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More Praise for The Angel Esmeralda


“Magnificent . . . The pieces in The Angel Esmeralda shine of their own light. They embody, perhaps, the poet Archibald MacLeish’s preachment (one he never quite managed to practice) that a poem should not mean, but be.”


—Richard Eder, The Boston Globe


“Excellent . . . DeLillo packs fertile ruminations and potent consolation into each of these rich, dense, concentrated stories.”


—Liesl Schillinger, The New York Times Book Review


“The silent, trance-like parentheses in which [DeLillo’s] characters subsist is a good vantage point from which to pick out the turbulent details of the outside world.”


—Sam Sacks, The Wall Street Journal


“Potent and substantial . . . The title story in Don DeLillo’s first ever collection of short fiction is a dazzlingly told tale of despair and ruination, the dream of redemption and the testing of faith.”


—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times


“This collection distills four decades of DeLillo’s obsessions—fear and terrorism, the uses and abuses of language, and the body’s animal intelligence—into nine fantastic stories. They are super-cool and unexpectedly moving, a reminder that DeLillo is not just our culture’s most reliable oracle; he’s a beautiful writer, too.”


—John Freeman, New York magazine


“Visionary . . . DeLillo challenges us to see a world defined by our own projections, a world in which the only reality is the one we create.”


—David Ulin, Los Angeles Times


“Quiet, intensely focused observations suffuse every page, breathing vivid life into his characters and landscapes.”


—Mike Snyder, Houston Chronicle


“The adventure into a new and narrower form provides a fine occasion to compliment [DeLillo] on abilities he has always possessed. . . . [He] is a lyrical witness to the physical world.”


—James Camp, The New York Observer


“You can see in DeLillo’s stories a link between the strip-mined language of finance and the jargon of nuclear chess. . . . As we live through apocalyptic economic times we’re coming face to face with the realization that no one knows anything. This might be end-of-the-world bad, but as The Angel Esmeralda demonstrates, it’s still DeLillo’s world.”


—Bryan Walsh, Time


“Inspired, full of lean lyricism and surprising turns of phrase . . . a short introduction to his singular and routinely brilliant work.”


—Dylan Hicks, Minneapolis Star Tribune


“We read DeLillo to learn about ourselves as Americans—who we have been and who we are. But mostly, we read him to learn who we will become.”


—Kevin Grauke, The Philadelphia Inquirer


“Don DeLillo is a crucial figure in twentieth-century American literature. . . . The prose in these nine stories sings and throbs and burrows as much as anything in his longer work, highlighting his stunning thematic versatility and consistency of voice. . . . The pleasure of the words is even more potent in the shorter form.”


—Joe Gross, Austin American-Statesman


“Persistent, eerie . . . The DeLillo of the past reported longing and unease; the DeLillo of the new century draws readers into his characters’ strange and effervescent bardos.”


—Matthew Love, Time Out New York


“Original, succinct . . . The reader is left in awe at his genius.”


—Maggie Hellwig, Chicagoist


“For seasoned lovers of DeLillo’s expansive sapience and firm grip on gravitas, for fans of his seemingly limitless strata of dialogic possibilities, this collection of variably narrated voids and figures of veneration will satisfy absolutely. For those who have read just one or two of his novels, it might well be the nudging factor to more thoroughly explore his oeuvre. It is a collection to be read, reread and devoured.”


—Paul D’Agostino, L Magazine


“Rich with imagery and spot-on dialogue . . . DeLillo has produced yet another literary wonder.”


—David Gutowski, Largehearted Boy


“An excellent introduction to the genius that is Mr. DeLillo . . . Readers will meet, or re-meet, a master writer in full command of his powers.”


—John Greenya, The Washington Times


“Timely . . . DeLillo’s prose has the hard, bracing edge of an etched diamond in cold bright morning light.”


—Michael Astor, Associated Press


“DeLillo is prescient and timeless, commanding and sensitive. . . . The title story is a masterpiece. . . . This towering collection builds in the mind like a mighty cumulonimbus lit by lightning flashes and scored with thunder.”


—Donna Seaman, Booklist


“There’s probably no writer whose work is more emblematic of these unsettled and unsettling times than Don DeLillo.”


—Harvey Freedenberg, Shelf Awareness


“The stories achieve the staggering beauty and strangeness of DeLillo’s best work.”


—David Rice, The Millions


“A vital addition to DeLillo’s corpus . . . expertly realized . . . The gods have equipped DeLillo with the antennae of a visionary. There is right field, and there is left field. He comes from third field—aslant, athwart. And I love The Angel Esmeralda: Nine Stories.”


—Martin Amis, The New Yorker


“A terrific overview of [DeLillo’s] many strengths, from pitch-perfect character descriptions to surprising humor to soaring lyricism . . . The literary fireworks of the title piece alone are a stunning example of how the ordinary can become extraordinary in a gifted artist’s hands. . . . Behold and be dazzled.”


—Josh Emmons, People


“Many of [DeLillo’s] deceptively simple sentences will leave you awestruck. . . . This slim volume is a marvel—a small masterpiece of short fiction.”


—Carmela Ciuraru, USA Today


“The shorter Don DeLillo writes, the more powerful each word becomes . . . Arresting, transporting, insightful.”


—José Teodoro, National Post(Canada)


“The work of a true master . . . DeLillo’s prose punctuates the exactly casual with a rich compression of imagery.”


—Steven Poole, The Guardian (UK)


“DeLillo is disruptively and subtly, even surreptitiously, funny. . . . Inventive, elegant and subversive.”


—John Banville, Financial Times(UK)


“At their heart these stories have the irresistible, unsolvable riddle of being alive in the world.”


—Stephen Amidon, The Sunday Times (London)


“This book resounds with beautiful writing; it explodes with a linguistic virtuosity. . . . If you haven’t read this visionary genius, The Angel Esmeralda is an ideal introduction.”


—Darragh McManus, Irish Independent


“Robustly brilliant . . . This collection will provide manna to his admirers, and serve as the perfect introduction for those who have yet to discover his obsessive world.”


—Edmund Gordon, The Daily Telegraph(UK)


“Thoughtful, low key; even [DeLillo’s] satire is deadpan. Most of all he sees the sheer threat involved in the business of living. . . . DeLillo has long been his country’s wisest seer.”


—Eileen Battersby, The Irish Times
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PART ONE


    Creation (1979)


    Human Moments in World War III (1983)
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CREATION


It was an hour’s drive, much of it a climb through smoky rain. I kept my window open several inches, hoping to catch a fragrance, some savor of aromatic shrubs. Our driver slowed down for the worst parts of the road and the tightest turns and for cars coming toward us through the haze. At intervals the bordering vegetation was less thick and there were views of pure jungle, whole valleys of it, spread between the hills.


Jill read her book on the Rockefellers. Once into something she was unreachable, as though massively stunned, and all the way out I saw her raise her eyes from the page only once, to glance at some children playing in a field.


There wasn’t much traffic in either direction. The cars coming toward us appeared abruptly, little color cartoons, ramshackle and bouncing, and Rupert, our driver, had to maneuver quickly in the total rain to avoid collisions and deep gashes in the road and the actual jungle pressing in. It seemed to be understood that any evasive action would have to be taken by our vehicle, the taxi.


The road leveled out. Now and then someone stood in the trees, looking in at us. Smoke rolled down from the heights. The car climbed again, briefly, and then entered the airport, a series of small buildings and a runway. The rain stopped. I paid Rupert and we carried the luggage into the terminal. Then he stood outside with other men in sport shirts, talking in the sudden glare.


The room was full of people, luggage and boxes. Jill sat on her suitcase, reading, with our tote bags and carry-ons placed about her. I pushed my way to the counter and found out we were wait-listed, numbers five and six. This brought a thoughtful look to my face. I told the man we’d confirmed in St. Vincent. He said it was necessary to reconfirm seventy-two hours before flight time. I told him we’d been sailing; we were in the Tobago Cays seventy-two hours ago—no people, no buildings, no phones. He said it was the rule to reconfirm. He showed me eleven names on a piece of paper. Physical evidence. We were five and six.


I went over to tell Jill. She let her body sag into the luggage, a stylized collapse. It took her a while to finish. Then we carried on a formal dialogue. She made all the points I’d just made talking to the man at the counter. Confirmed in St. Vincent. Chartered yacht. Uninhabited islands. And I repeated all the things he’d said to me in reply. She played my part, in other words, and I enacted his, but I did so in a most reasonable tone of voice, and added plausible data, hoping only to soothe her exasperation. I also reminded her there was another flight three hours after this one. We’d still get to Barbados in time for a swim before dinner. And afterward it would be cool and starry. Or warm and starry. And we’d hear surf rumbling in the distance. The eastern coast was known for rumbling surf. And the following afternoon we’d catch our plane to New York, as scheduled, and nothing would be lost except several hours in this authentic little island airport.


“How neo-romantic, and how right for today. These planes seat, what, forty?”


“Oh, more,” I said.


“How many more?”


“Just more.”


“And we are listed where?”


“Five and six.”


“Beyond the more than forty.”


“Plenty of no-shows,” I said. “The jungle swallows them up.”


“Nonsense. Look at these people. They’re still arriving.”


“Some are seeing the others off.”


“If he believes that, God, I don’t want him on my side. The fact is they shouldn’t be here at all. It’s off-season.”


“Some of them live here.”


“And we know which ones, don’t we?”


The plane arrived, from Trinidad, and the sound and sight of it caused people near the counter to push in more closely. I went around to the side and approached from behind the adjacent counter, where several others stood. The reconfirmed passengers began filing toward the immigration booth.


Voices. A British woman said the late-afternoon flight had been canceled. We all pushed in closer. Two West Indian men up front waved their tickets at the clerk. There were more voices. I jumped up several times in order to look over the heads of the assembled people to the dirt road outside. Rupert was still there.


Things were rapidly taking shape. Freight and luggage out one door, passengers out the other. I realized we were down to standbys. The people leaving the counter seemed propelled by some deep saving force. A primitive baptism might have been in progress. The rest of us crowded around the clerk. He was putting checks next to some names, crossing out others.


“The flight is full,” he said. “The flight is full.”


There were eight or ten faces left, bland in their traveler’s woe. Various kinds of English were being spoken. Someone suggested we all get together and charter a plane. It was fairly common practice here. Someone else said something about a nine-seater. The first person took names, then went out with several others to find the charter office. I asked the clerk about the late-afternoon flight. He didn’t know why it had been canceled. I asked him to book Jill and me on the first flight out next day. The passenger list wasn’t available, he said. All he could do was put us on standby. We would all know more in the morning.


Using only feet, Jill and I pushed our luggage to the door. One of the charter prospects came back to tell us a plane might be available later in the day—a six-seater, only. This seemed to leave us out. I gestured to Rupert and we started taking things out to the car. Rupert had a long face and a gap between his front teeth and wore a silver medal over his breast pocket—an elaborate oval decoration attached to a multicolored strip of cloth.


Jill sat in back, reading. Out by the trunk, Rupert was saying he knew a hotel not far from the harbor. His gaze kept straying to the right. A woman was standing five feet away, very still, waiting for us to finish talking. I thought I recalled having seen her at the edge of the crowd inside the terminal. She wore a gray dress and carried a handbag. There was a small suitcase at her feet.


“Please, my taxi went back,” she said to me.


She was pale, with a soft plain face, a full mouth and cropped brown hair. She held her right hand up near her forehead to keep the sun out of her eyes. It was agreed we would share the taxi fare to the hotel and then ride out together in the morning. She said she was number seven.


It was hot and bright all the way back. The woman sat up front with Rupert. At intervals she turned to Jill and me and said, “It is awful, awful, the system they have,” or, “I don’t understand how they survive economically,” or, “They could not guarantee I will get out even tomorrow.”


When we stopped for some goats, a woman came out of the trees to sell us nutmeg in little plastic bags.


“Where are we listed?” Jill said.


“Two and three this time.”


“What time’s the flight?”


“Six forty-five. We have to be there at six. Rupert, we have to be there at six.”


“I take you.”


“Where are we going now?” Jill said.


“Hotel.”


“I know hotel. What sort of hotel?”


“Did you see me jump, back there?”


“I missed that.”


“I jumped in the air.”


“It won’t be Barbados, will it?” she said.


“Read your book,” I told her.


The ketch was still anchored in the harbor. I pointed it out to the woman up front and explained that we’d spent the last week and a half aboard. She turned and smiled wanly as if she were too tired to work out the meaning of my remarks. We were in the hills, heading south. I realized what made this harbor town seem less faded and haphazard than the other small ports we’d put into. Stone buildings. It was almost Mediterranean.


At the hotel there was no problem getting rooms. Rupert said he’d be waiting at five next morning. Two maids preceded us along the beach, with a porter following. We split into two groups, and Jill and I were led to what was called a pool suite. Behind a ten-foot wall was a private garden of hibiscus, various shrubs and a silk-cotton tree. The small pool was likewise ours. On the patio we found a bowl full of bananas, mangoes and pineapple.


“Not half bad,” Jill said.


She slept awhile. I floated in the pool, feeling the uneasy suspense lift off me, the fret of getting somewhere in groups—documented travel. This spot was so close to perfect we would not even want to tell ourselves how lucky we were, having been delivered to it. The best of new places had to be protected from our own cries of delight. We would hold the words for weeks or months, for the soft evening when a stray remark would set us to recollecting. I guess we believed, together, that the wrong voice can obliterate a landscape. This sentiment was itself unspoken, and one of the sources of our attachment.


I opened my eyes to the sight of wind-driven clouds—clouds scudding—and a single frigate bird hung on a current of air, long wings flat and still. The world and all things in it. I wasn’t foolish enough to think I was in the lap of some primal moment. This was a modern product, this hotel, designed to make people feel they’d left civilization behind. But if I wasn’t naive, I wasn’t in the mood, either, to stir up doubts about the place. We’d had half a day of frustration, long drives out and back, and the cooling touch of freshwater on my body, and the ocean-soaring bird, and the speed of those low-flying clouds, their massive tumbling summits, and my weightless drift, the slow turning in the pool, like some remote-controlled rapture, made me feel I knew what it was to be in the world. It was special, yes. The dream of Creation that glows at the edge of the serious traveler’s search. Naked. It remained only for Jill to come walking through the sheer curtains and slip silently into the pool.


We had dinner in the pavilion, overlooking a quiet sea. The tables were only one-quarter occupied. The European woman, our taxi companion, sat in the far corner. I nodded. Either she didn’t notice or chose not to acknowledge.


“Shouldn’t we ask her to join us?”


“She doesn’t want to,” I said.


“We’re Americans, after all. We’re famous for asking people to join us.”


“She chose the most remote table. She’s happy there.”


“She could be an economist from the Soviet bloc. What do you think? Or someone doing a health study for the U.N.”


“Way off.”


“A youngish widow, Swiss, here to forget.”


“Not Swiss.”


“German,” she said.


“Yes.”


“Wandering aimlessly through the islands. Sitting at the most remote tables.”


“They weren’t surprised when I said we wanted breakfast at four-thirty.”


“The whole island has to adjust to that rotten stinking airline. It is awful, awful.”


Jill wore a long tunic and gauze pants. We left our shoes under the table and took a walk along the beach, wandering knee-high into the water at one point. A security guard stood under the palms, watching us. When we got back to the table, the waiter brought coffee.


“There’s always the chance they’ll be able to take two standbys but not three,” Jill said. “I absolutely have to be back for Wednesday but I think we ought to stick together all the same.”


“We’re a team. We’ve been a team all through this thing.”


“How many flights to Barbados tomorrow?”


“Only two. What happens Wednesday?”


“Bernie Gladman comes down from Buffalo.”


“The earth is scorched for miles around.”


“It took only six weeks to set up the meeting.”


“We’ll get out. If not at six forty-five, then late in the afternoon. Of course if that happens, we miss our connecting flight in Barbados.”


“I don’t want to hear,” she said.


“Unless we go to Martinique instead.”


“You’re the only man who’s ever understood that boredom and fear are one and the same to me.”


“I try not to exploit this knowledge.”


“You love to be boring. You seek out boring situations.”


“Airports.”


“Hour-long taxi rides,” she said.


First the tops of the palms started bending. Then the rain hit, ringing down in heavy splashes on the stone path. When it let up, we walked across the lawn to our suite.


Watching Jill undress. Rum in a toothbrush glass. The sound and force of the wind. The skin near my eyes feeling cracked from ten days of sun and blowing weather.


I had trouble falling asleep. After the wind died, finally, the first thing I heard was roosters crowing, what seemed hundreds of them, off in the hills. Minutes later the dogs started barking.


We rode out in first light. Nine men with machetes walked single-file along the road.


We established that the other woman’s name was Christa. She and Jill made small talk for the first few miles. Then Jill lowered her head toward the open book.


It rained once, briefly.


I’d expected half a dozen people to be in the terminal at that hour. It was jammed. They pushed toward the counter. It was hard to get around them because of luggage and boxes and birdcages and small children.


“This is crazy,” Jill said. “Where are we? I don’t believe this is happening.”


“The plane will be empty when it gets here, or close to it. That’s what I’m counting on. And many of these people are standbys. We’re two and three, remember.”


“God, if you exist, please get me off this island.”


She was very near crying. I left her by the door and tried to get up to the edge of the counter. I heard the plane approach and touch down.


In minutes the regular passengers were nearly all cleared away from the counter and were forming a line across the room. The heat was already drenching. Among those of us who remained clustered, there were small gusts of desperation—a vehemence of motion, gesture and expression.


I heard the clerk call our names. I got to the counter and leaned way over. His head and mine were almost touching. One would go, I told him, and one would not. I gave him Jill’s ticket. Then I hurried back to get her luggage and carry it to the small platform next to the counter. Her mouth gaped open and her arms shot out from her sides in a kind of silent-movie figure of surprise. She started after me with one of my own bags.


“You’re going alone,” I said. “You have to fill out a form at the booth. Where’s your passport?”


Rid of the luggage, I walked her over to immigration and held one of her tote bags as she filled out the yellow form. Between lines, she kept looking at me anxiously. Confusion everywhere. The space around us glassy and bright.


“Here’s money for the airport tax. They had room for only one of us. It’s stupid for you not to go.”


“But we agreed.”


“It’s stupid not to go.”


“I don’t like this.”


“You’ll be all right.”


“What about you?”


“I’ll marry a native woman and learn how to paint.”


“We can charter. Let’s try, even if it’s just the two of us.”


“It’s hopeless. Nothing works here.”


“I don’t like leaving this way. This is so awful. I don’t want to go.”


“Darling Jill,” I said.


I watched her walk toward the ramp at the tail section. Soon the props were turning. I went inside and saw Christa near the door. I got my bags and walked out to the road. Rupert was sitting on a bench outside the gift shop. I had to walk about ten yards down the road before I was able to catch his eye. I looked back at Christa. She picked up her suitcase. Then the three of us from our separate locations started toward the car.


I was beginning to learn when a certain set of houses would appear, where the worst turns were, when and on which side the terrain would fall away to a stretch of deep jungle. She sat next to me absently rubbing an insect bite on her left forearm.


We went to the same hotel and I asked for a pool suite. We followed a maid along the beach and then up the path to one of the garden gates. The way Christa reacted to the garden and pool, I realized she’d spent the previous night in one of the beach units, which were ordinary.


When we were alone, I followed her into the bathroom. She took some lotion out of her makeup kit and poured a small amount on a piece of cotton. Slowly she moved the cotton over her face.


“You were number seven,” I said.


“They took four, only.”


“You would have come back alone? Or stayed at the airport?”


“I have very little money. I didn’t expect.”


“They have no computer.”


“I have gone out. I have called them from the hotel where I was. They have different lists. Two times they could not find my name anywhere. And there is no way to know when a flight is canceled.”


“The plane doesn’t come.”


“This is true,” she said. “The plane doesn’t come and you know you have gone out for nothing.”


I held her face in my hands.


“Is this nothing?”


“I don’t know.”


“You feel.”


“Yes, I feel.”


She walked inside and sat on the bed. Then she looked toward the doorway, taking me in—a delayed evaluation. After a period of what seemed dead silence, I was aware of the sound of waves rolling softly in, and realized I’d been hearing it all along, the ocean, the break and run of moving water. Christa kept her eyes on me as she reached back toward her handbag, which was sitting in the middle of the bed, and then as she felt inside for cigarettes.


“How much money do you have?” I said.


“One hundred dollars, E.C.”


“Less than two trips out and back.”


“It’s amusing, yes. This is how we must count our money.”


“Did you sleep last night?”


“No,” she said.


“The wind was incredible. The wind kept blowing. It blew hard until dawn. I love the sound and feel of that kind of wind. It was warm, it was almost hot. It bent those trees out there. You could hear the rush it makes through the trees. That heavy rushing scatter-sound it makes.”


“When you heard how loud it was and felt how hard it was blowing, you could not believe it would be warm.”


When everything is new, the pleasures are skin-deep. I found it mysteriously satisfying to say her name aloud, to recite the colors of her body. Hair and eyes and hands. The new snow of her breasts. Absolutely nothing seemed trite. I wanted to make lists and classifications. Simple, basic, true. Her voice was soft and knowing. Her eyes were sad. Her left hand trembled at times. She was a woman who’d had troubles in her life, a hauntingly bad marriage, perhaps, or the death of a dear friend. Her mouth was sensual. She let her head ease back when she listened. The brown of her hair was ordinary, with traces of gray, short strokes or flashes that seemed to come and go in varying light.


All this I said to her, and more, describing in some detail exactly how she appeared to me, and Christa seemed pleased by these attentions.


We used the morning in bed. After lunch I floated in the pool. Christa lay naked in the shade, moving farther into it whenever the sun line reached her elbow or the edge of her pink heel.


“We must start thinking,” she said. “There is the plane at five.”


“We’re not even wait-listed anymore. We left without telling them to move up our names. It’s useless.”


“I must get out.”


“I’ll call later. I’ll give them our names. We’ll see what the numbers are. We can leave tomorrow. Three flights tomorrow.”


She draped herself in a large towel and sat on the steps that led to the patio. It was clear there was something she wanted to say. I stood at chest level in the water.


This was the fourth day she’d been trying to get off the island. She had begun to be deeply afraid these past twenty-four hours. The ordeals at the airport, she said, had made her feel helpless and pathetic and lost. The strange way they spoke. Her diminishing supply of money. The cab rides through the mountains. The rain and heat. And the edge, the dark edge, the inwrought mood or tone, the ominous logic of the place. It was all dreamlike, a nightmare of isolation and constraint. She had to get off the island. We would have these hours together. This episode, she called it. But then I must help her get out.


She looked solemn in her white towel. I bobbed several times in the water. Then I climbed out and went inside to call the airline. A man said he had no record of our names. I told him we had valid tickets and explained some of our difficulties. He said to come out at six in the morning. We would all know more.


We had dinner in the suite. With a pencil I sketched her face in profile on the back of a linen napkin. We took our dessert out to the garden. I sketched her again, full figure this time, on a piece of hotel stationery. The ocean. The coastal sweep.


“You paint, then?”


“I write.”


“Yes, a writer?”


“What is it that smells so fantastic? Is that jasmine? I wish I knew the names.”


“It’s very pleasant, a garden.”


“Aside from getting out, just getting off the island, do you have to be somewhere at a particular time?”


“I have to fly Barbados–London. There are people who are meeting me.”


“People waiting.”


“Yes.”


“In an English garden.”


“In two small rooms, with babies crying.”


“You smile. She smiles.”


“This is a tremendous thing.”


“A secret smile, this smile of hers. Deep and private. But engaging all the same.”


“No one has seen this in years. It hurts my face to do.”


“Christa Landauer.”


A man came with brandy. Christa sat in an old robe. The night was clear.


“You have a desire to go unnoticed,” I said.


“How do you see this?”


“You want to be indistinct. I see this in different ways. Clothes, walk, posture. Your face, most of all. You had a different face not so long ago. I’m sure of that.”


“What else do we know about each other?”


“What we can see.”


“Touch. What we touch.”


“Speak German,” I said.


“Why?”


“I like hearing it.”


“Do you know the language?”


“I want to hear the sound. I like the sound of it. It’s full of heavy metal. I know how to say hello and goodbye.”


“This is all?”


“Speak naturally. Say anything at all. Be conversational.”


“We will be German in bed.”


She sat with one leg up on a chair, out of the robe, and held her brandy glass and cigarette in the same hand.


“Are you listening?”


“To what?”


“Listen carefully.”


“The waves,” she said.


In a while we went inside. I watched her walk to the bed. She moved a pillow out of the way and lay back on the bed, looking straight up, one arm hanging over the side. With her index finger she tapped cigarette ash onto the floor. Smoke climbed along her arm. Women in random positions, women lazing, have always aroused in me a powerful delight, women carelessly at rest, and I knew this image of Christa would become in time a recurring memory, her eyes open and very remote, the depths of stillness in her face, the shabby robe, the bed in disarray, the sense she conveyed of pensive reflection, of aloneness and somber distances, the smoke that rose along her arm, seeming to cling to it.


I called the desk. The man said he would have someone come with breakfast at four-thirty and would have Rupert sitting outside in his taxi at five.


The wind came up suddenly, rattling the louvres and blowing right through the room, papers sailing, the curtains lifted high. Christa put out her cigarette and turned off the light.


When I opened my eyes, much later, the desk lamp was on and she sat in a chair, in her robe, reading some papers. I tried reaching for my watch. The door and louvres were shut but I could hear rain falling.


“What time is it?”


“Go to sleep.”


“Did we miss the call?”


“There’s still time. They will ring the bell by the gate. An hour yet.”


“I want you next to me.”


“I must finish,” she said. “Go to sleep.”


I managed to prop myself on an elbow.


“What are you reading?”


“It’s work. It’s very dull. You don’t want to know. We don’t ask, you and I. You’re half sleeping or you wouldn’t ask.”


“Will you come to bed soon?”


“Yes, soon.”


“If I’m asleep, will you wake me?”


“Yes.”


“Will you slide the door open a little, so we can feel the air?”


“Yes,” she said. “Of course. Whatever you wish.”


I lay back and closed my eyes. I thought of those sand islands out there, two days’ sail, and surf flashing on the reefs, and the way the undersides of the gulls looked green from the bright water.


 • • • 


Again, again, the broad-leaved trees and tangled lowlands, the winding climb through smoke and rain. Some circumstance of light this particular morning gave the landscape a subtle coloration. Distances were not so vivid and living. There was only the one deep green, with elusive shadings. We were in the late stages now, about forty-five minutes out, and I was thinking it could still change, some rude blend of weather might yet transform the land, producing texture and dimension, leaps of green light, those waverings and rays, and the near consciousness we always seem to find in zones of overgrown terrain. Christa rubbed her neck, sleepily. I kept peering out and up. In the foreground, along the road, were women in faded skirts, appearing in twos and threes, periodically, women coming into the damp glow, faces strong-boned, some with baskets on their heads, looking in, shoulders back, their bare arms shining.
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