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Chapter 1

This is a pink and gray town which sits very small on the North edge of Africa. The coast is bone white and the sirocco comes through any time it wants to blow through. The town is dry with heat and sand.

The sirocco changes its character later, once it has crossed the Mediterranean, so that in Sicily, for example, the wind is much slower, much more moist and depressing. But over Okar it is still a very sharp wind. It does not blow all the time but it is always expected, fierce with heat and very gritty. The sand bites and the heat bites, and on one side the desert stops the town and on the other the sea shines like metal.

None of this harshness has made the inhabitants fierce. Some things you don’t fight. There are the Arabs there and there are the French. Once, briefly, there were the Germans, the Italians and the English, and a few of these remained. The people move slowly or quietly, sometimes moving only their eyes. This looks like a cautious, subdued way of living, and it is. Anything else would be waste.

There were not so long ago five in Okar who moved differently, perhaps because they forgot where they were, or maybe they could not help what happened; none of them is there any more. They were Remal, the mayor, who also did other things, and Bea, who did nothing much because she was waiting, and Whitfield, who was done waiting for anything, and Turk, who was so greedy he couldn’t possibly have made it. And Quinn, of course. Put simply, he came and went. But that’s leaving out almost everything….

• • •

“You got me out of my bath, you know,” said the clerk.

“Mister Whitfield,” said the captain, “this is your pier.”

“Because of this bleedin’ box you got me out of my bath.”

“Mister Whitfield. I’m tied up at your company’s pier, and in order to lower the box I need your permission.”

“If Okar isn’t the destination, why lower your box? And during siesta,” the clerk sighed.

“I’m sorry I interrupted your sleep.”

“I take a bath during siesta,” said the clerk. He did not seem angry or irritated, but he was interested in making his point. It reminded him of the bath and he smiled at the captain, or rather, he smiled just past his left ear.

The captain thought that the clerk did look very clean — Englishman-clean — and he thought that he smelled of gin. Take an Englishman and give him a job where the sun is very hot and he soon begins to smell of gin. Perhaps this one, for siesta, bathes in gin.

The captain squinted up at his ship which showed big and black against the sun, much bigger than the tramper actually was, because the pier was so low.

“The winch man dropped a crate on the box down in the hold,” said the captain, “and something cracked.”

“I can understand that,” said the clerk because he felt he should say something.

He looked at the captain and how the man sweated. How he sweats. Why doesn’t he shave off that beard? Siesta time and I must worry about his cracked box. Such a beard in this heat. Perhaps a Viking complex or something.

“So the crew in the hold,” said the captain, “two of the crew down there, they went and took a look and next they came out running and screaming. Uh — about something bad,” said the captain and looked the length of the empty pier.

The empty pier was white in the sun and much easier to look at for the moment than anything else, such as the clerk, for example, and his patient face. And why doesn’t he sweat — ?

“Eh?” said the clerk.

“And they described a smell. A bad smell.”

The captain looked back at the clerk and went rasp, rasp in his throat, a sound to go with the beard.

“Now, you understand, don’t you, Whitfield, I can’t have something like that down there in my hold.”

“You’re Swedish,” said the clerk.

This sounds like nonsense, thought the captain, all of this, including Whitfield’s unconnected remark, because of the heat. Otherwise, everything would make sense. He made his throat rumble again, out through the beard, and thought a Swedish curse.

“Is your crew Swedish, too?” asked the clerk.

“Those two from the hold, they are Congolese.”

“And they described a strange smell. And perhaps a strange glow? You know, something wavering with a glow in the dark, eh?”

“Goddamn this heat,” said the captain. “Don’t talk nonsense, Whitfield.”

“I?”

“Whitfield…”

“Captain. You know how ghost-ridden they are, those Congolese. Very superstitious, actually.”

“Whitfield,” said the captain. “I understand you want to get back to sleep. I understand…”

“I take a bath during siesta.”

“I also understand about that, Whitfield, and that this is an annoyance to you, to come out here and sweat on the pier.”

“I’m not sweating,” said the clerk. His blond hair was dry, his light skin was dry, and the gin smile on his face made him look like an elderly boy. “However,” he said, “I wish you would take your box to destination. It would save us so much paperwork.” Then he thought of something else. “And I’m sure the smell doesn’t reach topside and nobody lives in the hold anyway.”

The captain looked way up at the sky, though the brightness up there hurt his eyes. Then he jerked his face at the clerk and started yelling with both eyes closed.

“I must look at the box and repair the box! I can’t repair on deck because of the freight lashed down there! All I request…”

“Heavens,” said the clerk, “how big is this box?”

“Like a telephone booth. No. Bigger. Like two.”

“Jet engine,” said the clerk. “I’ve seen those crates when the company had me in Egypt.”

“They — don’t — stink!” yelled the captain.

“Of course. Or glow in the dark.”

But the clerk saw now how the siesta was being wasted. With the gin wearing off on him under the heavy sun he got a feeling of waste and uselessness, always there when the gin wore off; when this happened he would take the other way he knew for combating these feelings, these really cosmic ones, in his experience, and he became indifferent.

“Very well,” he said. “Lower away, if you wish. Gently,” and with the last word he again and for a moment found his own dreaminess back. He smiled at nothing past the captain’s left ear, and then up at the ship where a box would soon be swinging over. For a moment, inconsequentially, he thought of a childhood time in a London mews; it was so clear and still, and he saw himself walking there, eyes up and watching his green balloon. How it floated.

All this went by when the captain roared suddenly, giving the clerk a start of fright and alertness. Someone roared back from the high deck of the tramper and then the winch started screeching.

“What was it this time?” said the clerk.

“The papers,” said the captain. “We need a bill of lading and so forth. Someone will bring them.”

“Ah,” said the clerk. “I should think so.”

The winch started up again but because of the strain on it the sound was now different. It mostly hummed. From the pier they could see the black line of the gunwale above, and the boom over the hold, the boom holding very still while the humming went on. The clerk, for no reason at all, felt suddenly hot.

“I’ll be glad,” said the captain, “to weigh anchor tonight.”

“Of course.”

“Load, unload, go. Nothing else here.”

“In Okar?” said the clerk, feeling absent-minded.

“What else is here?”

“I don’t know,” said the clerk. “I don’t even know what is here.”

It’s the heat, thought the captain, which makes everything sound like nonsense, and when a seaman came off the ship, bringing a clipboard with papers, the captain grabbed for it as he might for the coattails of fleeing sanity.

“Where did you load this thing?” asked the clerk.

“New York.” The captain kept flipping papers. “And your route?”

“Tel Aviv, Alexandria, Madagascar, New York.”

“Find the destination of your thing yet?” The clerk looked up at the sky where the boom was, swaying a little now and all stiff and black against the white sky. Then the box showed.

“Just a minute,” said the captain and licked his finger. The box also looked black, because of the white sky. It was very large, and swayed.

“Where to?” the clerk asked again.

“New York. Un — ”

The boom swung around now and the black load hung over the pier.

“New York is port of origin,” said the clerk. “You mentioned that earlier.”

“Just a minute — ”

When the box was lowered the winch made a different sound once again, a give and then hold sound, a give then hold, a sagging feeling inside the intestines, thought the clerk as he watched the box come down. It grew bigger.

“New York,” said the captain.

“My dear captain. All I’ve asked…”

“Destination New York!” said the captain. “Here. Look at it!”

The clerk looked and said, “Queer, isn’t it. Port of origin, New York. Destination, New York.”

They both looked up at the box which swung very slowly.

“What’s in it?” asked the clerk.

“What’s in it. One moment now. Ah: PERISHABLES. NOTE: IMPERATIVE, KEEP VENTILATED.”

The clerk made a sound in his throat, somewhat like the captain’s rumble, though it did not rumble when the clerk made the sound but was more like a polite knock on a private door.

“That’s a very queer entry, captain. They do have regulations over there, you know, about proper entries.”

The captain did not answer and kept riffling the papers. The box was low now and really big. It no longer looked black, being away from the sky, but quite stained.

“And you know something else?” said the captain and suddenly slapped his hand on the clipboard. “There’s no customs notation here anywhere!”

Now the winchman above kept watching the seaman who stood on the pier. The seaman made slow signals with wrists and hands to show when the box would set down. He is an artist, thought the clerk, watching the seaman. Sometimes he only uses his fingers.

There were also two dark-looking Arabs who stood on the pier and waited. One held a crowbar, resting the thing like a lance. The other one had an axe.

The box touched, not too gently, but well enough. It just creaked once. A pine box, large and sturdy, with legends on the outside to show which side should be up. The side panels, close to the top, had slits. The top panel was crashed down at one end.

“It does smell, doesn’t it?” said the clerk.

“Christus — ” said the captain.

The seaman by the box undid the hook from the lashing, fumbling with haste because he was holding his breath. When the hook swung free the seaman ran away from the box.

“Look at those Arabs,” said the clerk. “Standing there and not moving a muscle.”

“And in the lee of that thing yet,” said the captain.

Then the hook went up and the winch made its high sound. No one really wanted to move. The clerk felt the heat very much and the bareness of everything; he thought that the box looked very ugly. Siesta gone for that ugly box. It doesn’t even belong here. That thing belongs nowhere. Like the winch sound, the screech of it, which doesn’t belong in siesta silence.

Both Arabs, at that moment, gave a start.

“What?” said the captain.

The winch stopped because the hook was all the way up. The boom swung back but that made no sound.

“What?” said the captain again. He sounded angry. “What was that?”

But the Arabs did not answer. They looked at each other and then they shrugged. One of them grinned and rubbed his hand up and down on the crowbar.

“Goddamn this heat,” said the captain.

“Sirocco coming,” said the clerk.

They stood a moment longer while the captain said again that he had to be out of here by this night, but mostly there was the silence of heat everywhere on the pier. And whatever spoiled in the box there, spoiled a little bit more.

“Open it!” said the captain.





Chapter 2

Some of the crew did not care one way or the other, but a lot of them were on the bridge of the tramper, because from the port end of the bridge they had the best view of the pier. They could almost look straight down into the box, once it would be open.

The captain stayed where he was and the clerk stayed with him, away from the box. Just the two Arabs went near it now because they were to open it and did not seem to mind anything. The seaman who had thrown the lashings off the hook was now back by the warehouse wall where he smoked a cigarette with sharp little drags.

“They’re ruining it, including the good parts of the box,” said the captain.

“You wanted it open,” said the clerk.

The Arabs had to cut the bands first, which they did with the axe. Then they used the axe and the crowbar to pry up the top, which took time.

“Well — ” said the captain.

“Let it air out a moment,” said the clerk.

They waited and watched the two Arabs drop the lid to the ground and then watched them looking into the box. They just looked and when they straightened up they looked at each other. One of them shrugged and the other one giggled.

Up on the bridge the men leaned but said nothing. Perhaps they could not see well enough or perhaps they could not understand.

“All right,” said the captain and he and the clerk walked to the box.

I am probably, thought the clerk, the least interested of all. Why am I walking to somebody else’s box? I am less interested than the Arabs, even, because they get paid for this. I get no more whether I look or don’t look, which is the source of all disinterest, he considered, because nothing comes of it.

He and the captain looked into the box at the same time, seeing well enough, saying nothing, because they did not understand anything there.

“Shoes?” said the clerk after a moment. “You see the shoes?” as if nothing on earth could be more puzzling.

“Why shoes on?” said the captain, sounding stupid. What was spoiling there spoiled for one moment more, shrunk together in all that rottenness, and then must have hit bottom.

The box shook with the scramble inside, with the cramp muscled pain, with the white sun like steel hitting into the eyes there so they screwed up like sphincters, and then the man inside screamed himself out of his box.

He leaped up blind, hands out or claws out, he leaped up in a foam of stink and screams, no matter what next but up — 

It happened he touched the clerk first. The clerk was slow with disinterest. And when the man touched he found a great deal of final strength and with his hands clamped around the clerk’s neck got dragged out of the box because the clerk was dragging and the captain tried to help drag the clerk free. Before this man from the box let go they had to hit him twice on the back of the head with the wooden axe handle.

• • •

“I need a bath,” said the clerk.

“Do you have any gin at home?” asked the captain. “I thought perhaps if you had any gin at home…”

“Yes, yes,” said the clerk, “come along. You have the gin while I have the bath.” They walked down the main street of Okar which was simply called la rue, because the official Arab name was impossible for most of the Europeans and the European names of the street had changed much too often.

“That isn’t much of a hospital you have there,” said the captain.

“The Italians built it. For the ministry of colonial archives.”

“They were hardly here long enough.”

“Look at the hotel,” said the clerk.

They looked at the hotel while they kept walking along the middle of the main street. They could not use the sidewalk which was sometimes no more than a curb. When it was not just a curb there would be chairs and tables which belonged to a coffee house, or stalls with fly-black meat where the butcher was, or perhaps lumber because a carpenter worked on the ground floor. It was that kind of a main street, not very long, and the hotel was the biggest building and even had thin little trees in front.

“It reminds me of Greece,” said the captain. “I don’t mean really Greek, but I can’t think of anything closer.”

“The Germans built it, and they were here less time than the Italians.”

“In America,” said the captain, “it would be a bank.”

“It was a Kaserne. You know, garrison quarters, or something like that.”

They talked like that until they came to Whitfield’s house, because they did not quite know what to say about the other matter. The clerk showed the way up a side street, through an arch in a house where a breeze was blowing, across the courtyard in back, and to the house behind that.

“The French built it,” he said. “They were here the longest.”

“The Arabs didn’t build anything?”

“There are native quarters,” said Whitfield, with his tone just a little bit as if these were still Empire days.

His two rooms were on the second floor and there was even a balcony. The captain looked at the balcony while the clerk yelled down the stairs for his Arab to bring two buckets of water and some lemon juice. There was no view, the captain saw, just rooftops and heat waves above that. And the balcony was not usable because it was full of cartons.

“You do have gin,” said the captain.

“Those are empty.”

The clerk turned the ceiling fans on, one in each room, and then went to the landing again to yell for the Arab. He came back, taking off his clothes.

“I don’t think he’ll come,” he said and threw his jacket on a horsehair couch. The couch was not usable because it was full of books.

“Who, the mayor?”

“No, Remal will come. He said so in the hospital.”

“I don’t understand why he wanted to see you and me.”

“That’s because he didn’t say.”

The clerk kept walking all this time and dropping his clothes. When he got to the second room he was quite naked.

There was a brass bed in this room, a dresser, and a tin tub with handles.

“I’ll just have to use the same water again,” said the clerk, and stepped into his tub.

“Did you say you had gin, Whitfield?”

The clerk sighed when he sat down in the water, reached down to the bottom of the tub, and brought up a bottle. The label was floating off.

“This way it keeps a degree of coolness,” he said. “There is ice only at the hotel. You see the glasses?”

The captain saw the glasses on the dresser and then was told to fetch also the clay jug from the window sill. The gray earthenware was sweating small, shiny water pearls which trembled, rolled over the belly of the jug and became stains shaped like amoebae.

“It’s a sour wine,” said the clerk. “Very safe,” and he uncorked the gin bottle.

They mixed gin and sour wine and the glasses felt fairly cool in their hands.

“Min skoal din skoal,” said the clerk for politeness.

The captain didn’t recognize the pronunciation and said nothing. He made himself another glass while the clerk watched from the bathtub. There was a deep cushiony valley where the captain sat on the bed and the clerk thought, He looks like an egg sitting up, beard notwithstanding. I am drinking too fast — 

“What a sight,” said the captain. “That creature we found there.”

The clerk stretched one leg out and put it on the rim of the tub. He looked at his toe, at the big one in particular, and thought how anonymous the toe looks. No face at all.

“I can’t remember what he looked like, do you know that?” said the captain. “All that hair and filth.”

“When he came to,” said the clerk, “the way he kept curling up.” He said it low, and to nobody, and when he thought of the man on the hospital bed he did with his toes what he had seen on the hospital bed. “God,” he mumbled, “the way he kept curling up — ”

They said little else until the mayor came and they did not hear him because of the soft, native shoes he was wearing. Or because of the way he walked. Remal came straight into the bedroom, a very big man but walking as if he were small and light. Small steps which did not make him bounce or dip, but they gave an impression as if Remal could float.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said in English, and this also confused the impression he made. Remal looked as native as a tourist might wish. He had an immobile terra cotta face, with black female eyes and a thin male mouth. He wore a stitched skullcap which the clerk had once called a yamulke, to which Remal had answered, “Please don’t use the Jewish name for it again. Or I’ll kill you.” This politely, with a smile, but the clerk had felt sure that Remal meant it.

“I’ll fix you one of these,” said the captain, and looked around for another glass.

“Don’t,” said the clerk. He put his leg back into the tub and curled up in the water. “He’s Mohammedan, you know, but he won’t kill you because he’s also polite.”

“Please,” said Remal. He made a very French gesture of self-deprecation and smiled. “I’ll have something else. Where is your man?”

“Couldn’t find him. Disappeared. Captain, you might fix me a Christian-type cocktail.”

Remal left the room and went out to the landing and then the two men in the bedroom could hear him roar. “What was that?” and the captain stopped mixing.

“It’s a kind of Arabic which a European can never learn,” said the clerk.

When Remal came back he brought a chair along from the other room, flounced the long skirt of the shirt-like thing he was wearing, doing this in the only way a long, shirt-like thing can be handled, and sat down.

“Ah, Whitfield,” he said. “How relaxing to see you.”

“Stop flattering me. I will not give you the bathtub.”

An irreverent way, thought the captain, for a thin, naked man to talk to a big one like this mayor, but the light talk went on for a while longer while the captain sat in the valley of the bed and wondered what Remal wanted. Perhaps five minutes after the roar on the landing the clerk’s Arab came running into the room with a tray. It held a pot and a cup and the tea smelled like flowers. After everything had been put on the dresser, the clerk’s Arab ran out again very quickly because Remal had waved at him. Then Remal poured and everyone waited.

“That was a remarkable coffin,” he said when he was ready. “I looked the entire thing over with interest.”

“Custom-made,” said the clerk.

“It would have to be,” said Remal. “Few people would want such a thing.”

“About the man,” said the captain. “You wanted us to discuss…”

“Dear captain,” said the clerk. “Our mayor is being polite by not coming to the point. You were saying, Remal?”

“Yes, yes. This coffin had everything.”

“I don’t think so,” said the captain. “Not by the smell of it.”

“Perhaps,” said Remal, and drank tea. “But I was thinking, to lie in your own offal does have a Biblical significance, doesn’t it?”

“And the box man is a Christian fanatic,” said the clerk. “You better watch out, Remal.”

“I am.”

“This is ridiculous,” said the captain. “I want…”

“You are interrupting Remal,” said the clerk. “You were interrupting one of his silences.”

In a way, thought the captain, this Arab is taking a lot from the clerk.

“There were remarkable arrangements for a long journey,” said Remal. “A great number of water canisters strapped to the side of the coffin…”

“Can’t you say box?”

“Of course, Whitfield. And a double wall filled with small packets of this food, this compressed food the American soldiers used to carry.”

“You think he’s an American?” asked the captain.

“Of course. Didn’t you load him in New York?”

The captain put his glass down on the floor and when he sat up again he looked angry.

“I got papers which say so and I got a box which looks like it. That’s all I know. The way it turns out, the damnable thing did not go through customs, my crew didn’t see the damnable thing coming on…”

“Didn’t they load it?”

“Crew doesn’t load. Longshoremen do the loading.”

“Ah. And port of origin and destination, I’m told, they are both the same. Americans do things like that, don’t they, Whitfield?” asked the mayor. “Perhaps a stunt.”

“A Christian-fanatic stunt,” said the clerk. He took water into his hands and dribbled it over his head. “I name thee Whitfield,” he murmured.

“As fanatics,” said Remal, “we would be more consequential.”

“Bathe in the blood of the lamb, not water.”

“I beg your pardon?”

I’ll get drunk too, thought the captain. That might be the best thing. But his glass was empty and he did not want to get up and squeak the bed.

“Yes,” Remal continued. “In the coffin, there were also those pills, to make the fanaticism more bearable.”

“The doctor analyzed them?”

“That will be a while,” said Remal. “I gave one or two, I forget how many, to my servant, and he became extremely sleepy.”

“Your scientific curiosity is almost Western,” said the clerk. He waited for something polite from the mayor, something polite with bite in it, but the mayor ignored the remark and quite unexpectedly came to the point. It was so unexpected that the captain did not catch on for a while.

“This person,” said the mayor and smoothed his shirt, “is your passenger, captain. I don’t quite see the situation.”

“Eh?” said the captain.

“I hardly see how he can stay.”

“You don’t see?” said the captain. He himself saw nothing at all. “Well, right now he’s in the hospital,” he said. It sounded like the first simple, sane thing to him in a long time.

“Yes. You put him there, captain.”

“I know. Just exactly…”

“Why don’t you take him out?”

“Take him out? But I’m leaving this evening.”

“Take him with you.”

“But he’s sick!”

“He’s alive. And your passenger.”

The captain made an exasperated swing with both arms, which caused the bed to creak and the glass to fall over.

“Whitfield,” he said, “what in hell — what — ”

“He wants you to take the man from the box along with you,” said the clerk. Then he took water into his mouth and made a stream come out, like a fountain.

“I will not!”

“Your passenger…”

“And stop calling him my passenger!” yelled the captain. “He’s a stowaway and there’s no law on land or sea which tells me, the captain, that I must transport a stowaway!”

Next came a silence, which was bad enough, but then the mayor put his teacup down and shrugged slightly. This made the captain feel gross and useless.

“Dear captain,” said Remal and looked at his fingernails, “you are leaving tonight, you say?” Then he looked up. “I could hold your ship here for any number of reasons. Mayor in Okar, I think, means more than mayor in Oslo, for instance. You may find I combine several functions and powers under this one simple title.”

“Just a minute!” His own voice shocked the captain, but then he didn’t care any more. “I’m not taking him. I’m not even taking the time to show you the regulations. I’m not even taking the time to ask why in the damn hell you’re so interested in getting the man out of here.”

“My interest is very simple,” said Remal. “I would like to avoid the official complications of having a man land in my town, a man without known origin, without papers, arriving here in an insane way.”

“You are worried about something?” said the captain with venom.

Remal began a smile, a comer of his mouth curving. Then suddenly he turned to the clerk. “He landed on your company’s pier, Whitfield. The responsibility…”

“It — is — not!”

“You interrupt, Whitfield.”

“I know what comes next. I should persuade the captain to get the paperless lunatic out of the country.”

Remal waited but this turned out to be of no help.

“Head office of my shipping firm is in London. I can’t telegraph for instructions and get an answer before the captain leaves. I can’t ask him to stay — his ship isn’t a company vessel. My company leases both pier and depot from your state; it’s a small shipping point only, which is why I am executive clerk on this station.” The clerk sat up, feeling ridiculous with the pomp of his speech. He therefore put his arms on the rim of the tub, sat straight, and imagined he was sitting like this on a throne.

“Whitfield,” said the mayor, “how can you refuse all responsibility for a sick man who lands on your pier?”

“Oh, that,” and the clerk let himself slide back into the water. He looked up at the ceiling and said, “Of course I will visit him in the hospital.”

There was more talk, polite talk guided by Remal, but it was clearly tapering-off talk. It showed how flexible Remal was. It showed, perhaps, that the mayor was thinking of another way.

“Perhaps it will all be very simple,” he said and got up.

“Perhaps the man will die?”

“Of course not, Whitfield.” Remal smoothed his tunic and took a deep breath. This showed how large his chest was. “He will wake up, talk, and explain everything.” And Remal walked out.

The man from the box did not talk for several days.





Chapter 3

At first they thought that he was in a coma. He was extremely unresponsive, and of course there had been the blows on the head with the axe handle.

They washed him and shaved his face and put him to bed.

Then they thought of it as a deep sleep, due to extreme exhaustion. But for that diagnosis he slept too long. Catatonic stupor was suggested, but that did not fit either. When they sat him up he collapsed again.

They let him lie in bed and attached various tubes.

“Same?”

“Same.”

They were French nurses and the older one was in his room because she had to switch glucose bottles. The younger one always came in a few times each day to see how the man was doing.

“Look at him,” said the younger one. “How he looks.”

“You look at him, Marie. I know how he looks.”

“A baby — ”

“Marie,” said the older one, “he does not look like a baby. With that face.”

“He’s just thin.”

“You talk about babies a great deal, Marie.”

“Don’t you think he looks gentle?”

“Well, he’s asleep.”

“I think he looks gentle. I think that he probably is.”

They watched how he tried to turn in his sleep….

• • •

He tried to turn in his chair but the man behind him cut the heel of his hand into the side of Quinn’s face, not hard, but mean nonetheless, and effective. I’m not going to make more of this than it is, Quinn thought, this is just meant to be one more of his talks. With trimming this time, but just a talk.

Quinn kept his head straight, as he was supposed to do, and looked at Ryder behind the leather-inlaid desk. How a fat bastard with a sloppy mouth can be so hard, thought Quinn. How? I’ve got to find out. I must find this out.

Ryder sat still in his chair on the other side of the desk and the window behind him showed a very well defined stretch of electrified skyline. That’s why he looks so impressive, thought Quinn. That and the red silk bathrobe. And the desk, and the tough guy behind me.

“You got maybe a lot of education,” said Ryder, “but you ain’t smart, Quinn.”

“Can’t get over it, can you, that you never got past reform school?”

Ryder shook his head at the man behind Quinn’s chair and said, “Don’t hit him again. That’s just smart-aleck talk.”

“Smart-aleck lawyer talk,” said the man behind Quinn. “They’re all alike.”

“No, they’re not,” said Ryder. He coughed with a wet sound in his throat. Then he lowered his head, which added another chin. And suddenly he yelled, with a high. fat man’s voice. “This one ain’t smart enough! You, Quinn! You were hired to be smart in this organization, not stupid, you shyster, not stupid enough to try and slice yourself in!”

Ryder closed his eyes and sat back in his chair. He wheezed a little, which was the only sound in the room.

Quinn said very quietly, “I’m not slicing myself in. I’m improving the organization.”

“Hit him!” said Ryder without opening his eyes.

Quinn got a jolt on the side of the head, and when he tried to get up the man behind him cut the edge of his palm down on Quinn’s shoulder.

Quinn exhaled with a sudden sound, like a cough almost, and bent over in the chair. He bent and stayed there. Of all the things he wanted to do — mostly violent and some quite insane — he did none of them. He held still with the pain in him and felt he could actually see it. A red wave with blue edges. Don’t move, don’t move, because that way, Ryder, that way I’ll get you later for this.

“Those unions are mine,” Ryder was saying, “and that sews up the waterfront. I think you’re trying to undo that for me, Quinn.”

“All I really did…”

“You’re lying, Quinn. You reshuffled the North end docks so that I got less say-so and you got more. And clever too.”

“Shyster clever,” said the man behind the chair.

“No. Not crooked at all. That’s where he got me. Never occurred to me to look for a straight way I could get robbed.”

“Okay, Ryder,” and Quinn sat up. “The set-up is still yours and the fact that you’re making less money has to do with the racket squeeze and nothing with me.”

“Then how come you’re making more money, Quinn?”

“I’m not.”

“You’re lying.”

“Should I hit him?” said the man behind the chair.

“Shut up. Quinn, you listen to me. You been working good the two years you’ve been over to my side, good like a real hustler. But do it for me, not for you.”

Nothing else came and there was just the wheezing from Ryder, and then a clink. When Quinn looked up, he saw that Ryder had put his false uppers into the water glass. He was going to bed.

“You mean you’re done?” said the man behind Quinn’s chair. “He’s walking out?”

“Sure,” said Ryder. All the words made a flabby sound. “He’s smarter now than he was.” Ryder bunched his empty mouth, then let it hang again. “And he knows we got methods — ”

My God, what a face, thought Quinn. And I wish I had hit him and his face looked like that because I had done it to him.

“Out,” said the man behind the chair. “You got the message.”

After that, on the street, Quinn just walked. But it wasn’t enough moving for all the holding still he had done. He concentrated on a dream that came out ugly and strong, red, with blue edges — and then I go over, cool as cool, I don’t listen any more. I am cool as cool, fire inside though, fire in fist now, and suddenly ram that into the executive pouch — poof! plate jumps out, face collapses, fat lips hanging down, and I step on the plate, a crunch of pure pleasure — 
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