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BRITISH LITERATURE

Joseph Conrad [1857-1924], “The Secret Sharer”, 1910

On my right hand there were lines of fishing stakes resembling a mysterious system of
half-submerged bamboo fences, incomprehensible in its division of the domain of tropical
fishes, and crazy of aspect as if abandoned forever by some nomad tribe of fishermen now
gone to the other end of the ocean; for there was no sign of human habitation as far as the
eye could reach. To the left a group of barren islets, suggesting ruins of stone walls, towers,
and blockhouses, had its foundations set in a blue sea that itself looked solid, so still and
stable did it lie below my feet; even the track of light from the westering sun shone
smoothly, without that animated glitter which tells of an imperceptible ripple. And when I
turned my head to take a parting glance at the tug which had just left us anchored outside
the bar, I saw the straight line of the flat shore joined to the stable sea, edge to edge, with a
perfect and unmarked closeness, in one leveled floor half brown, half blue under the
enormous dome of the sky. Corresponding in their insignificance to the islets of the sea,
two small clumps of trees, one on each side of the only fault in the impeccable joint,
marked the mouth of the river Meinam we had just left on the first preparatory stage of our
homeward journey; and, far back on the inland level, a larger and loftier mass, the grove
surrounding the great Paknam pagoda, was the only thing on which the eye could rest from
the vain task of exploring the monotonous sweep of the horizon. Here and there gleams as
of a few scattered pieces of silver marked the windings of the great river; and on the
nearest of them, just within the bar, the tug steaming right into the land became lost to my
sight, hull and funnel and masts, as though the impassive earth had swallowed her up
without an effort, without a tremor. My eye followed the light cloud of her smoke, now
here, now there, above the plain, according to the devious curves of the stream, but always
fainter and farther away, till I lost it at last behind the miter-shaped hill of the great pagoda.
And then I was left alone with my ship, anchored at the head of the Gulf of Siam.

She floated at the starting point of a long journey, very still in an immense stillness,
the shadows of her spars flung far to the eastward by the setting sun. At that moment I was
alone on her decks. There was not a sound in her—and around us nothing moved, nothing
lived, not a canoe on the water, not a bird in the air, not a cloud in the sky. In this breathless
pause at the threshold of a long passage we seemed to be measuring our fitness for a long
and arduous enterprise, the appointed task of both our existences to be carried out, far from
all human eyes, with only sky and sea for spectators and for judges.

There must have been some glare in the air to interfere with one’s sight, because it was
only just before the sun left us that my roaming eyes made out beyond the highest ridges of
the principal islet of the group something which did away with the solemnity of perfect
solitude. The tide of darkness flowed on swiftly; and with tropical suddenness a swarm of
stars came out above the shadowy earth, while I lingered yet, my hand resting lightly on
my ship’s rail as if on the shoulder of a trusted friend. But, with all that multitude of
celestial bodies staring down at one, the comfort of quiet communion with her was gone
for good. And there were also disturbing sounds by this time—voices, footsteps forward,



the steward flitted along the main-deck, a busily ministering spirit; a hand bell tinkled
urgently under the poop deck....

I found my two officers waiting for me near the supper table, in the lighted cuddy. We
sat down at once, and as I helped the chief mate, I said:

“Are you aware that there is a ship anchored inside the islands? I saw her mastheads
above the ridge as the sun went down.”

He raised sharply his simple face, overcharged by a terrible growth of whisker, and
emitted his usual ejaculations: “Bless my soul, sir! You don’t say so!”

My second mate was a round-cheeked, silent young man, grave beyond his years, I
thought; but as our eyes happened to meet I detected a slight quiver on his lips. I looked
down at once. It was not my part to encourage sneering on board my ship. It must be said,
too, that I knew very little of my officers. In consequence of certain events of no particular
significance, except to myself, I had been appointed to the command only a fortnight
before. Neither did I know much of the hands forward. All these people had been together
for eighteen months or so, and my position was that of the only stranger on board. I
mention this because it has some bearing on what is to follow. But what I felt most was my
being a stranger to the ship; and if all the truth must be told, I was somewhat of a stranger
to myself. The youngest man on board (barring the second mate), and untried as yet by a
position of the fullest responsibility, I was willing to take the adequacy of the others for
granted. They had simply to be equal to their tasks; but I wondered how far I should turn
out faithful to that ideal conception of one’s own personality every man sets up for himself
secretly.

Meantime the chief mate, with an almost visible effect of collaboration on the part of
his round eyes and frightful whiskers, was trying to evolve a theory of the anchored ship.
His dominant trait was to take all things into earnest consideration. He was of a painstaking
turn of mind. As he used to say, he “liked to account to himself” for practically everything
that came in his way, down to a miserable scorpion he had found in his cabin a week
before. The why and the wherefore of that scorpion—how it got on board and came to
select his room rather than the pantry (which was a dark place and more what a scorpion
would be partial to), and how on earth it managed to drown itself in the inkwell of his
writing desk—had exercised him infinitely. The ship within the islands was much more
easily accounted for; and just as we were about to rise from table he made his
pronouncement. She was, he doubted not, a ship from home lately arrived. Probably she
drew too much water to cross the bar except at the top of spring tides. Therefore she went
into that natural harbor to wait for a few days in preference to remaining in an open
roadstead.

“That’s so,” confirmed the second mate, suddenly, in his slightly hoarse voice. “She
draws over twenty feet. She’s the Liverpool ship Sephora with a cargo of coal. Hundred
and twenty-three days from Cardiff.”

We looked at him in surprise.

“The tugboat skipper told me when he came on board for your letters, sir,” explained
the young man. “He expects to take her up the river the day after tomorrow.”

After thus overwhelming us with the extent of his information he slipped out of the
cabin. The mate observed regretfully that he “could not account for that young fellow’s
whims.” What prevented him telling us all about it at once, he wanted to know.

I detained him as he was making a move. For the last two days the crew had had
plenty of hard work, and the night before they had very little sleep. I felt painfully that [—a



stranger—was doing something unusual when I directed him to let all hands turn in
without setting an anchor watch. I proposed to keep on deck myself till one o’clock or
thereabouts. I would get the second mate to relieve me at that hour.

“He will turn out the cook and the steward at four,” I concluded, “and then give you a
call. Of course at the slightest sign of any sort of wind we’ll have the hands up and make a
start at once.”

He concealed his astonishment. “Very well, sir.” Outside the cuddy he put his head in
the second mate’s door to inform him of my unheard-of caprice to take a five hours” anchor
watch on myself. I heard the other raise his voice incredulously—*“What? The Captain
himself?” Then a few more murmurs, a door closed, then another. A few moments later I
went on deck.

My strangeness, which had made me sleepless, had prompted that unconventional
arrangement, as if I had expected in those solitary hours of the night to get on terms with
the ship of which I knew nothing, manned by men of whom I knew very little more. Fast
alongside a wharf, littered like any ship in port with a tangle of unrelated things, invaded
by unrelated shore people, I had hardly seen her yet properly. Now, as she lay cleared for
sea, the stretch of her main-deck seemed to me very fine under the stars. Very fine, very
roomy for her size, and very inviting. I descended the poop and paced the waist, my mind
picturing to myself the coming passage through the Malay Archipelago, down the Indian
Ocean, and up the Atlantic. All its phases were familiar enough to me, every characteristic,
all the alternatives which were likely to face me on the high seas—everything!... except the
novel responsibility of command. But I took heart from the reasonable thought that the ship
was like other ships, the men like other men, and that the sea was not likely to keep any
special surprises expressly for my discomfiture.

Arrived at that comforting conclusion, I bethought myself of a cigar and went below to
get it. All was still down there. Everybody at the after end of the ship was sleeping
profoundly. I came out again on the quarter-deck, agreeably at ease in my sleeping suit on
that warm breathless night, barefooted, a glowing cigar in my teeth, and, going forward, I
was met by the profound silence of the fore end of the ship. Only as I passed the door of
the forecastle, I heard a deep, quiet, trustful sigh of some sleeper inside. And suddenly I
rejoiced in the great security of the sea as compared with the unrest of the land, in my
choice of that untempted life presenting no disquieting problems, invested with an
elementary moral beauty by the absolute straightforwardness of its appeal and by the
singleness of its purpose.

The riding light in the forerigging burned with a clear, untroubled, as if symbolic,
flame, confident and bright in the mysterious shades of the night. Passing on my way aft
along the other side of the ship, I observed that the rope side ladder, put over, no doubt, for
the master of the tug when he came to fetch away our letters, had not been hauled in as it
should have been. I became annoyed at this, for exactitude in some small matters is the
very soul of discipline. Then I reflected that I had myself peremptorily dismissed my
officers from duty, and by my own act had prevented the anchor watch being formally set
and things properly attended to. I asked myself whether it was wise ever to interfere with
the established routine of duties even from the kindest of motives. My action might have
made me appear eccentric. Goodness only knew how that absurdly whiskered mate would
“account” for my conduct, and what the whole ship thought of that informality of their new
captain. [ was vexed with myself.



Not from compunction certainly, but, as it were mechanically, I proceeded to get the
ladder in myself. Now a side ladder of that sort is a light affair and comes in easily, yet my
vigorous tug, which should have brought it flying on board, merely recoiled upon my body
in a totally unexpected jerk. What the devil!... I was so astounded by the immovableness of
that ladder that I remained stock-still, trying to account for it to myself like that imbecile
mate of mine. In the end, of course, I put my head over the rail.

The side of the ship made an opaque belt of shadow on the darkling glassy shimmer of
the sea. But I saw at once something elongated and pale floating very close to the ladder.
Before I could form a guess a faint flash of phosphorescent light, which seemed to issue
suddenly from the naked body of a man, flickered in the sleeping water with the elusive,
silent play of summer lightning in a night sky. With a gasp I saw revealed to my stare a pair
of feet, the long legs, a broad livid back immersed right up to the neck in a greenish
cadaverous glow. One hand, awash, clutched the bottom rung of the ladder. He was
complete but for the head. A headless corpse! The cigar dropped out of my gaping mouth
with a tiny plop and a short hiss quite audible in the absolute stillness of all things under
heaven. At that I suppose he raised up his face, a dimly pale oval in the shadow of the
ship’s side. But even then I could only barely make out down there the shape of his black-
haired head. However, it was enough for the horrid, frost-bound sensation which had
gripped me about the chest to pass off. The moment of vain exclamations was past, too. I
only climbed on the spare spar and leaned over the rail as far as I could, to bring my eyes
nearer to that mystery floating alongside.

As he hung by the ladder, like a resting swimmer, the sea lightning played about his
limbs at every stir; and he appeared in it ghastly, silvery, fishlike. He remained as mute as a
fish, too. He made no motion to get out of the water, either. It was inconceivable that he
should not attempt to come on board, and strangely troubling to suspect that perhaps he did
not want to. And my first words were prompted by just that troubled incertitude.

“What’s the matter?” I asked in my ordinary tone, speaking down to the face upturned
exactly under mine.

“Cramp,” it answered, no louder. Then slightly anxious, “I say, no need to call
anyone.”

“I was not going to,” I said.

“Are you alone on deck?”

“Yes.”

I had somehow the impression that he was on the point of letting go the ladder to swim
away beyond my ken—mysterious as he came. But, for the moment, this being appearing
as if he had risen from the bottom of the sea (it was certainly the nearest land to the ship)
wanted only to know the time. I told him. And he, down there, tentatively:

“I suppose your captain’s turned in?”

“I am sure he isn’t,” I said.

He seemed to struggle with himself, for I heard something like the low, bitter murmur
of doubt. “What’s the good?”” His next words came out with a hesitating effort.

“Look here, my man. Could you call him out quietly?”

I thought the time had come to declare myself.

“I am the captain.”

I heard a “By Jove!” whispered at the level of the water. The phosphorescence flashed
in the swirl of the water all about his limbs, his other hand seized the ladder.

“My name’s Leggatt.”



The voice was calm and resolute. A good voice. The self-possession of that man had
somehow induced a corresponding state in myself. It was very quietly that I remarked:

“You must be a good swimmer.”

“Yes. I’ve been in the water practically since nine o’clock. The question for me now is
whether I am to let go this ladder and go on swimming till I sink from exhaustion, or—to
come on board here.”

I felt this was no mere formula of desperate speech, but a real alternative in the view
of a strong soul. I should have gathered from this that he was young; indeed, it is only the
young who are ever confronted by such clear issues. But at the time it was pure intuition on
my part. A mysterious communication was established already between us two—in the face
of that silent, darkened tropical sea. I was young, too; young enough to make no comment.
The man in the water began suddenly to climb up the ladder, and I hastened away from the
rail to fetch some clothes.

Before entering the cabin I stood still, listening in the lobby at the foot of the stairs. A
faint snore came through the closed door of the chief mate’s room. The second mate’s door
was on the hook, but the darkness in there was absolutely soundless. He, too, was young
and could sleep like a stone. Remained the steward, but he was not likely to wake up
before he was called. I got a sleeping suit out of my room and, coming back on deck, saw
the naked man from the sea sitting on the main hatch, glimmering white in the darkness,
his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. In a moment he had concealed his damp
body in a sleeping suit of the same gray-stripe pattern as the one I was wearing and
followed me like my double on the poop. Together we moved right aft, barefooted, silent.

“What is it?” I asked in a deadened voice, taking the lighted lamp out of the binnacle,
and raising it to his face.

“An ugly business.”

He had rather regular features; a good mouth; light eyes under somewhat heavy, dark
eyebrows; a smooth, square forehead; no growth on his cheeks; a small, brown mustache,
and a well-shaped, round chin. His expression was concentrated, meditative, under the
inspecting light of the lamp I held up to his face; such as a man thinking hard in solitude
might wear. My sleeping suit was just right for his size. A well-knit young fellow of
twenty-five at most. He caught his lower lip with the edge of white, even teeth.

“Yes,” 1 said, replacing the lamp in the binnacle. The warm, heavy tropical night
closed upon his head again.

“There’s a ship over there,” he murmured.

“Yes, I know. The Sephora. Did you know of us?”

“Hadn’t the slightest idea. I am the mate of her—"" He paused and corrected himself. “I
should say I was.”

“Aha! Something wrong?”

“Yes. Very wrong indeed. I’ve killed a man.”

“What do you mean? Just now?”

“No, on the passage. Weeks ago. Thirty-nine south. When I say a man—"

“Fit of temper,” I suggested, confidently.

The shadowy, dark head, like mine, seemed to nod imperceptibly above the ghostly
gray of my sleeping suit. It was, in the night, as though I had been faced by my own
reflection in the depths of a somber and immense mirror.

“A pretty thing to have to own up to for a Conway boy,” murmured my double,
distinctly.



“You’re a Conway boy?”

“I am,” he said, as if startled. Then, slowly... “Perhaps you too—"

It was so; but being a couple of years older I had left before he joined. After a quick
interchange of dates a silence fell; and I thought suddenly of my absurd mate with his
terrific whiskers and the “Bless my soul—you don’t say so” type of intellect. My double
gave me an inkling of his thoughts by saying: “My father’s a parson in Norfolk. Do you
see me before a judge and jury on that charge? For myself I can’t see the necessity. There
are fellows that an angel from heaven—And I am not that. He was one of those creatures
that are just simmering all the time with a silly sort of wickedness. Miserable devils that
have no business to live at all. He wouldn’t do his duty and wouldn’t let anybody else do
theirs. But what’s the good of talking! You know well enough the sort of ill-conditioned
snarling cur—"

He appealed to me as if our experiences had been as identical as our clothes. And I
knew well enough the pestiferous danger of such a character where there are no means of
legal repression. And I knew well enough also that my double there was no homicidal
ruffian. I did not think of asking him for details, and he told me the story roughly in
brusque, disconnected sentences. I needed no more. I saw it all going on as though I were
myself inside that other sleeping suit.

“It happened while we were setting a reefed foresail, at dusk. Reefed foresail! You
understand the sort of weather. The only sail we had left to keep the ship running; so you
may guess what it had been like for days. Anxious sort of job, that. He gave me some of his
cursed insolence at the sheet. I tell you I was overdone with this terrific weather that
seemed to have no end to it. Terrific, I tell you—and a deep ship. I believe the fellow
himself was half crazed with funk. It was no time for gentlemanly reproof, so I turned
round and felled him like an ox. He up and at me. We closed just as an awful sea made for
the ship. All hands saw it coming and took to the rigging, but I had him by the throat, and
went on shaking him like a rat, the men above us yelling, ‘Look out! look out!” Then a
crash as if the sky had fallen on my head. They say that for over ten minutes hardly
anything was to be seen of the ship—just the three masts and a bit of the forecastle head
and of the poop all awash driving along in a smother of foam. It was a miracle that they
found us, jammed together behind the forebitts. It’s clear that I meant business, because I
was holding him by the throat still when they picked us up. He was black in the face. It was
too much for them. It seems they rushed us aft together, gripped as we were, screaming
‘Murder!” like a lot of lunatics, and broke into the cuddy. And the ship running for her life,
touch and go all the time, any minute her last in a sea fit to turn your hair gray only a-
looking at it. I understand that the skipper, too, started raving like the rest of them. The
man had been deprived of sleep for more than a week, and to have this sprung on him at
the height of a furious gale nearly drove him out of his mind. I wonder they didn’t fling me
overboard after getting the carcass of their precious shipmate out of my fingers. They had
rather a job to separate us, I’ve been told. A sufficiently fierce story to make an old judge
and a respectable jury sit up a bit. The first thing I heard when I came to myself was the
maddening howling of that endless gale, and on that the voice of the old man. He was
hanging on to my bunk, staring into my face out of his sou’wester.

“‘Mr. Leggatt, you have killed a man. You can act no longer as chief mate of this
ship.””



His care to subdue his voice made it sound monotonous. He rested a hand on the end
of the skylight to steady himself with, and all that time did not stir a limb, so far as I could
see. “Nice little tale for a quiet tea party,” he concluded in the same tone.

One of my hands, too, rested on the end of the skylight; neither did I stir a limb, so far
as I knew. We stood less than a foot from each other. It occurred to me that if old “Bless
my soul—you don’t say so” were to put his head up the companion and catch sight of us,
he would think he was seeing double, or imagine himself come upon a scene of weird
witchcraft; the strange captain having a quiet confabulation by the wheel with his own gray
ghost. I became very much concerned to prevent anything of the sort. I heard the other’s
soothing undertone.

“My father’s a parson in Norfolk,” it said. Evidently he had forgotten he had told me
this important fact before. Truly a nice little tale.

“You had better slip down into my stateroom now,” I said, moving off stealthily. My
double followed my movements; our bare feet made no sound; I let him in, closed the door
with care, and, after giving a call to the second mate, returned on deck for my relief.

“Not much sign of any wind yet,” I remarked when he approached.

“No, sir. Not much,” he assented, sleepily, in his hoarse voice, with just enough
deference, no more, and barely suppressing a yawn.

“Well, that’s all you have to look out for. You have got your orders.”

“Yes, sir.”

I paced a turn or two on the poop and saw him take up his position face forward with
his elbow in the ratlines of the mizzen rigging before I went below. The mate’s faint
snoring was still going on peacefully. The cuddy lamp was burning over the table on which
stood a vase with flowers, a polite attention from the ship’s provision merchant—the last
flowers we should see for the next three months at the very least. Two bunches of bananas
hung from the beam symmetrically, one on each side of the rudder casing. Everything was
as before in the ship—except that two of her captain’s sleeping suits were simultaneously
in use, one motionless in the cuddy, the other keeping very still in the captain’s stateroom.

It must be explained here that my cabin had the form of the capital letter L, the door
being within the angle and opening into the short part of the letter. A couch was to the left,
the bed place to the right; my writing desk and the chronometers’ table faced the door. But
anyone opening it, unless he stepped right inside, had no view of what I call the long (or
vertical) part of the letter. It contained some lockers surmounted by a bookcase; and a few
clothes, a thick jacket or two, caps, oilskin coat, and such like, hung on hooks. There was
at the bottom of that part a door opening into my bathroom, which could be entered also
directly from the saloon. But that way was never used.

The mysterious arrival had discovered the advantage of this particular shape. Entering
my room, lighted strongly by a big bulkhead lamp swung on gimbals above my writing
desk, I did not see him anywhere till he stepped out quietly from behind the coats hung in
the recessed part.

“I heard somebody moving about, and went in there at once,” he whispered.

I, too, spoke under my breath.

“Nobody is likely to come in here without knocking and getting permission.”

He nodded. His face was thin and the sunburn faded, as though he had been ill. And no
wonder. He had been, I heard presently, kept under arrest in his cabin for nearly seven
weeks. But there was nothing sickly in his eyes or in his expression. He was not a bit like
me, really; yet, as we stood leaning over my bed place, whispering side by side, with our

10



dark heads together and our backs to the door, anybody bold enough to open it stealthily
would have been treated to the uncanny sight of a double captain busy talking in whispers
with his other self.

“But all this doesn’t tell me how you came to hang on to our side ladder,” I inquired,
in the hardly audible murmurs we used, after he had told me something more of the
proceedings on board the Sephora once the bad weather was over.

“When we sighted Java Head I had had time to think all those matters out several
times over. I had six weeks of doing nothing else, and with only an hour or so every
evening for a tramp on the quarter-deck.”

He whispered, his arms folded on the side of my bed place, staring through the open
port. And I could imagine perfectly the manner of this thinking out—a stubborn if not a
steadfast operation; something of which I should have been perfectly incapable.

“I reckoned it would be dark before we closed with the land,” he continued, so low
that I had to strain my hearing near as we were to each other, shoulder touching shoulder
almost. “So I asked to speak to the old man. He always seemed very sick when he came to
see me—as if he could not look me in the face. You know, that foresail saved the ship. She
was too deep to have run long under bare poles. And it was I that managed to set it for him.
Anyway, he came. When I had him in my cabin—he stood by the door looking at me as if |
had the halter round my neck already—I asked him right away to leave my cabin door
unlocked at night while the ship was going through Sunda Straits. There would be the Java
coast within two or three miles, off Angier Point. I wanted nothing more. I’ve had a prize
for swimming my second year in the Conway.”

“I can believe it,” I breathed out.

“God only knows why they locked me in every night. To see some of their faces you’d
have thought they were afraid I’d go about at night strangling people. Am I a murdering
brute? Do I look it? By Jove! If I had been he wouldn’t have trusted himself like that into
my room. You’ll say I might have chucked him aside and bolted out, there and then—it
was dark already. Well, no. And for the same reason I wouldn’t think of trying to smash the
door. There would have been a rush to stop me at the noise, and I did not mean to get into a
confounded scrimmage. Somebody else might have got killed—for I would not have
broken out only to get chucked back, and I did not want any more of that work. He refused,
looking more sick than ever. He was afraid of the men, and also of that old second mate of
his who had been sailing with him for years—a gray-headed old humbug; and his steward,
too, had been with him devil knows how long—seventeen years or more—a dogmatic sort
of loafer who hated me like poison, just because I was the chief mate. No chief mate ever
made more than one voyage in the Sephora, you know. Those two old chaps ran the ship.
Devil only knows what the skipper wasn’t afraid of (all his nerve went to pieces altogether
in that hellish spell of bad weather we had)—of what the law would do to him—of his
wife, perhaps. Oh, yes! she’s on board. Though I don’t think she would have meddled. She
would have been only too glad to have me out of the ship in any way. The ‘brand of Cain’
business, don’t you see. That’s all right. I was ready enough to go off wandering on the
face of the earth—and that was price enough to pay for an Abel of that sort. Anyhow, he
wouldn’t listen to me. ‘This thing must take its course. I represent the law here.” He was
shaking like a leaf. ‘So you won’t?’ “No!” ‘Then I hope you will be able to sleep on that,” I
said, and turned my back on him. ‘I wonder that you can,’ cries he, and locks the door.

“Well after that, I couldn’t. Not very well. That was three weeks ago. We have had a
slow passage through the Java Sea; drifted about Carimata for ten days. When we anchored
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here they thought, I suppose, it was all right. The nearest land (and that’s five miles) is the
ship’s destination; the consul would soon set about catching me; and there would have
been no object in holding to these islets there. I don’t suppose there’s a drop of water on
them. I don’t know how it was, but tonight that steward, after bringing me my supper, went
out to let me eat it, and left the door unlocked. And I ate it—all there was, too. After I had
finished I strolled out on the quarter-deck. I don’t know that I meant to do anything. A
breath of fresh air was all I wanted, I believe. Then a sudden temptation came over me. I
kicked off my slippers and was in the water before I had made up my mind fairly.
Somebody heard the splash and they raised an awful hullabaloo. ‘He’s gone! Lower the
boats! He’s committed suicide! No, he’s swimming.” Certainly I was swimming. It’s not so
easy for a swimmer like me to commit suicide by drowning. I landed on the nearest islet
before the boat left the ship’s side. I heard them pulling about in the dark, hailing, and so
on, but after a bit they gave up. Everything quieted down and the anchorage became still as
death. I sat down on a stone and began to think. I felt certain they would start searching for
me at daylight. There was no place to hide on those stony things—and if there had been,
what would have been the good? But now I was clear of that ship, I was not going back. So
after a while I took off all my clothes, tied them up in a bundle with a stone inside, and
dropped them in the deep water on the outer side of that islet. That was suicide enough for
me. Let them think what they liked, but I didn’t mean to drown myself. I meant to swim till
I sank—but that’s not the same thing. I struck out for another of these little islands, and it
was from that one that I first saw your riding light. Something to swim for. I went on
easily, and on the way I came upon a flat rock a foot or two above water. In the daytime, I
dare say, you might make it out with a glass from your poop. I scrambled up on it and
rested myself for a bit. Then I made another start. That last spell must have been over a
mile.”

His whisper was getting fainter and fainter, and all the time he stared straight out
through the porthole, in which there was not even a star to be seen. I had not interrupted
him. There was something that made comment impossible in his narrative, or perhaps in
himself; a sort of feeling, a quality, which I can’t find a name for. And when he ceased, all I
found was a futile whisper: “So you swam for our light?”’

“Yes—straight for it. It was something to swim for. I couldn’t see any stars low down
because the coast was in the way, and I couldn’t see the land, either. The water was like
glass. One might have been swimming in a confounded thousand-feet deep cistern with no
place for scrambling out anywhere; but what I didn’t like was the notion of swimming
round and round like a crazed bullock before I gave out; and as I didn’t mean to go back...
No. Do you see me being hauled back, stark naked, off one of these little islands by the
scruff of the neck and fighting like a wild beast? Somebody would have got killed for
certain, and I did not want any of that. So I went on. Then your ladder—"

“Why didn’t you hail the ship?”’ I asked, a little louder.

He touched my shoulder lightly. Lazy footsteps came right over our heads and
stopped. The second mate had crossed from the other side of the poop and might have been
hanging over the rail for all we knew.

“He couldn’t hear us talking—could he?” My double breathed into my very ear,
anxiously.

His anxiety was in answer, a sufficient answer, to the question I had put to him. An
answer containing all the difficulty of that situation. I closed the porthole quietly, to make
sure. A louder word might have been overheard.
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“Who’s that?” he whispered then.

“My second mate. But I don’t know much more of the fellow than you do.”

And I told him a little about myself. I had been appointed to take charge while I least
expected anything of the sort, not quite a fortnight ago. I didn’t know either the ship or the
people. Hadn’t had the time in port to look about me or size anybody up. And as to the
crew, all they knew was that I was appointed to take the ship home. For the rest, I was
almost as much of a stranger on board as himself, I said. And at the moment I felt it most
acutely. I felt that it would take very little to make me a suspect person in the eyes of the
ship’s company.

He had turned about meantime; and we, the two strangers in the ship, faced each other
in identical attitudes.

“Your ladder—" he murmured, after a silence. “Who’d have thought of finding a
ladder hanging over at night in a ship anchored out here! I felt just then a very unpleasant
faintness. After the life I’ve been leading for nine weeks, anybody would have got out of
condition. I wasn’t capable of swimming round as far as your rudder chains. And, lo and
behold! there was a ladder to get hold of. After I gripped it I said to myself, ‘What’s the
good?’ When I saw a man’s head looking over I thought I would swim away presently and
leave him shouting—in whatever language it was. I didn’t mind being looked at. I—I liked
it. And then you speaking to me so quietly—as if you had expected me—made me hold on
a little longer. It had been a confounded lonely time—I don’t mean while swimming. I was
glad to talk a little to somebody that didn’t belong to the Sephora. As to asking for the
captain, that was a mere impulse. It could have been no use, with all the ship knowing
about me and the other people pretty certain to be round here in the morning. I don’t know
—I wanted to be seen, to talk with somebody, before I went on. I don’t know what I would
have said.... ‘Fine night, isn’t it?” or something of the sort.”

“Do you think they will be round here presently?”” I asked with some incredulity.

“Quite likely,” he said, faintly.

“He looked extremely haggard all of a sudden. His head rolled on his shoulders.

“H’m. We shall see then. Meantime get into that bed,” I whispered. “Want help?
There.”

It was a rather high bed place with a set of drawers underneath. This amazing
swimmer really needed the lift I gave him by seizing his leg. He tumbled in, rolled over on
his back, and flung one arm across his eyes. And then, with his face nearly hidden, he must
have looked exactly as I used to look in that bed. I gazed upon my other self for a while
before drawing across carefully the two green serge curtains which ran on a brass rod. I
thought for a moment of pinning them together for greater safety, but I sat down on the
couch, and once there I felt unwilling to rise and hunt for a pin. I would do it in a moment.
I was extremely tired, in a peculiarly intimate way, by the strain of stealthiness, by the
effort of whispering and the general secrecy of this excitement. It was three o’clock by now
and I had been on my feet since nine, but I was not sleepy; I could not have gone to sleep. I
sat there, fagged out, looking at the curtains, trying to clear my mind of the confused
sensation of being in two places at once, and greatly bothered by an exasperating knocking
in my head. It was a relief to discover suddenly that it was not in my head at all, but on the
outside of the door. Before I could collect myself the words “Come in” were out of my
mouth, and the steward entered with a tray, bringing in my morning coffee. I had slept,
after all, and I was so frightened that I shouted, “This way! I am here, steward,” as though
he had been miles away. He put down the tray on the table next the couch and only then
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said, very quietly, “I can see you are here, sir.” I felt him give me a keen look, but I dared
not meet his eyes just then. He must have wondered why I had drawn the curtains of my
bed before going to sleep on the couch. He went out, hooking the door open as usual.

I heard the crew washing decks above me. I knew I would have been told at once if
there had been any wind. Calm, I thought, and I was doubly vexed. Indeed, I felt dual more
than ever. The steward reappeared suddenly in the doorway. I jumped up from the couch so
quickly that he gave a start.

“What do you want here?”

“Close your port, sir—they are washing decks.”

“It is closed,” I said, reddening.

“Very well, sir.” But he did not move from the doorway and returned my stare in an
extraordinary, equivocal manner for a time. Then his eyes wavered, all his expression
changed, and in a voice unusually gentle, almost coaxingly:

“May I come in to take the empty cup away, sir?”

“Of course!” I turned my back on him while he popped in and out. Then I unhooked and
closed the door and even pushed the bolt. This sort of thing could not go on very long. The
cabin was as hot as an oven, too. I took a peep at my double, and discovered that he had
not moved, his arm was still over his eyes; but his chest heaved; his hair was wet; his chin
glistened with perspiration. I reached over him and opened the port.

“I must show myself on deck,” I reflected.

Of course, theoretically, I could do what I liked, with no one to say nay to me within
the whole circle of the horizon; but to lock my cabin door and take the key away I did not
dare. Directly I put my head out of the companion I saw the group of my two officers, the
second mate barefooted, the chief mate in long India-rubber boots, near the break of the
poop, and the steward halfway down the poop ladder talking to them eagerly. He happened
to catch sight of me and dived, the second ran down on the main-deck shouting some order
or other, and the chief mate came to meet me, touching his cap.

There was a sort of curiosity in his eye that I did not like. I don’t know whether the
steward had told them that I was “queer” only, or downright drunk, but I know the man
meant to have a good look at me. I watched him coming with a smile which, as he got into
point-blank range, took effect and froze his very whiskers. I did not give him time to open
his lips.

“Square the yards by lifts and braces before the hands go to breakfast.”

It was the first particular order I had given on board that ship; and I stayed on deck to
see it executed, too. I had felt the need of asserting myself without loss of time. That
sneering young cub got taken down a peg or two on that occasion, and I also seized the
opportunity of having a good look at the face of every foremast man as they filed past me
to go to the after braces. At breakfast time, eating nothing myself, I presided with such
frigid dignity that the two mates were only too glad to escape from the cabin as soon as
decency permitted; and all the time the dual working of my mind distracted me almost to
the point of insanity. I was constantly watching myself, my secret self, as dependent on my
actions as my own personality, sleeping in that bed, behind that door which faced me as I
sat at the head of the table. It was very much like being mad, only it was worse because
one was aware of it.

I had to shake him for a solid minute, but when at last he opened his eyes it was in the
full possession of his senses, with an inquiring look.

“All’s well so far,” I whispered. “Now you must vanish into the bathroom.”
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He did so, as noiseless as a ghost, and then I rang for the steward, and facing him
boldly, directed him to tidy up my stateroom while I was having my bath—"“and be quick
about it.” As my tone admitted of no excuses, he said, “Yes, sir,” and ran off to fetch his
dustpan and brushes. I took a bath and did most of my dressing, splashing, and whistling
softly for the steward’s edification, while the secret sharer of my life stood drawn up bolt
upright in that little space, his face looking very sunken in daylight, his eyelids lowered
under the stern, dark line of his eyebrows drawn together by a slight frown.

When I left him there to go back to my room the steward was finishing dusting. I sent
for the mate and engaged him in some insignificant conversation. It was, as it were, trifling
with the terrific character of his whiskers; but my object was to give him an opportunity for
a good look at my cabin. And then I could at last shut, with a clear conscience, the door of
my stateroom and get my double back into the recessed part. There was nothing else for it.
He had to sit still on a small folding stool, half smothered by the heavy coats hanging there.
We listened to the steward going into the bathroom out of the saloon, filling the water
bottles there, scrubbing the bath, setting things to rights, whisk, bang, clatter—out again
into the saloon—turn the key—click. Such was my scheme for keeping my second self
invisible. Nothing better could be contrived under the circumstances. And there we sat; I at
my writing desk ready to appear busy with some papers, he behind me out of sight of the
door. It would not have been prudent to talk in daytime; and I could not have stood the
excitement of that queer sense of whispering to myself. Now and then, glancing over my
shoulder, I saw him far back there, sitting rigidly on the low stool, his bare feet close
together, his arms folded, his head hanging on his breast—and perfectly still. Anybody
would have taken him for me.

I was fascinated by it myself. Every moment I had to glance over my shoulder. I was
looking at him when a voice outside the door said:

“Beg pardon, sir.”

“Well!...” I kept my eyes on him, and so when the voice outside the door announced,
“There’s a ship’s boat coming our way, sir,” I saw him give a start—the first movement he
had made for hours. But he did not raise his bowed head.

“All right. Get the ladder over.”

I hesitated. Should I whisper something to him? But what? His immobility seemed to
have been never disturbed. What could I tell him he did not know already?... Finally I went
on deck.

II

The skipper of the Sephora had a thin red whisker all round his face, and the sort of
complexion that goes with hair of that color; also the particular, rather smeary shade of
blue in the eyes. He was not exactly a showy figure; his shoulders were high, his stature
but middling—one leg slightly more bandy than the other. He shook hands, looking
vaguely around. A spiritless tenacity was his main characteristic, I judged. I behaved with a
politeness which seemed to disconcert him. Perhaps he was shy. He mumbled to me as if
he were ashamed of what he was saying; gave his name (it was something like Archbold—
but at this distance of years I hardly am sure), his ship’s name, and a few other particulars
of that sort, in the manner of a criminal making a reluctant and doleful confession. He had
had terrible weather on the passage out—terrible—terrible—wife aboard, too.
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By this time we were seated in the cabin and the steward brought in a tray with a bottle
and glasses. “Thanks! No.” Never took liquor. Would have some water, though. He drank
two tumblerfuls. Terrible thirsty work. Ever since daylight had been exploring the islands
round his ship.

“What was that for—fun?” I asked, with an appearance of polite interest.

“No!” He sighed. “Painful duty.”

As he persisted in his mumbling and I wanted my double to hear every word, I hit
upon the notion of informing him that I regretted to say I was hard of hearing.

“Such a young man, too!” he nodded, keeping his smeary blue, unintelligent eyes
fastened upon me. “What was the cause of it—some disease?” he inquired, without the
least sympathy and as if he thought that, if so, I’d got no more than I deserved.

“Yes; disease,” I admitted in a cheerful tone which seemed to shock him. But my point
was gained, because he had to raise his voice to give me his tale. It is not worth while to
record his version. It was just over two months since all this had happened, and he had
thought so much about it that he seemed completely muddled as to its bearings, but still
immensely impressed.

“What would you think of such a thing happening on board your own ship? I’ve had
the Sephora for these fifteen years. I am a well-known shipmaster.”

He was densely distressed—and perhaps I should have sympathized with him if I had
been able to detach my mental vision from the unsuspected sharer of my cabin as though
he were my second self. There he was on the other side of the bulkhead, four or five feet
from us, no more, as we sat in the saloon. I looked politely at Captain Archbold (if that was
his name), but it was the other I saw, in a gray sleeping suit, seated on a low stool, his bare
feet close together, his arms folded, and every word said between us falling into the ears of
his dark head bowed on his chest.

“I have been at sea now, man and boy, for seven-and-thirty years, and I’ve never heard
of such a thing happening in an English ship. And that it should be my ship. Wife on board,
t00.”

I was hardly listening to him.

“Don’t you think,” I said, “that the heavy sea which, you told me, came aboard just
then might have killed the man? I have seen the sheer weight of a sea kill a man very
neatly, by simply breaking his neck.”

“Good God!” he uttered, impressively, fixing his smeary blue eyes on me. “The sea!
No man killed by the sea ever looked like that.” He seemed positively scandalized at my
suggestion. And as I gazed at him certainly not prepared for anything original on his part,
he advanced his head close to mine and thrust his tongue out at me so suddenly that I
couldn’t help starting back.

After scoring over my calmness in this graphic way he nodded wisely. If I had seen the
sight, he assured me, I would never forget it as long as I lived. The weather was too bad to
give the corpse a proper sea burial. So next day at dawn they took it up on the poop,
covering its face with a bit of bunting; he read a short prayer, and then, just as it was, in its
oilskins and long boots, they launched it amongst those mountainous seas that seemed
ready every moment to swallow up the ship herself and the terrified lives on board of her.

“That reefed foresail saved you,” I threw in.

“Under God—it did,” he exclaimed fervently. “It was by a special mercy, I firmly
believe, that it stood some of those hurricane squalls.”

“It was the setting of that sail which—" I began.
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“God’s own hand in it,” he interrupted me. “Nothing less could have done it. I don’t
mind telling you that I hardly dared give the order. It seemed impossible that we could
touch anything without losing it, and then our last hope would have been gone.”

The terror of that gale was on him yet. I let him go on for a bit, then said, casually—as
if returning to a minor subject:

“You were very anxious to give up your mate to the shore people, I believe?”

He was. To the law. His obscure tenacity on that point had in it something
incomprehensible and a little awful; something, as it were, mystical, quite apart from his
anxiety that he should not be suspected of “countenancing any doings of that sort.” Seven-
and-thirty virtuous years at sea, of which over twenty of immaculate command, and the last
fifteen in the Sephora, seemed to have laid him under some pitiless obligation.

“And you know,” he went on, groping shame-facedly amongst his feelings, “I did not
engage that young fellow. His people had some interest with my owners. I was in a way
forced to take him on. He looked very smart, very gentlemanly, and all that. But do you
know—I never liked him, somehow. I am a plain man. You see, he wasn’t exactly the sort
for the chief mate of a ship like the Sephora.”

I had become so connected in thoughts and impressions with the secret sharer of my
cabin that I felt as if I, personally, were being given to understand that I, too, was not the
sort that would have done for the chief mate of a ship like the Sephora. I had no doubt of it
in my mind.

“Not at all the style of man. You understand,” he insisted, superfluously, looking hard
at me.

I smiled urbanely. He seemed at a loss for a while.

“I suppose I must report a suicide.”

“Beg pardon?”’

“Suicide! That’s what I’ll have to write to my owners directly I get in.”

“Unless you manage to recover him before tomorrow,” I assented, dispassionately.... “I
mean, alive.”

He mumbled something which I really did not catch, and I turned my ear to him in a
puzzled manner. He fairly bawled:

“The land—I say, the mainland is at least seven miles off my anchorage.”

“About that.”

My lack of excitement, of curiosity, of surprise, of any sort of pronounced interest,
began to arouse his distrust. But except for the felicitous pretense of deafness I had not
tried to pretend anything. I had felt utterly incapable of playing the part of ignorance
properly, and therefore was afraid to try. It is also certain that he had brought some ready-
made suspicions with him, and that he viewed my politeness as a strange and unnatural
phenomenon. And yet how else could I have received him? Not heartily! That was
impossible for psychological reasons, which I need not state here. My only object was to
keep off his inquiries. Surlily? Yes, but surliness might have provoked a point-blank
question. From its novelty to him and from its nature, punctilious courtesy was the manner
best calculated to restrain the man. But there was the danger of his breaking through my
defense bluntly. I could not, I think, have met him by a direct lie, also for psychological
(not moral) reasons. If he had only known how afraid I was of his putting my feeling of
identity with the other to the test! But, strangely enough—(I thought of it only afterwards)
—I believe that he was not a little disconcerted by the reverse side of that weird situation,

17



by something in me that reminded him of the man he was seeking—suggested a mysterious
similitude to the young fellow he had distrusted and disliked from the first.

However that might have been, the silence was not very prolonged. He took another
oblique step.

“I reckon I had no more than a two-mile pull to your ship. Not a bit more.”

“And quite enough, too, in this awful heat,” I said.

Another pause full of mistrust followed. Necessity, they say, is mother of invention,
but fear, too, is not barren of ingenious suggestions. And I was afraid he would ask me
point-blank for news of my other self.

“Nice little saloon, isn’t it?” I remarked, as if noticing for the first time the way his
eyes roamed from one closed door to the other. “And very well fitted out, too. Here, for
instance,” I continued, reaching over the back of my seat negligently and flinging the door
open, “is my bathroom.”

He made an eager movement, but hardly gave it a glance. I got up, shut the door of the
bathroom, and invited him to have a look round, as if I were very proud of my
accommodation. He had to rise and be shown round, but he went through the business
without any raptures whatever.

“And now we’ll have a look at my stateroom,” I declared, in a voice as loud as I dared
to make it, crossing the cabin to the starboard side with purposely heavy steps.

He followed me in and gazed around. My intelligent double had vanished. I played my
part.

“Very convenient—isn’t it?”

“Very nice. Very comf...” He didn’t finish and went out brusquely as if to escape from
some unrighteous wiles of mine. But it was not to be. I had been too frightened not to feel
vengeful; I felt I had him on the run, and I meant to keep him on the run. My polite
insistence must have had something menacing in it, because he gave in suddenly. And I did
not let him off a single item; mate’s room, pantry, storerooms, the very sail locker which
was also under the poop—he had to look into them all. When at last I showed him out on
the quarter-deck he drew a long, spiritless sigh, and mumbled dismally that he must really
be going back to his ship now. I desired my mate, who had joined us, to see to the captain’s
boat.

The man of whiskers gave a blast on the whistle which he used to wear hanging round
his neck, and yelled, “Sephora’s away!” My double down there in my cabin must have
heard, and certainly could not feel more relieved than 1. Four fellows came running out
from somewhere forward and went over the side, while my own men, appearing on deck
too, lined the rail. I escorted my visitor to the gangway ceremoniously, and nearly overdid
it. He was a tenacious beast. On the very ladder he lingered, and in that unique, guiltily
conscientious manner of sticking to the point:

“I say... you... you don’t think that—"

I covered his voice loudly:

“Certainly not.... I am delighted. Good-by.”

I had an idea of what he meant to say, and just saved myself by the privilege of
defective hearing. He was too shaken generally to insist, but my mate, close witness of that
parting, looked mystified and his face took on a thoughtful cast. As I did not want to appear
as if I wished to avoid all communication with my officers, he had the opportunity to
address me.
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“Seems a very nice man. His boat’s crew told our chaps a very extraordinary story, if
what I am told by the steward is true. I suppose you had it from the captain, sir?”

“Yes. I had a story from the captain.”

“A very horrible affair—isn’t it, sir?”

“It is.”

“Beats all these tales we hear about murders in Yankee ships.”

“I don’t think it beats them. I don’t think it resembles them in the least.”

“Bless my soul—you don’t say so! But of course I’ve no acquaintance whatever with
American ships, not I, so I couldn’t go against your knowledge. It’s horrible enough for
me.... But the queerest part is that those fellows seemed to have some idea the man was
hidden aboard here. They had really. Did you ever hear of such a thing?”

“Preposterous—isn’t it?”

We were walking to and fro athwart the quarter-deck. No one of the crew forward
could be seen (the day was Sunday), and the mate pursued:

“There was some little dispute about it. Our chaps took offense. ‘As if we would
harbor a thing like that,” they said. “Wouldn’t you like to look for him in our coal-hole?’
Quite a tiff. But they made it up in the end. I suppose he did drown himself. Don’t you,
sir?”

“I don’t suppose anything.”

“You have no doubt in the matter, sir?”

“None whatever.”

I left him suddenly. I felt I was producing a bad impression, but with my double down
there it was most trying to be on deck. And it was almost as trying to be below. Altogether
a nerve-trying situation. But on the whole I felt less torn in two when I was with him.
There was no one in the whole ship whom I dared take into my confidence. Since the
hands had got to know his story, it would have been impossible to pass him off for anyone
else, and an accidental discovery was to be dreaded now more than ever....

The steward being engaged in laying the table for dinner, we could talk only with our
eyes when I first went down. Later in the afternoon we had a cautious try at whispering.
The Sunday quietness of the ship was against us; the stillness of air and water around her
was against us; the elements, the men were against us—everything was against us in our
secret partnership; time itself—for this could not go on forever. The very trust in
Providence was, I suppose, denied to his guilt. Shall I confess that this thought cast me
down very much? And as to the chapter of accidents which counts for so much in the book
of success, I could only hope that it was closed. For what favorable accident could be
expected?

“Did you hear everything?” were my first words as soon as we took up our position
side by side, leaning over my bed place.

He had. And the proof of it was his earnest whisper, “The man told you he hardly
dared to give the order.”

I understood the reference to be to that saving foresail.

“Yes. He was afraid of it being lost in the setting.”

“I assure you he never gave the order. He may think he did, but he never gave it. He
stood there with me on the break of the poop after the main topsail blew away, and
whimpered about our last hope—positively whimpered about it and nothing else—and the
night coming on! To hear one’s skipper go on like that in such weather was enough to drive
any fellow out of his mind. It worked me up into a sort of desperation. I just took it into my
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own hands and went away from him, boiling, and—But what’s the use telling you? You
know!... Do you think that if I had not been pretty fierce with them I should have got the
men to do anything? Not I! The bo’s’n perhaps? Perhaps! It wasn’t a heavy sea—it was a
sea gone mad! I suppose the end of the world will be something like that; and a man may
have the heart to see it coming once and be done with it—but to have to face it day after
day—I don’t blame anybody. I was precious little better than the rest. Only—I was an
officer of that old coal wagon, anyhow—"

“I quite understand,” I conveyed that sincere assurance into his ear. He was out of
breath with whispering; I could hear him pant slightly. It was all very simple. The same
strung-up force which had given twenty-four men a chance, at least, for their lives, had, in
a sort of recoil, crushed an unworthy mutinous existence.

But I had no leisure to weigh the merits of the matter—footsteps in the saloon, a heavy
knock. “There’s enough wind to get under way with, sir.” Here was the call of a new claim
upon my thoughts and even upon my feelings.

“Turn the hands up,” I cried through the door. “I’ll be on deck directly.”

I was going out to make the acquaintance of my ship. Before I left the cabin our eyes
met—the eyes of the only two strangers on board. I pointed to the recessed part where the
little campstool awaited him and laid my finger on my lips. He made a gesture—somewhat
vague—a little mysterious, accompanied by a faint smile, as if of regret.

This is not the place to enlarge upon the sensations of a man who feels for the first
time a ship move under his feet to his own independent word. In my case they were not
unalloyed. I was not wholly alone with my command; for there was that stranger in my
cabin. Or rather, I was not completely and wholly with her. Part of me was absent. That
mental feeling of being in two places at once affected me physically as if the mood of
secrecy had penetrated my very soul. Before an hour had elapsed since the ship had begun
to move, having occasion to ask the mate (he stood by my side) to take a compass bearing
of the pagoda, I caught myself reaching up to his ear in whispers. I say I caught myself, but
enough had escaped to startle the man. I can’t describe it otherwise than by saying that he
shied. A grave, preoccupied manner, as though he were in possession of some perplexing
intelligence, did not leave him henceforth. A little later I moved away from the rail to look
at the compass with such a stealthy gait that the helmsman noticed it—and I could not help
noticing the unusual roundness of his eyes. These are trifling instances, though it’s to no
commander’s advantage to be suspected of ludicrous eccentricities. But I was also more
seriously affected. There are to a seaman certain words, gestures, that should in given
conditions come as naturally, as instinctively as the winking of a menaced eye. A certain
order should spring on to his lips without thinking; a certain sign should get itself made, so
to speak, without reflection. But all unconscious alertness had abandoned me. I had to
make an effort of will to recall myself back (from the cabin) to the conditions of the
moment. [ felt that I was appearing an irresolute commander to those people who were
watching me more or less critically.

And, besides, there were the scares. On the second day out, for instance, coming off
the deck in the afternoon (I had straw slippers on my bare feet) I stopped at the open pantry
door and spoke to the steward. He was doing something there with his back to me. At the
sound of my voice he nearly jumped out of his skin, as the saying is, and incidentally broke
a cup.

“What on earth’s the matter with you?” I asked, astonished.
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He was extremely confused. “Beg your pardon, sir. I made sure you were in your
cabin.”

“You see [ wasn’t.”

“No, sir. I could have sworn I had heard you moving in there not a moment ago. It’s
most extraordinary... very sorry, sir.”

I passed on with an inward shudder. I was so identified with my secret double that I
did not even mention the fact in those scanty, fearful whispers we exchanged. I suppose he
had made some slight noise of some kind or other. It would have been miraculous if he
hadn’t at one time or another. And yet, haggard as he appeared, he looked always perfectly
self-controlled, more than calm—almost invulnerable. On my suggestion he remained
almost entirely in the bathroom, which, upon the whole, was the safest place. There could
be really no shadow of an excuse for anyone ever wanting to go in there, once the steward
had done with it. It was a very tiny place. Sometimes he reclined on the floor, his legs bent,
his head sustained on one elbow. At others I would find him on the campstool, sitting in his
gray sleeping suit and with his cropped dark hair like a patient, unmoved convict. At night
I would smuggle him into my bed place, and we would whisper together, with the regular
footfalls of the officer of the watch passing and repassing over our heads. It was an
infinitely miserable time. It was lucky that some tins of fine preserves were stowed in a
locker in my stateroom; hard bread I could always get hold of; and so he lived on stewed
chicken, Pate de Foie Gras, asparagus, cooked oysters, sardines—on all sorts of
abominable sham delicacies out of tins. My early-morning coffee he always drank; and it
was all I dared do for him in that respect.

Every day there was the horrible maneuvering to go through so that my room and then
the bathroom should be done in the usual way. I came to hate the sight of the steward, to
abhor the voice of that harmless man. I felt that it was he who would bring on the disaster
of discovery. It hung like a sword over our heads.

The fourth day out, I think (we were then working down the east side of the Gulf of
Siam, tack for tack, in light winds and smooth water)—the fourth day, I say, of this
miserable juggling with the unavoidable, as we sat at our evening meal, that man, whose
slightest movement I dreaded, after putting down the dishes ran up on deck busily. This
could not be dangerous. Presently he came down again; and then it appeared that he had
remembered a coat of mine which I had thrown over a rail to dry after having been wetted
in a shower which had passed over the ship in the afternoon. Sitting stolidly at the head of
the table I became terrified at the sight of the garment on his arm. Of course he made for
my door. There was no time to lose.

“Steward,” I thundered. My nerves were so shaken that I could not govern my voice
and conceal my agitation. This was the sort of thing that made my terrifically whiskered
mate tap his forehead with his forefinger. I had detected him using that gesture while
talking on deck with a confidential air to the carpenter. It was too far to hear a word, but I
had no doubt that this pantomime could only refer to the strange new captain.

“Yes, sir,” the pale-faced steward turned resignedly to me. It was this maddening
course of being shouted at, checked without rhyme or reason, arbitrarily chased out of my
cabin, suddenly called into it, sent flying out of his pantry on incomprehensible errands,
that accounted for the growing wretchedness of his expression.

“Where are you going with that coat?”

“To your room, sir.”

“Is there another shower coming?”’
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“I’m sure I don’t know, sir. Shall I go up again and see, sir?”’

“No! never mind.”

My object was attained, as of course my other self in there would have heard
everything that passed. During this interlude my two officers never raised their eyes off
their respective plates; but the lip of that confounded cub, the second mate, quivered
visibly.

I expected the steward to hook my coat on and come out at once. He was very slow
about it; but I dominated my nervousness sufficiently not to shout after him. Suddenly I
became aware (it could be heard plainly enough) that the fellow for some reason or other
was opening the door of the bathroom. It was the end. The place was literally not big
enough to swing a cat in. My voice died in my throat and I went stony all over. I expected
to hear a yell of surprise and terror, and made a movement, but had not the strength to get
on my legs. Everything remained still. Had my second self taken the poor wretch by the
throat? I don’t know what I could have done next moment if I had not seen the steward
come out of my room, close the door, and then stand quietly by the sideboard.

“Saved,” I thought. “But, no! Lost! Gone! He was gone!”

I laid my knife and fork down and leaned back in my chair. My head swam. After a
while, when sufficiently recovered to speak in a steady voice, I instructed my mate to put
the ship round at eight o’clock himself.

“I won’t come on deck,” I went on. “I think I’ll turn in, and unless the wind shifts I
don’t want to be disturbed before midnight. I feel a bit seedy.”

“You did look middling bad a little while ago,” the chief mate remarked without
showing any great concern.

They both went out, and I stared at the steward clearing the table. There was nothing to
be read on that wretched man’s face. But why did he avoid my eyes, I asked myself. Then I
thought I should like to hear the sound of his voice.

“Steward!”

“Sir!” Startled as usual.

“Where did you hang up that coat?”

“In the bathroom, sir.” The usual anxious tone. “It’s not quite dry yet, sir.”

For some time longer I sat in the cuddy. Had my double vanished as he had come? But
of his coming there was an explanation, whereas his disappearance would be
inexplicable.... I went slowly into my dark room, shut the door, lighted the lamp, and for a
time dared not turn round. When at last I did I saw him standing bolt-upright in the narrow
recessed part. It would not be true to say I had a shock, but an irresistible doubt of his
bodily existence flitted through my mind. Can it be, I asked myself, that he is not visible to
other eyes than mine? It was like being haunted. Motionless, with a grave face, he raised
his hands slightly at me in a gesture which meant clearly, “Heavens! what a narrow
escape!” Narrow indeed. I think I had come creeping quietly as near insanity as any man
who has not actually gone over the border. That gesture restrained me, so to speak.

The mate with the terrific whiskers was now putting the ship on the other tack. In the
moment of profound silence which follows upon the hands going to their stations I heard
on the poop his raised voice: “Hard alee!” and the distant shout of the order repeated on the
main-deck. The sails, in that light breeze, made but a faint fluttering noise. It ceased. The
ship was coming round slowly: I held my breath in the renewed stillness of expectation;
one wouldn’t have thought that there was a single living soul on her decks. A sudden brisk
shout, “Mainsail haul!” broke the spell, and in the noisy cries and rush overhead of the men
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running away with the main brace we two, down in my cabin, came together in our usual
position by the bed place.

He did not wait for my question. “I heard him fumbling here and just managed to squat
myself down in the bath,” he whispered to me. “The fellow only opened the door and put
his arm in to hang the coat up. All the same—"

“I never thought of that,” I whispered back, even more appalled than before at the
closeness of the shave, and marveling at that something unyielding in his character which
was carrying him through so finely. There was no agitation in his whisper. Whoever was
being driven distracted, it was not he. He was sane. And the proof of his sanity was
continued when he took up the whispering again.

“It would never do for me to come to life again.”

It was something that a ghost might have said. But what he was alluding to was his old
captain’s reluctant admission of the theory of suicide. It would obviously serve his turn—if
I had understood at all the view which seemed to govern the unalterable purpose of his
action.

“You must maroon me as soon as ever you can get amongst these islands off the
Cambodge shore,” he went on.

“Maroon you! We are not living in a boy’s adventure tale,” I protested. His scornful
whispering took me up.

“We aren’t indeed! There’s nothing of a boy’s tale in this. But there’s nothing else for
it. I want no more. You don’t suppose I am afraid of what can be done to me? Prison or
gallows or whatever they may please. But you don’t see me coming back to explain such
things to an old fellow in a wig and twelve respectable tradesmen, do you? What can they
know whether I am guilty or not—or of what I am guilty, either? That’s my affair. What
does the Bible say? ‘Driven off the face of the earth.” Very well, I am off the face of the
earth now. As I came at night so I shall go.”

“Impossible!” I murmured. “You can’t.”

“Can’t?... Not naked like a soul on the Day of Judgment. I shall freeze on to this
sleeping suit. The Last Day is not yet—and... you have understood thoroughly. Didn’t
you?”

I felt suddenly ashamed of myself. I may say truly that I understood—and my
hesitation in letting that man swim away from my ship’s side had been a mere sham
sentiment, a sort of cowardice.

“It can’t be done now till next night,” I breathed out. “The ship is on the off-shore tack
and the wind may fail us.”

“As long as I know that you understand,” he whispered. “But of course you do. It’s a
great satisfaction to have got somebody to understand. You seem to have been there on
purpose.” And in the same whisper, as if we two whenever we talked had to say things to
each other which were not fit for the world to hear, he added, “It’s very wonderful.”

We remained side by side talking in our secret way—but sometimes silent or just
exchanging a whispered word or two at long intervals. And as usual he stared through the
port. A breath of wind came now and again into our faces. The ship might have been
moored in dock, so gently and on an even keel she slipped through the water, that did not
murmur even at our passage, shadowy and silent like a phantom sea.

At midnight I went on deck, and to my mate’s great surprise put the ship round on the
other tack. His terrible whiskers flitted round me in silent criticism. I certainly should not
have done it if it had been only a question of getting out of that sleepy gulf as quickly as
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possible. I believe he told the second mate, who relieved him, that it was a great want of
judgment. The other only yawned. That intolerable cub shuffled about so sleepily and
lolled against the rails in such a slack, improper fashion that I came down on him sharply.

“Aren’t you properly awake yet?”

“Yes, sir! I am awake.”

“Well, then, be good enough to hold yourself as if you were. And keep a lookout. If
there’s any current we’ll be closing with some islands before daylight.”

The east side of the gulf is fringed with islands, some solitary, others in groups. On the
blue background of the high coast they seem to float on silvery patches of calm water, arid
and gray, or dark green and rounded like clumps of evergreen bushes, with the larger ones,
a mile or two long, showing the outlines of ridges, ribs of gray rock under the dark mantle
of matted leafage. Unknown to trade, to travel, almost to geography, the manner of life
they harbor is an unsolved secret. There must be villages—settlements of fishermen at least
—on the largest of them, and some communication with the world is probably kept up by
native craft. But all that forenoon, as we headed for them, fanned along by the faintest of
breezes, I saw no sign of man or canoe in the field of the telescope I kept on pointing at the
scattered group.

At noon I gave no orders for a change of course, and the mate’s whiskers became
much concerned and seemed to be offering themselves unduly to my notice. At last I said:

“I am going to stand right in. Quite in—as far as I can take her.”

The stare of extreme surprise imparted an air of ferocity also to his eyes, and he looked
truly terrific for a moment.

“We’re not doing well in the middle of the gulf,” I continued, casually. “I am going to
look for the land breezes tonight.”

“Bless my soul! Do you mean, sir, in the dark amongst the lot of all them islands and
reefs and shoals?”

“Well—if there are any regular land breezes at all on this coast one must get close
inshore to find them, mustn’t one?”

“Bless my soul!” he exclaimed again under his breath. All that afternoon he wore a
dreamy, contemplative appearance which in him was a mark of perplexity. After dinner I
went into my stateroom as if I meant to take some rest. There we two bent our dark heads
over a half-unrolled chart lying on my bed.

“There,” I said. “It’s got to be Koh-ring. I’ve been looking at it ever since sunrise. It
has got two hills and a low point. It must be inhabited. And on the coast opposite there is
what looks like the mouth of a biggish river—with some towns, no doubt, not far up. It’s
the best chance for you that I can see.”

“Anything. Koh-ring let it be.”

He looked thoughtfully at the chart as if surveying chances and distances from a lofty
height—and following with his eyes his own figure wandering on the blank land of
Cochin-China, and then passing off that piece of paper clean out of sight into uncharted
regions. And it was as if the ship had two captains to plan her course for her. I had been so
worried and restless running up and down that I had not had the patience to dress that day. I
had remained in my sleeping suit, with straw slippers and a soft floppy hat. The closeness
of the heat in the gulf had been most oppressive, and the crew were used to seeing me
wandering in that airy attire.
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“She will clear the south point as she heads now,” I whispered into his ear. “Goodness
only knows when, though, but certainly after dark. I’ll edge her in to half a mile, as far as |
may be able to judge in the dark—"

“Be careful,” he murmured, warningly—and I realized suddenly that all my future, the
only future for which I was fit, would perhaps go irretrievably to pieces in any mishap to
my first command.

I could not stop a moment longer in the room. I motioned him to get out of sight and
made my way on the poop. That unplayful cub had the watch. I walked up and down for a
while thinking things out, then beckoned him over.

“Send a couple of hands to open the two quarter-deck ports,” I said, mildly.

He actually had the impudence, or else so forgot himself in his wonder at such an
incomprehensible order, as to repeat:

“Open the quarter-deck ports! What for, sir?”

“The only reason you need concern yourself about is because I tell you to do so. Have
them open wide and fastened properly.”

He reddened and went off, but I believe made some jeering remark to the carpenter as
to the sensible practice of ventilating a ship’s quarter-deck. I know he popped into the
mate’s cabin to impart the fact to him because the whiskers came on deck, as it were by
chance, and stole glances at me from below—for signs of lunacy or drunkenness, I
suppose.

A little before supper, feeling more restless than ever, I rejoined, for a moment, my
second self. And to find him sitting so quietly was surprising, like something against
nature, inhuman.

I developed my plan in a hurried whisper.

“I shall stand in as close as I dare and then put her round. I will presently find means
to smuggle you out of here into the sail locker, which communicates with the lobby. But
there is an opening, a sort of square for hauling the sails out, which gives straight on the
quarter-deck and which is never closed in fine weather, so as to give air to the sails. When
the ship’s way is deadened in stays and all the hands are aft at the main braces you will
have a clear road to slip out and get overboard through the open quarter-deck port. I’ve had
them both fastened up. Use a rope’s end to lower yourself into the water so as to avoid a
splash—you know. It could be heard and cause some beastly complication.”

He kept silent for a while, then whispered, “I understand.”

“I won’t be there to see you go,” I began with an effort. “The rest ... I only hope I have
understood, t00.”

“You have. From first to last”—and for the first time there seemed to be a faltering,
something strained in his whisper. He caught hold of my arm, but the ringing of the supper
bell made me start. He didn’t though; he only released his grip.

After supper I didn’t come below again till well past eight o’clock. The faint, steady
breeze was loaded with dew; and the wet, darkened sails held all there was of propelling
power in it. The night, clear and starry, sparkled darkly, and the opaque, lightless patches
shifting slowly against the low stars were the drifting islets. On the port bow there was a
big one more distant and shadowily imposing by the great space of sky it eclipsed.

On opening the door I had a back view of my very own self looking at a chart. He had
come out of the recess and was standing near the table.

“Quite dark enough,” I whispered.

25



He stepped back and leaned against my bed with a level, quiet glance. I sat on the
couch. We had nothing to say to each other. Over our heads the officer of the watch moved
here and there. Then I heard him move quickly. I knew what that meant. He was making
for the companion; and presently his voice was outside my door.

“We are drawing in pretty fast, sir. Land looks rather close.”

“Very well,” I answered. “I am coming on deck directly.”

I waited till he was gone out of the cuddy, then rose. My double moved too. The time
had come to exchange our last whispers, for neither of us was ever to hear each other’s
natural voice.

“Look here!” I opened a drawer and took out three sovereigns. “Take this anyhow. I’ve
got six and I’d give you the lot, only I must keep a little money to buy some fruit and
vegetables for the crew from native boats as we go through Sunda Straits.”

He shook his head.

“Take it,” I urged him, whispering desperately. “No one can tell what—"

He smiled and slapped meaningly the only pocket of the sleeping jacket. It was not
safe, certainly. But I produced a large old silk handkerchief of mine, and tying the three
pieces of gold in a corner, pressed it on him. He was touched, I supposed, because he took
it at last and tied it quickly round his waist under the jacket, on his bare skin.

Our eyes met; several seconds elapsed, till, our glances still mingled, I extended my
hand and turned the lamp out. Then I passed through the cuddy, leaving the door of my
room wide open.... “Steward!”

He was still lingering in the pantry in the greatness of his zeal, giving a rub-up to a
plated cruet stand the last thing before going to bed. Being careful not to wake up the mate,
whose room was opposite, I spoke in an undertone.

He looked round anxiously. “Sir!”

“Can you get me a little hot water from the galley?”

“I am afraid, sir, the galley fire’s been out for some time now.”

“Go and see.”

He flew up the stairs.

“Now,” I whispered, loudly, into the saloon—too loudly, perhaps, but I was afraid I
couldn’t make a sound. He was by my side in an instant—the double captain slipped past
the stairs—through a tiny dark passage ... a sliding door. We were in the sail locker,
scrambling on our knees over the sails. A sudden thought struck me. I saw myself
wandering barefooted, bareheaded, the sun beating on my dark poll. I snatched off my
floppy hat and tried hurriedly in the dark to ram it on my other self. He dodged and fended
off silently. I wonder what he thought had come to me before he understood and suddenly
desisted. Our hands met gropingly, lingered united in a steady, motionless clasp for a
second. ... No word was breathed by either of us when they separated.

I was standing quietly by the pantry door when the steward returned.

“Sorry, sir. Kettle barely warm. Shall I light the spirit lamp?”

“Never mind.”

I came out on deck slowly. It was now a matter of conscience to shave the land as
close as possible—for now he must go overboard whenever the ship was put in stays.
Must! There could be no going back for him. After a moment I walked over to leeward and
my heart flew into my mouth at the nearness of the land on the bow. Under any other
circumstances I would not have held on a minute longer. The second mate had followed me
anxiously.
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I looked on till I felt I could command my voice.

“She will weather,” I said then in a quiet tone.

“Are you going to try that, sir?” he stammered out incredulously.

I took no notice of him and raised my tone just enough to be heard by the helmsman.

“Keep her good full.”

“Good full, sir.”

The wind fanned my cheek, the sails slept, the world was silent. The strain of watching
the dark loom of the land grow bigger and denser was too much for me. I had shut my eyes
—because the ship must go closer. She must! The stillness was intolerable. Were we
standing still?

When I opened my eyes the second view started my heart with a thump. The black
southern hill of Koh-ring seemed to hang right over the ship like a towering fragment of
everlasting night. On that enormous mass of blackness there was not a gleam to be seen,
not a sound to be heard. It was gliding irresistibly towards us and yet seemed already
within reach of the hand. I saw the vague figures of the watch grouped in the waist, gazing
in awed silence.

“Are you going on, sir?”’ inquired an unsteady voice at my elbow.

Iignored it. I had to go on.

“Keep her full. Don’t check her way. That won’t do now,” I said warningly.

“I can’t see the sails very well,” the helmsman answered me, in strange, quavering
tones.

Was she close enough? Already she was, I won’t say in the shadow of the land, but in
the very blackness of it, already swallowed up as it were, gone too close to be recalled,
gone from me altogether.

“Give the mate a call,” I said to the young man who stood at my elbow as still as
death. “And turn all hands up.”

My tone had a borrowed loudness reverberated from the height of the land. Several
voices cried out together: “We are all on deck, sir.”

Then stillness again, with the great shadow gliding closer, towering higher, without a
light, without a sound. Such a hush had fallen on the ship that she might have been a bark
of the dead floating in slowly under the very gate of Erebus.

“My God! Where are we?”

It was the mate moaning at my elbow. He was thunderstruck, and as it were deprived
of the moral support of his whiskers. He clapped his hands and absolutely cried out,

“Lost!”

“Be quiet,” I said, sternly.

He lowered his tone, but I saw the shadowy gesture of his despair. “What are we doing
here?”

“Looking for the land wind.”

He made as if to tear his hair, and addressed me recklessly.

“She will never get out. You have done it, sir. [ knew it’d end in something like this.
She will never weather, and you are too close now to stay. She’ll drift ashore before she’s
round. Oh my God!”

I caught his arm as he was raising it to batter his poor devoted head, and shook it
violently.

“She’s ashore already,” he wailed, trying to tear himself away.

“Is she?... Keep good full there!”
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“Good full, sir,” cried the helmsman in a frightened, thin, childlike voice.

I hadn’t let go the mate’s arm and went on shaking it. “Ready about, do you hear? You
go forward”—shake—*“and stop there”—shake—*"and hold your noise”—shake—“and see
these head-sheets properly overhauled”—shake, shake—shake.

And all the time I dared not look towards the land lest my heart should fail me. I
released my grip at last and he ran forward as if fleeing for dear life.

I wondered what my double there in the sail locker thought of this commotion. He was
able to hear everything—and perhaps he was able to understand why, on my conscience, it
had to be thus close—no less. My first order “Hard alee!” re-echoed ominously under the
towering shadow of Koh-ring as if I had shouted in a mountain gorge. And then I watched
the land intently. In that smooth water and light wind it was impossible to feel the ship
coming-to. No! I could not feel her. And my second self was making now ready to ship out
and lower himself overboard. Perhaps he was gone already...?

The great black mass brooding over our very mastheads began to pivot away from the
ship’s side silently. And now I forgot the secret stranger ready to depart, and remembered
only that I was a total stranger to the ship. I did not know her. Would she do it? How was
she to be handled?

I swung the mainyard and waited helplessly. She was perhaps stopped, and her very
fate hung in the balance, with the black mass of Koh-ring like the gate of the everlasting
night towering over her taffrail. What would she do now? Had she way on her yet? I
stepped to the side swiftly, and on the shadowy water I could see nothing except a faint
phosphorescent flash revealing the glassy smoothness of the sleeping surface. It was
impossible to tell—and I had not learned yet the feel of my ship. Was she moving? What I
needed was something easily seen, a piece of paper, which I could throw overboard and
watch. I had nothing on me. To run down for it I didn’t dare. There was no time. All at
once my strained, yearning stare distinguished a white object floating within a yard of the
ship’s side. White on the black water. A phosphorescent flash passed under it. What was
that thing?... I recognized my own floppy hat. It must have fallen off his head... and he
didn’t bother. Now I had what I wanted—the saving mark for my eyes. But I hardly
thought of my other self, now gone from the ship, to be hidden forever from all friendly
faces, to be a fugitive and a vagabond on the earth, with no brand of the curse on his sane
forehead to stay a slaying hand... too proud to explain.

And I watched the hat—the expression of my sudden pity for his mere flesh. It had
been meant to save his homeless head from the dangers of the sun. And now—behold—it
was saving the ship, by serving me for a mark to help out the ignorance of my strangeness.
Ha! It was drifting forward, warning me just in time that the ship had gathered sternaway.
“Shift the helm,” I said in a low voice to the seaman standing still like a statue.

The man’s eyes glistened wildly in the binnacle light as he jumped round to the other
side and spun round the wheel.

I walked to the break of the poop. On the over-shadowed deck all hands stood by the
forebraces waiting for my order. The stars ahead seemed to be gliding from right to left.
And all was so still in the world that I heard the quiet remark, “She’s round,” passed in a
tone of intense relief between two seamen.

“Let go and haul.”

The foreyards ran round with a great noise, amidst cheery cries. And now the frightful
whiskers made themselves heard giving various orders. Already the ship was drawing
ahead. And I was alone with her. Nothing! no one in the world should stand now between
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us, throwing a shadow on the way of silent knowledge and mute affection, the perfect
communion of a seaman with his first command.

Walking to the taffrail, I was in time to make out, on the very edge of a darkness
thrown by a towering black mass like the very gateway of Erebus—yes, I was in time to
catch an evanescent glimpse of my white hat left behind to mark the spot where the secret
sharer of my cabin and of my thoughts, as though he were my second self, had lowered
himself into the water to take his punishment: a free man, a proud swimmer striking out for
a new destiny.

Virginia Woolf [1882-1941], “Kew Gardens”, 1919

From the oval-shaped flower-bed there rose perhaps a hundred stalks spreading into
heart-shaped or tongue-shaped leaves half way up and unfurling at the tip red or blue or
yellow petals marked with spots of colour raised upon the surface; and from the red, blue
or yellow gloom of the throat emerged a straight bar, rough with gold dust and slightly
clubbed at the end. The petals were voluminous enough to be stirred by the summer breeze,
and when they moved, the red, blue and yellow lights passed one over the other, staining
an inch of the brown earth beneath with a spot of the most intricate colour. The light fell
either upon the smooth, grey back of a pebble, or, the shell of a snail with its brown,
circular veins, or falling into a raindrop, it expanded with such intensity of red, blue and
yellow the thin walls of water that one expected them to burst and disappear. Instead, the
drop was left in a second silver grey once more, and the light now settled upon the flesh of
a leaf, revealing the branching thread of fibre beneath the surface, and again it moved on
and spread its illumination in the vast green spaces beneath the dome of the heart-shaped
and tongue-shaped leaves. Then the breeze stirred rather more briskly overhead and the
colour was flashed into the air above, into the eyes of the men and women who walk in
Kew Gardens in July.

The figures of these men and women straggled past the flower-bed with a curiously
irregular movement not unlike that of the white and blue butterflies who crossed the turf in
zig-zag flights from bed to bed. The man was about six inches in front of the woman,
strolling carelessly, while she bore on with greater purpose, only turning her head now and
then to see that the children were not too far behind. The man kept this distance in front of
the woman purposely, though perhaps unconsciously, for he wished to go on with his
thoughts.

"Fifteen years ago I came here with Lily," he thought. "We sat somewhere over there
by a lake and I begged her to marry me all through the hot afternoon. How the dragonfly
kept circling round us: how clearly I see the dragonfly and her shoe with the square silver
buckle at the toe. All the time I spoke I saw her shoe and when it moved impatiently I
knew without looking up what she was going to say: the whole of her seemed to be in her
shoe. And my love, my desire, were in the dragonfly; for some reason I thought that if it
settled there, on that leaf, the broad one with the red flower in the middle of it, if the
dragonfly settled on the leaf she would say "Yes" at once. But the dragonfly went round
and round: it never settled anywhere—of course not, happily not, or I shouldn't be walking
here with Eleanor and the children—Tell me, Eleanor. D'you ever think of the past?"

"Why do you ask, Simon?"
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"Because I've been thinking of the past. I've been thinking of Lily, the woman I might
have married.... Well, why are you silent? Do you mind my thinking of the past?"

"Why should I mind, Simon? Doesn't one always think of the past, in a garden with
men and women lying under the trees? Aren't they one's past, all that remains of it, those
men and women, those ghosts lying under the trees, ... one's happiness, one's reality?"

"For me, a square silver shoe buckle and a dragonfly—"

"For me, a kiss. Imagine six little girls sitting before their easels twenty years ago,
down by the side of a lake, painting the water-lilies, the first red water-lilies I'd ever seen.
And suddenly a kiss, there on the back of my neck. And my hand shook all the afternoon
so that I couldn't paint. I took out my watch and marked the hour when I would allow
myself to think of the kiss for five minutes only—it was so precious—the kiss of an old
grey-haired woman with a wart on her nose, the mother of all my kisses all my life. Come,
Caroline, come, Hubert."

They walked on past the flower-bed, now walking four abreast, and soon diminished
in size among the trees and looked half transparent as the sunlight and shade swam over
their backs in large trembling irregular patches.

In the oval flower bed the snail, whose shell had been stained red, blue, and yellow for
the space of two minutes or so, now appeared to be moving very slightly in its shell, and
next began to labour over the crumbs of loose earth which broke away and rolled down as
it passed over them. It appeared to have a definite goal in front of it, differing in this
respect from the singular high stepping angular green insect who attempted to cross in
front of it, and waited for a second with its antenna trembling as if in deliberation, and
then stepped off as rapidly and strangely in the opposite direction. Brown cliffs with deep
green lakes in the hollows, flat, blade-like trees that waved from root to tip, round boulders
of grey stone, vast crumpled surfaces of a thin crackling texture—all these objects lay
across the snail's progress between one stalk and another to his goal. Before he had decided
whether to circumvent the arched tent of a dead leaf or to breast it there came past the bed
the feet of other human beings.

This time they were both men. The younger of the two wore an expression of perhaps
unnatural calm; he raised his eyes and fixed them very steadily in front of him while his
companion spoke, and directly his companion had done speaking he looked on the ground
again and sometimes opened his lips only after a long pause and sometimes did not open
them at all. The elder man had a curiously uneven and shaky method of walking, jerking
his hand forward and throwing up his head abruptly, rather in the manner of an impatient
carriage horse tired of waiting outside a house; but in the man these gestures were
irresolute and pointless.

He talked almost incessantly; he smiled to himself and again began to talk, as if the
smile had been an answer. He was talking about spirits—the spirits of the dead, who,
according to him, were even now telling him all sorts of odd things about their experiences
in Heaven.

"Heaven was known to the ancients as Thessaly, William, and now, with this war, the
spirit matter is rolling between the hills like thunder." He paused, seemed to listen, smiled,
jerked his head and continued:—

"You have a small electric battery and a piece of rubber to insulate the wire—isolate?
—insulate?—well, we'll skip the details, no good going into details that wouldn't be
understood—and in short the little machine stands in any convenient position by the head
of the bed, we will say, on a neat mahogany stand. All arrangements being properly fixed
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by workmen under my direction, the widow applies her ear and summons the spirit by sign
as agreed. Women! Widows! Women in black: "

Here he seemed to have caught sight of a woman's dress in the distance, which in the
shade looked a purple black. He took off his hat, placed his hand upon his heart, and
hurried towards her muttering and gesticulating feverishly. But William caught him by the
sleeve and touched a flower with the tip of his walking-stick in order to divert the old
man's attention. After looking at it for a moment in some confusion the old man bent his
ear to it and seemed to answer a voice speaking from it, for he began talking about the
forests of Uruguay which he had visited hundreds of years ago in company with the most
beautiful young woman in Europe. He could be heard murmuring about forests of Uruguay
blanketed with the wax petals of tropical roses, nightingales, sea beaches, mermaids, and
women drowned at sea, as he suffered himself to be moved on by William, upon whose
face the look of stoical patience grew slowly deeper and deeper.

Following his steps so closely as to be slightly puzzled by his gestures came two
elderly women of the lower middle class, one stout and ponderous, the other rosy cheeked
and nimble. Like most people of their station they were frankly fascinated by any signs of
eccentricity betokening a disordered brain, especially in the well-to-do; but they were too
far off to be certain whether the gestures were merely eccentric or genuinely mad. After
they had scrutinised the old man's back in silence for a moment and given each other a
queer, sly look, they went on energetically piecing together their very complicated
dialogue:

"Nell, Bert, Lot, Cess, Phil, Pa, he says, I says, she says, I says, I says, I says

"My Bert, Sis, Bill, Grandad, the old man, sugar,

Sugar, flour, kippers, greens,

Sugar, sugar, sugar."

The ponderous woman looked through the pattern of falling words at the flowers
standing cool, firm, and upright in the earth, with a curious expression. She saw them as a
sleeper waking from a heavy sleep sees a brass candlestick reflecting the light in an
unfamiliar way, and closes his eyes and opens them, and seeing the brass candlestick again,
finally starts broad awake and stares at the candlestick with all his powers. So the heavy
woman came to a standstill opposite the oval-shaped flower bed, and ceased even to
pretend to listen to what the other woman was saying. She stood there letting the words fall
over her, swaying the top part of her body slowly backwards and forwards, looking at the
flowers. Then she suggested that they should find a seat and have their tea.

The snail had now considered every possible method of reaching his goal without
going round the dead leaf or climbing over it. Let alone the effort needed for climbing a
leaf, he was doubtful whether the thin texture which vibrated with such an alarming crackle
when touched even by the tip of his horns would bear his weight; and this determined him
finally to creep beneath it, for there was a point where the leaf curved high enough from
the ground to admit him. He had just inserted his head in the opening and was taking stock
of the high brown roof and was getting used to the cool brown light when two other people
came past outside on the turf. This time they were both young, a young man and a young
woman. They were both in the prime of youth, or even in that season which precedes the
prime of youth, the season before the smooth pink folds of the flower have burst their
gummy case, when the wings of the butterfly, though fully grown, are motionless in the
sun.

"Lucky it isn't Friday," he observed.

"
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"Why? D'you believe in luck?"

"They make you pay sixpence on Friday."

"What's sixpence anyway? Isn't it worth sixpence?"

"What's 'it—what do you mean by 'it'?"

"0, anything—I mean—you know what [ mean."

Long pauses came between each of these remarks; they were uttered in toneless and
monotonous voices. The couple stood still on the edge of the flower bed, and together
pressed the end of her parasol deep down into the soft earth. The action and the fact that his
hand rested on the top of hers expressed their feelings in a strange way, as these short
insignificant words also expressed something, words with short wings for their heavy body
of meaning, inadequate to carry them far and thus alighting awkwardly upon the very
common objects that surrounded them, and were to their inexperienced touch so massive;
but who knows (so they thought as they pressed the parasol into the earth) what precipices
aren't concealed in them, or what slopes of ice don't shine in the sun on the other side?
Who knows? Who has ever seen this before? Even when she wondered what sort of tea
they gave you at Kew, he felt that something loomed up behind her words, and stood vast
and solid behind them; and the mist very slowly rose and uncovered—O, Heavens, what
were those shapes?—Ilittle white tables, and waitresses who looked first at her and then at
him; and there was a bill that he would pay with a real two shilling piece, and it was real,
all real, he assured himself, fingering the coin in his pocket, real to everyone except to him
and to her; even to him it began to seem real; and then—but it was too exciting to stand
and think any longer, and he pulled the parasol out of the earth with a jerk and was
impatient to find the place where one had tea with other people, like other people.

"Come along, Trissie; it's time we had our tea."

"Wherever does one have one's tea?" she asked with the oddest thrill of excitement in
her voice, looking vaguely round and letting herself be drawn on down the grass path,
trailing her parasol, turning her head this way and that way, forgetting her tea, wishing to
go down there and then down there, remembering orchids and cranes among wild flowers,
a Chinese pagoda and a crimson crested bird; but he bore her on.

Thus one couple after another with much the same irregular and aimless movement
passed the flower-bed and were enveloped in layer after layer of green blue vapour, in
which at first their bodies had substance and a dash of colour, but later both substance and
colour dissolved in the green-blue atmosphere. How hot it was! So hot that even the thrush
chose to hop, like a mechanical bird, in the shadow of the flowers, with long pauses
between one movement and the next; instead of rambling vaguely the white butterflies
danced one above another, making with their white shifting flakes the outline of a shattered
marble column above the tallest flowers; the glass roofs of the palm house shone as if a
whole market full of shiny green umbrellas had opened in the sun; and in the drone of the
aeroplane the voice of the summer sky murmured its fierce soul. Yellow and black, pink
and snow white, shapes of all these colours, men, women, and children were spotted for a
second upon the horizon, and then, seeing the breadth of yellow that lay upon the grass,
they wavered and sought shade beneath the trees, dissolving like drops of water in the
yellow and green atmosphere, staining it faintly with red and blue. It seemed as if all gross
and heavy bodies had sunk down in the heat motionless and lay huddled upon the ground,
but their voices went wavering from them as if they were flames lolling from the thick
waxen bodies of candles. Voices. Yes, voices. Wordless voices, breaking the silence
suddenly with such depth of contentment, such passion of desire, or, in the voices of
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children, such freshness of surprise; breaking the silence? But there was no silence; all the
time the motor omnibuses were turning their wheels and changing their gear; like a vast
nest of Chinese boxes all of wrought steel turning ceaselessly one within another the city
murmured; on the top of which the voices cried aloud and the petals of myriads of flowers
flashed their colours into the air.

Katherine Mansfield [1888-1923], “The Voyage”, 1921

The Picton boat was due to leave at half-past eleven. It was a beautiful night, mild,
starry, only when they got out of the cab and started to walk down the Old Wharf that
jutted out into the harbour, a faint wind blowing off the water ruffled under Fenella's hat,
and she put up her hand to keep it on. It was dark on the Old Wharf, very dark; the wool
sheds, the cattle trucks, the cranes standing up so high, the little squat railway engine, all
seemed carved out of solid darkness. Here and there on a rounded wood-pile, that was like
the stalk of a huge black mushroom, there hung a lantern, but it seemed afraid to unfurl its
timid, quivering light in all that blackness; it burned softly, as if for itself.

Fenella's father pushed on with quick, nervous strides. Beside him her grandma
bustled along in her crackling black ulster; they went so fast that she had now and again to
give an undignified little skip to keep up with them. As well as her luggage strapped into a
neat sausage, Fenella carried clasped to her her grandma's umbrella, and the handle, which
was a swan's head, kept giving her shoulder a sharp little peck as if it too wanted her to
hurry . . . . Men, their caps pulled down, their collars turned [Page 169] up, swung by; a
few women all muftled scurried along; and one tiny boy, only his little black arms and legs
showing out of a white woolly shawl, was jerked along angrily between his father and
mother; he looked like a baby fly that had fallen into the cream.

Then suddenly, so suddenly that Fenella and her grandma both leapt, there sounded
from behind the largest wool shed, that had a trail of smoke hanging over it, Mia-00-00-O-
O!

"First whistle," said her father briefly, and at that moment they came in sight of the
Picton boat. Lying beside the dark wharf, all strung, all beaded with round golden lights,
the Picton boat looked as if she was more ready to sail among stars than out into the cold
sea. People pressed along the gangway. First went her grandma, then her father, then
Fenella. There was a high step down on to the deck, and an old sailor in a jersey standing
by gave her his dry, hard hand. They were there; they stepped out of the way of the
hurrying people, and standing under a little iron stairway that led to the upper deck they
began to say good-bye.

"There, mother, there's your luggage!" said Fenella's father, giving grandma another
strapped-up sausage.

"Thank you, Frank."

"And you've got your cabin tickets safe?"

"Yes, dear."

"And your other tickets?"

Grandma felt for them inside her glove and showed him the tips.

"That's right."
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He sounded stern, but Fenella, eagerly watching him, saw that he looked tired and sad.
Mia-00-00-O-0O! The second whistle blared just above their heads, and a voice like a cry
shouted, "Any more for the gangway?"

"You'll give my love to father," Fenella saw her father's lips say. And her grandma,
very agitated, answered, "Of course I will, dear. Go now. You'll be left. Go now, Frank. Go
now."

"It's all right, mother. I've got another three minutes." To her surprise Fenella saw her
father take off his hat. He clasped grandma in his arms and pressed her to him. "God bless
you, mother!" she heard him say.

And grandma put her hand, with the black thread glove that was worn through on her
ring finger, against his cheek, and she sobbed, "God bless you, my own brave son!"

This was so awful that Fenella quickly turned her back on them, swallowed once, twice,
and frowned terribly at a little green star on a mast head. But she had to turn round again,;
her father was going.

"Good-bye, Fenella. Be a good girl." His cold, wet moustache brushed her cheek. But
Fenella caught hold of the lapels of his coat.

"How long am I going to stay?" she whispered anxiously. He wouldn't look at her. He

shook her off gently, and gently said, "We'll see about that. Here! Where's your hand?" He
pressed something into her palm. "Here's a shilling in case you should need it."
A shilling! She must be going away for ever! "Father!" cried Fenella. But he was gone. He
was the last off the ship. The sailors put their shoulders to the gangway. A huge coil of dark
rope went flying through the air and fell "thump" on the wharf. A bell rang; a whistle
shrilled. Silently the dark wharf began to slip, to slide, to edge away from them. Now there
was a rush of water between. Fenella strained to see with all her might. "Was that father
turning round?"—or waving?—or standing alone?—or walking off by himself? The strip of
water grew broader, darker. Now the Picton boat began to swing round steady, pointing out
to sea. It was no good looking any longer. There was nothing to be seen but a few lights,
the face of the town clock hanging in the air, and more lights, little patches of them, on the
dark hills.

The freshening wind tugged at Fenella's skirts; she went back to her grandma. To her
relief grandma seemed no longer sad. She had put the two sausages of luggage one on top
of the other, and she was sitting on them, her hands folded, her head a little on one side.
There was an intent, bright look on her face. Then Fenella saw that her lips were moving
and guessed that she was praying. But the old woman gave her a bright nod as if to say the
prayer was nearly over. She unclasped her hands, sighed, clasped them again, bent forward,
and at last gave herself a soft shake.

"And now, child," she said, fingering the bow of her bonnet-strings, "I think we ought
to see about our cabins. Keep close to me, and mind you don't slip."

"Yes, grandma!"

Dark figures of men lounged against the rails. In the glow of their pipes a nose shone
out, or the peak of a cap, or a pair of surprised-looking eyebrows. Fenella glanced up. High
in the air, a little figure, his hands thrust in his short jacket pockets, stood staring out to sea.
The ship rocked ever so little, and she thought the stars rocked too. And now a pale steward
in a linen coat, holding a tray high in the palm of his hand, stepped out of a lighted
doorway and skimmed past them. They went through that doorway. Carefully over the high
brass-bound step on to the rubber mat and then down such a terribly steep flight of stairs
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that grandma had to put both feet on each step, and Fenella clutched the clammy brass rail
and forgot all about the swan-necked umbrella.

At the bottom grandma stopped; Fenella was rather afraid she was going to pray again.
But no, it was only to get out the cabin tickets. They were in the saloon. It was glaring
bright and stifling; the air smelled of paint and burnt chop-bones and indiarubber. Fenella
wished her grandma would go on, but the old woman was not to be hurried. An immense
basket of ham sandwiches caught her eye. She went up to them and touched the top one
delicately with her finger.

"How much are the sandwiches?" she asked.

"Tuppence!" bawled a rude steward, slamming down a knife and fork.

Grandma could hardly believe it.

"Twopence each? " she asked.

"That's right," said the steward, and he winked at his companion.

Grandma made a small, astonished face. Then she whispered primly to Fenella, "What
wickedness!" And they sailed out at the further door and along a passage that had cabins on
either side. Such a very nice stewardess came to meet them. She was dressed all in blue
and her collar and cuffs were fastened with large brass buttons. She seemed to know
grandma well.

"Well, Mrs. Crane," said she, unlocking their washstand. "We've got you back again.
It's not often you give yourself a cabin."

"No," said grandma. "But this time my dear son's thoughtfulness—"

"I hope—" began the stewardess. Then she turned round and took a long, mournful
look at grandma's blackness and at Fenella's black coat and skirt, black blouse, and hat
with a crape rose.

Grandma nodded. "It was God's will," said she.

The stewardess shut her lips and, taking a deep breath, she seemd to expand.

"What I always say is," she said, as though it was her own discovery, "sooner or later
each of us has to go, and that's a certingty." She paused. "Now, can I bring you anything,
Mrs Crane? A cup of tea? I know it's no good offering you a little something to keep the
cold out."

Grandma shook her head. "Nothing, thank you. We've got a few wine biscuits and
Fenella has a very nice banana."

"Then I'll give you a look later on," said the stewardess; and she went out, shutting the
door.

What a very small cabin it was! It was like being shut up in a box with grandma. The
dark round eye above the washstand gleamed at them dully. Fenella felt shy. She stood
against the door, still clasping her luggage and the umbrella. Were they going to get
undressed in here? Already her grandma had taken off her bonnet, and, rolling up the
strings, she fixed each with a pin to the lining before she hung the bonnet up. Her white
hair shone like silk; the little bun at the back was covered with a black net. Fenella hardly
ever saw her grandma with her head uncovered; she looked strange.

"I shall put on the woollen fascinator your dear mother crocheted for me," said
grandma, and, unstrapping the sausage, she took it out and wound it round her head; the
fringe of grey bobbles danced at her eyebrows as she smiled tenderly and mournfully at
Fenella. Then she undid her bodice, and something under that, and something else
underneath that. Then there seemed a short, sharp tussle, and grandma flushed faintly.
Snip! Snap! She had undone her stays. She breathed a sigh of relief and, sitting on the
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plush couch, she slowly and carefully pulled off her elastic-sided boots and stood them side
by side.

By the time Fenella had taken off her coat and skirt and put on her flannel dressing-
gown grandma was quite ready.

"Must I take off my boots, grandma? They're lace."

Grandma gave them a moment's deep consideration. "You'd feel a great deal more
comfortable if you did, child," said she. She kissed Fenella. "Don't forget to say your
prayers. Our dear Lord is with us when we are at sea even more than when we are on dry
land. And because I am an experienced traveller," said grandma briskly, "I shall take the
upper berth."

"But, grandma, how ever will you get up there?"

Three little spider-like steps were all Fenella saw. The old woman gave a small silent
laugh before she mounted them nimbly, and she peered over the high bunk at the
astonished Fenella.

"You didn't think your grandma could do that, did you?" said she. And as she sank
back Fenella heard her light laugh again.

The hard square of brown soap would not lather and the water in the bottle was like a
kind of blue jelly. How hard it was, too, to turn down those stiff sheets; you simply had to
tear your way in. If everything had been different, Fenella might have got the giggles . . . .
At last she was inside, and while she lay there panting, there sounded from above a long,
soft whispering, as though someone was gently, gently rustling among tissue paper to find
something. It was grandma saying her prayers. . . .

A long time passed. Then the stewardess came in; she trod softly and leaned her hand
on grandma's bunk.

"We're just entering the Straits," she said.

"Oh!"

"It's a fine night, but we're rather empty. We may pitch a little."

And indeed at that moment the Picton Boat rose and rose and hung in the air just long
enough to give a shiver before she swung down again, and there was the sound of heavy
water slapping against her sides. Fenella remembered she had left the swan-necked
umbrella standing up on the little couch. If it fell over, would it break? But grandma
remembered too, at the same time.

"I wonder if you'd mind, stewardess, laying down my umbrella," she whispered.

"Not at all, Mrs. Crane." And the stewardess, coming back to grandma, breathed,

"Your little granddaughter's in such a beautiful sleep."

"God be praised for that!" said grandma.

"Poor little motherless mite!" said the stewardess. And grandma was still telling the
stewardess all about what happened when Fenella fell asleep.

But she hadn't been asleep long enough to dream before she woke up again to see
something waving in the air above her head. What was it? What could it be? It was a small
grey foot. Now another joined it. They seemed to be feeling about for something; there
came a sigh.

"I'm awake, grandma," said Fenella.

"Oh, dear, am I near the ladder?" asked grandma. "I thought it was this end."

"No, grandma, it's the other. I'll put your foot on it. Are we there?" asked Fenella.

"In the harbour," said grandma. "We must get up, child. You'd better have a biscuit to
steady yourself before you move."
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But Fenella had hopped out of her bunk. The lamp was still burning, but night was
over, and it was cold. Peering through that round eye she could see far off some rocks.
Now they were scattered over with foam; now a gull flipped by; and now there came a long
piece of real land.

"It's land, grandma," said Fenella, wonderingly, as though they had been at sea for
weeks together. She hugged herself; she stood on one leg and rubbed it with the toes of the
other foot; she was trembling. Oh, it had all been so sad lately. Was it going to change? But
all her grandma said was, "Make haste, child. I should leave your nice banana for the
stewardess as you haven't eaten it." And Fenella put on her black clothes again and a button
sprang off one of her gloves and rolled to where she couldn't reach it. They went up on
deck.

But if it had been cold in the cabin, on deck it was like ice. The sun was not up yet, but
the stars were dim, and the cold pale sky was the same colour as the cold pale sea. On the
land a white mist rose and fell. Now they could see quite plainly dark bush. Even the
shapes of the umbrella ferns showed, and those strange silvery withered trees that are like
skeletons . . . . Now they could see the landing-stage and some little houses, pale too,
clustered together, like shells on the lid of a box. The other passengers tramped up and
down, but more slowly than they had the night before, and they looked gloomy.

And now the landing-stage came out to meet them. Slowly it swam towards the Picton boat
and a man holding a coil of rope, and a cart with a small drooping horse and another man
sitting on the step, came too.

"It's Mr. Penreddy, Fenella, come for us," said grandma. She sounded pleased. Her
white waxen cheeks were blue with cold, her chin trembled, and she had to keep wiping
her eyes and her little pink nose.

"You've got my—"

"Yes, grandma." Fenella showed it to her.

The rope came flying through the air and "smack" it fell on to the deck. The gangway
was lowered. Again Fenella followed her grandma on to the wharf over to the little cart,
and a moment later they were bowling away. The hooves of the little horse drummed over
the wooden piles, then sank softly into the sandy road. Not a soul was to be seen; there was
not even a feather of smoke. The mist rose and fell and the sea still sounded asleep as
slowly it turned on the beach.

"l seen Mr. Crane yestiddy," said Mr. Penreddy. "He looked himself then. Missus
knocked him up a batch of scones last week."

And now the little horse pulled up before one of the shell-like houses. They got down.
Fenella put her hand on the gate, and the big, trembling dew-drops soaked through her
glove-tips. Up a little path of round white pebbles they went, with drenched sleeping
flowers on either side. Grandma's delicate white picotees were so heavy with dew that they
were fallen, but their sweet smell was part of the cold morning. The blinds were down in
the little house; they mounted the steps on to the veranda. A pair of old bluchers was on
one side of the door and a large red watering-can on the other.

"Tut! tut! Your grandpa," said grandma. She turned the handle. Not a sound. She
called, "Walter!" And immediately a deep voice that sounded half stifled called back, "Is
that you, Mary?"

"Wait, dear," said grandma. "Go in there." She pushed Fenella gently into a small
dusky sitting-room.
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On the table a white cat, that had been folded up like a camel, rose, stretched itself,
yawned, and then sprang on to the tips of its toes. Fenella buried one cold little hand in the
white, warm fur, and smiled timidly while she stroked and listened to grandma's gentle
voice and the rolling tones of grandpa.

A door creaked. "Come in, dear." The old woman beckoned, Fenella followed. There,
lying to one side on an immense bed, lay grandpa. Just his head with a white tuft and his
rosy face and long silver beard showed over the quilt. He was like a very old wide-awake
bird.

"Well, my girl!" said grandpa. "Give us a kiss!" Fenella kissed him. "Ugh!" said
grandpa. "Her little nose is as cold as a button. What's that she's holding? Her grandma's
umbrella?"

Fenella smiled again and crooked the swan neck over the bed-rail. Above the bed there
was a big text in a deep black frame:—

Lost! One Golden Hour

Set with Sixty Diamond Minutes.
No Reward Is Offered

For It Is Gone For Ever!

"Yer grandma painted that," said grandpa. And he ruffled his white tuft and looked at
Fenella so merrily she almost thought he winked at her.

Graham Greene [1904-1991], “The Destructors”, 1954

It was on the eve of August Bank Holiday that the latest recruit became the leader of
the Wormsley Common Gang. No one was surprised except Mike, but Mike at the age of
nine was surprised by everything. 'If you don't shut your mouth," somebody once said to
him, 'you'll get a frog down it.' After that Mike kept his teeth tightly clamped except when
the surprise was too great.

The new recruit had been with the gang since the beginning of the summer holidays,
and there were possibilities about his brooding silence that all recognized. He never wasted
a word even to tell his name until that was required of him by the rules. When he said
"Trevor' it was a statement of fact, not as it would have been with the others a statement of
shame or defiance. Nor did anyone laugh except Mike, who finding himself without
support and meeting the dark gaze of the newcomer opened his mouth and was quiet again.
There was every reason why T., as he was afterwards referred to, should have been an
object of mockery - there was his name (and they substituted the initial because otherwise
they had no excuse not to laugh at it), the fact that his father, a former architect and present
clerk, had 'come down in the world' and that his mother considered herself better than the
neighbours. What but an odd quality of danger, of the unpredictable, established him in the
gang without any ignoble ceremony of initiation?

The gang met every morning in an impromptu car-park, the site of the last bomb of the
first blitz. The leader, who was known as Blackie, claimed to have heard it fall, and no one
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was precise enough in his dates to point out that he would have been one year old and fast
asleep on the down platform of Wormsley Common Underground Station. On one side of
the car-park leant the first occupied house, No. 3, of the shattered Northwood Terrace -
literally leant, for it had suffered from the blast of the bomb and the side walls were
supported on wooden struts. A smaller bomb and incendiaries had fallen beyond, so that
the house stuck up like a jagged tooth and carried on the further wall relics of its
neighbour, a dado, the remains of a fireplace. T., whose words were almost confined to
voting 'Yes' or 'No' to the plan of operations proposed each day by Blackie, once startled
the whole gang by saying broodingly, 'Wren built that house, father says.'

"'Who's Wren?'

'"The man who built St Paul's.'

"Who cares?' Blackie said. 'It's only Old Misery's.'

Old Misery - whose real name was Thomas - had once been a builder and decorator.
He lived alone in the crippled house, doing for himself: once a week you could see him
coming back across the common with bread and vegetables, and once as the boys played in
the car-park he put his head over the smashed wall of his garden and looked at them.

'Been to the lav,' one of the boys said, for it was common knowledge that since the
bombs fell something had gone wrong with the pipes of the house and Old Misery was too
mean to spend money on the property. He could do the redecorating himself at cost price,
but he had never learnt plumbing. The lav was a wooden shed at the bottom of the narrow
garden with a star-shaped hole in the door: it had escaped the blast which had smashed the
house next door and sucked out the window-frames of No. 3.

The next time the gang became aware of Mr Thomas was more surprising. Blackie,
Mike and a thin yellow boy, who for some reason was called by his surname Summers, met
him on the common coming back from the market. Mr Thomas stopped them. He said
glumly, '"You belong to the lot that play in the car-park?’

Mike was about to answer when Blackie stopped him. As the leader he had
responsibilities. 'Suppose we are?' he said ambiguously.

'l got some chocolates,” Mr Thomas said. 'Don't like 'em myself. Here you are. Not
enough to go round, I don't suppose. There never is,' he added with sombre conviction. He
handed over three packets of Smarties.

The gang was puzzled and perturbed by this action and tried to explain it away. 'Bet
someone dropped them and he picked 'em up,' somebody suggested.

'Pinched 'em and then got in a bleeding funk,' another thought aloud.

'It's a bribe,' Summers said. 'He wants us to stop bouncing balls on his wall.'

'We'll show him we don't take bribes,' Blackie said, and they sacrificed the whole
morning to the game of bouncing that only Mike was young enough to enjoy. There was no
sign from Mr Thomas.

Next day T. astonished them all. He was late at the rendezvous, and the voting for that
day's exploit took place without him. At Blackie's suggestion the gang was to disperse in
pairs, take buses at random and see how many free rides could be snatched from unwary
conductors (the operation was to be carried out in pairs to avoid cheating). They were
drawing lots for their companions when T. arrived.

"Where you been, T.?' Blackie asked. "You can't vote now. You know the rules.'

'I've been there,' T. said. He looked at the ground, as though he had thoughts to hide.

"Where?'
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'At Old Misery's.' Mike's mouth opened and then hurriedly closed again with a click.
He had remembered the frog.

'At Old Misery's?' Blackie said. There was nothing in the rules against it, but he had a
sensation that T. was treading on dangerous ground. He asked hopefully, 'Did you break
in?' 'No. I rang the bell.'

'And what did you say?'

'l said I wanted to see his house.' 'What did he do?'

'He showed it me:' 'Pinch anything?' 'No.'

'What did you do it for then?'

The gang had gathered round: it was as though an impromptu court were about to form
and try some case of deviation. T. said, 'It's a beautiful house,' and still watching the
ground, meeting no one's eyes, he licked his lips first one way, then the other.

'What do you mean, a beautiful house?' Blackie asked with scorn.

'It's got a staircase two hundred years old like a corkscrew. Nothing holds it up.'

'What do you mean, nothing holds it up. Does it float?' 'It's to do with opposite forces,
Old Misery said.' "What else?'

'"There's panelling.' 'Like in the Blue Boar?' "Two hundred years old.'

'Is Old Misery two hundred years old?'

Mike laughed suddenly and then was quiet again. The meeting was in a serious mood.
For the first time since T. had strolled into the car-park on the first day of the holidays his
position was in danger. It only needed a single use of his real name and the gang would be
at his heels.

'What did you do it for?" Blackie asked. He was just, he had no jealousy, he was
anxious to retain T. in the gang if he could. It was the word 'beautiful' that worried him -
that belonged to a class world that you could still see parodied at the Wormsley Common
Empire by a man wearing a top hat and a monocle, with a haw-haw accent. He was
tempted to say, 'My dear Trevor, old chap,' and unleash his hell hounds. 'If you'd broken in,'
he said sadly - that indeed would have been an exploit worthy of the gang.

'"This was better,' T. said. 'l found out things." He continued to stare at his feet, not
meeting anybody's eye, as though he were absorbed in some dream he was unwilling - or
ashamed to share.

'What things?'

'Old Misery's going to be away all tomorrow and Bank Holiday.'

Blackie said with relief, "You mean we could break in?' 'And pinch things?' somebody
asked.

Blackie said, 'Nobody's going to pinch things. Breaking in that's good enough, isn't it?
We don't want any court stuft.'

'l don't want to pinch anything,' T. said. 'I've got a better idea.'

'What is it?'

T. raised eyes, as grey and disturbed as the drab August day. 'We'll pull it down," he
said. "'We'll destroy it.'

Blackie gave a single hoot of laughter and then, like Mike, fell quiet, daunted by the
serious implacable gaze. "What'd the police be doing all the time?' he said.

'"They'd never know. We'd do it from inside. I've found a way in.' He said with a sort of
intensity, 'We'd be like worms, don't you see, in an apple. When we came out again there'd
be nothing there, no staircase, no panels, nothing but just walls, and then we'd make the
walls fall down - somehow.'
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'We'd go to jug,' Blackie said.

'Who's to prove? and anyway we wouldn't have pinched anything.' He added without
the smallest flicker of glee, "There wouldn't be anything to pinch after we'd finished.'

'T've never heard of going to prison for breaking things,' Summers said.

'There wouldn't be time,' Blackie said. 'I've seen housebreakers at work.'

'"There are twelve of us,' T. said. 'We'd organize.! "None of us know how...'

'T know,' T. said. He looked across at Blackie. 'Have you got a better plan?'

'"Today," Mike said tactlessly, 'we're pinching free rides. . ." 'Free rides,' T. said. 'Kid
stuff. You can stand down, Blackie, if you'd rather . . .’

'"The gang's got to vote.' 'Put it up then.'

Blackie said uneasily, 'It's proposed that tomorrow and Monday we destroy Old
Misery's house.'

'Here, here,' said a fat boy called Joe. "Who's in favour?'

T. said, 'It's carried.'

'How do we start?' Summers asked.

'He'll tell you,' Blackie said. It was the end of his leadership. He went away to the back
of the car-park and began to kick a stone, dribbling it this way and that. There was only one
old Morris in the park, for few cars were left there except lorries: without an attendant
there was no safety. He took a flying kick at the car and scraped a little paint off the rear
mudguard. Beyond, paying no more attention to him than to a stranger, the gang had
gathered round T.; Blackie was dimly aware of the fickleness of favour. He thought of
going home, of never returning, of letting them all discover the hollowness of TA
leadership, but suppose after all what T. proposed was possible nothing like it had ever
been done before. The fame of the Wormsley Common car-park gang would surely reach
around London. There would be headlines in the papers. Even the grown-up gangs who ran
the betting at the all-in wrestling and the barrow-boys would hear with respect of how Old
Misery's house had been destroyed. Driven by the pure, simple and altruistic ambition of
fame for the gang, Blackie came back to where T. stood in the shadow of Old Misery's
wall.

T. was giving his orders with decision: it was as though this plan had been with him all
his life, pondered through the seasons, now in his fifteenth year crystallized with the pain
of puberty. 'You,' he said to Mike, 'bring some big nails, the biggest you can find, and a
hammer. Anybody who can, better bring a hammer and a screwdriver. We'll need plenty of
them. Chisels too. We can't have too many chisels. Can anybody bring a saw?'

'l can,' Mike said.

'Not a child's saw,' T. said. 'A real saw.'

Blackie realized he had raised his hand like any ordinary member of the gang.

'Right, you bring one, Blackie. But now there's a difficulty. We want a hacksaw.'

'What's a hacksaw?' someone asked.

"You can get 'em at Woolworth's," Summers said.

The fat boy called Joe said gloomily, 'I knew it would end in a collection.'

T1l get one myself,’ T. said. 'l don't want your money. But I can't buy a sledge-
hammer.’

Blackie said, 'They are working on No. 15. I know where they'll leave their stuff for
Bank Holiday.'

'"Then that's all,' T. said. "We meet here at nine sharp.' 'I've got to go to church,' Mike
said.
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'Come over the wall and whistle. We'll let you in.'
2

On Sunday morning all were punctual except Blackie, even Mike. Mike had a stroke
of luck. His mother felt ill, his father was tired after Saturday night, and he was told to go
to church alone with many warnings of what would happen if he strayed. Blackie had
difficulty in smuggling out the saw, and then in finding the sledge-hammer at the back of
No. 15. He approached the house from a lane at the rear of the garden, for fear of the
policeman's beat along the main road. The tired evergreens kept off a stormy sun: another
wet Bank Holiday was being prepared over the Atlantic, beginning in swirls of dust under
the trees. Blackie climbed the wall into Misery's garden.

There was no sign of anybody anywhere. The lav stood like a tomb in a neglected
graveyard. The curtains were drawn. The house slept. Blackie lumbered nearer with the
saw and the sledge-hammer. Perhaps after all nobody had turned up: the plan had been a
wild invention: they had woken wiser. But when he came close to the back door he could
hear a confusion of sound hardly louder than a hive in swarm: a clickety-clack, a bang
bang, a scraping, a creaking, a sudden painful crack. He thought: it's true; and whistled.

They opened the back door to him and he came in. He had at once the impression of
organization, very different from the old happy-go-lucky ways under his leadership. For a
while he wandered up and down stairs looking for T. Nobody addressed him: he had a
sense of great urgency, and already he could begin to see the plan. The interior of the house
was being carefully demolished without touching the walls. Summers with hammer and
chisel was ripping out the skirting-boards in the ground floor dining-room: he had already
smashed the panels of the door. In the same room Joe was heaving up the parquet blocks,
exposing the soft wood floorboards over the cellar. Coils of wire came out of the damaged
skirting and Mike sat; happily on the floor clipping the wires.

On the curved stairs two of the gang were working hard with an inadequate child's saw
on the banisters - when they saw Blackie's big saw they signalled for it wordlessly. When
he next saw them a quarter of the banisters had been dropped into the hall. He found T. at
last in the bathroom - he sat moodily in the least cared-for room in the house, listening to
the sounds coming up from below.

"You've really done it,' Blackie said with awe. "What's going to happen?'

'We've only just begun,’ T. said. He looked at the sledgehammer and gave his
instructions. "You stay here and break the , bath and the wash-basin. Don't bother about the
pipes. They come later.'

Mike appeared at the door. 'I've finished the wires, T.,' he said.

'Good. You've just got to go wandering round now. The kitchen's in the basement.
Smash all the china and glass and bottles you can lay hold of. Don't turn on the taps - we
don't want a flood - yet. Then go into all the rooms and turn out the drawers. If they are
locked get one of the others to break them open. Tear up any papers you find and smash all
the ornaments. Better take a carving knife with you from the kitchen. The' bedroom's
opposite here. Open the pillows and tear up the sheets. That's enough for the moment. And
you, Blackie, when you've finished in here crack the plaster in the passage up with your
sledge-hammer.'

"What are you going to do?' Blackie asked. 'I'm looking for something special,' T. said.
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It was nearly lunch-time before Blackie had finished and went in search of T. Chaos
had advanced. The kitchen was a shambles of broken glass and china. The dining-room
was stripped of parquet, the skirting was up, the door had been taken off its hinges, and the
destroyers had moved up a floor. Streaks of light came in through the closed shutters where
they worked with the seriousness of creators - and destruction after all is a form of
creation. A kind of imagination had seen this house as it had now become.

Mike said, 'T've got to go home for dinner.'

'Who else?" T. asked, but all the others on one excuse or another had brought
provisions with them.

They squatted in the ruins of the room and swapped unwanted sandwiches. Half an
hour for lunch and they were at work again. By the time Mike returned they were on the
top floor, and by six the superficial damage was completed. The doors were all off, all the
skirtings raised, the furniture pillaged and ripped and smashed - no one could have slept in
the house except on a bed of broken plaster. T. gave his orders - eight o'clock next morning,
and to escape notice they climbed singly over the garden wall; into the car-park. Only
Blackie and T. were left: the light had nearly gone, and when they touched a switch,
nothing worked - Mike had done his job thoroughly.

'Did you find anything special?' Blackie asked.

T. nodded. 'Come over here,' he said, 'and look." Out of both pockets he drew bundles
of pound notes. 'Old Misery's savings,' he said. 'Mike ripped out the mattress, but he
missed them.'

"'What are you going to do? Share them?'

'We aren't thieves,' T. said. 'Nobody's going to steal anything from this house. I kept
these for you and me - a celebration.' He knelt down on the floor and counted them out -
there were seventy in all. "We'll burn them,' he said, 'one by one,' and taking it in turns they
held a note upwards and lit the top corner, so that the flame burnt slowly towards their
fingers. The grey ash floated above them and fell on their heads like age. 'I'd like to see Old
Misery's face when we are through,' T. a said.

"You hate him a lot?' Blackie asked.

'Of course I don't hate him,' T. said. 'There'd be no fun if I hated him.' The last burning
note illuminated his brooding face. 'All this hate and love,' he said, 'it's soft, it's hooey.
There's only things, Blackie,' and he looked round the room crowded with the unfamiliar
shadows of half things, broken things, former things. 'I'll race you home, Blackie,' he said.

3

Next morning the serious destruction started. Two were missing - Mike and another
boy whose parents were off to Southend and Brighton in spite of the slow warm drops that
had begun to fall and the rumble of thunder in the estuary like the first guns of the old blitz.
'We've got to hurry,' T. said.

Summers was restive. 'Haven't we done enough?' he asked. -, 'I've been given a bob
for slot machines. This is like work." 'We've hardly started,' T. said. "Why, there's all the
floors left, and the stairs. We haven't taken out a single window. You voted like the others.
We are going to destroy this house. There; won't be anything left when we've finished.'

They began again on the first floor picking up the top floorboards next the outer wall,
leaving the joists exposed. Then they sawed through the joists and retreated into the hall, as
what was left of the floor heeled and sank. They had learnt with practice, and the second
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floor collapsed more easily. By the evening an odd exhilaration seized them as they looked
down the great hollow of the house. They ran risks and made mistakes: when they thought
of the windows it was too late to reach' them. 'Cor,' Joe said, and dropped a penny down
into the, dry rubble-filled well. It cracked and span amongst the broken glass.

'Why did we start this?' Summers asked with astonishment; T. was already on the
ground, digging at the rubble, clearing a space along the outer wall. "Turn on the taps,' he
said. 'It's too dark for anyone to see now, and in the morning it won't matter." The water
overtook them on the stairs and fell through the floorless rooms.

It was then they heard Mike's whistle at the back. 'Something's wrong,' Blackie said.
They could hear his urgent breathing as they unlocked the door.

'"The bogies?' Summers asked.

'0Old Misery," Mike said. 'He's on his way,' he said with pride. 'But why?' T. said. 'He
told me ..." He protested with the fury of the child he had never been, 'It isn't fair.'

'He was down at Southend,' Mike said, 'and he was on the train coming back. Said it
was too cold and wet.' He paused and gazed at the water. 'My, you've had a storm here. Is
the roof leaking?'

'How long will he be?'

'Five minutes. I gave Ma the slip and ran.'

'We better clear,' Summers said. "We've done enough, anyway.'

'Oh no, we haven't. Anybody could do this - ' 'this' was the shattered hollowed house
with nothing left but the walls. Yet walls could be preserved. Facades were valuable. They
could build inside again more beautifully than before. This could again be a home. He said
angrily, "We've got to finish. Don't move. Let me think.'

'"There's no time,' a boy said.

'"There's got to be a way,' T. said. 'We couldn't have got this far...'

'We've done a lot,' Blackie said.

'No. No, we haven't. Somebody watch the front' "We can't do any more.'

'He may come in at the back.'

'Watch the back too.' T. began to plead. 'Just give me a minute and I'll fix it. I swear I'll
fix it." But his authority had gone with his ambiguity. He was only one of the gang. 'Please,’
he said.

'Please,' Summers mimicked him, and then suddenly struck home with the fatal name.
'Run along home, Trevor.'

T. stood with his back to the rubble like a boxer knocked groggy against the ropes. He
had no words as his dreams shook and slid. Then Blackie acted before the gang had time to
laugh, pushing Summers backward. 'T'll watch the front, T.,' he said, and cautiously he
opened the shutters of the hall. The grey wet common stretched ahead, and the lamps
gleamed in the puddles. 'Someone's coming, T. No, it's not him. What's your plan, T.?'

'"Tell Mike to go out to the lav and hide close beside it. When he hears me whistle he's
got to count ten and start to shout.' 'Shout what?'

'Oh, "Help", anything.'

"You hear; Mike,' Blackie said. He was the leader again. He took a quick look between
the shutters. 'He's coming, T.' 'Quick, Mike. The lav. Stay here, Blackie, all of you; till I
yell.'

'Where are you going, T.?'

'Don't worry. I'll see to this. I said I would, didn't [?'
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Old Misery came limping off the common. He had mud on his shoes and he stopped to
scrape them on the pavement's edge. He didn't want to soil his house, which stood jagged
and dark between the bomb-sites, saved so narrowly, as he believed, from destruction.
Even the fan-light had been left unbroken by the bomb's blast. Somewhere somebody
whistled. Old Misery looked sharply round. He didn't trust whistles. A child was shouting:
it seemed to come from his own garden. Then a boy ran into the road from the car-park.

'Mr Thomas,' he called, 'Mr Thomas.'

"What is it?'

'I'm terribly sorry, Mr Thomas. One of us got taken short, and we thought you wouldn't
mind, and now he can't get out.' "What do you mean, boy?'

'He's got stuck in your lav.'

'He'd no business ... Haven't I seen you before?' "You showed me your house.'

'So I did. So I did. That doesn't give you the right to...

'Do hurry, Mr Thomas. He'll suffocate.’

'Nonsense. He can't suffocate. Wait till I put my bag in.' 'T'll carry your bag.'

'Oh no, you don't. I carry my own." 'This way, Mr Thomas.'

'l can't get in the garden that way. I've got to go through the house.'

'But you can get in the garden this way, Mr Thomas. We often do.'

"You often do?' He followed the boy with a scandalized fascination. "When? What right

Y

'Do you see ... ? the wall's low.'

'T'm not going to climb walls into my own garden. It's absurd.'

'"This is how we do it. One foot here, one foot there, and over.' The boy's face peered
down, an arm shot out, and Mr Thomas found his bag taken and deposited on the other side
of the wall.

'Give me back my bag,' Mr Thomas said. From the loo a boy yelled and yelled. 'T'1l call
the police.'

"Your bag's all right, Mr Thomas. Look. One foot there. On your right. Now just above.
To your left." Mr Thomas climbed over his own garden wall. 'Here's your bag, Mr Thomas.'
'T'll have the wall built up,' Mr Thomas said, 'T'll not have you boys coming over here, using
my loo.' He stumbled on the path, but the boy caught his elbow and supported him. "Thank
you, thank you, my boy,' he murmured automatically. Somebody shouted again through the
dark. 'I'm coming, I'm coming,' Mr Thomas called. He said to the boy beside him, 'I'm not
unreasonable. Been a boy myself. As long as things are done regular. I don't mind you
playing round the place Saturday mornings. Sometimes I like company. Only it's got to be
regular. One of you asks leave and I say Yes. Sometimes I'll say No. Won't feel like it. And
you come in at the front door and out at the back. No garden walls.'

'Do get him out, Mr Thomas.'

'He won't come to any harm in my loo," Mr Thomas said, stumbling slowly down the
garden. 'Oh, my rheumatics,' h said. 'Always get 'em on Bank Holiday. I've got to be
careful. There's loose stones here. Give me your hand. Do you know what my horoscope
said yesterday? "Abstain from any dealings in first half of week. Danger of serious crash."
That might be on this path,’ Mr Thomas said. 'They speak in parables and double
meanings.' He paused at the door of the loo. 'What's the matter in there?' he called. There
was no reply.

'Perhaps he's fainted,' the boy said.
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'Not in my loo. Here, you, come out,' Mr Thomas said, and giving a great jerk at the
door he nearly fell on his back when it swung easily open. A hand first supported him and
then pushed him hard. His head hit the opposite wall and he sat heavily down. His bag hit
his feet. A hand whipped the key out of the lock and the door slammed. 'Let me out,' he
called, and heard the key turn in the lock. 'A serious crash,' he thought, and felt dithery and
confused and old.

A voice spoke to him softly through the star-shaped hole in the door. 'Don't worry, Mr
Thomas,' it said, 'we won't hurt you, not if you stay quiet.'

Mr Thomas put his head between his hands and pondered. He had noticed that there
was only one lorry in the car-park, and he felt certain that the driver would not come for it
before the morning. Nobody could hear him from the road in front and the lane at the back
was seldom used. Anyone who passed there would be hurrying home and would not pause
for what they would certainly take to be drunken cries. And if he did call 'Help', who, on a
lonely Bank Holiday evening, would have the courage to investigate? Mr Thomas sat on
the loo and pondered with the wisdom of age.

After a while it seemed to him that there were sounds in the silence - they were faint
and came from the direction of his house. He stood up and peered through the ventilation-
hole - between the cracks in one of the shutters he saw a light, not the light of a lamp, but
the wavering light that a candle might give. Then he thought he heard the sound of
hammering and scraping and chipping. He thought of burglars - perhaps they had
employed the boy as a scout, but why should burglars engage in what sounded more and
more like a stealthy form of carpentry? Mr Thomas let out an experimental yell, but
nobody answered. The noise could not even have reached his enemies.

4

Mike had gone home to bed, but the rest stayed. The question of leadership no longer
concerned the gang. With nails, chisels, screwdrivers, anything that was sharp and
penetrating, they moved around the inner walls worrying at the mortar between the bricks.
They started too high, and it was Blackie who hit on the damp course and realized the work
could be halved if they weakened the joints immediately above. It was a long, tiring,
unamusing job, but at last it was finished. The gutted house stood there balanced on a few
inches of mortar between the clamp course and the bricks.

There remained the most dangerous task of all, out in the open at the edge of the
bomb-site. Summers was sent to watch the road for passers-by, and Mr Thomas, sitting on
the loo, heard clearly now the sound of sawing. It no longer came from the house, and that
a little reassured him. He felt less concerned. Perhaps the other noises too had no
significance.

A voice spoke to him through the hole. 'Mr Thomas.' 'Let me out,’ Mr Thomas said
sternly.

'Here's a blanket,' the voice said, and a long grey sausage was worked through the hole
and fell in swathes over Mr Thomas's head.

'"There's nothing personal,' the voice said. "We want you to be comfortable tonight.'

'"Tonight,' Mr Thomas repeated incredulously.

'Catch,' the voice said. 'Penny buns - we've buttered them, and sausage-rolls. We don't
want you to starve, Mr Thomas.' Mr Thomas pleaded desperately. 'A joke's a joke, boy. Let
me out and [ won't say a thing. I've got rheumatics. I got to sleep comfortable.'
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"You wouldn't be comfortable, not in your house, you wouldn't. Not now.'

'What do you mean, boy?' But the footsteps receded. There was only the silence of
night: no sound of sawing. Mr Thomas tried one more yell, but he was daunted and
rebuked by the silence - a long way off an owl hooted and made away again on its muffled
flight through the soundless world.

At seven next morning the driver came to fetch his lorry. He climbed into the seat and
tried to start the engine. He was vaguely aware of a voice shouting, but it didn't concern
him. At last the engine responded and he backed the lorry until it, touched the great
wooden shore that supported Mr Thomas's house. That way he could drive right out and
down the street without reversing. The lorry moved forward, was momentarily checked as
though something were pulling it from behind, and then went on to the sound of a long
rumbling crash. The driver was astonished to see bricks bouncing ahead of him, while
stones hit the roof of his cab. He put on his brakes. When he climbed out the whole
landscape had suddenly altered. There was no house beside the car-park, only a hill of
rubble. He went round and examined the back of his lorry for damage, and found a rope
tied there that was still twisted at the other end round part of a wooden strut.

The driver again became aware of somebody shouting. It came from the wooden
erection which was the nearest thing to a house in that desolation of broken brick. The
driver climbed the smashed wall and unlocked the door. Mr Thomas came out of the loo.
He was wearing a grey blanket to which flakes of pastry adhered. He gave a sobbing cry.
'My house," he said. "Where's my house?'

'Search me,' the driver said. His eye lit on the remains of a bath and what had once
been a dresser and he began to laugh. There wasn't anything left anywhere.

'How dare you laugh,' Mr Thomas said. 'It was my house My house.'

'I'm sorry,' the driver said, making heroic efforts, but when he remembered the sudden
check of his lorry, the crash of bricks falling, he became convulsed again. One moment the
house had stood there with such dignity between the bomb-sites like a man in a top hat,
and then, bang, crash, there wasn't anything left - not anything. He said, 'I'm sorry. I can't
help it, Mr Thomas. There's nothing personal, but you got to admit it's funny.'

AMERICAN LITERATURE

Nathaniel Hawthorne [1804-1864], “Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment”, 1837

That very singular man, old Doctor Heidegger, once invited four venerable friends to
meet him in his study. There were three white-bearded gentlemen, Mr. Medbourne, Colonel
Killigrew, and Mr. Gascoigne, and a withered gentlewoman whose name was the Widow
Wycherley. They were all melancholy old creatures, who had been unfortunate in life, and
whose greatest misfortune it was that they were not long ago in their graves. Mr.
Medbourne, in the vigor of his age, had been a prosperous merchant, but had lost his all by
a frantic speculation, and was no little better than a mendicant. Colonel Killigrew had
wasted his best years, and his health and substance, in the pursuit of sinful pleasures, which
had given birth to a brood of pains, such as the gout and divers other torments of soul and
body. Mr. Gascoigne was a ruined politician, a man of evil fame, or at least had been so, till
time had buried him from the knowledge of the present generation, and made him obscure
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instead of infamous. As for the Widow Wycherley, tradition tells us that she was a great
beauty in her day; but, for a long while past, she had lived in deep seclusion, on account of
certain scandalous stories which had prejudiced the gentry of the town against her. It is a
circumstance worth mentioning that each of these three old gentlemen, Mr. Medbourne,
Colonel Killigrew, and Mr. Gascoigne, were early lovers of the Widow Wycherley, and had
once been on the point of cutting each other's throats for her sake. And, before proceeding
further, I will merely hint that Doctor Heidegger and all his four guests were sometimes
thought to be a little beside themselves; as is not unfrequently the case with old people,
when worried either by present troubles or woful recollections.

"My dear friends," said Doctor Heidegger, motioning them to be seated, "I am desirous
of your assistance in one of those little experiments with which I amuse myself here in my
study."

If all stories were true, Doctor Heidegger's study must have been a very curious place.
It was a dim, old-fashioned chamber, festooned with cobwebs and besprinkled with antique
dust. Around the walls stood several oaken bookcases, the lower shelves of which were
filled with rows of gigantic folios and black-letter quartos, and the upper with little
parchment-covered duodecimos. Over the central bookcase was a bronze bust of
Hippocrates, with which, according to some authorities, Doctor Heidegger was accustomed
to hold consultations in all difficult cases of his practice. In the obscurest corner of the
room stood a tall and narrow oaken closet, with its door ajar, within which doubtfully
appeared a skeleton. Between two of the bookcases hung a looking-glass, presenting its
high and dusty plate within a tarnished gilt frame. Among many wonderful stories related
of this mirror, it was fabled that the spirits of all the doctor's deceased patients dwelt within
its verge, and would stare him in the face whenever he looked thitherward. The opposite
side of the chamber was ornamented with the full-length portrait of a young lady, arrayed
in the faded magnificence of silk, satin, and brocade, and with a visage as faded as her
dress. Above half a century ago Doctor Heidegger had been on the point of marriage with
this young lady; but, being affected with some slight disorder, she had swallowed one of
her lover's prescriptions, and died on the bridal evening. The greatest curiosity of the study
remains to be mentioned; it was a ponderous folio volume, bound in black leather, with
massive silver clasps. There were no letters on the back, and nobody could tell the title of
the book. But it was well known to be a book of magic; and once, when a chambermaid
had lifted it, merely to brush away the dust, the skeleton had rattled in its closet, the picture
of the young lady had stepped one foot upon the floor, and several ghastly faces had
peeped forth from the mirror; while the brazen head of Hippocrates frowned, and said:

"Forbear!"

Such was Doctor Heidegger's study. On the summer afternoon of our tale a small
round table, as black as ebony, stood in the centre of the room, sustaining a cut-glass vase
of beautiful form and workmanship. The sunshine came through the window, between the
heavy festoons of two faded damask curtains, and fell directly across this vase; so that a
mild splendor was reflected from it on the ashen visages of the five old people who sat
around. Four champagne glasses were also on the table.

"My dear old friends," repeated Doctor Heidegger, "may I reckon on your aid in
performing an exceedingly curious experiment?"

Now Doctor Heidegger was a very strange old gentleman, whose eccentricity had
become the nucleus for a thousand fantastic stories. Some of these fables, to my shame be
it spoken, might possibly be traced back to mine own veracious self; and if any passages of
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the present tale should startle the reader's faith, I must be content to bear the stigma of a
fiction-monger.

When the doctor's four guests heard him talk of his proposed experiment, they
anticipated nothing more wonderful than the murder of a mouse in an air-pump or the
examination of a cobweb by the microscope, or some similiar nonsense, with which he was
constantly in the habit of pestering his intimates. But without waiting for a reply, Doctor
Heidegger hobbled across the chamber, and returned with the same ponderous folio, bound
in black leather, which common report affirmed to be a book of magic. Undoing the silver
clasps, he opened the volume, and took from among its black-letter pages a rose, or what
was once a rose, though now the green leaves and crimson petals had assumed one
brownish hue, and the ancient flower seemed ready to crumble to dust in the doctor's
hands.

"This rose," said Doctor Heidegger, with a sigh, "this same withered and crumbling
flower, blossomed five and fifty years ago. It was given me by Sylvia Ward, whose portrait
hangs yonder, and I meant to wear it in my bosom at our wedding. Five and fifty years it
has been treasured between the leaves of this old volume. Now, would you deem it possible
that this rose of half a century could ever bloom again?"

"Nonsense!" said the Widow Wycherley, with a peevish toss of her head. "You might
as well ask whether an old woman's wrinkled face could ever bloom again."

"See!" answered Doctor Heidegger.

He uncovered the vase, and threw the faded rose into the water which it contained. At
first, it lay lightly on the surface of the fluid, appearing to imbibe none of its moisture.
Soon, however, a singular change began to be visible. The crushed and dried petals stirred,
and assumed a deepening tinge of crimson, as if the flower were reviving from a death-like
slumber; the slender stalk and twigs of foliage became green; and there was the rose of half
a century, looking as fresh as when Sylvia Ward had first given it to her lover. It was
scarcely full blown; for some of its delicate red leaves curled modestly around its moist
bosom, within which two or three dewdrops were sparkling.

"That is certainly a very pretty deception," said the doctor's friends; careless, however,
for they had witnessed greater miracles at a conjurer's show; "pray how was it effected?"

"Did you ever hear of the 'Fountain of Youth," asked Doctor Heidegger, "which Ponce
de Leon, the Spanish adventurer, went in search of, two or three centuries ago?"

"But did Ponce de Leon ever find it?" said the Widow Wycherley.

"No," answered Doctor Heidegger, "for he never sought it in the right place. The
famous Fountain of Youth, if I am rightly informed, is situated in the southern part of the
Floridian peninsula, not far from Lake Macaco. Its source is overshadowed by several
magnolias, which, though numberless centuries old, have been kept as fresh as violets, by
the virtues of this wonderful water. An acquaintance of mine, knowing my curiosity in such
matters, has sent me what you see in the vase."

"Ahem!" said Colonel Killigrew, who believed not a word of the doctor's story; "and
what may be the effect of this fluid on the human frame?"

"You shall judge for yourself, my dear Colonel," replied Doctor Heidegger; "and all of
you, my respected friends, are welcome to so much of this admirable fluid as may restore
to you the bloom of youth. For my own part, having had much trouble in growing old, I am
in no hurry to grow young again. With your permission, therefore, I will merely watch the
progress of the experiment."
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While he spoke, Doctor Heidegger had been filling the four champagne glasses with
the water of the Fountain of Youth. It was apparently impregnated with an effervescent gas;
for little bubbles were continually ascending from the depths of the glasses, and bursting in
silvery spray at the surface. As the liquor diffused a pleasant perfume, the old people
doubted now that it possessed cordial and comfortable properties; and though utter sceptics
as to its rejuvenescent power, they were inclined to swallow it at once. But Doctor
Heidegger besought them to stay a moment.

"Before you drink, my respectable old friends," said he, "it would be well that, with
the experience of a lifetime to direct you, you should draw up a few general rules for your
guidance, in passing a second time through the perils of youth. Think what a sin and shame
it would be if, with your peculiar advantages, you should not become patterns of virtue and
wisdom to all the young people of the age!"

The doctor's four venerable friends made him no answer, except by a feeble and
tremulous laugh; so very ridiculous was the idea that, knowing how closely repentance
treads behind the steps of error, they should ever go astray again.

"Drink, then," said the doctor, bowing: "I rejoice that I have so well selected the
subjects of my experiment."

With palsied hands they raised the glasses to their lips. The liquor, if it really
possessed such virtues as Doctor Heidegger imputed to it, could not have been bestowed
on four human beings who needed it more wofully. They looked as if they had never
known what youth or pleasure was, but had been the offspring of nature's dotage, and
always the gray, decrepit, sapless, miserable creatures, who now sat stooping round the
doctor's table, without life enough in their souls or bodies to be animated even by the
prospect of growing young again. They drank off the water, and replaced their glasses on
the table.

Assuredly there was an almost immediate improvement in the aspect of the party, not
unlike what might have been produced by a glass of generous wine, together with a sudden
glow of cheerful sunshine, brightening over all their visages at once. There was a healthful
suffusion on their cheeks, instead of the ashen hue that had made them look so corpselike.
They gazed at one another, and fancied that some magic power had really begun to smooth
away the deep and sad inscriptions which Father Time had been so long engraving on their
brows. The Widow Wycherley adjusted her cap, for she felt almost like a woman again.

"Give us more of this wondrous water!" cried they, eagerly. "We are younger—but we
are still too old! Quick—give us more!"

"Patience! patience!" quoth Doctor Heidegger, who sat watching the experiment with
philosophic coolness. "You have been a long time growing old. Surely you might be
content to grow young in half an hour! But the water is at your service."

Again he filled their glasses with the liquor of youth, enough of which still remained
in the vase to turn half the old people in the city to the age of their own grandchildren.
While the bubbles were yet sparkling on the brim, the doctor's four guests snatched their
glasses from the table, and swallowed the contents at a single gulp. Was it delusion? Even
while the draught was passing down their throats it seemed to have wrought a change on
their whole systems. Their eyes grew clear and bright; a dark shade deepened among their
silvery locks; they sat round the table, three gentlemen of middle age, and a woman hardly
beyond her buxom prime.
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"My dear widow, you are charming!" cried Colonel Killigrew, whose eyes had been
fixed upon her face, while the shadows of age were flitting from it like darkness from the
crimson daybreak.

The fair widow knew of old that Colonel Killigrew's compliments were not always
measured by sober truth; so she started up and ran to the mirror, still dreading that the ugly
visage of an old woman would meet her gaze. Meanwhile the three gentlemen behaved in
such a manner as proved that the water of the Fountain of Youth possessed some
intoxicating qualities, unless, indeed, their exhilaration of spirits were merely a lightsome
dizziness, caused by the sudden removal of the weight of years. Mr. Gascoigne's mind
seemed to run on political topics, but whether relating to the past, present, or future could
not easily be determined, since the same ideas and phrases have been in vogue these fifty
years. Now he rattled forth full-throated sentences about patriotism, national glory, and the
people's rights; now he muttered some perilous stuff or other, in a sly and doubtful whisper,
so cautiously that even his own conscience could scarcely catch the secret; and now, again,
he spoke in measured accents and a deeply deferential tone, as if a royal ear were listening
to his well-turned periods. Colonel Killigrew all this time had been trolling forth a jolly
battle-song, and ringing his glass toward the buxom figure of the Widow Wycherley. On
the other side of the table Mr. Medbourne was involved in a calculation of dollars and
cents, with which was strangely intermingled a project for supplying the East Indies with
ice, by harnessing a team of whales to the polar icebergs.

As for the Widow Wycherley, she stood before the mirror, courtesying and simpering
to her own image, and greeting it as the friend whom she loved better than all the world
beside. She thrust her face close to the glass to see whether some long-remembered wrinkle
or crow's-foot had indeed vanished. She examined whether the snow had so entirely melted
from her hair that the venerable cap could be safely thrown aside. At last, turning briskly
away, she came with a sort of dancing step to the table.

"My dear old doctor," cried she, "pray favor me with another glass!"

"Certainly, my dear madam, certainly!" replied the complaisant doctor.

"See! I have already filled the glasses."

There, in fact, stood the four glasses, brimful of this wonderful water, the delicate
spray of which, as it effervesced from the surface, resembled the tremulous glitter of
diamonds. It was now so nearly sunset that the chamber had grown duskier than ever; but a
mild and moon-like splendor gleamed from within the vase, and rested alike on the four
guests, and on the doctor's venerable figure. He sat in a high-backed, elaborately carved
oaken chair, with a gray dignity of aspect that might have well befitted that very Father
Time, whose power had never been disputed, save by this fortunate company. Even while
quaffing the third draught of the Fountain of Youth, they were almost awed by the
expression of his mysterious visage.

But the next moment the exhilarating gush of young life shot through their veins. They
were now in the happy prime of youth. Age, with its miserable train of cares, and sorrows,
and diseases, was remembered only as the trouble of a dream, from which they had
joyously awoke. The fresh gloss of the soul, so early lost, and without which the world's
successive scenes had been but a gallery of faded pictures, again threw its enchantment
over all their prospects. They felt like new-created beings in a new-created universe.

"We are young! We are young!" they cried, exultingly.

Youth, like the extremity of age, had effaced the strongly marked characteristics of
middle life, and mutually assimilated them all. They were a group of merry youngsters,
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almost maddened with the exuberant frolicsomeness of their years. The most singular
effect of their gayety was an impulse to mock the infirmity and decrepitude of which they
had so lately been the victims. They laughed loudly at their old-fashioned attire—the wide-
skirted coats and flapped waistcoats of the young men, and the ancient cap and gown of the
blooming girl. One limped across the floor like a gouty grandfather; one set a pair of
spectacles astride of his nose, and pretended to pore over the black-letter pages of the book
of magic; a third seated himself in an arm-chair, and strove to imitate the venerable dignity
of Doctor Heidegger. Then all shouted mirthfully, and leaped about the room. The Widow
Wycherley—if so fresh a damsel could be called a widow—tripped up to the doctor's chair
with a mischievous merriment in her rosy face.

"Doctor, you dear old soul," cried she, "get up and dance with me!" And then the four
young people laughed louder than ever, to think what a queer figure the poor old doctor
would cut.

"Pray excuse me," answered the doctor, quietly. "I am old and rheumatic, and my
dancing days were over long ago. But either of these gay young gentlemen will be glad of
so pretty a partner."

"Dance with me, Clara!" cried Colonel Killigrew.

"She promised me her hand fifty years ago!" exclaimed Mr. Medbourne.

They all gathered round her. One caught both her hands in his passionate grasp—
another threw his arm about her waist—the third buried his hand among the curls that
clustered beneath the widow's cap. Blushing, panting, struggling, chiding, laughing, her
warm breath fanning each of their faces by turns, she strove to disengage herself, yet still
remained in their triple embrace. Never was there a livelier picture of youthful rivalship,
with bewitching beauty for the prize. Yet, by a strange deception, owing to the duskiness of
the chamber and the antique dresses which they still wore, the tall mirror is said to have
reflected the figures of the three old, gray, withered grand-sires, ridiculously contending for
the skinny ugliness of a shrivelled grandam.

But they were young: their burning passions proved them so. Inflamed to madness by
the coquetry of the girl-widow, who neither granted nor quite withheld her favors, the three
rivals began to interchange threatening glances. Still keeping hold of the fair prize, they
grappled fiercely at one another's throats. As they struggled to and fro, the table was
overturned, and the vase dashed into a thousand fragments. The precious Water of Youth
flowed in a bright stream across the floor, moistening the wings of a butterfly, which,
grown old in the decline of summer, had alighted there to die. The insect fluttered lightly
through the chamber, and settled on the snowy head of Doctor Heidegger.

"Come, come, gentlemen!-—come, Madame Wycherley!" exclaimed the doctor, "I
really must protest against this riot."

They stood still and shivered; for it seemed as if gray Time were calling them back
from their sunny youth, far down into the chill and darksome vale of years. They looked at
old Doctor Heidegger, who sat in his carved arm-chair, holding the rose of half a century
which he had rescued from among the fragments of the shattered vase. At the motion of his
hand the rioters resumed their seats, the more readily because their violent exertions had
wearied them, youthful though they were.

"My poor Sylvia's rose!" ejaculated Doctor Heidegger, holding it in the light of the
sunset clouds; "it appears to be fading again."
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And so it was. Even while the party were looking at it the flower continued to shrivel
up, till it became as dry and fragile as when the doctor had first thrown it into the vase. He
shook off the few drops of moisture which clung to its petals.

"I love it as well thus as in its dewy freshness," observed he, pressing the withered
rose to his withered lips. While he spoke, the butterfly fluttered down from the doctor's
snowy head, and fell upon the floor.

His guests shivered again. A strange dullness, whether of the body or spirit they could
not tell, was creeping gradually over them all. They gazed at one another, and fancied that
each fleeting moment snatched away a charm, and left a deepening furrow where none had
been before. Was it an illusion? Had the changes of a lifetime been crowded into so brief a
space, and were they now four aged people, sitting with their old friend, Doctor
Heidegger?

"Are we grown old again so soon?" cried they, dolefully.

In truth, they had. The Water of Youth possessed merely a virtue more transient than
that of wine. The delirium which it created had effervesced away. Yes, they were old again!
With a shuddering impulse, that showed her a woman still, the widow clasped her skinny
hands over her face, and wished that the coffin lid were over it, since it could be no longer
beautiful.

"Yes, friends, ye are old again," said Doctor Heidegger; "and lo! the Water of Youth is
all lavished on the ground. Well, I bemoan it not; for if the fountain gushed at my doorstep,
I would not stoop to bathe my lips in it—no, though its delirium were for years instead of
moments. Such is the lesson ye have taught me!"

But the doctor's four friends had taught no such lesson to themselves. They resolved
forthwith to make a pilgrimage to Florida, and quaff at morning, noon, and night from the
Fountain of Youth.

Herman Melville [1819-1891], “The Bell-Tower”, 1855

In the south of Europe, nigh a once frescoed capital, now with dank mould cankering
its bloom, central in a plain, stands what, at distance, seems the black mossed stump of
some immeasurable pine, fallen, in forgotten days, with Anak and the Titan.

As all along where the pine tree falls, its dissolution leaves a mossy mound—Iast-
flung shadow of the perished trunk; never lengthening, never lessening; unsubject to the
fleet falsities of the sun; shade immutable, and true gauge which cometh by prostration—
so westward from what seems the stump, one steadfast spear of lichened ruin veins the
plain.

From that tree-top, what birded chimes of silver throats had rung. A stone pine; a
metallic aviary in its crown: the Bell-Tower, built by the great mechanician, the unblest
foundling, Bannadonna.

Like Babel’s, its base was laid in a high hour of renovated earth, following the second
deluge, when the waters of the Dark Ages had dried up, and once more the green appeared.
No wonder that, after so long and deep submersion, the jubilant expectation of the race
should, as with Noah’s sons, soar into Shinar aspiration.

In firm resolve, no man in Europe at that period went beyond Bannadonna. Enriched
through commerce with the Levant, the state in which he lived voted to have the noblest
Bell-Tower in Italy. His repute assigned him to be architect.
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Stone by stone, month by month, the tower rose. Higher, higher; snail-like in pace, but
torch or rocket in its pride.

After the masons would depart, the builder, standing alone upon its ever-ascending
summit, at close of every day, saw that he overtopped still higher walls and trees. He would
tarry till a late hour there, wrapped in schemes of other and still loftier piles. Those who of
saints’ days thronged the spot—hanging to the rude poles of scaffolding, like sailors on
yards, or bees on boughs, unmindful of lime and dust, and falling chips of stone—their
homage not the less inspirited him to self-esteem.

At length the holiday of the Tower came. To the sound of viols, the climax-stone
slowly rose in air, and, amid the firing of ordnance, was laid by Bannadonna’s hands upon
the final course. Then mounting it, he stood erect, alone, with folded arms, gazing upon the
white summits of blue inland Alps, and whiter crests of bluer Alps off-shore—sights
invisible from the plain. Invisible, too, from thence was that eye he turned below, when,
like the cannon booms, came up to him the people’s combustions of applause.

That which stirred them so was, seeing with what serenity the builder stood three
hundred feet in air, upon an unrailed perch. This none but he durst do. But his periodic
standing upon the pile, in each stage of its growth—such discipline had its last result.

Little remained now but the bells. These, in all respects, must correspond with their
receptacle.

The minor ones were prosperously cast. A highly enriched one followed, of a singular
make, intended for suspension in a manner before unknown. The purpose of this bell, its
rotary motion, and connection with the clock-work, also executed at the time, will, in the
sequel, receive mention.

In the one erection, bell-tower and clock-tower were united, though, before that
period, such structures had commonly been built distinct; as the Campanile and Torre del
’Orologio of St. Mark to this day attest.

But it was upon the great state-bell that the founder lavished his more daring skill. In
vain did some of the less elated magistrates here caution him; saying that though truly the
tower was Titanic, yet limit should be set to the dependent weight of its swaying masses.
But undeterred, he prepared his mammoth mould, dented with mythological devices;
kindled his fires of balsamic firs; melted his tin and copper, and, throwing in much plate,
contributed by the public spirit of the nobles, let loose the tide.

The unleashed metals bayed like hounds. The workmen shrunk. Through their fright,
fatal harm to the bell was dreaded. Fearless as Shadrach, Bannadonna, rushing through the
glow, smote the chief culprit with his ponderous ladle. From the smitten part, a splinter was
dashed into the seething mass, and at once was melted in.

Next day a portion of the work was heedfully uncovered. All seemed right. Upon the
third morning, with equal satisfaction, it was bared still lower. At length, like some old
Theban king, the whole cooled casting was disinterred. All was fair except in one strange
spot. But as he suffered no one to attend him in these inspections, he concealed the blemish
by some preparation which none knew better to devise.

The casting of such a mass was deemed no small triumph for the caster; one, too, in
which the state might not scorn to share. The homicide was overlooked. By the charitable
that deed was but imputed to sudden transports of esthetic passion, not to any flagitious
quality. A kick from an Arabian charger; not sign of vice, but blood.

His felony remitted by the judge, absolution given him by the priest, what more could
even a sickly conscience have desired.
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Honoring the tower and its builder with another holiday, the republic witnessed the
hoisting of the bells and clock-work amid shows and pomps superior to the former.

Some months of more than usual solitude on Bannadonna’s part ensued. It was not
unknown that he was engaged upon something for the belfry, intended to complete it, and
surpass all that had gone before. Most people imagined that the design would involve a
casting like the bells. But those who thought they had some further insight, would shake
their heads, with hints, that not for nothing did the mechanician keep so secret. Meantime,
his seclusion failed not to invest his work with more or less of that sort of mystery
pertaining to the forbidden.

Ere long he had a heavy object hoisted to the belfry, wrapped in a dark sack or cloak—
a procedure sometimes had in the case of an elaborate piece of sculpture, or statue, which,
being intended to grace the front of a new edifice, the architect does not desire exposed to
critical eyes, till set up, finished, in its appointed place. Such was the impression now. But,
as the object rose, a statuary present observed, or thought he did, that it was not entirely
rigid, but was, in a manner, pliant. At last, when the hidden thing had attained its final
height, and, obscurely seen from below, seemed almost of itself to step into the belfry, as if
with little assistance from the crane, a shrewd old blacksmith present ventured the
suspicion that it was but a living man. This surmise was thought a foolish one, while the
general interest failed not to augment.

Not without demur from Bannadonna, the chief-magistrate of the town, with an
associate—both elderly men—followed what seemed the image up the tower. But, arrived
at the belfry, they had little recompense. Plausibly entrenching himself behind the
conceded mysteries of his art, the mechanician withheld present explanation. The
magistrates glanced toward the cloaked object, which, to their surprise, seemed now to
have changed its attitude, or else had before been more perplexingly concealed by the
violent muftling action of the wind without. It seemed now seated upon some sort of
frame, or chair, contained within the domino. They observed that nigh the top, in a sort of
square, the web of the cloth, either from accident or design, had its warp partly withdrawn,
and the cross threads plucked out here and there, so as to form a sort of woven grating.
Whether it were the low wind or no, stealing through the stone lattice-work, or only their
own perturbed imaginations, is uncertain, but they thought they discerned a slight sort of
fitful, spring-like motion, in the domino. Nothing, however incidental or insignificant,
escaped their uneasy eyes. Among other things, they pried out, in a corner, an earthen cup,
partly corroded and partly encrusted, and one whispered to the other, that this cup was just
such a one as might, in mockery, be offered to the lips of some brazen statue, or, perhaps,
still worse.

But, being questioned, the mechanician said, that the cup was simply used in his
founder’s business, and described the purpose; in short, a cup to test the condition of
metals in fusion. He added, that it had got into the belfry by the merest chance.

Again, and again, they gazed at the domino, as at some suspicious incognito at a
Venetian mask. All sorts of vague apprehensions stirred them. They even dreaded lest,
when they should descend, the mechanician, though without a flesh and blood companion,
for all that, would not be left alone.

Affecting some merriment at their disquietude, he begged to relieve them, by
extending a coarse sheet of workman’s canvas between them and the object.

Meantime he sought to interest them in his other work; nor, now that the domino was
out of sight, did they long remain insensible to the artistic wonders lying round them;
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wonders hitherto beheld but in their unfinished state; because, since hoisting the bells, none
but the caster had entered within the belfry. It was one trait of his, that, even in details, he
would not let another do what he could, without too great loss of time, accomplish for
himself. So, for several preceding weeks, whatever hours were unemployed in his secret
design, had been devoted to elaborating the figures on the bells.

The clock-bell, in particular, now drew attention. Under a patient chisel, the latent
beauty of its enrichments, before obscured by the cloudings incident to casting, that beauty
in its shyest grace, was now revealed. Round and round the bell, twelve figures of gay
girls, garlanded, hand-in-hand, danced in a choral ring—the embodied hours.

“Bannadonna,” said the chief, “this bell excels all else. No added touch could here
improve. Hark!” hearing a sound, “was that the wind?”

“The wind, Excellenza,” was the light response. “But the figures, they are not yet
without their faults. They need some touches yet. When those are given, and the—block
yonder,” pointing towards the canvas screen, “when Haman there, as [ merrily call him,—
him? it, I mean—when Haman is fixed on this, his lofty tree, then, gentlemen, will I be
most happy to receive you here again.”

The equivocal reference to the object caused some return of restlessness. However, on
their part, the visitors forbore further allusion to it, unwilling, perhaps, to let the foundling
see how easily it lay within his plebeian art to stir the placid dignity of nobles.

“Well, Bannadonna,” said the chief, “how long ere you are ready to set the clock
going, so that the hour shall be sounded? Our interest in you, not less than in the work
itself, makes us anxious to be assured of your success. The people, too,—why, they are
shouting now. Say the exact hour when you will be ready.”

“To-morrow, Excellenza, if you listen for it,—or should you not, all the same—strange
music will be heard. The stroke of one shall be the first from yonder bell,” pointing to the
bell adorned with girls and garlands, “that stroke shall fall there, where the hand of Una
clasps Dua’s. The stroke of one shall sever that loved clasp. To-morrow, then, at one
o’clock, as struck here, precisely here,” advancing and placing his finger upon the clasp,
“the poor mechanic will be most happy once more to give you liege audience, in this his
littered shop. Farewell till then, illustrious magnificoes, and hark ye for your vassal’s
stroke.”

His still, Vulcanic face hiding its burning brightness like a forge, he moved with
ostentatious deference towards the scuttle, as if so far to escort their exit. But the junior
magistrate, a kind-hearted man, troubled at what seemed to him a certain sardonical
disdain, lurking beneath the foundling’s humble mien, and in Christian sympathy more
distressed at it on his account than on his own, dimly surmising what might be the final
fate of such a cynic solitaire, nor perhaps uninfluenced by the general strangeness of
surrounding things, this good magistrate had glanced sadly, sideways from the speaker, and
thereupon his foreboding eye had started at the expression of the unchanging face of the
Hour Una.

“How is this, Bannadonna?”” he lowly asked, “Una looks unlike her sisters.”

“In Christ’s name, Bannadonna,” impulsively broke in the chief, his attention, for the
first attracted to the figure, by his associate’s remark, “Una’s face looks just like that of
Deborah, the prophetess, as painted by the Florentine, Del Fonca.”

“Surely, Bannadonna,” lowly resumed the milder magistrate, “you meant the twelve
should wear the same jocundly abandoned air. But see, the smile of Una seems but a fatal
one. 'Tis different.”
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While his mild associate was speaking, the chief glanced, inquiringly, from him to the
caster, as if anxious to mark how the discrepancy would be accounted for. As the chief
stood, his advanced foot was on the scuttle’s curb.

Bannadonna spoke:

“Excellenza, now that, following your keener eye, I glance upon the face of Una, I do,
indeed perceive some little variance. But look all round the bell, and you will find no two
faces entirely correspond. Because there is a law in art—but the cold wind is rising more;
these lattices are but a poor defense. Suffer me, magnificoes, to conduct you, at least, partly
on your way. Those in whose well-being there is a public stake, should be heedfully
attended.”

“Touching the look of Una, you were saying, Bannadonna, that there was a certain law
in art,” observed the chief, as the three now descended the stone shaft, “pray, tell me, then

2

“Pardon; another time, Excellenza;—the tower is damp.”

“Nay, I must rest, and hear it now. Here,—here is a wide landing, and through this
leeward slit, no wind, but ample light. Tell us of your law; and at large.”

“Since, Excellenza, you insist, know that there is a law in art, which bars the
possibility of duplicates. Some years ago, you may remember, I graved a small seal for
your republic, bearing, for its chief device, the head of your own ancestor, its illustrious
founder. It becoming necessary, for the customs’ use, to have innumerable impressions for
bales and boxes, I graved an entire plate, containing one hundred of the seals. Now,
though, indeed, my object was to have those hundred heads identical, and though, I dare
say, people think them; so, yet, upon closely scanning an uncut impression from the plate,
no two of those five-score faces, side by side, will be found alike. Gravity is the air of all;
but, diversified in all. In some, benevolent; in some, ambiguous; in two or three, to a close
scrutiny, all but incipiently malign, the variation of less than a hair’s breadth in the linear
shadings round the mouth sufficing to all this. Now, Excellenza, transmute that general
gravity into joyousness, and subject it to twelve of those variations I have described, and
tell me, will you not have my hours here, and Una one of them? But I like—.”

“Hark! is that—a footfall above?”

“Mortar, Excellenza; sometimes it drops to the belfry-floor from the arch where the
stonework was left undressed. I must have it seen to. As I was about to say: for one, I like
this law forbidding duplicates. It evokes fine personalities. Yes, Excellenza, that strange,
and—to you—uncertain smile, and those fore-looking eyes of Una, suit Bannadonna very
well.”

“Hark!—sure we left no soul above?”

“No soul, Excellenza; rest assured, no soul—Again the mortar.”

“It fell not while we were there.”

“Ah, in your presence, it better knew its place, Excellenza,” blandly bowed
Bannadonna.

“But, Una,” said the milder magistrate, “she seemed intently gazing on you; one would
have almost sworn that she picked you out from among us three.”

“If she did, possibly, it might have been her finer apprehension, Excellenza.”

“How, Bannadonna? I do not understand you.”

“No consequence, no consequence, Excellenza—but the shifted wind is blowing
through the slit. Suffer me to escort you on; and then, pardon, but the toiler must to his
tools.”
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“It may be foolish, Signor,” said the milder magistrate, as, from the third landing, the
two now went down unescorted, “but, somehow, our great mechanician moves me
strangely. Why, just now, when he so superciliously replied, his walk seemed Sisera’s,
God’s vain foe, in Del Fonca’s painting. And that young, sculptured Deborah, too. Ay, and
that—.”

“Tush, tush, Signor!” returned the chief. “A passing whim. Deborah?—Where’s Jael,
pray?”

“Ah,” said the other, as they now stepped upon the sod, “Ah, Signor, I see you leave
your fears behind you with the chill and gloom; but mine, even in this sunny air, remain.
Hark!”

It was a sound from just within the tower door, whence they had emerged. Turning,
they saw it closed.

“He has slipped down and barred us out,” smiled the chief; “but it is his custom.”

Proclamation was now made, that the next day, at one hour after meridian, the clock
would strike, and—thanks to the mechanician’s powerful art—with unusual
accompaniments. But what those should be, none as yet could say. The announcement was
received with cheers.

By the looser sort, who encamped about the tower all night, lights were seen gleaming
through the topmost blind-work, only disappearing with the morning sun. Strange sounds,
too, were heard, or were thought to be, by those whom anxious watching might not have
left mentally undisturbed—sounds, not only of some ringing implement, but also—so they
said—half-suppressed screams and plainings, such as might have issued from some ghostly
engine, overplied.

Slowly the day drew on; part of the concourse chasing the weary time with songs and
games, till, at last, the great blurred sun rolled, like a football, against the plain.

At noon, the nobility and principal citizens came from the town in cavalcade, a guard of
soldiers, also, with music, the more to honor the occasion.

Only one hour more. Impatience grew. Watches were held in hands of feverish men,
who stood, now scrutinizing their small dial-plates, and then, with neck thrown back,
gazing toward the belfry, as if the eye might foretell that which could only be made
sensible to the ear; for, as yet, there was no dial to the tower-clock.

The hour hands of a thousand watches now verged within a hair’s breadth of the figure
1. A silence, as of the expectation of some Shiloh, pervaded the swarming plain. Suddenly
a dull, mangled sound—naught ringing in it; scarcely audible, indeed, to the outer circles
of the people—that dull sound dropped heavily from the belfry. At the same moment, each
man stared at his neighbor blankly. All watches were upheld. All hour-hands were at—had
passed—the figure 1. No bell-stroke from the tower. The multitude became tumultuous.

Waiting a few moments, the chief magistrate, commanding silence, hailed the belfry,
to know what thing unforeseen had happened there.

No response.

He hailed again and yet again.

All continued hushed.

By his order, the soldiers burst in the tower-door; when, stationing guards to defend it
from the now surging mob, the chief, accompanied by his former associate, climbed the
winding stairs. Half-way up, they stopped to listen. No sound. Mounting faster, they
reached the belfry; but, at the threshold, started at the spectacle disclosed. A spaniel, which,
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unbeknown to them, had followed them thus far, stood shivering as before some unknown
monster in a brake: or, rather, as if it snuffed footsteps leading to some other world.

Bannadonna lay, prostrate and bleeding, at the base of the bell which was adorned with
girls and garlands. He lay at the feet of the hour Una; his head coinciding, in a vertical line,
with her left hand, clasped by the hour Dua. With downcast face impending over him, like
Jael over nailed Sisera in the tent, was the domino; now no more becloaked.

It had limbs, and seemed clad in a scaly mail, lustrous as a dragon-beetle’s. It was
manacled, and its clubbed arms were uplifted, as if, with its manacles, once more to smite
its already smitten victim. One advanced foot of it was inserted beneath the dead body, as
if in the act of spurning it.

Uncertainty falls on what now followed.

It were but natural to suppose that the magistrates would, at first, shrink from
immediate personal contact with what they saw. At the least, for a time, they would stand
in involuntary doubt; it may be, in more or less of horrified alarm. Certain it is, that an
arquebuss was called for from below. And some add, that its report, followed by a fierce
whiz, as of the sudden snapping of a main-spring, with a steely din, as if a stack of sword-
blades should be dashed upon a pavement, these blended sounds came ringing to the plain,
attracting every eye far upward to the belfry, whence, through the lattice-work, thin
wreaths of smoke were curling.

Some averred that it was the spaniel, gone mad by fear, which was shot. This, others
denied. True it was, the spaniel never more was seen; and, probably, for some unknown
reason, it shared the burial now to be related of the domino. For, whatever the preceding
circumstances may have been, the first instinctive panic over, or else all ground of
reasonable fear removed, the two magistrates, by themselves, quickly rehooded the figure
in the dropped cloak wherein it had been hoisted. The same night, it was secretly lowered
to the ground, smuggled to the beach, pulled far out to sea, and sunk. Nor to any after
urgency, even in free convivial hours, would the twain ever disclose the full secrets of the
belfry.

From the mystery unavoidably investing it, the popular solution of the foundling’s fate
involved more or less of supernatural agency. But some few less unscientific minds
pretended to find little difficulty in otherwise accounting for it. In the chain of
circumstantial inferences drawn, there may, or may not, have been some absent or
defective links. But, as the explanation in question is the only one which tradition has
explicitly preserved, in dearth of better, it will here be given. But, in the first place, it is
requisite to present the supposition entertained as to the entire motive and mode, with their
origin, of the secret design of Bannadonna; the minds above-mentioned assuming to
penetrate as well into his soul as into the event. The disclosure will indirectly involve
reference to peculiar matters, none of, the clearest, beyond the immediate subject.

At that period, no large bell was made to sound otherwise than as at present, by
agitation of a tongue within, by means of ropes, or percussion from without, either from
cumbrous machinery, or stalwart watchmen, armed with heavy hammers, stationed in the
belfry, or in sentry-boxes on the open roof, according as the bell was sheltered or exposed.
It was from observing these exposed bells, with their watchmen, that the foundling, as was
opined, derived the first suggestion of his scheme. Perched on a great mast or spire, the
human figure, viewed from below, undergoes such a reduction in its apparent size, as to
obliterate its intelligent features. It evinces no personality. Instead of bespeaking volition,
its gestures rather resemble the automatic ones of the arms of a telegraph.
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Musing, therefore, upon the purely Punchinello aspect of the human figure thus
beheld, it had indirectly occurred to Bannadonna to devise some metallic agent, which
should strike the hour with its mechanic hand, with even greater precision than the vital
one. And, moreover, as the vital watchman on the roof, sallying from his retreat at the
given periods, walked to the bell with uplifted mace, to smite it, Bannadonna had resolved
that his invention should likewise possess the power of locomotion, and, along with that,
the appearance, at least, of intelligence and will.

If the conjectures of those who claimed acquaintance with the intent of Bannadonna be
thus far correct, no unenterprising spirit could have been his. But they stopped not here;
intimating that though, indeed, his design had, in the first place, been prompted by the sight
of the watchman, and confined to the devising of a subtle substitute for him: yet, as is not
seldom the case with projectors, by insensible gradations, proceeding from comparatively
pigmy aims to Titanic ones, the original scheme had, in its anticipated eventualities, at last,
attained to an unheard of degree of daring.

He still bent his efforts upon the locomotive figure for the belfry, but only as a partial
type of an ulterior creature, a sort of elephantine Helot, adapted to further, in a degree
scarcely to be imagined, the universal conveniences and glories of humanity; supplying
nothing less than a supplement to the Six Days’ Work; stocking the earth with a new serf,
more useful than the ox, swifter than the dolphin, stronger than the lion, more cunning than
the ape, for industry an ant, more fiery than serpents, and yet, in patience, another ass. All
excellences of all God-made creatures, which served man, were here to receive
advancement, and then to be combined in one. Talus was to have been the all-accomplished
Helot’s name. Talus, iron slave to Bannadonna, and, through him, to man.

Here, it might well be thought that, were these last conjectures as to the foundling’s
secrets not erroneous, then must he have been hopelessly infected with the craziest
chimeras of his age; far outgoing Albert Magus and Cornelius Agrippa. But the contrary
was averred. However marvelous his design, however apparently transcending not alone
the bounds of human invention, but those of divine creation, yet the proposed means to be
employed were alleged to have been confined within the sober forms of sober reason. It
was affirmed that, to a degree of more than skeptic scorn, Bannadonna had been without
sympathy for any of the vain-glorious irrationalities of his time. For example, he had not
concluded, with the visionaries among the metaphysicians, that between the finer mechanic
forces and the ruder animal vitality some germ of correspondence might prove
discoverable. As little did his scheme partake of the enthusiasm of some natural
philosophers, who hoped, by physiological and chemical inductions, to arrive at a
knowledge of the source of life, and so qualify themselves to manufacture and improve
upon it. Much less had he aught in common with the tribe of alchemists, who sought, by a
species of incantations, to evoke some surprising vitality from the laboratory. Neither had
he imagined, with certain sanguine theosophists, that, by faithful adoration of the Highest,
unheard-of powers would be vouchsafed to man. A practical materialist, what Bannadonna
had aimed at was to have been reached, not by logic, not by crucible, not by conjuration,
not by altars; but by plain vice-bench and hammer. In short, to solve nature, to steal into
her, to intrigue beyond her, to procure some one else to bind her to his hand;—these, one
and all, had not been his objects; but, asking no favors from any element or any being, of
himself, to rival her, outstrip her, and rule her. He stooped to conquer. With him, common
sense was theurgy; machinery, miracle; Prometheus, the heroic name for machinist; man,
the true God.

60



Nevertheless, in his initial step, so far as the experimental automaton for the belfry
was concerned, he allowed fancy some little play; or, perhaps, what seemed his
fancifulness was but his utilitarian ambition collaterally extended. In figure, the creature
for the belfry should not be likened after the human pattern, nor any animal one, nor after
the ideals, however wild, of ancient fable, but equally in aspect as in organism be an
original production; the more terrible to behold, the better.

Such, then, were the suppositions as to the present scheme, and the reserved intent.
How, at the very threshold, so unlooked for a catastrophe overturned all, or rather, what
was the conjecture here, is now to be set forth.

It was thought that on the day preceding the fatality, his visitors having left him,
Bannadonna had unpacked the belfry image, adjusted it, and placed it in the retreat
provided—a sort of sentry-box in one corner of the belfry; in short, throughout the night,
and for some part of the ensuing morning, he had been engaged in arranging everything
connected with the domino; the issuing from the sentry-box each sixty minutes; sliding
along a grooved way, like a railway; advancing to the clock-bell, with uplifted manacles;
striking it at one of the twelve junctions of the four-and-twenty hands; then wheeling,
circling the bell, and retiring to its post, there to bide for another sixty minutes, when the
same process was to be repeated; the bell, by a cunning mechanism, meantime turning on
its vertical axis, so as to present, to the descending mace, the clasped hands of the next two
figures, when it would strike two, three, and so on, to the end. The musical metal in this
time-bell being so managed in the fusion, by some art, perishing with its originator, that
each of the clasps of the four-and-twenty hands should give forth its own peculiar
resonance when parted.

But on the magic metal, the magic and metallic stranger never struck but that one
stroke, drove but that one nail, served but that one clasp, by which Bannadonna clung to
his ambitious life. For, after winding up the creature in the sentry-box, so that, for the
present, skipping the intervening hours, it should not emerge till the hour of one, but
should then infallibly emerge, and, after deftly oiling the grooves whereon it was to slide, it
was surmised that the mechanician must then have hurried to the bell, to give his final
touches to its sculpture. True artist, he here became absorbed; and absorption still further
intensified, it may be, by his striving to abate that strange look of Una; which, though,
before others, he had treated with such unconcern, might not, in secret, have been without
its thorn.

And so, for the interval, he was oblivious of his creature; which, not oblivious of him,
and true to its creation, and true to its heedful winding up, left its post precisely at the
given moment; along its well-oiled route, slid noiselessly towards its mark; and, aiming at
the hand of Una, to ring one clangorous note, dully smote the intervening brain of
Bannadonna, turned backwards to it; the manacled arms then instantly up-springing to their
hovering poise. The falling body clogged the thing’s return; so there it stood, still
impending over Bannadonna, as if whispering some post-mortem terror. The chisel lay
dropped from the hand, but beside the hand; the oil-flask spilled across the iron track.

In his unhappy end, not unmindful of the rare genius of the mechanician, the republic
decreed him a stately funeral. It was resolved that the great bell—the one whose casting
had been jeopardized through the timidity of the ill-starred workman—should be rung
upon the entrance of the bier into the cathedral. The most robust man of the country round
was assigned the office of bell-ringer.
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But as the pall-bearers entered the cathedral porch, naught but a broken and disastrous
sound, like that of some lone Alpine land-slide, fell from the tower upon their ears. And
then, all was hushed.

Glancing backwards, they saw the groined belfry crashed sideways in. It afterwards
appeared that the powerful peasant, who had the bell-rope in charge, wishing to test at once
the full glory of the bell, had swayed down upon the rope with one concentrate jerk. The
mass of quaking metal, too ponderous for its frame, and strangely feeble somewhere at its
top, loosed from its fastening, tore sideways down, and tumbling in one sheer fall, three
hundred feet to the soft sward below, buried itself inverted and half out of sight.

Upon its disinterment, the main fracture was found to have started from a small spot in
the ear; which, being scraped, revealed a defect, deceptively minute in the casting; which
defect must subsequently have been pasted over with some unknown compound.

The remolten metal soon reassumed its place in the tower’s repaired superstructure.
For one year the metallic choir of birds sang musically in its belfry-bough-work of
sculptured blinds and traceries. But on the first anniversary of the tower’s completion—at
early dawn, before the concourse had surrounded it—an earthquake came; one loud crash
was heard. The stone-pine, with all its bower of songsters, lay overthrown upon the plain.

So the blind slave obeyed its blinder lord; but, in obedience, slew him. So the creator
was killed by the creature. So the bell was too heavy for the tower. So the bell’s main
weakness was where man’s blood had flawed it. And so pride went before the fall.

Kate Chopin [1851-1904], “The Story of an Hour”, 1894

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was aftlicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken to
break to her as gently as possible the news of her husband's death.

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences; veiled hints that revealed
in half concealing. Her husband's friend Richards was there, too, near her. It was he who
had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of the railroad disaster was received,
with Brently Mallard's name leading the list of "killed." He had only taken the time to
assure himself of its truth by a second telegram, and had hastened to forestall any less
careful, less tender friend in bearing the sad message.

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a paralyzed
inability to accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment, in
her sister's arms. When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away to her room alone.

She would have no one follow her.

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair. Into this she
sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to reach
into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all
aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street
below a peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song which some one was
singing reached her faintly, and countless sparrows were twittering in the eaves.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had
met and piled one above the other in the west facing her window.
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She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite motionless,
except when a sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a child who has cried itself to
sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and even a
certain strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze was fixed away off
yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of reflection, but rather
indicated a suspension of intelligent thought.

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was it?
She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out of the
sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color that filled the air.

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recognize this thing that
was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to beat it back with her will--as
powerless as her two white slender hands would have been.

When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly parted lips.
She said it over and over under her breath: "free, free, free!" The vacant stare and the look
of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen and bright. Her pulses
beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body.

She did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear and
exalted perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial.

She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands folded in
death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed and gray and dead. But
she saw beyond that bitter moment a long procession of years to come that would belong to
her absolutely. And she opened and spread her arms out to them in welcome.

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for
herself. There would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with which
men and women believe they have a right to impose a private will upon a fellow-creature.
A kind intention or a cruel intention made the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon
it in that brief moment of illumination.

And yet she had loved him--sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter! What
could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this possession of self-assertion
which she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her being!

"Free! Body and soul free!" she kept whispering.

Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhole, imploring
for admission. "Louise, open the door! I beg, open the door--you will make yourself ill.
What are you doing Louise? For heaven's sake open the door."

"Go away. I am not making myself ill." No; she was drinking in a very elixir of life
through that open window.

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, and summer
days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a quick prayer that life
might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that life might be
long.

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister's importunities. There was a
feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of Victory.
She clasped her sister's waist, and together they descended the stairs. Richards stood
waiting for them at the bottom.

Some one was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mallard who
entered, a little travel-stained, composedly carrying his grip-sack and umbrella. He had
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been far from the scene of accident, and did not even know there had been one. He stood
amazed at Josephine's piercing cry; at Richards' quick motion to screen him from the view
of his wife.

But Richards was too late.

When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease— of joy that kills.

Ernest Hemingway [1899-1961], “The Capital of the World”, 1936

MADRID IS FULL OF BOYS NAMED PACO, which is the diminutive of the name
Francisco, and there is a Madrid joke about a father who came to Madrid and inserted an
advertisement in the personal columns of E/ Liberal which said: PACO MEET ME AT
HOTEL MONTANA NOON TUESDAY ALL IS FORGIVEN PAPA and how a squadron
of Guardia Civil had to be called out to disperse the eight hundred young men who
answered the advertisement. But this Paco, who waited on table at the Pension Luarca, had
no father to forgive him, nor anything for the father to forgive. He had two older sisters
who were chambermaids at the Luarca, who had gotten their place through coming from
the same small village as a former Luarca chambermaid who had proven hardworking and
honest and hence given her village and its products a good name; and these sisters had paid
his way on the auto-bus to Madrid and gotten him his job as an apprentice waiter. He came
from a village in a part of Extramadura where conditions were incredibly primitive, food
scarce, and comforts unknown and he had worked hard ever since he could remember.

He was a well built boy with very black, rather curly hair, good teeth and a skin that
his sisters envied, and he had a ready and unpuzzled smile. He was fast on his feet and did
his work well and he loved his sisters, who seemed beautiful and sophisticated; he loved
Madrid, which was still an unbelievable place, and he loved his work which, done under
bright lights, with clean linen, the wearing of evening clothes, and abundant food in the
kitchen, seemed romantically beautiful.

There were from eight to a dozen other people who lived at the Luarca and ate in the
dining room but for Paco, the youngest of the three waiters who served at table, the only
ones who really existed were the bullfighters.

Second-rate matadors lived at that pension because the address in the Calle San
Jeronimo was good, the food was excellent and the room and board was cheap. It is
necessary for a bull fighter to give the appearance, if not of prosperity, at least of
respectability, since decorum and dignity rank above courage as the virtues most highly
prized in Spain, and bullfighters stayed at the Luarca until their last pesetas were gone.
There is no record of any bullfighter having left the Luarca for a better or more expensive
hotel; second-rate bullfighters never became first rate; but the descent from the Luarca was
swift since any one could stay there who was making anything at all and a bill was never
presented to a guest unasked until the woman who ran the place knew that the case was
hopeless.

At this time there were three full matadors living at the Luarca as well as two very
good picadors, and one excellent banderillero. The Luarca was luxury for the picadors and
the banderilleros who, with their families in Seville, required lodging in Madrid during the
Spring season; but they were well paid and in the fixed employ of fighters who were
heavily contracted during the coming season and the three of these subalterns would
probably make much more apiece than any of the three matadors. Of the three matadors

64



one was ill and trying to conceal it; one had passed his short vogue as a novelty; and the
third was a coward.

The coward had at one time, until he had received a peculiarly atrocious horn wound
in the lower abdomen at the start of his first season as a full matador, been exceptionally
brave and remarkably skillful and he still had many of the hearty mannerisms of his days
of success. He was jovial to excess and laughed constantly with and without provocation.
He had, when successful, been very addicted to practical jokes but he had given them up
now. They took an assurance that he did not feel. This matador had an intelligent, very
open face and he carried himself with much style.

The matador who was ill was careful never to show it and was meticulous about eating
a little of all the dishes that were presented at the table. He had a great many handkerchiefs
which he laundered himself in his room and, lately, he had been selling his fighting suits.
He had sold one, cheaply, before Christmas and another in the first week of April. They
had been very expensive suits, had always been well kept and he had one more. Before he
had become ill he had been a very promising, even a sensational, fighter and, while he
himself could not read, he had clippings which said that in his debut in Madrid he had been
better than Belmonte. He ate alone at a small table and looked up very little.

The matador who had once been a novelty was very short and brown and very
dignified. He also ate alone at a separate table and he smiled very rarely and never laughed.
He came from Valladolid, where the people are extremely serious, and he was a capable
matador; but his style had become old-fashioned before he had ever succeeded in
endearing himself to the public through his virtues, which were courage and a calm
capability, and his name on a poster would draw no one to a bull ring. His novelty had been
that he was so short that he could barely see over the bull’s withers, but there were other
short fighters, and he had never succeeded in imposing himself on the public’s fancy.

Of the picadors one was a thin, hawk-faced, gray-haired man, lightly built but with
legs and arms like iron, who always wore cattlemen’s boots under his trousers, drank too
much every evening and gazed amorously at any woman in the pension. The other was
huge, dark, brown-faced, good looking, with black hair like an Indian and enormous hands.
Both were great picadors although the first was reputed to have lost much of his ability
through drink and dissipation, and the second was said to be too headstrong and
quarrelsome to stay with any matador more than a single season.

The banderillero was middle-aged, gray, cat-quick in spite of his years and, sitting at
the table he looked a moderately prosperous business man. His legs were still good for this
season, and when they should go he was intelligent and experienced enough to keep
regularly employed for a long time. The difference would be that when his speed of foot
would be gone he would always be frightened where now he was assured and calm in the
ring and out of it.

On this evening every one had left the dining room except the hawkfaced picador who
drank too much, the birthmarked-faced auctioneer of watches at the fairs and festivals of
Spain, who also drank too much, and two priests from Galicia who were sitting at a corner
table and drinking if not too much certainly enough. At that time wine was included in the
price of the room and board at the Luarca and the waiters had just brought fresh bottles of
Valdepenas to the tables of the auctioneer, then to the picador and, finally, to the two
priests.

The three waiters stood at the end of the room. It was the rule of the house that they
should all remain on duty until the diners whose tables they were responsible for should all
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have left, but the one who served the table of the two priests had an appointment to go to
an Anarcho-Syndicalist meeting and Paco had agreed to take over his table for him.

Upstairs the matador who was ill was lying face down on his bed alone. The matador
who was no longer a novelty was sitting looking out of his window preparatory to walking
out to the cafe. The matador who was a coward had the older sister of Paco in his room
with him and was trying to get her to do something which she was laughingly refusing to
do. This matador was saying “Come on, little savage.”

“No,” said the sister. “Why should 1?”

“For a favor.”

“You’ve eaten and now you want me for dessert.”

“Just once. What harm can it do?”

“Leave me alone. Leave me alone, I tell you.”

“It is a very little thing to do.”

“Leave me alone, I tell you.”

Down in the dining room the tallest of the waiters, who was overdue at the meeting,
said “Look at those black pigs drink.”

“That’s no way to speak,” said the second waiter. “They are decent clients. They do
not drink too much.”

“For me it is a good way to speak,” said the tall one. “There are the two curses of
Spain, the bulls and the priests.”

“Certainly not the individual bull and the individual priest,” said the second waiter.

“Yes,” said the tall waiter. “Only through the individual can you attack the class. It is
necessary to kill the individual bull and the individual priest. All of them. Then there are no
more.”

“Save it for the meeting,” said the other waiter.

“Look at the barbarity of Madrid,” said the tall waiter. “It is now halfpast eleven
o’clock and these are still guzzling.”

“They only started to eat at ten,” said the other waiter. “As you know there are many
dishes. That wine is cheap and these have paid for it. It is not a strong wine.”

“How can there be solidarity of workers with fools like you?” asked the tall waiter.

“Look,” said the second waiter who was a man of fifty. “I have worked all my life. In
all that remains of my life I must work. I have no complaints against work. To work is
normal.”

“Yes, but the lack of work kills.”

“I have always worked,” said the older waiter. “Go on to the meeting. There is no
necessity to stay.”

“You are a good comrade,” said the tall waiter. “But you lack all ideology.”

“Mejor si me falta eso que el otro ”, said the older waiter (meaning it is better to lack
that than work). “Go on to the mitin. ”

Paco had said nothing. He did not yet understand politics but it always gave him a
thrill to hear the tall waiter speak of the necessity for killing the priests and the Guardia
Civil. The tall waiter represented to him revolution and revolution also was romantic. He
himself would like to be a good Catholic, a revolutionary, and have a steady job like this,
while, at the same time, being a bullfighter.

“Go on to the meeting, Ignacio,” he said. “I will respond for your work.” “The two of
us,” said the older waiter.

“There isn’t enough for one,” said Paco. “Go on to the meeting.”
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“Pues, me voy, " said the tall waiter. “And thanks.”

In the meantime, upstairs, the sister of Paco had gotten out of the embrace of the
matador as skilfully as a wrestler breaking a hold and said, now angry, “These are the
hungry people. A failed bullfighter. With your tonload of fear. If you have so much of that,
use it in the ring.”

“That is the way a whore talks.”

“A whore is also a woman, but I am not a whore.”

“You’ll be one.”

“Not through you.”

“Leave me,” said the matador who, now, repulsed and refused, felt the nakedness of
his cowardice returning.

“Leave you? What hasn’t left you?” said the sister. “Don’t you want me to make up the
bed? I’m paid to do that.”

“Leave me,” said the matador, his broad good-looking face wrinkled into a contortion
that was like crying. “You whore. You dirty little whore.” “Matador,” she said, shutting the
door. “My matador.”

Inside the room the matador sat on the bed. His face still had the contortion which, in
the ring, he made into a constant smile which frightened those people in the first rows of
seats who knew what they were watching. “And this,” he was saying aloud. “And this. And
this.”

He could remember when he had been good and it had only been three years before.
He could remember the weight of the heavy gold-brocaded fighting jacket on his shoulders
on that hot afternoon in May when his voice had still been the same in the ring as in the
cafe, and how he sighted along the point-dipping blade at the place in the top of the
shoulders where it was dusty in the short-haired black hump of muscle above the wide,
wood- knocking, splintered-tipped horns that lowered as he went in to kill, and how the
sword pushed in as easy as into a mound of stiff butter with the palm of his hand pushing
the pommel, his left arm crossed low, his left shoulder forward, his weight on his left leg,
and then his weight wasn’t on his leg. His weight was on his lower belly and as the bull
raised his head the horn was out of sight in him and he swung over on it twice before they
pulled him off it. So now when he went into kill, and it was seldom, he could not look at
the horns and what did any whore know about what he went through before he fought?
And what had they been through that laughed at him? They were all whores and they knew
what they could do with it.

Down in the dining room the picador sat looking at the priests. If there were women in
the room he stared at them. If there were no women he would stare with enjoyment at a
foreigner, un ingles, but lacking women or strangers, he now stared with enjoyment and
insolence at the two priests. While he stared the birth-marked auctioneer rose and folding
his napkin went out, leaving over half the wine in the last bottle he had ordered. If his
accounts had been paid up at the Luarca he would have finished the bottle.

The two priests did not stare back at the picador. One of them was saying, “It is ten
days since I have been here waiting to see him and all day I sit in the ante-chamber and he
will not receive me.”

“What is there to do?”

“Nothing. What can one do? One cannot go against authority.”

“I have been here for two weeks and nothing. I wait and they will not see me.”

“We are from the abandoned country. When the money runs out we can return.”
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“To the abandoned country. What does Madrid care about Galicia? We are a poor
province.”

“One understands the action of our brother Basilio.”

“Still I have no real confidence in the integrity of Basilio Alvarez.” “Madrid is where
one learns to understand. Madrid kills Spain.”

“If they would simply see one and refuse.”

“No. You must be broken and worn out by waiting.”

“Well, we shall see. I can wait as well as another.”

At this moment the picador got to his feet, walked over to the priests’ table and stood,
gray-headed and hawk-faced, staring at them and smiling. “A forero, " said one priest to
the other.

“And a good one,” said the picador and walked out of the dining room, gray-jacketed,
trim-waisted, bow-legged, in tight breeches over his highheeled cattlemen’s boots that
clicked on the floor as he swaggered quite steadily, smiling to himself. He lived in a small,
tight, professional world of personal efficiency, nightly alcoholic triumph, and insolence.
Now he lit a cigar and tilting his hat at an angle in the hallway went out to the cafe.

The priests left immediately after the picador, hurriedly conscious of being the last
people in the dining room, and there was no one in the room now but Paco and the middle-
aged waiter. They cleared the tables and carried the bottles into the kitchen.

In the kitchen was the boy who washed the dishes. He was three years older than Paco
and was very cynical and bitter.

“Take this,” the middle-aged waiter said, and poured out a glass of the Valdepenas and
handed it to him.

“Why not?” the boy took the glass. “7u, Paco?” the older waiter asked.

“Thank you,” said Paco. The three of them drank.

“I will be going,” said the middle-aged waiter.

“Good night,” they told him.

He went out and they were alone. Paco took a napkin one of the priests had used and
standing straight, his heels planted, lowered the napkin and with head following the
movement, swung his arms in the motion of a slow sweeping veronica. He turned, and
advancing his right foot slightly, made the second pass, gained a little terrain on the
imaginary bull and made a third pass, slow, perfectly timed and suave, then gathered the
napkin to his waist and swung his hips away from the bull in a media-veronica.

The dishwasher, whose name was Enrique, watched him critically and sneeringly.

“How is the bull?” he said.

“Very brave,” said Paco. “Look.”

Standing slim and straight he made four more perfect passes, smooth, elegant and
graceful.

“And the bull?” asked Enrique standing against the sink, holding his wine glass and
wearing his apron.

“Still has lots of gas,” said Paco.

“You make me sick,” said Enrique.

“Why?”

“Look.”

Enrique removed his apron and citing the imaginary bull he sculptured four perfect,
languid gypsy veronicas and ended up with a rebolera that made the apron swing in a stiff
arc past the bull’s nose as he walked away from him.
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“Look at that,” he said. “And I wash dishes.”

“Why?”

“Fear,” said Enrique. “Miedo. The same fear you would have in a ring with a bull.”

“No,” said Paco. “I wouldn’t be afraid.”

“Leche!” said Enrique. “Every one is afraid. But a forero can control his fear so that
he can work the bull. I went in an amateur fight and I was so afraid I couldn’t keep from
running. Every one thought it was very funny. So would you be afraid. If it wasn’t for fear
every bootblack in Spain would be a bullfighter. You, a country boy, would be frightened
worse than [ was.”

“No,” said Paco.

He had done it too many times in his imagination. Too many times he had seen the
horns, seen the bull’s wet muzzle, the ear twitching, then the head go down and the charge,
the hoofs thudding and the hot bull pass him as he swung the cape, to re-charge as he
swung the cape again, then again, and again, and again, to end winding the bull around him
in his great media- veronica, and walk swingingly away, with bull hairs caught in the gold
ornaments of his jacket from the close passes; the bull standing hypnotized and the crowd
applauding. No, he would not be afraid. Others, yes. Not he. He knew he would not be
afraid. Even if he ever was afraid he knew that he could do it anyway. He had confidence.

“I wouldn’t be afraid,” he said.

Enrique said, “Leche, ” again.

Then he said, “If we should try it?”

“How?”

“Look,” said Enrique. “You think of the bull but you do not think of the horns. The
bull has such force that the horns rip like a knife, they stab like a bayonet, and they kill like
a club. Look,” he opened a table drawer and took out two meat knives. “I will bind these to
the legs of a chair. Then I will play bull for you with the chair held before my head. The
knives are the horns. If you make those passes then they mean something.”

“Lend me your apron,” said Paco. “We’ll do it in the dining room.” “No,” said
Enrique, suddenly not bitter. “Don’t do it, Paco.”

“Yes,” said Paco. “I’m not afraid.”

“You will be when you see the knives come.”

“We’ll see,” said Paco. “Give me the apron.”

At this time, while Enrique was binding the two heavy-bladed “razorsharp” meat
knives fast to the legs of the chair with two soiled napkins holding the half of each knife,
wrapping them tight and then knotting them, the two chambermaids, Paco’s sisters, were
on their way to the cinema to see Greta Garbo in Anna Christie. Of the two priests, one
was sitting in his underwear reading his breviary and the other was wearing a nightshirt
and saying the rosary. All the bullfighters except the one who was ill had made their
evening appearance at the Cafe Fornos, where the big, dark-haired picador was playing
billiards, the short, serious matador was sitting at a crowded table before a coffee and milk,
along with the middle- aged banderillero and other serious workmen.

The drinking, gray-headed picador was sitting with a glass of cazalas brandy before
him staring with pleasure at a table where the matador whose courage was gone sat with
another matador who had renounced the sword to become a banderillero again, and two
very houseworn-looking prostitutes.

The auctioneer stood on the street corner talking with friends. The tall waiter was at
the Anarcho-Syndicalist meeting waiting for an opportunity to speak. The middle-aged
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waiter was seated on the terrace of the Cafe Alvarez drinking a small beer. The woman
who owned the Luarca was already asleep in her bed, where she lay on her back with the
bolster between her legs; big, fat, honest, clean, easy-going, very religious and never
having ceased to miss or pray daily for her husband, dead, now, twenty years. In his room,
alone, the matador who was ill lay face down on his bed with his mouth against a
handkerchief.

Now, in the deserted dining room, Enrique tied the last knot in the napkins that bound
the knives to the chair legs and lifted the chair. He pointed the legs with the knives on them
forward and held the chair over his head with the two knives pointing straight ahead, one
on each side of his head.

“It’s heavy,” he said. “Look, Paco. It is very dangerous. Don’t do it.” He was sweating.
Paco stood facing him, holding the apron spread, holding a fold of it bunched in each hand,
thumbs up, first finger down, spread to catch the eye of the bull.

“Charge straight,” he said. “Turn like a bull. Charge as many times as you want.”

“How will you know when to cut the pass?” asked Enrique. “It’s better to do three and
then a media. ”

“All right,” said Paco. “But come straight. Huh, torito! Come on, little bull!”

Running with head down Enrique came toward him and Paco swung the apron just
ahead of the knife blade as it passed close in front of his belly and as it went by it was, to
him, the real horn, white-tipped, black, smooth, and as Enrique passed him and turned to
rush again it was the hot, blood- flanked mass of the bull that thudded by, then turned like a
cat and came again as he swung the cape slowly. Then the bull turned and came again and,
as he watched the onrushing point, he stepped his left foot two inches too far forward and
the knife did not pass, but had slipped in as easily as into a wineskin and there was a hot
scalding rush above and around the sudden inner rigidity of steel and Enrique shouting.
“Ay! Ay! Let me get it out! Let me get it out!” and Paco slipped forward on the chair, the
apron cape still held, Enrique pulling on the chair as the knife turned in him, in him, Paco.
The knife was out now and he sat on the floor in the widening warm pool.

“Put the napkin over it. Hold it!”” said Enrique. “Hold it tight. I will run for the doctor.
You must hold in the hemorrhage.”

“There should be a rubber cup,” said Paco. He had seen that used in the ring.

“I came straight,” said Enrique, crying. “All I wanted was to show the danger.”

“Don’t worry,” said Paco, his voice sounding far away. “But bring the doctor.”

In the ring they lifted you and carried you, running with you, to the operating room. If
the femoral artery emptied itself before you reached there they called the priest.

“Advise one of the priests,” said Paco, holding the napkin tight against his lower
abdomen. He could not believe that this had happened to him.

But Enrique was running down the Calle San Jeronimo to the all-night first-aid station
and Paco was alone, first sitting up, then huddled over, then slumped on the floor, until it
was over, feeling his life go out of him as dirty water empties from a bathtub when the plug
is drawn. He was frightened and he felt faint and he tried to say an act of contrition and he
remembered how it started but before he had said, as fast as he could, “Oh, my God, I am
heartily sorry for having offended Thee who art worthy of all my love and I firmly resolve .
.., he felt too faint and he was lying face down on the floor and it was over very quickly.
A severed femoral artery empties itself faster than you can believe.

As the doctor from the first-aid station came up the stairs accompanied by a policeman
who held on to Enrique by the arm, the two sisters of Paco were still in the moving-picture
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palace of the Gran Via, where they were intensely disappointed in the Garbo film, which
showed the great star in miserable low surroundings when they had been accustomed to see
her surrounded by great luxury and brilliance. The audience disliked the film thoroughly
and were protesting by whistling and stamping their feet. All the other people from the
hotel were doing almost what they had been doing when the accident happened, except that
the two priests had finished their devotions and were preparing for sleep, and the gray-
haired picador had moved his drink over to the table with the two houseworn prostitutes. A
little later he went out of the cafe with one of them. It was the one for whom the matador
who had lost his nerve had been buying drinks.

The boy Paco had never known about any of this nor about what all these people
would be doing on the next day and on other days to come. He had no idea how they really
lived nor how they ended. He did not even realize they ended. He died, as the Spanish
phrase has it, full of illusions. He had not had time in his life to lose any of them, nor even,
at the end, to complete an act of contrition. He had not even had time to be disappointed in
the Garbo picture which disappointed all Madrid for a week.

Raymond Carver [1938-1988], “Collectors”, 1974

I was out of work. But any day I expected to hear from up north. I lay on the sofa and
listened to the rain. Now and then I'd lift up and look through the curtain for the mailman.
There was no one on the street, nothing.

I hadn't been down again five minutes when I heard some- one walk onto the porch,
wait, and then knock. I lay still. I knew it wasn't the mailman. I knew his steps. You can't
be too careful ifyou're out ofwork and you get notices in the mail or else pushed under your
door. They come around wanting to talk, too, especially ifyou don't have a telephone.

The knock sounded again, louder, a bad sign. I eased up and tried to see onto the
porch. But whoever was there was standing against the door, another bad sign. I knew the
floor creaked, so there was no chance of slipping into the other room and looking out that
window.

Another knock, and I said, Who's there?

This is Aubrey Bell, a man said. Are you Mr. Slater?

What is it you want? I called from the sofa.

I have something for Mrs. Slater. She's won something. Is

Mrs. Slater home?

Mrs. Slater doesn't live here, I said.

Well, then, are you Mr. Slater? the man said. Mr. Slater... and the man sneezed.

I got off the sofa. I unlocked the door and opened it a little.

He was an old guy, fat and bulky under his raincoat. Water ran off the coat and dripped
onto the big suitcase contraption thing he carried.

He grinned and set down the big case. He put out his hand. Aubrey Bell, he said.

I don't know you, I said.

Mrs. Slater, he began. Mrs. Slater filled out a card. He took cards from an inside
pocket and shuffled them a minute. Mrs. Slater, he read. Two-fifty-five South Sixth East?
Mrs. Slater is a winner.

He took off his hat and nodded solemnly, slapped the hat against his coat as if that
were it, everything had been settled, the drive finished, the railhead reached.
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He waited.

Mrs. Slater doesn't live here, I said. What'd she win?

I have to show you, he said. May I come in?

I don't know. It won't take long, I said. I'm pretty busy. Fine, he said. I'll just slide out
of this coat first. And the galoshes. Wouldn't want to track up your carpet. I see you do
have a carpet, Mr. . . .

His eyes had lighted and then dimmed at the sight of the carpet. He shuddered. Then
he took off his coat. He shook it out and hung it by the collar over the doorknob. That's a
good place for it, he said. Damn weather, anyway. He bent over and unfastened his
galoshes. He set his case inside the room. He stepped out of the galoshes and into the room
in a pair of slippers.

I closed the door. He saw me staring at the slippers and said, W. H. Auden wore
slippers all through China on his first visit there. Never took them off. Corns.

I shrugged. I took one more look down the street for the mailman and shut the door
again.

Aubrey Bell stared at the carpet. He pulled his lips. Then he laughed. He laughed and
shook his head.

What's so funny? I said.

Nothing. Lord, he said. He laughed again. I think I'm losing my mind. I think I have a
fever. He reached a hand to his forehead. His hair was matted and there was a ring around
his scalp where the hat had been.

Do I feel hot to you? he said. I don't know, I think I might have a fever. He was still
staring at the carpet. You have any aspirin?

What's the matter with you? I said. I hope you're not get- ting sick on me. I got things I
have to do.

He shook his head. He sat down on the sofa. He stirred at the carpet with his slippered
foot.

I went to the kitchen, rinsed a cup, shook two aspirin out of a bottle.

Here, I said. Then I think you ought to leave.

Are you speaking for Mrs. Slater? he hissed. No, no, forget I said that, forget I said
that. He wiped his face. He swallowed the aspirin. His eyes skipped around the bare room.
Then he leaned forward with some effort and unsnapped the buckles on his case. The case
flopped open, revealing compartments filled with an array of hoses, brushes, shiny pipes,
and some kind of heavy-looking blue thing mounted on little wheels. He stared at these
things as if surprised. Quietly, in a churchly voice, he said, Do you know what this is?

I moved closer. I'd say it was a vacuum cleaner. I'm not in the. market, I said. No way
am I in the market for a vacuum cleaner.

I want to show you something, he said. He took a card out of his jacket pocket. Look
at this, he said. He handed me the card. Nobody said you were in the market. But look at
the signature. Is that Mrs. Slater's signature or not?

I looked at the card. I held it up to the light. I turned it over, but the other side was
blank. So what? I said.

Mrs. Slater's card was pulled at random out of a basket of cards. Hundreds of cards
just like this little card. She has won a free vacuuming and carpet shampoo. Mrs. Slater is a
winner. No strings. I am here even to do your mattress, Mr.... You'll be surprised to see
what can collect in a mattress over the months, over the years. Every day, every night of
our lives, we're leaving little bits of ourselves, flakes of this and that, behind. Where do
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they go, these bits and pieces of ourselves? Right through the sheets and into the mattress,
that’s where! Pillows, too. It's all the same.

He had been removing lengths of the shiny pipe and joining the parts together. Now he
inserted the fitted pipes into the hose. He was on his knees, grunting. He attached some sort
of scoop to the hose and lifted out the blue thing with wheels.

He let me examine the filter he intended to use.

Do you have a car? he asked.

No car, I said. I don't have a car. If I had a car [ would drive you someplace.

Too bad, he said. This little vacuum comes equipped with a sixty-foot extension cord.
If you had a car, you could wheel this little vacuum right up to your car door and vacuum
the plush carpeting and the luxurious reclining seats as well. You would be surprised how
much of us gets lost, how much of us gathers, in those fine seats over the years.

Mr. Bell, I said, I think you better pack up your things and go. I say this without any
malice whatsoever.

But he was looking around the room for a plug-in. He found one at the end of the sofa.
The machine rattled as if there were a marble inside, anyway something loose inside, then
settled to a hum.

Rilke lived in one castle after another, all of his adult life. Benefactors, he said loudly
over the hum of the vacuum. He seldom rode in motorcars; he preferred trains. Then look
at Voltaire at Cirey with Madame Chatelet. His death mask. Such serenity. He raised his
right hand as if [ were about to disagree. No, no, it isn't right, is it? Don't say it. But who
knows? With that he turned and began to pull the vacuum into the other room.

There was a bed, a window. The covers were heaped on the floor. One pillow, one
sheet over the mattress. He slipped the case from the pillow and then quickly stripped the
sheet from the mattress. He stared at the mattress and gave me a look out of the corner of
his eye. I went to the kitchen and got the chair. I sat down in the doorway and watched.
First he tested the suction by putting the scoop against the palm of his hand. He bent and
turned a dial on the vacuum. You have to turn it up full strength for a job like this one, he
said. He checked the suction again, then extended the hose to the head of the bed and
began to move the scoop down the mattress. The scoop tugged at the mattress. The vacuum
whirred louder. He made three passes over the mattress, then switched off the machine. He
pressed a lever and the lid popped open. He took out the filter. This filter is just for
demonstration purposes. In normal use, all of this, this material, would go into your bag,
here, he said. He pinched some of the dusty stuff between his fingers. There must have
been a cup of it.

He had this look to his face.

It's not my mattress, I said. I leaned forward in the chair and tried to show an interest.

Now the pillow, he said. He put the used filter on the sill and looked out the window
for a minute. He turned. I want you to hold onto this end ofthe pillow, he said.

I got up and took hold of two corners of the pillow. I felt I was holding something by
the ears.

Like this? I said.

He nodded. He went into the other room and came back with another filter.

How much do those things cost? I said.

Next to nothing, he said. They're only made out of paper and a little bit ofplastic.
Couldn't cost much.
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He kicked on the vacuum and I held tight as the scoop sank into the pillow and moved
down its length-once, twice, three times. He switched off the vacuum, removed the filter,
and held it up without a word. He put it on the sill beside the other filter. Then he opened
the closet door. He looked inside, but there was only a box of Mouse-Be-Gone.

I heard steps on the porch, the mail slot opened and clinked shut. We looked at each
other.

He pulled on the vacuum and I followed him into the other room. We looked at the
letter lying face down on the carpet near the front door.

I started toward the letter, turned and said, What else? It's getting late. This carpet's not
worth fooling with. It's only a twelve-by-fifteen cotton carpet with no-skid backing from
Rug City. It's not worth fooling with.

Do you have a full ashtray? he said. Or a potted plant or something like that? A
handful of dirt would be fine.

I found the ashtray. He took it, dumped the contents onto the carpet, ground the ashes
and cigarets under his slipper. He got down on his knees again and inserted a new filter. He
took ofthis jacket and threw it onto the sofa. He was sweating under the arms. Fat hung
over his belt. He twisted off the scoop and attached another device to the hose. He adjusted
his dial. He kicked on the machine and began to move back and forth, back and forth over
the worn carpet. Twice I started for the letter. But he seemed to anticipate me, cut me off,
so to speak, with his hose and his pipes and his sweeping and his sweeping. . . .

I took the chair back to the kitchen and sat there and watched him work. After a time
he shut off the machine, opened the lid, and silently brought me the filter, alive with dust,
hair, small grainy things. I looked at the filter, and then I got up and put it in the garbage.

He worked steadily now. No more explanations. He came out to the kitchen with a
bottle that held a few ounces ofgreen liquid. He put the bottle under the tap and filled it.

You know I can't pay anything, I said. I couldn't pay you a dollar if my life depended
on it. You're going to have to write me off as a dead loss, that's all. You're wasting your
time on me, I said.

I wanted it out in the open, no misunderstanding.

He went about his business. He put another attachment on the hose, in some
complicated way hooked his bottle to the new attachment. He moved slowly over the
carpet, now and then releasing little streams ofemerald, moving the brush back and forth
over the carpet, working up patches offoam.

I had said all that was on my mind. I sat on the chair in the kitchen, relaxed now, and
watched him work. Once in a while I looked out the window at the rain. It had begun to get
dark. He switched offthe vacuum. He was in a corner near the front door.

You want coffee? I said.

He was breathing hard. He wiped his face.

I put on water and by the time it had boiled and I'd fixed up two cups he had
everything dismantled and back in the case. Then he picked up the letter. He read the name
on the letter and looked closely at the return address. He folded the letter in half and put it
in his hip pocket. I kept watching him. That's all I did. The coffee began to cool.

It's for a Mr. Slater, he said. I'll see to it. He said, Maybe I will skip the coffee. I better
not walk across this carpet. I just shampooed it.

That's true, I said. Then I said, You're sure that's who the letter's for?
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He reached to the sofa for his jacket, put it on, and opened the front door. It was still
raining. He stepped into his galoshes, fastened them, and then pulled on the raincoat and
looked back inside.

You want to see it? he said. You don't believe me? It just seems strange, I said.

Well, I'd better be off, he said. But he kept standing there. You want the vacuum or
not?

I looked at the big case, closed now and ready to move on.

No, I said, I guess not. I'm going to be leaving here soon. It would just be in the way.

All right, he said, and he shut the door.

COMMONWEALTH LITERATURE

Margaret Atwood [1939-], “The Salt Garden™, 1983

Alma turns up the heat, stirs the clear water in the red enamel pot, adds more salt, stirs,
adds. She's making a supersaturated solution: re-making it. She made it already, at
lunchtime, with Carol, but she didn't remember that you had to boil the water and she just
used hot water from the tap. Nothing happened, though Alma had promised that a salt tree
would form on the thread they hung down into the water, suspending it from a spoon laid
crossways on the top of the glass.

"It takes time," Alma said. "It'll be here when you come home," and Carol went
trustingly back to school, while Alma tried to figure out what she'd done wrong.

This experiment thing is new. Alma isn't sure where Carol picked it up. Surely not
from school: she's only in grade two. But they're doing everything younger and younger. It
upsets Alma to see them trying on her high heels and putting lipstick on their little mouths,
even though she knows it's just a game. They wiggle their hips, imitating something
they've seen on television. Maybe the experiments come from television too.

Alma has racked her brains, as she always does when Carol expresses interest in
anything, searching for information she ought to possess but usually doesn't. These days,
Alma encourages anything<that will involve the two of them in an activity that will block
out questions about the way they're living; about the whereabouts of Mort, for instance.
She's tried trips to the zoo, sewing dolls' dresses, movies on Saturdays. They all work, but
only for a short time.

When the experiments came up, she remembered about putting vinegar into baking
soda, to make it fizz; that was a success. Then other things started coming back to her.
Now she can recall having been given a small chemistry set as a child, at the age of ten or
so it must have been, by her father, who had theories in advance of his time. He thought
girls should be brought up more like boys, possibly because he had no sons: Alma is an
only child. Also he wanted her to do better than he himself had done. He had a job beneath
his capabilities, in the post office, and he felt thwarted by that. He didn't want Alma to feel
thwarted: that was how he'd attempted to warn Alma away from an early marriage, from
leaving university to put Mort through architectural school by working as a secretary for a
food-packaging company. "You'll wake up one day and you'll feel thwarted," he told her.
Alma sometimes wonders whether this word describes what she feels, but usually decides
that it doesn't.
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Long before that period, though, he'd tried to interest Alma in chess and mathematics
and stamp collecting, among other things. Not much of this rubbed off on Alma, at least
not to her knowledge; at the predictable age she became disappointingly obsessed with
make-up and clothes, and her algebra marks took a downturn. But she does retain a clear
image of the chemistry set, with its miniature test tubes and the wire holder for them, the
candle for heating them, and the tiny corked bottles, so appealingly like doll's-house
glassware, with the mysterious substances in them: crystals, powders, solutions, potions.
Some of these things had undoubtedly been poisonous; probably you could not buy such
chemistry sets for children now. Alma is glad not to have missed out on it, because it was
alchemy, after all, and that was how the instruction book presented it: magic. Astonish your
friends. Turn water to milk. Turn water to blood. She remembers terminology, too, though
the meanings have grown hazy with time. Precipitate. Sublimation.

There was a section on how to do tricks with ordinary household objects, such as how
to make a hard-boiled egg go into a milk bottle, back in the days when there were milk
bottles. (Alma thinks about them and sees the cream floating on the top, tastes the
cardboard tops she used to beg to be allowed to lick off, smells the horse droppings from
the wagons: she's getting old.) How to turn milk sour in an instant. How to make invisible
writing with lemon juice. How to stop cut apples from turning brown. It's from this part of
the instruction book (the best section, because who could resist the thought of mysterious
powers hidden in the ordinary things around you?) that she's called back the supersaturated
solution and the thread: How to make a magical salt garden. It was one of her favourites.

Alma's mother had complained about the way Alma was using up the salt, but her
father said it was a cheap price to pay for the development of Alma's scientific curiosity.
He thought Alma was learning about the spaces between molecules, but it was no such
thing, as Alma and her mother both silently knew. Her mother was Irish, in dark contrast to
her father's clipped and cheerfully bitter Englishness; she read tea-leaves for the neighbour
women, which only they regarded as a harmless amusement. Maybe it's from her that Alma
has inherited her bad days, her stretches of fatalism. Her mother didn't agree with her
father's theories about Alma, and emptied out her experiments whenever possible. For her
mother, Alma's fiddling in the kitchen was merely an excuse to avoid work, but Alma
wasn't thinking even of that. She just liked the snowfall in miniature, the enclosed,
protected world in the glass, the crystals forming on the thread, like the pictures of the
Snow Queen's palace in the Hans Christian Andersen book at school. She can't remember
ever having astonished any of her friends with tricks from the instruction book.
Astonishing herself was enough.

The water in the pot is boiling again; it's still clear. Alma adds more salt, stirs while it
dissolves, adds more. When salt gathers at the bottom of the pot, swirling instead of
vanishing, she turns off the heat. She puts another spoon into the glass before pouring the
hot water into it: otherwise the glass might break. She knows about this from having
broken several of her mother's drinking glasses in this way.

She picks up the spoon with the thread tied to it and begins to lower the thread into the
glass. While she is doing this, there is a sudden white flash, and the kitchen is blotted out
with light. Her hand goes blank, then appears before her again, black, like an after-image
on the retina. The outline of the window remains, framing her hand, which is still
suspended above the glass. Then the window itself crumples inward, in fragments, like the
candy-crystal of a shatter- proof windshield. The wall will be next, curving in towards her
like the side of an inflating balloon. In an instant Alma will realize that the enormous sound
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has come and gone and burst her eardrums so that she is deaf, and then a wind will blow
her away.

Alma closes her eyes. She can go on with this, or she can try to stop, hold herself
upright, get the kitchen back. This isn't an unfamiliar experience. It's happened to her now
on the average of once a week, for three months or more; but though she can predict the
frequency she never knows when. It can be at any moment, when she's run the bathtub full
of water and is about to step in, when she's sliding her arms into the sleeves of her coat,
when she's making love, with Mort or Theo, it could be either of them and it has been. It's
always when she's thinking about something else.

It isn't speculation: it's more like a hallucination. She's never had hallucinations before,
except a long time ago when she was a student and dropped acid a couple of times.
Everyone was doing it then, and she hadn't taken much. There had been moving lights and
geometric patterns, which she'd watched in a detached way. Afterwards she'd wondered
what all the talk about cosmic profundity had been about, though she hadn't wanted to say
anything. People were very competitive about the meaningfulness of their drug trips in
those days.

But none of it had been like this. It's occurred to her that maybe these things are acid
flashes, though why should she be getting them now, fifteen years later, with none in
between? At first she was so badly frightened that she'd considered going to see someone
about it: a doctor, a psychiatrist. Maybe she's borderline epileptic. Maybe she's becoming
schizophrenic or otherwise going mad. But there don't seem to be any other symptoms: just
the flash and the sound, and being blown through the air, and the moment when she hits
and falls into darkness.

The first time, she ended up lying on the floor. She'd been with Mort then, having
dinner in a restaurant, during one of their interminable conversations about how things
could be arranged better. Mort loves the word arrange, which is not one of Alma's
favourites. Alma is a romantic: if you love someone, what needs arranging? And if you
don't, why put in the effort? Mort, on the other hand, has been reading books about Japan;
also he thinks they should draw up a marriage contract. On that occasion, Alma pointed out
that they were already married. She wasn't sure where Japan fitted in: if he wanted her to
scrub his back, that was all right, but she didn't want to be Wife Number One, not if it
implied a lot of other numbers, either in sequence or simultaneously.

Mort has a girl friend, or that's how Alma refers to her. Terminology is becoming
difficult these days: mistress is no longer suitable, conjuring up as it does peach-coloured
negligées trimmed in fur, and mules, which nobody wears any more; nobody, that is, like
Mort's girl friend, who is a squarely built young woman with a blunt-cut pageboy and
freckles. And lover doesn't seem to go with the emotions Mort appears to feel towards this
woman, whose name is Fran. Fran isn't the name of a mistress or a lover; more of a wife,
but Alma is the wife. Maybe it's the name that's confusing Mort. Maybe that's why he feels,
not passion or tenderness or devotion towards this woman, but a mixture of anxiety, guilt,
and resentment, or this is what he tells Alma. He sneaks out on Fran to see Alma and calls
Alma from telephone booths, and Fran doesn't know about it, which is the reverse of the
way things used to be. Alma feels sorry for Fran, which is probably a defence.

It's not Fran that Alma objects to, as such. It's the rationalization of Fran. It's Mort
proclaiming that there's a justifiable and even moral reason for doing what he does, that it
falls into subsections, that men are polygamous by nature and so forth. That's what Alma
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can't stand. She herself does what she does because it's what she does, but she doesn't
preach about it.

The dinner was more difficult for Alma than she'd anticipated, and because of this she
had an extra drink. She stood up to go to the bathroom, and then it happened. She came to
covered with wine and part of the tablecloth. Mort told her she'd fainted. He didn't say so,
but she knew he put it down to hysteria, brought on by her problems with him, which to
this day neither of them has precisely defined but which he thinks of as her problems, not
his. She also knew that he thought she did it on purpose, to draw attention to herself, to
collect sympathy and concern from him, to get him to listen to her. He was irritated. "If you
were feeling dizzy," he said, "you should have gone outside."

Theo, on the other hand, was flattered when she passed out in his arms. He put it down
to an excess of sexual passion, brought on by his technique, although again he didn't say
so. He was quite pleased with her, and rubbed her hands and brought her a glass of water.

Theo is Alma's lover: no doubt about the terminology there. She met him at a party. He
introduced himself by asking if she'd like another drink. (Mort, on the other hand,
introduced himself by asking if she knew that if you cut the whiskers off cats they would
no longer be able to walk along fences, which should have been a warning of some kind to
Alma, but was not.) She was in a tangle with Mort, and Theo appeared to be in a similar
sort of tangle with his wife, so they seemed to each other comparatively simple. That was
before they had begun to accumulate history, and before Theo had moved out of his house.
At that time they had been clutchers, specialists in hallways and vestibules, kissing among
the hung-up coats and the rows of puddling rubbers.

Theo is a dentist, though not Alma's dentist. If he were her dentist, Alma doubts that
she ever would have ended up having what she still doesn't think of as an affair with him.
She feels that the inside of her mouth, and especially the insides of her teeth, are intimate
in an anti- sexual way; surely a man would be put off by such evidences of bodily
imperfection, of rot. (Alma doesn't have bad teeth; still, even a look inside with that little
mirror, even the terminology, orifice, cavity, mandible, molar...)

Dentistry, for Theo, is hardly a vocation. He hadn't felt called by teeth; he's told her he
picked dentistry because he didn't know what else to do; he had good fine-motor
coordination, and it was a living, to put it mildly.

"You could have been a gigolo," Alma said to him on that occasion. "You would have
got extra in tips." Theo, who does not have a rambunctious sense of humour and is
fastidious about clean underwear, was on the verge of being shocked, which Alma enjoyed.
She likes making him feel more sexual than he is, which in turn makes him more sexual.
She indulges him.

So, when she found herself lying on Theo's broadloom, with Theo bending over her,
gratified and solicitous, saying, "Sorry, was I too rough?" she did nothing to correct his
impression.

"It was like a nuclear explosion," she said, and he thought she was using a simile.
Theo and Mort have one thing in common: they've both elected themselves as the cause of
these little manifestations of hers. That, or female body chemistry: another good reason
why women shouldn't be allowed to be airplane pilots, a sentiment Alma once caught Theo
expressing.

The content of Alma's hallucinations doesn't surprise her. She suspects that other
people are having similar or perhaps identical experiences, just as, during the Middle Ages,
many people saw (for instance) the Virgin Mary, or witnessed miracles: flows of blood that
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stopped at the touch of a bone, pictures that spoke, statues that bled. As for now, you could
get hundreds of people to swear they've been on spaceships and talked with extraterrestrial
beings. These kinds of delusions go in waves, Alma thinks, in epidemics. Her lightshows,
her blackouts, are no doubt as common as measles, only people aren't admitting to them.
Most likely they're doing what she should do, trotting off to their doctors and getting
themselves renewable prescriptions for Valium or some other pill that will smooth out the
brain. They don't want anyone to think they're unstable, because although most would
agree that what she's afraid of is something it's right to be afraid of, there's a consensus
about how much. Too much fear is not normal.

Mort, for instance, thinks everyone should sign petitions and go on marches. He signs
petitions himself, and brings them for Alma to sign, on occasions when he's visiting her
legitimately. If she signed them during one of his sneak trips, Fran would know and put
two and two together, and by now not even Alma wants that. She likes Mort better now
that she sees less of him. Let Fran do his laundry, for a change. The marches he goes to
with Fran, however, as they are more like social occasions. It's for this reason that Alma
herself doesn't attend the marches: she doesn't want to make things awkward for Fran, who
is touchy enough already on the subject of Alma. There are certain things, like parent-
teacher conferences, that Mort is allowed to attend with Alma, and other things that he
isn't. Mort is sheepish about these restrictions, since one of his avowed reasons for leaving
Alma was that he felt too tied down.

Alma agrees with Mort about the marches and petitions, out loud that is. It's
reasonable to suppose that if only everyone in the world would sign the petitions and go on
the marches, the catastrophe itself would not occur. Now is the time to stand up and be
counted, to throw your body in front of the juggernaut, as Mort himself does in the form of
donations to peace groups and letters to politicians, for which he receives tax receipts and
neatly typed form letters in response. Alma knows that Mort's way makes sense, or as
much sense as anything; but she has never been a truly sensible person. This was one of
her father's chief complaints about her. She could never bring herself to squeeze in her two
hands the birds that flew into their plate- glass window and injured themselves, as her
father taught her to do, in order to collapse their lungs. Instead she wanted to keep them in
boxes filled with cotton wool and feed them with an eyedropper, thus causing them--
according to her father-to die a lingering and painful death. So he would collapse their
lungs himself, and Alma would refuse to look, and grieve afterwards.

Marrying Mort was not sensible. Getting involved with Theo was not sensible, Alma's
clothes are not and never have been sensible, especially the shoes. Alma knows that if a
fire ever broke out in her house, the place would burn to the ground before she could make
up her mind about what to do, even though she's in full possession of all the possibilities
(extinguisher, fire department's number, wet cloth to put over the nose). So, in the face of
Mort's hearty optimism, Alma shrugs inwardly. She tries hard to believe, but she's an
infidel and not proud of it. The sad truth is that there are probably more people in the world
like her than like Mort. Anyway, there's a lot of money tied up in those bombs. She doesn't
interfere with him or say anything negative, however. The petitions are as constructive a
hobby as any, and the marches keep him active and happy. He's a muscular man with a
reddish face, who's inclined to overweight and who needs to work off energy to avoid the
chance of a heart attack, or that's what the doctor says. It's all a good enough way to pass
the time.
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Theo, on the other hand, deals with the question by not dealing with it at all. He lives
his life as if it isn't there, a talent for obliviousness that Alma envies. He just goes on filling
teeth, filling teeth, as if all the tiny adjustments he's making to people's mouths are still
going to matter in ten years, or five, or even two. Maybe, Alma thinks in her more cynical
moments, they can use his dental records for identification when they're sorting out the
corpses, if there are any left to sort; if sorting will be a priority, which she very much
doubts. Alma has tried to talk about it, once or twice, but Theo has said he doesn't see any
percentage in negative thinking. It will happen or it won't, and if it doesn't the main worry
will be the economy. Theo makes investments. Theo is planning his retirement. Theo has
tunnel vision and Alma doesn't. She has no faith in people's ability to pull themselves out
of this hole, and no sand to stick her head into. The thing is there, standing in one corner of
whatever room she happens to be in, like a stranger whose face you know you could see
clearly if you were only to turn your head. Alma doesn't turn her head. She doesn't want to
look. She goes about her business, most of the time; except for these minor lapses.

Sometimes she tells herself that this isn't the first time people have thought they were
coming to the end of the world. It's happened before, during the Black Death for instance,
which Alma remembers as having been one of the high points of second-year university.
The world hadn't come to an end, of course, but believing it was going to had much the
same effect.

Some of them decided it was their fault and went around flagellating themselves, or
each other, or anyone else handy. Or they prayed a lot, which was easier then because you
had some idea of who you were supposed to be talking to. Alma doesn't think this is a
dependable habit of mind any more, since there's an even chance that the button will be
pushed by some American religious maniac who wants to play God and help Revelations
along, someone who really believes that he and a few others will be raised up incorruptible
afterwards, and therefore everyone else can rot. Mort says this is a mistake unlikely to be
made by the Russians, who've done away with the afterlife and have to be serious about
this one. Mort says the Russians are better chess players, which isn't much consolation to
Alma. Her father's attempts to teach her chess had not been too successful, as Alma had a
way of endowing the pieces with personalities and crying when her Queen got killed.

Or you could wall yourself up, throw the corpses outside, carry around oranges stuck
with cloves. Dig shelters. Issue instructional handbooks.

Or you could steal things from the empty houses, strip the necklaces from the bodies.

Or you could do what Mort was doing. Or you could do what Theo was doing. Or you
could do what Alma was doing.

Alma thinks of herself as doing nothing. She goes to bed at night, she gets up in the
morning, she takes care of Carol, they eat, they talk, sometimes they laugh, she sees Mort,
she sees Theo, she looks for a better job, though not in a way that convinces her. She thinks
about going back to school and finishing her degree: Mort says he will pay, they've both
agreed he owes her that, though when it comes right down to it she isn't sure she wants to.
She has emotions: she loves people, she feels anger, she is happy, she gets depressed. But
somehow she can't treat these emotions with as much solemnity as she once did. Never
before has her life felt so effortless, as if all responsibility has been lifted from her. She
floats. There's a commercial on television, for milk she thinks, that shows a man riding at
the top of a wave on a surfboard: moving, yet suspended, as if there is no time. This is how
Alma feels: removed from time. Time presupposes a future. Sometimes she experiences
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this state as apathy, other times as exhilaration. She can do what she likes. But what, does
she like?

She remembers something else they did during the Black Death: they indulged
themselves. They pigged out on their winter supplies, they stole food and gorged, they
danced in the streets, they copulated indiscriminately with whoever was available. Is this
where she's heading, on top of her wave?

Alma rests the spoon on the two edges of the glass. Now the water is cooling and the
salt is coming out of solution. It forms small transparent islands on the surface that thicken
as the crystals build up, then break and drift down through the water, like snow. She can
see a faint white fuzz of salt gathering on the thread. She kneels so that her eyes are level
with the glass, rests her chin and hands on the table, watches. It's still magic. By the time
Carol comes home from school, there will be a whole winter in the glass. The thread will
be like a tree after a sleet storm. She can't believe how beautiful this is.

After a while she gets up and walks through her house, through the whitish living
room which Mort considers Japanese in the less-is-more tradition but which has always
reminded her of a paint-by-numbers page only a quarter filled in, past the naked-wood end
wall, up the staircase from which Mort removed the banisters. He also took out too many
walls, omitted too many doors; maybe that's what went wrong with the marriage. The
house is in Cabbagetown, one of the larger ones. Mort, who specializes in renovations, did
it over and likes to bring people there to display it to them. He views it, still, as the
equivalent of an advertising brochure. Alma, who is getting tired of going to the door in her
second-best dressing gown with her hair in a towel and finding four men in suits standing
outside it, headed by Mort, is thinking about getting the locks changed. But that would be
too definitive. Mort still thinks of the house as his, and he thinks of her as part of the
house. Anyway, with the slump in house-building that's going on, and considering who
pays the bills, she ought to be glad to do her bit to help out; which Mort has narrowly
avoided saying.

She reaches the white-on-white bathroom, turns on the taps, fills the tub with water
which she colours blue with a capful of German bath gel, climbs in, sighs. She has some
friends who go to isolation tanks and float in total darkness, for hours on end, claiming that
this is relaxing and also brings you in touch with your deepest self. Alma has decided to
give this experience a pass. Nevertheless, the bathtub is where she feels safest (she's never
passed out in the bathtub) and at the same time most vulnerable (what if she were to pass
out in the bathtub? She might drown).

When Mort still lived with her and Carol was younger, she used to lock herself into the
bathroom, chiefly because it had a door that closed, and do what she called "spending time
with herself," which amounted to daydreaming. She's retained the habit.

At one period, long ago it seems now, though it's really just a couple of months, Alma
indulged from time to time in a relatively pleasant fantasy. In this fantasy she and Carol
were living on a farm, on the Bruce Peninsula. She'd gone on a vacation there once, with
Mort, back before Carol was born, when the marriage was still behaving as though it
worked. They'd driven up the Bruce and crossed over onto Manitoulin Island in Lake
Huron. She'd noticed the farms then, how meagre they were, how marginal, how many
rocks had been pulled out of the fields and piled into cairns and rows. It was one of these
farms she chose for her fantasy, on the theory that nobody else would want it.

She and Carol heard about the coming strike on the radio, as they were doing the
dishes in the farm kitchen after lunch. (Improbable in itself, she now realizes: it would be
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too fast for that, too fast to reach a radio show.) Luckily, they raised all their own
vegetables, so they had lots around. Initially Alma was vague about what these would be.
She'd included celery, erroneously, she knows now: you could never grow celery in soil
like that.

Alma's fantasies are big on details. She roughs them in first, then goes back over them,
putting in the buttons and zippers. For this one she needed to make a purchase of
appropriate seeds, and to ask for advice from the man in the hardware store. "Celery?" he
said. (A balding, fatherly small-town retailer, wearing braces on his pants, a ring of sweat
under each arm of his white shirt. Still, the friendliness was tricky. Probably he had
contempt for her. Probably he told stories about her to his cronies in the beer parlour, a
single woman with a child, living by herself out there on that farm. The cronies would
cruise by on her sideroad in their big second- hand cars, staring at her house. She would
think twice about going outside in shorts, bending over to pull out weeds. If she got raped,
everyone would know who did it but none of them would tell. This man would not be the
one but he would say after a few beers that she had it coming. This is a facet of rural life
Alma must consider seriously before taking it up.)

"Celery?" he said. "Up here? Lady, you must be joking." So Alma did away with the
celery, which wouldn't have kept well anyway.

But there were beets and carrots and potatoes, things that could be stored. They'd dug a
large root cellar into the side of a hill; it was entered by a door that slanted and that
somehow had several feet of dirt stuck onto the outside of it. But the root cellar was much
more than a root cellar: it had several rooms, for instance, and electric lights (with power
coming from where? It was details like this that when closely examined helped to cause the
eventual collapse of the fantasy, though for the electricity Alma filled in with a small
generator worked by runoff from the pond).

Anyway, when they heard the news on the radio, she and Carol did not panic. They
walked, they did not run, sedately to the root cellar, where they went inside and shut the
door behind them. They did not forget the radio, which was a transistor, though of course it
was no use after the initial strike, in which all the stations were presumably vaporized. On
the shelves built neatly into one wall were rows and rows of bottled water. There they
stayed, eating carrots and playing cards and reading entertaining books, until it was safe to
come out, into a world in which the worst had already happened so no longer needed to be
feared.

This fantasy is no longer functional. For one thing, it could not be maintained for very
long in the concrete detail Alma finds necessary before practical questions with no answers
began to intrude (ventilation?). In addition, Alma had only an approximate idea of how
long they would have to stay in there before the danger would be over. And then there was
the problem of refugees, marauders, who would somehow find out about the potatoes and
carrots and come with (guns? sticks?). Since it was only her and Carol, the weapons were
hardly needed. Alma began to equip herself with a rifle, then rifles, to fend off these
raiders, but she was always outnumbered and outgunned.

The major flaw, however, was that even when things worked and escape and survival
were possible, Alma found that she couldn't just go off like that and leave other people
behind. She wanted to include Mort, even though he'd behaved badly and they weren't
exactly together, and if she let him come she could hardly neglect Theo. But Theo could
not come, of course, without his wife and children, and then there was Mort's girl friend
Fran, whom it would not be fair to exclude.
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This arrangement worked for a while, without the quarrelling Alma would have
expected. The prospect of imminent death is sobering, and Alma basked for a time in the
gratitude her generosity inspired. She had intimate chats with the two other women about
their respective men, and found out several things she didn't know; the three of them were
on the verge of becoming really good friends. In the evenings they sat around the kitchen
table which had appeared in the root cellar, peeling carrots together in a companionable
way and reminiscing about what it had been like when they all lived in the city and didn't
know each other, except obliquely through the men. Mort and Theo sat at the other end,
drinking the Scotch they'd brought with them, mixed with bottled water. The children got
on surprisingly well together.

But the root cellar was too small really, and there was no way to enlarge it without
opening the door. Then there was the question of who would sleep with whom and at what
times. Concealment was hardly possible in such a confined space, and there were three
women but only two men. This was all too close to real life for Alma, but without the
benefit of separate dwellings.

After the wife and the girl friend started to insist on having their parents and aunts and
uncles included (and why had Alma left hers out?), the fantasy became over-populated and,
very quickly, uninhabitable. Alma could not choose, that was her difficulty. It's been her
difficulty all her life. She can't draw the line. Who is she to decide, to judge people like
that, to say who must die and who is to be given a chance at life?

The hill of the root cellar, honeycombed with tunnels, too thoroughly mined, fell in
upon itself, and all perished.

When Alma has dried herself off and is rubbing body lotion on herself, the telephone
rings.

"Hi, what are you up to?" the voice says.

"Who is this?" Alma says, then realizes that it's Mort. She's embarrassed not to have
recognized his voice. "Oh, it's you," she says. "Hi. Are you in a phone booth?"

"I thought I might drop by," says Mort, conspiratorially. "That is, if you'll be there."
"With or without a committee?" Alma says.

"Without," says Mort. What this means is clear enough. "I thought we could make
some decisions." He means to be gently persuasive, but comes through as slightly
badgering.

Alma doesn't say that he doesn't need her to help him make decisions, since he seems
to make them swiftly enough on his own. "What kind of decisions?" she says warily. "I
thought we were having a moratorium on decisions. That was your last decision."

"I miss you," Mort says, letting the words float, his voice shifting to a minor key that
is supposed to indicate yearning.

"I miss you too," says Alma, hedging her bets. "But this afternoon I promised Carol I'd
buy her a pink gym suit. How about tonight?"

"Tonight isn't an option," says Mort.

"You mean you aren't allowed out to play?" says Alma.

"Don't be snarky," Mort says a little stiffly.

"Sorry," says Alma, who isn't. "Carol wants you to come on Sunday to watch 'Fraggle
Rock' with her."

"I want to see you alone," Mort says. But he books himself in for Sunday anyway,
saying he'll double-check it and call her back. Alma says good-bye and hangs up, with a
sense of relief that is very different from the feelings she's had about saying good-bye to
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Mort on the telephone in the past; which were, sequentially, love and desire, transaction of
daily business, frustration because things weren't being said that ought to be, despair and
grief, anger and a sense of being fucked over. She continues on with the body lotion, with
special attention to the knees and elbows. That's where it shows up first, when you start to
look like a four-legged chicken. Despite the approach of the end of the world, Alma likes to
keep in shape.

She decides to take the streetcar. She has a car and knows how to drive, she can drive
perfectly well, but lately she's been doing it less and less. Right now she prefers modes of
transportation that do not require any conscious decisions on her part. She'd rather be
pulled along, on a track if possible, and let someone else do the steering.

The streetcar stop is outside a health-food store, the window of which is filled with
displays of dried apricots and carob-covered raisins, magical foods that will preserve you
from death. Alma too has had her macrobiotic phase: she knows what elements of
superstitious hope the consumption of such talismans involves. It would have been just as
effective to have strung the raisins on a thread and worn them around her neck, to ward off
vampires. On the brick wall of the store, between the window and the door, someone has
written in spray paint: JESUS HATES YOU.

The streetcar comes and Alma gets on. She's going to the subway station, where she
will get off and swiftly buy a pink gym suit and two pairs of summer socks for Carol and
go down the stairs and get onto a subway train going north, using the transfer she's just
stuck into her purse. You aren't supposed to use transfers for stopovers but Alma feels
reckless.

The car is a little crowded. She stands near the back door, looking out the window,
thinking about nothing in particular. It's a sunny day, one of the first, and warm; things are
too bright.

All at once some people near the back door begin to shout: Stop! Stop! Alma doesn't
hear them at first, or she hears them at the level of non-comprehension: she knows there is
noise, but she thinks it's just some teenagers fooling around, being too loud, the way they
do. The streetcar conductor must think this too, because he keeps on going, at a fast clip,
spinning along, while more and more people are shouting and then screaming, Stop! Stop!
Stop! Then Alma begins to shout too, for she sees what is wrong: there's a girl's arm caught
in the back door, and the girl herself is outside, being dragged along it must be; Alma can't
see her but she knows she's there.

Alma finds herself jumping up and down, like a frustrated child, and screaming "Stop!
Stop!" with the rest of them, and still the man drives on, oblivious. Alma wants someone to
throw something or hit him, why is no one moving? They're packed in too close, and the
ones at the front don't know, can't see. This goes on for hours which are really minutes, and
finally he slows down and stops. He gets out, walks around to the back.

Luckily there's an ambulance right beside them, so the girl is put into it. Alma can't see
her face or how badly injured she is, though she cranes her neck, but she can hear the
noises she's making: not crying, not whimpering, something more animal and abandoned,
more terrified. The most frightening thing must have been not the pain but the sense that no
one could see or hear her.

Now that the streetcar has stopped and the crisis is over, people around Alma begin
muttering to one another. The driver should be removed, they say. He should lose his
licence, or whatever it is they have. He should be arrested. But he comes back and pushes
something at the front and the doors open. They will all have to get off the streetcar, he
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says. He sounds angry, as if the girl caught in the door and the shouting have been someone
else's fault.

They aren't far from the subway stop and the store where Alma intends to do her
furtive shopping: Alma can walk. At the next stoplight she looks back. The driver is
standing beside the streetcar, hands in his pockets, talking with a policeman. The
ambulance is gone. Alma notices that her heart is pounding. This is how it is in riots, she
thinks, or fires: someone begins to shout and then you're in the middle of it, without
knowing what is happening. It goes too fast, and you shut out the cries for help. If people
had shouted "help" instead of "stop," would the driver have heard them sooner? But the
people did shout, and he did stop, eventually.

Alma can't find a pink gym suit in Carol's size, so she buys a mauve one instead. There
will be repercussions about that. She makes it onto the subway train, using her spurious
transfer, and begins her short journey through the darkness she can see outside the window,
watching her own face floating on the glass that seals it out. She sits with her hands
clasped around the package on her lap, and begins looking at the hands of the people across
from her. She's found herself doing this quite often lately: noticing what the hands are like,
how they are almost luminous, even the hands of old people, knobby hands with blue veins
and mottles. These symptoms of age don't frighten her as a foretaste of her own future, the
way they once did; they no longer revolt her. Male or female, it doesn't matter; the hands
she's looking at right now belong to a middle-aged woman of no distinction, they're lumpy
and blunt, with chipped orange nail polish, they're clutching a brown leather purse.

Sometimes she has to restrain an impulse to get up, cross the aisle, sit down, take hold
of these alien hands. It would be misunderstood. She can remember feeling this way once,
a long time ago, when she was on a plane, going to join Mort at a conference in Montreal.
They were planning to take a mini-vacation together after it. Alma was excited by the
prospect of the hotel room, the aroma of luxury and illicit sex that would surround them.
She looked forward to being able to use the bath towels and drop them on the floor without
having to think about who was going to wash them. But the plane had started to lurch
around in the air, and Alma was frightened. When it took a dip, like an elevator going
down, she'd actually grabbed the hand of the man sitting next to her; not that it would make
any difference whose hand you were holding if there really was a crash. Still, it made her
feel safer. Then, of course, he'd tried to pick her up. He was fairly nice in the end: he sold
real estate, he said.

Sometimes she studies Theo's hands, finger by finger, nail by nail. She rubs them over
her body, puts the fingers in her mouth, curling her tongue around them. He thinks it's
merely eroticism. He thinks he's the only person whose hands she thinks about in this way.

Theo lives in a two-bedroom apartment in a high-rise not far from his office. Or at
least Alma thinks he lives there. Though it makes her feel, not unpleasantly, a little like a
call girl, it's where she meets him, because he doesn't like coming to her house. He still
considers it Mort's territory. He doesn't think of Alma as Mort's territory, only the house,
just as his own house, where his wife lives with their three children, is still his territory.
That's how he speaks of it: "my house." He goes there on weekends, just as Mort goes to
Alma's house. Alma suspects he and his wife sneak into bed, just as she and Mort do,
feeling like students in a fifties dorm, swearing each other to secrecy. They tell themselves
that it would never do for Fran to find out. Alma hasn't been explicit about Theo to Mort,
though she's hinted that there's someone. That made him perk up. "I guess I have no right
to complain," he said.
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"I guess you don't," said Alma. It's ridiculous the way the five of them carry on, but it
would seem just as ridiculous to Alma not to go to bed with Mort. After all, he is her
husband. It's something she's always done. Also, the current arrangement has done wonders
for their sex life. Being a forbidden fruit suits her. She's never been one before.

But if Theo is still sleeping with his wife, Alma doesn't want to know about it. He has
every right, in a way, but she would be jealous. Oddly enough, she doesn't much care any
more what goes on between Mort and Fran. Mort is thoroughly hers already; she knows
every hair on his body, every wrinkle, every rhythm. She can relax into him with scarcely a
thought, and she doesn't have to make much conscious effort to please him. It's Theo who's
the unexplored territory, it's with Theo that she has to stay alert, go carefully, not allow
herself to be lulled into a false sense of security: Theo, who at first glance appears so much
gentler, more considerate, more tentative. For Alma, he's a swamp to Mort's forest: she
steps lightly, ready to draw back. Yet it's his body-shorter, slighter, more sinewy than
Mort's--she's possessive about. She doesn't want another woman touching it, especially one
who's had more time to know it than she's had. The last time she saw Theo (here, in this
apartment building, the impersonal white lobby of which she's now entering), he said he
wanted to show her some recent snapshots of his family. Alma excused herself and went
into the bathroom. She didn't want to see a picture of Theo's wife, but also she felt that
even to look would be a violation of both of them; the use, by Theo, of two women to
cancel each other out. It's occurred to her that she is to Theo's wife as Mort's girl friend is
to her: the usurper, in a way, but also the one to be pitied because of what is not being
admitted.

She knows that the present balance of power can't last. Sooner or later, pressures will
be brought to bear. The men will not be allowed to drift back and forth between their
women, their houses. Barriers will be erected, signs will go up: STAY PUT OR GET OUT.
Rightly so; but none of these pressures will come from Alma. She likes things the way they
are. She's decided that she prefers having two men rather than one: it keeps things even.
She loves both of them, she wants both of them; which means, some days, that she loves
neither and wants neither. It makes her less anxious and less vulnerable, and suggests
multiple futures. Theo may go back to his wife, or wish to move in with Alma. (Recently
he asked her an ominous question--"What do you want?"-which Alma dodged.) Mort may
want to return, or he may decide to start over with Fran. Or Alma could lose both of them
and be left alone with Carol. This thought, which would once have given rise to panic and
depression not unconnected with questions of money, doesn't worry her much at the
moment. She wants it to go on the way it is forever.

Alma steps into the elevator and is carried up. Weightlessness encloses her. It's a
luxury; her whole life is a luxury. Theo, opening the door for her, is a luxury, especially his
skin, which is smooth and well-fed and darker than hers, which comes of his being part
Greek, a generation or two back, and which smells of brisk sweetish chemicals. Theo
amazes her, she loves him so much she can barely see him. Love bums her out; it bums out
Theo's features so that all she can see in the dimmed apartment is an outline, shining. She's
not on the wave, she's in it, warm and fluid. This is what she wants. They don't get as far as
the bedroom, but collapse onto the living- room rug, where Theo makes love to her as if
he's running for a train he's never going to catch.

Time passes, and Theo's details reappear, a mole here, a freckle there. Alma strokes the
back of his neck, lifting her hand to look surreptitiously at her watch: she has to be back in
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time for Carol. She must not forget the gym suit, cast aside in its plastic bag at the door,
along with her purse and shoes.

"That was magnificent," says Alma. It's true.

Theo smiles, kisses the inside of her wrist, holds it for a few seconds as if listening for
the pulse, picks up her half-slip from the floor, hands it to her with tenderness and
deference, as if presenting her with a bouquet of flowers. As if she's a lady on a chocolate
box. As if she's dying, and only he knows it and wants to keep it from her.

"I hope," he says pleasantly, "that when this is all over we won't be enemies."

Alma freezes, the half-slip half on. Then air goes into her, a silent gasp, a scream in
reverse, because she's noticed at once: he didn't say "if," he said "when." Inside his head
there's a schedule. All this time during which she's been denying time, he's been checking
off the days, doing a little countdown. He believes in predestination. He believes in doom.
She should have known that, being such a neat person, he would not be able to stand
anarchy forever. They must leave the water, then, and emerge onto dry land. She will need
more clothes, because it will be colder there.

"Don't be silly," Alma says, pulling imitation satin up to her waist like a bedsheet.

"Why would we?"

"It happens," says Theo.

"Have I ever done or said anything to make you feel it would happen to us?" Alma
says. Maybe he's going back to his wife. Maybe he isn't, but has decided anyway that she
will not do, not on a daily basis, not for the rest of his life. He still believes there will be
one. So does she, or why would she be this upset?

"No," says Theo, scratching his leg, "but it's the kind of thing that happens." He stops
scratching, looks at her, that look she used to consider sincere. "I just want you to know I
like you too well for that."

Like. That finishes it, or does it? As often with Theo, she's unsure of what is being
said. Is he expressing devotion, or has it ended already, without her having been aware of
it? She's become used to thinking that in a relationship like theirs everything is given and
nothing is demanded, but perhaps it's the other way around. Nothing is given. Nothing is
even a given. Alma feels suddenly too visible, too blatant. Perhaps she should return to
Mort and become once more unseen.

"I like you too," she says. She finishes dressing, while he continues to lie on the floor,
gazing at her fondly, like someone waving to a departing ship, who nevertheless looks
forward to the moment when he can go and have his dinner. He doesn't care what she's
going to do next.

"Day after tomorrow?" he says, and Alma, who wants to have been wrong, smiles
back. "Beg and plead," she says.

"I'm not good at it," he says. "You know how I feel."

Once, Alma would not even have paused at this; she would have been secure in the
belief that he felt the same way she did. Now she decides that it's a matter of polite form
with him to pretend she understands him. Or maybe it's an excuse, come to think of it, so
he will never have to come right out on the table and affirm anything or explain himself.

"Same time?" she says.

The last of her buttons is done up. She'll pick up her shoes at the door. She kneels,
leans over to kiss him goodbye. Then there is an obliterating flash of light, and Alma slides
to the floor.
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When she comes to, she's lying on Theo's bed. Theo is dressed (in case he had to call
an ambulance, she thinks), and sitting beside her, holding her hand. This time he isn't
pleased. "I think you have low blood pressure," he says, being unable to ascribe it to sexual
excitement. "You should have it checked out."

"I thought maybe it was the real thing, this time," Alma whispers. She's relieved; she's
so relieved the bed feels weightless beneath her, as if she's floating on water.

Theo misunderstands her. "You're telling me it's over?" he says, with resignation or
eagerness, she can't tell.

"It's not over," Alma says. She closes her eyes; in a minute, she'll feel less dizzy, she'll
get up, she'll talk, she'll walk. Right now the salt drifts down behind her eyes, falling like
snow, down through the ocean, past the dead coral, gathering on the branches of the salt
tree that rises from the white crystal dunes below it. Scattered on the underwater sand are
the bones of many small fish. It is so beautiful. Nothing can kill it. After everything is over,
she thinks, there will still be salt.

Nadine Gordimer [1923-2014], “Once Upon A Time”, 1989

Someone has written to ask me to contribute to an anthology of stories for children. I
reply that I don’t write children’s stories; and he writes back that at a recent congress/book-
fair/seminar a certain novelist said every writer ought to write at least one story for
children. I think of sending a postcard saying I don’t accept that I “ought” to write
anything.

And then last night I woke up — or rather was awakened without knowing what had
roused me.

A voice in the echo-chamber of the subconscious?

A sound.

A creaking of the kind made by the weight carried by one foot after another along a
wooden floor. I listened. I felt the apertures of my ears distend with concentration. Again:
the creaking. I was waiting for it; waiting to hear if it indicated that feet were moving from
room to room, coming up the passage — to my door. I have no burglar bars, no gun under
the pillow, but I have the same fears as people who do take these precautions, and my
windowpanes are thin as rime, could shatter like a wineglass. A woman was murdered
(how do they put it) in broad daylight in a house two blocks away, last year, and the fierce
dogs who guarded an old widower and his collection of antique clocks were strangled
before he was knifed by a casual labourer he had dismissed without pay.

I was staring at the door, making it out in my mind rather than seeing it, in the dark. I
lay quite still — a victim already — the arrhythmia of my heart was fleeing, knocking this
way and that against its body-cage. How finely tuned the senses are, just out of rest, sleep!
I could never listen intently as that in the distractions of the day, I was reading every
faintest sound, identifying and classifying its possible threat.

But I learned that I was to be neither threatened nor spared. There was no human
weight pressing on the boards, the creaking was a buckling, an epicenter of stress. I was in
it. The house that surrounds me while I sleep is built on undermined ground; far beneath
my bed, the floor, the house’s foundations, the stopes and passages of gold mines have
hollowed the rock, and when some face trembles, detaches and falls, three thousand feet
below, the whole house shifts slightly, bringing uneasy strain to the balance and
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counterbalance of brick, cement, wood and glass that hold it as a structure around me. The
misbeats of my heart tailed off like the last muffled flourishes on one of the wooden
xylophones made by the Chopi and Tsonga migrant miners who might have been down
there, under me in the earth at that moment. The stope where the fall was could have been
disused, dripping water from its ruptured veins; or men might now be interred there in the
most profound of tombs.

I couldn’t find a position in which my mind would let go of my body — release me to
sleep again. So I began to tell myself a story, a bedtime story.

* sk ok ok %k

In a house, in a suburb, in a city, there were a man and his wife who loved each other
very much and were living happily ever after. They had a little boy, and they loved him
very much. They had a cat and a dog that the little boy loved very much. They had a car
and a caravan trailer for holidays, and a swimming pool which was fenced so that the little
boy and his playmates would not fall in and drown. They had a housemaid who was
absolutely trustworthy and an itinerant gardener who was highly recommended by the
neighbors. For when they began to live happily ever after they were warned, by that wise
old witch, the husband’s mother, not to take on anyone off the street. They were inscribed
in a medical benefit society, their pet dog was licensed, they were insured against fire,
flood damage and theft, and subscribed to the local Neighborhood Watch, which supplied
them with a plaque for their gates lettered YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED over the
silhouette of a would-be intruder. He was masked: it could not be said if he was black or
white, and therefore proved the property owner was no racist.

It was not possible to insure the house, the swimming pool or the car against riot
damage. There were riots, but these were outside the city, where people of another color
were quartered. These people were not allowed into the suburb except as reliable
housemaids and gardeners, so there was nothing to fear, the husband told the wife. Yet she
was afraid that some day such people might come up the street and tear off the plaque
YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED and open the gates and stream in... Nonsense, my dear,
said the husband, there are police and soldiers and tear-gas and guns to keep them away.
But to please her — for he loved her very much and buses were being burned, cars stoned,
and schoolchildren shot by the police in those quarters out of sight and hearing of the
suburb — he had electronically controlled gates fitted. Anyone who pulled off the sign YOU
HAVE BEEN WARNED and tried to open the gates would have to announce his intentions
by pressing a button and speaking into a receiver relayed to the house. The little boy was
fascinated by the device and used it as a walkie-talkie in cops and robbers play with his
small friends.

The riots were suppressed, but there were many burglaries in the suburb and
somebody’s trusted housemaid was tied up and shut in a cupboard by thieves while she was
in charge of her employers’ house. The trusted housemaid of the man and wife and little
boy was so upset by this misfortune befalling a friend left, as she herself often was, with
responsibility for the possessions of the man and his wife and the little boy that she
implored her employers to have burglar bars attached to the doors and windows of the
house, and an alarm system installed. The wife said, She is right, let us take heed of her
advice. So from every window and door in the house where they were living happily ever
after they now saw the trees and sky through bars, and when the little boy’s pet cat tried to
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climb in by the fanlight to keep him company in his little bed at night, as it customarily had
done, it set off the alarm keening through the house.

The alarm was often answered — it seemed — by other burglar alarms, in other houses,
that had been triggered by pet cats or nibbling mice. The alarms called to one another
across the gardens in shrills and bleats and wails that everyone soon became accustomed
to, so that the din roused the inhabitants of the suburb no more than the croak of frogs and
musical grating of cicadas’ legs. Under cover of the electronic harpies’ discourse intruders
sawed the iron bars and broke into homes, taking away hi-fi equipment, television sets,
cassette players, cameras and radios, jewelry and clothing, and sometimes were hungry
enough to devour everything in the refrigerator or paused audaciously to drink the whiskey
in the cabinets or patio bars. Insurance companies paid no compensation for single malt, a
loss made keener by the property owner’s knowledge that the thieves wouldn’t even have
been able to appreciate what it was they were drinking.

Then the time came when many of the people who were not trusted housemaids and
gardeners hung about the suburb because they were unemployed. Some importuned for a
job: weeding or painting a roof; anything, baas, madam. But the man and his wife
remembered the warning about taking on anyone off the street. Some drank liquor and
fouled the street with discarded bottles. Some begged, waiting for the man or his wife to
drive the car out of the electronically operated gates. They sat about with their feet in the
gutters, under the jacaranda trees that made a green tunnel of the street — for it was a
beautiful suburb, spoilt only by their presence — and sometimes they fell asleep lying right
before the gates in the midday sun. The wife could never see anyone go hungry. She sent
the trusted housemaid out with bread and tea, but the trusted housemaid said these were
loafers and tsotsis, who would come and tie her and shut her in a cupboard. The husband
said, She’s right. Take heed of her advice. You only encourage them with your bread and
tea. They are looking for their chance... And he brought the little boy’s tricycle from the
garden into the house every night, because if the house was surely secure, once locked and
with the alarm set, someone might still be able to climb over the wall or the electronically
closed gates into the garden.

You are right, said the wife, then the wall should be higher. And the wise old witch, the
husband’s mother, paid for the extra bricks as her Christmas present to her son and his wife
— the little boy got a Space Man outfit and a book of fairy tales.

But every week there were more reports of intrusion: in broad daylight and the dead of
night, in the early hours of the morning, and even in the lovely summer twilight — a certain
family was at dinner while the bedrooms were being ransacked upstairs. The man and his
wife, talking of the latest armed robbery in the suburb, were distracted by the sight of the
little boy’s pet cat effortlessly arriving over the seven-foot wall, descending first with a
rapid bracing of extended forepaws down on the sheer vertical surface, and then a graceful
launch, landing with swishing tail within the property. The whitewashed wall was marked
with the cat’s comings and goings; and on the street side of the wall there were larger red-
earth smudges that could have been made by the kind of broken running shoes, seen on the
feet of unemployed loiterers, that had no innocent destination.

When the man and wife and little boy took the pet dog for its walk round the
neighbourhood streets they no longer paused to admire this show of roses or that perfect
lawn; these were hidden behind an array of different varieties of security fences, walls and
devices. The man, wife, little boy and dog passed a remarkable choice: there was the low-
cost option of pieces of broken glass embedded in cement along the top of walls, there
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were iron grilles ending in lance-points, there were attempts at reconciling the aesthetics of
prison architecture with the Spanish Villa style (spikes painted pink) and with the plaster
urns of neoclassical facades (twelve-inch pikes finned like zigzags of lightning and painted
pure white). Some walls had a small board affixed, giving the name and telephone number
of the firm responsible for the installation of the devices. While the little boy and the pet
dog raced ahead, the husband and wife found themselves comparing the possible
effectiveness of each style against its appearance; and after several weeks when they
paused before this barricade or that without needing to speak, both came out with the
conclusion that only one was worth considering. It was the ugliest but the most honest in
its suggestion of the pure concentration-camp style, no frills, all evident efficacy. Placed
the length of walls, it consisted of a continuous coil of stiff and shining metal serrated into
jagged blades, so that there would be no way of climbing over it and no way through its
tunnel without getting entangled in its fangs. There would be no way out, only a struggle
getting bloodier and bloodier, a deeper and sharper hooking and tearing of flesh. The wife
shuddered to look at it. You’re right, said the husband, anyone would think twice... And
they took heed of the advice on a small board fixed to the wall: Consult DRAGON’S
TEETH The People For Total Security.

Next day a gang of workmen came and stretched the razor-bladed coils all round the
walls of the house where the husband and wife and little boy and pet dog and cat were
living happily ever after. The sunlight flashed and slashed, off the serrations, the cornice of
razor thorns encircled the home, shining. The husband said, Never mind. It will weather.
The wife said, You’re wrong. They guarantee it’s rust-proof. And she waited until the little
boy had run off to play before she said, I hope the cat will take heed... The husband said,
Don’t worry, my dear, cats always look before they leap. And it was true that from that day
on the cat slept in the little boy’s bed and kept to the garden, never risking a try at
breaching security. One evening, the mother read the little boy to sleep with a fairy story
from the book the wise old witch had given him at Christmas. Next day he pretended to be
the Prince who braves the terrible thicket of thorns to enter the palace and kiss the Sleeping
Beauty back to life: he dragged a ladder to the wall, the shining coiled tunnel was just wide
enough for his little body to creep in, and with the first fixing of its razor-teeth in his knees
and hands and head he screamed and struggled deeper into its tangle. The trusted
housemaid and the itinerant gardener, whose “day” it was, came running, the first to see
and to scream with him, and the itinerant gardener tore his hands trying to get at the little
boy. Then the man and his wife burst wildly into the garden and for some reason (the cat,
probably) the alarm set up wailing against the screams while the bleeding mass of the little
boy was hacked out of the security coil with saws, wire-cutters, choppers, and they carried
it — the man, the wife, the hysterical trusted housemaid and the weeping gardener — into the
house.
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