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Prologue

Hitch was with this great, high-heeled monster of a woman and the only reason I was along, I spoke Italian and Hitch did not. It turned out that the woman was not Italian at all, she was Sicilian, and her glue-voiced accent was so heavy that I understood almost as little as Hitch. Not that it mattered.

But Hitch claimed that a little conversation with a whore ahead of time was a very nice thing, that it made them feel like a lady soon to be seduced, and what lady, he would say, does not love such a feeling.

We sat in the café with a big, noisy square to one side, no trees, no umbrellas, just the sun beating down which made the big woman sweat profusely and without any effort.

“Is she getting excited?” said Hitch. “Ask her.”

I didn’t bother because what whore gets excited at ten in the morning and Hitch knew that very well.

He and I had shipped out on the same tanker for about five years, always about the same run to and from the Near East through the Mediterranean, but we had never put in at Messina before. This stop was for repairs.

Hitch, who was second man to the engineer, had tried to explain the little defect to me but I had not been very much interested. I’m the radio man and I’m not even very much interested in the radio.

It is true that for a while there had been a great fascination in having a gadget which I knew inside and out and with this gadget I could talk to ghosts from everywhere, voice ghosts, bleep ghosts, click ghosts from almost everywhere and sometimes I would not know where that was.

That had been a while back though. By this time, by the time we were laid up in Messina, being radio man was a job and no more and the best thing about it for me was simply the place where I worked: I sit at my bank of instruments, there is always a light on where I sit, day or night, because my radio room is just a little thing right aft the bridge. I sit there with coffee at elbow, book out in front of me (this is where I study languages), and then, several times on my watch, I get up and step out. Now there is always a great switch in everything. The wind always blows. I am high up over the ship which looks improbably flat and low on the water, just a sliver really in all that water. It is raining perhaps and the water is metal grey, pitted and solid. Or the sun shines and the water is molten bright, slithery and full of motions and whatever I see is never enough. In a while I go back inside. This inside and this outside, I don’t think I could bear one without the other. I must have both — 

“Matheson,” I keep hearing. “Hey, Matheson,” and then I came around again to see Hitch there at the table with his high-heeled monster of a woman who at this point looked a little bit anxious.

“Come on, Matty,” said Hitch. “You’re supposed to be of some help. What’s she want? Ask her.”

I don’t have to ask her. She was sitting there with an empty glass and afraid that Hitch wants to jump into bed with her at ten in the morning. So I called the waiter and ordered her another Benedictine. A woman like that has always at least one affectation and with this one it was Benedictine, sweet as marshmallow and thick as glue, at ten in the morning. I ordered myself another bottle of Cyclope.

“Hey,” said Hitch, “I didn’t say nothing about you having another one.”

“It’s only wine.”

“We got three days. You don’t have to lump it all into one forenoon.”

Very suddenly I felt fairly annoyed with Hitch and his talk and his woman. I said nothing and sipped from my glass.

Cyclope is a beautiful light wine with a fresh, green color in the glass and a flavor which is always cool. They grow this wine in the black ash on the slopes of Aetna and I drank this wine because I remembered it from a long time ago.

But it did not taste the same. Which is, perhaps, just as well. This wine is always new.

“What’s she saying, Matty?”

I nodded at her and asked her to say it again.

“Anque lei?” she said and something else, very vulgar, something I wouldn’t attempt to translate for fear of losing the imagery. It only sounds right in Sicilian. That language lives so close to the ground and so close to the things that live under a stone, it can say things which no other language can grasp.

“What?” said Hitch. “What, what, what?” sounding greedy.

“She wants to know if we’re both going to screw her.”

“What?” said Hitch as if he had been goosed. “At the same time?”

“Either way.”

“Oh boy!” said Hitch and sounded like a little boy admiring a Christmas tree. But he was looking at her, all the white skin bulging out of a black dress, all the spit curls which she wore like a trademark around her potato-type face. He was really licking her all over now, with his eyes.

“Ask her something for me, Matty. Ask her if she knows….”

“Ask her yourself.”

“What kind of attitude all of a sudden?”

“Or show her.”

“You some kind of a prude all of a sudden or something?”

“Why don’t you shut up, Hitch, why don’t you,” and I ordered another bottle of Cyclope.

He didn’t say anything. Hitch, my friend, has a certain respect for my moods. But not the woman. She said something about two for the price of one and a half, even though I was twice the size of the other one. She wiped sweat with nonchalance.

By now I was sweating too. Sun and wine taken together will do that to me and to sit like that can be pleasant. Hitch, of course, was not sweating. He never does. He was all this time winding himself up for the great battle with this great woman and her versatilities.

“Ask her if anything extra costs extra,” he said.

Now the Cyclope tasted like muck. I had wanted to remember a taste and a touch and some sounds even, to remember them safely while not sitting alone, that’s why I had gone along to sit with a woman who meant nothing to me one way or the other, and with Hitch who knew nothing that mattered one way or the other.

It had not worked. It had often worked, but not there in Messina which was close to the other place where I had been for a short, interrupted time. Hitch made me feel as if I were he, buying those things cheaply so that the loss would not matter. And the woman made me feel like a waster of everything because that was what she had done with herself. I blamed her and him and the wine too. It did not work. I felt rotten.

“Listen, Matty. I asked you a polite question about extras….”

He shut up when he saw me get up. I hadn’t even finished my bottle. He was a buddy now who didn’t ask any questions but I did not want a buddy around or anyone else. When Hitch said, “Goddamn it, here comes Chapman.”

I could understand his tone of voice. Chapman was the chief in the engine room and who wants to sit and drink with the chief when the plans are so much more exotic.

“You too!” Chapman yelled when he saw me leave the table.

I sat down again. Sometimes right after I feel very rotten a great nothing feeling comes over me and I just as soon sit down to one side and watch something else, something which has nothing to do with me. Such as Hitch and his woman, and Chapman now.

I watched him come up the street which seems to lead straight into Calabria. You cannot see the water at the end of the street but only the other side of the Straits of Messina, the tall shore which is the brown bottom of the Italian boot.

Chapman came up to the table and said, “If you see any of the others, tell ‘em too.” Chapman always had this backward approach. Next came the beginning of his sentence. “We’ll be laid up at least for a week.”

I said, “Goddamn it,” but did not care to make clear to myself what I had meant. I clapped my hands and when the waiter looked my way I pointed at my warm bottle.

“What’s that?” said Chapman and sat down at the table without being asked. “What are you ordering there?”

“I’m ordering the fillibrating solenish which you need in order to replace the broken solenicking fillibush in your engine room, Chapman, so that we can all get out of here this very same afternoon.”

Chapman was as small as Hitch. It struck me that everybody in the engine room must be small and shrunken because how else get around all those crazy pipes and pistons down there. Also, Chapman had no sense of humor. He just nodded his old head when I was done talking and I watched the dry skin swing back and forth under his jaw.

“That stuff in the bottle,” he said. “What is it?”

“An extremely light wine.”

“Hah!” said Hitch.

“Something local?” Chapman wanted to know.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s good for all day.”

“How come you find out these things so quick?” Chapman wanted to know next.

He is constantly asking questions like that. He was constantly improving his mind with those goddamn personal questions.

“He’s been here before,” said Hitch. “That’s how he knows how to get a cheap drunk by the local methods.”

“When was that?” Chapman, of course.

“The war,” Hitch said for me.

“Really?” said Chapman. “You been fighting all over Sicily?” For a man with constant and automatic questions he did not know very much.

“We left Africa,” I told him. I leaned back, glass in hand, and felt like somebody’s memoirs. This made everything very safe. “We left Africa and hung off the coast South of here for ten days while the Navy shelled Taormina. When we landed all we had to do was walk in. The Germans had left exactly ten days before.”

“I’ll be damned,” said Chapman.

“That’s what we felt like.”

It was such a melodramatic thing to say, I hated myself almost as much as I hated Chapman and his questions.

“What I mean is,” Chapman said next, “we got at least a week here, waiting for the engine part. What’s interesting in Sicily?”

“Syracuse is full of ruins,” I told him.

“Stilll?”

“Not from the war, Chapman. From the time of the Greeks.”

“Mention something else.”

“Get a map, Chapman.”

He paid easy attention to the way I was getting irritable.

“But you been here, Matt. Where?”

And then I told him for no good reason except for the reason of a very great pleasure. “Forza d’Aguil,” I said.

“What?” said Chapman. “What’s that again?”

“It means Fart on the Hill,” I said and felt like spitting.

Then I got up very fast, making the chair jump behind me. I left without saying another word. Almost out of earshot I could hear the big woman say in Italian, “That’s Mafia country — And women are cattle there — ”

Nobody at the table could have understood her because she had not said it in English. I walked away and wished I had not heard her at all.

I wished that she had not known the place, that only I knew that place, which is the only way of keeping a secret. I would have liked that the black, unfinished thing which I had left in Forza d’Aguil had also remained a secret from me.

And I wished that she had not said, “Women are cattle there — ” because that was not true at all. That was never the way it had been with me in Forza d’Aguil. I really wanted to believe that.

I have moments of truth sometimes, knowing that there is only one thing to do and nothing else. I had one week now of nothing except to sit in Messina. I wounded myself over and over, thinking why I had let grey sand of disuse drift over something in Forza d’Aguil, something which had really been beautiful. Or perhaps I had made a romantic flower of memories grow in the grey sand though there was really nothing at all in Forza d’Aguil, or ever had been.

I had one week and could settle everything in less than a day. I went and rented a Vespa. Then I stopped by the ship to change into a heavier shirt and to take my peajacket along. Once the sun would be down it would get chilly. Then I took the highway out of Messina, going South, and later turned West, going inland. Soon it did turn much colder, and dark.





Chapter 1

Five major civilizations have lived and then died in Sicily. They came with their best and then died there. The island has kept nothing but the ruins and has produced nothing but the Mafia. Forza d’Aguil was both.

Forza d’Aguil means the strength of Aguil but nobody remembers who he might have been. He built a town on top of a rock, a town so old that you can call it ageless. Aguil’s strength — and this is still true today — was simply the rock made taller by frightful walls.

They are frightful to see because all this looks like a shut face, a balled fist. On the other side of the wall are compressed, no-air houses and dark, gutlike streets. And all this is way up in the sky, so high that you can see the Mediterranean. But the sea is no part of this town. You can only see it The town is all stone with thin air overhead.

The first time I had gone there was because I had been sent. Right after the landing I was stationed on top of the rock. It was a fine place for a radio post and I was with a signal corps team. I and the rest of the crew were billeted up there and why else would anyone go to Forza d’Aguil. We used to wonder about the natives.

I geared the Vespa down into second and swung into the cutoff which then wound itself up the flank of the rock. After a weekend pass I used to come back this way in a jeep.

I used to hate that ride.

Now the weird view caught me again. From the road I could see the bare land below, like dry wrinkled skin, and then, when I was higher, I could catch a far flash of sea.

When you could see the water all day from the rock then it was good up there because the air would be bright with sun and the sky very high. But it was a bad day when there was only the late flash of sea in the evening when the sun glinted away after all the daytime hours behind a low sheet of clouds. When all the best landscape is in the sky, when that is the real sight of the day, then a grey day can be like ruination.

I pulled the Vespa to one side of the road, balanced the machine between my legs, and buttoned my peajacket higher. The town was right above me now, a big thrust of stone wall which seemed to be leaning away from the sky. I looked at the shut face and listened to the high nightwind building up and thought, it’s time. I’m almost there and what in hell am I doing here.

I tried to light a cigarette inside my hands but the wind was too tricky now and Italian matches are too short for my fingers. I burned myself twice, threw the last match away and then the cigarette.

Of course I knew damn well why I had come this far. I would never have come if the ship had not been laid up for repairs in Messina but then the decision to come and look at the rock had been mine. It was now just a matter of saying, yes, I’ll look, or no, I’m through. I stood and let the wind pluck at me and I made excuses about not deciding. Now the sun was down and immediately, fast like the clap of the hand, it became dark. I could not see the lights in Forza d’Aguil, only the wall.

Yes, or no? It was late to drive back to Messina. I thought about it and was a coward to make the thing casual. It is only natural, being this close, to go up and at least to have something to eat. It’s only natural, I was explaining to myself, since I have all this time to come by and have a look. See how things turned out. See how things have turned out — for her. Though, most likely, she would not be in the town anymore. Most of the young ones leave after a while.

I blew on my hands and then I started the Vespa. I fiddled around in the dark till I found the switch for the light and that took a while because several little buttons were all on the same unit and I blew the horn a few times before finding the light. It was an awkward, wrong sound in the nightwind and I hoped no one had heard it.

So I went up for a look to see what had happened to her.

I did not think once about how she might have changed, but I did think a few times that no one up there would recognize me after all this time. This seemed important.

I remembered all of the town and the hush of it as soon as I came to the gate. It was the only entrance to Forza d’Aguil and looked as if it had been this way forever: the arch was gone. The two solid legs of the gate were hefted together from ragged squares pried out of the living rock. Where the two columns ended they had shaggy heads of long grass.

Past the gate came a sharp rise and then I was in the first piazza. It existed only to give you a choice of four streets. Over the mouth of each street hung a lamp which swayed from an iron antler attached to a wall. The square was empty. There were closed shops, closed with shutters, and there were little apartments over the shops, also shuttered. The plague might have hit this town, though it hadn’t. After dark you close the shutters.

The square was paved with little white tiles. This was new. I remembered cobblestones. I saw nothing else, just the four lamps hanging blink-less over four black mouths, and all the sharp lines of the tiles running off in perspectives. Nobody walked in this wind.

The street I took would lead me to the second square, higher up. I passed two more lamps and many more shutters. I was alone in this gut which rose slightly and interrupted itself now and then with sets of shallow steps. A Vespa could make it, a bicycle, or a slow walk. Or there was enough room for two donkey carts to pass each other.

The second square, which was really the center of town, had a tree in the middle. The tree was still there. Everybody took good care of this tree, did not touch it too hard or lean things against it. Here, in this square, were a few lights. The hotel showed two lit windows and a donkey was tied up in front. Opposite was the light from the osteria. There was no donkey in front of the eating place but a hand cart and four Vespas. This looked very prosperous. I looped around the square and parked near the tree in the middle. I saw one black-shawled woman cross the square, bent because of the wind, and from the other direction a cat came leaping along. Then the square was empty again, except for the wind.

I thought to myself, nobody knows me here and I don’t know this place either. I know it no better than having once seen a picture.

Next to the osteria was the open store. This store had always been open, always lit with that single bulb of clear glass so that the filament showed and bit into your sight I walked into the store and the smells were the same and so were the sights. There was now an electric cooler behind the counter but the rest was the same. Salamis soft as cheese, salamis hard as rock. There were slabs of stockfish leaning against the wall with their little tags threaded through the bone-dry meat saying that this piece of fish had been cured in Norway. And one wall was nothing but drawers, brown, old drawers full of dozens of different pastas.

Mostly you smelled the spice. Rosemary lay in brittle bundles to one side of the counter and oregano, rubbed and crumbled, lay heaped in an open sack. The olive oil gave no odor though the three black barrels holding three different grades of oil smelled like wet wood or greased boots or a combination.

The old woman behind the counter and the old woman on my side of the counter stopped talking and looked. They looked because that’s what the eyes are for and that’s all. I did not know them and they did not know me. The one on my side of the counter had a smell of wax and the one on the other side of the counter was closing a coffee tin and smelled brown and burnt.

I bought a stick of bread, a wedge of cheese, and a length of sausage. She wrapped everything into the same sheet of brown paper and when I had paid I walked out.

It would by far be the easiest, was my thought, if no one remembered me. Those two hadn’t remembered me and buying my things in the store had been a pleasure. Suddenly I felt cold.

It was going to be one hell of a miserable ride back to Messina at night and I better eat first. And if I don’t walk into the osteria now, then I never will — 

I walked in and it was warm. There was a pot of rice and beans cooking on the stove in the back which gave a sweetish, boiling meat kind of odor. The table which served as a counter was still there. It had a new type of espresso machine on the top, ugly like a jukebox, but the rest I remembered like always. High walls, bulb hanging down from the ceiling, garlic ropes hanging down from nails. Pink Pope Leo still blessed from the cardboard portrait (the nail went through the second crown of his mitra), a pope revered when the old patrone had been a child. I sat down at one of the small, wooden tables and put my brown paper bundle on top.

Blank stares from the other tables. I sat and did not look up for a while. I felt stiff and tired and fingered around my peajacket, opening it up. Somebody slid a plate and a knife in front of me and stood waiting. It took me a while but then I looked up.

How old they get, I thought, though I recognized the patrone. He looked like his own grandfather. He stood there tired of waiting and resigned to waiting which makes for the most unfriendly expressions of all. It is how I recognized the patrone. I told him I wanted a black cup of coffee, lungo, which means a tall glassful instead of the one-swallow cup.

He nodded and walked back to his machine on the table. He had not recognized me. I now started to eat the stuff I had bought and no longer felt tired. I felt free now to look around.

They stared the way they always do. Nobody stares like a Sicilian. It is not an animal stare, in fact, animals do not stare at all but simply look. These eyes, turned on me, are a shut, one-way affair. They do not want you to see into them, they only want to suck everything out of you. This act is not hostile. It is no more hostile than the leech who hangs onto your skin.

I looked away from them and it was like a rest. I chewed food and rested and watched the couple a few tables away.

They did not talk. They just sat, bent inside their clothes, looking past each other. She was shawled and dressed in the eternal black of the death-watching they do. There is always someone dead in these very large families and when the one year of mourning is up someone else will have died. He wore heavy corduroy, brown like his face. Her face was white. They were both old, or just worn, I don’t know It is hard to tell age with these people once they are past the mid twenties. This comes from hard work and it comes from not caring for many things which go with being young. And this comes from that airless life behind high, permanent walls which are built into these people. Strength, turned in on itself, causes this old age which is not really earned.

I knew the old couple. The first time I had been in Forza d’Aguil they had often sat together at that same table — 


• • •


“How would you like,” said Jack very often, “to have a piece of that?”

We looked at the couple from our table. He wore brown corduroy and had a brown face which, in a curious way, told you exactly how he would look when he would be over sixty. You couldn’t say the same in her case.

She looked lovely young to us and juicy ripe and we would talk at length about this inconceivable business of her lover sitting there with her for hours and hours in stultified silence, looking past her, fingering his glass of red wine. Sometimes he sighed at her and she smiled. When they were gone we would talk at great length about how this girl would be in the sack. No girl could be as good in the sack as we thought this one would be in the sack. All this talk and this sitting around with Jack or with Bundik or anyone of the crew was not simple G.I. talk about sex but a much more desperate thing. We were the conquerors of Sicily and, if you please, had no women.

In general this had to do with the fact that Forza d’Aguil was not a town conquered in combat. This changes the whole native attitude towards the victor. Forza d’Aguil had not been liberated, it had been intruded upon. I know what it feels like to be a victor because later, when the Strength of Aguil was far and faint I was there when we marched into Rome. The victor laughs, catches flowers in midair, kisses right and left, drinks anything, and of course screws. If not that, he might have a real affair. In Forza d’Aguil we did not feel like victors.

It seemed as if only the wind talked to us up on that rock. And the stone. Stone came to mean silence. The stone houses talked silence. They were not open to us, they told us nothing. The wall which contained the town like a monstrous rib made a silence. This cage of rib constricted the life and the breath of everything living inside, all motion slowed down, limb motion, heart motion, and the free motion of eyes. The Natives stared. You do not stare at a victor.

Now, about the women, they were not really different from the prevalent Mediterranean type who has dark, heavy eyes, heavy hair, heavy breasts, who are a pleasure to see when they walk with all the strength of their self-possession and with that grace which comes from knowing what they are built for and what they can do.

Of course they could have had their breasts on their shoulderblades and we would have had just as much appetite. It’s part of the victor stance and then, as I said, we weren’t getting any. I have described how things felt up there. Also, the resistance went further. There was a blonde kid by the name of Colony in the team who thought himself irresistible and needed proof of this quality time and again. The whores in Messina did not fill the bill and he had to start messing with one of the girls on the rock. She was not married but she was engaged. They were all engaged if they were not married. I don’t know if Colony ever got into the girl because very soon he disappeared. Four days later the warrant officer who headed up our team found a note in his room describing where Colony might be found. It was an address in Messina. There was an OP in Messina and our warrant officer radioed them the message so that everything was taken care of from there.

They found Colony in the basement of an empty house. He was alive. I heard two or three different versions of what they found there but Colony was alive. He was naked, bound hand and foot, and suffering from all the things that afflict the body after four days without food and drink and proper rest. He hadn’t been able to get any rest whatsoever. Strapped into his groin and packed entirely around his genitals was a large lump of rotten liver. This is bad enough in itself but then there had also been these large rats which run all over Messina. They had not hurt Colony in any physical sense, so went the report, though what else might have happened to Colony or what changes night have occurred inside him, none of that was officially mentioned.

It had been a Mafia act. I had not known until then that its eye had been that close to us.

Colony was sent somewhere else and was never replaced. That left seven of us until we were pulled out. In the meantime we tried as often as possible to make it down to Messina, to escape.





Chapter 2

The Osteria closed around one at night and at that time I started my shift at the shack at five o’clock in the morning. I had spent two days in Messina, slept into the late afternoon, and then headed back to the rock after dark. There was no rush because I wasn’t on till five in the morning but then, one third into the hinterland, I became hungry. We never raced back to that place but I did this time because I wanted to make it in time to get some of that heavy soup at the osteria.

I swiveled the jeep up the rock, bounced through the gate, snaked up the gut which led to the center piazza. Yes, the light was still on in the place, shining through the two panes of glass in the door and this made me feel unaccountably happy. I bucked the jeep to a stop and ran the rest of the distance with that habitual stoop you soon learned up there because of the wind.

The narrow room inside was warm and steamy. I felt very good.

Benson was there and a Pole whose name I forgot. I think we called him Poochy or something because it reminded at once of his name and also a small, shaggy dog. Poochy looked that way.

“Hey, Matt,” he called from the table. “Hey, come on over here and wait till you see….”

“Never mind,” Benson told him. Benson had a very sour face and long, bony hands which never held still. I sat down and looked at Benson who looked at me as if I had the plague. He always looked that way. “He knows already.”

“You do?” said Poochy.

I think I said, “Huh — ”

“The way he comes running in,” said Benson, “with that eagerness and that disgusting grin of expectation.”

“I’m hungry,” I said and looked to the back.

The patrone was near his pot and when I caught his eye I waved at him and showed him with ladling motions what I wanted from him out of that pot.

“Weekend pass in Messina,” said Benson, “and he comes home hungry.”

“I meant food,” I told him.

“How did you know already,” asked Poochy, “if you just come in from Messina?”

“I don’t know any more now than when I left. We pulling out or something?”

When Benson is truly disgusted he cracks the lumpy joints of his fingers. He did this now.

“No,” he said. “And it’s nothing. It’s nothing to a puling humper of a man who wastes his precious essence on hairy hookers in that dirty Messina town.”

“Stop cracking your knuckles, will you please?”

“Yeah,” said Poochy, “will you please?”

Benson cracked once more and looked at the ceiling. “Yes. Vile goings on and rampaging while we spend the time esthetically.”

“Esthetically?” said Poochy.

“That’s what you call it when you just look,” Benson told him.

“It means you’re horny,” I explained further.

It was the usual talk and only the vocabulary might differ, depending with whom you were conversing.

“You’re wrong,” said Benson. “This is not the usual talk between trips to Messina. We,” and he raised a finger, “have a new one in town.”

“Where the hell is my soup.”

“Are you listening, Mathew Matheson?”

“You look. I want to eat. Where is she?” It was an afterthought.

“Aha!” said Benson. It was always this kind of turn in a conversation which made him almost happy.

“You don’t get it,” said Poochy. “This one, you know, maybe this one you do more than look.”

“I smell liver,” I said. It was an expression we sometimes used, ever since Colony had left us.

“On account,” said Poochy, “she’s also an out-of-towner.”

“Oh?” I said. Poochy might be right and it would make a difference.

“And she works tables right here in this dump!”

“Precisely,” Benson mumbled, “why we are here.”

My soup came.

“When does she shave?” I asked my tablemates because it was the patrone who brought me the plate of soup and I thought my remark was therefore funny.

They didn’t think it was funny. They looked at the patrone whose mustache swung forth and around like the horns of a ram and whose jowls were bristling with stubbles. I looked at my soup and smelled it. It was pasta and peas but this time there were also chunks of pepperone inside.

“Man,” I said. “Look what I came back to.”

“You disgust me, Matheson.” Benson of course.

“We don’t mean him,” said Poochy who sometimes talks more stupid than need be. He had the fastest sending finger in the crew but he never received very well. He wasn’t now.

“While I eat this — ”

“That’s not the word,” said Benson. “While you ravage those little peas and all, yes?” and he cocked his head at me.

“While I do this go ahead and tell me about Scheherazade.”

“Who?” Poochy wanted to know.

“How’s your soup, Matty?” Benson could be warm and charming to you, if it cut somebody else.

“Good.”

Poochy said, “Are you crapping me, Benson? Because I don’t like it, you crapping me, you know that, Benson?”

“Pardon?” and Benson leaned towards him now.

“Encora, per favore,” I called to the patrone. I was finished with the first plate and folded my arms on the table, listening to this hassle my buddies enacted here. Maybe Benson knew it was really a routine but I’m sure Poochy did not.

He said, “I’m not even interested in your Babylonian hoor no more, so just forget I asked, asked anything at all and aside, it’s got nothing to do with the new one. She’s no hoor.”

“How do you know?” said Benson. “She denies it?”

“Don’t crap me, Benson.”

“How do you know?”

“She’s too young. That’s what.”

Poochy surprised both of us. He really surprised us with that argument and for a moment we didn’t know what to say. Poochy liked that silence. It made him bold.

“And besides,” he said, “she is very beautiful.”

“Your argument defeats me,” said Benson. “I am trapped by your logic and your fund of vast, past experience in these matters.”

“Is he still trying to crap me, Matty?” and Poochy looked at me in the manner which had earned him his name. Next, he might just lick my hand.

“He gets mean when he wants something,” I told him. “Because he can never get what he wants. Benson is tragic that way, aren’t you, Benson?”

“You sound better when you eat, you know that, hoghead?”

I felt more like talking to Poochy.

“So tell me,” I said. “Here is this new, young, beautiful — what else is she, Poochy?”

“Girl,” said Poochy “She’s a girl.”

Benson cracked his knuckles.

“And she does not shave,” he said. He thought a moment, really caught up in the thought of this girl and then he was obviously getting sick of his own spleenish ways because he said very seriously, “She’s esthetic.”

“And built. I mean it,” said Poochy.

I was getting a picture which was not very consistent and besides I had to subtract for steamy imagination.

I said, “Do we worship her or do we….”

She came out of the kitchen and I turned my head as Benson dropped his large hands beneath the table. Poochy said something softly in Polish as she moved to an empty table in the corner and began to clear dishes. The patrone looked once in our direction and went through the swinging door to the back.

Benson kicked me under the table. “See any esthetics like that in Messina, Matty?”

I ignored him and the three of us watched her as though it were the most natural thing in the world. She didn’t need to be beautiful to be arousing but she was, even in that place.

She was taller than the other women of Forza d’Aguil and carried little of the constant weight of that place. Her skin was smooth but with small lines around the eyes that made her pretty rather than old. They were large eyes, bright and olive-colored, a shade deeper and brighter than seemed natural in that light.

The girl was beautiful with a beauty not dependent on her youth. She was that, too, but it was not in the way. Benson said something else but I didn’t hear it as we watched her do her work, following her from table to counter and back again.

The steam was rising from our chairs. I suddenly felt very conspicuous in the room. She was leaning over a table now, wiping it with a cloth, her face toward us but angled down so that her hair fell across those magnificent eyes. I was hoping they would be closed, that they would not see three soldiers with their minds working as they were, directly across from her.

She finished her cleaning and stood, turning away before she tossed her hair back into place with a shrug of one shoulder. I still wanted to see her eyes and as she turned back I knew each of us were looked at in turn. Those eyes were open. Poochy had said that she was not from Forza d’Aguil. She left and I picked up my spoon.

“Hey,” said Poochy. “Call her back, Matty. Talk to her.”

“About what?”

“You talk Italian. Say something to her.”

“Let me eat.”

“Matty, come on.”

“He will,” said Benson. “After we’re gone.”

“If I talk to her, Benson, it might not be esthetic. Better stick to looking.”

He craned his neck around and looked at her where she was wiping a table. When he caught her eye he waved at her to come over.

“Order me some wine,” he said to me.

“You can say vino, for chrissakes.”

“Your Italian is so much more musical, Matheson. Say it like you’re ordering a love potion. For me,” he added.

She stood by the table and looked at us one after the other.

“My friend would like some wine,” I said. “He is too shy to ask you himself.”

“First,” she said, “ask your shy one to take his hand off my leg.”

You couldn’t tell by Benson’s face what he might be doing. As usual his expression only conveyed that something very unpleasant was going on.

“Or I will hit him with something,” said the girl.

“Benson — ”

“Alright, alright,” he said and folded his hands on the table.

“I apologize for him,” I said to the girl. “He has admired you from a distance and the closer you came the more lonesome he felt.”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “What wine does he want?”

“The Country wine. From the jug without the water.”

It was not an insult but the way you ordered here.

When she was gone I looked at Poochy and smiled.

“Well, how was it?”

“What?”

“I talked to her. You asked me.”

“Oh,” he said. “Yeah. I like her voice.”

It was true, she had a lovely voice. It moved through various tones when she spoke and in back of it lay that slight hoarseness of many Italian women.

“And what did you like, Tiger Benson? Was it esthetic?”

“Your musical conversation with her. Did you make a date, you fink?”

I said go frig yourself and started eating again but now the girl was back. She had filled a slim bottle from the barrel in back and had also brought three glasses. She put them down, one by one, while I watched her hand. It was small and mobile. Not a work hand, I thought. Then I looked at her arm.

“Stop nibbling at her with your eyeballs,” said Benson from across the table. He had both his hands on the table and acted righteous as hell.

I felt a little stung by his remark and gave him an unfriendly look. And at that point the girl threw her head back and burst out laughing.

None of us knew what this was all about and I felt a little uneasy. Her timing had been just a little too uncanny.

“You understand English?” I asked her.

She stopped laughing and wiped the wine bottle with one end of her apron. Her smile was highly amused.

“I don’t understand English,” she said. “I understand the way you looked at me and the way he sounded when he saw how you felt about looking at me. You are very funny, you two.” She laughed again and poured the wine.

“I have a dirty feeling,” said Benson to Poochy, “that those two know each other, God damn it.”

And in a way he was right. I did not and could not know the shut people who lived on this rock but the girl was different. She had shown how she felt right away and in that way she had let us know her. I picked up my glass and nodded at her.

“Piaceri,” I said which is not a toast you make with a glass of wine but it simply means I am glad to know you.

“Anche mio,” she said and you don’t hear that very much either unless someone is actually pleased. Then she left.

We had a little silence at our table. Finally Poochy said, “Boy — ”

Benson sighed and then he folded his arms.

“Well now,” he said. “Let us review this maneuver step by step. Item: I offer to share, guilessly, a simple esthetic pleasure with a farting boor. Elevate him a little, if I do say so myself. Item: The farting boor, in affected gratitude, offers to lend a hand, talented hand I might add, with the rapprochement. Item: The next thing….”

“With the what?” said Poochy.

“It means to make a pass.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Poochy and nodded.

“Where was I?”

“All wrong,” I said. “You were all wrong.”

“You are a disgusting fink, Mathew, and deep down in your noodle and pea-packed bowels you know goddamn well you just made that broad as good as if you had made that broad. Whereas you were supposed to lead her to us.”

“Listen,” I said. “How do you figure for me to make up in two minutes flat what you ruined by copping a feel off her leg, huh? Answer that!”

“Copping a feel helps.”

“Forget it,” and I drank wine too fast so that it scratched in the throat.

“You didn’t cooperate with my assistance,” said Benson. By this time his irritation was genuine, and so was mine. Benson cracked a knuckle and said, “First you cop a feel, which causes startlement or embarrassment or maybe both. Second — and this is where you were supposed to come in — you become supportive and reassuring. This immediately establishes….”

“Bullshit. She wasn’t embarrassed and she wasn’t startled.”

“That’s right,” said Poochy.

“Another rat fink?”

“Forget it,” I said. “She had the worst reaction of all. She thought it was ridiculous.”

“Fermato por favore, fermato!” said the patrone to everyone which was alright with me because it interrupted this nonsense here at the table.

The rest we did in silence, the foot shuffling, pants hitching, the heavy buttoning of jackets once you were standing up, and then we carefully doped out how many coins to leave, plus the few lira. In American, that only comes to a few pennies. Benson didn’t leave any.

At the door I turned around and in the back stood the girl, looking at us. I waved at her and said, ciao, and she smiled immediately, making the strange little hand flutter which also means ciao when you don’t want to yell over a distance. Then Poochy and Benson and I went out into the square.

“Chow,” said Benson and I could imagine the look on his face. “Most ridiculous greeting I ever heard. Call her mashed potatoes, pigs’s knuckles or something and be done with it.”

But the attempt at a joke was too late and he knew it. I didn’t answer and we went across the square to the hotel where we had been billeted and didn’t say another word.

The little rift might have told me that something more might have happened to me than the usual bickering that goes on with Benson. But I had only seen the girl for that very short time — 
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