         ‘If you had to, that’s different,’ Franklin said. ‘But out of choice – no.’


         ‘You could do it, sugar,’ Irene said. ‘He’s so brave, when I had a dream about being in the hospital –’
         


         Franklin groaned. Sherman asked, ‘What?’


         She said, ‘I had a dream that I was in the hospital, having the baby, and that they wouldn’t let Frank in to see me. He was on the other side of the door, calling to me and they wouldn’t … it was really horrible. In the dream I lost the baby and then I died because he couldn’t get to me. So, when the time came –’


         ‘She insisted. She was so sure everything was going to go wrong unless I was there that I thought if I didn’t agree, everything probably would happen the way she’d seen it. She was so nervous.’


         ‘I don’t like dreams,’ Sherman said.


         Irene folded a T-shirt, took up another and asked, ‘Why on earth not?’


         ‘They make me feel bad.’


         ‘Well, sure. I guess nobody likes having nightmares. Portia’s starting to get them. We just have to keep telling her that they’re only dreams: they don’t mean anything.’


         ‘If they don’t mean anything, that dream you had about being in the hospital – it would have been the same: only a dream.’


         ‘No. That came at a special time. It was like a sign. An omen. If I’d disregarded it, that would have meant … well, I don’t like to think about that. Children’s nightmares are different. They dream about dying, but it’s mixed up with growing. They dream that something’s chasing them and they can’t get away – they can’t move fast enough. They’re running away from a fire or a big wave from the ocean, or maybe a truck is coming right at them and there’s no place to go because they’re backed up against a wall. They also have nice dreams about being able to do magical things: being able to fly, and that kind of thing. It’s the beginnings of, um, physical feelings. You know. A lot of dreaming is like that. If you need to get up and go to the bathroom, you have a fear dream about being late for something. Or, if you aren’t lying in a comfortable position, there’s some kind of frustration in the dream’s story. Dreams aren’t all what those psycho people tell you: all about some sick feeling you’ve got against your mother. I read this article at the doctor’s and it said the brain spends the night sort of putting information into its filing cabinets and getting some of the old stuff out to look at it.’
         


         ‘But some of those drawers,’ Franklin said, ‘are labeled s-e-x.’


         ‘Well, you know about sex. You had to watch it in the raw, didn’t you?’


         ‘I have to admit, it sobers you up. There are some things you don’t take for granted any more.’


         ‘Like what?’ Sherman asked.


         ‘Like what happens to women. Like what they can go through when some man has said goodbye and shut the door and he thinks that’s the end of it.’


         ‘Get in, go off, get out, roll over and go to sleep,’ Irene said.


         Franklin turned his head.


         ‘That’s what one of my friends told me,’ she explained. ‘We were pretty surprised, too. We always thought her husband was such a nice guy. I guess she could have been describing somebody else, but that would have been even more surprising.’
         


         ‘Well, whichever way you cut it, that isn’t me.’


         ‘It’s plenty of others. So I’m told.’ She picked up a pair of striped shorts and put them on top of the pile.


         ‘In your dream …’ Sherman said, ‘You really died?’


         ‘I was dying and I knew that I was, and that if he couldn’t get to me, I would. Not exactly the same, but bad enough.’


         ‘They say when you dream you’re falling, if you hit the ground in your dream, you die: you die for real, not just in the dream.’


         ‘You don’t die,’ Franklin said. ‘That’s just an old wives’ tale.’


         ‘How do you know?’


         ‘How does anybody know? If you died, who would know what you’d been dreaming? I know because it happened to me. I was up on a skyscraper, walking over the construction girders. Somebody was chasing me.’


         ‘And you fell off and hit the ground?’


         ‘You bet.’


         ‘What was it like?’


         ‘Right before I was going to hit the ground, I had an orgasm that just about knocked me out of bed and I woke up.’


         Irene said, ‘I think this conversation has gone far enough.’


         ‘So you didn’t hit the ground?’


         ‘I think that’s what they mean by dying.’


         ‘OK, boys,’ Irene said to Franklin. ‘Break it up.’


         ‘Yes, Sir, Officer O’Brian.’
         


         ‘Who’s O’Brian?’ Sherman asked.


         ‘The college cop, where I did my studying. We never used his name. We’d just call him “Break it up, boys”, because that’s what he was always saying. He was a nice old guy. In the springtime a lot of the kids used to get drunk and go around in a mob: picking up the back end of cars, and that kind of thing.’


         ‘Not very funny for the people in the cars,’ Irene said.


         ‘Oh, nobody ever got hurt. Nobody even had any paint scratched except just that one time when the guy lost his nerve and gunned the thing, so when they let the wheels down again, he roared ahead at top speed.’


         Sherman laughed.


         Irene sniffed. ‘Childish,’ she said.


         In the evening the two men went out together again and had a couple of drinks. This time Sherman did the talking.


         He was full of bizarre anecdotes and unlikely pieces of information. His favorite reading, he said, had always been ‘Ripley’s Believe It or Not’. They couldn’t stand or sit or drink in silence for more than a few minutes without Sherman saying, ‘Did you know that …?’ or ‘I read someplace …’ or, more often, ‘A guy I met once told me …’ Naturally, any such meeting would have taken place in another bar.


         As the flow of Sherman’s knowledge became a torrent, Franklin understood that he was supposed to admire and not interrupt too often. But it was no good letting his attention wander at any stage because occasionally Sherman would stop in the middle of a narrative and lose track of where he was. Then he’d ask to be prompted.
         


         ‘A lot of people,’ he said, ‘are just here for the ride. You know? Up and down, back and forth. They do a little shopping, they go out for meals, they put on brand new clothes once a week. What I got to say to those people is: just quit it. If you’re only here for the ride, get off the escalator. What you got to do is appreciate the nature of things. See, what’s in our minds is dead. In our minds we hold the past and the future: one gone and the other – maybe it’s never going to be anything. The present is where we live. It’s like a thin line between the dead and the unborn and it doesn’t belong to either of them till it happens or it’s passed away. Then it can join everything that’s dead. I used to think a lot about stuff like that when I was in the veterans’ hospital.’


         ‘Well, I don’t know. I guess I think ideas and philosophy ought to make things clearer, not just get you feeling more mixed up.’


         ‘I’m not mixed up. I got it all figured out. Listen. This is what the world is like. Did I tell you about the Canadian fur-trappers and the Arctic fox? Some guy I met told me. These foxes are very, very valuable. They’re the white ones. But you need a lot of them to make a coat. They’ve got to be the right size and you have to get yourself several completely pure pelts, unmarked. So what do those trappers do? They don’t go out gunning for the things – that way they’d shoot the skins full of holes. No. What they do is: they put a little bit of fresh meat on the tip of a knife and then they bury the knife point-up in the snow. The fox smells it from a long ways off and he comes running. He gets to the meat, he licks it, he licks it some more and he cuts his tongue on the blade. But it’s winter and he’s half-starving, so he keeps going, in spite of the pain. He’s tasting all that wonderful, fresh blood and he don’t realize that it’s his own. That’s how they catch them. Not a mark on them; the fox just bleeds to death. It’s so simple. And cheap. No cash spent on bullets. You can use the knife again. And you don’t have to risk anything – you don’t even have to get cold till it’s time to go out and collect the corpses.’
         


         ‘Horrible.’


         ‘Oh, no. That’s what we’re like. That’s the ingenuity of man.’


         ‘They can’t still be allowed to do that.’


         ‘I guess it’s probably outlawed by now but it was a traditional method, specially for a poor man who couldn’t afford to waste ammunition. It’s so easy and so smart. So, I bet it still goes on. It’s a practical method of doing that voo-doo thing.’


         ‘What’s that?’


         ‘You think bad luck onto somebody. If you do anything with real belief, it works.’


         ‘Hunting foxes?’


         ‘Killing people without touching them. That kind of thing.’


         ‘That’s too much. That’s like what Irene says her aunt was always telling her: that a cake baked with love tastes better than an ordinary one.’


         ‘Well …’


         ‘Well, it won’t help you if you forget the flour, or the butter or the eggs or anything else that’s supposed to go into the mixture. Love isn’t one of the necessary ingredients for a cake.’
         


         ‘But I read someplace that all these magnetic and electrical impulses can come out of people depending on how they feel and what mood they’re in. They can give off something like a vapor or, ah, something chemical that sort of changes the atmosphere.’


         ‘Maybe. But I doubt it.’


         ‘Well, I never been to college, like you.’


         ‘Oh you’re smart enough, when you want to be.’


         ‘Animal cunning, that’s what I’ve got.’


         Franklin laughed. Every once in a while he found himself enjoying Sherman’s company. He’d feel that it was a relief to get out and be in new surroundings, and to escape from the noise of the kids.


         ‘How about another?’ Sherman said.


         They went on to talk about mountain-climbing in different parts of the world and then discussed climate in general and geographical oddities in particular. Sherman liked to describe the places he’d seen since military service and the people he’d met. He enjoyed imparting information on all sorts of subjects.


         He’d recently heard some facts about the curative powers of sunlight. Putting a glass of bad water up on the roof of a house would kill the bacteria in it; if you kept the same water down in the cellar, those bacteria stayed alive. But he’d also heard about sunshine causing cancer. He thought it was interesting that the purifying agent was also the one that could kill.


         Sooner or later, Franklin thought, they were going to get around to the war. He could feel an unexpressed urgency emanating from every part of Sherman. That was probably why the man had shown up: he wanted to talk.
         


         When Sherman raised his glass and said, ‘The good old days,’ Franklin thought: Here we go. But it didn’t happen. Instead of reminiscing, Sherman said, ‘Only one thing I recall that was good about wartime: the women treat you better.’
         


         ‘If that’s the way you like it.’


         ‘Well, you liked it too, didn’t you?’


         ‘Sure. It was worth what we paid for it.’


         ‘And how much are you paying for all this?’


         ‘What I’ve got now is the real thing. It’s free. The best things in life, you know. Like the song.’


         ‘She made an honest man of you – is that what happened?’


         ‘What happened was: I woke up. I just suddenly saw how everything was. I realized that if I was willing to work for it, I could get anything I wanted. But if I didn’t get up and do something about it, nothing was going to happen, ever. I’d just live and die like a stone somebody threw into a field.’


         ‘Like a lonely flower by the wayside, as Roscoe used to say. Remember?’


         ‘Sure.’


         


            *


         


         Sherman had arrived just before the weekend. Beginning on Monday, the help started coming in: a cleaning woman called Addie, and friends who took the kids away to play and who – on another day – would drive up to load their own kids on to Irene. A Mrs Hescott did the serious cooking when there was a party. She’d be assisted by a couple of teenagers who served as waitresses and washed up. Otherwise Addie did most of the housework and fixed lunch on the days when she was there, three times a week. Irene managed the kids. Even with help, for as long as the children were in the house, the noise never seemed to let up; at night they’d cry out in their sleep, causing Irene to excuse herself from the conversation or even to break off what she was saying: she’d move into the hall and part way up the stairs, listening.
         


         Sherman liked some things about the kids. He liked the way they looked, like large toys; and the goofy way they had of talking, which reminded him of the hospital patient named Beech, whose first name he’d never discovered and who hadn’t minded when Sherman took to calling him ‘Nutty’. But the constant noise got on his nerves so badly that once or twice he’d really wanted to pick them up and smash them to pieces, especially their heads: all the little screaming heads and faces.


         As for Irene, sometimes he thought she was going to come right out and say that he might be moving on. But she never quite broke. She was nice and polite; she was the one in control. And there were times when he was just about ready to hit her across the face, or rip her clothes off, or yell names at her: to see her eyes change. To see her really look back at him, looking into his eyes. He was sure she knew – she had to know what he was thinking, and she was pretending not to. But it was hard to tell about wives. Sometimes when they got that dumb look, they were just thinking about how long to cook the pot roast.
         


         He listened to her breathing at night, asleep. He heard her get up in the dark and go to the children. He heard her with Franklin, making love.


         He got to know their routine: when she’d be surrounded by other young mothers and their children, or when she had time on her own because the kids were with a play group; when she was expecting the grocery delivery, the milk, the mail. In about a month things would be different because the oldest child, Portia, was going to be out of kindergarten and starting the first grade.


         He took all of them out to a family restaurant. Everybody had fun and he didn’t have to make any effort. The waitresses were laughing and flirting and being nice to the whole group. Everyone was busy keeping the children from acting up. They were seated at a big, round table like a circle. And Sherman at one stage in the evening thought: The family circle.
         


         The day after that, they were in the living room when the child named Hagen said, ‘Do your play, Mama.’ Irene struck a pose: one hand on heart, the other up in the air as she declaimed, ‘This by Calpurnia’s dream is signified.’


         ‘What play?’ Sherman asked.


         Franklin told him: their daughter, Portia, had been named in honor of a production of Julius Caesar, given by Irene’s school class when she was fourteen. Portia was the name of a woman character in the play but Irene herself, owing to the scarcity of boys who could remember the lines, had played a Roman senator called Decius.
         


         They moved to the kitchen, where Irene sat the children down for their supper. The men leaned against the counters, shifting from place to place as she picked up pots and pans and dishes.


         ‘So you could have been a star?’ Sherman said.


         ‘Oh, not in the movies. It was the stage. We had such a good drama teacher: Miss Moody. It was really exciting. I think it was the best thing we ever did at school even though we didn’t put on the whole play, just part of it. That’s the way I remember it, anyway. God, my memory.’


         ‘Five cents,’ Hagen said.


         ‘Yes, honey, thank you. I meant to say, “Gosh”. No, we’ll get the cuss box later. No, Pixie. Now’s the time for eating.’


         ‘I’ll treat you,’ Franklin said. He reached behind a salt carton, lifted a glass jar, unscrewed the lid, threw a coin in, twisted the lid again and put the jar back.


         Irene blew him a kiss. She wiped Pixie’s mouth and picked a piece of potato off the floor. ‘We had a good cast,’ she said. ‘Our Julius Caesar … who was it? Who played Caesar? My goodness, I must be losing my mind. Was it Heddy? I think it might have been. But she was in the Greek play we did when we were nine. Anne was the brother, or maybe the brother’s friend, and Heddy was the heroine. Or was she? This is awful – it wasn’t so long ago. And there isn’t anybody I can ask. So many people move away, that’s the trouble. I see their parents sometimes. It really is annoying: I used to be able to tell the years apart by thinking about our school grade. Then it was jobs and vacations. And now it’s how old the kids are. Honestly, I can’t even remember what I did yesterday.’
         


         ‘But you can remember what you ate can’t you?’ Franklin said. ‘She can always remember the menu.’


         ‘Gee, yes. That was great last night.’


         Gee, Sherman thought.
         


         Franklin said, ‘It sure was, but I meant in general. Just as a way of marking the time.’


         ‘It’s too early to be senility,’ she went on. ‘I know what it is: what you see here is a veteran of peace.’ She laughed wildly and then said, ‘When I was fourteen, I never missed a word in that part. I could have played any of the other parts, too.’


         ‘She should have been the main character.’


         ‘I was supposed to tell Caesar’s wife that the warning dream she’d had was nothing to worry about. I was one of the conspirators and we all wanted Caesar to go to work that morning so we could stab him – all of us: big assassination scene. We had special plastic daggers loaded with fake blood. When you hit somebody with them, the blade telescoped back into the handle and all this thick, red liquid came pouring out – so realistic. People gasped. During the performance some of the parents in the audience were almost screaming. The dress rehearsal was even better, but we got carried away: we all just kept stabbing and stabbing – it was so much fun. Definitely the highlight of the production. Caesar finally had to say, “Cut it out. I’m dead enough.”’


         ‘Like a fox in the hen coop,’ Franklin said.
         


         ‘Oh, you know that’s something I heard on the radio: they don’t do that out of viciousness. A fox is made to strike a flock of birds in the open, while they’re getting ready to take off into the air. So, his biology makes him hit as many as he can, just to make sure he gets at least one. He keeps on going until the birds have flown away. But if they’re cooped up and can’t escape, in that case he kills all of them, even though he can’t take away more than a couple. See, it isn’t his fault. It’s his nature. In a way, you could say it’s the farmer who’s to blame for putting the chickens into those unnatural surroundings.’


         ‘It isn’t the fox’s fault,’ Hagen said.


         ‘Yes, sugar. That’s what I said. Animals don’t have a sense of morals. They only have instincts. Eat up your peas, precious.’


         ‘I hate peas.’


         ‘Not hate. Dislike intensely.’


         ‘Do I have to?’


         ‘You may not like them, but they like you. They’re just dying to get into that little tummy to do you some good. Come on, now.’


         ‘Why do I have to?’


         ‘They’re so good for you. You want me to spoonfeed you like a baby? OK, open up. And it’s down the little red lane they go.’


         Hagen chewed and then renewed his complaints. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I ate all the rest of them and everything else, too. Why do I have to finish these?’


         She reached over and began to squeeze and tickle him, chanting, ‘Why, oh why, oh why, can’t I look in my ear with my eye? I’m sure I could do it, if I put my mind to it: you never can tell till you try.’
         


         Hagen started to laugh.


         Sherman dropped his eyes and stared at the edge of the table. He’d been despising her and now suddenly he knew that he wasn’t good enough for her. He also realized that all the child’s complaints and her persuasion were part of a game. The boy was now eating whatever food had been left on the plate and he was having a good time. It was seduction. This was how you learned to do it. This was how far back it had to go, otherwise whenever people disagreed with you, you just did what had been done to you: knocked them across the room.


         


            *


         


         During the day he went for long walks in order to get out of Irene’s way. The cleaning woman, Addie, didn’t like him; that was another reason why he couldn’t hang around the house. If he’d come at a different time of year, he’d have offered to chop wood or undertake some similar task to show that he was trying to help out and not just freeload. But now he wasn’t able to do much of anything except invite Franklin out at night and pay for the drinks. He did that. He was doing it every night.


         The summer was almost at an end, which meant that the season of vacation and parties was over, but there were a few dates coming up when Franklin and Irene had issued invitations or were invited out themselves. Big parties were easy; they could ask Sherman along. If they had to go out to anything with a few friends or to have one or two couples in for a sit-down meal, Irene would offer Sherman the choice of meeting some new people and he could say that he thought he’d go see a movie that night.
         


         The one successful celebration at which he was included was their barbecue in the back yard. Even then, Irene said to Franklin afterwards, ‘Mrs Anderson asked him, “And what do you do, Mr Oliver?” and he said, “Oh, nothing much. I’m just a vet.” And then she said, “Oh, maybe you can tell me what I should do for my dachshund, Bismarck. He’s having back troubles again and Dr Dalmers is out of town.” God, I didn’t listen to the rest of it. I thought: he got himself into it, he can get himself out. And anyway, she’s right. It’s years ago now: it’s time he moved on to something else. He wasn’t even very badly wounded, was he?’


         ‘Head wounds are always bad,’ Franklin said.


         


            *


         


         One morning after Franklin had left for work, Sherman lit up a cigarette. From the next room, where she’d moved with a stack of plates, Irene said, ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t smoke, Sherman. We don’t smoke in this house.’


         ‘Yeah?’ he said. ‘No shit.’


         ‘That’s a quarter,’ Hagen said. ‘A whole quarter.’


         Portia brought a large glass jar to him. Inside there were a few pennies, nickles and dimes. He recognized it from the time when Franklin had paid for Irene saying ‘God’.


         ‘What’s this?’ he asked. ‘Is this for me?’


         ‘It’s the cuss box.’


         ‘Well, I never seen one of them before.’
         


         Both children refused to smile back. The one called Portia unscrewed the lid and held the jar out to him.


         He put his hand into his pocket, found a quarter and dropped it into the jar. ‘What are you going to do with all that money?’


         Portia said, ‘We take it to church.’


         ‘It’s for the children in foreign countries,’ Hagen added.


         Portia breathed in and began to sing: ‘Remember all God’s children, in far-off distant lands.’ Irene joined in from the next room.


         Hagen was too embarrassed to sing in front of a stranger. Sherman said to him, ‘I guess it might be a good thing for those foreign kids if I did a lot more cussing.’


         Irene came back in to the kitchen. She said, ‘No thank you, Sherman. We can do without that.’ Her voice was noncommittal but she had a set expression on her face. The kids understood straight away. So did Sherman. He cleared his throat and looked around, trying to think of something to say. At last he mumbled, ‘Well, I sure am impressed at what a good boy old Franklin is. There’s hardly any money in there.’


         ‘It’s like Portia said,’ Irene told him. ‘We usually put everything into the collection plate on Sundays.’


         ‘Gee,’ Sherman said.


         The morning after that, he lost his hold on a coffee cup. As it fell, it broke. He whispered, ‘Fuck.’ Irene heard. She said, ‘Mr Oliver, I’m afraid that’s two dollars in the cuss box. Unless,’ she added pointedly, ‘my husband wants to pay for his friend. We don’t really like that kind of language around the children.’
         


         Sherman threw Franklin a look. Back in the days when they were under fire, Franklin hadn’t worried about what was nice or not. He’d cursed and sworn with the best of them and even gone back to saying ain’t, which everyone in his home town said up to the age of seven or eight, only after that age being straightened out by somebody who was interested in things being nice. Going into battle he’d dropped all the niceties. And then, under the noise and the light, the terror and confusion, the cold and the darkness, he’d have given anything – he’d have given the rest of his life – for one hour of everything being nice, clean, orderly, safe and just like the commercials.


         They weren’t in fear of their lives any longer. Niceness wasn’t something to be aspired to. It wasn’t a necessity of life until it came to represent other things that were missing.


         ‘I’m sorry,’ Sherman said. ‘I guess I just forgot.’


         


            *


         


         He could no longer remember what had been in his mind at the beginning or why he’d decided to go in search of Franklin. Maybe if he hadn’t been asked to stay, he’d have started to walk back out of town. Or perhaps he’d have found some place for the night and then gone on. But now he’d been at the house for so long that he couldn’t go. Something had to happen before he could leave.


         Sometimes he felt that Franklin had wronged him; that he’d managed to make him a kind of nothing – an object that had had to be lifted from one place to another: out of the field and into the hospital.


         Sometimes he thought of him as a man who had made a fatherly and brotherly gesture to him in spite of the fact that they were hardly more than strangers. He would have liked to be that kind of man.
         


         And so, once in a while, he thought of himself becoming Franklin.


         *


         Certain things about Sherman began to worry Franklin: the man’s need to seek sanctuary in bars, his capacity for drink and, when drunk, his favorite phrase for summoning the waitress, which was, ‘Hey you, brainless.’ Still, they’d been through a bad time together and Franklin soon learned to suggest going only to places he’d never been in and wouldn’t mind not going back to. The twilit atmosphere of these saloons began to remind him of the war, where you’d see people’s faces lit up from darkness by flares and airport lighting. And the smoky atmosphere was like other bars and nightclubs he’d been in at that time.


         They were in a place called ‘The Highlife Café’ when Sherman asked what he could do to repay him for his hospitality. Franklin said, ‘Relax, Sherman. You’re a guest. We don’t want anything.’


         ‘But I can’t keep sponging off of your goodwill like this.’


         ‘Cut it out. Do you hear any complaints?’


         ‘It’s so strange to see how you’ve got this whole life, like everything happened someplace else, like it never happened, put it behind you and all. I mean, I know it’s been a long time since, um … I just don’t seem to be able to settle down somehow.’
         


         ‘Do you want to?’


         ‘Well, sure. I guess so. If I could find a girl who’d be interested. But most of the ones I see aren’t homemaker types. They’re all looking for a lot of money.’


         ‘Not all of them. Hell, there are as many different kinds of women as men.’


         ‘No. There’s only one kind. Because they all do the same thing. They get married and they have kids. When they’re young, they’re looking forward to it. When they get married, they’re in the middle of it and when they’re old, they’re those grandmothers: always poking their noses in every place. See, that’s all they got.’


         ‘A lot of women go out to work.’


         ‘Only if they have to. They’d rather be married to a man who’s earning enough to let them stay at home. Look after the kids. All that. So on and so forth.’


         ‘Maybe,’ Franklin said.


         When they got back to the house, Sherman sensed from the way Irene was standing – as she watched him come in – that if he didn’t leave her family in peace for a while, she was going to make her husband kick him out.


         He asked Franklin to drop him near the library on his way to work the next day.


         ‘I’m going to need the car,’ she said. ‘Remember?’


         ‘Sure. I’ll be taking the bus, Sherman. But I can show you which stop. I didn’t know you were a reading man.’


         ‘I read books about war. I like to hear what everybody has to say on the subject. I found a very interesting book a couple of years ago called Great Battles of the World, where they took you through it step by step: the technology, the terrain, the weather, the kings and generals. You know, one of the big problems in olden times was being able to see the enemy and not losing sight of where your commander was heading. That’s right. There was one famous battle – I forget which – way back there, where everybody charged forwards for the first few minutes, yelling blue murder and everything and after that they were all blinded by the cloud of dust they’d kicked up. Even the horses couldn’t see anything. It was a mess. It was like they was all in the dark and couldn’t find their way out.’
         


         Irene said, ‘I guess it’s always sensible to choose a good location. And make sure you don’t have the sun in your eyes.’


         ‘The geography is important. But there’s one thing even more vital than that: choosing your time. If you can pick the right time, you can even make it so it’s the wrong time for the other guy.’


         ‘Strategy,’ Franklin said.


         ‘Strategy and tactics.’


         Irene asked, ‘What’s the difference?’


         Neither of the men could tell her but each one thought the other had the wrong idea. The subject shifted to the tactics and strategy needed to be a successful poker player. Irene started to get ready for bed. Franklin dropped the car keys into the brass bowl on the telephone table.


         Later in the night Sherman heard the two of them talking:


         ‘He’s revolting,’ she whispered.
         


         ‘Oh, honey. He’s a bit rough and he doesn’t know how to behave in polite company, but otherwise he’s OK. Come on.’


         ‘Keep your voice down,’ she said. ‘He’s raw, savage, a drunk and creepy. He’s the type that stabs you in the back when you aren’t expecting it.’


         ‘He just hasn’t gotten over it yet.’


         ‘Why not? You did. He’s only hanging around, feeling sorry for himself.’


         ‘Feeling sorry for yourself is the hardest thing of all to fight. You get to thinking that it’s natural, because nobody else is going to. There are a lot of people, you know – a lot who don’t have anybody to love them. And it isn’t easy to live like that: to live without love and to know that the whole of your life is probably going to be that way.’


         ‘You were all right.’


         ‘Because I finally learned to do without it and to stop wanting. That’s the trick. That’s when you attract it.’


         ‘Your family loved you.’


         ‘Let’s don’t talk about my family. Please.’


         ‘Let’s not.’


         ‘Fine.’


         ‘Let’s not, not let’s don’t.’


         There was silence for a while and then some creaks and rustling and a whisper from one of them, it was impossible to tell which one, saying, ‘Let’s do.’


         


            *


         


         He joined the library, giving Franklin’s address as his place of residence. He sat down and looked through at least one book every day he went in, although he didn’t often check a book out on his card, as everyone else did, to remove from the building and read at home.
         


         In the evenings he’d be out with Franklin in the bars or maybe going to a movie on his own.


         Every day at the library he kept seeing the same people. Most of them were older than he was. He assumed that they were on their own, like him. There were three old-maidish ladies and two men, one of whom – a ferocious old codger – owned a surly police dog he used to leave tied to the railings outside. The dog dozed or lay on its belly as if asleep, unless Sherman was nearby, in which case it would raise its lip to show its teeth, and growl low in its throat. The dislike was mutual: a boy he’d known back in school had been chewed up by the same breed of dog and Sherman had never trusted them since.


         He read about the Napoleonic wars. He liked Napoleon. But he also liked the Duke of Wellington. He thought it was interesting that a lot of historical crises threw up great men – one on each side – and that even if you came to the conclusion that one of them was wrong, or had bad ideas, it was usually true that the two were of equal importance. A great man was worthy of a great enemy.


         He mentioned some of his reading to Franklin when they went out at night. Irene was happy to get them both out of the house, as for several days in a row she was going to have meetings with women’s groups of one kind or another.


         ‘If wars was the way they used to be,’ Sherman said, ‘I could have been a general.’


         ‘That’s what we all think. But it’s a special talent. Most of us could be soldiers, or even captains and colonels, but only a few men know how to organize a battle and keep it running when everything starts turning out crazy.’
         


         ‘I bet I could.’


         ‘Well, I couldn’t. But I think maybe Irene could.’


         ‘Is that right?’


         ‘She always gets what she wants.’


         ‘Must be a nice feeling.’


         ‘Oh, it’s nice for me, too. But I’ll tell you: they say if you know how to play chess, you could lead an army. I mean, if you’re good at it. If you can beat most other people.’


         ‘You’ve changed,’ Sherman said. ‘You’ve been civilized. You’ve settled down.’


         ‘I’ve adapted. Well, you have to.’


         ‘I don’t know. Civilian life – you’ve got to keep telling yourself to behave right. And if you don’t, some tight-assed son of a bitch is going to. Peacetime … You don’t get scared but it’s hard on your mind. Everybody’s so smug and laced up. You know, once they got something going, they all talk to each other, they go visiting each other, they have their little supper parties together, they go for drives and picnics and cookouts. All that kind of thing. And you have to belong to the club.’


         ‘It isn’t that bad.’


         ‘Don’t you remember the way it used to be? Sitting around with the girls? Playing poker. That was better. I miss that. Don’t you?’


         ‘What I’ve got now is better. You’ll find out. It’ll happen to you some day, too.’


         ‘Busted flush, full house, two pairs, royal straight, aces high, deuces wild. Full house – that’s your family: three and a pair.’
         


         ‘Four. There’s the baby.’


         ‘What I always wanted was a royal flush.’


         ‘You might get it but you wouldn’t be able to use it.’


         ‘Why not?’


         ‘Because that’s the way it works.’


         ‘The game I used to like best was the one called Midnight Baseball.’


         ‘Is that the one where you’re betting blind?’


         ‘Right. The one with the psychology.’


         ‘If that’s what you want to call it. That’s a fancy name for throwing your money away.’


         ‘Peacetime,’ Sherman sighed. ‘It’s so quiet, so safe. But sometimes this feeling just comes over me that it isn’t real. Look at all this. Once you start it, it works so smooth – and then everybody thinks that this is normal. But you and me, we know it isn’t. Listen. Did I ever tell you about the fur-trappers in Canada?’


         ‘You told me.’


         ‘I just love that. And the baby sharks? No? This one is good.’ With many gestures, including clawing and biting movements, Sherman related how a marine biologist, back in the late 1940s, had been studying sharks; he’d had a dead female shark on the slab and at one stage during the dissection he’d put his hand into the uterus and had been bitten. Further examination disclosed that although sharks gave birth to one offspring, the original number of embryos in the womb was five; they existed together on the mother’s supply of nourishment, which wasn’t enough to last up to the time of birth. ‘When the food runs out,’ Sherman said, ‘they have to start eating each other. And it’s like the man says: survival of the fittest. Only one gets born.’
         


         ‘Not surprising,’ Franklin said. “That’s what sharks are like.’


         ‘But now they’re saying how a lot of babies are supposed to be twins but the one kid kind of sucks the other one into itself before they’re born. You know about this thing called the afterbirth – it’s a big mess of blood – well, that’s what’s left of the other babies.’


         ‘Sherman, the afterbirth is associated with every single birth.’


         ‘That’s what I’m saying. We’re all like that.’


         ‘It isn’t the remains of other embryos.’


         ‘But it is.’


         ‘Not according to the medical profession as it’s practiced all over the world.’


         ‘The medical profession? Jesus, what I could tell you about them.’


         ‘It’s –’


         ‘Go into a hospital with a headache and – before you know what’s hit you – they’ve stuck you into a straitjacket. Without a boo, biff or bang.’


         ‘Bam.’


         ‘What?’


         ‘Without a boo, biff or bam.’


         ‘Bang. My grandmother used to say it.’


         ‘So did my mother’s cousin, only she said bam.’
         


         ‘Bang. You’re thinking of: wham, bam, thank you, Ma’am.’


         ‘Let’s have another,’ Franklin said. He changed the subject to earthquakes. And after they’d agreed that earthquakes were even worse than volcanoes, Franklin said, ‘Too bad you didn’t become a gangster. I’d hire you to bump off Raymond Saddler.’


         ‘For five thousand bucks I’d shoot my own mother.’


         ‘Not really.’


         ‘As God is my judge.’


         ‘That’s the trouble. God said: thou shalt not kill.’


         ‘Not my God.’


         ‘Yeah, well. We’ve all done it but you don’t think about it the same way when it’s in combat. It’s your duty.’


         ‘Dead is dead.’


         ‘How could you say that about your mother?’


         ‘She’s dead.’


         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’


         ‘It’s a way of saying what I’d do. I wouldn’t say it like that if she was alive. So, who’s Raymond Saddler?’


         ‘Oh, just a mean son-of-a-bitch.’


         Sherman nodded. ‘Lot of them around. What I said: that’s what we’re like.’


         ‘Well, I don’t know how to answer that except to say that I don’t think we’re like foxes or sharks.’


         ‘OK, you tell me what we’re like.’


         ‘This is the kind of discussion I don’t enjoy getting into.’


         ‘Why not?’ Sherman waved his hand. The impulse unbalanced him momentarily; he ended the gesture abruptly and grabbed the edge of the bar. ‘Talk: everybody does it,’ he said. ‘What you scared of?’
         


         ‘I don’t like constantly having to justify myself or talking against something I know is wrong when I don’t have the arguments to back up what I want to say. You know – statistics and all that stuff. The truth is, I think people – all people, including myself – are hard to understand. What they teach you in school: two plus two is four, and so on – that’s easy. That makes sense. And if somebody tells you their thoughts, they usually make sense. Or their dreams. But emotions: they’ve always seemed to me to be a kind of mysterious world. Where they come from, why they appear or disappear – I don’t understand any of it. And sometimes they scare me. Even when they’re good emotions, they strike me as being just about to become uncontrollable. I don’t understand why they have to be there at all, if we’re capable of thought. Or why they should suddenly run dry when things are the way they’ve always been.’


         ‘Are you talking about marriage?’


         ‘Not necessarily. Love, hatred, desire, jealousy Greed. Fear. Everything.’


         ‘That preacher stuff about sins and virtues?’


         ‘People talk about emotions like they’re part of the character but I don’t see how that could be. We all feel things the same way. But our characters are different – as different as fingerprints. I just sometimes think I’m sharing my life with a wild animal and it isn’t me.’


         ‘Frank, that’s exactly what I’ve been saying. Of course it’s you. Sure. It ain’t nobody else now, is it? Who else would it be?’
         


         ‘If you had kids, you’d see what I mean. They’re so sweet. And then suddenly they go to pieces. They can’t open a box or they can’t get a toy to work and all their anger and grief and persecution comes out. They howl and break things and, Jesus, it’s like Corporal Hicks on pay-day. And what’s it for? That isn’t what teaches you things. It isn’t even the part of you that recognizes principles of justice or aesthetics or morality. Or anything.’


         ‘Sure, it is. Kids don’t know anything because they just got off the boat. It takes them a while to learn. Once you learn, you’re fine. But that ain’t what you’re like. You pat a cat and it purrs. Rub ’em the wrong way and they hate it. Same with us.’


         ‘There’s more to it than that. But, like I say, I can’t talk about it. And I don’t understand it. Irene understands. She’s so good with the kids. And that’s part of the reason why. She understands all that.’ He slid his beer glass back and forth a couple of times on the table-top, as if to position himself more accurately against his surroundings. Sherman was sometimes a disquieting companion; there were nights when Franklin could even imagine that he was a figure risen from the dead and that by saving the man’s life he’d made him miss his time for leaving the world.


         That was where the strangeness lay: that one moment between life and death. In his mind it remained a monument long after the names of his comrades had ceased to repeat themselves as he was falling asleep. All through college he used to hear the names, a nightly roll call in the dark: Abramowits, Bender, Corey, Dubrowski, Enrico, Garfield, Hicks, Magruder, Oliver, Page, Pettis, Roscoe, Samuelson, Vargas, Viborg, Weiss, Zemlinski.
         


         And now he and Sherman were sitting down or standing around, drinking beer and shooting the bull. As if nothing had happened.


         ‘Do you ever think about the others?’ he asked.


         ‘They’re doing all right. Most of the ones I ran into after I got out of the hospital – they’re OK. There was only one guy I knew: he was paralysed from the neck down and he just didn’t want to live, so he didn’t.’


         ‘In the hospital?’


         ‘Oh, it’s easy if you really don’t want to. You stop cooperating in every way. Pull the plugs out, stop talking, stop trying. Anyway, there was a few of them. But otherwise –’


         ‘I was thinking about the others. The ones who died.’


         ‘Well,’ Sherman said, ‘they’re gone.’


         


            *


         


         At night the whispering went on:


         ‘Why do you keep sticking up for him?’


         ‘Because it could have been me.’


         ‘You think he’d lift a finger to save anybody?’


         ‘I mean, it could have been me in his place now: never getting out of the hole he’s in because he’s lost hope.’


         ‘I told you: he feels sorry for himself.’


         ‘It’s a hard habit to break, once you get down into that mood. Especially if you’re on your own.’


         ‘He doesn’t try. He moans and he disparages and he scorns the ones that do try. And why is he all by himself, anyway? Doesn’t he have any family or friends?’
         


         ‘That’s just it. I don’t think he does.’


         


            *


         


         The children were fascinated by him. As they called him Sir and asked questions, he fixed them with a look he might have given to a dangerous insect that was about to jump in his direction. Their laughter and rowdy play disconcerted him. Irene kept the older ones in hand with words and the younger ones with action: picking them up, washing their hands, wiping smears off their faces and sticky goo out of their hair. All day long they were yelling, laughing, screaming, running around, falling down and crying. They drove Sherman crazy.


         But she could tame them. He began to realize that little by little, all day long – just by being with them – she was teaching them, like a lioness with her cubs. And they wanted to learn: they were always asking questions. One day the boy, Hagen, walked up to Franklin and asked, ‘What does it mean when you say the days of yore? The days of your what?’


         Even the little girl, Pixie, caught parts of the conversation and tried to make sense of the words. Once, when Franklin said, ‘That could cause complications,’ she asked, ‘Daddy going to sew?’


         Irene said, ‘No, honey. What your granny does is appliqué. Complicated means something else.’


         ‘What’s it mean?’


         ‘Lots of little parts instead of one big piece.’


         ‘Like a tangerine?’


         ‘Yes. Tangerines are complicated, apples are simple.’
         


         ‘What have you started?’ Franklin said.


         ‘It’s a perfectly good explanation. If you’ve got a better one, let’s hear it.’


         Franklin turned back to Sherman. Irene didn’t waste time gloating. She had too much to do.


         All the children liked school; even the baby, Donnie, seemed to respond when the word was spoken. Pixie already went to kindergarten and her older brother and sister had recently finished their time in the classes for four-year-olds and five-year-olds. That wasn’t enough for them. They yearned for grown-up pursuits. They wanted to have jobs, to be parents, to drive cars and to sit at the controls of planes and trains and large ocean liners. They were looking forward to taking their place in the world.


         ‘They’re so bossy, too,’ Irene complained. ‘Crazy about power. And they’re very concerned about how they look. At their age. I mean, they’ve only just stopped being babies. I don’t know where they get it from. Their friends are exactly the same. I heard them talking about playing doctor and Hagen said, “No, I’m the doctor. You’re the nurse.” And Portia said, “Do I get a uniform?” That was all she was interested in: the clothes.’


         ‘Doctors and nurses – sounds pretty hot,’ Franklin said.


         ‘Oh, let them have fun.’


         ‘You’d be surprised what kids can get up to.’


         ‘I don’t think it’s going to do them any harm. I’ve warned them about infections. They wouldn’t try injecting themselves or making a blood pact.’


         ‘Doctors and nurses is usually sexy stuff.’
         


         ‘Oh, my goodness – you’re right. I just remembered. My friend Carrie’s cousin got hold of her parents’ enema, or maybe it was even some kind of a douche bag, and there were about seven of us out in the garden shack, lining up to get our thrills.’


         ‘What? Married nearly six years and suddenly I hear this?’


         ‘It was wonderful. Carrie’s cousin did all of us and we were going to get a second turn and then – to be fair – I said she should have a chance, too. Carrie was chosen to man the machine because she was the next oldest. She said she had a terrible time trying to start it because her cousin was fat and it was so hard to find just where you were supposed to put the end of the hose thing in.’ She gave a little chuckle and then burst into a loud fit of laughter.


         ‘Revelations,’ Franklin shouted.


         The children ran back into the kitchen, wanting to know what was so funny. In their rush, they piled up at the doorway, jostling in a bunch and then tumbling all over each other like puppies. ‘Look at that,’ Irene said. ‘Once you’re a mother, you’re in the front line for the rest of your life.’


         Sherman said, ‘So you liked it?’


         ‘Of course. We all did. We loved it. Can’t you remember what it was like to be five years old?’


         ‘I can’t hardly remember last week.’


         ‘That isn’t the same thing. I mean your childhood. Once you’re grown up, it sort of seals itself off. It’s like a closed world or another country. If you’re a mother, what you have to do is teach your kids how to have a childhood. They won’t get one without your participation. You share yours with them.’
         


         ‘I figure you just try and keep them under control,’ Franklin said. ‘That’s as much as anybody can do.’


         ‘No, honey. You have to make an effort. Otherwise they’re at a big disadvantage when they grow up. They may be nice but they’re going to be disliked for their bad habits, their bad manners and everything else they never learned right. They’ll be unpleasant people and they’ll make everybody around them unhappy.’


         There was a silence during which both men observed her intently.


         She said, ‘It’s a big responsibility to be a parent. You put new people into the world and it’s because of your work that they turn out either good or bad.’


         


            *


         


         Franklin was finally beginning to get so sick of Sherman’s company that if it hadn’t been for Irene’s pestering, he’d have dropped a hint about the length of his stay. That wouldn’t have been difficult; he could say something like: if Sherman planned to hang on in that neck of the woods, they’d have to find him a place of his own because, naturally, he’d want to go out and meet people – women, for instance – and bring them back, and so on, which wouldn’t be comfortable with kids in the house.


         Eventually, he’d get around to that. But in the meantime, he was just vaguely annoyed and sometimes bored on their evenings out. One night, under the influence of the tedium, he came out with the story of Jubal’s Field.


         Irene’s Aunt Posie, he said, whose real name was Penelope and who was actually a great-great-something aunt, had been told when still a small child that she was to have three things from her father and mother when they died. Those three things were: the oil painting of the Sioux Indian leading his horse along a mountain path; the Civil War dress sword from her father’s side of the family; and the land they called Jubal’s Field, including the water rights and whatever building or buildings were still standing on the place at the time of her inheritance.
         


         The sword had been used by Posie’s parents to cut their wedding cake. It had sentimental associations for all the family. So did the painting, which had captivated her even as a child. All her life she remembered how her grandfather had lifted her up so that she could see it better.


         And Jubal’s Field was more than simply a piece of ground. The field was there but beyond it reared the beginning of the woods and the high country, with a pure mountain stream running through it. All of that land was legally attached to the field and it included a springhouse and a tupelo wood. In the fall the leaves of the tupelo trees turned crimson and garnet and wine-red. Against blue sky and the pale, grayish bark of the branches, the masses of scarlet foliage were like something out of a stained-glass window.


         When Irene’s grandmother was already a mother, her Aunt Posie told her that once, late in September, she was walking on the carriage trail that passed along the borders of Jubal’s land. She was looking into the ruby-red leaves against the slope of the hillside, with the bright color of the sky beyond: and all of a sudden a fawn came through the trees. It was a good-sized animal because of the time of year, but still not so big as a full-grown deer, and it went jumping through the fiery wood like a toy on springs. That, Aunt Posie said, was the best thing she’d ever seen in her life except, of course, the faces of the people she loved: the most beautiful scene from nature, anyway – and that included birds, fish and everything, even the full moon during one really cold Christmas when the whole family had piled into four sleighs and gone riding through the valley with the bells and harness jingling.
         


         How Aunt Posie’s oldest brother, Guthrie, managed to trick the other members of his family out of their first, second and third choice of inherited objects, no one knew. You could only guess that it would have been accomplished with a mixture of bribery and emotional manipulation. Aunt Posie hadn’t been married at the time, and for some reason Guthrie assumed that she would remain single and that there was no reason why a person with no descendants should want to inherit anything but money. To whom would she pass things on except to strangers? And heirlooms shouldn’t go out of the family.


         ‘I don’t know what the rights of it were,’ Franklin said. ‘I guess nobody does now. It’s gone on too long. Irene’s sure. So’s her family.’


         ‘But?’


         ‘There’s usually two sides to most things.’


         ‘I guess that’s so,’ Sherman said. ‘Heads I win.’ 
         


         *


         Sherman’s favorite story was called ‘The White Mule’. It concerned a boy from Arkansas who lived with his widowed mother.


         The first time Sherman told him the story, Franklin thought that it was going to be a fantasy like ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’: the mother told her son to take the old white mule to the fair and sell it, because there was nothing left in the house to eat. After the beginning, however, the story turned into a realistic anecdote about a swindle perpetrated in childhood by someone Sherman said he’d met: a man named Jeb. According to the plot, Jeb arrived at the fair and found a shed to put the mule in, but the poor animal was so tired by the long walk that after a few hours it died in its sleep. That was Sherman’s favorite moment. His voice rose melodramatically as he asked, ‘What was he going to do? What was he going to do? His mother was waiting at home, counting on him to bring her the money for food.’


         He managed to tell the entire story twice. After that, Franklin would say that he’d heard it already but Sherman kept trying to get through it again. Franklin guessed that the question, ‘What was he going to do?’ had such dreadful relevance to Sherman’s early life that it made him happy to transpose it to a framework where it could be answered.


         One evening, by breaking off to discuss other things, Sherman contrived to tell the story for an almost complete third time. ‘Jeb raffled it,’ he said. ‘He sold everybody at the fair a ticket for five dollars and he said the winning ticket would get a beautiful white mule and if the winner had any complaints at all, he’d give him four times his money back.’
         


         ‘You told me. That’s a good story.’


         ‘So when the mule turned out to be dead, he gave the winning man twenty bucks and he went away happy. But Jeb – he had about five hundred to take home to his mother. That was a lot more than if he’d just sold it.’


         ‘That’s right,’ Franklin said. ‘That was pretty smart.’


         Sherman looked into his glass. He turned it around in his hand. As Franklin was about to suggest that they call it a night, he asked, ‘Do you have bad dreams?’


         ‘Well, now that you mention it …’


         ‘Yeah?’


         ‘I do have one nightmare that repeats.’


         ‘What’s it about?’


         ‘It always starts the same way. I’m in a bar someplace, with a friend, and we get so drunk that we just keep talking all night instead of going home and getting some sleep.’


         Sherman blew out a small sound like a cough; it wasn’t really a laugh. And after he’d tipped up his glass for the last swallow, Franklin thought: I shouldn’t have said that. He was about to confide in me and I pushed him away. I wouldn’t be able to persuade him to open up now, but maybe I should never try. My instincts told me not to get mixed up in this man’s bad dreams.
         


         He missed the freedom to go out whenever he needed to be alone or to see friends on his own. He would have liked to give Irene a night out, too: find a baby-sitter for the kids and go to that inn over the state line, where there was a dance floor in the restaurant; and a really good band, so everyone kept telling him.
         


         


            *


         


         The next time they were out together Sherman said to Franklin, ‘I don’t think it’s right that you and your folks had your land stolen by that Raymond fellow. Somebody ought to do something about that.’


         ‘Oh, I shouldn’t let it get to me. It isn’t even my own family.’


         ‘That’s OK. I’m tolerant. Remember what we said in the service: we kill anyone regardless of race, color or creed.’


         ‘We’d probably stand a good chance of seeing him in a place like this if he wasn’t so tight-fisted. He does his drinking at home. They say he’s so stingy he only owns one light bulb and whenever he wants to walk from one room to the next in that big house of his, he gets up and unscrews the bulb so he can take it with him.’


         ‘Nah. He’d be stumbling around, trying to find –’


         ‘Just a joke. I’m sure that place is flooded with light, day and night. He wasn’t always so bad. His wife died four years ago. We all thought she died because of the way he treated her. He was real hard on her. Didn’t like for her to talk to anybody. I guess he thought she’d be telling tales on him. Some people are just strange.’


         ‘They have kids?’


         ‘No. And none of the rest of the family will go near him, even the ones who could get to him in a day’s driving. He’s had fights with everybody. So he sits in his big, empty house and he lives like a hermit. He leads a miserable life except for one thing: he’s preventing Irene from having what’s rightfully hers. Maybe we wouldn’t mind so much if he had a family. Or – I don’t know. Maybe that would make it worse. Anyway, he’s just a dog in the manger.’
         


         Some thought nagged at Sherman. It wasn’t a memory from the past, but he kept feeling that it was. Every time his mind approached it, the thought dissolved. Trying to pin it down was like trying to remember a lost tune or a forgotten name. It was almost as if he’d had a memory of something in the future.


         The next day they were in the car, on the way to ‘Happy Honolulu’, when Franklin said, ‘By God, there’s the old bastard himself. Look, there.’


         Sherman turned his head to see where. There, on the other side of the street, was the old man from the library; and his dog. Dog in the manger and dog from the library.
         


         ‘Raymond Saddler,’ Franklin said.


         ‘Is that right? He don’t look so tough.’


         ‘He’s plenty mean and he’s a good shot. I’ve seen him in action during the hunting season. He likes keeping some kind of weapon handy. There you are: that’s his shotgun up on the rack there in the pick-up.’


         


            *


         


         Irene stood at the kitchen table and sliced tomatoes on the chopping board. She worked quickly but she paid attention. She’d never cut herself badly, not even with the special, razor-sharp knives she’d been given by a sister-in-law for Christmas. The thing to remember about weapons was that everything depended on which way they pointed.


         He was going to make a move soon, she thought. If he tried anything, she’d kill him. There, in her own kitchen, each cup and bowl had its place and she knew exactly where everything was. She could be blindfolded and still grab the right handle. But he’d have to look first. As for killing, she’d studied all that from Caesar’s assassination. Long before the dress rehearsal, Miss Moody had been very particular about even the smallest detail. She’d told them not to stab downward from above: upward from below was the right way to do it. Miss Moody had shown them where all the vital organs were and how to hit them fast without slicing into bones. She’d taught them more anatomy than they’d ever learned in biology class. ‘Theater,’ Miss Moody had said, her voice thrilling with conviction, ‘is more true than real life. It’s above and beyond reality. It reaches for eternal values. So if you don’t get the physical part right, it’s a disaster – it looks silly. And then the whole audience can start laughing in the scenes that are meant to be serious.’
         


         Miss Moody had been an inspiration. And they’d done her proud on the night. Irene always smiled when she remembered. Her parents told her that they’d never seen her so excited: after it was over, she kept asking them, ‘How was I? Was I really all right? Could you hear me? Was it scary? Did it look real? Did you like it? Was it good? Honest?’


         She’d have loved to be an actress. She was sure she would have been good at it. Acting was almost what she was doing now; as long as Sherman was camped on them, she had to act polite. But at night she dropped the good manners and quarreled with Franklin about whether his friend should go or stay.


         ‘That look in his eye –’ she said, ‘like a member of some crazy sect, waiting to take their orders from a flying saucer.’
         


         ‘You don’t know what it was like,’ he said.


         ‘No, I don’t know. And you don’t know what it was like carrying your four kids and giving birth to them – especially the first time with that disgusting Dr Graff who gave me the creeps, with his arm all the way up my insides right to the elbow and saying, “Relax, relax,” like I was a new girl in his whorehouse. Thank God he was on the golf course when I went into labor.’


         ‘Every woman –’


         ‘You’re damn right. I took it on willingly because I loved you. I’m the one who’s supposed to love. But do you care? You’re out with Margie Robinson.’


         ‘Oh, not that again.’


         ‘And I’m stuck here with the servant jobs while you’re in a bar with the boys: Oh, how about that Margie, what I could tell you about her, deal me another, kiddo. Yes siree.’
         


         ‘You don’t know. You just don’t know what it’s like to imagine that any minute you’re going to be blown to pieces. And picking up the survivors: that wasn’t much fun, either.’


         ‘Just because –’


         ‘You stick to the shopping and the gingerbread cookies. And shut up about me.’


         ‘Jesus God, would I love to kill a few people. Why the hell do you think war is so much more painful and dangerous than what every woman goes through in just ordinary life? All of them standing around, screaming, “Push, push,” and tearing me to pieces so that after Donnie I was having bowel movements out of my vagina –’
         


         ‘Christ, Irene. Just quit it, will you? It isn’t my fault. I would have done anything to spare you that. But you were the one who kept wanting –’


         ‘I know it isn’t your fault. Of course it isn’t. I’m not blaming you for anything except thinking that this man is some specially deserving case because you went through all that buddy stuff together. Big deal. Was he your best friend out there?’


         ‘No.’


         ‘Well?’


         ‘Well, to tell you the truth, I’d be glad if he moved on. I felt sorry for him. Hell, anybody can go through a rough time. If nobody gives you a helping hand, you can stay there for years.’


         ‘He seems to have plenty to spend. Where does he get all that money?’


         ‘His disability compensation, I guess.’


         ‘That couldn’t be much.’


         ‘He’s been wandering around the country for a long time: no house, no car, no social life. Maybe his money’s been piling up in a bank somewhere.’


         ‘He’s got a gun.’


         ‘We’ve all got guns.’


         ‘A handgun. A pistol. He showed it to Hagen. He said he was going to let him shoot it.’


         ‘Oh?’ That didn’t sound too good. Taking your boy out to practice target shooting with a four-ten was one thing. Handing a four-year-old a loaded revolver was another.


         ‘That’s the trouble with bad people,’ she said. They touch you with their evil and you can’t get rid of it To defend yourself against them, you have to hate. And that hate begins to distort you.’
         


         ‘Evil? Oh my good Lord. He’s a guy who’s down on his luck, that’s all.’


         He knew what was going through her mind: that maybe Sherman was the kind of man who might think it was all right to teach a child how to cheat at cards or to short-change people so that they didn’t notice straight away. Maybe he was worse than that.


         ‘He’s been through a lot of unhappiness,’ she said, ‘and he’s looking for someone to pin it on.’


         Sherman continued to listen. Hearing Franklin say, ‘Christ, Irene’, he remembered the preacher in the hospital: Christ died for us. And he was reminded of all the stickers he kept noticing on car bumpers: Jesus Saves.
         


         He saves us, Sherman thought, and he dies doing it. And after that, we’re redeemed. He doesn’t save us and then go on living.
         


         


            *


         


         He came back early from the library one day. Irene was in the kitchen but Addie was in the house too, cleaning the living room. Irene asked if he’d like her to make him a sandwich.


         ‘Oh, no thanks. I picked up a bite in town. I’ll just sit here for a while.’ He pulled out a chair and sat down. He watched her working. After a few minutes he asked, ‘You ever play cards?’


         ‘No time,’ she answered shortly.


         ‘We used to play cards all the time in the service. There’s a lot of waiting around. Most of the time it was poker. All the different types of poker games I’ve played. The one I liked best was called Midnight Baseball, where you’re betting blind. We used to play that when we were drunk and out with the girls. We did a lot of card-playing in the whorehouses. It’s something you don’t forget: the smell of the perfume; the long, black hair; the feel of the silk. Him, too – you think he’s forgotten?’
         


         ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I know I should feel sorry for your troubles.’


         ‘Oh, you don’t have to feel sorry for me. I’m doing OK.’


         ‘You have to pity a man who isn’t right in the head.’


         ‘Uh-huh. I guess I could get away with a lot if I wanted to make that an excuse, couldn’t I? Like women that say: “I’m a woman, I’m a mother, that’s why I’m like this, that’s why I did that, that’s why these things happen to me.”’


         ‘I see. Well, you may be crazy, but you aren’t dumb, are you?’


         At last, he thought: a woman who understood him. She didn’t like him, but that didn’t matter. Whatever was going to happen between him and her was meant to be. ‘I can tell you something, too,’ he said. ‘Old Franklin ain’t a very good poker player.’


         ‘And you are?’


         ‘That’s right.’


         ‘But games are for children. And cards are just to pass the time. Frank is a grown man. It took him years to get over the war, but he did it and he’s fine now. It can be done. You could do it, too. Talking to people helps, specially if they were in it with you, but trying to drag a cured man down into your sickness isn’t going to make you well.’
         


         ‘Oh. Is that what I’m trying to do?’


         ‘And drinking doesn’t help, either. It’s bad for you and it doesn’t make you feel that good, anyway, does it? Alcohol is a depressive, that’s what they say. Anyway, it isn’t right for the children to see their father drunk.’


         She waited for him to get up and go. He was waiting for her to tell him to leave. When the moment had been allowed to pass, he said, ‘Franklin is a man who’s killed.’


         ‘But it hasn’t changed him.’


         ‘How do you know? You didn’t know him before.’


         ‘I know because he’s a good man.’


         ‘Except that now he knows it would be easy to do it again. Before you do it, you think it would be impossible. You probably think that.’


         ‘What?’


         ‘That you couldn’t kill.’


         ‘I couldn’t.’


         ‘I remember – I was so little, it’s one of my very first memories: seeing my mother cleaning out a chicken. I thought it was so horrible. We all did. We said: Ooh, how can she do that? But you learn that somebody’s got to do that or nobody gets to eat roast chicken. You learn. You put your hands inside a dead animal. You kill and you eat what you’ve killed: birds, fish, deer. And then you stop being so upset. Killing is part of living.’
         


         ‘Killing, maybe. Not murder.’


         ‘Well, two girls I went to school with: they got pregnant by mistake and they got rid of it. Wouldn’t you do that?’
         


         ‘That wouldn’t happen.’


         ‘Accidents can always happen, anywhere. Not just – like they say – accidents in the home. And it’s only a question. Some guy that’s drunk: he flags down your car and you stop because you think he’s in trouble. And then, before you know what he’s trying to do … would you get rid of it?’


         ‘I certainly would.’


         ‘Uh-huh.’


         ‘And if one of the kids was in danger. I’d kill anybody for that.’


         ‘Even your husband?’


         ‘What?’


         ‘If it came to a choice?’


         ‘There isn’t any choice. They’re the same thing. Why are you trying to talk me into a corner?’


         ‘Why don’t you like thinking about things?’


         ‘This isn’t thinking. It’s that game of “What if?” and most of the answers are things nobody knows. You never know for sure till it happens.’


         ‘And then?’


         ‘Then you do what you have to. And sometimes that isn’t what you thought it was going to be. Sometimes you’re tired, you’re scared, your concentration is broken and you forget or you do something dumb or something that’s just the opposite of what you meant to do. Sherman, could you move so I can get to the drawer there?’


         He pushed the chair back and stopped talking. He enjoyed watching her work. It was like being at home, a long time ago, when everybody was still alive and he was in the kitchen where his mother was doing the baking.
         


         


            *


         


         In the evening Irene had a call from one of her sisters-in-law to say that a child in her son’s school had come down with some kind of lung infection at summer camp and he’d nearly died.


         ‘That camp’s a long way away,’ Franklin told her.


         ‘It makes you think, though.’


         It also made both of them think about their life as it used to be, without Sherman, when it was always clear what was important and what didn’t have to be taken into consideration because, not being central, it didn’t count.


         The next day was Saturday. Irene had to get one of the kids dressed for a birthday party and another one ready to go to the swimming pool. While she was setting the kitchen table for breakfast, she said, ‘It’s a beautiful day. Why don’t you give Sherman a tour of the district? Show him the local stuff, like it said in that book we had: items of note.
         


         ‘Not. Everything in that book was items of not. As I recall, we got lost trying to find half of them.’
         


         ‘That was only once. Come on. Otherwise most of the day will go by and you’ll just fritter the time away. I can fix you a picnic lunch.’


         Franklin turned to Sherman for confirmation.


         Sherman, who was once again overcome by shyness in Irene’s presence, lifted a shoulder and whispered, ‘Sure.’ The two little girls stared greedily at him; they kept clutching each other and bursting into giggles for no apparent reason, never taking their eyes off him.
         


         ‘It’s going to be nice,’ Irene said.


         Franklin looked out of the window, up at the sky and from one side to the other. He said, ‘Right.’


         They’d had the sweltering days from the end of July and the hurricanes at the beginning of August. The first frost was to come and after that the leaves on the dogwood would redden, the old trees first, and gradually all the colors would come: the maples gold and orange and scarlet, even some of the oaks turning pink. The foods of the earth would reach perfection: apples and pumpkins, nuts and pears. The time of abundance was just ahead. But now it was still summer and they were coming to the end of it.


         Franklin drove Sherman on a circuit around town and out onto the road that ran down by the river, to where the logging camp used to be. He talked about who used to live where and how the landscape had changed or stayed the same.


         After a while Sherman said, ‘This whole place used to be Indian country, coast to coast. If the early settlers had intermarried instead of fighting, you and me would be Indians right now.’


         ‘That’s a thought.’


         ‘Would it be so different?’


         ‘It would for me. I can’t imagine an existence with that kind of social structure: all that tribal business with elders and so on.’


         ‘It wouldn’t make any difference to me. I’d be just the same.’


         ‘You’d be married with ten kids because that’s what the society would demand. Even in this area, in this state – in this country, for that matter – after a few years people are going to feel they should know why you don’t want or can’t get what everybody else thinks is of value.’
         


         ‘I’d be a brave.’


         ‘Braves are young. Beautiful maidens are young. You get through one stage and you go on to the next. If you don’t go on to the next, everybody’s going to think you aren’t up to it. Unless you’ve got something better to do. And that doesn’t often happen. If you want to dedicate your life to some important work, say. Or some worthy cause.’


         They were headed for an open-air agricultural museum, the Buckhorn Farm, when Franklin changed his mind. He said, ‘Hey, I know what I can show you. The family inheritance that never was: Raymond Saddler’s place that ought to belong to Irene.’


         They turned off the highway, went down a dirt road, traveled a good way along it and stopped.


         There in the distance was a house, set back, with three big trees growing nearby but not so close that they could be a danger to the roof.


         ‘And that’s where the old buzzard lives,’ Franklin said.


         


            *


         


         The family had to attend an anniversary celebration over in the next state. They’d be gone all day – Franklin, Irene and the four kids. And they wouldn’t be back till late.


         Franklin handed Sherman the keys. Irene didn’t look too happy at that but she didn’t say anything.


         While they were away, Sherman went into town. He bought a piece of steak, took it back to the house, carried it upstairs to the bathroom and laced it with the sleeping pills he’d seen in the medicine cabinet. Then he packed it up in waxed paper and started off for Raymond Saddler’s place. He rode part of the way by bus and then walked.
         


         He got into the house through a window at the back. Once he was inside, he went to the room he’d chosen, and stayed there.


         From any part of an empty house the overall dimensions could be guessed – and, Sherman thought, you could also tell what kind of character the place had. The longer he waited, the more he liked it.


         Saddler didn’t show up till mid-afternoon. The dog came rushing ahead of him – out of the pick-up and scrabbling across the threshold as soon as the door was unlocked. Saddler had the gun broken over his arm. For a bad-tempered man he didn’t act very suspicious.


         The dog threw himself around the corner and Sherman tossed him the meat fast. Then he withdrew into a back room.


         While Saddler was busy locking up, his dog bolted back every bit of the steak and lay down on the rug to sleep.


         Sherman heard Saddler going into the kitchen. He moved from cover. He approached the hallway, where he saw the shotgun, no longer broken, standing up against the wall. That made everything easier. Before that moment, he’d intended to use his knife.


         


            *


         


         The next day, at noon, the rumors went around that Raymond Saddler had committed suicide. He’d shot his dog first, but he’d been really fond of that dog: he’d fed it some sleeping pills before he did it.
         


         Irene made two telephone calls to establish what part of the story was fact. Then she was on the phone for another hour, talking to friends and relatives.


         The Page family expressed a decent regret at the news but they were jubilant. There was no doubt about what was to come: the property, the house, the money and all that it represented.


         With the thought in mind of his wife’s certain inheritance, Franklin took Sherman out for a drink and told him that he saw how things were and he wanted to help Sherman to do what he’d done himself: pick a town somewhere, start up a business and make himself at home. He couldn’t spare much, but since Irene was going to come into Aunt Posie’s legacy at last, he could let Sherman have five hundred dollars. He handed over the check then and there.


         Sherman took a swallow of beer and started to think. He thought until he convinced himself that Franklin had demanded a sacrifice of him that was equal to the moment in the war that neither of them could get away from. And when he’d cleared the debt by agreeing to carry out Franklin’s dearest wish for him, he was given an insulting five hundred bucks in exchange.


         Was five hundred dollars enough to wipe away the memory of Raymond Saddler’s face or to allow him to sleep without seeing it again? From now on Franklin would be laughing: leading his normal life as if he didn’t have any connection with a single thing that was low or underhand. Five hundred dollars was certainly not enough. Especially when you considered what that land was probably worth. If Franklin were any kind of a decent man – the kind that stuck by his friends – he’d have had the idea on his own that Sherman deserved a little extra. A supplement.
         


         People who have money, Sherman thought, will always rather give you money than a piece of their time. Franklin doesn’t have all that much, which means that … he’s willing to go without, as long as he can get rid of me. It wasn’t just what she wanted. He paid me off.
         


         It would have to be five thousand at least, to make up for having to carry the burden. And also, for being treated like that: hired and fired – used, like some kind of menial servant.


         That wife of his, too: Irene. All polite on top, and underneath she couldn’t stand you. That was something else that would have to be changed.


         ‘That’s mighty good of you, Frank,’ he said. ‘I appreciate it.’


         ‘For old time’s sake,’ Franklin told him.


         Back at the house, Irene got her speech in, too. She told Sherman the latest gossip: according to the investigations, there was nothing suspicious about Raymond Saddler’s death – it was his own gun. She couldn’t feel sorry: he’d brought it on himself, leading that hermit life all alone in a big house, just so he could keep it from somebody else. No wonder he went crazy. But the thing was: she and Franklin were going to need the guest room now, because of the funeral. There were all kinds of cousins coming.


         They’d hated Raymond Saddler but of course they’d go to the funeral. And collect the money.
         


         ‘You get his house?’ he asked.


         ‘Well, I don’t know. Why?’


         ‘That’s a nice house.’


         ‘Sort of broken down, maybe. He was the kind of man who’d never fix anything – he’d wait for it to fall down before he’d shell out on new paint.’


         But it was a good house. With a house like that, you could get a wife easy. She’d clean it up, make it pretty, have lots of kids and they’d bring him his comfortable shoes in front of the fire. He’d have his dog and his gun, like Raymond Saddler, but not the same kind of dog – not one of those European police dogs. A good old American hunting hound. Get it when it was a pup and raise it to be his alone. He’d always wanted one. And the house.


         The house was better than Franklin’s: larger, and with wider and taller windows that looked out on to big trees – the kind of place a gentleman would have owned in the old days. The days of yore. The days of your and the days of mine.
         


         


            *


         


         During the night there was a light rain, just enough to make the next day fresh. In the morning, after breakfast and as Franklin was about to suggest taking him for a drive on the way to work, Sherman said, ‘Guess I should be moving on.’


         Franklin was caught so that he could only say, ‘Oh?’ He’d been intending to talk to Sherman in the car and in a reasonable way to put forward exactly that suggestion, reiterating the need to use the guest room for cousins.
         


         Irene said, ‘I think that would be a good idea, Sherman. You don’t want to sit around, going stale, when you could get out and make a life for yourself. And we can’t give anybody much hospitality with the kids running around all the time.’


         ‘Oh, I got no complaints,’ he said.


         Franklin thought he meant it. Irene wasn’t sure, and she became convinced to the contrary when – as he was finally stepping over the threshold to go out of the house – Sherman stopped dead, slapped his hands over his pockets and explained, ‘Don’t want to forget anything. I might have to come back.’


         They got into the car and started off. Neither of them felt much like talking. Sherman was busy thinking: This is my chance. I’m only going to have one crack at it and that’s all. Because otherwise I’d have to work up to everything he’s got. But if I just step into it, she won’t mind. She’ll still have the kids and the house and what her cousin tried to gyp her out of. And the other house … the nice one. And it was thanks to me that she’s got it back. He wouldn’t have done anything himself. He had to pay somebody else to do his dirty work.
         


         Further along the drive, he thought: No, I can’t do that. He saved me. When he remembered that, he was – as always – struck into a kind of amazement by the strangeness of the fact. It was so simple, just something that had happened; yet it was a mystery. He’d think: He saved me. Why? I was nothing to him, or he to me. But he did that. And he could have been killed doing it.
         


         The event had become one of the large questions, like: Why was I born? or What am I here for? It perplexed him. Sometimes it filled him with despair.
         


         


            *


         


         They left the fields and drove through the hills. Sherman thought about Franklin’s life, so full of people and work and activity. What made Franklin so much better, that he deserved all that? When they’d come out of the service they were both the same. And now Franklin was on the inside, looking out. And he was on the outside, looking in. That wasn’t fair. Franklin had the house and the wife and the kids; that was what put him on the inside – not his character, which was no better than his own.


         He could wait a while and then go back; go to Franklin and say: I want some more money, or I’ll tell.
         


         Or, even better: I’ll tell her. And she’ll believe it and she won’t want to stay married to you.
         


         Or he could just go ahead and tell her, the two of them alone in the kitchen: He said the place would be empty except for the dog and that it was some kind of insurance thing with the store. I didn’t think I was going to hurt anybody. I wanted to repay him for saving my life.
         


         She’d believe that. Wouldn’t she?


         I could say that he told me he wanted the money for a woman named Margie Somebody.
         


         Sherman remembered the hushed, night-time conversation but not the woman’s last name. As he tried to recall the sound of it, he became unsure about the first name, too: whether it was Maggie or Maisie or Molly. Or it might not have begun with an M at all; it might have begun with a W. He’d have to drop that idea.
         


         They went over the mountains and back into the valleys again, passing fields and farmhouses. Franklin drove him to the next town, where there was a bus depot – the same one where Sherman had been set down on his way to find Franklin’s address.


         After he’d let him out, Franklin shook his hand. He wished him luck, got back into the car and – waving once, casually – drove away.


         Sherman boarded a bus. As soon as it headed out of town he realized that he’d chosen one going in the wrong direction. He stepped down at the first stop.


         He’d been deposited a few yards from an ancient filling station where the gasoline tanks had been removed and the service shack was falling to pieces. A toilet, with the seat off, sat in front of the door; somebody had filled it up with dirt. Down the road were two paint-peeled houses and a broken-down tarpaper hen coop.


         He started to walk. As he moved along, he tried to figure things out. He’d left, but he hadn’t left. He kept thinking about Irene. She’s so good with the kids. She understands all that.
         


         He could go back. If he did, he’d have to do it at night. Except – if he went back in the daytime, Franklin wouldn’t be at home. And if he picked the right time, Addie wouldn’t be there either, or the kids. I was pretty careful, but even if I forgot some things, he’s in the clear. Unless I tell somebody. Then it’s going to look like it was his idea all along, because why would I want to shoot a stranger? And I’ve got his check. I could say the money he gave me was for the killing. And I’d get away without a jail sentence because … they consider me not right in the head, so it wouldn’t be my fault. I’d say I thought he was showing me a way I could pay back what he’d done for me. That’s what I could say. I did kind of think that, too.
         


         He’d seen no more than two cars in all the time he’d been walking. One of the drivers asked if he needed a lift, but Sherman waved and called out, ‘No, thanks.’ The road he was on seemed to be heading back but it wasn’t the same one he’d walked before or been driven over by the farmer who had let him hitch a ride. He’d have to keep going before he knew which direction he should take next.


         She liked that house. Maybe she’d come visiting. If I said that he’d paid me to do it, would he contest it? He’s got a lot to lose. I don’t have that complication. Tangerines are complicated, apples are simple. She did eat of the apple and she offered it to him. She offered it. Because they always do. And if you aren’t quick enough, they take it away again.
         


         Maybe Franklin would say: ‘I’ll think about it.’


         And after he’d thought, maybe he’d come gunning for me. That would make everything easy from his point of view. If you own a lot of woodland, you can bury a man anywhere and feel safe.
         


         It would be best to start on Irene.


         Maybe she’d just say no. In that case … But she wouldn’t, would she? She understands all that. He had his pistol but a shotgun would be better. Suppose he went back at night and got hold of that gun Franklin had? Do it like the last time. They’d say Franklin had shot her and then Inky, Dinky, Pinky and Twinky – one after the other: bam, bam, bam. And then himself, like Raymond Saddler. Only no dog to worry about.
         


         He was thirsty and he was hungry, but he kept walking.


         At some time in the afternoon he came to a crossroad. There were trees bordering the road; everything else was fields. If you’d been standing in the center of one of them, you could imagine that the whole place was one huge field, even bigger than the one where he’d been trapped and destroyed years ago.


         He stood where the roads intersected: at the crosspoint. For a long time he wondered which way to go, then he sat down under one of the trees. He fell asleep.


         He had a dream about being killed in the war. When he woke up, he was breathing fast. He took the coin out of his pocket, tossed it up and caught it. As he threw and caught and fingered the coin, he whispered, ‘One good turn.’ In a little while it would be too dark to see what side came up, but he could still feel the picture with his thumb. He could keep turning it around, without throwing it. One good turn deserved another.


         He had his knife and his revolver. There was the coin to tell him what to do: two sides to every question; and the big field where everything always ended up. He could take his time.


         The crickets were chirring in the field. The light was dying from the air. Shadows came in like water on the tide. He hung in twilight, undecided: breathing in and out, and waiting for the long, languid swell of night to carry him into the darkness.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         

            4 The Icon


         


         Everybody except the old man was still at breakfast when Stratis came into the room. He’d hoped that most of the family would have eaten already and that he’d be able to pour himself a cup of coffee in peace. Out of the whole bunch (Elvira, Lucian, Lydia, Zenon, Aristides, Theo, Olga, Dimitrios and Nestor), the old man – his great-grandfather – was the only one he could stand at the moment.


         If the early spring hadn’t been so wet and gloomy that year, none of the others would be there. They’d be down in the country during the week and up in town only for visits. But April had been cold and rainy. And now that the weather had improved, most of the family was still in town for the week and Stratis had decided to stay at the house for a while too, although he had his own apartment.


         Several months earlier, in October, he’d fallen in love with a New England girl named Julia, who was unlike any woman he’d been out with before. She came from a traditional Yankee family and she was as pretty and as blonde as a Christmas angel always neatly dressed in an expensive, preppy style: with her hair brushed back and held in a ribbon or – when she went out in the evenings – worn up. She looked like a nice, decent girl from a good family. That was what she was. She was also – or so he’d thought at the time – fairly chaste compared to most and certainly more so than could naturally be expected of a girl whose parents didn’t go to church.
         


         His parents went to church. His whole, gigantic family went, except for the old man. And as far as Stratis could see, not one of them believed, although they retained a respect for the institution. He lost even that after Julia said goodbye some time in February, just as he was about to propose. From the moment he’d seen her, even before their first date, he was certain that she was the girl he was going to marry but, because he hadn’t wanted to face the whole, formal family thing and all the questions and hinting that would go on afterwards, he hadn’t asked her home for a meal. He’d assumed that that would come in time.


         As soon as they were sleeping together, he knew that the family introduction would be easy. But he didn’t want to share her. They were isolated and perfect together. He was even amused by the fact that she couldn’t get his name right. He once asked her, ‘Why do you keep calling me Stratos? I’m good, but I’m not that good.’


         ‘Good?’ she said.


         ‘It means an army. My name is spelled with an i, not an o. And the accent goes on the last syllable: Stratis, like MacNiece.’


         But she kept forgetting. It didn’t really irritate him until the night of their big quarrel. Given his cue by some trivial remark, he told her loudly, and with plenty of colorful phrases, that he must have been crazy to think of getting married to her: she had all kinds of faults, a lot more than he did, and she might as well hear the whole list.
         


         She listened in silence, hurt at first, and then grim. He’d expected her to come back at him with a list of her own. But she didn’t do anything for a long time: she only continued to look at him contemptuously. And at last she said, ‘Never mind, Stratos. I’m sure you’ll find the right girl eventually.’ And she moved past him, over the threshold and down the hallway, without closing the door behind her. He thought that she was going to walk off her anger or go find a friend to complain to. But she didn’t behave in any of the ways he’d imagined. She just went.


         He took his dismissal badly. He’d never had to put up with being told no. Everything had always gone smoothly for him.


         For months the family teased him about her. Uncle Theo was the worst. At breakfast one day back at the beginning of April, Uncle Theo had said in a loud aside to Aunt Ariana, ‘Oh, poor Stratis, she must have said no in a big way. Look at his face.’


         Like many of the men he called uncle, Uncle Theo should have been addressed as ‘Great Uncle’. The house usually contained four generations and, for the moment, a fifth had been added: Cousin Sylvie had come up from the country, bringing her new baby, Melinda. She’d decided to spend the night because nobody wanted to let go of the baby – a placid, good-tempered child who didn’t throw things across the room, scream or make sudden, awkward movements that might cause her to injure herself. Stratis was glad to have the focus of family concern shifted to someone else. Uncle Theo’s remarks across the table were becoming outrageous.
         


         Now that it was May and nearing the time when the relatives would prepare for their summer habits, the house down in the country had been given its spring cleaning and repainting. The two hundred and three windows had all been cleaned, the French windows leading into the courtyard had been sprayed against termites and seven cracked flagstones on the terrace had been replaced. In the bedrooms elderly great-aunts and uncles, cousins and widowed in-laws supervised the unpacking and packing of winter, spring and summer clothes. As soon as the old man moved out of town, new schedules and their timetables would go into operation. Life would continue, with weekend trips back to the city or – for some – longer vacations. Later still, the house on the beach would also be full, and the boats in use. Not every year was precisely the same; the old man’s moods had to be taken into consideration.


         Stratis would be hanging around in town for as long as his grandfather stayed there. And Julia was still around, so he’d heard. He might run into her. He’d also picked up the information that she was going out with some actor who was working between parts as a waiter. Stratis had made a point of taking a look at him from a distance. The guy was a jerk. He even had a ponytail.


         ‘A ponytail, for God’s sake,’ Stratis said, looking at an ad in the papers.


         ‘They’re all the rage,’ Aunt Lydia told him. ‘The height of fashion.’


         ‘Only among phonies.’
         


         ‘Oh, no – even the movie stars have them. It’s considered glamorous.’


         He wouldn’t waste his breath on an answer to that. Aunt Lydia satisfied her sexual longings – if they could be called that – by poring over magazine pictures of young people of both sexes.


         ‘Not by me,’ he said.


         ‘And another style is firmly established among young men – a lot of stubble on the chin and a shaved head like a Victorian convict. And a very expensive Italian suit, often pinstriped. A most peculiar combination. But the middle-aged do find young people’s fashions extraordinary.’


         Aunt Lydia could not seriously be thought of as middle-aged. She was old, like all the others. She had simply made up her mind at a certain point that anything from sixty to seventy-five was middle-aged.


         ‘And waiters are quite chic nowadays,’ she went on. ‘All so young and good-looking. It’s a quick way to earn a living while they’re aspiring to do something else. A lot of artists make money waiting on tables: painters, singers, actors, film directors. Before they’re established, you know.’


         He grunted. Uncle Theo said, ‘Don’t take it too hard, my boy.’


         Aunt Lydia continued, ‘I suppose you’re right in general, in a big city like this. From the crowds I saw yesterday, you’d think everyone under forty was colorblind and not in possession of a mirror. The young have not yet developed a sense of taste. They try everything out. As they should. They’re sometimes drawn towards the unsuitable, the cheap, the fake, the pretentious, the sentimental.’
         


         ‘Do you mean me?’ he asked.


         ‘Certainly not. With no disrespect intended, I was referring to the fact that your wayward young lady has chosen to move on to another and less deserving young man. I’m sorry to hear it, but I’m afraid it happens a lot. It always did. In fact, sometimes girls and boys will deliberately seek out the worthless because they aren’t ready to make a commitment – they know that they can break off that kind of thing at a moment’s notice, without any trouble.’


         ‘Maybe,’ he said, looking away. ‘Who knows?’ Julia had broken it off with him even faster than that: no notice at all, just quits. He stretched out a hand for part of Uncle Zenon’s newspaper.


         Uncle Zenon snatched up the section he’d been saving for when he finished with his first choice; he slid it across the table to the other side of his place, where Stratis wouldn’t be able to reach it without getting up.


         Stratis didn’t notice. He took what was left and began to read. The others too lapsed into silence, scanning their papers until Uncle Lucian began to talk about a play that was on in town: absolutely disgusting, and unfortunately it was impossible to obtain tickets to it; everyone said that even the scalpers couldn’t get in.


         ‘And this exhibition of icons looks interesting,’ Aunt Ariana said.


         ‘Oh, not that old stuff,’ Aunt Lydia told her.


         ‘They say it’s fascinating: untypical exhibits, unusual, free painting style, in contrast to the stereotypical idea of Byzantine stiffness and … I’ve got to get some new glasses … wait: here it is. The most important show of hitherto unknown –’
         


         ‘But it’s just icons,’ Aunt Lydia said. ‘All those dreary saints and Madonnas and so primitive and wooden-looking.’


         ‘So Greek.’


         ‘Well, you have to admit that the Italians did it better.’


         ‘Not better. Different. It says here –’


         Uncle Theo chuckled. He found his relatives particularly diverting when they were disagreeing.


         Stratis removed his conscious attention from the talk, the room, the place in general. Maybe what Aunt Lydia had really been saying was that when Julia went out with him, she was slumming, just as she was doing now with the guy who had the ponytail.


         He got up without excusing himself and left the table. He was heading for the door when he heard the small, muffled thump of the rubber protector on the tip of his great-grandfather’s cane. The sound was coming from around the corner.


         Stratis was the only one in the family who wasn’t afraid of the old man, whom he called grandfather, although there was an extra generation between them and – owing to the introduction of divorce and remarriage among some of his relatives – a confusing half generation: the family had one nephew older than his uncle and two aunts younger than their niece. And the whole family: all of them – whether doing well in business or retired on a solid annuity – owed their success to the old man, who thought that every one of them, except Stratis, was useless; and he occasionally told them so in a way that could be lighthearted, but with a twist. He usually didn’t bother to point it out. It was too obvious. Among the enormous family he belonged to, his was the dominant personality and his control over the others was absolute. Even so, occasionally he’d make a play for sympathy, always with some purpose in mind. ‘I’m an old man,’ he’d say, and then pause. ‘I won’t be here much longer.’ After that, he’d add, ‘Indulge me this time,’ or, ‘Let me have my way about this. It isn’t asking much for someone who has so few years left,’ or, ‘It’s a small thing – what can it matter: such an insignificant request from an old man?’
         


         At least he never went on about his will. Others in the family had done that. One, a great-great-aunt, had changed her will nearly every week for the last five years of her life. During that time she hadn’t paid any bills; when she finally died, the lawyers’ fees as well as the debts were taken from her estate and they were considerable. The other will-fanatic had been a man; his changeableness proceeded not from whim, nor fears of being cheated, nor as an effort to upset his descendants, but as the result of forgetfulness. His preoccupation with his will was frustrating rather than infuriating. As soon as he managed to get himself over to his lawyer’s office, he’d seem confused for a few minutes until they showed him their copy of the will. ‘I just wanted to make sure that you still had it,’ he’d say. Then, to be polite after causing everyone so much trouble, he’d have some minor item altered before he went home. No one considered his vacillations tiresome, as he was so evidently worried about them himself. Sometimes he’d fly into rages, but just as often he’d cry. He remembered enough to realize what was happening to him. His last year was sad for all the family.
         


         There was nothing sad about Stratis’s grandfather, the old man, Eustratirios. He was a tough old bird who had worked his way up in business until he had several million dollars, four houses, many cars and boats, two light aircraft and three rooms full of Impressionist paintings that were as good as any you could see in the museums, although they didn’t constitute a collection that could be thought large in comparison to those of the big private buyers like the Greek shipping magnates.


         He owned a few other pictures, too: three Dutch landscapes and two tiny, dark Guardis, no bigger than framed snapshots; he kept those two on his desk in the country, as if they’d been a couple of family photographs. There was also an American seascape that hung on the wall of the first landing in his house on the Cape; and an icon. The icon was usually in the house in town, where it stayed hidden behind a curtain in back of the chair at his study desk. But since the painting measured only about seven by five inches, he sometimes took it with him in his briefcase if he had to stay anywhere else for the night. His study in the country, and in the house at the beach, had the same construction as the one in town: with a covered place behind the desk. When the window curtains were drawn, the line of material ran from side to side as if made of one piece.


         Once, as a child, Stratis had come into his grandfather’s study when the old man had gone out for a moment. The curtains were open and he’d seen the icon. He’d been amazed to find out that there was anything there at all. He’d always assumed that the curtained space between the two windows was a decoration. He’d never guessed that anything might be behind it other than the wall. To see that a religious painting was hidden there, housed and protected, made him wonder whether there might be some secondary reason for keeping the sacred object where it would remain concealed: perhaps it was much more valuable than it looked. Maybe it was even one of the special Madonnas said to be able to grant wishes and to cure people.
         


         *


         As soon as he found out about the icon, Stratis began to speculate about his grandfather’s beliefs. The old man railed against priests and against the idea of God, yet he kept an icon. He seemed to be so attached to it that he wouldn’t be parted from it for more than a day. Most of the time it stayed behind its curtains. Very rarely, on special feast days – at Easter, for example – it was to be seen looking out from the parted drapery, and then one could observe that it was not merely small but distinctly lacking in artistic merit.


         Because of the icon, Stratis was still very young when he began to think that there might be many things – events or institutions or people and their emotions – about which the surface presented to the world was no truer nor more important than what was kept from sight. Later, when he was in his early teens, his grandfather – in the middle of a conversation – swiveled his chair around, saying, ‘Let me show you something.’ He pulled the curtains apart. ‘Didn’t know this was there, did you? It’s so simple, no one would ever bother to look.’
         


         ‘You had it on show six years ago,’ Stratis said. ‘Christmas and Easter, remember? And I saw it once, a long time ago, when you must have stepped out of the room for a minute.’


         ‘You didn’t say anything.’


         ‘Like what?’


         ‘You didn’t ask me about her.’


         ‘I guess I must have been afraid you’d think I was snooping.’


         ‘She’s brought me luck. I took her with me after the war.’ He meant after the First World War, after Athens but before Marseilles, Paris, Manchester and Cairo. ‘I’ve always liked her face,’ he said.


         Stratis made up something about the attractiveness of the Madonna, the spiritual but loving, warm look in her large eyes. He was good at that kind of off-the-cuff speech; just short of glib. And in his grandfather’s company he hardly had to think about the wording in order to please. He was the favorite. The old man loved even his bad qualities, many of which sprang from character faults that he himself had suffered from before he learned to take life calmly


         He’d done terrible things: unfair, childish, cruel and spiteful. He’d hurt the people who had loved him. He’d done it like a man in a fight – to show them that they didn’t love him enough or in the right way. What had been wrong with him? What was wrong with Stratis? Whatever it was, it was the same malady. Most of it could be ascribed to youth, which you wouldn’t really want to wish away. He sympathized.
         


         As for Stratis, like everyone else, he revered the old man; but he also felt an affection for him that was stronger than his love for any other member of his family. He’d once come upon a photograph of his grandfather dating from a holiday in the south of France, sometime in the 1920s: in bathing costume and smiling for the camera. There was the athletic build, the dark hair and eyes, the smile full of beautiful teeth. And Stratis had thought: Who is this? He looks exactly like me.
         


         


            *


         


         Hearing his grandfather approach, he stepped back, and coughed to announce himself.


         ‘Stratis?’ the old man said. ‘Come see me.’


         He heard his grandfather turning around. He followed. They went to the study.


         Most of their talks were informal. Stratis would drop in twice a day to gossip and chat. He was seldom summoned; the serious matters would be mixed in with everything else. Just recently the same question kept coming up in their talks: what profession Stratis should train for.


         His grandfather broached the subject with relaxed approval. It was clear to him that his grandson was going to be exceptional but there was still some question about the direction he’d take. Back in October, when he’d met the girl, Stratis had wanted to be a poet; in March he’d agreed that maybe being a poet wasn’t a career that could support a wife and children, not that he’d want either at the moment. Besides, he’d just begun to realize that poetry was too difficult. He had to concede that it shouldn’t be his choice or, rather, that it hadn’t chosen him. But he had no desire to go into business. He couldn’t believe that, feeling no interest, he had an ability for it.
         


         ‘You could be a lawyer,’ his grandfather suggested.


         ‘A good lawyer should be able to argue a case either way. I couldn’t do that. Some things strike me as really wrong. And others aren’t important. And all that paperwork. I wouldn’t mind being a doctor if I didn’t have to watch people being cut open.’


         ‘There are all kinds of doctors.’


         ‘But most of them are practical, aren’t they? I’d only be good on the theoretical side. I’d like to help people but – not if it means having to stitch up wounds and hammer back pieces of bones and stuff. I really don’t have what it takes to deal with fixing up people who’ve been crushed and burned and torn up.’


         ‘Well, there are specialists: lungs, heart, ears –’


         ‘No, no. I can’t imagine that I’d be any good at it.’


         ‘You’re good at everything, Stratis. Then you get bored. I was the same. But an occupation isn’t like a girlfriend: you don’t pick it up and pursue it till you lose interest.’


         ‘So it’s like falling in love?’


         ‘On the contrary. You have to have some interest, yes. But the important thing is to learn the profession. Training. It doesn’t matter what it is. And I think that while you’re making up your mind, it would be a good idea for you to go to business school.’
         


         ‘Why?’


         ‘They teach you a lot of useful things: economics, the stock market, corporations. It might help me, too. We could talk about your studies together. You could tell me how things have changed in the business world. And maybe I could give you a few tips. Think about it. You can’t just dither, year after year. I realize that it isn’t easy to choose; there’s no reason why you can’t qualify for one thing and then go on to another. There’s time for more than one decision. Some people are lucky – they know very early what they want to do in life. I didn’t know. I only knew that no one was ever going to beat me. And I was willing to try anything. Why not try, Stratis? I think maybe your talents have to be awakened by use. You have brains. You can get your qualification in some discipline and then find your own way to practice it: make it better, more modern, more yours. Why not? You’ll like it. The world is very interesting, you know. You don’t have to have the shining object that’s hanging just out of your reach. Look at what’s already in your hand. Use that.’


         Stratis always felt better after one of their talks. He still didn’t know what to do with his life, but he felt sure that someone else had faith in him. In his grandfather’s company he believed that his future was clear: if he couldn’t see it, at least his grandfather could.


         The old man enjoyed their talks even when Stratis spouted wildly about the artistic life, the crooked businessmen, the corrupt legal and political systems. ‘Yes, yes,’ he’d say, ‘but let me tell you about my friend, Nikos.’ And he’d illustrate some point with a story from his youth. All the time he’d be thinking: Who can know the love I feel for this boy? He’s myself when young, but better. He’s the one who is going to live for me after I’m gone. I’m proud of him, but also nervous. He’s more than I deserve.
         


         


            *


         


         One of Julia’s friends, a girl named Nina, telephoned Stratis. She wasn’t a very good friend. Sometimes he wondered if Julia knew what Nina was like; at others he suspected that she had actually told Nina to look after him in order to keep him a way from her – as if giving him another woman would erase her from his mind.


         He’d already found two girls for himself. Sex wasn’t the problem. They were both fun but they weren’t Julia. It wasn’t love. Nina wasn’t love, either. And she wasn’t even fun.


         ‘Want to see a movie?’ she asked.


         ‘On a spring day, when the sun’s shining?’


         ‘I thought you said any time was good for seeing a good movie.’


         ‘I’d rather try a museum. Or just go for a walk.’


         ‘I know what: there’s an exhibition of icons … where was it?’


         ‘Oh, right. There was something about it in the papers. You really want to see that stuff?’


         ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘You can translate.’


         ‘Don’t bank on it. I can barely transliterate.’


         ‘What’s that?’


         ‘The alphabet. They have different letters. What are you majoring in?’
         


         ‘Soc. Rel.’


         ‘Uh-huh.’


         Social Relations, he thought. Was he going to be cultural research as well as the object of her desires? That could be another kind of slumming: From Greece to the USA: A Case Study of Four Generations. He didn’t think Nina was smart enough for anything like that.
         


         He took a taxi to the gallery. She was waiting at the door and she handed him one of the free leaflets. He started to skim the text on the way in but as soon as they got through the doors, the light fell away and sounds were hushed. If anyone spoke, it was in a whisper. The place felt like a church or even a tomb. It wasn’t just the presence of the icons, nor the half-darkened surroundings, that produced the atmosphere of awe. Something in the attitude of the onlookers contributed to the impression of sanctity. The dimness was merely a practical necessity, as the paintings could be damaged by strong light.


         The show turned out to be huge. The most beautiful icons, and apparently the most unusual, were from Crete. Stratis knew nothing about the historical side of the painting – the monasteries, the tradition of the workshops, the composition of the materials used – but he could tell that the artistry itself was of a higher caliber than in other icons he’d seen. The excellence of the workmanship drew him to the characters portrayed and to the stories as well as the look of the people. He suddenly understood the strangeness and glory of sainthood as a naturally occurring complexity of spirit and emotion, unchangingly present in a world where religion was imposed from without. He’d always thought of the saints’ legends the way his grandfather described them: the product of ignorance and poverty. ‘Once people have running water and central heating, comfort and plenty,’ his grandfather used to tell him, ‘their belief changes. Religion may still mean something to them, but it’s no longer personal. That’s what all that belief is for – to compensate for the things you don’t have in this world.’
         


         Nina asked about a couple of words written at the top of a painting. After he’d spelled out the names of the saints for her, she reciprocated by making some remarks about the icons and the era from which each of them came. There was a typed information card on the wall at the side of every exhibit but Stratis paid no attention to them. Nina started a system: she’d take a brief look at the work itself and then go to the card and read aloud in a low voice while he continued to concentrate on the painting. Almost immediately she’d join him and whisper a comment. Gradually he began to ask questions and her answers became longer, as did his questions.


         Why did they make everything in those weird shapes, he wanted to know; what was the purpose of arranging the city buildings in the background to look like a bouquet of flowers? And the rocks or mountain crags, or whatever they were: why did they look like pieces of planking? And that orange color? And the black leaves over there?


         She talked about the light and what it meant and which part of the icon it came from. She told him that certain colors were traditional and that, in addition, some pigments faded or became unstable. And as for the shape of things, the general design: she said, ‘These paintings aren’t realistic. But they aren’t supposed to be. They had the technique to paint realistically, so this is what they wanted. They liked it this way. It’s a style. It’s meant to be beautiful and inspirational, not photographic. There are times when artists and their patrons begin to distrust work that’s highly accomplished in a kind of slick way, so that it seems to be lacking in feeling. Then the fashion changes to portraits that are more sort of blunt. And that can change too, until it develops into a style where, let’s say, the use of color is subtle but the line is deliberately … if you look over here: the general effect is polished, but the perspective – have you ever seen any Persian miniatures?’
         


         ‘As far as all this painting goes, I’m a hick. You know, I like movies.’


         ‘Everybody likes movies.’


         ‘But this is interesting. You really care about this kind of thing, don’t you?’


         She cared because she didn’t have the rest. She wasn’t good-looking, not even faintly pretty, and she loved handsome men.


         She said, ‘Most of that stuff is from a course I took last summer. I just thought it would be great to go to Europe with a group of other students, but we were studying for three weeks before we even got on the plane and I guess a lot of it stuck.’


         He could imagine it: everybody else would be going out at night and getting laid, while Nina was rereading her books. He said, ‘It never grabbed me before. I think I’ll get the catalogue.’ He’d buy the catalogue for the pictures and because some of the relatives might want to see it. He probably wouldn’t open it more than once himself.
         


         They moved to other rooms. After the Cretan paintings, the rest were disappointing. Stratis was still interested but he’d begun to feel that he’d seen a lot of icons for one day.


         Nina pointed to a far wall, saying, ‘That must be where the missing ones were supposed to be.’ A row of three spaces led to the corner; one was blank, the next had a photograph pinned at the center of it and the last displayed a piece of paper.


         She approached the empty space. It would have held a famous, miracle-working painting if the people of its island had been willing to let it go. They hadn’t even sanctioned a reproduction.


         The black and white snapshot to its right was of an icon out of a private collection; the object was too fragile to be transported. The photograph showed many places of wear and a missing edge.


         ‘It’s still good,’ she said.


         ‘Too bad it isn’t in color.’


         ‘Color never reproduces right. Sometimes it’s better to have black and white. But probably the reason is that the owner doesn’t want anybody trying to copy it. Art forgery is a big industry.’


         He walked ahead and stood in front of the piece of paper. Now that they were closer, it was obvious that it was a photostat of a lightly penciled sketch. Stratis looked, while Nina read the information card.
         


         ‘This is the stolen one,’ she whispered. ‘It was taken from its island and ever since then the place has had bad luck – the harvests fail, the children die, there are outbreaks of disease, the water goes bad and all they pray for is that the Madonna will come back to them.’ She moved closer, peering at the sketch. ‘Well, we didn’t miss much there,’ she decided. ‘It must have been one of those purely religious objects. But it’s sad that they’ve lost everything. They should stop hoping to get it back. They should paint a new one and start again.’


         The Madonna of New Beginnings, Stratis thought: holding a microwave and a concrete mixer. Or was she talking about his continued longing for Julia?
         


         ‘If there’s only one,’ he told her, ‘you can’t replace it.’


         ‘You actually like this thing?’


         ‘Well, it isn’t very good, but the eyes are nice.’


         Nina stiffened to attention, like a jealous woman who hears another woman’s looks praised by the man she loves. She pushed her head forward to examine the picture. Stratis stepped back. He’d already seen more than enough to know that inch for inch, and line for line, the sketch was copied from his grandfather’s icon.


         


            *


         


         Nina wanted to go on somewhere for a cup of coffee or a meal or maybe a film. As they walked to the subway entrance, she made sure of his interest by saying that she’d seen Julia recently, with the new boyfriend. ‘I don’t think he’s anything to worry about,’ she told him. ‘That won’t last.’
         


         How long did it last with me? he thought. And was there still a chance that she’d come back? If the situation had been reversed, he wouldn’t have gone back. He’d never return to someone he’d left. Apparently, other people did. He’d finally accepted the fact that she’d gone, but he still couldn’t believe that she preferred the total loser she was going out with now.
         


         Nina said, ‘I think it’s her way of getting to know people. A way of being democratic. She had this very sheltered upbringing and she wants to know about the world. For a man, that’s easy. But for some women – the only way you ever get to know a cross-section of society is to sleep around.’


         He shouldn’t listen. She wanted him herself; she’d speak against Julia in order to put herself in a better light. And maybe she’d already been telling him lies. He was so eager to hear any news, even to hear Julia’s name spoken, that he’d accept all information, true or made up. He’d never understood stories in the papers about men who set out to pursue women after being rejected, and who would then kidnap them or shoot them. Now he understood completely.


         ‘I have an aunt,’ he said, ‘who tells me that sometimes “young people”, as she puts it, use their sexuality to go slumming: to see how the other half loves.’


         ‘Slumming? I don’t see the connection.’


         ‘You attach yourself to the person without really having to enter the life, but that’s the way you find out about it.’
         


         ‘I still don’t see it,’ Nina said. ‘Slumming?’


         ‘Isn’t that what you were saying? Anyway, it’s just a theory. She has a lot of them.’


         *


         Later that day he began to feel unsure about the similarity of his grandfather’s icon to the sketch in the show. He went into the old man’s study – a thing no one else would dream of doing, and which he’d never done without permission except for that once in his childhood. His heart began to beat loudly and heavily, all the way up to his throat, as he pulled aside the curtain and looked at the painting. But, while he studied it, he forgot what the sketch had been like.


         The next day he went back to the gallery. Standing in front of the sketch again, he felt the same, odd sense of recognition. But now he had to laugh at the thought that – unless he could see the two together – he was never going to be able to tell for sure how closely his grandfather’s icon resembled the picture on the paper.


         Going out of the ground-level forecourt, he noticed a man sitting on the stairs to the building’s side door. The man looked like a beggar: he was old and emaciated and he wore a frayed suit, a stained shirt and a battered, antiquated hat; Stratis thought at first that he had stopped to rest before attempting the main staircase in the warm, sunny weather.


         As he came closer, he saw that the man had propped a shabby briefcase against the steps and a little sign that said, LOST, underneath which was pasted a copy of the museum sketch: the one of the stolen icon.
         


         When he got right up to the man, he was able to read what had been printed below the sketch: Please help to relieve the suffering of our people until the Virgin returns to the island. Next to the briefcase was a stack of photocopies of the picture.
         


         ‘How much?’ Stratis asked.


         The old man held up a finger, his grave demeanor making the motion seem like a warning. Stratis gave him a dollar and took one of the copies. Then, on impulse, he added a five-dollar bill.


         He moved on, deciding that it was such a good day to be outdoors – despite the traffic and the crowds – that he’d walk back to his grandfather’s house.


         The picture-seller or beggar, or whatever he was, must have been close behind him, following an impulse of his own; or perhaps he’d read beyond the young man’s gesture of sympathy to a deeper interest that could be tapped. At any rate, the next morning, there he was on the front steps of the house.


         Stratis spoke to him and was answered in a Greek that was difficult to understand. Greek changed to halting, broken English that described the painting and installation of the icon in the sixteenth century, and the events leading up to its theft. That part of the speech must have been memorized as, immediately afterwards, the man reverted to his own language: he held up one of his photocopies and he kept touching the face of the Madonna as he talked. Stratis nodded. He handed over some more money but, as the words became more emotional and at the same time entirely unintelligible, he imitated one of his grandfather’s gestures – the one that meant ‘No more’ – and walked away down the street.
         


         On his return early that afternoon the man was still there, wanting to talk. Stratis turned his face away.


         He knocked on the study door as soon as his grandfather had finished his afternoon nap. He took the catalogue with him, and the piece of paper, which he opened up so that the sketch showed. He tapped his finger on a corner of it.


         ‘That old man outside says it was stolen.’


         ‘They aren’t the same,’ his grandfather told him. ‘Even if they look alike, they aren’t. Maybe mine was stolen once upon a time, but it isn’t stolen now. It belongs to me. I bought it in good faith.’


         ‘He says it was taken out of the church.’


         ‘It was probably sold by a priest or one of the monks. To get money for wine. They drink up all the wine and then they need more.’


         ‘It’s your island, isn’t it? And you’ve never been back.’


         ‘There’s nothing to go back for. It was always one of those places out of the Dark Ages and it’s even worse now. The people are like animals: they stare, they grunt; no thought ever enters their heads.’


         ‘That’s because they’re poor. That’s what poverty does to people.’


         ‘They aren’t poor. You don’t know what poverty is. Look at the poverty of the past and what all those people created in spite of it.’


         ‘Only a few did the creating. They were the ones with the money.’
         


         ‘No. They got the money because they deserved to have it. The others were all busy staring into the distance and grunting. It’s the same nowadays: they’ve got food and clothes and a roof over their heads and all the time in the world. So, what do they do with it? They go to those disco places. And when they’re not doing that, they’ve got the earphones on. You see their heads bobbing and their feet stamping. That isn’t music. What is that? It’s a constant rhythm over and over. No melody, no change. It’s a masturbation for the ears. That’s what they all need – some simple pattern that they can keep repeating. Then they’re happy. It’s like hypnotizing a chicken. And as if that isn’t enough, they take drugs.’


         ‘He says the picture was stolen out of the church by a choirboy.’


         ‘I bought that icon in Athens, in good faith. I don’t have the receipt because I lost it in the war. You think I was worrying about a piece of paper when we lost houses and people? And countries?’


         ‘You were right here in town during the war.’


         ‘The first war. I fought in the first war on the Albanian frontier. And after that we had the influenza: the Asian flu. We thought it came from the east but they’re saying now that it was like the Spanish flu. You could go down the streets in Athens and they were deserted. Everybody had it. The only reason I escaped was that I’d had malaria in the army. If you’d had malaria, you didn’t catch it.’


         ‘Grandfather, this man says that they’ve prayed for over seventy years to get their picture back. The luck of the island depends on it.’
         


         ‘Oh, really? Was that island so lucky in the days when they had it? Don’t forget what my name means.’


         ‘“The one who walks straight.”’


         ‘And your name too. That means you should have your head screwed on right, not that you should listen to lies and fables. I remember that church, all falling down, all rotting. And the priests in their long hair, like a bunch of dirty old women with beards. They could tell anybody what to do, because God told them, you know. I think it’s a good thing that somebody took that painting away. It’s another story like the Elgin marbles; what would they be now if the British hadn’t put them in the museum? The Turks used the Acropolis as a powder magazine: they could all have blown up. And that painting – that icon would be just shreds by now. But anyway, it isn’t the same one. I remember what it looked like and it isn’t the same.’


         ‘It looks exactly like the sketch. Here, I’ll show you.’


         ‘No. All those things were done to a standard. They kept on with the same face and pose for centuries. The experts say they can tell one from the other, if you want to believe them. But I don’t think so.’


         ‘You could have an expert look at yours.’


         ‘What for? I know what it is. Even if it’s a copy, I like it. And it isn’t insured. Nobody knows that it’s here. Some professor of art walks into this house and by the end of the week everybody has a note in a book that says these paintings can be found at this address. How do things get stolen? Because stupid people insure them and any crook can get a job in one of those companies, where he can look up the list of what you’ve got that’s worth stealing.’
         


         ‘Everything else you’ve got is insured.’


         ‘I don’t want to talk about this, Stratis. It doesn’t concern you or anybody else. So don’t go telling everybody what’s in your grandfather’s house, OK? You hear what I’m telling you?’


         ‘OK, OK. Of course I wouldn’t. I just feel sorry for that island, where everything’s going wrong. And that old man outside –’


         ‘That old man is a sneaky old crook who sees another Greek with a big house. You forget him. I’ve known these people all my life. They’re not worth wiping your feet on.’


         ‘But I’ve got a photocopy of the sketch. We could compare them right now.’


         ‘I told you, all those damn Christ pictures look alike.’


         ‘It isn’t Christ. It’s the Madonna.’


         ‘Same difference. And it’s all lies, anyway.’


         ‘Not for the people who believe.’


         ‘What are you talking about? An icon doesn’t mean anything. It’s a representation of meaning. You know: a picture. The real thing … the real thing can’t be shown. It isn’t visible. A religious picture simply represents. Everything used to be that way once. Now people want to have a painting for what it is.’ He gestured towards the little Daumier and the Hobbema that Stratis had never appreciated until one day he’d looked at it again and began to like it, as if he’d never seen it before.
         


         ‘But he’s here. And he’s here about the icon – as far as I can figure out. How did he know what yours looks like?’


         ‘He doesn’t. That thing on the paper isn’t mine. It’s the one in the show.’


         ‘He wouldn’t know about that one, either. How could he get a sketch of the icon at the gallery?’


         ‘Easy You say the story about the lost picture was in the papers before this show opened? Well, he paid the price of admission once: saw that sketch, drew his own copy of it on some paper that looked the same size, and made a hundred photostats. Then he sells them with this line he’s got about collecting for the island. Oh, he’s collecting, all right.’


         ‘It belongs to the monastery there,’ Stratis said. ‘The whole island has had bad luck since it was taken away.’ He didn’t dare to repeat the word ‘stolen’.


         ‘You wait till you’ve worked for twenty years. Then you’ll know the value of things.’


         ‘But Grandfather, don’t you agree that a religious work of art is different from other kinds? I mean, it isn’t just a lot of nice colors, like one of those French pictures of lily-pads. To the people who believe in the religion, it has a special meaning above and beyond the way it looks.’


         The old man continued to regard him with a kindly expression. Then he laughed. He waved his hand several times, as if he were an overfed diner, disdaining additional offerings. The subject was closed.


         Stratis threw up his hands, saying, ‘It doesn’t matter.’


         ‘It doesn’t matter?’
         


         ‘It doesn’t matter whether it was stolen or not. The important thing is to put it back.’


         ‘I have never,’ his grandfather said, ‘never stolen anything in my life.’


         ‘Aunt Lydia and Uncle Maurice would agree with me.’


         ‘Your Aunt Lydia would send this entire family to Park Burnett if she thought she could raise some cash by selling us. Nothing is sacred to her except her gallbladder and her collection of Italian shoes. And as for your Uncle Maurice –’


         ‘But the people who live on that island –’


         ‘Enough,’ the old man murmured. He pointed to the door.


         ‘It should go back to the island,’ Stratis said.


         His grandfather rocked slowly to his feet and stood, balancing himself against the front of the desk. He leaned forward. ‘Don’t tell me what I should do,’ he said.


         ‘Their need is so great.’


         ‘No one’s need is as great as mine,’ his grandfather said emphatically. ‘You will not speak of this again, Stratis.’


         ‘Can’t you see –?’


         ‘Out!’ the old man shouted.


         Stratis bowed his head. He could feel his grandfather’s anger, as if it were heat or noise, still coming across the desk at him. He sighed. He shrugged. He looked up and muttered, ‘All right,’ as if agreeing that he’d lost the attempt to convince. He stood up, turned around and left the room.


         


            *


         


         When he went out for the evening, the beggar was still there, and when he came back.


         In the morning after breakfast he dropped in to the study and mentioned the fact to his grandfather, who simply nodded, and asked, ‘What makes you think he’s from the island, anyway?’
         


         ‘He has the accent.’


         ‘How would you know? You can hardly understand a word of ordinary Greek, much less the dialects. Even I have trouble with them.’


         ‘It has the same sound. It’s like hearing you talk to your friend, Costa, over the phone.’


         ‘If he’s anything, I bet he’s an art dealer. A lot of robberies still start by word of mouth. Somebody says, “Oh, they have a solid silver tea set”, or “a painting by so-and-so”: and eventually that information gets to the ones who are in a position to do something about it.’


         ‘Not according to what I’ve heard. Most theft is opportunistic: somebody sees an open window or they go down the street, trying the car doors.’


         ‘Professional crime, specialized. Art theft. And, as I said, big-time operators are always tied in with the insurance companies. China and jewelry, too. Rugs, furniture. That’s how they knew about Mrs Solomon’s silver. They didn’t touch the silver plate. They just look up your name, see what you’ve got. And then they ask around, to get an offer before they go to the trouble of stealing the stuff.’


         ‘How much have you insured it for?’


         ‘I told you: it isn’t insured.’


         ‘Really?’


         ‘Of course not. It’s irreplaceable. Once you insure it, they know you’ve got it. They know, the tax man knows – everybody. Anyway, I don’t want money. I want what I’ve got.’ He threw himself from side to side in his chair and resettled himself more comfortably. ‘I paid for it,’ he said.
         


         When Stratis went out of the front door a few minutes later, he wouldn’t look at the beggar, nor when he returned. He reported back to his grandfather, saying, ‘He’s out there whenever I leave the house. He must be staying on the doorstep all night. If it isn’t so important, what does he want?’


         ‘Money, a home. He’s a Greek and I’m a Greek. That isn’t enough. I haven’t worked my guts out for nearly a century so that some freeloader from the old country can milk me. Stratis, my boy, it’s a good thing to have a soft heart at the right time, but it can also be a danger. It can lead you into cruelties you would never contemplate if you weren’t thinking of the immediate pleasure of flattering yourself. That’s what all this sentimentality is: you think for one glorious moment that you’re the good Samaritan, or Jesus Christ or God. And then people take you up on it. You’ve given them a promise, so they expect you to fulfill it. They want to know why you can’t carry them on your shoulders for the rest of their lives, seeing how much you have and how little they do. Ask yourself: what kind of a man gets into a state like that?’


         ‘A man who’s had bad luck.’


         ‘Bad luck comes to people who don’t make plans for sidestepping it when it’s there.’


         ‘That isn’t always possible, especially for a poor man.’


         ‘But why is he poor? Children can be poor. A woman with children can be poor. But a man? In the modern world?’
         


         ‘Things aren’t the way they used to be. Jobs –’


         ‘A man who remains poor all his life in a country like this is a man who deserves to be poor: a drunkard, a drug addict, a gambler, a man who’s extremely stupid or lazy or mentally deficient or insane, who can’t or won’t adapt to the normal requirements of authority, who can’t get along with other people, and so on. Why do you want to lift someone up out of his misery, just to drop him down into it again?’


         ‘It doesn’t work like that. Fate –’


         ‘Yes, it does.’


         ‘It can happen to anybody. Maybe he had a family and they all died. Maybe –’


         ‘Stratis, I want to talk to you about your future.’


         ‘I really couldn’t stand to be a lawyer. I couldn’t even do the studying. It’s completely deadening.’


         ‘Yes. Probably just as well not to begin, if you feel that way. And you can’t even out-argue me.’


         ‘Nobody does that, Grandfather.’


         The old man cackled. He said, ‘Well, you have a few more months before anything should be decided. We can talk about it again. Do some thinking. And then we’ll go for a walk on the golf course and plan it out. Let’s hope I don’t get any stiffer or you may have to push me in a wheelchair.’


         ‘That’s never going to happen, Grandfather. You’re going to stay on your feet. You could have walked to the sea with Xenophon.’


         ‘How do you know about Xenophon?’
         


         ‘High school. History 2A.’


         ‘You see? Education is important.’


         ‘Sure. It doesn’t make you happy. It doesn’t help you to get your girl back.’


         ‘Oh, Stratis. Some things you have to do for yourself.’


         ‘Grandfather, I can see that you’re trying not to laugh, but –’


         ‘I’m smiling. I’m fond of you and I know that you’re going to come through this discouraging time.’


         Stratis felt better. He remembered all the dangerous times his grandfather had lived through: yet the old man was kind to him, never suggesting that he might be spoiled because he had too much freedom and too many of the good things in life. He didn’t forget about the other old man, but he told himself that his responsibilities lay near to home, so that whatever injustice had been perpetrated, it wasn’t going to be up to him to redress it. And that was just as well, because his grandfather wasn’t a man who could be persuaded – his first instincts were strong, unquestioning and unquestioned. He didn’t care if that meant that he was sometimes wrong. He’d made millions out of the times when he was right.


         Ancient though he was, he’d also somehow managed, during their talks, to avoid allowing a direct comparison of icon and copy, and – whether by mistake or intent – had kept the photostat, which was the only one Stratis had bought.


         


            *


         


         He went out for an evening meal with two friends. On their way home, he took them to the café where Julia’s new lover worked.
         


         He and his friends sat down for a cup of coffee. They behaved themselves impeccably because a different waiter came to their table. He’s a coward too, Stratis thought. He was supposed to work the table we chose but when he saw us coming, he asked somebody to swap with him.
         


         On their way out, all three of them saw Julia walk across the other side of the terrace, probably going to meet the ponytail. Stratis turned his head. One of his friends, who had had a lot to drink, started to say something but the other one hushed him up and pulled Stratis by the arm. ‘Time to go,’ he said. ‘This way.’


         They were out on the sidewalk and saying goodnight without Julia’s name having been mentioned once. The sober friend said that he’d call in a couple of days. The drunken one waved and lurched away.


         Stratis walked. He hadn’t realized at the time how much he’d wanted to get into a fight, but now he was glad that other people had allowed him to avoid one. He was lucky to have friends who wouldn’t let him make a fool of himself. And he’d seen Julia again – that was the main thing.


         After a while he hailed a cab. By then his thoughts had drawn him back to the mystery of his grandfather’s icon. All during the ride, he wondered about it.


         It had to be the same one. His grandfather would have taken it with him when he left the island. He could imagine the old brigand, even when young, going about things in that high-handed way; just appropriating what he’d decided he ought to have. His grandfather had taken a beautiful, interesting, useful object and made it dead. That wasn’t right. No wonder all the people on the island thought that they had lost their way. Such an act couldn’t help but bring bad luck.
         


         The beggar was still on the doorstep and remained there all night, as if holding vigil. And he was there the next day. By that time all the relatives knew about him, although not about his need to recover a lost icon. No one else but Stratis had given him any money or stopped to listen to what he was trying to say.


         The day after that, he was gone. According to the rest of the family, Aunt Ariana found him still on the front steps when she went out to do some early shopping. She screamed at him in Greek, calling him a dirty beggar, and when he didn’t move, rushed back indoors, beyond the kitchen to the back pantry: to find a broom. She re-emerged, broom in hand, and proceeded to beat him furiously, all the while screeching without a pause. One of the things she kept saying was that she was going to call the police and let them take care of him. Her vehemence didn’t impress the man but the sight of a patrol car in the distance seemed to make him apprehensive. He gathered his papers and briefcase and hobbled away. He didn’t come back.


         *


         Down in the country, visitors would soon be arriving. There were many springtime and summer distractions: tennis, trail-riding or – the most popular – going out to dinner with other families in the neighborhood. Across the road from the old man’s land – and just before the hills began – was a golf course much in demand by city men who left the concrete and plate glass behind them every weekend, looking for a slower pace, fresher air and relatively uncrowded peace.
         


         After the golfers finished playing their rounds, the old man used to walk over the fairway with Stratis and they’d talk. Whether his grandson joined him or not, he invariably took some exercise every day; he called it his ‘constitutional’. Stratis had been tagging along with him ever since childhood, starting with the years when his parents were traveling through other countries, having left him in his grandfather’s care.


         They’d cover all kinds of topics during their rambles, at times going off into laughing fits together and then becoming serious or impassioned, straightening out many of the world’s most difficult problems.


         The large and comfortable house was easily able to accommodate regular visitors or unexpected guests. It was built around a small, partially covered courtyard, in the center of which was a fountain. The old man preferred that to air conditioning. The ancients, he used to say, knew a lot of things. And they did most of them better than we did now. Courtyards and running water were the old ways of regulating temperature; and positioning your house on the rise of a small hill so that it caught the breezes but not the full force of wind and cold. By such simple methods you could ensure that summer days cooled down at night and winter evenings escaped the penetrating chill of the nearby mountainside. Trees were important too: to shade and protect, to shelter the birds and to lend beauty to your surroundings.
         


         He never referred to early civilizations as things of the past or to their rulers as men and women who had lived a long time ago; they were always ‘ancients’ and their historical period was ‘in ancient times’. When he mentioned them, it was as if he were relating family gossip about his cousins from a few generations past, who just happened to be kings and queens and the heroes of legend: no ordinary people.


         


            *


         


         ‘That tree is sick,’ Uncle Zenon said. Stratis walked over to see. The tree appeared to be perfectly all right but he didn’t know about such things. Uncle Zenon did, or said that he did. Not only did the tree seem all right: it was lovely. It was one of Stratis’s favorites. If he looked out of his bedroom window from inside the house, its branches led his eye along a graceful curve of feathery leaves and – through minutely differentiated levels of green – to the landscape beyond. It gave the vision a way to proceed by stages and to enjoy near and distant sights as if the view were a musical experience. What would life be like when the tree was gone – when he had to look out at an empty space and a far horizon for which there was no preparatory flourish, no introduction of line and shape? The outer world would sit there in the distance, unconnected and uninteresting.


         ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.


         ‘Oh, yes. Look at the back, there.’


         He looked more closely. Everything still appeared normal to him. Nothing had happened yet but already the death of the tree and its future absence had darkened his mood. The future wasn’t always going to be new and bright and at the same time full of everything from the past out of which it grew. That wasn’t the way it worked. Things disappeared all the time.
         


         All that night he wondered about the future. If only he hadn’t had the quarrel with Julia, his path would be clear. They’d have married, he’d have qualified in some skill or other; maybe, to please his grandfather, he’d have chosen business school, and possibly even have started to raise a family shortly after marriage. That would have pleased the old man enormously. And Melinda would have friends to play with when Sylvie brought her to visit.


         The wind blew hard from nightfall till dawn, tugging and releasing one of the window hooks in its catch, so that the room began to seem like a boat that was straining against its moorings.


         In the morning the weather and news programs reported a storm moving up the coast. Gales had already caused widespread devastation to the south and drivers were being warned to be prepared: if they were commuters, they ought to consider leaving their cars in town and taking public transport home, or even spending the night.


         The sky was white, brightening occasionally to let a sunny luster show itself for a few moments. The wind blew relentlessly. Gradually the day dimmed. By lunch time the sun was gone, and an hour after lunch Stratis said that he couldn’t stand being cooped up indoors for another minute. He went for a walk in the hills.
         


         Everyone called after him that he shouldn’t go out. He took one of the umbrellas from the hall stand, and left without answering.


         Thunder muttered at the back of the sky. It began low and muffled, far away. He thought that he’d have plenty of time to take his walk – maybe a little faster than he’d figured at first – and be home again without getting wet.


         As he pushed forward, the thunder retreated. He entered the more densely wooded, higher ground with the feeling that he could relax.


         Less than ten minutes later, the thunder started again. This time it was nearer, coming in long, rumbling swells. It was accompanied by a palpable drop in the air pressure. He hurried to the place in the trail where a lookout had been cut through the trees.


         Across the intervening hills he could see down to the gap. The sky was a shade of black that appeared green. The storm was coming up and it seemed inevitable. He began to walk fast, hoping to outrun the rain.


         There were bright flickerings at the horizon. Behind him the deep, full, angry voice of the thunder issued from a sky like night and it carried a tone of personal, vengeful intent. Other people, his family, the houses he’d left only half an hour before, the city beyond – all the world had vanished, leaving only him and the pursuing storm.


         As soon as the big, branched lightning began, he threw away the umbrella and ran.


         The wind came driving through the boughs, ripping branches away, scattering the leaves: whistling and rattling. Everything whipped and writhed around him and then – more frightening than the commotion – all noise and movement stopped, leaving him racing ahead through silence.
         


         Suddenly, with a tearing crack, the world exploded and a tree burst right in front of him, the raw inside smoking as the bark was peeled away: sliced like a carrot from top to bottom. And instantly the bolt of electricity slammed into three neighboring trees in quick succession, splintering them into pieces as small as matches. He threw himself on the ground.


         The rain let loose, battering down everywhere. Mud and water poured over him in streams, drenching him so thoroughly that he might have been under the sea. He stayed where he was until the worst of the storm passed by. When he got to his feet and dragged himself back to the house, half the relatives were as worried as if he’d been a missing child. The others laughed.


         He took off his shoes in the back hall, carried some coffee up to his room and left his sodden clothes on the floor of his bathroom. He stood under a hot shower until he warmed up.


         What his grandfather called ‘the ancients’ were right: the elements were gods – how could anyone doubt that?


         His grandfather was a terrible old scoundrel, an old pirate, but he loved him. Nevertheless, the storm was a sign. It had shown him how insignificant every life was and how vulnerable, even to a momentary change in the weather. It was as if he’d been told to hold on to what was true: to make sure that he didn’t forget again.
         


         The icon had to go back to the island it had been stolen from. Since his grandfather would rather be boiled in oil before he’d make restitution to anyone for anything, it was up to someone else to do it.


         In the night he went downstairs to his grandfather’s study, found the briefcase in which the icon was usually transported, pried open the hinges at the back and took out the painting. As soon as he held it in his hands, he sensed that he was doing the right thing. He also felt a delayed fear at the thought of what a mess everything would be if – as well as the icon – there had been important papers in the case. What would he have done then? He might have found himself having to destroy legal documents, share certificates and private letters.


         As it was, he could simply take the briefcase with him and ditch it. When the loss was discovered, his grandfather might begin to doubt that he’d brought the icon down to the country. He was an old man: his memory wasn’t faultless. No matter how strong his recollection, he’d phone back to town and have a search started. And then the incident would become like the loss of his gold pen. The pen had rolled off the night table and been kicked under the four-poster, to remain in the one spot the maid, Stamata, missed in her vacuuming. She’d found it after five months. And the old man had had to admit that the pen hadn’t been in the other house, as he’d thought, and hadn’t been lost somewhere in his study: it was a mystery. But his treasure had been restored to him and he wouldn’t hear anything against Stamata’s house-cleaning methods; hadn’t she been the one to find the lost object?
         


         There had never been a mystery, of course. The disappearance of the pen had taken place while the old man wasn’t paying attention and so he couldn’t remember.


         That was what would happen now, Stratis thought. By the time he was home again, the hunt for the briefcase would be in full swing. And, meanwhile, he’d have taken a plane to Greece, restored the icon to its church on the island and, if the news ever came out, he could simply lie. He could say to his grandfather: You were right – all those things look alike. I went out and bought a fake in a souvenir shop. And that’s what I gave them. To jolt them out of their depression. I thought it was worth a try.
         


         Maybe his grandfather wouldn’t quite believe or disbelieve him. The fate of the icon would become something unacknowledged between them, neither certain fact nor doubt. It might even happen that after a year or so, if any suspicion remained, his grandfather would entertain the idea of a theft with less horror, perhaps with a touch of admiration. After all, hadn’t he been the first to steal? His anger would pass, as would the outrage: the sense of having been robbed.


         Stratis left a note to say that he was going to stay with a friend while he worked on an idea he’d had for a poem. He phoned the friend and told him that he was taking a trip with a married woman the family disapproved of; he’d be gone for a couple of days, so if anyone called up and asked to speak to him, the friend should say that Stratis had been there but that he’d left to go someplace else and he hadn’t told anyone where.
         


         


            *


         


         In the morning, as soon as the old man looked for his briefcase to take out the icon and hang it up in its place, he realized that – having failed to get anywhere by talk – his grandson had resorted to force, and had taken what he wanted.


         His disappointment was so bitter that for two days it took away his appetite. He stole from me, he thought. He, to whom I would have given anything; and I’d made plans to leave him everything, including what he stole.
         


         He sat in his study and refused to join the others for meals. But he did nothing about the theft, and said nothing. It was for Stratis to come back to him with apologies, explanations and pleas for forgiveness.


         On the third day he heard from the police.


         *


         They telephoned first, saying that they wanted to speak to him about his grandson, who had had an accident; the authorities in Greece had been in touch with them. A man would call at the house.


         Stratis was dead. The body was going to be shipped home as soon as the formalities were completed. He’d been carrying his passport, but identification would still be necessary. The police had tried, but failed, to contact the boy’s parents.


         The man in charge arrived with a Greek Orthodox priest and a translator. He didn’t look like a policeman; and he was wearing a suit, not a uniform. But that was what he was, even if his department extended to international territory. The priest and interpreter accepted chairs at the side of the room while the policeman explained that Stratis had been found on his grandfather’s island. He was first seen asking two priests the way to the church; he appeared to be in great distress. The priests tried to find out what was wrong with him but his command of Greek wasn’t up to dealing with their local version of the language, even though they took care to speak slowly. They attempted to persuade him to rest but he pushed them away and kept walking. They thought that he was sick: he was staggering and gasping. Every once in a while he’d stop and bow his head, stumble around a little and continue. At last, as he was in sight of the church, he fell. They rushed forward to help.
         


         When they opened his coat – an unnecessary garment at that time of year – they saw that he was soaked with blood. He was trying to talk. He touched the piece of wood that was buttoned inside his shirt. He said something about it that they didn’t understand. However, a search of his pockets afterwards disclosed a list of Greek words and phrases: the words for ‘church’, ‘water’ and ‘car’; and questions such as, ‘Where is …?’, ‘How much is it?’, ‘How far is it?’ and, right at the end, ‘This is the lost icon belonging to the church and the people of this island. The good luck has returned.’
         


         The two priests removed the piece of wood and recognized it as an icon of the Madonna. It too was bloodstained, all the way up to the Virgin’s neck, but her face was untouched and – even before they became aware of the importance of that particular icon – they noticed how lovingly her eyes rested on the island that was her home. Stratis at that stage was dying. He kept trying to repeat the phrase about returning the icon but the priests didn’t understand that until the discovery of the paper with its penciled list of phrases. Knowing that death was near, they asked him if he was firm in his belief and ready to meet the Lord of Creation. He couldn’t say anything for a while, although his lips moved. Then a tear ran down his face and he smiled. And he said yes.
         


         ‘I don’t believe it,’ his grandfather said.


         The interpreter whispered something to the priest. They both stood up. ‘Later,’ the policeman told them. The two resumed their places but they continued to talk hurriedly to each other in soft hisses. ‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ the policeman said.


         The interpreter insisted, ‘This is the reason why we are here. To assure the family that the young man died in the faith of his ancestors. He said yes and the spirit left him. It was his final word.’


         ‘Half the family is Catholic in any case,’ the old man told him. ‘But what language was he speaking when he was supposed to be saying yes?’


         ‘Greek, naturally.’


         ‘All right. I understand. I’m not doubting your word. Let’s proceed with the officer’s account.’


         They were mistaken, of course. There had been a misinterpretation. Stratis’s command of Greek was pathetic; he’d probably forgotten that né meant yes: because it sounded so close to ‘nay’. He must have believed that he was saying no. And that would be why he’d smiled.
         


         The ignorance of others was already foisting upon the world a false notion of Stratis’s character – someone they didn’t even know. Those two priests, who had shared his last moments, were like witnesses at a traffic accident, not even clear about what they’d seen with their own eyes.


         ‘He was stabbed,’ the policeman said. ‘We’ve traced the wounding to the men’s lavatory at the airport in Athens, where a gang of four dealers was splitting up a drug shipment for cash. Did you ever suspect that your grandson was involved with drugs?’


         ‘Absolutely not. He liked to drink when he went out in the evening; sometimes a lot, like anyone young, but most of the time just three or four drinks with a meal, sharing a couple of bottles with some friends. That’s all.’


         ‘You’re sure of that?’


         ‘Definitely.’


         ‘Can you explain why he might have taken part in a fight between drug dealers?’


         ‘I can only think that he was an innocent bystander and they thought he was a spy: someone from the narcotics’ squad. If this fight took place in a public lavatory, well … why do you think he’d be there? To relieve himself.’


         ‘We were wondering whether the icon might have been part of the exchange.’


         ‘So that he could give it away?’


         ‘No, it doesn’t make sense.’


         ‘And I think I can tell you about that. He’d seen an exhibition of icons at an art gallery last month. He spoke to me about a lost icon that came from an island where everything had gone wrong since it disappeared. I told him … I told him that if the islanders were really superstitious enough to believe that, they’d probably be happy with one of those cheap copies you can buy in any junk shop all over the world – they all look alike.’
         


         ‘But where would the icon have come from?’


         ‘Oh, anywhere. Here, probably. From some place that sells religious bric-à-brac.’


         ‘I suppose it isn’t possible that the painting was genuine?’


         ‘Of course not. He’d never have dared to take it through customs.’


         ‘It was small and the airport is notoriously lax.’


         ‘Nevertheless. Art theft? A jail sentence? Why would he risk that?’


         ‘Was he very religious?’


         ‘On the contrary.’


         ‘The priest seems to think that he was.’


         ‘Well, he’s wrong. Maybe Stratis saw the restoration of the icon as an adventure, or even a joke: he’d take it to the island and if they accepted it as genuine, that would help them out of their troubles. Just as I said.’


         And of course the island would accept it now. Blood had been spilled. That made everything true. You wouldn’t die for something that was fake, would you?


         The island would prosper and Stratis, who had made such an extraordinary gesture – giving his life for the sake of strangers – would become famous. His story would be told all over the island and, in the telling, the facts would be worn down as the sea wears away the stones on the shore, so that eventually his recounted history would resemble the life of a saint: a rich young man who – rebelling against his family – cast away all worldly vanities and entered a sacred state.
         


         ‘I’m tired,’ the old man said. ‘This news is hard to bear. I would like to rest.’


         ‘I don’t think we’ll need to ask you anything more. Are the boy’s parents –?’


         ‘They’re traveling. I’ve telephoned. They’re flying to Athens and then back here.’


         Everyone stood. As the policeman left the room, the priest began to talk about the island’s great joy at having the treasure restored. The true treasure was faith, which they had lost with the disappearance of their protectress. Now they could never doubt again. His grandson had shown the world that heaven meant them to be blessed. All the people of the island joined him and his fellow clerics in extending their condolences to the family for the loss of this splendid young man who had sacrificed himself, so nobly, for others.


         The old man put a hand to his temple for the last part of the speech, and closed his eyes. When both priest and interpreter had finished, he said to the priest in Greek, ‘I thank you for your sympathy and for coming all this way in person. I must retire now, but the family would be happy if you could join them for a meal before you leave. My cousins will attend to everything.’ He rang the bell on his desk. Later he heard that, after many protestations, the two did stay for dinner and managed to exact contributions for a memorial to Stratis.
         


         Vultures, he thought; even at the graveside, hustling for money to keep them in business. And now their miserable island was going to be on the map: a genuine tourist attraction with a legend to go with it.
         


         


            *


         


         The newspaper accounts didn’t mention the fact that one of Stratis’s relatives had come from the island. The surname was different, but the old man’s name – even in the shortened, more easily pronounceable form he had adopted on arrival in America – would have been recognized by an islander. And the priest had sat down to dinner at the house. Had nobody admitted that there was a family connection with the place of the icon’s church? Apparently not. Nor did anyone in the family remark on the peculiar circumstances of Stratis’s death. The icon was never mentioned at all, although they knew that there was one in the house. They might even have realized that that one was now gone. Perhaps they simply weren’t curious, or possibly the fact of death had taken away their interest in peripheral matters.


         Maybe they believed, as Stratis had, that his grandfather had stolen the painting when young. Perhaps they didn’t want to investigate what they saw as a crime of long ago that had finally been put right.


         The funeral was attended by all the relatives and some friends. A girl no one in the family knew – probably the one who had caused all the trouble – was there. She was pretty enough, but unremarkable, looking serious and rather melancholy. She came with an ugly friend, who cried a lot.
         


         The old man didn’t cry. He exerted all his strength to stay standing, with the help of his cane. And after that, he went to bed.


         


            *


         


         The young were natural betrayers, of course – particularly young men: that was a fact of life. They were always moving forward too fast to keep up with old ties. They had to find their place in the world and not simply copy the ways of older generations. You made them the inheritors of your future self and then they threw it away.


         But Stratis had had a good heart. How could he have failed to stop and think about what he was doing? How could he have so misbelieved and misunderstood?


         It must have been the girl: the utterly unsuitable, superficially attractive girl who was just like thousands of others he could have found any day – all of whom would have fallen at his feet as long as he didn’t allow them to imagine that they were more important than the next woman.


         Stratis had been too impatient. He’d continued to want something he couldn’t have. He hadn’t been content to wait. He would certainly have found another girl, better and more to his liking, and one who loved him back.


         


            *


         


         He too had suffered early disappointment and betrayal in love. That was when the painting had come to him, at the moment when he’d made the decision to step out of one life and into another, taking nothing with him – except, as it turned out, that one thing.
         


         A week before leaving Athens for good, he’d seen an icon for sale. He’d spotted it from the street outside; it was right at the back of the shop. He’d gone in. And he was inspecting the painting closely, thinking how much it reminded him of the one on his island, when the owner had come up to him, saying, ‘You like it?’


         ‘I like it,’ he’d replied, ‘although it’s a copy.’ He hadn’t known that for sure, but he’d assumed it. Nearly all art for sale was a copy if it purported to be old. You were safe only if you bought new painting; sometimes not even then.


         ‘A copy, naturally,’ the owner had agreed. ‘But a good one.’ And then he’d said that he couldn’t hold it; he’d already had a very attractive offer for it.


         Of course he had. From someone who was going to try to resell it as the real thing. Or perhaps from a richer man, who had never seen the original and would be buying it in the hope that it would turn out to be genuine. The owner was slick enough to absolve himself from the responsibility of guaranteeing the genuineness of his wares. Copyists were so skillful nowadays – well, they always had been and always would be. It was a good idea, when purchasing a work of art, never to hope for an investment but, rather, to buy what you liked and wanted to live with: like choosing a friend or a partner in marriage.


         He said that he’d think about it.


         The day after that, he’d seen another icon in a junk shop, as he was passing through a less fashionable part of town. The picture was approximately the same size – perhaps a little smaller but even more appealing than the first one. He’d bought it after enough conversation and haggling to please the owner. He’d been sure at the time that it was a bargain and that the half-blind old shopkeeper, possibly without the knowledge of his younger relatives, had sold him an authentic work by mistake. He’d intended to have it valued. But the day before he was due to take it in to the dealers, the famous Icon of Miracles was stolen from the church on his island and, looking at the reproduction of it in his newspaper, he saw how like – how almost identical – it was to the one he’d bought. He remembered too that undoubtedly, whatever else he’d felt at the time, that resemblance had played a part in the purchase and in the joy of possession. Crafty old man, he thought: to pretend ignorance in order to get a higher price for something that was an imitation. It made sense that when someone was planning to steal a painting, the market should be flooded with reproductions beforehand, so that detection of the original would be more difficult.
         


         But even the experts could be fooled and he didn’t think it would be a good idea to show his copy to a valuer when the papers were full of the recent theft. The fact that he had a dated receipt wouldn’t stop an investigation; papers were even easier to forge than artworks. His emigration plans might have to be canceled, his mental readiness dispelled.


         He never took the picture in to be assessed. As soon as he felt sure that his icon was a forgery, he was almost pleased. That seemed to fit in with his reasons for going: the false promises and broken faith. And even if it was a reproduction, the copyist was an artist, otherwise the picture wouldn’t have been able to draw from him the kind of emotion he felt for it. It brought him luck too, although he knew that that idea was nonsense: the success of his business life was founded on his own ability. One of the reasons why he was so phenomenally successful was that he understood the nature of fakes and of everyone’s attitude towards them. People could live quite happily with a fake until its fraudulence was pointed out to them. That was what they minded: having it pointed out. And afterwards an effort was required: to come to terms with deception that didn’t pretend to be anything else. That meant keeping certain thoughts in separate compartments.
         


         He missed the icon. It had always reminded him of his mother – not the way she looked, but the way she was. He had photographs of her but they didn’t resemble her so closely as the painting, just as the photograph of his father was not such a good likeness as the boy, Stratis, had been.


         


            *


         


         The summer passed, and the fall and the long winter months. He saw the next spring, the summer and on into the end of September. Still no one would speak to him about Stratis. If the members of his family had any thoughts about the removal of the icon, they kept quiet about them. If they had known about the theft, they’d probably believe that he was unforgiving. But the truth was the reverse: he’d forgiven Stratis completely. He thought of him as having gone somewhere – again, to some other country – where he would remain, waiting.
         


         He was ready to go now himself. But the days went by and still he didn’t leave. His visits to the Cape became shorter, like his stays in town. He preferred the house in the country, where Stratis had spent so much time as a child.


         He continued to take his daily outdoor exercise, even in wet weather, unless it was raining heavily At the height of the summer he’d stay indoors during the day, venturing out to the golf course in the early evening. When the ground was muddy and slippery, he’d traipse through the upstairs hallways of the house, back and forth, counting the steps to keep himself going when he felt tired or bored. He was frail now, all in the space of a year and a few months. At one stage he’d been fat. His progress then had been like that of an old elephant: a dignified, swaying shuffle. But when the flesh had fallen away, he’d shrunk in height, too. He bowed his head. Sometimes he walked sideways, like a crab. He relied more and more on his stick. And his eyes were no longer good. But the passing of the seasons moved him and he enjoyed his walk, no matter how often he felt like putting it off, or how difficult he found the beginning.


         It was necessary, he told himself, to endure. There were people who lost one thing, or one person, and because they had invested so much of themselves in that, the loss destroyed them. There were others who lost everything – every family member, every stone of the house they’d lived in, even their country. They arrived like orphans among strangers, in a place where they couldn’t even speak the language. And they started again. Out of nothing they made friends, family, work: a full life.
         


         It was important to keep going. He had had it hard at the start, even though he’d never gone through the real immigrant nightmare, as so many in the country had: like the poor young farmers out in the middle west – barely a century ago – who would struggle for twelve years against disease and locusts, crop rot and the weather: losing three sets of children to diphtheria and finally going crazy, committing suicide or ending up in jail after burning the barn down for the insurance money.


         He hadn’t had to contend with the land. He’d lived in cities. And he’d been a success.


         


            *


         


         At the end of September, about sixteen months after the police had called at the house, he woke one morning feeling that something special was going to happen; it was like being a child again, on his birthday. The weather was sunny, the skies clear. He looked forward all day to his walk.


         Even in the afternoon, the air was still warm but – as always, now – down by the golf-course clubhouse and the stone bridge the going was slow and painful. He pushed himself, not wanting to stop until he reached one of the places he had designated as a spot where he was allowed to rest. He’d chosen each lookout point carefully. The contemplation of every view added shape to his journey and eased the effort, singling out moments around which he could arrange his thoughts.


         This first station on his way was the one that overlooked the practice green, the grove of trees beyond the bridge and the eighteenth hole with the hills beyond it. He enjoyed standing there, watching the ripe afternoon sun on the trees. In winter you could make out nearly all of the white house up in the woods; now it was almost invisible, concealed by greenery. Sometimes he’d see Dr Jeffries, who would drive down from the clinic to play a few practice shots when he was on call. His sports car would be waiting with the door open and the key in the ignition, the front wheels headed away from the course so that he could make it to any bedside in the clinic in under two minutes, all the while listening to the rescue squad, who would be able to tell him about the condition of the patients they were bringing in.
         


         The car was missing today. That meant that if one of the doctor’s patients fell down on the golf course or had a stroke or a heart attack, the ground crew wouldn’t know until the morning. No one had to come out to the fairway to stop the sprinklers, which were connected to a system worked by a central switch.


         When Stratis was a child, he used to love taking off his shoes and socks and walking across the putting greens in bare feet. He’d once tried to describe the sensation by saying, ‘It’s like Aunt Lydia’s little purse.’ He’d meant that the grass was as smooth as suede. No one else in the family had such thoughts.


         The next lap of the walk went downhill, over the road and across the next tee. From that point it was possible to look back and see the oxygen mist from the mountains: a fog through which the shapes of trees loomed like ships in a harbor. Today it was hard to tell what color anything was in the distance. The trees, ridges and hills became an indistinguishable gray as they receded.
         


         The last golfers had completed the eighteenth hole and were heading for the clubhouse. Only the old man remained, and the sprinkler systems with their tirelessly wheeling jets of spinning water. Spray surrounded each whirling source with a halo of whiteness that drifted at the edges. In places the finer water beads hung in the air like smoke, to meet the flash of droplets circling around again, repeating the previous sweep. As the metal arms moved, the water arched – dazzling, traveling, shining, falling, vanishing.


         All the lawns were fresh and springy. As he started down the hill, he thought that if there were such a thing as Paradise, this would be the perfect time to arrive there: at the end of the late afternoon, when they were watering the grass.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         

            5 No Love Lost


         


         They walked in silence, seeing a corner of the house in the distance, then a larger part and finally enough to hope. Neither of them said anything until they were inside.


         It was dark, dirty and squalid. Every corner stank.


         ‘Well, at least it’s still here,’ his wife said. ‘And they left the roof on.’


         Some regions weren’t so lucky: everything had been burned to the ground. He’d already heard that his parents’ house – on the other side of town – was gone; it was like knowing that a friend had died. And now every time he remembered, the loss grieved him. He never wanted to go back: to look at the hole in the ground where the house had stood or, worse still, to see some other building put up to replace it. The old schoolhouse was burned out, too.


         The churches remained, although the windows were broken and fires had been lit in the interiors. But it isn’t easy to burn stone. The houses and temples of God are usually built to withstand anything but a direct hit; the house of stone and the heart of stone.


         His wife looked everywhere: the walls, floor, ceilings, the staircase and the rooms upstairs. Her eyes moved over the slashed, gouged and cracked surfaces, the smashed steps, the ragged and waterlogged pieces of carpet. All the time that she was going up or down – moving restlessly past shattered window frames and over filthy floorboards – she kept hold of the baby. At last she returned to the front room downstairs, wrapped the baby in her shawl and put him in a torn cardboard box on the ground. She told one of the older children to stay and keep watch, in case there were rats. Then she walked through the doorway and out.
         


         He didn’t notice at first. He was still circling through the rooms, remembering that this dilapidated, sorry hovel had once been home and telling himself that – like so much else over the past four years – it had died. What particularly distressed him was the little room next to their bedroom. It had been the safe nest where they’d put the first child when she was old enough to sleep alone but within earshot. Obscene words had been carved deep into the walls and the place had the reek of a sewer.


         In a daze he turned back to the bedroom and looked out into the paved yard. Once upon a time they had had fruit trees, vegetables and flowers.


         He saw his wife, hands free, striding away from the house. He thought that she was finally walking out on them for good.


         He reached the front door faster than he could think what he was doing. Later on he’d thank his good instincts that he hadn’t hurt himself going down the uneven, pitted stairs.


         ‘Where are you going?’ he yelled at her. She disregarded the question. Ever since he’d been discharged from the army with a missing hand, she’d ignored his threats. When he’d shout at her, she wouldn’t respond and she sometimes didn’t even seem to hear: she’d simply stop listening whenever she felt like it.
         


         ‘Go next door on the other side,’ she told him. ‘If anybody’s there, say you’re looking for food and go to the next house. If nobody’s at home, take anything you can find: floorboards, anything metal we can use. Look for where they hid the ax. If there’s only one person left, use your judgment.’


         He had no idea what she meant, although it came to him not long afterwards that she was giving him a command to kill whoever might be living or hiding in a neighboring house; as long as it looked as if he could get away with it. His own children would be all right: she would have entrusted a knife to the oldest boy.


         At least there wouldn’t be any mines, she said that evening. You could never tell, of course, how stupid men could be. Usually they planted mines only if they were sure they wouldn’t be retracing their steps or coming back another time from a different direction. Mining the landscape was a thing you did to destroy an oncoming enemy in country where you hadn’t grown up and where your friends and relatives wouldn’t be spending the next quarter of a century having their limbs blown off as they tried to work the fields.


         There wouldn’t be mines planted near their house because, having taken it once, the enemy had intended to come back and take it again, even though this time they’d lost.


         But, as his wife also said, anything was possible.


         She talked quite a lot like one of his commanding officers – a good soldier and a decent man but someone who at a certain depth was unfeeling. It was as if ordinary rules of behavior – and emotions normally considered natural – were kept at the shallower levels of his consciousness: beyond that point you couldn’t find them and he’d operate on purely practical principles, without squeamishness. He was a man who would do what had to be done, no matter what that was. If it could help your survival to kill someone, you did; it would be stupid not to. If you had children to think about, it would be criminal not to.
         


         His wife was now his commanding officer. He didn’t mind. She was good at it.


         He’d been a soldier for nearly three years. At first he’d liked the life. And since for a long while he and his friends were seeing everything from a distance and had no casualties in their unit, he wasn’t afraid. They joked. They drank. They had all sorts of luxuries not available to the civilian population. And they despised civilians. They thought of them as sheep who would run this way and that once the gates were open or one of them fell through a gap in the hedge: instantly a whole field of sheep would be pushing and shoving, trying to get through the same opening, do the same thing – to copy, to follow. Soldiers were the ones who told them where to move, how to protect themselves, what to do. Civilians had no personalities; they were simply part of a vast herd: women, children, old people. They were dull and slow beyond belief and helplessness had become a way of life to them. That was why, as long as he was in the army, he felt no pity for anyone who complained of being stolen from, raped or tortured. What did they expect? Nothing that happened to any of them could be so bad as what might happen to him and his friends. Capture could sometimes be worse than injury. They all knew stories about soldiers who killed themselves with their own weapons rather than risk being imprisoned, beaten, tortured, mutilated: there was nothing people wouldn’t do to each other, given the opportunity. Even without the expediency of war, cruelty could become a habit.
         


         For a while everything had been fine, even in bad weather. It was a schoolboy’s dream of what life could be when you were grown up: you and your friends would go around in a gang all day long, picking up girls when you felt like it and moving on to new places, and new girls.


         No civilian had had any meat for months but in his company they had food, alcohol: anything they wanted. And if they didn’t have it, they’d find out where it was and then go and take it. One of the few good things about being in the army was that although you were under orders, in your own outfit there was freedom. You could do what you liked and if anything went wrong, your friends were there to back you up. And there were times when life was fun. He’d laughed a lot.


         He’d even sung. To keep themselves from being bored, he and his friends made up a silly song they’d sing to each other whenever they were in a good mood or drunk, or when one of them had managed to invent another addition. The song was about a poor boy – the youngest of three brothers – who was offered a chance to attend the royal celebrations at a king’s palace, where he’d be given as much food and drink as he wanted and would also take part in a competition: he’d be allowed to kiss the princess and she’d select her husband from among the competitors. She’d choose the one who gave her the kiss of true love. There were many passages in the song of alliteration and polysyllabic words, with whole verses composed of things listed alphabetically; and by tradition certain phrases were always shouted in unison.
         


         One of their company came up with a completely new version one night during an epic spree. It went on for what seemed like hours – stanza after stanza, all rhyming and in a strange combination of the hilarious, the beautiful and the scatalogical. Everyone wanted a copy afterwards, especially since they’d been too drunk to remember more than a couple of consecutive lines. The poet hadn’t had any copies, not even a written one for himself. It was all in his head, he told them. And he was killed the next afternoon. That was their first death.


         Their good luck lasted a long while but as soon as it broke, everything went at once. They were in the thick of things day after day, all the time. And he was terrified. He lived with the knowledge that in a split-second he could lose both legs and an arm and his eyesight. He stayed mildly drunk whenever he could: never enough to make him incapable of saving himself but the right amount to blunt his sense of danger and to keep him ready to fight, turning all his fear into rage.


         As his friends were picked off around him, he retained the ability to laugh. What else could you do? One morning a man in their outfit woke up speaking sounds without any meaning. They tried to talk to him but he didn’t seem to understand a word – he’d just give an idiotic smile at whatever was said to him. They thought that he must be suffering from some kind of brain damage brought on by the constant firing; or even the result of a stroke. But they didn’t know and they never found out. They had to leave him behind with a rescue team that was blown off the road a week later.
         


         Once, for three days, he thought that he’d gone deaf but his hearing returned; it came back when they pulled out of the action. And then he felt the pain: to hear again suddenly, with such acuteness, was maddening.


         His wife and children were out of the fighting at that stage, evacuated to a different sector. When he was given leave, he’d go back to a place that looked normal. The silence was unnerving after the constant, overwhelming noise. He couldn’t sleep.


         His wife didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to make love all the time or, rather, she needed to be pregnant.


         She was pregnant again and he was back in the unit with his friends when he was in the explosion. He never found out what had caused it: grenade, gunfire, a hit from the air, even a sniper’s lucky shot at the fuel tank. The noise, the light and burning and pain all seemed to come at the same time. If he and the others hadn’t been relaxed and inattentive after their leave, they might have noticed some warning sign. Then again, they might have missed it if things had been the other way around: if their senses had been dulled and confused by fatigue or boredom – too many months without a break.
         


         He was lying on the ground and twitching uncontrollably. All around there was screaming and a terrible smell. Then they were carrying him. He saw the fire. As they put him into the jeep one of his friends came running up behind the others, reached forward and dropped something into his lap. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘They can do anything nowadays. You never know.’


         It was a hand, perfect almost to the wrist and then like something on a butcher’s slab. He looked down at his left arm and the bloody pulp pulled into a bandage at the end of it. He passed out.


         He came to in a field hospital where the doctor bent over each man in turn, making a quick decision about the order of operation.


         He held out the detached, dead hand.


         ‘What’s this?’ the doctor asked.


         ‘They thought you might be able to sew it back.’


         ‘Me and the lace-makers’ guild,’ the doctor snorted. He took the hand. He said, ‘It isn’t yours. Look. It’s a right hand. That’s the one you’ve still got.’ He started to move away. Over his shoulder he asked, ‘Are you right-handed?’


         ‘Yes.’


         ‘You’ve been lucky,’ the doctor told him, and turned to the next man.


         Everything had become a matter of luck over the past few years. And luck was crazy. Being caught behind the fighting could sometimes be as dangerous as being sent into action. When the lines moved, everything else changed, too.
         


         First came the bombardment. Everyone ran away. People died or got lost on the run. They couldn’t find anywhere to stay because the ones in front of them were running, too. Finally they reached the city, where some were taken in and others were put into camps. The fear was that as soon as the enemy was near enough, all the people in the camps would force their way into the city, would have to be accommodated and then, in the ensuing siege, would ensure that everyone starved.


         But while he was still recovering, the tide reversed. A third force joined the soldiers behind the fleeing civilians. Together they turned around and routed the enemy, taking back the land that had been lost.


         He was discharged to go and live with his family. At that time his wife was housed in a place where she shared with three other families. Humanitarian aid societies doled out a bread portion to all of them. She was about to give birth. One of the children was sick and running a high fever. The authorities wanted to take the child – a baby girl – to an isolation ward. His wife wouldn’t hear of it. She nursed the girl herself until all at once it became clear that there was no hope. Then she put the child in a corner and told everybody to stay away from that part of the room. She sent him to find a doctor. Everyone he asked said the same thing: he was on a futile search. No one with any medical knowledge could be found outside the hospitals, where the staff stayed and worked as if condemned. The hospitals had become the end and the beginning: childbirth, medicines, narcotics, the black market, the dying.
         


         His wife gave birth in their quarter of a single, crowded room, where she was seen by a male aid worker the next day; he took her temperature and pronounced her fit. From its corner in the room the body of the sick child, now dead, was removed. They were given a receipt. Within a few days they received notice to collect the remains. His wife tore up the paper as soon as it arrived.


         ‘How are we going to find her now?’ he asked. ‘All the reference numbers were on that.’


         ‘Leave it,’ she ordered. ‘They make you pay to reclaim anything.’


         ‘We can’t just leave her. Our own daughter?’


         ‘It isn’t going to do her any good, is it?’ she snapped. ‘We need everything we can save. For food and medicine. Suppose the baby gets sick – what would you do?’


         Since he was still recuperating, he put up with everything from her. He was so conscious of his own wound that it didn’t occur to him that she too might be suffering the effects of war.


         The children were nervous of him. They behaved as if he were a stranger. At some moments they’d look fixedly at the place where his left hand ought to have been, at others they’d turn their heads quickly in order to escape being caught in the act of staring at a disability.


         He gave them the creeps. The realization pained him as much as would the loss of their love. And perhaps it came to the same thing: they didn’t quite shrink away but whenever he approached too near, he could feel their dread. He told his wife, whispering into her ear at night. She answered softly, ‘Give them time. They’ll get used to you eventually. You’re their father but they don’t know you yet. It’s all going to take time.’
         


         It made him feel better to talk to her. What made her feel better was to make love, even so soon after the last birth. Once or twice he asked if she thought they really should: what if she got pregnant again?


         She finally said to him, ‘I can’t do without it and if I don’t get it from you, I’ll get it any way I can.’


         As soon as she was pregnant again, she calmed down and he understood: that unless she was carrying a child or nursing a newborn baby, she couldn’t feel that there was any point in going on. There had to be something in her life that hadn’t yet been ruined.


         He also understood that she had allowed their daughter to die because the child was a girl, not a boy, and not the favorite daughter and because – if the aid workers had taken the child away in time to save its life – the family would have had to accept a cut in the bread rationing. His wife had made all those decisions while he was unaware of what she was doing.


         When he saw the extent to which their lives had been determined and directed by her, he was amazed. The slight edge he felt of queasiness, even horror, actually increased her desirability. But he knew that with such a wife he couldn’t afford to lose his strength.


         He did exercises to keep the muscles limber in his shoulder and arm. He walked. Whenever he lifted a weight, he remembered to balance it and not to favor one side. He learned to use the left arm again. The doctors had promised him an array of implements that would fit onto a socket at the end of his healed stump: various builder’s tools, a plastic hand without moving parts and the traditional pirate’s hook. He hadn’t really believed in the hook, but just as he healed well enough to be ready for the ingenious tool kit with its many ultra-modern gadgets, he was offered an artificial hand and a hook. Nothing else, he was told, was available; the other choices had now been discontinued. He refused the hand. It was unshaped: no indication on it of joints or knuckles, and it had a dead color like a plastic toilet seat. He chose the hook, with all its historical connotations of violence and romance. And after more exercises, he found that it was useful.
         


         


            *


         


         During those initial days of homecoming, their scavenging wasn’t very organized. They wasted time by not conferring and by forgetting to take essential equipment with them. But as soon as they felt established, they began to fear the arrival of others. They’d have to hurry if they wanted to furnish the house, gather food and other supplies and remove from the neighborhood anything that could be used as building material.


         The first things they took were beds and mattresses. After that, anything: in no particular order of importance. Most of the nearby houses were in the same condition as theirs but they did find a child’s wheelbarrow that had been hidden, or possibly lost, under the foundations of a collapsed terrace by the old market gardens. Every single pane of glass had been shivered out of the greenhouses but there were still seeds, roots and bulbs.
         


         They stripped enough wood from the walls and floors of neighboring houses to rebuild their own place and also to amass a good stock of firewood. Nothing would last through the winter, of course. To feel at all hopeful they needed the gas and electricity back, the running water, the telephones. But they had enough fuel to cook with.


         They unbricked the well down behind the abandoned orchard and he volunteered to drink the first cupful. They had heard so many stories about booby traps and poisoned wells that he expected to die, but the water was still pure. Some of the old trees, gnarled and decrepit as they were, had been scarred and split, and some had been chopped down. The stumps were left but there was no sign of the wood. Others had just been hacked up – splintered and torn and probably shot at for target practice or for fun. But most of the trees had been left. A few bore small, bitter apples. One or two rows contained trees on which all the fruit, though minute, was edible and even sweet. To pick one of the tiny apples and hold it close to his face, breathing in the smell – and then to bite into the fruit and taste the sour sweetness – was a delight and, while it lasted, an astonishment.


         Later in the next year, catching a whiff of fragrance blowing from the blossoming old trees, he’d think he was back in his boyhood again, loving and in love, with a soul unbroken: before he’d lost his hand, before he’d killed or done the other things he’d done, or seen everything that he’d seen.
         


         He tried not to remember the trees that used to stand directly behind the house; they had brought the loveliness of spring up to the windows and its honey breath into all the rooms. In the autumn they had supplied large, luscious fruit that could be stored through the winter or made into bottled preserves. They had had apples and plums. Those were the trees that the enemy troops had used for firewood, simply out of laziness, because they were the ones nearest to the back door.


         They had flour, some dried meat, salt and three precious bags of potatoes. Before they set out on their first well-planned plundering expedition, he went to the place where he’d buried an ax before joining up. It was still there. That was a triumph: the moment when he felt that, no matter how bad things were, he’d come home.


         His wife inspected all the gardens in the area. She came back carrying a sack full of roots and leaves. One of the children proudly steered the wheelbarrow at her side; it was heaped with dusty bulbs: that was what they’d be eating and they’d be very pleased with it. Anything that fell under their eyes was like a forest creature caught in the cross-sights. They were like wild animals themselves: always hungry, always looking at everything with greedy eyes; criminals and murderers, he thought. How could you teach your children anything when they’d been through this?


         And what did he tell them, anyway? Don’t get caught. Don’t lose what you’re carrying. Don’t let them find the stuff on you. If anybody stops you, fight like hell and if they try to tell their side of the story, lie your head off.
         


         He still knew how to handle the kids but sometimes he didn’t understand them. You couldn’t teach them not to touch each other, not to touch themselves, not to touch insects or animals if they could find any in the destroyed landscape. They chased whatever hopped or crawled. They wanted to eat everything growing and anything they could pick up off the floor. You couldn’t even prevent them, after all that had happened, from doing things that were dangerous: trying to grab a pan of scalding water off the edge of a table, swallowing a bottle of something without thinking that it might be harmful. You had to keep an eye on them all the time. That was bad enough. The children who were in real trouble were the ones who stopped whining. They’d sit in a corner all day, silent. They wouldn’t eat. They’d say, ‘I feel sick,’ and not long after that they’d come down with the same infection everyone else had, but they’d be the ones to die.


         One day he put down the load he was carrying, and straightened up to rest for a moment. He listened. The silence was enormous: a gigantic emptiness. You could have heard a cough or a hammer blow for miles. There couldn’t have been a bird left alive in the country. And the pets they’d had: cats, dogs – where were they? Somebody had pushed them into a cooking pot and made gloves out of the skins, undoubtedly. Vermin, on the other hand, were plentiful, both big and small.


         After years of living with shelling so unremitting that he had come to believe his full hearing would never return, his ears now strained for sound. He loved the slight pattering of leaves moving in a breeze. And he missed the song of all the many different kinds of birds he remembered. Now that the troops were gone, the birds would come back; but until they did, their absence remained another sign in the landscape of recent and comprehensive disaster.
         


         The silence at night was entire, completing the darkness.


         


            *


         


         As they were settling back in, others were being moved and uprooted again. Some had official approval to go back to what had once been home, where – like him – they’d find the house gutted, the furniture gone, the inner walls defaced and in places knocked down or with holes punched through them. But they’d be lucky.


         In many areas families found their houses occupied by people who would wave a set of papers at them, saying that they’d been granted the property by a provisional committee for something-or-other.


         In their own district, enemy occupation was recent; the civilians had been moved out in a hurry to the nearest safe place, which meant that nobody else had been allocated their land. Not all the houses were left, of course. A number of families returned to an empty space; they were taken to the center of town and put up in deserted shops, old warehouses, churches and any other large construction that still had a roof.


         The government officials in charge of housing installed families and went away, taking their papers with them and saying that food and clothing would follow. But what was on paper had ceased to mean much. Most people made themselves as comfortable as they could: begging for what they could get and taking more when your back was turned.
         


         For weeks he was the only man in the area over twelve and under sixty-eight. When the others arrived they were on stretchers or on crutches.


         Soon the time might come when the most nearly able-bodied men would band together to form a guard or sentry unit for protecting the weaker households from theft and damage. But at the moment nobody could be spared. Just as there was no extra food, there was no free time.


         


            *


         


         The quiet held – the limitless, eerie silence after years of fighting and months of being walled up under bombardment. It was as still as the moment after snow stops falling.


         You could imagine that the world had gone backward a few centuries to a time when everything depended on harvests and you walked to the next village to buy and sell on market days.


         They weren’t really in a village, just out in the country on the outskirts of a small town. The town had been hit by air power, but not badly, since there had never been much there. A few kilometers away a larger town had had the paper mill and the gasworks bombed, neither of which had been of military importance, although from the air they might have seemed good targets. The troops who had been dropped there had stayed for a few days and moved on.


         Everyone was afraid of the armies coming back, even of their own soldiers returning. Now that he was a civilian, he had thoughts and feelings like the people he’d once held in contempt. When he remembered some of the things he’d done, he didn’t mind. Everybody else had done the same: just as bad and – most of them – worse. None of that was important. It was important to be alive. And to stay alive. He’d been doubly and especially fortunate: to be alive and to be out of the whole dirty business; because, as far as any of them knew, there was still fighting going on in other parts of what had once been their country The official reports didn’t say it was fighting. They called it negotiating.
         


         About a month after other people started to reclaim houses in the nearby town, an old woman stopped him at the end of the lane and asked if she could have some apples from the orchard. He said, ‘You’ll have to ask my wife about that.’


         ‘Your wife is a hard woman.’


         ‘My wife is a fair woman. That’s why we’re still alive. Her first duty is to her own family.’


         ‘What can I do?’ the woman complained. ‘We’re starving.’


         ‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ he told her. ‘I’ve done my stint for other people and I’ve learned that as soon as they’ve got what they want, they forget what you gave up to help them. You’re the same. You want something and you don’t mind where you get it from. Look around you. Where am I going to find a single thing extra? And if I do find it, it’s going to be for us. We’re all in trouble. And we’ve been in trouble for a long time.’


         She stood there, too dejected to speak. What he said was true and she still didn’t have anywhere else to go. He wasn’t sure that she was even from around there. He didn’t recognize her, which didn’t mean much: hardship could obliterate faces and personalities. His arm shot out, pointing to the distance. He said, ‘You can take some apples from the far end of the orchard, but make it fast and don’t do it again. And next time, ask somebody else.’ He turned his back. He heard her running away to fill her shawl and her skirt. She hadn’t thanked him: she’d asked God to reward him.
         


         God was asked to do so many things, especially at times when He didn’t seem to be there. One of the Army’s men of God used to say to them, ‘Now, boys, just because our Lord is on vacation at the moment, that doesn’t mean that He’s forgotten about us.’ He’d been a well-meaning man. They’d all thought he was a fool. He’d continued to pray over one dying soldier until the man began to scream, ‘Oh shut up, just shut up and let me die in peace.’ And when he’d tried to skip to the end, to get the important words said at least, the man’s brother had stood up and belted him.


         


            *


         


         After he’d seen death once, he began to expect it. It was all around, just waiting for its time. Even in years of peace, when it was usually hidden away, it was natural: a part of life. Other losses began to strike him as equally shocking but not natural: the loss of mental and spiritual power in everyone, including himself, and in the country at large – a draining away of honesty and fair dealing: an overall abandonment of principles, a general debasement.


         Few of the changes were immediate. There were stages and developments, as in the growth of plants or the progress of a disease. The moral decay he saw had been going on for years but because he had been part of it, he hadn’t been particularly aware of it. The fact that it dismayed him meant that apparently he still had some virtue left: just enough to cause him pain without doing good to anyone else.
         


         He remembered a time during his recuperation: they were all in a shelter, waiting for the bombardment. There were so many people that his main worry was of the air giving out, although as soon as he thought about that he began to sense the claustrophobia and impending panic in everyone around him. That reminded him that an outbreak of hysteria could be worse than mild suffocation. The hands and hair, the bodies and clothing of strangers were pressed tightly to him – sometimes even in his face. A child suddenly complained, ‘Something bit me,’ and a few people laughed, which broke the tension. But shortly after that a woman screamed, ‘My necklace – it’s gone!’ She started to call out, ‘Thief, thief,’ but a crowd of other voices told her to quit. Before the fighting, a lot of people would have murmured, ‘Poor woman.’ And even a year after it had begun, they would have thought: Stupid bitch, why didn’t she hide it better? Necklaces aren’t to wear, they’re to sell. But finally most of them, like him, envied the thief and asked themselves why they hadn’t been lucky enough to spot the necklace so that they could have stolen it themselves.
         


         His wife was good at sneaking away with things: food, clothing, small objects – anything that caught her eye. He never commented. He’d notice what she’d managed to steal, or get the kids to steal, and he’d be glad of his share.
         


         


            *


         


         Their neighbors were back; first one family, then two more, and at last all of them who were still alive or not caught between borders and behind lines. He and his wife lied about how long they’d been at home. They made it seem that they’d arrived a few hours ahead of the others, and had spent all their time cleaning and scrubbing and unbricking the well. ‘No fuel?’ they said; ‘no, we’re in the same state. We’re all in the same boat.’ ‘Yes,’ the children agreed, lying expertly. Telling lies was a peacetime skill as well as a wartime necessity.


         He had beds and mattresses. Other people were lucky if they owned one blanket to share among the whole family. Everything was obvious, of course. The neighbors knew. And he knew what they thought of him. But everyone realized that nobody else – and certainly none of them – would have acted differently. The laws of the lawless were in operation: First come, first served; finders keepers, losers weepers.
         


         After the neighbors came the refugees: twenty thousand of them in a procession that looked like a picture of the damned let out of Hell. This time the aid workers were at the head of the column instead of the tail end. They’d learned that if they didn’t introduce and explain the distribution system, householders would simply beat up any one who came to the door. As for a slowly moving line of unarmed people, most of them related to the enemy – that presented an opportunity for reprisal without injury. Even the smallest children turned up with sticks and stones.


         Two immense refugee groups were herded across their territory. After that, the numbers were fewer, although his wife said that the neighboring district had had fifty thousand marched through.
         


         When the count dropped, the so-called friendly refugees joined the human flood and the housing system began. In the first settlement they had eight orphaned children billeted on them. He’d managed to rebuild the big bed so that all the refugees could sleep in it, jammed up against each other like sardines in a can. His wife was allocated food rations for the orphans and – as long as her family was taking care of refugees – for herself and her husband and children, too. They were given bread. There was nothing else. For six weeks they had bread. And they were grateful.


         One late evening he headed for home with a pile of lumber on his back. The light down by the horizon was a strange, bruised purple. All he could hear was his breathing and his feet moving. As he thought about how his children were growing up in a world without school and books and religion, he heard the howling of a dog. He stopped, and heard it again. It had seemed immeasurably far away at first but while he was listening to the repetition, he placed it: the sound must be coming from the quarry, which meant that it had to be human.


         He told his wife about it and she said, ‘Forget you heard it. Don’t interfere. Nobody falls in by mistake nowadays.’


         


            *


         


         Since there was no longer any local or national economy as people had once known it, he set up a business of exchange and reciprocal favors, which he ran together with a man he happened on while out walking or, as he called it, foraging. He was always looking for anything that could be used in some way.
         


         The man was middle-aged and husky, yet despite his look of strength there was a sadness about him. He didn’t talk much. When he did, there was a melancholy in his voice, too. Before the war he’d been a cellist in a symphony orchestra, so he said. Below the knee his left leg ended in a wooden peg that he’d made himself while he was in the hospital, waiting to be released. He introduced himself as ‘Peg-leg’. He said that everybody was going to remember him by his disability in any case, so he might as well get used to it. And nothing was going to be the same again after all this mess, so it wasn’t such a bad idea to begin with a new name to go with the new life; otherwise it could break your heart to keep thinking about how things used to be. ‘Is there any work around here,’ he asked, ‘for an ex-soldier?’


         ‘That depends. What can you do?’


         ‘Anything.’


         ‘You can work with me,’ he suggested. ‘I’m a carpenter: beds, tables, chairs, doors, window frames. Even roofing.’


         ‘I could learn all that.’


         ‘Where are you living?’


         ‘I’m not anywhere,’ Peg-leg told him. ‘I was passing through, but now I’ll find someplace. I can stay and work with you till spring. Then I’ll move on.’


         They’d meet in the morning and start off to town together to look for jobs to do. There was plenty of work for carpenters. He liked Peg-leg because he was serious, a good worker and, like himself, injured. In the hospital, and whenever he’d met people around that time, he couldn’t understand the tactlessness that made them all say the same thing: Lucky it wasn’t the right hand. But now he knew that that was the truth. Without his right hand, everything would have been difficult, every movement unnatural and perhaps never possible to relearn.
         


         At home his wife struggled with the children and with the orphans, whom she resented. He was glad to get out of the house every morning, even in the worst weather. And when it was a fine day, his spirits would rise as he breathed the clear air and looked at the trees and, off in the distance, saw Peg-leg waiting at the gate where they met. One day he felt that he’d woken from darkness into light; he was well again. He might be missing one hand, but he was alive and healthy and still young and still a man who could find work and feed his family. And he was out of the fighting. And he had a friend.


         *


         They got through the worst of the winter and his mind was filled with the thought of a new pair of boots. His wife dreamt of the moment when life would become so normal that a dentist would move to a nearby town and she’d be able to find the time and the money to make an appointment.


         There wasn’t a day when somebody in the house didn’t have a bad cold. Sometimes they were all down with colds and fevers, except his wife: she couldn’t afford to be sick, she said.
         


         The birds started to come back and there was a hint of spring in the softer winds: it wasn’t quite there but it was anticipated. He began to notice – in the mud and melting snow – the tracks and droppings of small animals. One day after a long thaw he saw two cats and a dog. He warned everyone in the family: a tame animal, reverting to the wild, could be as dangerous as any genuinely wild creature never on friendly terms with man. Occasionally it could be worse, because it would be fearful and full of mistrust. It could attack, unprovoked. It would almost certainly carry diseases; a bite or scratch might be fatal. It wouldn’t be a bad idea, he said, to carry a stick.


         Just as what was left of the flower bed began to produce green shoots under the retreating snows, the orphan children were moved on. He saw them waiting outside the front door for the truck that would take them away. They were skinny and hollow-eyed, their clothing in tatters. His own children were beginning to look well tended and fatter in comparison. And, following the example of their elders, they had been using every opportunity to persecute their weaker companions. He’d never said anything, because the house – together with the food and the children – was his wife’s business. But now he was touched by pity at their malnourished, hopeless look. He went to where she hid the food. The child on guard asked, ‘What are you doing?’


         ‘You shut up,’ he answered. He took the refugee children a few scraps – enough so that they’d have something to get them through a long journey. They ate the food straight away. ‘I hope they find you some place better than this,’ he told them.
         


         There was no better place. The whole country was exactly like his own neighborhood except that in the cities it was easier for your neighbors to steal from you and there was a greater danger of sudden bombardment and siege.


         ‘I’m sorry we didn’t have more to give you,’ he added. The children listened with a dead look on their faces. You did have more, they were thinking, and you gave it to your own children.
         


         When the aid workers arrived, one of the orphans – an undersized little boy, who had been in the habit of following him around – ran back, snatched up his right hand and pressed his face to it.


         He felt the small hands and a warm wetness, as if the child had licked his knuckles. Then the boy turned and ran off.


         His wife was standing in the doorway, holding the baby, who was screaming. ‘Did he bite you?’ she asked.


         He’d have felt better if he’d been bitten. The gesture had probably been meant as a kiss.


         ‘I thought the little bastard was going to bite you,’ she said. ‘That’s all we need. Make sure he didn’t break the skin.’


         He didn’t bother to look. Who could afford medicine? And black-market medicine was likely to be adulterated with so many substances that it could kill you all on its own.


         ‘Imagine if they were ours,’ he said.


         Their children would be all right. They were adept at every dirty trick of the petty criminal. If they had to, they’d kill and eat any family chosen to take them in.
         


         She looked at him in a way that told him his weakness was disgusting. ‘We’ve lost the bread ration too,’ she said.


         ‘There’ll be more.’


         ‘No. They’re moving all the kids out.’


         ‘They’ll bring us some others.’


         ‘How do you know? Maybe they will, maybe not. You don’t know. I’ve seen people starve to death. Nobody starves in the army. You only find out about that when you’re captured.’


         Or sent back, wounded. ‘We’ll see,’ he said.
         


         The refugee children were counted and loaded into the trucks and then counted again. One of the aid workers said that the orphans’ place would soon be taken by others – in fact, someone should call about the transaction in the afternoon. His wife looked up at that. ‘How many?’ she asked. ‘No idea,’ the man answered, in the way many people with a little power had acquired over the past years: you could tell from the tone of voice how good it made them feel to be able to give you – truthfully or untruthfully – information you didn’t want or no information at all when you really had to know.


         As soon as the trucks were out of sight, one of the children mentioned food: could they have something to eat? As a present, like the orphans.


         It wasn’t exactly tattling, so he couldn’t feel angry. He told them again that the orphans didn’t have anything. Another one of the children piped up, ‘Those aid people have to give them so much food every day, or else they’re arrested for keeping the money.’
         


         ‘But they may have a long trip before they get to where they’re going. I told you.’


         ‘You gave them our food?’ his wife screamed. She came at him from the doorway and hit him across the face. The blow made a loud noise. His cheek, ear and eye burned with the impact. She called him a stupid son of a bitch. Ordinarily he would have let things go until she calmed down, especially in front of the kids and while she was holding the baby against her hip, but this time he knew that it was important for him to keep his authority. When she came at him again for a second try, he punched her in the breast and then slapped her hard on the side of the face. She landed several feet away, gasping and on her knees, with the baby setting up a piercing cry. The children crouched against the wall.


         ‘It’s all right,’ he told them. ‘Your mother needs some time to rest. Let’s go for a walk.’ He held out his good hand. ‘Come on,’ he coaxed. For a terrible moment he was afraid that they might run away. But the smallest girl finally moved towards him in short, tottering steps, holding out her arms for him to lift her up. And after her, the others followed.


         He led them out of the house, and began to tell them a story as they walked. Their need for stories was almost as great as their hunger for food. They were always begging to be told a story, usually one that they’d already heard.


         He knew that he had won. When they returned to the house, his wife would regret what she’d done; she’d think that she had deserved to be punished. And he’d appear to be apologetic too, although he’d taken care not to strike her too hard. If he hadn’t been injured, he’d be able to handle her with a softer touch: he didn’t like hurting her. But if she was going to hit him in front of his own kids, she’d better be prepared to be laid out flat. He was the man of the house, after all. The children had to respect him. If he’d still had both hands, he’d have slung her over his back, carried her to the old millpond and dumped her in from the wooden bridge – that was what they’d done centuries ago to the witches and the gossips and the whores.
         


         The children began to ask questions about the story he was telling. He answered and went on. He threw in a few extra jokes. They all began to enjoy the walk, the fresh air, and being together. He turned the story into the nonsense tale he and his army friends used to recite when they’d been drinking: about the poor boy and the contest to win the hand of the princess and give her the kiss of true love.


         The version he used for them was always heavily censored. Some sections were his own invention. For instance, as he told it, the boy started to have good luck when he paid attention at school and his studious efforts brought results at the end of a year – a year and a day: the teachers at the school awarded him one of the entrance tickets to the palace dinner. Many tickets had been distributed throughout the length and breadth of the land but they weren’t given to just anybody, because you had to earn prizes and treasures in this life. If you didn’t earn them, you didn’t deserve them.


         He could have chosen other stories but since this was the one all the children liked best, he knew he could slip in some moralizing and get away with it. He was surprised to find that many of his interpolations, and even the offshoots into the sententious, produced requests for more, just as if they’d been part of the original fabric.
         


         The food list was especially good; the main portion represented the combined efforts of his combat unit over a period of years. But the best sections had been made up one winter’s night by a friend of his to whom rhyme came easily – a lighthearted young man who’d been blown to pieces in the same explosion that had taken away his own left hand.


         The children would listen, entranced, sometimes joining in. And then they’d insist on having everything repeated. One of the best-loved sections described the clothes everyone at the palace wore to the ball before the kissing contest began. They loved the clothes and the food, the names of the characters, the music of the words, the fact that it was all unreal and sounded silly and that there was also a beautiful princess in the story. And, of course, that the hero won and everything ended happily.


         Only the children who were seriously ill failed to respond to the poor boy and the princess.


         In the army the favored verses were the ones that dealt with the ‘kissing’, which involved the princess trying out all the men, and vice versa, until the hero – the poor boy – won.


         ‘For true love is sweetest,’ he told his children, ‘and true love is best, and whoever finds true love is happy and blest.’


         When they returned from their walk, his wife was standing in the doorway, breathing out a narrow cloud like a banner. The air was cold enough to see your breath, but he’d smelled the nicotine from a distance. He stopped in front of her and held out his hand. From behind her back she produced the cigarette. He took a drag and handed it to her again. He half-closed his eyes as he exhaled. That was when it was best: on the way out, where you could look at it in the air, while you were still tasting it.
         


         They stood like that, sharing the cigarette until it was finished. He let her have the end. She stuck a toothpick through the last of it. When there was almost nothing left, she squeezed off the fire, stepped on it and saved the few unburned strands to be collected with others and made into a fresh cigarette.


         That was their conversation, their apology and explanation.


         Neither of them mentioned the beating. They showed each other no sign that they wanted to hold on to the memory of violence nor to the knowledge that everything had taken place in front of their children. The kids would find out about marriage soon enough, just as they were discovering everything else; not that every marriage was the same. In this one, he knew, the day when he allowed his wife to get away with striking him in the face, whether she did it in public or in private, was the day when she’d make up her mind to replace him with a different husband. She had vigorous ideas about what a man should do and be. Some things she wouldn’t stand for at all. At other times she’d pretty much ask to be kept in her place. Sometimes what she wanted from him was to know what he expected from her. He still thought that they’d be all right as long as he trusted his instincts and they didn’t talk about any of it.
         


         Where on earth had she managed to find a cigarette? From one of the aid workers, of course. But what did she have to offer in exchange? Nothing, while he was there. A promise – that was all she’d have to bargain with: a look in the eye, which she could deny afterwards. Unless she didn’t want to.


         He admired her quickness of wit, her suspiciousness and cynicism. Before the fighting started she was so different that he could hardly remember what she’d been like. He could only recall a vague picture of the way she’d looked: fresh, eager, delicately slender. But he’d been different, too. He had no idea what he’d been like – a nice, decent young man, probably. Now he was like everyone else – like a ragged, mean-looking cur that snuffles around the garbage piles at the back of a village.


         


            *


         


         They waited for the aid workers to bring supplies and another consignment of orphans – perhaps a batch of them hardly old enough to feed themselves: children who had to be closely supervised. Maybe there would be even more than in the first distribution.


         The term ‘aid worker’ was relatively new. They used to be called charity workers. People no longer knew what the word charity meant. They didn’t know the meaning of love or pity or how similar or different they were; they saw no strict divisions between compassion, condescension and contempt. The weak went under. If you didn’t want it to happen to you, it was to your advantage to make it happen to somebody else. That would give you a better chance.
         


         Sometimes at night he thought he could hear the howling of dogs. If real, and not simply a thing he imagined while he was waiting for sleep, the sound would be like the first howling he’d heard, and probably coming from the quarry. Abandoned mines and quarries were good places to keep prisoners or to bury them. You could fit a lot of people into a mine: put them in, station armed guards on the heights and blow up the entrance. And even more could be thrown into a disused quarry, although usually the intention there would be to free them at some stage because they’d remain visible.


         Nobody talked about the quarry and everybody knew. It had a long history. Since his return, the only time he’d heard it mentioned openly by anyone except his wife was when a stranger had laughed about it, saying in a whisper, ‘The divorce court where you don’t need to bother with lawyers.’


         


            *


         


         When he was a child, life was orderly. Parents were strict; indoors they told their children: Don’t keep rushing everywhere. Don’t jump around like that. Why are you laughing in that silly way? Be quiet. Outside the house they said: You’re making a spectacle of yourself. Everybody’s looking at you. Stop showing off.
         


         The teachers at school were also fairly uncompromising. They specialized in verbal castigation. Some of his friends preferred that. They knew how to defend themselves against it. He would rather have been strapped on the hands or whipped. That happened too, but none of it was too bad.


         He had two close friends who followed or led him into escapades that ranged from the hilarious to the terrifying. Because they were such a small group, and because they never did anything really bad, they had no worries about betrayal from within. His brothers and sisters didn’t know what he was up to and anyway they had secrets of their own that could be used against them if they told on him. So at the age when he was ready for adventure and adulthood, he and his two friends were climbing out of their houses at night and heading for the one place in the neighborhood where there were no rules: the abandoned quarry beyond the far side of town.
         


         Once, when still a boy, he’d been persuaded to spend a night there on his own. It was almost like the more usual dare to stay overnight in a haunted house, except that there was a big difference between fear of unknown other worlds and fear of unknown genuine trouble. At the time so many stories were in circulation about the place and what went on in it that the quarry exerted an attraction nicely balanced between dread and longing. They all knew, even as children, that it was where people went to meet each other unobserved, to plan robberies, to hand over stolen goods, to see men and women who were disapproved of and ‘to do it’. It was the latter activity that had become irresistibly fascinating to their imaginations. They wanted information. A prize had been selected: a ticket to something they also wanted desperately. He remembered that part only vaguely.


         He and his two friends turned up at their usual meeting place and began the long walk to the quarry. In those days there were several sets of stairs leading down to the bottom, where by daylight the ground looked like a riverbed in time of drought: gravelly, full of dried bushes, sand and patches of mud and water. The place was huge, with divisions of landscape like the ones you might see in a large park gone back to the wild: the narrow offshoot like a tree-lined canyon, the uneven ravine bulged with sloping rock faces that were tilted and stepped like the overlapping waves of a sideways-moving sea; the clearings surrounded by scrubby undergrowth, the big open plains.
         


         By luck they had chosen a cloudy night when the moon was full enough to allow some vision but not bright enough to make hiding impossible – just the sort of time and weather everyone wanted. And the ground was dry. His friends left him at a set of stairs covered by shadow. He’d agreed to meet them at dawn in the abandoned farm shack they used as a clubhouse.


         He started down the steps, remembering as he moved not to trust the rotting handrails nor to look for complete safety in the stone below and by his side. Where the walls and stairs were worn, they could be slippery, glassily polished; and the stone had a method – peculiar to itself and treacherous – of retaining or breathing out moisture.


         While he was undergoing his ordeal, his friends indulged in a midnight feast at their clubhouse. He expected that they’d be asleep when he got out but, because he’d promised, he did what they’d arranged: at three in the morning he climbed up the quarry stairs again and took the long walk back.


         The others hadn’t slept; they’d finished up the food and after that, all night long, they’d been telling stories. They wanted to hear everything. Without proof, naturally, they wouldn’t hand over the prize.
         


         He tried to tell them. As he talked, he grew less shocked, although there were some descriptions he didn’t even attempt, nor could he convey the absolute terror he’d felt – not just at the idea of being caught, but at the sight of what was happening in front of him. He’d witnessed all sorts of activity, much of which he didn’t even identify as sexual. He had looked on at gambling, knife fights, nakedness: men, women and children. There had been hundreds of people down there. Some groups had been peacefully eating and drinking around a fire – large parties, some of whose members would go off together into the straggly bushes and then drift back to the crowd. There had also been smaller gatherings where whatever went on was being forced on one or more people by others. No one interfered in any of the quarrels, which were loud. Yelling and screaming was ignored by the rest. Most people were drinking. As he talked about his adventure, it came to him that some of the bodies he’d stepped over and fallen against in an effort to remain hidden hadn’t been dead but simply drunk, or asleep, or both.


         His friends didn’t believe half of what he told them. But since there was no question that he’d been down in the quarry and had seen quite a lot of what they imagined must be going on there anyway, they let him have the prize, whatever it was.


         


            *


         


         The days were warmer, but the real spring wouldn’t come for over a month at the soonest and probably later than that. You could smell it in the air and feel it in the ground; that meant nothing. They could still have storms and weeks of freezing rain afterwards. Nevertheless, Peg-leg decided that the moment had come for him to move on. He announced his departure early one morning and said good-bye the same afternoon.
         


         All at once it seemed as if a period of disappointment had begun. He refused to imagine that they might be heading for a stretch of bad luck: after what they’d gone through already, that would be ridiculous, although the thought of it was always near.


         Until the aid workers brought new refugees and food-ration credits, they’d be living right at the edge. Without the extra bread, everyone felt nervous. Despite what they’d hoarded, most of their provisions were near exhaustion. Once the weather changed, transportation and travel in general would be easier. It was possible that that was what the authorities were waiting for.


         Good weather was also needed for planting and putting the house in order. All he’d really been able to do before the cold months was to make the place watertight and as warm as possible: to block the holes and board up the windows. A coat of fresh paint, whitewash and new windows would make the house look more normal again, less like a half-derelict construction behind which a family was barricaded.


         If you’d approached the district at night, it would have been like coming to a place that had the reputation of being haunted. All the houses still standing were like his, and some much worse.
         


         That was the prize, he remembered: for spending a night in the quarry – the reward was a ticket to a traveling fair. And he’d gone to the show they all called the Haunted House, which was actually named the House of Horrors. It was a collection of optical illusions and things that jumped out at you while you rode in the open car of a miniature train. The train carried a full load: children, parents, lovers, all laughing and shrieking. When you heard them calling out around the bend, you knew that there was something you should be prepared for. He’d whooped and cheered with the rest. He’d loved it. At no time was he so frightened as when he’d had to sit still and watch and be silent down in the quarry.


         His first experience of women had also taken place in the quarry. He was interested in two girls at school and another who worked in a bakery. He used to have daydreams about going out with them and about how much they’d let him do. His two friends were similarly plagued by futile dreaming. They were still trading lies and secrets when an older girl asked him if he’d like to come out on a picnic. He’d almost said no, not understanding that she’d used a code phrase. She’d been nice and hadn’t laughed at him. ‘At night,’ she’d explained. ‘You know. In the quarry. Have a couple of beers and cook some sausages over a fire.’ Then she’d smiled, seeing that he’d understood. He’d said yes. And that was the beginning: going back to the place of terror to become an initiate, learning to feel at ease and to belong to the crowd of people who went there.
         


         It didn’t change the way he thought about the two other girls at school and the one at the bakery. But after a while it began to influence the way they thought about him. Only after he’d acquired the reputation of taking a girl to the quarry did he become someone to whom younger girls felt they could entrust themselves, while their parents were sure that they could not.


         He was still in his teens when the quarry was declared out of bounds. First of all, several women were found murdered. Two were pregnant girls. Suspicion naturally fell on the man or men who might have fathered the unborn children. While investigations were still going on – and one man was already under arrest – more deaths occurred. The combination of methods used – strangling and knifing – suggested that more than one man was behind the crimes. The arrested suspect argued that despite his acquaintance with the dead girl he was supposed to have murdered, he hadn’t seen her in some time and wasn’t it likely that she’d been out at the quarry to meet another man who was the real father – or many men, who would pay cash for sexual intercourse, as a lot of people there did?


         More bodies were discovered, including those of two young boys. The arrested man was released. No one ever found out who was responsible for any of the deaths.


         After the killing of women and boys came the big fights between men. Family, religion, race and former nationality all helped to give the participants an incentive, as did the occasional winning or losing of some regional sports team at an important competition. Or the cause might simply have been the need to get into a fight.
         


         As soon as the first men were killed and others badly injured, the friends and families came out in force. More men died; some of the women formed a protest group and went out to try to stop the fighting. They were beaten up by both sides. Three of them were hauled off to the far end of the quarry and raped. After that, the police stepped in. They entered with guns against a mob that knew the lie of the land better than they did and, greatly outnumbering them, took their weapons and beat them to a pulp.


         The next stage was closure. The army took charge. Soldiers went down into the quarry, scoured every corner of it for human remains, broke and blasted the steps, railings and footholds from the rock face and removed the ladders. They used so much dynamite that no entrances remained, only a sheer drop from every point. The bad feeling they left behind quickly transferred itself back to the original sources of conflict. People thought, and said, that – as far as they were concerned – enemies didn’t live in foreign countries: they lived right down the road and on the other side of town.


         When the war began, there was plenty of hatred to call on. And once things were rolling, the few who had been neutral were sucked into the action. They became part of it. And then they hated, too.


         *


         They had three weeks of colds in the house. His theory was that the aid workers had brought sickness when they’d come to take the orphans away. One night the children got into a fight about something. There was screaming, shouting and crying – a general outpouring of misery and complaint that overwhelmed them all, including him and his wife. Afterwards he was tired to death. He woke up in the middle of the night and got out of bed. His wife turned over, murmuring, ‘What’s wrong?’
         


         He said, ‘I need some air.’ He moved to the window and pulled the cloth aside. A wild, ghostly pallor flooded down from a full moon high in the sky. His hook was on the sill, where he left it every night before going to bed. The light touched it, making it gleam. She hated the hook. It wasn’t that she was afraid of having him hurt her without meaning to if he rolled over in bed or flung out an arm in sleep. She just hated it anyway.


         He felt his way downstairs and stepped out into the night. Everything was caught up in the moon’s estranging glamor. He walked into the old orchard and roamed through the twisted alleyways. Long ago there had been a stone fountain near the center of the place, at least he thought he remembered something of the kind from his childhood, when the trees had belonged to a neighboring farm.


         He couldn’t find the fountain, nor any trace of stone or pipeline. He stopped walking. It seemed to him that everything was gone. The wonderful light threw a momentary allure over the dreary muddle of ruined landscape and buildings. But there was nothing worth looking at in daylight. Beauty had gone from the world and from their lives. The long delay of spring, the vanishing of the hope they had been given earlier in the year, made their poverty worse than before. What was left to offer a child like the one who had kissed his hand? When he thought of that sweet, inept gesture, he wanted to weep. But no tears came from him. That was gone, too.
         


         If only they could get through the war – that was what he used to think: if only they could get through it, everything would be all right. But it was beginning to seem to him that nothing would ever be right again.


         


            *


         


         He kept going to work every morning, as usual. The days were empty, companionless.


         Every crumb was counted as they waited for the next hand-out.


         The aid workers didn’t come back for another two weeks. When they did, they brought bedding, socks, mittens and food. A soldier who was traveling with them handed over a secret package of coffee, which he and his wife saved as if it were the gold of the fairy tales. Genuine gold was worth hardly anything any more and money was just paper. But coffee could get you out of trouble or buy you a favor. Sometimes coffee could even buy medicine. Cigarettes were also valuable, but not nearly so precious. All the soldiers still had cigarettes and matches. Coffee – even dried out, even ancient – was exquisite luxury.


         The next morning their refugee arrived – only one: an old woman whose name and age they were never told because no one knew anything about her. She was simply being preserved as an example of the aid workers’ goodness and proof that they were acting according to humanitarian principles. They’d given her a number.
         


         She was carried into the house and placed in the center of the only decent downstairs bed they still had.


         ‘Not there,’ his wife objected. ‘I know these old people. Their bladders work day and night. Put her over there. We’ll rearrange things as soon as we can.’


         The woman was shifted to a corner of the room where three of the children had been hanging around, full of curiosity about the aid people. As the workers lowered their burden to the floor, a stream of urine gushed from her; a steamy, stale odor filled the room. The children became hysterical, holding their noses and making sounds that imitated farts. One of the men who had helped to carry her muttered, ‘Christ, not again.’


         ‘See?’ his wife said. ‘I told you.’ She signed the paper held out to her. As she handed it back, she asked, ‘What can you tell me about her?’


         ‘Nothing. She doesn’t move but she isn’t paralysed. She’s old. Maybe she’s sick, maybe not.’


         ‘Does she talk?’


         ‘She makes noises. That’s all.’


         ‘We should get extra rations for this. Somebody’s got to keep cleaning her up all the time.’


         ‘You get what’s written down there.’


         ‘Well, we’ll do our best, but just look at her. I mean, she isn’t going to last long, no matter what we do for her. It looks like she’s had a stroke, anyway. Did a doctor see her before you loaded her into that cattle truck?’
         


         ‘Doctor?’ both the aid workers repeated. They laughed. One of them said, ‘When was the last time you saw a doctor, Professor?’


         The other one said, ‘I expect that would be Dr Houdini you’re referring to – we haven’t seen him around for quite a while.’


         The first one said, ‘I guess he’s done a disappearing act.’


         After the two of them had left the house, they could still be heard, faintly: laughing as they got back into their opensided van, banged the doors and started the engine.


         That evening he helped to move the beds. They had to keep the old woman downstairs, where the smell immediately began to infiltrate everything around her. His wife said, ‘We’ll never be able to get rid of her.’


         He answered in a low voice, ‘They’re sure to move her along soon. We aren’t qualified to deal with her.’


         ‘How qualified do you need to be to clean up piss and shit?’


         ‘In a real hospital they might be able to get her speech back.’


         ‘Oh my God, what for? Who’s got the time for that sentimental garbage? Look around you. It’s the children who need what this old biddy’s using up. She’s had her chance. And she had more than most – she must be a hundred if she’s a day. She’d better stop making that noise.’


         ‘She probably doesn’t know she’s doing it.’


         ‘It makes me feel like hitting her over the head.’


         ‘Don’t forget: we’re lucky to have a refugee with us.’


         ‘You don’t have to do the washing. Listen. There she goes again. Well, she can just lie in it. I’m not doing anything more till the kids are in bed.’
         


         


            *


         


         As he had feared, they went into a cold snap. It lasted nearly a week. All doors and windows had to be shut tight against the bitter daytime winds and the freezing nights. The old woman whined and groaned and the house reeked of her uncontrollable bodily emissions. Her mind might have been blocked by some unknown inner disaster, but the rest was without restraint. Whatever went in, came out. The stink reached every part of the house. After a while they began to taste it in the food they ate and even in the water they drank.


         ‘She’s as strong as a horse,’ his wife said. ‘She’ll last for ever.’


         ‘Hush,’ he whispered.


         ‘What for?’


         He’d been told that people who were immobile and unable to talk – even people who were in a coma – could sometimes still hear. If the woman knew what they’d been saying from her arrival onward, she’d be in a state of anguish.


         Outside the house the air was clear. He stayed away from home, going in to town or moving farther out into the country and working as long as he could, despite the cold.


         


            *


         


         Spring came at last, the real spring. Children who had hidden indoors for the past months came out to play. They formed gangs. Sometimes they took part in the ancient circle games and dances he’d grown up with. When he heard their voices from far away, he was reminded of his own childhood, his parents and the world that had been safe and happy before everything was smashed to pieces. But more often the games became like rehearsals for military activity. The gangs had leaders and bullies; the girls were excluded or beaten into submission. He could see the time coming when the older girls would be turned into whores until they became pregnant, after which their parents would throw them out of the house. And by that time the boys would have armed themselves with weapons to use against rival gangs; they’d already found tunes for the words they shouted as they strode back and forth, acting important. He didn’t like to see them marching: it made him think that everything was going to happen all over again. But, of course, it would.
         


         He concentrated on the vegetable garden, using the children as guards. They understood that their presence next to the newly dug and planted rows was essential. They never left the house except in a group, knowing that if anything were found to be missing at home, he or his wife would punish them for it after their return.


         Everyone stole. His main worry, especially during the night, was the food. No matter how they tried to disguise it, anyone could tell that they had plenty now: enough to eat and to save, as well as seeds, bulbs and roots in the ground. Three of their neighbors had similar gardens but you could never have too much and – as his wife pointed out – those were just the people who would be the first to try out a midnight raid on somebody else because they could always say that the stolen produce had come from their own place.
         


         The trees came into bud. People forgot their desire to have just one object that wasn’t chipped, cracked, worn, torn, broken, mended or secondhand. They’d been given a fresh beginning and their world felt transformed.


         The young ones longed for love and adventure while at the same time dealing in corruption and copying all the brutalities of their elders. They were busy trying things out. He took care to remain alert to what his own kids were getting up to, but it was impossible to keep all of them under control.


         He couldn’t even hold them down when they were at home. He used to step into the house to hear whispers and smothered, explosive giggles coming from the direction of the old woman’s bed. She’d be whimpering and moaning as usual. And he’d find them pushing things into her mouth, pinching her, driving pins into her arms, pretending to stab her in the eyes with a stick. ‘What are you doing?’ he’d roar at them, and they’d scatter. But they were always drawn back. In their minds she wasn’t human or even animal; she was an object – an object of amusement. Their favorite trick was to make her mew and cry in patterns, as if she were singing a song.


         He’d tried to explain things to them until he realized the true horror: they understood perfectly well that the old woman could still feel pain and that their actions were hurting and frightening her. That was what they liked. That was the essence of the enjoyment.


         If they behaved that way when they were young, what was their generation going to be like later? How would they treat ailing parents and grandparents or – when they had them – their own children? They had no respect for the weak and helpless: the old, the newly born, the sick, injured, crazed or blind. They accepted no responsibility for any of that. The young had been shown that even the strongest could die. They could see no point in prolonging the lives of the second-rate.
         


         


            *


         


         The spring was as lovely as in any year of peace. On some days it seemed like a season from an ancient age when all the world was beautiful, peopled by gods and goddesses.


         They thought for a while that things might be getting better. It was even possible, they imagined, that the fighting might come to a stop.


         They carried the old woman outdoors so that she could enjoy the fresh air. But her piteous whines and fearful gasps, her grunts and sighs, ruined the fine weather for them, just as when they were indoors she made the house unbearable. Feeble and miserable as she was, she seemed indomitable, whereas they were being worn down.


         ‘She’ll live for ever,’ his wife said. ‘She’ll probably outlive us.’


         One day he returned to the house for a bag of nails and a couple of hinges that were stored in the shed. On his way past the front door, he heard the old woman moaning. He stepped inside, where he found the children persecuting her again. He chased them out of the house and then went to the back, to collect what he’d come for. He crashed around in the cramped space, so angry for a moment that he had to stop and cover his eyes with his hands, thinking: Be careful. This is how people have accidents. Calm down.
         


         They were just young, he told himself; they would learn. They’d change, like everything else. As soon as there was a genuine political settlement, the economy would stabilize and there would be enough for everyone. There would be celebrations, feasts, the ritual marking of days and years. Children would enjoy being innocent again and cruelty would recede from their minds. That was his hope, although he now saw little evidence for continuing to believe it,


         In the distance he heard three of his children singing the alphabet song:


         The Queen of Dalmatia, whose name was Aspatia, arrived in a grand coach and four. She had footmen and flunkies and uniformed monkeys and pink pearls right down to the floor.
         


         They all sat down early and ate until late: pomegranates, pickles and pears; pasta, pies, parsnips and plump purple plums; peaches, pineapples and peas. Peacocks and partridges, pancakes and plaice; peppers and pretzels and palm trees. Prime poached, puce piglets and purest champagne that poured from the bottles like rain.
         


         The Prince of Pomander ate a live salamander. He grimaced and gargled and gagged. He’d done it by accident but it set a court precedent much admired in Shiraz and Baghdad.
         


         Oh, what delectable dishes they ate, from the lowliest up to the mighty and great. What speeches rang out through the old dining hall, what flirting and drinking and laughter went on. Oh, what a fine time they had, eating and talking and dancing away. All through the evening and into the dawn, everyone happy and glad. And the party went on the next day.
         


         The sound of their voices drew away his fury. But he thought that it wouldn’t be long now before they changed the nonsense rhymes to jingles that came close to the original obscenities of the old army version.


         


            *


         


         A military workforce came through with builders and engineers, leaving a restricted and unreliable telephone system and a low-level electricity supply that cut out just when you didn’t expect it to. They were becoming a part of the modern world again. They had bottled gas, kerosene and intermittent running water that wasn’t always safe to drink. They could get eggs, but not chickens, except on the black market. You could get anything there, so people said.


         Occasionally you could catch sight of the big dealers going by, usually in the evening. There were always two cars: the bodyguards up in the front of the first one, with the boss in the back seat, sometimes accompanied by a henchman, and – in the second car – the women, in fur coats and diamonds and face paint you could see from a distance. They and their friends continued to do business without bothering most people; their fights were all with others of their own kind. Among the ordinary populace the general feeling was that they were providing a service no government was yet able to offer. Of course it was also true that if you went against them, they shot you; but everyone knew that. They were predictable and therefore less of a threat than, say, a roving band of deserters – that was the sort of thing that made everyone nervous, even the crooks.
         


         By the time the leaves were out on the trees, his wife was saying that she’d rather live in a work camp than keep the old woman with them.


         ‘What are we going to do without the extra rations?’ he asked.


         ‘I don’t know. And I don’t care. If you want her here, you can take care of her.’


         ‘I’m working already.’


         ‘Who isn’t?’


         ‘I don’t understand why she doesn’t die. She’s in such a bad state.’


         ‘She’s alive because she’s being treated like royalty in this house.’


         ‘I guess if she died, we’d be issued with another refugee. One that would be easier to look after.’


         ‘Don’t you believe it. People like us have taken over the work of the hospitals. But this is beyond anything. If I ever set eyes on another one like this, I’ll just let her lie there. We don’t even have hygienic surroundings. They couldn’t have expected her to last more than a couple of days. She should have died a long time ago.’


         They stopped talking and stared at the woman, who no longer had even the look of someone who should be pitied. She was repulsive. She was the only one in the house who had a bed to herself although, God knew, nobody would want to use it after her. When she finally died, they’d have to burn it. Except that they wouldn’t. They’d put the next refugee into it.
         


         ‘You do it,’ his wife said. ‘It’s your job.’


         Over the next few days he found himself thinking at odd moments that it would benefit everyone, including the old woman, if he got rid of her; such a killing would be what was called ‘humane’, ‘an act of compassion’, or ‘putting her out of her misery’.


         It was even possible that the blubbering, whining noises she made were an attempt to ask someone to dispatch her rather than let her continue in bondage to her irreparably damaged body.


         And maybe not. Perhaps she was just saying: Feed me, love me, pity me, make me well again: help me. But he’d seen plenty of hospitals where there were patients who just kept repeating, ‘Oh God, let me die.’ And they’d meant it. Lots of people felt like that. He could imagine feeling that way himself.
         


         He didn’t want to hurt her. That wouldn’t be right. None of their troubles, including her own condition, could be considered her fault and certainly not the war, nor the system of refugee housing.


         He didn’t want to get caught, either. How could he dispose of her safely and painlessly? He thought about that during the next week and over the following months as the summer came and then reached its height and even with all the boards taken off the windows and the doors standing open, the oily tang of urine and the fulsome, barnyard stench of excrement reached every corner and expanded, ballooned, pulsated in the air. You could choke on it from the next room.
         


         One day he realized that all day long he’d been thinking: I hope I don’t die like that. Pretending to himself that his feelings were nobler than they were, he asked himself how she could want to go on living. It would be doing her a kindness to put an end to her.
         


         He remembered his friends, so young and full of exuberance, who were now dead while a rotting piece of senility like this lived on. The mere fact of it enraged him. And the next moment, it filled him with sorrow. This thing had had a mother once. Once upon a time, a young woman had cradled a baby in her arms and looked lovingly down into its face; and it was to become this pitiable wreck.


         Somebody should just hit her on the head with a shovel. He didn’t want to do it himself. But if his wife did it, he’d accept it.


         His wife wouldn’t do it. She’d told him straight to his face that it was his responsibility. It was something he was just going to have to carry out without thinking: like breaking the neck of an injured animal.


         


            *


         


         The summer went by and the warm days of September. The crops were better than they had hoped for. They were able to save up towards the coming months. They were eating well for the first time that year; but their good fortune was spoiled by the old woman’s presence.


         It was bad enough in the warm weather when they could open the windows. What was it going to be like if she had to spend a whole winter with them?
         


         Of course someone in her condition couldn’t last much longer. He didn’t think so, anyway. But his wife said, ‘That old bag is just the kind who’ll go on for another ten years, sucking it in at one end and pumping it out at the other.’ He didn’t like to hear her talk like that but he knew that her derision was a sign that she was looking for a fight. It was better to let her talk and not to make any comment.


         ‘We’ve got to get rid of her,’ she told him. ‘We could get her out of the house and keep on drawing the rations.’


         ‘Suppose they want to see her?’


         ‘We could produce somebody. I heard of a case where five families lived off one old crone like this. They just moved her from house to house when the aid workers came around. It would be even easier here. You just give one of the officials a percentage.’


         ‘And wind up in jail.’


         ‘Not if you know the right ones. I could fix it. Just get her out of here.’


         The rains began, followed by the first frost and then, near the end of October, a week of mild weather that was springlike, almost summery. And suddenly, with the warmth, there was an outbreak of killing. As usual, there were some strangled girls, either pregnant or raped, but a lot more of the victims were children. He and his wife reminded the kids to be wary of strangers and over-friendly people. From the snake-eyed silence with which the advice was received, he began to suspect that many of the perpetrators were also children. That was certainly possible: war had awakened in the general population a readiness to kill. In any place where troops had gone through, there were always more corpses than seemed normal. Wherever there might have been hand-to-hand combat you could get away with it. People settled their quarrels as soon as they saw the first uniform go by.
         


         His wife would do it if she had to. Even if she didn’t have to. If she thought she could escape detection, she’d do it for a cup of sugar. It meant nothing to her.


         How much did he mean to her himself? She still needed him, but he was damaged. As soon as other, able-bodied and younger men arrived back – on leave after a temporary cease-fire or with the occupying and peacekeeping forces or, should it ever be possible, at the end of the fighting – she might start looking around for something better. He had no idea now what she was like except that he feared she might be turning into someone who was stronger than he was and who eventually wouldn’t have any use for him.


         ‘I’m not going through a winter with that lump of disease in the house,’ she told him.


         ‘She isn’t sick. She’s old.’


         ‘She’s sick. I don’t want the children to catch it.’


         It was the children who brought everything in: colds, influenza, fevers, lice, bugs, fleas, skin diseases.


         ‘We’ve got to get rid of her.’


         ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I agree. But we can’t make it look like an accident if she can’t move, can we? And if it doesn’t look natural, they’ll get us for it.’


         ‘She just has to stop breathing, that’s all.’


         ‘It’ll show.’


         ‘Then it’s got to be the quarry.’
         


         ‘What does that mean?’


         ‘That’s what everybody else has been doing. Not just our neighborhood. Everyone in the district.’


         ‘Oh? Where did you hear that?’


         ‘I keep my ears open.’


         So do I, he thought. He still hadn’t heard anything definite about the quarry other than the occasional hushed joke. And he’d assumed that the black-market traders would have been using it for payoffs and assignations if there had been any way to get in and out. There were rumors, but all of them seemed to refer to what had gone on before the fighting.
         


         ‘They’ve been taking their refugees to the quarry, throwing them in and saying that they ran away. Nobody can get out down there. It’s sealed.’


         ‘And if somebody finds them? If the aid workers get to know about it?’


         ‘Listen. This is the way it works: you take your refugees out there and throw them in. If you hit them on the head first, they don’t last long and they can’t tell anybody their names. You go back home and say they moved off, looking for more food or trying to trace their cousins, or something like that. Then you get new ones. All the aid agencies have is their names – they don’t have time to make a record of anything else. Nobody official is going to remember what any of them look like. We aren’t supposed to have them more than a couple of months, anyway.’


         ‘But we aren’t supposed to kill them.’


         ‘You don’t have to kill anybody. Once they’re in the quarry, the rest of the bunch in there take care of things. They’d probably eat anybody healthy who just fell in. That’s what I think happened to that missing boy – I think some of his friends pushed him in for fun and the quarry people ate him.’
         


         ‘That’s ridiculous.’


         ‘Well, there isn’t any food down there.’


         ‘But they aren’t animals.’


         ‘They’re starving, injured and sick. They see a nice, clean, well-fed young child alone and unprotected among hundreds of them – are you serious? They’d roast him on a spit.’


         ‘Hundreds?’


         ‘That’s what I hear. Well, to start out with. Dozens, maybe. The rest will be corpses now. And bones. So. You get her out there and I tell everybody: her health improved so much that she just walked out on us.’


         ‘The kids would be spilling the beans to everybody and his grandmother. They’d think it was funny.’


         ‘I’ll handle the kids,’ she said. ‘That’s my department.’


         He set off to walk to the quarry. He hadn’t been there since before the war, when he’d lived in his parents’ house on the other side of town. From his own place it wasn’t far. It wouldn’t take long.


         As he walked, he thought about his wife. Where had she really heard those things? Women sometimes kept a piece of news away from the men of a community just as the men did from the women, but the problem of refugees was one that affected everyone. And surely the children would be talking about the quarry, if the story were true.
         


         He could understand that something of the kind might happen. The time for pity and humanity was during and right after the shooting and bombardment: after the savagery of fighting. As soon as a year or so had gone by, the injured became a burden. But despite the lack of policing, and the makeshift nature of organizations in the district, people wouldn’t feel safe committing such atrocities unless they thought they couldn’t get caught. And the only reason they might feel that was if the aid agencies were in on some sort of swindle with them: handing the regular food ration to the families and dumping the refugees into the quarry to rot.


         That made sense. And in that case, it would mean that she’d heard it from the man who kept giving her the cigarettes. So, had she been seeing him on the side? She was pregnant again, too. Was she pregnant by the other man? Was she in love?


         *


         The wind was behind him as it usually was if you were heading out of town from that point. That was why the quarry, the slaughterhouse and the tannery were all in the same general area. And it was another reason why his parents’ house, now gone, had been in a better location than his and why his first long trek to the quarry had seemed such an adventure.


         Despite the direction of the wind, as soon as he was close enough to see the outcrops of rock that marked the quarry boundary, he became aware of the smell: it was sporadically evident, moving in single, fugitive wafts and then the occasional full gust.
         


         He circled the place, looking down. All the people he could see at the far end were entirely without clothes or shoes. They lay separately and most of them appeared to be dead but during his inspection one figure gave signs of consciousness. As he continued to walk, he caught sight of another: a man, wrapped in a few strips of cloth, who raised his head, crawled forward a few feet and lay down again. A crowd of noisy birds circled overhead. They landed near the bodies and flew back up, to come down at a different spot. A few desultory groans reached him: it was impossible to tell where they came from.


         All at once he heard children’s voices. Ahead of him, among the brushwood and scrub running up to the lip of the quarry, stood a girl and a boy: the girl no older than six and the boy possibly about four. They were throwing something down to one of the people below. He caught the girl’s words: ‘bread’ and later – triumphantly – ‘blanket’. A dark shape rose into the air and disappeared from view.


         He wrapped his handkerchief around his hook and crept closer. The children were so preoccupied that they didn’t notice. He was right on top of them before they saw him. The boy screamed. The girl whirled around and stared, ready to run.


         In an easy, conversational tone he said, ‘Do you know somebody down there?’


         ‘Anna,’ the boy answered.


         ‘Is she your mother?’


         ‘She’s our friend. She takes care of us.’
         


         The girl pointed off into the bushes, and said, ‘We found a ladder, but it’s too heavy.’


         ‘He could lift it,’ the boy told her.


         He said, ‘I know those ladders. They’re old. They’ve rotted. You’d hurt yourself on them. Haven’t your parents told you to stay away from here?’


         Both children looked down. The girl mumbled, ‘We hear them crying.’


         ‘Well,’ he said vaguely, ‘I’ll see what I can do. But you’d better go home now. Nobody’s safe here. And remember to keep away from the ladders. You could fall in there yourselves, you know. Go on.’ He moved his good hand in an outward sweep. They stood still for a few moments, looked at each other and then ran.


         He stepped forward to the quarry itself and peered over the drop. A middle-aged woman was standing directly below him, looking up. She was wrapped in the blanket the children had thrown down. ‘Please,’ she called up. ‘For God’s sake.’


         Behind her stood a young woman, the only person he’d yet seen in the place who had on any clothes other than rags. She was not simply fully dressed: she was magnificently attired for the evening in sumptuous garments, the like of which hadn’t been seen since before the war – a long, silky gown and a little velvet jacket with elbow-length sleeves. Her shoes, one of which was just visible beneath the hem of her dress, were of satiny black with an arrow-shaped stripe of some glittering substance at the front: metal or beads. Like the older woman, she was eating food from a piece of paper. There was no indication that anything had been taken by force; the two were evidently friends or had become allies through circumstance.
         


         The older woman limped a step nearer. As she tightened her hand on the blanket he could see that she wore some kind of dark shift, possibly underclothing borrowed from her friend. ‘Please,’ she called out again, more desperately. Behind her the young woman crumpled up and threw away the piece of paper that had held the food. She made a graceful, swinging move forward, like the first step of a dance. ‘Please,’ she repeated. Her voice was stronger and fuller but also smoother and sweeter than the other woman’s. As she spoke, she put her hands to the front of the dress underneath her jacket and pulled the material apart, showing him her breasts. ‘Please,’ she insisted, so softly that he could hardly catch the sound. It was as if he stood right next to her, close enough to touch, transfixed by her large, dark eyes, the kissing shape of her mouth after speech had left it, the beautiful breasts that she covered again.


         ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


         ‘Maria.’


         ‘And you’re Anna?’ he said to the older woman. She nodded. ‘What’s wrong with your leg?’


         ‘It happened when they threw me in.’


         ‘Could you climb a ladder?’


         ‘Yes. But soon, please. Every hour we’re weaker. We don’t dare to fall asleep at the same time.’


         He looked at Maria again. Her eyes held his, but she didn’t add any words to what her gesture had already promised in return for rescue. He said, ‘I’ll try,’ and turned away.
         


         He followed the direction the little girl had indicated. After beating the undergrowth and shrubbery for a while, he found the ladder. It was old but long enough to reach to the bottom of the pit from one of the lower sides. Several rungs were missing, although the long sections looked all right; in some places they had been reinforced with metal. He kicked the wood. He tried its weight. He thought that he’d be able to get Maria out if he came back and put three more rungs in. He’d bring a rope too, in case they had to tie Anna to the lower rungs and haul her up that way. It would be easy if they had a car or a tractor or a horse – or any of several other things nobody had any more.


         He didn’t go back to look at them. Anything could happen between then and the next day. The ladder, for instance, might belong to a gang that was still using the place for smuggling or secret meetings, in spite of the gruesome recent addition of the living graveyard. He might return and find the ladder gone. The children’s parents could be there, lying in wait for him, ready to deal with anyone who knew what they had done to the pleasant, gray-haired refugee who had been working as a nursemaid to their children.


         He’d do what he had promised: he’d try. And they’d wait where they were, knowing that he’d expect them to be in the same spot when he came back.


         A few drops of rain spattered down as he made his way home. At first he thought that he’d misjudged the hour and that the darkening sky meant an early evening, but the rain convinced him that he still had time to do everything: collect his toolbox, pick up some clothes and find the ropes he kept coiled in the corner cupboard to the right of the sink. The longest rope would certainly be enough. And there were two shorter ones.
         


         As he walked, he scanned the houses in the distance. One of them would be the place where the two children lived. He wondered how the women in the quarry would be able to stand the cold and wet in a downpour. Thinking about the older woman reminded him of the old woman at home. What was he going to do with her now? If he hadn’t met the children and Anna and Maria, he’d have taken a quick look, come back at night and just shoved her over. But he’d have needed to borrow a car from somewhere, so maybe he’d have postponed any action till then.


         The rain passed by. He came to the lane that led to his house. He’d have to think up something to tell his wife. He’d say that he’d decided to do what she’d been asking, and get rid of the old woman. So, he’d gone to the quarry. But there was a woman and … her daughter … who had been tricked, robbed and thrown in there with the others. And he was going to get them out. They could work in the house. They could take care of the children. And if she didn’t like it, she could get out, because she sure as hell didn’t do much herself nowadays. All she did was smoke black-market cigarettes one after the other.


         He stepped over the threshold. The whimpers of the old woman started up as if renewing themselves in increasing frequency. And the smell was there. But his wife wasn’t at home. And the children were out; they ought to have been back in the house at that hour. Maybe they were at a neighborhood party or walking home from a soccer game or doing work somewhere in order to earn extra money. But now it really was beginning to get dark and he didn’t like the girls to stay out late unless they were with friends. Had his wife taken them all somewhere without telling him beforehand – had she left him? She wouldn’t be able to manage on her own. And what man would take on a woman who had all those kids?
         


         He heard another noise above the sounds of the old woman: the cries of someone in pain. They came from one of the back rooms where some of the children slept. He hurried towards the noise. Long before he reached the door, he must have recognized the grunts and moans for what they were. And as soon as he knew, he should have stopped, gone away to think, and laid a trap. But he didn’t miss a step. He didn’t seem to think at all, although something must have been taking place in his mind because he speeded up, going faster towards the door and not bothering to walk quietly. So, even though he had surprise on his side, they would have heard his approach before he came through the door.


         He pulled the aid worker off his wife, swiped him across the side of the head with his hook and when the man produced the knife he’d reached for, jumped on the bed and started to kick him in the belly. His wife scrabbled around for the fallen knife. He slammed her in the face. Blood gushed from her nose and she fainted. He turned back to the man, but not fast enough.
         


         He saw the fist coming at him, right in front of his face.


         


            *


         


         He woke with a headache worse than any hangover he’d ever had. The night sky was above him, irradiated by a half moon. Someone was bending over him: a woman – a beautiful woman. Maria.


         He was in the quarry.


         As soon as he understood where he was, he could smell the pungent reek: coming from all around him, especially from a large, lumpy shape lying on the ground ahead of him.


         ‘Are you badly hurt?’ Maria asked. ‘Can you understand what I’m saying?’


         He felt his jaw and tested the action of his limbs. He was still in his clothes and boots, but his hook was gone. He wondered if it had been lost during the fall. Of course not; it had to be unscrewed. He was lucky that they hadn’t beaten the other half out of the bone; that could help to identify him, if anyone ever wanted to take the trouble.


         He was sore, but that was all. No bones were broken, not even his jaw, and he still had his teeth. All the pain – except for his head – came from bruising, nothing more.


         ‘They were in a hurry,’ she told him. ‘They threw the old woman over first. You fell right on top of her, with your arm under your head. Otherwise, you’d probably be dead.’


         ‘This is the sandy side,’ he said. ‘Everybody knows that. They must have been scared. Or lazy. They must have known the fall might not kill me.’


         A shadow moved behind Maria: Anna, still wrapped in her blanket. She sat down on the ground next to him, and sighed, saying, ‘What difference does it make? We can’t get out. You might be better off if you’d broken your neck.’
         


         ‘They had a car,’ Maria said. ‘We heard it. I came over here to look. Anna stayed where we’d seen you in the afternoon.’


         ‘How long ago did this happen?’


         ‘Ten minutes, no longer.’


         He sat up, thinking: Thank God I haven’t been here for a week and lost my strength. The clothes and boots were a help, but not necessary. The missing hook was more important; without it he felt somehow unsure of his balance.
         


         He told them about the stone steps that used to lead from the top. The stairs that went down to gravel and the ones that ended on solid stone had been left with projections and rough edges. The ones that led from stone still contained a long middle section of steps. Going up from gravel the stairs were more destroyed and higher, but less dangerous if you fell. It was a question of weighing advantage against disadvantage. He chose the stone. The women disagreed with him. He said, ‘We’ll see what it’s like first.’


         They walked across the quarry in the moonlight, Maria stepping daintily in her party shoes, Anna limping behind. Halfway over to the other side, someone began to follow them. He stopped to chase the intruder away. Anna said, ‘Most of them are quiet till near the end, when they start to go crazy. That gives them a burst of energy every once in a while.’ When the same form scuttled back, he turned around and kicked out at it. No one bothered them after that.


         He put his hand on the rock face; it was cold but not wet. He wiped his hand on his trousers. He considered taking his boots off and decided against it. He longed for his hook.
         


         ‘Stand back while I’m climbing,’ he told the women. ‘If I get out, I’ll come back to where they threw me over the side. And I’ll try to find the car. If I don’t come back, I’ll be dead.’


         


            *


         


         The first part of the climb was easy. At the still almost complete mid-section, he went up the steps without hesitation. Only after that did the ordeal begin, as he moved across jutting spars and ledges that broke under his weight, or leaned close to the rock wall to catch his breath and slow his heartbeat, only to find that the stone now seemed moist and slippery. He was running with sweat and gasping for air. His head felt ready to burst and he began to tremble. In the half-light his sense of distance was distorted so that he mistook shadow for solid ground. Pieces of rock crumbled away beneath him as he tried to find a safe place to stand and rest. But the longer he struggled, the clearer it became that there wasn’t going to be any rest. He couldn’t go back: he would never be able to repeat any stretch of the climb, much less do it again from the beginning; the trail was collapsing – erasing itself as he moved. This was the test that was like life: you went through it once and that was your only chance.


         He was afraid that his muscles were going to go into spasm or to lock without warning but he couldn’t turn the other way because there wasn’t room. Don’t do something sudden out of desperation, he thought. Just keep going.
         


         He couldn’t believe that he was going to make it to the top. He would have lost hope if he hadn’t remembered that there were other people counting on him. Trying to remain calm, he forced himself to go on. For a while it seemed to him that he was gaining and losing, only to stay in the same place. Then he made some progress. The idea of stopping, and of looking down, began to pull at him. He wanted to look back even though he knew that that would be the end. He kept on.
         


         As he reached for the top, he lunged ahead and up, getting his hand, his good arm and a leg over the edge of the stone shelf. He rolled forward, pressing himself to the security of free ground. Behind him another section of rock slipped downward and fell with a crash to the quarry floor.


         This time he looked back, to see if the others were all right. They were both standing where he’d told them to. Maria was clapping her hands. He waved.


         


            *


         


         Everything was clear and dreamlike in the moonlight. He moved with a steady pace. If he hadn’t felt strange, he would have liked to run. Anyone who saw him would have thought there was nothing wrong, but he knew that something peculiar was happening to him. Being knocked out, and then landing in the quarry, might have shaken up his head. Maybe he had a concussion. He’d have to worry about that later.


         He had a strong sense of the unreality of everything he looked at. He was also uncannily aware of being protected. Later he’d imagine that there had been a giant hand above him. At the moment it was simply a presence.


         This time, he thought, he wouldn’t make the mistake of charging through the front door and on into the back room, if that was still where they were. If his wife had sent the children away for the afternoon, they’d be at home again now. And the man might have moved on; with the opportunities of a job like his, he probably had several women in the district. Or maybe not. Perhaps his wife’s pregnancy was a sign that the man was committed to her.
         


         As he neared the house he inspected all the overgrown fences, the broken-down walls, the disused paths. He was looking for the car. He had to wait until he was closer.


         The car was parked outside the house. It had been positioned at the back, so that no passerby would be tempted to steal it, but it was right next to the door, to save its owner time and to keep him from getting wet if it rained.


         He crept along the side of the house to the tool shed, pulled the loose plank away and reached in under the shelf where he kept an extra knife. It was still there, in its sheath. The ax was in its place, too, up under the slope of the shed roof over the woodpile. He stuck the knife down his boot and carried the ax in his hand.


         Which part of the house would they be in? Not in the back room this time; the children would be in that bed. And not where the old woman’s bed had stood; he could see the mattress sagging against one of the trees. They’d be upstairs, in his own bed.


         He got in through a window, climbed the stairs stealthily, tiptoed beyond the other room where the children would be sleeping, and stopped outside the bedroom. He tried the door. It moved forward under his hand; they hadn’t turned the key because they’d thought that he was safely disposed of.
         


         He could hear them inside, breathing in sleep.


         He pushed the door wide, snapped on the light with his elbow, stepped forward and swung the ax down on the back of the man’s head. Then he pulled out the knife. The sight of the woman – her face partly covered by a white mask – brought him to a halt. He didn’t know who she was. For an instant he wondered if he’d gone out of his mind, or if he’d entered the wrong house by mistake and just imagined all the rooms to be familiar in the half-dark and moonlight. Had a strange couple been invited over for the night?


         She made a sound and opened her eyes. He realized that what she was wearing was a large bandage. He must have broken her nose when he’d hit her earlier in the evening.


         He dropped the knife on the bed, pulled her by the hair and got her neck into the crook of his arm. He picked up the knife again. She hadn’t even had time to scream. ‘Where’s the hook?’ he demanded. She tried to speak. He released his grip slightly.


         She said, ‘It wasn’t my idea. I didn’t want to –’


         ‘Where is it?’ he repeated. ‘Quick. Or I’ll take one of your eyes out.’ He pushed the knife forward at her.


         ‘It’s gone.’


         ‘Where?’


         ‘I threw it out. He said to.’


         ‘Where?’


         ‘In the garbage.’


         ‘Outside?’
         


         ‘No. Still in the bag. Under the sink.’


         He said that they’d go there together and not to make any noise. She wanted to talk. He tightened his grip, pulled her out of the bed and forced her to walk in front of him. As he dragged her from under the covers he saw her eyes go to the man and the ax. She began to moan. He told her to shut up. She started to cry. ‘Quiet,’ he said. ‘If you wake the kids, I’ll kill you.’


         ‘I won’t do anything,’ she whispered. She breathed fast, choking. He loosened his hold on her.


         ‘I didn’t want anything to happen to you,’ she said. ‘I did it for the food and cigarettes. I –’


         ‘Move,’ he hissed, shoving her forward.


         When they arrived in the kitchen, he made her point out the bag that contained the hook. With the knife still in his hand he lifted the bag out of the pail and dumped it into the sink. ‘Find it,’ he told her.


         That was the moment where he almost relented: when, pressing her forward and still gripping her neck in his arm, he saw her hands shake uncontrollably as they searched through the eggshells and the rotten ends of cabbage leaves. He felt such pity at the sight that he almost let her go. The next instant, she had the hook and she was trying to twist around, to reach up and stick it into his face, at the same time kicking backward at him. The trembling had been caused by hope, not fear.


         He lifted her off her feet, threw the knife away and brought his hand forward to press more tightly into her neck. He squeezed as hard as he could until her body relaxed and – as far as he could tell – her breathing stopped, but she could be pretending. He waited. And afterwards, to make sure, he chopped the back of her neck with the side of his hand. He wasn’t going to leave anyone half-dead. No prisoners, no survivors, no ghosts: that was what his friends used to say.
         


         He moved her to a chair and ran some water over the hook, cleaned it with the towel by the sink and screwed it back into its socket.


         From then on, he worked as if he had actually planned everything, knowing how much time he could save by doing which thing first. He went through the neatly folded clothes that had been placed on the bedroom chair. He found car keys, identification, a notebook and jewelry. He removed a watch, a heavy gold bracelet and neck chain, a large gold ring with an eagle stamped on it. He put the keys in his pocket. The shoes and knife were under the side of the bed.


         He retrieved the ax from the body, wiped it on the man’s trousers, looked at the shoes to determine whether or not they’d fit anyone he knew, and decided to sell them. He threw them – with the knife, the papers and notebook and jewelry – into the man’s shirt, tied the arms to make a bundle and stuck it under the bed. Then he wrapped the trousers around the man’s head and carried him out to the car. On the way back to the front of the house, he collected a hammer, saw, screwdriver, nails, screws and bolts and a lamp. He left them all on the front seat and returned to the house for two of the ropes and the ax, which he’d stood in a corner.


         He pulled the nightdress off his wife, looked it over for bloodstains and dropped it into the laundry pile. He carried her outside and slung her into the back seat of the car, on top of the man. The ax and ropes went into the front with the rest of the tools. He wanted to stop but he didn’t dare. As soon as the wish for sleep crossed his mind, he knew how close he was to complete exhaustion.
         


         He looked around the kitchen to see if he’d forgotten anything that should be hidden or cleaned. His eye fell on the man’s coat – an extremely beautiful and expensive-looking leather coat hanging on the back of the door. In an inside pocket there was a pistol. How had that gone unnoticed by the children?


         He went through the other pockets quickly, pulling out an unused handkerchief, an open pack of cigarettes, a wad of money, a spare magazine for the gun, a map and an address book. He himself would never have gone to another room and left such treasures unguarded. A couple of empty bottles and two glasses on the table might have explained such carelessness. They’d been drunk. After what they’d been through earlier in the evening, they’d undoubtedly taken to the bottle, starting as they bandaged his wife’s nose, continuing during the struggle to drag him and the old woman into the car and then pausing while they had to deal with the return of the children to the house. Perhaps they’d made the kids drunk too, to be sure that there would be no interruption, and no awakenings when they were away from the house. They’d both go, of course; each to see that the other did what should be done.


         He kept the pistol on him. The rest of the things he put under the bed upstairs, except for the coat, which he took out to the car. He threw it over the two in the back seat. It was too dangerous to keep, no matter how much it was worth. To sell the car – and the shoes and jewelry – would be easy A dead man’s coat was another matter.
         


         He released the brake and pushed the car away from the house. He didn’t think a short distance would be much use in disguising the noise of the engine starting up, but after having made so many mistakes earlier, he didn’t want to ruin everything now. He was already so tired that he was forgetting things: he was behind the wheel, the car moving, when he remembered that he’d meant to bring the two women another blanket and his wife’s coat.


         He drove to the quarry without seeing anyone and, he hoped, without being seen.


         Before anything else, he heaved the two bodies over the side. He tore the bandage from his wife’s face and threw the sticky ball of gauze and adhesive into the bushes before he let her drop down. The man went after that, with the trousers still knotted around his head.


         He leaned over the edge. ‘Are you down there?’ he called softly.


         Maria’s voice came back: ‘Is that you?’


         ‘I’ve got a car and some ropes. The ladder’s got to be a last resort. You’re going to have to do most of the work.’


         *


         They washed, changed their clothes and sat down to a meal. The children were sleeping so soundly that he was sure his guess was right: they’d been given something to keep them quiet. In the morning he’d give them another kind of sedative: he’d tell them a story. This time the fiction would be about their mother and a strange, bad man and – unlike the tales of kings and princesses – no one would ask to hear it a second time.
         


         Maria had a story, too. She said right at the beginning – that first night – that she was going to tell him all the information he’d ever want to know about her; he’d never have to question her again and he shouldn’t try to interrupt, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to get through to the end. In the half-dark before dawn she spoke in a hoarse whisper so hurried that he couldn’t have stopped her anyway.


         She was at school when the town she lived in had been caught in a daylight attack. Her first thought was to find her sister. Her sister was in one of the upper grades composed entirely of girls because the boys had been taken into combat.


         She’d fled from her classroom only to encounter soldiers raising their guns at her. Grenades came through the windows. One of her friends, standing next to her, was shot in the face and fell to the floor without making a sound, the back of her head blown out against the wall. There was panic in all the corridors. Soon everyone was screaming and pushing. She ran into the gymnasium, where she climbed up an exercise rope that hung from one of the beams, then pulled the rope up after her and hid in the rafters. When the rest of the school took refuge in the gym, followed by the soldiers, she was perfectly placed to see the massacre that followed and, after she turned her head away, to hear it. That was what she said she kept remembering – not anything she’d seen, but what she’d heard: all the different sounds of fear and pain and the laughter: the sound of men laughing at suffering. Her position wasn’t so safe a few hours later when the retreating troops set fire to the building. And when she got out alive – even without injury – and reached home, all her mother had had to say to her was, ‘Where’s your sister?’ Much later, at the height of an argument about Maria’s racketeer boyfriend, her mother had shouted, ‘If only you’d been the one to die and not your sister. Why couldn’t it have been you?’ That was the reason, Maria said, why she’d left home.
         


         He still thought that once they’d concocted a good story, he should have gone straight to the house where the two children lived: to install Anna there, drive the parents back to the quarry and throw them in. When the girl and boy woke in the morning, Anna could have told them that the fairies had come to take the parents away and that they’d left her in their place. But Anna had said no and anyway, by the time they’d managed to get her to the top of the rock face, all three of them were at the end of their strength.


         He’d wanted to go after Maria’s lover, too – the man who had seduced her, taken her out on wild sprees with his black-market friends, indirectly caused her family to disown her and – undoubtedly – had been planning to turn her into a whore: he’d driven her out to the quarry at night; she knew what it was but he’d told her that the place represented a part of their country’s history that no one was ever going to record, so she ought to see it. It shouldn’t upset her: the people down there deserved to be there; they had all transgressed in some way. Maria had found herself having to live up to her reputation – based on her looks – for being tempestuous as well as sensual. She’d said: sure, she wasn’t scared. He’d parked the car near the edge, pulled her out, made her look over and had asked her if she could see the rats. And then he’d said: what the hell had she wanted to go and get herself pregnant for? What use was she going to be to him now, and anyway didn’t she know he was married? Of course he had a wife; everybody did. You got married the first time so she’d say yes and all the other times afterwards, you just promised it. Why didn’t she know that? Everybody else knew. And now he’d had all the trouble of breaking her in without getting his money’s worth because she was just a dumb farm girl after all.
         


         He’d slapped her. She’d taken a step back. He’d called her obscene names. He’d hit her again, this time on the other side of her face, and then advanced on her. As she took the next step back, she turned to see how close to the edge she was and while she was still trying to protect herself rather than thinking of attacking him, he made a rush at her and pushed her quickly several times, until she went over.


         The moment when she realized that she was falling – she wouldn’t describe it except to say that it was worse than the moment when she knew that she’d never get out. From above her he’d shouted, ‘And you can stay there.’


         It would have been simple to find the man. Maria could remain unseen and point him out; it would be easy to kill him.
         


         ‘Let’s see if he comes around saying it was all a joke,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll kill him myself. But those people he runs around with are pretty rough. They’ll probably take care of him.’


         ‘Unless they come after me.’


         ‘No. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that. As far as they’re concerned, there isn’t any connection. And he’ll probably think he was so drunk that he dreamt it.’


         After a few days went by, it was too late: he no longer had the readiness, nor the high sense of righteousness, to take revenge. He wanted peace; and to begin life again, with Maria. She wasn’t in love with him but that was something he didn’t have to think about at the moment. He loved. And that was enough. As long as Anna stayed with them, Maria would probably be satisfied. Anna had replaced mother and sister; he was a substitute for the lover and possibly also the father.


         As it turned out, they couldn’t find anyone who had seen Maria’s lover since the night he’d been out at the quarry with her. But they decided that if any questions came up, Anna would say she’d heard a rumor that the man had killed an aid worker and the married woman he was sleeping with: because the two men were in some kind of smuggling racket together and the woman was sleeping with them both and didn’t know which one was the father of her unborn child.


         Their other enemies were in plain view. One day Anna and Maria went shopping in town while the younger children were being looked after in a nursery group. The older ones were away at the first educational classes they’d seen since the evacuation: a kind of school that had just been started up by a group of mothers and grandmothers, one of whom – before her retirement – had been a teacher of mathematics.
         


         Maria was rummaging through bins of patched and worn children’s clothing when Anna saw one of her tormentors: the mother from the family with whom she’d been housed. The woman was reaching into a pile of clothes. ‘Still grabbing,’ Anna said. The woman didn’t react at first, but after a moment she looked up.


         Maria later perfected an imitation of the woman’s horrified understanding and recoil. When she and Anna recounted the story of the meeting, Maria would act it out while Anna described it, declaring solemnly, ‘She just stood there, as if turned to stone.’


         Anna said to the woman, ‘We’ll call in to see the children in a few days. I’m still very fond of them. And I’ll pick up my refugee rations, of course. I won’t put you to the trouble of giving me a roof over my head, even if it is your duty. We’ll speak to the authorities and see what we can do about having me transferred to the family I’m with now. I’m not vindictive.’ The woman closed her eyes with relief and possibly from faintness. Anna continued in an ordinary tone of voice, saying, ‘On the other hand, you’re going to have to pay my medical bills. I’ve had quite a lot of trouble with my leg after the fall I had. You owe me that. And you know how long I’m going to have to wait to find a doctor. So maybe you’d better leave those clothes alone. You aren’t going to be able to afford them.’ The woman nodded slowly and moved away, putting out a hand to support herself against the wall as she left.
         


         ‘It was wonderful,’ Maria told him. But Anna said, ‘As soon as they pay up for the doctor, that’s the end. I don’t want them to get so scared that they try it again. I think if they ever see the chance, they’ll move.’


         Maria disagreed. ‘I don’t see why. It’s their word against yours. I wouldn’t.’ She turned to him and asked, ‘Would you?’


         ‘No,’ he said. ‘This is home.’


         One night he went out into the orchard and dug a false grave and filled it in again. Every time he pushed the blade of the shovel into the ground he thought what bad luck it was that after climbing free from the quarry he’d been too used up to think straight; because, if he’d been fully alert, he’d have buried his wife instead of taking her in the car. That way, they’d have had a body. As it was, he’d have to pretend – if anyone wanted to investigate – that he couldn’t remember exactly which spot he’d chosen, that he’d done the grave-digging at night in order to keep the children from being upset and he was as mystified as anyone else to find that what certainly looked like the place now turned out to be wrong. The authorities weren’t going to start digging up the entire orchard. However, if by some extraordinary chance they did, he’d be forced to admit in the end that he’d lied. But that wasn’t so serious. Anyone would understand that he’d want to tell a lie: to keep drawing the rations. He’d say that there wasn’t any corpse – the old battle-ax had fooled them all: she’d risen from her bed and gone off with one of the aid workers who had claimed that he could house her someplace closer to where she used to live.
         


         Nevertheless, he kept digging. And soon afterwards he went to town and reported the death of the old woman. No one did anything except put the information on paper. He was told that he was now eligible to receive another refugee.


         ‘We buried her in the orchard,’ he began to explain.


         ‘Yes, yes,’ the official said. ‘No possessions?’


         ‘I’m afraid we had to burn the nightdress. It was too –’


         ‘Of course. They have her age down here as “from eighty-five to a hundred”. It’s a miracle that she lasted so long.’


         ‘We already have a new refugee,’ he said. ‘She had some trouble with the family she was with. I can give you their name. They’ve agreed to let you transfer her. We’ve been taking care of her for a few weeks, but we need the extra rations.’


         ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ the official told him.


         


            *


         


         The new school was a success. Within days everyone had heard about it. It attracted more pupils every week and, luckily, a few extra teachers too.


         The next bit of good luck turned up when a huge shipment of flour, sugar and salt came through legally and was distributed by the authorities.


         Some of the old occupations came back, even if not as they had been practiced before the fighting. So few professionals survived anywhere that amateurs were considered better than nothing: as long as they did the work, who cared? Two girls, whose father had been a plumber, set themselves up in business using the knowledge he’d passed on to them and the tools and material he’d left behind. Even children joined the scramble for employment. A boy who had inherited his uncle’s optical equipment – and had discovered all of it, unbroken, behind a trick panel in the cellar – was now reading the medical books he’d been left. He planned to begin work as soon as he had some answers to the letters he’d sent out.
         


         ‘But that’s silly,’ Anna commented. ‘You need lenses and somebody’s got to grind them. That’s specialized work. They’re made in factories, in dust-free conditions. That belongs to another world. That’s all over now. I suppose you have to admire his initiative.’


         ‘And his optimism,’ Maria said. ‘He’ll probably be just the right age to be drafted when the next wave of fighting begins.’


         ‘Don’t even say it. Everybody’s talking about it again.’


         ‘They’re always talking about it,’ he said. ‘You can’t get a newspaper unless you know the right people and have the right stuff to trade, but if you do, you can read any publication you like from other countries. The only trouble is: what they print about us won’t do you any good because they don’t know what’s going on here any more than we do.’


         Local news traveled – as usual – by the grapevine, which was extremely effective, although the information relayed was occasionally completely unfounded. If you wanted customers, or were looking for a particular thing you needed for your work, the best way to get results was still to put out the word among friends, neighbors, acquaintances and strangers. A woman on the other side of town had done just that after she’d had a dream that she could cure her rheumatism by dancing. She’d talked an official into lending her a hall and some chairs and then she’d simply accosted people on the street to let them know that she was in business. One of the first men to turn up became her second-in-command by offering to bring his accordion and to supply the music. The woman rapidly collected a dedicated group of enthusiasts who were willing to pay. Her dream hadn’t mentioned remuneration; that was a natural development and a pleasant surprise. Even more unexpected was the fact that after she’d molded her idea into a reality and had given it the name of ‘The Tuesday and Thursday Tango Tea’, she was besieged by racketeers’ girlfriends who had time on their hands and wanted to pick up some refinement. Within a few weeks she’d become one of the luminaries of what – temporarily, at least – passed for society in their part of the world. It wasn’t long before the root tea and watery soup grew to resemble real tea and alcohol. To the accordionist’s dismay, the music also improved when the woman entered into a contract with a professional band that traveled from town to town all week long. They played on Thursdays, which became the popular day and helped to divide the clientele into rich and poor as well as dubious or respectable. Most dancers became Tuesday people or Thursday people. After a while no one went on both nights, except the woman who had thought the thing up and who, despite a life formerly marked by bouts of invalidism, managed to remain at the helm.
         


         Before the school began, there had been a local mail service run as a cooperative effort by children. Each child had had to complete a certain number of hours stamping and sorting and out on the rounds. An exception had been made for one of the founder members who was born lame and another two who had been injured in infancy by enemy action. The school cut into the children’s working time but added to the number of recruits. Since paper was scarce, their next project was going to be a paper factory and a shop where old paper could be exchanged for credits. That was for the future, as were most other similar ideas. But the town was getting organized, pulling the outlying regions into its returning life. A neighboring district had set up hospital facilities that were said to include emergency transportation to the nearest big city; no one had investigated the claim yet, as there was a strict list of conditions that had to be met by patients: all cases not considered critical were refused. However, the possibility was there and that meant hope for development: more medicine, equipment, doctors and nurses.


         Some of the schemes people dreamt up were crazy, some illegal and some – often both crazy and illegal – worked, like the convoluted system of barter and banking started up by an old man who said he was ninety but was probably in his seventies and who, after a few days’ trading, became known as Major Money.


         It seemed for a while as if life might continue along its peaceful course: getting back to normal and also heading towards a future of unbroken peace. But just as things were improving, the winter brought hardship again. No matter how happy they were, it was impossible to forget the cold and hunger. A series of fevers and children’s diseases ran through the entire sector. There were deaths as well as children who survived with damaged hearing, eyesight and lungs. Food was scarce and once more it was a long winter.
         


         The next time the aid workers turned up, they brought two nine-year-old children: a twin brother and sister, who were almost completely silent for a few days. They didn’t even trust the other children, preferring Anna’s company. But they helped with any work that had to be done. After a while, slowly, they joined in the conversation. Soon they were enrolled in the school and sharing sentry duty on the first planting in the garden.


         ‘They’re nice kids,’ Anna told him. ‘I think they’re going to be fine as long as nobody asks them any stupid questions, like, “Where are your parents?”’


         The days were warmer, longer, lighter. It was nearly spring.


         With the good weather came better food and more of it. One or two luxuries turned up as a result of haggling at the weekly market. It began to seem as if, for that year at least, they could be leaving the bad days behind. There was work and building material. He’d even been able to get hold of some cans of paint that hadn’t dried out.


         And then, after so many years, the fair came back to town. Everyone took its appearance as a sign that someone was sure about an eventual peaceful settlement to the hostilities. The traveling musicians had been the first professional entertainment to return to the region, but they hadn’t been the real thing: they could pick up their instruments and run if they had to. A whole fairground was different; you needed tents and ladders, transport trucks and food for the animals.
         


         Every day his children told him news of the marvels to be seen at the fair. He heard the same descriptions repeated by adults in town: that there was a big tent with a cage full of animals and even room for a trapeze act as well as tightrope walkers. The animals weren’t the wonderful striped, spotted or maned big cats; they were the more ordinary bears and seals, but the bears at any rate were dangerous, so the children could derive some pleasure from them. One of the bears in particular was gigantic. It was the only one kept muzzled and chained. Word of its size and fierceness spread through the neighborhood before anyone had seen it.


         Everybody wanted to go to the fair. It was traveling around the country, which meant that it would set down near them only for a short while. It would be the big treat of the year. Of course he’d have to take everyone in the house – the whole crowd of them.


         


            *


         


         He produced his wallet and counted out bills. A few of the children were so impatient that they danced up and down in front of him. He paid the money to the woman in the ticket booth. She handed him a long ribbon of paper, still unbroken. He passed it to Anna, who began to tear the single strip into separate pieces, giving a ticket to each child. ‘Remember now,’ she told them, ‘don’t get lost. Come back here just inside the gate when the whistle blows and don’t speak to strangers, even if they tell you they’re from school or the district hospital or the police.’
         


         ‘Especially not if they tell you something like that,’ he said. ‘If they try to get you to go with them for any reason at all, you just run away. And if they grab you: kick, bite, and yell as loud as you can.’


         The children nodded. They remembered what had happened to their mother: a man had come to their house and he’d made her say that their father had walked out on them, taking the old woman with him for the sake of the aid money. The real truth was that the man had killed the old woman and burned her in the stove. Then he’d beaten up their mother so badly that her face was covered with bandages; he’d said that their father had done it, but they didn’t believe that. Their mother had given them a hot drink and put them to bed. She’d told them that everything would be all right in the morning. And that was true, because in the morning their father was back. The man had tried to kill him and then he’d taken their mother away as a prisoner, probably to a different country so that she could never return. But their father was going to bring them up himself, with the help of Anna and her daughter, Maria, so at least they’d have somebody to look after them: somebody who loved them. And they were never to tell anybody about that other man killing the old woman. They should say that she died of old age and they’d buried her in the orchard; because if they didn’t, the aid people weren’t going to give them their food allowance and the authorities might even accuse their father of getting rid of her himself.
         


         Maria counted out the spending money for each child. ‘If you buy any food,’ she said, ‘try not to eat it too fast. And be careful of that ride over there – the one that goes up and down and tilts while it spins. It makes you feel horrible. I remember that one from my first trip to the fair. You feel awful for days.’


         Anna said, ‘I’ll take the little ones to see the baby animals.’ The smaller children shouted: yes, baby animals.


         ‘What are the baby animals?’ he asked.


         Anna shrugged. ‘Lambs, piglets, baby chicks.’


         ‘Yum-yum,’ Maria whispered.


         He laughed. Maybe that was what had happened to the tigers.


         ‘Remember, everybody,’ Anna repeated. ‘When you hear the whistle.’ The children ran, breaking into groups before they were out of sight.


         ‘They’ll all be sick this evening,’ he predicted.


         ‘Sick, but happy. And with nice memories. We’ll see you later.’ Anna moved away, the three smaller children clinging to her.


         ‘Isn’t she wonderful?’ Maria said. ‘If only my mother had been like that. God, it’s strange. All the best things in my life happened within twenty-four hours of being shoved into the pit of hell. What a comedy.’


         ‘Happy endings. That’s what I like. To survive and to live well, knowing that you’ve deserved it.’
         


         They set off hand in hand to investigate the shows. He looked around at the other parents and their children, all of them trying, and failing, to do simple tricks that had once been so easy for him: throwing a hoop over a wooden stake, hitting a moving toy bird with a ball, shooting down a target. He still had a good eye, but that wasn’t enough.


         Maria said, ‘I was always told those places were rigged: the stake is angled away from you and it’s just a little too big for the hoop to fit it. And the ducks over there are on a supporting piece that never moves unless you complain, and then they flip a switch that releases the spring and they show you that you can knock the thing over easily: you’re just missing it every time.’


         ‘I guess so. They get away with what they can. On some of these things they probably have a way of letting a few people win, so the others can see it.’


         ‘Their friends and relatives.’


         ‘But if you don’t win at one, you try the next. Or you can ride on one of the cars, or have your future told.’


         ‘Oh. Do you want to do that?’


         ‘Not for anything. It’s hard enough dealing with the past and the present. Come on.’


         They saw Anna a long way ahead. She was kneeling in the middle of her bevy of children and using a handkerchief to take a speck of dirt out of a child’s eye.


         He looked up at the big wheel and at the smaller, slower merry-go-round with its painted horses. ‘How about that?’ he suggested. ‘It wouldn’t be too fast.’
         


         ‘No, thanks. I seem to remember that it starts slow and speeds up. And then it’s too late to jump off.’


         ‘All right. Where to?’


         ‘How about the House of Horrors? That’s pretty tame.’


         ‘The House of Horrors. Definitely. Unless you don’t think it’s a good idea.’


         She put a hand on her belly, and said, ‘If this child can thrive on everything it’s been through already, I don’t think a haunted house or two is going to hurt it.’


         They couldn’t find the House of Horrors. They trailed around the stands and cages, wondering what they could do with their time until the whistle blew to mark the hour. They passed the seals and the bears, the table where there was a glass jar full of pebbles whose number could be guessed. Maria wanted to sit down. ‘Here,’ she said.


         They entered a tent inscribed with the name Professor Miracolo. The show was about to begin. There wasn’t time to bother with tickets; as soon as he’d paid at the desk, they were waved ahead into a small, semi-circular theater already crowded with other customers. They were barely in their seats when the side lights dimmed and the stage was flooded by a dazzling glare from above.
         


         Two men stepped into the field of brightness. One told the members of the audience what they were going to see: ‘The world’s greatest … the most renowned … expert in the arts of contortion … the foremost practitioner of magic transformations learned through years of study in the fabled schools of the mystic East … The one and only Professor Miracolo will now perform his internationally celebrated repertoire of astounding magical acts, concluding with the incredible, supernatural finger-balancing exercise, a feat so hazardous that only the Professor himself has been able to master it.’
         


         They watched the Professor – who was dressed in a top hat and tails – remove his hat and go through the colored ribbon trick, the flags and the rabbit. Further well-known mystifications called for audience participation: children were chosen from the crowd to cut a piece of paper with scissors that had been functioning perfectly well for the Professor but, as soon as he handed them over, wouldn’t open for the child. Much laughter ensued at the expense of the young volunteers, who were utterly confounded by the business. ‘That’s so mean,’ Maria murmured. ‘It’s just a knob he flicks to the side every time he takes the scissors back to look at them. It locks the blades, like a safety catch.’ She applauded loudly as a child stepped back and rejoined its parents.


         Professor Miracolo set up a display that included four candles. He was helped by a woman in her forties who was dressed in a spangled costume with a skirt like a dancer’s tutu. Her hair was piled up in a glistening mound, her shoes were high-heeled gold sandals. As she retired behind the curtains with the announcer, the Professor lit the candles by pointing a wand at them, one by one.


         Maria turned her face away at the sight of the flames. She looked for the way out. He pulled her closer and ran his hand over her hair.


         Professor Miracolo waved his wand again. The row of lights sank from sight. He repeated the action and they all came back. He singled out the candle at the end, the one at the beginning. It was easy to see that the flames were live fire; how did he do it? The audience applauded, even Maria.
         


         For the last, the culminating show of skill, the barker rolled a large, heavy-looking ball into the spotlight. He told everyone that this magical demonstration was the best of all, saved to the last, and only the professor – the highest genius in the world of magic – could carry out this extraordinary proof of mind over matter.


         Professor Miracolo emerged from between the dark curtains. He approached the ball, which reached above his knees. He bent over it, put his hands on it and then lifted himself up into a handstand. An outbreak of clapping stopped as he began to take one hand away. There was silence while everyone watched. He brought back the hand, placed it so that only one finger touched the ball and – in a move that looked both naturally easy and strangely untrue – put all his weight on that one finger and took away the other hand. He was balancing upside-down on top of a round rubber ball and using only a single finger of one hand. The audience was so astonished that for a while everyone simply sat and looked. Then people began to realize that no matter how impossible it seemed, the trick was worth a show of appreciation. They went wild.


         At the height of the cheering and stamping, the lights blinked out and came back almost immediately. The ball had disappeared and the professor was revealed standing between the announcer and the female assistant. All three of them bowed.
         


         


            *


         


         They came out into the sunlight and he repeated what he’d already said several times: ‘It’s impossible.’


         ‘I don’t understand it, either,’ Maria said, ‘but I had it explained to me once. Apparently you can give the illusion of practically anything if you cut off the real thing by a reflection from a mirror.’


         ‘But he was right in front of us.’


         ‘I know. It’s amazing.’


         ‘I really liked that,’ he said. ‘If I were ten years old, it would drive me crazy, but I think I’ve reached just the perfect age for magic.’


         ‘Look,’ she said. ‘The House of Horrors. We were going in the wrong direction.’


         ‘And some of our bunch coming out of it.’ He whistled. The children turned their heads. He called to them. They came running to tell him about their adventures. Two of the girls admitted that they’d been scared in the House of Horrors but the two older boys said it was nothing – just kid stuff: not a single good thing; you could see the wires everywhere, like a puppet show.


         One of the younger boys didn’t say anything. He stayed behind when the others went on to the next entertainment.


         ‘Did you see Professor Miracolo?’ Maria asked him.


         ‘Oh, that was the best.’ He flushed with eagerness to talk about the magic. They walked together to the entrance of the House of Horrors. Another thing he’d liked, he told them, was the princess in the thimble, who could dance to the music of a guitar even though she was so tiny that you had to look at her through a magnifying glass.
         


         ‘You didn’t like the haunted house?’ she said.


         ‘Not as much. Everybody was screaming and it was dark.’


         ‘Want to try it again?’ he asked. ‘You can come with us. If you’ve already been through once, you’ll remember when things are going to jump out, so you’ll know what to expect. And you can tell us about the really bad ones ahead of time. I don’t want Maria to be upset.’


         The boy nodded. It was impossible to tell whether he was reluctant or overjoyed, but the answer came a few minutes later, after they’d taken their seats in the open carriage – the boy behind and he and Maria in front. His son’s voice filled with confidence as he began his commentary.


         I’ve got a rival, he thought. The boy’s hardly more than a child and he’s fallen in love with his father’s woman.
         


         The track was full of curves, sudden twists and bumps. As they creaked around the corner, ghosts wavered into their faces from the sides of the tunnel. All around them people burst into shouts and laughter.


         ‘There’s a very noisy skeleton next,’ the boy informed them.


         He was glad of the warning. The sound took him back to the days when he was in uniform. With almost the same boom and crunch, followed by a loud crack, a skeleton shot towards them, seeming at the last moment to fly over their heads. Shortly afterwards a shoal of smaller skeletons danced in a moving archway, giggling and gibbering above and beside the train; one of them had part of a skeletal arm in its mouth, with blood dripping down the sides of its bony jaws and blood smeared across the captive hand.
         


         He laughed, but his son didn’t. Out of consideration for me. Because of my lost hand. But one hand is like another once it’s bare of flesh; one corpse is like the others when it’s turned to bones.
         


         Every day he had to resist the urge to go out to the quarry. The temptation was almost unbearable, but he knew that that was the way people wrecked their lives: by picking at the details, over and over again, trying to cover their tracks and get everything right. It was better, even if you’d made mistakes, to leave it and not go back – to let the world move on. Time would overtake the past.


         He had to keep repeating the good advice he’d decided to abide by: not to go back there for at least a year and not to admit anything, ever. He’d report the disappearance after it was too late to tell one person from another; and then they’d have the incident officially closed. His wife had run off with an aid worker: that was all, unless somebody went down there and started to identify people, in which case it would appear that the man had probably tried to kill her but in the act of pushing her into the quarry, he’d fallen in too. Or maybe her assailant had succeeded in killing her and somebody from his gang of crooks had pushed him over the side later; the state of his head could be attributed to that, or even to something done to him by other people down there in the pit. That was as much as anyone would be able to guess.


         The train ran through cackling monsters, witches, cauldrons of boiling oil and bright, crawling things that appeared to be falling from the tunnel roof and landing all over the passengers: those were the most effective of all. Everyone tried frantically to brush the things off.
         


         The boy crowed with delight. He said, ‘There isn’t anything there. It’s like pictures. They don’t stay there when you’re in the light.’


         Laughter overcame the sounds of distress. What had they been worried about? Maria too laughed heartily, secure against the arm he held around her. As the horrors came faster and with an ever greater excess of grotesque detail, the enjoyment increased. Everybody loved the ride, even the small children who had been brought in with parents. He remembered that his initial acquaintance with the place had been different, but it seemed to him that what made the difference was probably his own subsequent experience rather than any of the elaborate props and tricks of lighting added by the owners. Some of the dusty and faded monsters that worked on wheels or springs might have been the very same ones he’d met years ago. Yet they still had an effect on their audience. And on him. He was charmed. At the same time he was aware of how strange it was that – having lived through so many horrors – anyone should want to subject himself to this gallery of artificial terror. Was it a kind of protection, like a prophylactic medicine? The answer wasn’t that no one knew the difference between the true and the false; they knew. But they still needed magic. The delights of illusion were similar to the pleasure of imagining a thing true when you knew that it couldn’t be, or hoping for a marvelous event when you didn’t really think it could happen. The workings of memory too, like the magician’s sleight of hand, made you believe. You couldn’t go on living if you didn’t believe that through the power of heart and mind you could keep whatever you lost: that the part of you that was good could transform and outlast even the chaos of war – that there could still be love and that love didn’t die.
         


         They had to shade their eyes against the light when they came out. Maria said, ‘That was fun. That was really nice.’


         He caught sight of Anna up by the gates. ‘See where Anna is?’ he said to his son. ‘Go tell her to stay there till we catch up.’ The boy ran off. Maria called after him, ‘Thanks for the guided tour.’


         ‘That kid is wildly in love with you,’ he said.


         ‘I hope so. In my condition I can use all the encouragement I can get.’


         He squeezed her to him and she turned up a smiling face. She breathed in deeply and then let the air out in a long sigh. ‘This is what I’m going to tell my grandchildren about,’ she said. ‘Days like today.’  
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