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Go and catch a falling star,

Get with child a mandrake root,

Tell me where all past years are,

Or who cleft the devil’s foot …
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It was a tan day, hot and fetid, with the sun slow burning through the still, unhealthy air. Wrapped in a thin, almost colorless gown, the girl stood before the open window, staring out through the flimsy curtains at nothing. Her jet eyes were scarcely in focus for the weight of her fatigue and the feeling of panic growing within her.

The young man on the bed stirred, turned, coughed and returned to breathing heavily and unevenly, without waking. With his movement, she, too, had turned, the fright in her rising swiftly.

The beads of perspiration stood out on his forehead and at his temples and in clearly defined droplets above his full upper lip. There was little hair on his bare chest, and because of the softness of his milky flesh, the dark, damp tousle of his hair, he appeared angelic, almost feminine.

Her own body felt clammy and sick, and she wondered desperately if she dared to bathe, dared to leave him even for that little while in her own house.

“Mary, Mother of God,” she whispered softly, “Maria, Madre de Dios!”

She returned to staring at the drab, ugly day beyond the window. What a dirty thing it was! The sourness of last night’s sickness filled the room behind her and caught at her throat until she thought she would cry out.

Then, suddenly conscious of the silence, no longer hearing the uneven respiration of the young man behind her, she turned and saw that his eyes were open, were watching. More aware of the daylight shabbiness of her worn negligee than of its nothingness, she caught it up before her between both hands and the young man smiled. The transformation in his expression was amazing. Still pale, still soft in appearance, he had become a cherub, a Kewpie doll with a whimsical twinkle.

He said simply, “You are lovely. Do not be ashamed. Do you have any beer?”

“Por Dios!” she exclaimed, “you are crazy!”

“Por Dios!” His smile mocked her. “No. Please, some beer.”

“Yes.” She fled from the room.

At the refrigerator, she grasped frantically at the essentials. Tony knew she hated beer. It would be like Tony to have counted the bottles. She would have to replace this one. She would have to replace every bottle drunk this day. Carefully, she counted the bottles on the lower shelf. Then she took one and opened it at the sink. Before she returned to the bedroom, she found a clean glass.

He smiled again when she returned. Both of them pretended not to notice the chipped enamel basin beside the bed. She tilted the glass as she poured the beer.

Sipping slowly, he paused to press the moistness into his lips with his fingertips.

“What is your name?” he asked. He was sitting up with the pillows stuffed behind him.

“Anita.”

“Anita.” He thought about it. “Yes,” he said, “the pretty one with the long net stockings and the cigarettes. Is this your house?”

She nodded, her dark eyes perplexed.

“You are very lovely. I am sorry I have made you so much trouble.”

“Last night,” she told him, “you drank very much. Much too much. I saw.”

He shook his head. “No, it was not that.”

The girl studied him, not understanding. Last night they had spoken mostly in Spanish. Today they were speaking mostly English. Like his smile, his voice belonged to the angels. But it was more than that, the way he spoke each word, each phrase, fell a little differently than she ever had heard it before.

“You are a strange one,” she said finally.


“ ‘Go and catch a falling star,

Get with child a mandrake root,

Tell me where all past years are,

Or who cleft the devil’s foot …’”



Her black eyes dilated. “Are you a witch?”

He laughed at her.

“What was that?” she demanded.

“Poetry,” he said, “English poetry. Some of the best of it.”

“I do not understand.”

“Pues,” he was smiling again, “of course not. Is there a Don Anita?”

“A Don Anita?”

“Cigarette girls do not own houses.” His voice grew quickly hard, suspicious. “You have a husband?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

“My husband is a fisherman. He is at sea.”

“Is he a man with honor?” His fingers felt the damp edge of the sheet and moved it between them.

“As most men are.”

“Which is not at all….”

“A man is a man.”

He scowled. “Except for me.”

“Please, you are sick.”

“Sick!” He shouted the word. “The world is sick and I am in your country to hunt the girls like pouter pigeons, the big-breasted girls, the long-legged girls, the strutting girls!” He began to laugh and, laughing, choked, and she saw the wrenching knot tie in his shoulders and ran to kneel beside him and to hold the basin.

The Cadillac was almost as long as a hearse and the color of pink which is sometimes seen in the wings of doves. Its top was down and, in the candid light of the brassy day, the color of the woman’s hair was nearer blue than black. She wheeled the big car expertly into the loading zone before the moss green and gold front of the Chino Soy Club.

Though she was pushing forty in all directions, Reba Manning’s long legs as she slid from the white leather seat onto the walk gave several passers-by a run for their hormones as did the elegant shape she was in. The pale blue sheath of cotton she was wearing did nothing to spoil the illusion.

The green, plastic-padded door of the club was propped open with a stilt-legged chair. Back someplace inside, drums were talking. As she passed through the door, a voice from the semidarkness said softly, “Sorry, Miss, we ain’t open until five thirty.”

She paused, glancing about the interior of the club, shabby and patchy without glamour in the gray light. The owner of the voice stood among the small tables. He had a mop in his hand and all the chairs were upside down on the tables. In the background, the drums kept working.

Mrs. Manning raised her voice. “I’m looking for a person called Esmeralda.”

The janitor stared at the expensive woman with interest. “Are you a friend of Miss Esmeralda’s?”

“I hardly think one should call it that.”

The drums were quiet.

Reba Manning felt the second glance, knew the eyes were in the shadow behind the drums on the unlighted bandstand. She said, “I am most anxious to contact this Esmeralda. Perhaps you could tell me where to find her.”

“Oh, yes,” the janitor said, “I walk Miss Esmeralda home most every night.”

The shadow on the bandstand laughed.

Mrs. Manning felt the rush of sudden anger and controlled it. As she found the reason for their insolence, she managed a smile. “Come, now,” and her voice was quite gay, “you don’t suppose I am the jealous wife, do you?” She paused and shared their delicious joke. “Really, let me tell you, I’ve heard a young Latin gentleman came here last night to see the lady in question. Presumably he’s our house guest. He’s not been home yet.” She smiled and the smile grew wistful. “If Juan were well, it would make little difference.” The smile vanished completely. “The point is that Juan is not well. The point is that if anything should happen to him both our State Department and his own Embassy would be vitally concerned. Now, do we understand each other?”

The janitor stared at Mrs. Manning, worried and beyond his depth. The shadow behind the drums moved between chairs, stepped off the platform and came forward. He was a pale young man with too much hair and enormous eyes. He walked very carelessly until he stood before the woman. He appreciated every bit of what he saw.

He said, “I’m Barnaby. I push the band around here. I remember your sick young man. He looks like an angel by Rubens and has the manners of a devil. He was sick as hell in here last night. Sloppy sick.”

Mrs. Manning nodded. “That would be Juan.” She waited. If the pale young man had hoped to shock her, he had not succeeded.

“So he was thrown out,” Barnaby told her. “The way anybody is handled who can not handle himself.”

“I see.” She turned to leave.

The young man’s voice followed her. “And now?”

“The city jail,” she said coldly. “They’ve an infirmary so I’ve heard.”

He followed her silently on soft-soled shoes with black suede tops. When she reached the door, he spoke, “Then you don’t want to hear the rest of it?”

She swung. “What’s your game, Mr. Barnaby?”

He smiled. “Just Barnaby. Only to tell you. You didn’t let me finish. When he was sick, one of our girls went with him. Anita. I’m afraid it may have cost her her job.”

“I can make that up to her. Where would I find her, them?”

Outside the door, he saw the long, long convertible. He said carefully, “I don’t know for certain.”

“Look, Mr. Barnaby, either you know or you don’t know.”

He leaned against the propped-open door and smiled at her. The corners of his too-perfect mouth mocked her. “Of concern to the State Department,” he said, “of concern to his Embassy.”

“I dislike smart young men. Do you have something to sell?”

He shook his head. His blond hair fell forward, a wedge against his right brow. He continued to smile under the oversized forelock. “You can buy it or you can sell it. It’s black or it’s white. It is or it isn’t. Surely you would not have entertained the like of him if that’s the way you think. Or is he a pet you collected, a pet who ran away?”

She turned without speaking and walked to her car.

He continued to lean against the door. “He was a cat,” he told her back. “I am a cat. You cannot treat a cat as you would a poodle.”

She paused at the curb and looked back.

“ ‘God made the cat,’” he said, “ ‘so man might stroke a tiger.’” He had his arms folded across his thin chest. At each elbow, his fingers moved.

“You are very much alike,” she said finally. “Only you are more clever.” She returned to stand before him. “Take me to Juan,” she said.

His smile went away and his voice was sober. “I was not pretending about not being certain. Anita lives in Royal Heights. I took her home at three one morning. She said, ‘Turn here, and turn here, and turn here.’ I could not give you a single street name. I am not even sure I could drive the route again.”

Mrs. Manning said, “But surely she has a last name, a phone.”

“A last name, I suppose. I don’t know it. A phone? Have you ever been to Royal Heights? A television antenna on every house, but the other modern conveniences …” He laughed.

Reba Manning gestured at her car. “Shall we try?” She was no longer angry with this young man. She was considering him as a guest in her own home. When the business with Juan was done, of course. Still, she could see him insulting her more proper guests, charming others, being quite himself, being quite a find. She wondered if his music was good enough in its own fashion that she might sponsor him. She wondered if there ever had been a true jam session on Wildwood Glen.

Barnaby opened the door of the car at the curb. When he chose to be attentive, there was an almost elegant carelessness in the way he handled it. A touch of insolence remained, but why shouldn’t he watch her legs, they were good legs, weren’t they?

“They both reach the ground,” he said, almost as though he had read her thoughts.

“You’re impossible,” Reba Manning told him. She searched in her purse and found the keys.

A car door slammed behind them. A stocky girl in a wrinkled white dress came along the walk and grabbed the door of the convertible before Barnaby could close it.

“Well, Mrs. Manning, did you find him?”

“I did not.”

The girl glanced at Barnaby with candid blue eyes. She had, Barnaby decided, too many freckles and too little makeup on her broad, Irish face.

“Is this Juan’s replacement?” she asked Mrs. Manning.

“I’m sick and tired of you,” Reba said. “And if you don’t care to tell Jim Morton that, I’ll tell him myself!”

“Yes, Mrs. Manning. Of course, Mrs. Manning.” The girl leveled her chin at Barnaby. “We’re looking for Juan Delicado,” she said. “Everybody’s looking for Juan Delicado. If you two should happen to run across him, I’d appreciate hearing about it.” She opened a slightly soiled white purse and dug around inside. The card she produced had one corner bent. It read:


THE JAMES MORTON AGENCY

HO 7-6251

DU 9-9997

Betty, O’Brien



She took in his black suede shoes, his soft gray slacks, his loose charcoal pullover. “And I suspect,” she added with a wicked gleam in her eyes, “that I can do even more for you than Mrs. Rockford Manning.”

Miss O’Brien turned upon a square, solid heel and returned to a nondescript business coupe desperately in need of a lot of wash and more polish.

Before he dropped the card, Barnaby had engraved two names and two phone numbers behind his eyes and had passed on the thought that O’Brien wasn’t joking.

“Really,” Reba Manning said, “that O’Brien woman!”

“Yes,” Barnaby agreed. It was comfortable behind the wheel of that luxurious car, extremely comfortable. It was simply too bad that he could not afford to find Juan Delicado for Mrs. Rockford Manning. Not yet. Not so early this afternoon. The registration card above his knees gave him Mrs. Manning’s home address.

The small man had an eczema. The backs of his hands were scaled and his cheeks were gray. So the woman, waiting to use the booth when he was through phoning, left the drugstore suddenly and went in search of another public phone. For the way he had appeared through the glass was as though he had just wandered in from the grave to place one last, important call.

“I do not understand it,” he said. “I do not understand it at all. Mrs. Manning went to the Chino Soy. She was followed by the plump one from the agency. The plump one watched and waited even as I. When Mrs. Manning returned from the club she was accompanied by a young man.”

The gray-faced man paused and listened. “Yes,” he said, “exactly. Only the plump one got out of her car and spoke with Mrs. Manning. Not at all pleasantly, I should think, and spoke with the young man and gave him a card. Then, the plump one ceased to follow, and the young man took Mrs. Manning for a two hour ride, in her car, you understand….

“Yes. Of course. I agree. Only they drove in Royal Heights. Very slowly in Royal Heights. As though they were searching….

“Yes. Certainly. Barnaby….

“No. It is the entire name. I made inquiries. Just the one name. You understand. As with that pianist….

“Yes. The Waldo Arms. Twentieth Avenue and Lafayette. Apartment 14B….

“I am around the corner and down the block from the Chino Soy. It is where Mrs. Manning returned this Barnaby person. They have each driven off in their own automobiles. I stayed to make the inquiries of which I have spoken….

“Yes, I shall proceed there at once. No, I will not lose sight of her again. You may depend on me.”

He cradled the phone and found a handkerchief with which to wipe his hands. The palms were damp and he was beginning to itch. There was one thing, though, to make him happy. He had not been asked to go to the apartment on Lafayette. He had had enough of that sort of thing. More than enough for one lifetime. Even though this in the apartment should be very little truly. For this was another country and even el Jefe must remember that.

The Rabbit was out of the drugstore now and into the rented car. It would be nice, he thought, to own a car such as this and have a place to live like the place where Mrs. Manning had taken Delicado last week, a place where the pines came down to the water and everything was quiet, was quiet. He headed toward Wildwood Glen.

It took Barnaby just forty minutes to get back to Royal Heights after he had apologized to Reba Manning for his failure to find Anita’s house.

He smiled as he thought of the parting. “Not bad at all, Barnaby, if I must say so myself.” The business he had fed her had been inspirational. Regardless of his intentions, regardless of what she might do, he was covered. For he had told her he was going back to Royal Heights. Back to see if he could not pick up a thread of memory which had escaped him. Remember some landmark his subconscious had stored away that single night he had taken Anita home. Being alone, concentrating solely on the search, something might come back—as it almost had when they had passed the white church with the neat white parish house beside it, the frame house completely surrounded by roses.

And Reba had held his hand past any handshake and wished him luck and given him her unlisted phone number. “Ah, Barnaby,” he said to himself, “go boy, go!”

Now, he was curious about this precious penguin, this Juan Delicado whom Betty O’Brien (HO 7-6251, DU 9-9997) had said everybody was hunting, who, Reba had said, was important to the State Department, to his own Embassy.

So he stood at Anita’s door, the bees buzzing in the honeysuckle around him, rang the bell and hoped to hell Tony wasn’t home. Anita might live her own life with a few hundred miles of ocean between her and her husband, but when Tony was there, oh my, when Tony was there!

Lieutenant Dan Adams ran his fingers through hair the color of a four alarm fire, glanced up from the sheet before him and grinned at his stocky companion.

“I thought they’d lost about everything you could lose in this man’s town, but now, by God, they’ve topped it.”

Sergeant Sammy Golden smiled. “I remember that actress out at the Riviera Country Club Open who claimed she lost her—”

Adams waved the report. “Nothing like that. This is from Missing Persons. The James Morton Agency claims they have lost a poet.”

“A what?” It was a quiet night in Homicide. Sammy searched for cigarettes.

“A poet. P-O-E-T, poet.”

Golden slipped a cigarette from the pack and tossed it across Cantrell’s desk to Adams. Then he lit one for himself. “How in the devil,” he inquired, “do you lose a poet?”

“It’s not easy,” Adams said. He lit the gift tobacco.

Sammy waited.

Dan blew twin streams of blue smoke and grinned. “Department’s in something of a dither. The Morton Agency has lost a poet. The Rockford Mannings have not. He’s a guest of the Mannings. You know the Mannings, do you not, Master Samuel?”

Sammy sat on the corner of the captain’s desk, glanced at the lieutenant and reached to scratch a calf. “Oh yes,” he said. “The last time I was out there, Mrs. Manning was giving a benefit for police widows and orphans. Mrs. Manning had been overcome by her Thursday night television. She wanted some real, brave cops on hand. Rockford was down off Peru someplace chasing a marlin. I had my choice of strong tea or weak martinis.”

“And how many orphans could you account for?” Adams asked, interested.

The door to the outer room blew open and a cinnamon bear leaned against the jamb, looking for a place to scratch its back or hibernate.

Golden called, “Come on into the inner sanctum, Tom. Red’s sitting in the captain’s chair, practicing for another promotion.”

Adams glanced at Sammy and grinned. “Give me ten years,” he said, “just give me ten years.” He was happy because the soreness was gone, because all of a sudden it had happened and the promotion of a year ago no longer stood in the way of their working and being together.

Tom Meigs launched his ungainly carcass from the door and trundled it, still bearlike, across the void of the dayroom toward the captain’s office. There he found another support and leaned against it to stare sourly at the two officers.

“Good evening,” Sammy said, and then added wickedly, “the top of the evening to you, Tom.”

Meigs swore. Excellently, and with little repetition, he covered an extraordinary ancestry for the entire police department.

“So you’re content,” Adams suggested. “Did your police reporter break his leg?”

“I broke his head,” Meigs announced with somber satisfaction. “Then I stomped on his lily white soul.”

“Assault with intent to kill,” Sammy said. Cantrell’s office was becoming permeated with the scent of cloves.

“Justifiable homicide,” Tom Meigs growled. He thrust his bald head forward. “For eight hours, this idiot hangs around headquarters, writing down the names of drunks, d.o.a.’s from Traffic, a two-bit actor’s troubles with a reluctant stripper, and then he wanders back to the office satisfied that he’s done a day’s work.”

“Quiet day,” Adams agreed. “Practically nobody killed anybody.”

“Let me finish,” Meigs shouted. “I tell him the same thing and he says, ‘One thing, Mr. Meigs. Not much, but I thought maybe there might be a human interest story if you’d like me to dig into it.’ And he hunts around in his suit and comes up with a piece of paper with a name on it and asks if I’ve ever heard of a poet named Delicado. I admit I have to this lame-brain who’s drawing down a hundred-and-a-quarter Times-Herald shekels a week, and he says, well, there was a report to Missing Persons by the James Morton Agency that this poet was missing, but the Rockford Manning residence where this Delicado was staying denied that he was missing so he thought he’d better leave the thing alone.” Meigs paused and then exploded, “My God, the kind of beardless bastards we hire as reporters these days!”

Adams picked up the Missing Persons sheaf and handed it to Sammy who relayed it to Meigs. Tom glowered at the report. “Well,” he demanded, “what have your bright boys done about it?”

Dan shook his head. “I couldn’t tell you. It’s not the business of Homicide.”

“How do you know it isn’t?”

Sammy slid off the corner of the desk. “Do you know something, Tom?”

Tom Meigs reached into an inside coat pocket and found a thin flask. He pointed it at Dan and Sammy. The two officers grinned and refused. Meigs unscrewed the cap. “I don’t know a damned thing yet,” he admitted. “But I’m sure as hell going to!”

Dan reached for the phone and dialed. “Cassidy,” he said after a minute, “what did your people do on the Delicado report this morning?”

Sammy asked, “What about this Delicado, Tom? Why the excitement?”

The stormy editor of the Times-Herald raised the flask and swallowed half-a-dozen times, screwed the cap back in place, wiped his lips, returned the liquor to its inner sanctum, found a package of clove Life Savers and popped one in his mouth. Then he said, “Juan Alfredo Delicado is the bad boy darling of the literati. He’s the last authentic, romantic poet, a Byron born one hundred and fifty years too late. He is also a Cuban.

“This means,” Tom Meigs pointed a long finger at Sammy, “that he’s the exclusive property of the Cuban people—as a bullfighter might be in Spain—or, more exactly, as Capablanca and Lecuona have been before him in Cuba.”

“So what?” Sammy asked.

Meigs snorted. “Do you know what’s going on in Cuba today?”

Dan Adams hung up the phone. “Your boy may have skimped a little,” he said to Meigs, “but he gave you the essentials. The Morton Agency insists he’s missing. Mrs. Rockford Manning says he isn’t. He’s her house guest. For all anybody knows, he may be in her house. He has been ill. The officer who made the initial investigation gathered this sort of thing has happened before. Not to the extent of a Missing Persons report, but that Mrs. Mannings has lionized celebrities brought to town by the agency and has removed them from circulation for anything but contractual appearances. A neat little feud, but not the business of the department.”

Meigs grunted.

“Do you know something?” Golden repeated.

“I have a feeling.”

“Hell, Tom, we can’t act on your feelings.”

“I’m not asking you to act,” Meigs snarled, “I’m after information.” He turned and stalked from the room. A purposeful bear, now, dead set on something. He slammed the outer door loudly behind him.

Sammy returned to the corner of the captain’s desk, hooked a leg over it and rubbed a calf thoughtfully. “What do you make of that?”

“You know Meigs,” Dan said. “He’s got a bug in his ear.”

“And that doesn’t worry you?”

Adams grinned. “Not much.”

“Why don’t you say it like you meant it?” Sammy Golden asked.

It was eight fifteen, give or take a moment, when Barnaby staggered up the stairs to his apartment on Lafayette. He had not planned to stay most of the afternoon and part of the evening in the frame house of Anita Marcos in Royal Heights. But how often did you meet such a real gone guy as Johnny Delicado? A guy so far out that all the birds were singing in sharps and it still made sense?

His key scratched around the metal before it found the slot.

There was a light in the small living room. He considered it with fuzzy surprise. To be on now, it must have been left on all the night before. He closed the door behind him.

“No,” a voice said from the sofa, well away from the arc of light cast by the lamp beside the easy chair, “I would not turn on more lights, Mr. Barnaby.”

A great deal of the fifth Barnaby had drunk, drink for drink, with the pale young man in Anita’s bed slipped away. Fear does great things for sobriety. And Barnaby was instantly afraid of that quiet voice, as afraid as he was of the dull shape of the automatic in the small hand. The man behind the voice was short and stout and very dapper. The colored glasses he wore were large and the tan face about them seemed softly polished.

Uncertainly, Barnaby stood in the corner of the room just a step beyond the door he had closed. His knees were shaking and he did not know what to do with his hands.

The hand that did not hold the gun beckoned. “Come in, Mr. Barnaby, come in, come in.”

Barnaby advanced.

“That will do. Stand there. Clasp your hands together, please, behind your back.”

The band leader did as he was told. His hands felt moist and cold and strangers each to the other.

“Where is Delicado?”

They must want him, Barnaby thought, they must want him very badly, this long gone lark. “I don’t know.”

The man rose from the sofa. He was really very small. “I have no time for lies.”

“It’s as I told the woman looking for him. I do not know where he is. If he is the young man I thought the woman described, he was thrown out of the Chino Soy a little after midnight last night.” As afraid as he was, Barnaby could not forget Reba Manning and all her money and position, Betty O’Brien and her unblushing offer of the James Morton Agency service. You only have so many chances in this world, he thought.

“Why did you ride away from the Chino Soy with Mrs. Manning?”

“To try and help her find him.” With certain minor embellishments, Barnaby told the same story he had told Reba—how the cigarette girl had gotten her coat and gone out into the street with Juan, how he had thought he might find the girl’s house because he had taken her home late one night, how he had thought that he might find the house on his own when he made the second trip alone. With the cunning God had given him instead of intelligence, he surmised that if he had been followed on his solo adventure, the little man would not be standing before him.

The little man moved across the floor. He seemed to glide rather than walk. “And you did not find this cigarette girl’s house?”

It was as a bird is before a snake. Barnaby could only shake his head. The shirt across his back felt dank and cold.

“You lie.” Again it was the hand without the gun that moved, unexpectedly, viciously, aiming low and hitting hard. Barnaby crumpled with a cry of pain. The little man stepped aside from the falling figure. Then, while Barnaby’s hands crawled like aimless spiders across the worn carpet, the little man kicked him and kicked him again. The kicks, like the blow, were aimed to hurt and not render their subject unconscious.

“You lie,” the little man repeated.

He waited while Barnaby lay on the floor and gasped for breath. When the sobbing had quieted, he asked, “Where is Delicado?”

Barnaby tried to shake his head.

He was kicked again.

“Please,” he whispered, “Christ, please …”

“Where is Delicado?”

“At Anita Marcos’ house. Please, God, please!”

“Where is that?”

Barnaby’s thin chest strained for breath. His nails dug into the carpet. “In Roy-al Heights, Osborne and Ney. Halfway down the block south. Flowers up the front of the house. Climbing all over the damned place. Honeysuckle.”

The little man raised his gun. Barnaby flung his arms upward. His scream was stifled by the merciful impact of the steel against his skull.

The chasm through which he fell was brilliantly illuminated, the lights hard flashing at first and then growing softer. Then, suddenly, it was dark, black, black dark as dark as forever.

And the small man removed the spring knife with which he had delivered the coup de grâce and wiped the blade on the carpet.

Anita Marcos stood with her hands on her hips. She had little sympathy for the young man who lay in her bed with his head propped on all the pillows and stared vacantly at the ceiling with a not unhappy expression.

“I have washed your shirt and ironed it dry. I have done the best I could with your suit. Now, please, you must dress and go.”

“Go?” His eyes swam dreamily into focus, “Oh, no,” he said. “Let’s have a drink, a lovely drink, my pouter pigeon. Ambrosia, the nectar from purple grapes as ripe as thee, the dew from bursting melons.” He smiled. “Even some of your cooking whiskey.”

“Two bottles of Tony’s whiskey,” she shouted, “all of my Tony’s beer. You, and that Barnaby!”

Juan waved dreamily at the chest of drawers where she had emptied his pockets when she took his suit to clean the sickness from it. “There’s more money,” he said.

“I am not speaking of money. Only that you must go.”

The smile slipped from his face, his lips drew down and the corners of his eyes with them. “I am sick.” He patted his smooth chest with one pale hand.

“You’re drunk!”

“And that was it, also, last night?” He gazed at her from under half-lowered lids.

“Almost, you convinced me otherwise. Now I am not convinced.” She crossed to the end of the bed, grabbed the covers and yanked.

Sullenly, and with his glance averted, he began to dress. His fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt. Then he sat upon the edge of his bed and worked at pulling on a sock.

The bell rang at the front of the house.

“Please,” Anita said, “make no noise.”

He heard her answer the door, heard the voice speak to her, and then, for a sick man, for a drunk, he began to move very fast. Not waiting to gather up the remainder of his clothes, or his money, or any of his possessions, he thrust aside the flimsy curtains, jerked the hook from the eye that held the rusted screen and slipped through the bedroom window.

The burned-out, rough ground was hard on his soft feet. He paid it no attention. He moved swiftly to the rear of the house, seeking the darkest shadows. He crept past the gray bulk of the garage and turned the corner into the black alley. Then he began to run. For one fleeting moment, he felt sorry for the girl he had left behind. She was a pretty thing and she had been kind. A pity he must leave her to him.

He who should have been more than a continent away. In another country if not another time.

At the corner where the alley was intersected by a street, he paused. A hundred feet away, a streetlight hung its bright cone for dancing moths. The street was empty. He crossed it, running.

Being followed to the house of Anita. It was beyond comprehension. Only Anita had known that she took him to her own home. Anita, and that Barnaby.

In the darkness of the next alley, leaning against the rough face of a board fence, he struggled to keep the fit of coughing quiet, fought against the whirling, overwhelming nausea, the desperate urge of the sickness within him.

Finally the racking session was over and he hung to the fence weakly. Barnaby had come to see Anita, to see what had happened to him, Juan, to ask if there was something he could do to help her find another job. But Barnaby could not have known who he was, or have told the dangerous one. How? How?

He began to walk down the alley. Another block, another alley, that much farther away. The first thing to do was get some trousers. The next was get in touch with Reba Manning.

A car turned into the alley he had left a street away. The long, bright slash of the headlights sent Juan scuttling between trash cans. The beams turned and the car followed them into an unfenced yard.

Juan crawled from between the large, dirty metal drums and continued on his way. At the next corner was a church, and beside the church, a trim white house surrounded by a picket fence. A neat little house with fresher paint than anywhere else about, and the yard perfectly kept.

He opened the back gate and went up to the back door. There he knocked gently. The back porch light snapped on as a gray-haired woman opened the door a crack.

“Good evening,” Juan said gently, “is the good father at home?”

Mrs. Mulvaney held onto the door with her mouth farther ajar than the door was. The young man standing before her was clad in a white shirt, a pair of shorts and one sock.

“Please,” Juan said, “the reverend father. And not so much light out here if you please.”

The housekeeper found her voice finally, “And what would Father Shanley be doing for the likes of you?”

“I must come in,” Juan told her. His voice was mandatory. He put his hand on the knob opposite hers, pushed the door open and walked in past her.

Mrs. Mulvaney cried out in protest.

Father Shanley came from the study, book in hand, a stubby pipe between his teeth. “What is all this?” he demanded.

Amazed as his housekeeper had been, he nevertheless couldn’t keep a twinkle from his glance.

On the other side of Mrs. Mulvaney’s sputtering figure, Juan made a helpless gesture. “In the name of Christian charity, Father, can you lend me a pair of trousers?”

“Of course.” Joseph Shanley laid his book upon the table. “Come along with me.”

“Of all the shameless—”

“If you please, Mrs. Mulvaney, would you leave this young man naked among his friends?”

“Well, I never….”

Father Shanley led Juan Delicado into the study and closed the door behind them. “If you’ll wait here a moment …”

“Thank you. May I use your phone?”

“Of course.”

The priest produced a directory from the lower drawer of his desk. “It may not do you any good. We have so many.”

Leaving the scarcely attired young man, Father Shanley climbed the stairs to his bedroom. On the way, he reflected gravely that he should not have smiled. Too much of this could smack of a sordid, unhappy, suddenly interrupted affair. Judge not, he thought, until you know a little more. Why, he wondered, had he explained about the phone books? Why shouldn’t the young man know? Then he knew it was because of the young man’s speech, too-perfect English with each word carefully formed.

In the chest of drawers in the large closet, he found a pair of navy suntans. On the floor were two pairs of slippers, the newer pair which his brother had sent him last Christmas and a much scuffed pair he had relegated to casual gardening.

“Charity begins at home,” he murmured, bent and picked up the older pair.

The young man was on the phone. He glanced at the priest, smiled, and asked, “Is the front of your house surrounded by roses?”

Curious, Father Shanley nodded.

“Yes,” the young man said into the phone, “that is the place. Thank you, I will be waiting.” He cradled the phone.

Father tossed him the trousers and sat in the leather chair. Though the boy gave the appearance of being stouter than the priest, his frame was small and the trousers did very well although they needed a cuff turned into them.

“Thank you. It’s nice to be decent again.” He stepped into the slippers. “I shall not impose on your kindness long. Would you write your name and address for me so these things can be returned to you?”

“There’s some stationery on the desk beside you. It’s all on the top of the sheet. I’m Father Shanley, by the way.”

Juan advanced, holding out his hand. “I am happy to meet you. Very happy.” His charm was engaging. He did not offer his own name.

“But I do know you!” Father Shanley exclaimed. He crossed to the book case along the wall and selected a volume. “This is most extraordinary!” He held up the title for the young man to see.

Rimas y Cruzas 
por 
Juan Delicado

“Your picture was in the Times-Herald last week. I had hoped to attend your readings at U.S.C. Only, it was on Friday night….”

Delicado flashed white-white teeth in a quick smile of pleasure. “I am most happy my little verses give you pleasure. Also I must be sorry that you know me.” He shrugged. “Es la vida.”

Father Shanley’s blue eyes sobered. “Is there something you should tell me, Juan?”

“No,” Delicado answered, “only there is something I should not.”

The two regarded each other in silence.

“No,” Juan said softly, “I have done nothing criminal. There is nothing I have done here in this place that need concern your conscience, Father.”

“I am glad,” Father Shanley said. He meant it sincerely, still trying to put together in his mind the young man who had stood in his kitchen half dressed and running away—and the poet who had written:

As a dove I will come to the House of my Lord:

In the dusk on wings as white as angel wings.

Pink-footed to rest among the olives outside His Palace,

One soft dove-bubble rising in my throat to whisper,

“Alleluia!”

Juan Delicado reached and took his book of rhymes from the priest. “We have a few minutes,” he said, “I could give you—well—a personal reading.”

Father Shanley knocked his pipe against the copper rim of an ash tray. “I should be delighted.”

“English or Spanish?”

“Spanish.” He pointed to a book on the table beside his chair. “All in English,” he said, “how much they lose of Jiménez, of Platero.”

“El Maestro,” Delicado smiled, “I know great parts of him by memory. Would you prefer …?”

“La Palomita first. Then Soneto Siete.”

Delicado flipped through the volume of his verse and found the poem about the dove. Gently, reverently, he began to read of the small white bird which came to the house of God. The words, elegant and arresting in themselves, became unforgettable when heard from the lips of this unusual young man. And more than that, their creator, himself, seemed to grow as he read. His softness and his unnatural paleness falling away, it was almost as if in the timbre of the man’s voice, his soul emerged, a solid core from a fallible shell.

The fourteen astonishing lines of The Seventh Sonnet were like a perfect psalm in miniature. It was a love song to all women built upon the one woman, Mary. Here, in one clear virginal moment, each woman born on earth paused, shining in glory, as the possible mother of God. Besides being exquisitely formed as a poem, it stood as irrefutable proof of an extremely sensitive, deeply mystical individual.

Juan turned the page and read again, The Ballad of the Hill of the Skull.

Father Shanley stared at the young man who had arrived at his back door minus trousers, and sighed.

Finally, Juan closed the book, held it between his hands and leaned back against the book-filled wall. “I know one you would like, no, not mine.” He closed his eyes and drew from the deep well inside, a consummate performer with a voice like a Stradivarius for its indefinable quality almost above and beyond perfection.



“ ‘Glory be to God for dappled things—’” Juan said.

“ ‘For skies as couple-colored as a brindled cow;

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;’”

Outside the house, a horn honked. Almost imperceptibly, Juan hurried to the end of Jesuit poet Hopkins’s Pied Beauty.


“ ‘… whose beauty is past change:

Praise Him.’”



“Now,” Delicado said, “I must go.” Still carrying the book, he crossed the room, reached the pen from the stand on the desk and inscribed his name on the flyleaf of the volume. “To say thank you for tonight.” He smiled. “I will try to send you another little book or two, Father, as well as your clothes.”

Closing the door behind the poet, Joseph Shanley stood in the entrance hall, frowning, perplexed. Delicado’s departure in the long pink convertible was somehow as unexpected as his astonishing arrival had been.

Father Shanley smiled ruefully. In the parlance of these unsteady times, he supposed he had been conned by an expert, that Juan had read not to please him, but to keep them from discussing his curious arrival and to use up time until the Cadillac could come to carry him away.

He thought of Byron, of the inescapable charm of the two, Byron as he had been painted, Delicado as he had been in person. Highly comparable.

Returning to the study, he picked up the book. The autograph was there on the flyleaf as if to prove he had not emerged from a fantastically improbable dream.

The door from the kitchen opened and Mrs. Mulvaney stood wiping her hands on her apron. “Would you kindly explain—”

“I can’t,” Father answered abruptly, and then added more gently, “There is one thing, however, you must realize more clearly than you do. Either door of this house is open at any time to any one who seeks entry.”

“Even such a crazy one as that one?” Mrs. Mulvaney sniffed.

“Even he.” Father Shanley opened the book at random.

“Coming in without his pants, taking your own as if you’d be having pants to spare, and then riding away with that rich and sinful woman in one of them Babylon cars!”

Joseph Shanley raised his glance. “Would you mind telling me, Mrs. Mulvaney, how you know that the woman who picked up Juan was sinful?”

Mrs. Mulvaney snorted. “You saw the color of that topless car, Father. You saw the way that woman was dressed. And running around at this time of night to pick up that sort of young man!”

“What sort of young man?”

“The sort that would come to your back door not wearing any pants and borrowing yours without so much as a how-do-you-do; that’s the sort of young man I mean.”

“Fortunately”—the priest grinned in spite of his concern—”that sort isn’t too common.”

“You can thank the good Lord for that,” Mrs. Mulvaney said. She slammed the door between them and returned to her kitchen.

The page to which he had opened at random had not impressed him at first reading. But now, having had the poet pause here in the room in the midst of some absurd flight


Alma Negra
¡Que no quiero verla!
            ¡Que no quiero verla!
                    ¡Que no quiero verla!
            El fuego en mia herida …



I don’t want to see it, over and over, and the thing he would not face, the fire in his wound. So the poem began, a young man fleeing himself and his God, a poet who on the very next page could find sublimity in mystical unity with the Trinity. A very complex individual.

Or was he? Father Shanley stared at the wall of books across the room. We all teetered somewhere between sin and sainthood, and it could be simply that Juan Delicado painted his seesaw with a gaudier brush, that being heedless, he hid less, and that having built many altars of perfect beauty, he felt he had more forgiveness coming.

The little man went to the door of Anita Marcos’s house. From where he stood behind the rusted, cracking screen, the sweetness of honeysuckle was almost overpowering. He paid it no attention. It was quiet in the street. So silent you could hear the traffic on the freeway half a mile away.

Though his attitude was one of absolute quiet, the savage, uncontrolled rage within was so violent it almost seemed to crawl beneath his skin. That the girl lay unconscious in her room did little to satiate his mood. He had been a fool, had been so sure, he had acted in error. And now who could know down which dark alley Delicado was fleeing? Worse, even though he was without his clothes, he had been warned. He knew he was pursued and who was pursuing.

He returned to the bedroom, stared dispassionately at the still girl on the floor. She had an exciting figure. It was too bad, he thought without particularly caring, that he had to do the thing he had to do. From the chest of drawers, he took Juan’s wallet, emptied all but a little of the money into his own pockets. He smiled a small smile. Three dollars would be enough for a poet to carry. With the wallet in his hand, he left the house and went down the walk toward his car. Before he tossed the wallet into shrubbery far enough from the house that it would not be burned, he wiped it carefully with a handkerchief.

In the trunk of the car was a can of gasoline. He got the tin and returned to the house. Chances were he would not need to make special preparations. He did not believe in chances. Tonight he had taken a chance and the rage against his failure still burned hard.

First he checked that windows were open on all sides of the house. Then he hunted through the kitchen drawers and cupboards until he found a candle and some sturdy grocer’s twine. Standing on the kitchen table, he secured the string to the light cord that hung from the ceiling. Lighting the candle, he dripped enough wax to secure the candle on the tabletop. Then he blew it out.

Afterwards, he pulled a rubber balloon from a pocket and rolled a paper funnel from a bit of paper. He poured gasoline carefully into the balloon until it held perhaps a half-pint. Tying the balloon to the cord hanging from the ceiling, he reflected that in his own country he might have used the bladder of a goat. Finally, holding the balloon well away from the center of the table, he lit the candle and then set the balloon in swinging motion in a long pendulum across the table and above the single point of flame. When the balloon ceased swinging, it would hang directly over the fire.

He left the kitchen, pouring gasoline across the floor and down the hall. In less than ten minutes, all would be done that had to be done. He had great confidence in American methods of arson investigation. In such minute precisions, the Americans were very good, very scientific. Delicado’s wallet would be found. Then let Delicado explain. Yes, let the little poet explain. If he were not destroyed by due process of the law here in America, well then, he would be returned to Cuba.

His small smile made a brief reappearance as he drove away. Perhaps, after all, this was in the best manner.

In Reba Manning’s car, Juan held very tightly to himself and to his nerves. He would not be sick; he could not be sick. Tonight had changed all that. The time for drunkenness, even for dying, would come, but it could not be now. Now there were a few days to live, a few very important days.

Though she may have wondered at his clothes, at his presence in the priest’s house, Reba Manning did not speak as she wheeled the car expertly in a U-turn and headed back toward the freeway.

At Osborne, she swung the convertible west toward the city. As she did, they saw the sudden flash of brightness, heard the explosion. Briefly, the mass of honeysuckle hanging from the front of the house was illuminated by the quick-running flame.

“Stop the car, Reba,” Juan said. “And please, let me have a little money.”

“Johnny, what is it?” She braked to the curb.

Delicado was into her purse, fumbling for the billfold, seizing some of the bills.

“I will get in touch,” he said. “Please go home very fast. I will try and pay you back the money.” He was gone from the car and running toward the fire.

Reba Manning hesitated. Doors were opening on every side. Bright patches of light. Excited voices. Other people running. Reba took her foot off the brake. The car gathered speed. She swerved to avoid a plunging figure. At the corner, she gathered speed and fled toward the freeway. Even with land and sea between them, there were things Rockford Manning would not understand and Reba Crawford Manning had come a long way from Oak Park, Illinois.

Juan hit the yard at a dead run. He knew he was only seconds ahead of the neighbors. The front door was a billow of smoke; the flames were furnace hot and bright behind it. He remembered the window through which he had departed.

The screen still hung unlatched. There was smoke in the room and he could feel the heat. Anita lay quiet on the floor. Just for an instant, Juan hesitated. Knowing this man, the girl would be dead. Flame crackled across the doorsill.

He pushed up the screen and slid through the window. Crawling smoke surrounded him, filled him, set off a dreadful, retching strangle. Blindly, Juan crawled toward the girl. When he had looked in, the fire had not been there. Now it seemed everywhere.

When he reached her, he grabbed a wrist and began to crawl backwards. Her weight was a dead-weight almost beyond his ravaged strength. So this is the way it is, he thought, so this is the way it will come. Beneath his breath, he began the words of perfect contrition, hoping that would be for her as well as for himself. For this was a thing he had done to her as surely as if he had set the fire.

His heels hit the baseboard beneath the window. He rose to his knees, turned and leaned his head against the loose screen, drew his breath deeply. Brown hands pushed aside the screen, grabbed his shoulders.

“Wait,” he whispered, “I have here Anita.”

He leaned forward and pulled the girl to him. Roughly, swiftly, they were hauled out the window. The world wheeled. And he lay upon the ground. And above him beyond the standing people and their indefinite faces he saw the stars.

Then there was the sound, the high wail of sirens, the hard brass shatter of the bells and he pushed himself upon his elbows. A hand sought to restrain. “Quiet,” a voice told him in Spanish. “There is nothing for you to do. Soon the ambulance comes.”

“I am all right.” He struggled to his feet.

“You are a very brave man,” a woman said. “I saw you go in, into the mouth of the fire.”

Juan smiled and shrugged and said it was nothing, said it in their language which was also his own. He let the crowd move a little ahead, a little nearer the fire while very slowly he drifted back until finally he was in the shadows, until quite suddenly he was not there at all.

The gate to the yard next door was open. Juan passed through it. To the rear of the yard would be the alley. Juan moved slowly. As he reached the corner of the house, he saw Father Shanley hurrying along the walk across the street and behind him the scurrying figure of that dreadful woman who had been in the good father’s kitchen.

He was well down the alley, obscure in its shadows, when he realized that he was not alone. Between his footsteps, there were others, others as quiet as his own. Had it not been so dark, he would not have heard them, but because of the blackness, his pursuer had had to push, to stay close or else lose him again.
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