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  A Taste Sweet and Salty




  by Douglas Smith




  The man known only as Stranger lived and died in a town with no name.




  Each day he lived.




  And each night he died.




  One morning, Stranger might wake on silk sheets in a fine villa in the town. Rising, he would walk out onto a broad stone patio and look down over cobbled streets twisting between the red-clay buildings below. Out on the Medicean, ship sails billowed like clouds on an inverted sky. Ships he owned. He was rich. He was powerful.




  The next morning, he might wake naked and shivering in a dark forest, his skin painted with dew etched by the tracks of insects that had explored him in the night. He had nothing. He was nothing.




  Yet another morning, he would find himself before the altar of the town’s only church.




  Or on a ship. Or in the governor’s palace.




  A ditch. A general’s tent. A brothel.




  Sometimes rich, sometimes poor. Sometimes male, sometimes female. Old, young. Strong, weak. Sometimes known to all, and other times as he ever was to himself—a stranger.




  But always, he awoke in the town that huddled under the gaze of the mountain shaped like a skull. And always, before the day had passed into the next, he had died at the hands of another.




  He could not remember his life before the town. Sometimes, in that space that lay between sleep and a morning’s new life, he tasted it. Not a sight or a sound or a touch.




  But a taste, sweet and salty, like the memory of a lover’s skin on his tongue. Then it slipped away, swallowed as this town swallowed him each night.




  On this particular morning, he woke to breakfast smells—fried bacon, baked bread, espresso—as thick as the babble of voices rising through the floor. He lay alone in bed under cotton sheets and a heavy quilt, in a comfortable but not richly furnished room. Lifting the other pillow to his face, he breathed in the body scent and perfume of a woman. He ran a fat hand over his thick body and through thinning hair.




  By the time he rose and walked to the mirror on the door, he knew whose image he would see, who he would be today.




  He could tell that he was in the Inn of Shining Hope, and he was therefore Jasper Renaldi, the inn’s proprietor. Staring at the fat old man before him, Stranger suddenly began to tremble. He slumped into a wooden chair, burying his face in his hands. How much longer must he endure this? With his dying breath each night, he prayed for it to end, for this death to be his last.




  But always the next morning, he found himself cursed again with life.




  Finally, he stood up. Delay or avoidance was never of use. His end would find him regardless. And living his days as if he could choose his fate was the only way he had found to feed his dying hope.




  He washed with a sponge and the water from a white ceramic bowl on the dresser. After putting on heavy linen pants and a shirt woven from shrub-goat hair, dyed blue like his eyes that day, he went downstairs.




  The common room of the inn was roughly square, split into quarters by two intersecting rows of support posts. Travelers and town folk crowded at the long bar or sat elbow to elbow at heavy wooden tables.




  He stood unseen in the doorway for a moment, drinking in the bubbling soup of a dozen conversations. Then, with the tired air of an actor in a play that has run too long, he stepped into the room, weaving his way between tables towards the kitchen.




  And it began.




  A hand, callused and sun-darkened, grabbed his arm as he passed. Stranger stopped. He looked down at Thom Fallo, a farmer whose weathered face carried a line for every crop lost over his sixty years.
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