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For the tall man alone in the


gardens of the Reggia di Colorno










The excursion is the same when you go looking for your sorrow as when you go looking for your joy.


—Eudora Welty, “The Wide Net”


Take your delight in momentariness,


Walk between dark and dark—a shining space


With the grave’s narrowness, though not its peace.


—Robert Graves, “Sick Love”










I


NOW IT WAS NIGHT.


Jacqueline hadn’t eaten since the flattened chocolate bar she’d found on the step outside the pharmacy.


God’s will, her mother said.


The fortune of finding food when it was most needed. Just when she didn’t think she could stay upright any longer, here was food.


God’s will, her mother had said for the fortune of the airplane. She’d said it for the man with the truck. And the fruit pickers in Murcia. And the woman who had the brother who drove another truck. And the Senegalese girl in Alicante who helped her up when she rolled off the park bench in her sleep. Who took her home to her family, who fed her rice and chickpeas and gave her water. The grace of God, her mother had said. For the woman who found her unconscious in the sand on a beach outside of Valencia, who walked her to the sea and wiped Jacqueline’s face with a dishrag that smelled of glass cleaner, who bought her coffee with milk and sugar and two sweet magdalenas. God for the Moroccan men who were arrested while Jacqueline walked undisturbed onto the ferry in Valencia. For the cove in Palma, where she found cardboard boxes and a dirty blue blanket folded on a flat stone.


On and on her fortune went.


And for the man who’d beaten her on the beach in Málaga?


For the diarrhea?


For the absence of food?


For the bearded man and his immaculate teeth?


We pay for our sins, for the sins of others, her mother said. Anyway, we can’t understand.


She knew she could not stay in that town. Not with all the people streaming off the ferries. She sat upright on a bench. She watched them eat French fries stuffed into the tops of their gyros. They stood in line at a small shop advertising the best in the world. She watched the man slicing meat from a giant turning pile, could see him painting the bread with oil and tossing it onto the grill, could see him squirt white sauce from a bottle onto the hot bread. There were tomatoes and onions. She watched him roll and wrap them with wax paper, and hand them across the counter along with cold cans of Coca-Cola. The smell of the meat and its fat, the smell of thyme and the grilling bread all blew toward her. She watched the tourists waiting in line. She watched bits of the meat falling to the ground, the sandwiches thrown away, half eaten.


What it took for her not to stand up and cross the square and dig for food.


But she was not beyond pride, so instead she ate the chocolate bar and tried to appear happy and bored. This was, she’d decided, the appropriate attitude. You must not be desperate.


She watched policemen walk past and tried to appear cheerful as she ate her candy bar. She ate as if she might throw it away at any moment, as if eating were an entertainment, as if it were something to do. She thought, Perhaps when it’s dark I’ll go to the trash, but she saw that the square would never go dark.


A band was setting up. The tourists kept coming. The lights came on. There were more and more police. She stood and stretched her legs. She felt as if she might lose consciousness and sat back down. She waited until the blood returned to her head, until the feeling of nausea had eased. She stood up again and left the square, turning onto one of the small streets, thinking she might find a trash bin in a darkened corner. But every street was burning with white light. The stores sold gold and T-shirts and alcohol and food. Everywhere was food. And the tourists pushed against one another and plodded along, as bored as the shopkeepers, who eyed Jacqueline as she passed. Everything was shining with light, the narrow stone streets and the white walls, and the food, the drums of ice cream under glass, and the turning meat, and the faultless rows of tall plastic water bottles, cold in the refrigerators, all of it white under the light.


There was a large foam cup of ice cream on a ledge outside the window of a jewelry store. For a moment she thought it was part of the display, a prop for the gold chains. Then she saw there was a spoon stuck into it. As if it were hers. As if she’d ordered it. She moved to the side so that the cup was in front of her, so that she put herself between the street and it. She pretended to consider the gold. She shifted Saifa’s red school pack from her shoulder to her hand, hoping it might look something like the purses she’d seen the women carrying up and down these narrow alleys. It would take one movement—an open palm, a turn of the hips, a sweep of the hand—and then she’d be moving along like the rest of them, eating as she walked.


She could feel it. Cup. Spoon. The ice cream cold in her mouth. Bits of chocolate.


A man appeared in the doorway.


He took a pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket and shook one out.


He wore a clean blue shirt, collar sharp as knife points.


He lit the cigarette and looked at her. She looked back and smiled.


“Nice,” she said. The word felt misshapen and dry in her mouth.


He glanced down at her feet, over at the pack, and back to her eyes. She smiled again. She could feel her heart. “Have a nice night,” she said, turned, and walked away toward the square, leaving the ice cream melting in its cup.


She followed a road lined with eucalyptus trees and then a sign with the picture of an umbrella and a sequence of rolling waves. The road was darker and darker. She was on a hill now and could see the white lights of an airport in the distance, an occasional plane gliding away from the island. She walked for miles along the dark road, following the signs to the beach.


The beach, this beach, she decided. She would go and sleep. She’d sleep and sleep and sleep.


Like the dead, her mother whispered, a little drunk, sitting at the kitchen table in the early morning, looking out across the lawn to the ocean.


 


There were lights on steel lampposts running along the beach road. At one end a mountain of rock shot upward into the dark. She walked down the hill, past closed restaurants with hand-painted signs and sandwich boards chained to trees. She descended the few steps to the sand and vanished into the shadow of the mountain, its peak invisible in the blackening sky.


She dropped the pack and removed her rubber sandals and pushed her swollen feet into the cool coarse sand. Now she heard the sea. Or now she became aware of it.


The wind moved over her skin, cooler than she’d felt since arriving on the island the night before.


She leaned against the wall and listened to the water drawing and breaking, drawing and breaking. Above the beach the first lamppost pressed a coin of light onto the concrete sidewalk. She watched those coins stretch off in a slow curve along the road in the direction of the discos.


Barefoot, she walked a few feet away toward the sea, pushed down her underwear, and squatted.


The urine burned and felt thick, as if it were turning to something solid. She needed water. She finished, waited for the last drops to fall to the sand, and shook her hips the way Saifa used to. Then she returned to her dark corner. From the pack she withdrew the blue blanket, unfolded the neat square, and lay down on the cold beach. She drew the fabric over her body and then her face and fell asleep.


That night she dreamed of the bearded man. They were holding hands, laughing together on the lawn.


 


In the morning she woke with coarse dark sand blown across her face and piled up against her back in a smooth slope. It was in her hair and in her mouth, caught between her lower lip and her gums. She gently removed the grains from her lashes and from the corners of her eyes. She rose onto her knees. The sand slid down the back of her neck and caught in the waistband of her skirt. She shook her head, flinging sand from her hair, spitting it from her mouth, running her tongue over her teeth, along her gums. Then, still kneeling, she opened her eyes.


The sun was just rising. The wind had turned and was blowing hard offshore. She’d heard laughter in the night. It had been far away, coming in across the water or drifting from the other end of the road. Now there was no one. As far as she could see there was no one anywhere. But surely the shops would open, and the cafés above the beach with their tables set beneath colored awnings. People would come. She couldn’t leave anything here. She would need to be clean.


She looked out at the water. Small waves were suspended in the powerful wind, blown hollow, their peaks torn off before they fell to the sand with a crushing sound. She walked down the steep beach to the water, where she raised her skirt and slipped her feet into the foam lit white against the black sand. It stung where the glass had sliced her right heel, where the wire had cut her left ankle.


She liked the stinging because it was sharp.


The salt will prevent infection, her mother said.


She liked her feet against the rough sand and the way the water pulled the sand from beneath her feet. She watched the waves coming in again and again and again. She leaned back into the wind and waited to decide.


She did not know how to decide. She’d come to this point. That was undeniable. She was here, while before she’d been somewhere else. She’d come here by deciding. She could not remember how she’d decided. Or even the moment of decision or the consideration. But she must have. Logic insisted. Still, now she did not know how to decide. So she waited. And when the sun had been up over the low hills for a few minutes and already, this early, she could feel the heat of it, she decided to stay.


Yes. She would stop here.


Perhaps it was because of the water on her feet. Perhaps it was because she was tired.


Look, her mother said. Look at the sparkling water. Look at the color. The sun in the sky, the orange morning, all of it evidence of intervention, everything, all of it, a convergence, the will of God.


And this ugly yellow dog?


Jacqueline watched as it passed by on the road above, clicking its nails along the sidewalk, tongue lolling out. What? He is also God?


Her mother only smiled and looked away.


Jacqueline returned to her camp. She shook the sand from the blanket and folded it in half, then into quarters. She slid the square into the thin white grocery bag and smoothed the plastic flat and gathered it together and turned it three times before tying a loose knot. She fit it into her pack. She leaned against the wall with the sun on her face and brushed the sand from her feet and slipped them into her sandals.


 


The tide was going out, leaving behind pools of clear water and small spits of wet black sand. She climbed up onto the rocks and followed them away from the wide beach. It took only a few minutes before she could no longer see the stretch of hotels behind her.


She was looking for a place to live.


She hadn’t thought about it this way when she’d pulled her skirt to her knees and walked through the water around the dark and giant outcropping. But that’s what it amounted to.


There were many caves in the rock, but all too low. They’d take on water with the rising tide. But she could see they were deep, and soon she found one above the sand at the very back of a beach shaped like a long tongue with its tip pressed flush against the edge of the dark cliff. She climbed up the rocks to just below the entrance and looked down at the sand still shining wet. The mouth of the cave, only a few feet above her now, pronounced not an O, but an M. Three pale swallows rested on its bottom lip, a rounded ledge of rock.


You must be careful, her mother said. To break an ankle would be to destroy your life. Better to fall and crack your skull open and die.


Jacqueline made her way to the edge of the cave. The birds screamed and flew off to a nearby boulder, where they stood and watched her.


She swung her pack up harder than she’d meant to. It skidded across the floor and vanished into the darkness. Then she brought her body up onto the ledge. This was the only move, a step, two steps, that posed any threat. The rock was damp and not quite flat. Her right foot, which would require all of her weight, could slip out from under her, and if that happened she would fall.


Her foot held. She leaned forward onto her hands and drew herself into the cave. She turned and sat and looked out from the shadows at the sea. She was light-headed and felt for a long moment that she might lose consciousness. She slid deeper into the cool cave, so that only her feet were in the sun.


She smelled crushed ginger in a hot, dry pan.


Hours passed and it was late afternoon when she woke. She would have to eat. It was no longer possible to ignore it. She was nauseated and weak and cold. Sunlight cut deeper into the cave. She’d been sleeping on her back, but now rolled onto her stomach and turned so that she faced the sea. She rested her chin on her interlaced fingers. She watched the tide coming in, swallowing the narrow beach. The light was turning soft and for the smallest moment it reminded her of the yellow sand at Robertsport. But now there was only her body. There was nothing left for memory except for the memory of food. She might have fallen back to sleep if not for the nausea and her cramping stomach.


But you must not sleep, her mother said.


Jacqueline knew this problem.


Your mind knows you need food, but your body has abandoned the idea. This is when you must eat. It is your last chance. When your mind agrees with your body, you will die.


In a park in Alicante, she’d heard stories from three Tunisian women. Stories of people falling asleep in northern cities. Fall asleep in the cold and you die of cold, they said. They told her about drunken men who pissed themselves, their wet pants freezing to the sidewalk. In Paris or Berlin or Prague or Amsterdam or London. Wherever it was those women were going. They said, There you die and people step over your body until the police come and tear you off the sidewalk and take you away.


Jacqueline had said nothing. She listened and remembered the gray cashmere coat her mother had sent for Christmas. It lay on her bed folded in its white box. And while the women whispered their warnings Jacqueline could feel the soft wool in her fingers, could see herself, collar up against the vicious wind, as she crossed Blackfriars Bridge. She could remember no one on the sidewalks.


She left the pack in the dark and made her way, taking tentative steps, out of the cave and down. It was difficult to balance. There was so much noise. The wind and the small waves crashing and the rising tide. There was all the light reflecting off the sand and the water.


As she moved through tide pools and across the worn rocks, she forgot where she was walking, and then where she was on the earth. She remembered that she’d made a decision to stay in this place but could not say what this place was, so she reminded herself that if she were to fall she might split her head open, or drown, or break an ankle and that she’d have to be cautious wherever she was, that she did not want to die yet, after all the opportunities she’d had to die, she would not die here of all places. Then she felt her feet touch the coarse sand of the black beach where she’d spent the first night. She sat down with her back to the rocks and again watched the sidewalk curve away from her.


The beach was full of glistening people spread out on towels and on chairs beneath umbrellas and there was the smell of meat being cooked and everywhere, it seemed, everywhere there was something to eat.


She walked down to the edge of the sea and splashed water on her face and over the back of her neck. She drew herself up and turned and walked with as much confidence as she could muster. At the seawall, she climbed the stairs and went to a bench, where she sat and adjusted her expression and set herself to appear purposeful and at peace. She crossed her right knee over her left and when the skirt drew up to reveal her legs, she left the skin exposed. She raised her chin and extended her arms out across the back of the bench, a posture, it seemed to her, of ease and openness. As if she might be thinking about the beauty of that strange dark blue sea, or waiting for a lover, or for her children and her husband.


Now the sun was low and the wind had come up. The sunbathers returned their sunscreen and magazines and books to their bags. They pulled on their shirts and dresses and hats. A thin girl leaned over so that her long light hair hung free. She sprayed it with something from a bottle and then pulled a brush through over and over. Between the brushstrokes, the sunlight came and went, came and went.


Jacqueline waited, leaning back, with her arms still spread out behind her—a young woman come to sit and watch the sunset. Two policemen walked along the sidewalk. She felt sick again and concentrated on the mast of a sailboat gliding around the point from the direction of her cave.


They didn’t stop and when she saw their backs, and could no longer hear them speaking, she returned her foot to the ground and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, chin in her hands.


The beach was emptying and she was strong enough to stand and return to the sand, but now there were sturdy, handsome men coming out to stack the chairs and clear the trash. They took their time as the sun continued to fall, stopping to talk to one another, scooping up half-empty bottles of water. They collected grease-stained paper bags and soda cans, both of which appeared heavy in their hands. Nothing looked empty to her and the slowness of the men made her angry. She could not wait any longer. She stood up too fast and steadied herself on the railing. When the world came back to center, she prepared to walk.


It would be a stroll along the shoreline. She would be reflective. A thin woman recovering her life.


She descended the steps and walked onto the black sand, which was still very warm. All along the beach, the men were stacking the plastic chairs. She went to the edge of the sea and walked with her feet in the water. The trash bags were in piles. There was a woman and a man, an older boy chasing two young girls running figure eights in the shallow water. Jacqueline stopped and looked at the sea. There were more boats now. Sunset cruises. Music rose and fell, warped by the wind.


She did not look at the family.


Please leave.


Please go.


Please leave something. Please leave something, she thought. What she meant was, please leave me something, but she would not say it, not even to herself. She set her eyes on a sleek speedboat tearing across the horizon, its bow rising and then falling to slap the surface of the water.


Please.


Prayer, her mother said.


She turned and they were gone and Jacqueline saw that they’d left something.


Answered.


She would not race to anything. Or from it. That was more important. She would be slow in all things.


She sat in their depressions. Then, as if it had been hers all along, she reached over and took the bottle and unscrewed the top and turned it to her lips and drank. The water was warm and as it filled her mouth and ran down her throat, she began to cry. She felt something solid pass across her tongue, a piece of bread maybe, or a bit of onion.


It was so often relief that made her cry. Not pain or disappointment or horror or terror, but instead it was relief from those things. Relief and, sometimes still, love. She drank it all, nearly half a liter. She knew to drink bit by bit, but did not, so the water hurt her throat and then there was a twist of pain in her stomach, and then that sick hollowness at the top of her chest.


Patience, her mother said. And faith.


Jacqueline reached for the bag and laid it on the sand between her feet and tore it open. Inside was crumpled foil lined with white wax paper and when she’d spread it all out, she found a piece of flatbread the size of her palm and there were also scraps of roasted lamb. They’d been salted and rubbed with thyme leaves and in brighter light they’d have shone. She counted the pieces of meat. Seven of them the size of her fingertips and an eighth piece as long and thick as her little toe, which was there on the sand for comparison. She touched the bread and found the side on which the sauce had been spread. She tore it in half and collected the meat from the paper and made a sandwich, and then she ate with as much control as she could find in herself. She chewed the first bite and counted her jaw closing twenty times before she swallowed.


To be elegant, to be graceful, to be beautiful, we must do everything slowly. Nearly everything. There are some things that require us to be quick. But those things are powerful only because we do everything else slowly. One thing makes the other. Count if you’re not sure.


Jacqueline counted and looked at her mother, but it was not the counting that put her on the sand, made that narrow face, those soft black eyes appear before her, made her speak, made her raise her chin, made her laugh, it was not the counting. It was the thyme.


Thyme was in her jollof. Heavy in it. Heavier than anyone’s. It did not disappear behind the tomato paste, beneath the ginger. Less salt, more thyme. You roast it dry in an iron pan first with the black pepper and the chili seeds and salt. Roast it dry just until it begins to smoke and then add the oil and the onions. Then you start the rest. You do everything slowly, her mother said.


Cooking, the only domestic work her mother allowed herself.


Jacqueline’s stomach twisted and cramped. Still, the pleasure. She hated the stale and acrid taste of her own mouth. It was the taste of hunger and now it had been replaced by flavors of fat and salt, bread and thyme. It was not enough, but now she had eaten, she had had some water. Now she could get control of herself. Now she could see what was there.


There was nothing to see in the sun or the water. Maybe there was something in the boats, she thought. Maybe there was something there. She liked boats, though she knew nothing about them and had traveled on only a few in her life and most of those, recently. She found them exotic and mysterious in their simplicity. It was that a boat rested on the surface of the water. That was all. Just that it did that. It was not the traveling or the adventure or the freedom. She was not interested in sailors or fishermen. Just the objects and the way they floated. She watched a small yacht pass across the wide bay. Then she turned away.


There were people crowding the sidewalk. There was music playing. The sound traveled across the sand and through the wind. Jacqueline stood up. All along the beach were stacks of chairs. The men were gone. She put the empty bottle in the plastic bag, which she held by the handles, and she carried it along the beach as if it were her shopping. She dropped the foil and paper into the bin at the bottom of a set of concrete stairs and when she came to the top she began to walk, swinging the bag like it held a new dress wrapped in tissue paper.


She went to the far end where there were hotels and nightclubs and swimming pools. Across the street, lining the wide sidewalk, were tables beneath awnings. The people cheerful and attractive, washed and tanned. It was just after sunset now and the restaurants were mostly full.


There were men standing outside holding menus and slapping them against their palms, smiling at the passing tourists, encouraging them to come and eat and drink. A tall man, handsome in a loose white shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, with his hands clasped behind his back, bowed slightly to Jacqueline.


“Hello,” he said to her.


She met his eyes. “Hello.”


“Please, you come have a drink.”


“No.” She shook her head. “Another time.”


For a moment, she wanted to ask for his help. Something in his face had stopped her. No, it was only that he’d spoken to her. Met her eyes. She would ask nothing of him. She smiled and then looked toward the end of the road and the gates of a large hotel.


“Have a drink,” he said. “Dinner. Not expensive. Cheap.” He nodded to a large chalkboard menu propped against a planter.


She knew better than to look at menus. “Another time,” she said and walked on.


She would have to eat again. She needed more water. She could feel it coming on, the lightness, the trembling. At the end of the sidewalk, across from the hotel, there were three thin African men standing in front of a blanket spread out over the concrete. She hadn’t seen Africans since leaving Spain and now she did not know what to be. It was good they were there. It meant less danger than she’d imagined. It meant permission. It meant tolerance. It meant possibility. But what should she be to them?


One of the men was squatting barefoot with his toes on the edge of the blanket, his hands clasped between his knees, while the other two stood quiet and stolid. They all three watched her come. Jacqueline stopped in front of their blanket. “Hello,” she said. The man who’d been squatting stood. None of them spoke, so she looked down at the rows and rows of sunglasses. There was a stack of DVDs in plastic sleeves and animals carved out of wood—zebras and giraffes and elephants.


Not knowing why exactly, she knelt and picked up a pair of black sunglasses. She looked up at one of the men. “How much for these?”


“Ten,” the one who’d been squatting said.


She nodded, picked up a wooden elephant, and turned it over. There was a small gold sticker on its back left foot.


“You want to buy?” the man said.


She shook her head and stood up. “No.”


All three of the men were watching her. For a moment she thought she might fall. There were points of black spreading across the air. She had to close her eyes tight and reopen them to see clearly.


“Tu viens d’ou?” one of the other men asked.


She should not understand French. Not with these men.


“What?” she said.


“Where you come from?”


“The United States,” she told him.


The man smiled. “You stay here?” he said and raised his chin at the hotel across the street.


“No,” Jacqueline said.


“Where then?”


The others, who’d been distracted by a group of chattering American women in bikinis standing in front of the hotel gates, now turned their attention to her.


She looked toward the other end of the beach, at the massive outcropping of black rock. Beyond was her cave, the low sun filling it now with light.


“I’m not staying on this side. And you? Where are you three staying?” Jacqueline looked the tall one in the eyes.


“The other side?” He smiled again and, ignoring her question, said, “What other side?”


“In another town,” she said, drawing herself up as straight as she could stand. She was angry now and was happy to feel it. “Have a good evening. Good luck with your giraffes,” she said and met his eyes again, this time with a slight grin of her own, and then turned away. She began to walk and the man called out to her, “Where you stay, madame? Where you stay? In the big hotel in another town?” The men all laughed and she kept walking.


That weary arrogance. That chill grin.


Her anger kept her standing, kept food from her mind. Her mind. A thing she’d come to despise as much as the damp dust taste of her own mouth.


 


Two evenings later, two evenings since she’d last found food, light-headed and dizzy, she saw the tall man in front of his restaurant. He stood with a stack of menus in his hand. He was calm the way people are when they’ve eaten, when they’ve bathed, when the night is beginning. For a moment, she could smell the wet earth, see the waving palms from the porch, feel the cool air on her clean neck, hear the thrumming rain.


I must eat. She felt again a slight fissure, a rise of desperation.


“Hello.”


She was more than twenty feet away, but the man spoke with an enthusiasm and volume that embarrassed her.


“Hello,” he said again, accent on the second syllable, as if he’d been waiting for her all day. “You are returning.”


Jacqueline smiled with a closed mouth and nodded. “I am returning.”


“I’m happy for that. Thank you for returning.”


She laughed at this and then, as if the energy she’d used to open her mouth and bring the sound out into the day had been her last, she stumbled. Had it not been for one of the lampposts, she’d have fallen. Before she could see again, the man had crossed the space between them, bent slightly at the waist, and inclined his head toward hers—a gesture of intimacy that, if she’d been fully aware of it, would have moved her. Still he hadn’t touched her. He extended his hand as if inviting her to dance, and in a low voice, he said several times before she could see, or make sounds into words, “You are fine? Lady? You are fine?”


It had been only a few seconds, but she did not know how long she’d been hanging on the pole, how long the spreading white had been white, or even if she’d fallen to the ground and pulled herself up. Her first concern was being conspicuous and she was grateful for the man’s manner.


“You will come? Please.” Now he extended his right arm so that his fingers pointed in the direction of the empty restaurant and beyond to the bay.


She could not stay clinging to the metal post like a drunk. It would be better to go with the man. This was a decision. Between two things, this was the better thing. She could not risk the attention. “I’ll come,” she said and took the man’s arm, which was warm and solid in her hand. The feeling of his skin against her palm brought a jolt of pleasure, which left her even weaker. As if now, with that arm—and it seemed then that it was not connected to any person, just a warm thing to hold, to pull her along—she could give in, leave it all up to someone, to something else. The making of decisions, the relentless arguing with herself, with her mind.


She had felt this way in Spain, sitting across from that woman in the café eating the magdalenas. Take care of me, please. Take care of me. But it lasted only until she’d finished her coffee. Eaten. It was not enough food. But it was enough food to drive away her awful mewling, her pathetic need, enough to stand up and say gracias, gracias, and walk out of there as if she had a place to be. A place in mind. But that was on a Spanish beach and she had been younger by months. She did not know how many.


From the moment she’d landed in Málaga, she hadn’t bothered to count time. She’d realized as she stood up from her seat and begun to walk up the clean blue aisle, it was the end of luxury. The end of Bernard’s cheap benevolence, the end of the cool cabin and its thin, dry air, the carts of water and food, the sharp-edged magazines, the solicitous flight attendants, messieurs, mesdames.


Since then, she hadn’t bothered, hadn’t considered it—the whole thing artificial and unnecessary. Get somewhere and live there. So what difference did it make? But she could not avoid it. Time was measured. Memory was present and there was a chronology. She knew where she was in that chronology, where she’d been: what came before Spain, what came there, and what came after. She could break it up again and again, make it smaller and smaller. All the increments of a life. She wanted to guard it all. It was just that counting time was no longer of use.


The man was guiding her to the restaurant. She wanted to say, Too much sun today. I’m dehydrated. I always forget to drink enough water. Somewhere in her stale mouth, she was turning the words into a sentence, but she could not speak.


She held on to the man’s arm as he took her into the restaurant and lowered her gently into a chair. There was a hand at her back and then a cool glass before her. She drank and he, standing at her side, that warm arm drawn behind his back, the plastic bottle in his right hand, refilled the glass.


She was a customer in a restaurant. Gracious waiter. Sunset on an island. People walking along the beachfront. Holiday. What would they know, these passersby? This and the third glass of water and the man at her side brought her calm.


Now she leaned back in her chair. “I can’t pay you,” she said. “I don’t have money with me.”


“You are okay?”


“Yes, fine, thank you for the water. I should get back now.”


He’d come around the table and was leaning forward, his clean hands flat on the paper tablecloth. “Stay,” he said and smiled. “Stay. A little while, yes? Wait.” He raised his left hand and showed her his palm. “Stay? Yes?” He smiled and left her there.


She picked up a silver knife and then returned it to the table. Hanging from the back of one of the wood and wicker chairs was her plastic bag, and in it the empty water bottle. She looked away, and out at the sky. She should leave here, gather herself up and get back before it turned any darker, but she was tired and weak, the chair was solid beneath her, and she could not make herself move. Just a few minutes longer and then she’d go. She wanted to cross her arms on the table, lower her head, and rest, but if she were to stay she must do so upright. Stand and leave. Stand and leave. But she could not. The chair was a bed. She closed her eyes.


The arm passed in front of her. Then there was a plate. A large tomato, a green pepper. Both had been stuffed and baked, the caps leaning against their respective fruit.


“Yemista,” the man said and poured olive oil from a glass bottle in a green stream three hundred degrees of a circle around the plate. “Pepper and tomato. Made with rice. Eat, please.”


Jacqueline looked down. There was the smell of garlic and mint.


The man had come around to the other side of the table, brought the chair out, and sat sideways, as if he wouldn’t stay long.


“Please,” he said again.


She shook her head. “I have no money. With me. I have no money on me now.” Vapor rose from the food. It was very close to her, the smell made her dizzier. Such desire was beyond her experience.
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