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In shadow or sunlight, fear thrived in this place. Hurrying
away from a visit to a family In makeshift quarters, she spotted
a fluttering hawk-like bird and thought it must be a kite. Yes,
a kite, settling high In the tattered fronds of a thick-trunked
date palm. The sun®s intense light gilded the brown feathers
with a gold velvet too striking to disregard. She raised her

camera, clicking twice -- something caught undamaged amid the
ruins. She watched the kite rest a moment then shake itself and
pull a long wing feather through its beak. It was a wary bird,

making vigilant pauses between each preening. Still, it could
look down upon her foreshortened body without much concern. She
envied its unrivaled perspective and safety. Don"t allow
careless distraction she reminded herself, even as she watched
the Kkite give a startled cry and rise into the blue Middle
Eastern air.

She was caught wingless in bursts of machine gun fire.
Rapid puffs of dust. Bodies scattering, falling, a random few
struggling to rise.

Ahead, the protective wheels of a truck. She started
forward, glancing once over her shoulder to gauge the hazard at
her back. In that single glance came a vision she had always
seen and would always see: a weeping child standing in the
targeted street. Here i1t comes, only one or the other.._life or
death. Her body curled into a running crouch, not forward,
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backward, the safety of the truck gone. Locking camera against
chest with one arm, reaching out and pulling the child 1n with
the other, she went down, rolled and came up beside an empty
gasoline barrel. 1t whined with bullets. One tore through the
loose cuff of her jacket, another through the bottom edge of her
pants leg as she pulled in her foot. Her ears ached from the
relentless sound.

Was this i1t, the final moment? But to go with such anger.
Rising alongside the deafening salvos, an unsummoned nursery
rhyme played its silent counterpoint in her head: The monkey
thought i1t was all in fun. Pop goes the weasel.

The child gasped and went rigid. Dead? Paralyzed with
fear? Alive. She could feel warm life straining against her.

In the next menacing silence she lunged behind a low wall, held
there, hunched and panting while bullets ricocheted off the other
side of the crumbling dun bricks.

Sporadic gunfire. Beyond in the white glare: crumpled
bodies, twitching movements of death, mostly stillness; pooling
blood -- the amazing smell of it in the dry air.

The child looked up at her with startled dilated eyes,
waiting with her, 1ts sound and reaction forestalled.

She closed her eyes but the unconscious had cracked,
submerged images escaping: a car slamming into a concrete wall; a
plane falling from the sky. Then in slow motion: the car"s front
bumper touching the concrete and rippling, peeling, folding back;
the plane iIn thousands of pieces, rising up into the air and
spreading, floating, settling down upon a mountain. The images
accelerated, slipping backward and backward as her wayward mind
zigzagged through a maze of electric impulses: the red face of
her first grade teacher, spit flying from her mouth as she
shouted, “Hell is for liars, little miss.” Her curly towhead
shook. “I didn"t lie. 1 didn"t."”; Mama throwing dinner plates
at the wall. Shards flying into her cereal. Run. Through the
holly hedge into the woods, among bird sounds. Small birds.
Death only a vague notion then, a little exciting, dark and
indistinct as a fabulous animal 1n moon shadow.

She would think of one more breath of life apiece. Then
think of another breath and then another. Do it that way, calm
her racing mind with useless entreaty as she had always done.

Let this one smooth baby die old, die sorting a few decent
memories...old, old, wrinkled as a sun-dried apple. It was far
too much to ask in this place. No way to dicker here. There was
nothing but evasive action, and i1If that failed nothing but bad
luck.

The morning ailr was heating up in the sharp light, a
blinding sugar-white light. She lifted her head for only a
moment, glanced around and fell back with her eyes shut.

Her lips were moving without sound. An unvoiced wail of
invective: Is this enough? There they were, gone now. Here you
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are, no less perishable. Close enough? Damn this. Damn you.
Damn it all. Luck is now an empty bladder.

Spasms of shaking. Laughter: a celebration of four lungs
still filling with air -- one flaunted inchmanship of triumph
over madness. Laughter as liquor, the relief of deliverance.

She could feel but not hear herself laughing amidst the whine and
ack-ack of death. Then silence. Laughter as the silence of
guns, as the cheating of rigor mortis. She wouldn®"t die
laughing. She wouldn®t die now. She had ahold of this baby.

Looking down at the child she saw wide brown eyes of
innocence glazed with terror. The mouth would neither smile nor
cry.

Where have you begun, little one? What do you think of
this? Will you live? Will you remember? How can you understand
a deranged woman clutching at you for her own sanity? Poor
beauty born to smile on mama®s knee.

An explosion of dirt, bricks, and mortar. The smell of
gasoline fumes and a ripping blast pounding, shaking the earth,
then fading into tap, tap, tapping. Rain falling on the dry oak
leaves outside her bedroom long ago. No, not so very long. All
in an instant. Silence again. More silence. Silence and
laughter. 1 got you. 1 got you.

Head down against the child"s soft crown of dark hair, she
crooned, “Just baby and me, we"re going to be free and happy iIn
our blue heaven.™

She closed her eyes again and put her head back against the
bricks. There came the unmistakable swift clicks of a camera
shutter eating up film. Her eyes flew open, visualizing the
caption of an A_P. photo: Journalist and Rescued Child Take
Cover. This was not a photograph, would never be a cornered
image -- the full dimension of here and now, mouth filled with
the filthy dust of a war-ravaged Beirut street, clutching a child
who was now very likely an orphan. She blinked with rage.

The black-bearded photographer clicked away with machine
precision. Was she this, too, this indifferent invasive machine?
Her own camera came into her hands, the child lying beneath i1t
across her bent legs. Up before her face the finely honed glass
eye was a rebuttal of all accusation, a shield. The moment the
camera assumed purpose her self diminished, as though she sat
waiting at the back of a dark theater. Once again the curtains
opened. She focused and caught what was visible of the sober
mouth above the beard and beneath the tan hat. Now frozen in
time and place: long legs in well-worn Levis; scuffed boots;
faded photographer®s jacket with sleeves just beginning to fray;
sweat-darkened blue shirt; a walking camera rack; a self-
possessed American news junkie -- behold an East Coast
photographer. She of comparative Northwest Coast obscurity
didn"t move in those circles. Go anyplace where there was a dark
human-inspired hell and this strange breed would be found
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scrambling for the perfect shot of death, the one that stank of
it, the one that produced the supreme nausea.

She lowered her camera, tasted bile and shivered. Stupefied
to the point of incomprehension, she closed her eyes. Had
something burst, clotted memory? It occurred to her that she had
come here just to save this one child. No other thought moved
her forward or backward. Her head buzzed as a stubborn
practicality set in.

“Hey, you think you got enough there?"

He let his camera swing free and shoved back his hat. ™"That
butchery is over. Christ. More bodies."

It was Paul Carl. The processing cool blue eyes leveled her
anger with surprise. She"d met him nearly ten years ago in very
different circumstances, but even then with the three perennial
Nikons hanging around his neck, the very best model, each with a
different millimeter lens. She speculated that the weight might
eventually cave his tall posture. Was there recognition? She
smiled to herself. No, there was not. She, older and a little
fuller in body now, had been a thin background shadow when first
they met, unformed and mostly uninformed, even more confusing to
herselt than now. Extraordinary. She had just become a lucky
chance shot, the very kind she herself sought. Nice provender
for his larder -- a rich larder, she knew that about this single-
minded New York prince. The memory of their early brief
encounter brought a rush of irritation.

Bastard, photographing me coming unglued. So? So. So
what? Who wouldn®t fold when a machine gun is parting hair? My
slacks torn by a bullet and, Jesus! right through my sleeve cuff.
But the others...the others...warm blood gone to ground, fluid
life back to dry earth...just so much dross and stench now. And
we"re drawing breath here. Hardly a scratch..._maybe a few
bruises. Numbers moving up fast, moving up to the front. But,
little brown eyes, 1 got you.

She leaned forward, ruffling the quiet child"s hair,
listening. Silence; its heavy threat. But a chance to move.
Unwinding her hard-flexed body too swiftly, she stumbled and
hunched forward over the child. Her trembling hand pulled the
soft warm flesh against her, caressing the silky cheek. The
limpid brown eyes stared at her as she tried to stretch out her
taut muscles. No mother or father called for this sweet baby.
She glanced back at the lifeless bodies iIn the street, some
already being carted away. Somewhere among them was a face given
to this tender flesh. The child had not cried since she took it.

“Hey, little Lemur.”™ Her voice shook. “Know you“ve got the
midnight eyes of a gorgeous little lemur?” She picked up the
child, holding i1t over her hip. *“Have to find out where you
belong."

“Come on, my friend, let"s get out of here,” Paul said.
“Where you headed?"
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“1 was...away from here.”

“Where to now?'" his Insistent voice demanded.

“In...under a rock. That"s enough for today, for the rest
of my life.._about to leave this hell zone.” The scathing anger
was on her tongue, but her throat wanted to laugh the way she did
as a child, with a thrill of daring: Can®"t catch me.

She set the child down a minute to brush the clinging dust
off her clothes, then picked him up again.

“Don"t you have someone waiting?...guard?...driver? Got a
car back there.” He pointed to an old station wagon.

“Where®s your driver?"” she asked.

“Helping with those.'" He jerked his head toward the street.
“They don®"t want us out there. We"re trouble. Let"s get moving
before we end up blindfolded."

“Have to find out where he belongs. Can"t just take him
away from here...but 1 wish...1"d like to."

There was the single crack of a rifle. He yanked her back
into the shadows of a crumbling doorway.

“How"d you get here anyway?" He spoke while putting his
head out to glance around.

“What?...you mean here or Beirut? 1 guess you mean...
Caught a ferry from Cyprus. Not so comfy, but the airport®s no
good. Hezbollah®s always hanging around...you must have noticed.
Got a State Department waiver, i1f that"s what you mean. They
made it clear if | was caught I was nonexistent. Into the
woodwork...of course. Said 1°d been nonexistent plenty of times
-—- to myself 1 said that.”

“Why here?"

“A lot of concerned refugees in L.A. An ethnic paper.
Concern for families here...children..._medical care."

“Stringer? Freelance?"

“Uncontracted; paid on delivery. |1 like 1t that way.”

“But not this way."

She thought he was smirking beneath his elitist black beard
and then wondered if 1t was just her old paranoia riding high on
shock. He was staring at her free hand which was shaking. The
aftershock surprised her with Its ungovernable insistence.

“Want a drink? There"s a little dive where you can--"

“No thanks. Think I need a hot and cold bath...maybe shock
me out of...of Insanity..._.like to stop...shaking."

They set off, she letting him lead.

“Still can"t believe you did that. Jesus, | really can"t.
111 have to look at the prints before 1 believe 1t. | thought
you were a goner."

“That would have made some picture."

He stopped, planted his arms akimbo and tried to look at her
but she kept walking, letting him catch up.

“You didn*"t come In here alone, did you?"

“No...l1 had someone.'”™ She looked around, remembering her
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so-called bodyguard for the first time. *“He"s probably in the
Shouf by now...up there iIn those nice clean hills, having tea
with the Druse. Well, just so he"s not dead."

“Sorry about the pictures. It"s what I do."

A laugh, almost a sneer, escaped her. "What else would you
be doing here? You sure®s hell aren®"t a tourist. Tourism IS a
little off this decade.”

He grinned. “Well, it"s...a...actually a little more
involved than that. But you...you"ve certainly got a right to
let off steam. Looks like you®"re one of us crazies. 1™"m Paul
Carl...and you"re?..."

“Yes, 1 know who you are. You probably don"t need my name

for stuff like this.”

She alerted herself that she was overenjoying her
bitchiness, but knew it wasn®"t going to stop.

Again, he focused on her with annoying scrutiny, some Kkind
of faint recognition taking shape, all because of her inordinate
behavior for which she faulted herself but which, iIn her present
condition, she didn*t bother to control.

He slung his cameras behind him. “Let me take him."

She handed over the small body with reluctance, wanting to
hold on but sore and tired and clumsy.

The child®"s eyes remained fastened on her, and Paul said,
“That"s right, little fellow, she®s your good angel."

The word summoned a face and a voice which made her step
falter, but she regained her balance and looked away from Paul
Carl®s quick glance. No meanderings into the past now. She was
here in this damnable reality. The child®"s parents were dead,
certainly. How easily she knew this. She felt more and more
amazed. Death had been close In war zones before but not quite
like this, iInnocent noncombatants on their way for bread or tea
hellishly cut down and lying heaped in the street.

“Maybe you dislike competitors?'" he said, clearly fTishing
for something to explain her inflammatory mood.

“Not always...not all of them."

They had picked their way around a collapsed building and
were now walking down a rough street cluttered with rubble, as if
they were a family out for a Sunday stroll. She stopped, shading
eyes schooled in caution, eyes which moved over the rooftops and
down allong blasted window ledges. Cavernous dark hiding places.

“We"re okay here 1 think."

“1 don"t feel okay anywhere in this place,’ she answered,
wiping the sweat from her forehead.

“Better get used to it...or quit.”

He stopped, pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and
wiped Lemur®s running nose.

“If 1 ever got used to it 1°d consider myself a...a
subspecies. | wanted to come here,” she offered.

“The old love-hate snare.™
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“Not you, of course."

“No, but nobody who does this gets out from under or the
stuff®s no good. 1°m careful and I accept what 1 have
to...unhappily.”

“Accept the unnecessary?"

“1*"m forced to. We are forced to."

“1 haven"t come to that. Oh, once in a while, but not
here..._today. This is...1s totally absurd."

“You took yourself here...to this absurd hell...real and
raw, a picture hunter®s aim...coup de chance. “Never succeed If
you let it stop you down to one frame. We--""

“1 know what 1*m doing as well as the next fringe case out

here. 1 get by. Success...God." She had muttered the last two
words to herself, clicking her tongue in anger and spreading out
her arms. ™"You call this a stroke of luck?"

“No. The luck is in being here. Don"t often hit on your
kind of input: heroism..._.maybe some craziness."

She rubbed her sweaty forehead again, unwilling to respond.
“Guess I"m finally thirsty."

Both quiet, they walked on for a quarter of an hour and came
at last to a doorless bar, a dusty green-walled darkness with
scarred red tables and worn benches. The ubiquitous flies were
circling. A portly bald German gave them smudged glasses of
slopping beer, warm. She took the child who clung to her as she
drank.

“1 sound strange to this little lemur.” She patted the boy
with gentle fingers, caressing his back, and asked if there were
water and bread. “Wasser, Brot, bitte?"

The German brought water and an uneven bubble of thin, half-
charred dough dipped in olive oil. The boy reached for it with
both hands, tearing i1t with a few fragile new teeth.

“Good?” She smiled. A weak answering smile emerged for the
first time, then the eating went on with drooling mouth.

Waving flies off the child®s face, she asked, “Why aren®t
you iIn Nicaragua or Honduras...snapping airfields? Isn"t that
where all of you big guys are supposed to be?"

“Big guys?"” He chuckled, leaning on his hand and stroking
his beard.

“Well, from one point of view."

He looked at her until she caught a shifting click of
recognition. He was seeing her, she decided, seeing her for the
first time as something outside his lens.

“We"ve met before.._haven™t we?"

She shrugged, turning away from his scrutiny. Her low voice
was just audible in the buzzing silence. “We"re not the same as
then.. _back then..._.whoever we are...were."

The raised glass In his hand was returning untouched to the
table. She glanced at the doorway, thinking someone threatening
had entered the room. He leaned back and his eyes traveled over
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her 1n a way that tempted her to begin shouting invective. She
pressed her lips together and looked away at a bony cat rubbing
against the doorjamb, marking its vanishing territory. How could
a cat live here?

“That"s a backhanded way of letting me know. Where was i1t?
Not one of my classes?...maybe one of my larger seminars. No, 1
don®"t think so. But I know your face."

She grinned at his presumption that she had been his
student. He did teach her something. “You had no classes. You
were sort of...on the move."

“You remembered my name.'

“Yes...well, it"s known. |1 can"t afford the gear you"re
hauling around...although what 1"ve got iIs pretty good."

“This is a little strange. Did I...?" He was silent a
moment. "We couldn®t have..."

“If we did, I don"t think 1 remember that either,”™ she said,
feeling a little triumphant because that part was true. 'This

beer tastes wonderful and yet 1 know it"s terrible. My nerves
are shot but the rest of me is intact. Amazing. One minute
you"re alive and the next you"re dead. Life Is a cheap nuisance
for warmongers. |If they don"t get you the uncertainty will."
She had almost laughed with a wild kind of joy, knew she was
babbling, and clenched her teeth.

He appeared to be considering her remarks but then passed
over them all without comment. There followed a long silence,
and when she glanced at him she knew that he was beginning to
remember. He reached out and took the cuff of her jacket between
his index and middle finger, the cuff torn by a bullet. ™"That
didn"t touch your wrist did 1t?"

"No," she answered, bending to examine the other hole in the
hem of her slacks.

"And your foot is okay?"

"Not a scratch.™

"Where are you staying?"

"The Commodore. So far it hasn"t taken a direct hit.
Anyway, 1"m checking out soon. Did what 1 came to do."

"Well, I"m hanging out at a friend"s in Rabiya. You could
come--""

"Oh...nice up there. No thanks. 1"ve got one more
appointment with some people.™

She slid off the bench, rehung her camera and took the
child*s hand. ™Come on, Lemur. 1°"m with you and you®"re with me
and 1t"s off to some kind of billet we go. All this makes us
pals forever. Right?" She picked up the child, and tossed a
comment over her shoulder, "Interesting seeing you."™ She had
almost said again, but then she was already preoccupied with
Lemur, puzzling a little over the direction she needed to head,
and didn"t look back.

"Just a minute. Hey! Know where you"re going? Wait!
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What"s the...just a minute. It"s...a..._Mathilda, isn"t i1t? 1
remember you. Somehow that name didn"t fit because you were so
damned narve. Now you show up tough as bear claws, and it still
doesn®"t. You cut your hair and--""

"Cut my hair?" It was just what someone from New York would
say after nearly ten years. ™"Oh God,'™ her low voice was almost a
lament as he moved in close to push the dust-filled hair away
from her eyes. Some of it stuck to her forehead but she had her
hands full of the child.

"Mathilda something...something short. Help me out. 1

remember those eyes. Yes." His rising laughter stalled, checked
by deeper reflection. ™"Those sad amber eyes.'

"Sad? 1 don"t think so...that"s bombast. And my friends
say Mahta -- it"s good enough.™

"Can"t believe it...you here. You were working for the arts
commission, a kind of girl Friday, doing a little scrub
photography, press conferences...trouble shooting. Out in the
northern hinterlands of the West Coast. 1 was using up a hell of
a lot of film on a promo job for the commission; couldn®t afford
it, either. You took pity on me...shared some of your film from
the filing cabinet where those petty grudgers kept it locked up.
That was okay.' He laughed, rubbing his beard, obviously
enjoying the recollection because things were easy now. 'They
didn"t pay me what my work was worth. How"s my memory doing,
Mahta? Mahta Lind, that"s it, isn"t it? Pretty good, huh?

Let"s see...you were in charge of getting City Ballet to do a
short outdoor promo at the fountain. You kept handing me
film...stood there watching me shoot. Whenever I ran out, a
handful of film appeared under my nose. Every damned lens popper
in town was climbing all over the place...fouling up my space."

"Your space?"

"God, that night we ended up walking into the ballet"s

premiere...l1 and a long-haired little girl. How"s that?"
"Uh-huh, great,' she muttered, rolling her eyes.
"And in the lobby -- I was mightily surprised -- 1 ran into

my old next-door neighbor In New York, Francis La Breeve.
Incredible. Francis K. La Breeve, musical genius, strolling
through the lobby of--"'

"Boondock Center, right? You introduced me -- at the time,
for a few hours, you even knew my name --, and Mr. La Breeve
looked at me as if 1°d just come in to change the linen. You
laughed and said, "This is my assistant. She points and 1
shoot.” Then you both laughed with...with the instinctual
effusion of hyenas. Oh, it was jolly."

"My God, you remember all that? Is that why you"re so
defensive...all this hostility? Apparently, 1 was pretty bad, a
jerk. 1t"s happened. You should®ve let me have it."

I did, she thought, then said aloud, "l was gaga green with
envy and sickeningly polite In those days."
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"Yes, 1t seems to me you were very polite..._but 1 don"t
think...no, 1t didn"t end there.” His voice was amused.

"Oh, yes it did. The rest was just a little shimmer on the
pond. Excuse me, I°ve really got to talk to some people.”™ She
noticed that her watch had stopped. "They"ll think 1"m dead.
Around here i1t"s a definite consideration. It was rather
interesting...or something like that...running into you
again...and thanks for the...the stale beer."

There. Regrettable that she had revealed her annoying
embarrassment, her discomfort. It would pass. A person ran into
everyone in the business sooner or later. She might never have
thought of him again, a brief minor incident stuck somewhere in

between her badly ended marriage and... Brehnt. Not now, for
God"s sake. Don"t think about that now. Sometimes the sudden
image could steal all her breath away. In the beginning, the

memory had precipitated manic acts of severe recklessness, time
and again propelling her to the edge of hazard until going there
became a habit.

She turned around and carried the child through the doorway
into the bright sunlight, a glorious afternoon of intense white
light 1n a dark world of bombed-out buildings and violent human
dust.

Riding on her hip, the child looked up at her, and she
smiled into its beautiful brown eyes, thinking for an instant
that she had raised it to this point, that for all of i1ts short
life 1t had been only with her.

1

In less than two weeks, she had delivered her story and
photographs to the editor of the Lebanese newspaper iIn Los
Angeles, picked up her remittance and gone north, far north to
her temperate home beneath the fir green hills of Seattle.
There, layered gray skies, often rainless sham, made the
inconstant sun"s appearance a celebrated event.

At first her slate clapboard houseboat smelled damp and
musty inside, but with the windows open and sea squalls blowing
in 1t quickly assumed a salty freshness. From time to time when
the winds shifted, the smell of early fall wood smoke drifted in
on breezes sliding off the foothills of the white-dusted North
Cascades. Memories of autumn in the country. Perhaps she should
go there. She made no attempt to move from her slouched, half-
curled position in a favorite overstuffed chair. Now and then
her tired eyes moved to the pile of unopened mail she had carried
in and dumped on a corner of her scarred oak desk.

“"Lemur, little fellow,”™ she whispered into the filtered
evening light. "Tried to take you with me...did take you but
you®re still there. Damn it. Damn.”™ What would become of the
child? Parents dead. No relations to be found. The Maronite
mother and father having wandered in from some godforsaken place
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-- desert, mountains, empty space only fought over -- to start a
new life. Life in a hell zone. The child all that was left of a
dream, a striving instinct. "Who"ll care for you? You should
have your chance. Not like those in the street. God, don"t come
to that.” Oh, was I talking out loud? Never used to.

The favored bottle of Glenlivet beckoned from the bar shelf.
Her eyes fastened on i1t but in moving toward it she paused a
moment, biting her fingers, then went for her jacket. An evening
out. Not to be alone was the thing. Alone, the black mood could
stalk and make i1ts kill.

#

The Portage Bay Bar & Grill on Lake Union never changed.

The steadfast could check In there every two days or two years
and find it the same. That unvarying familiarity, Billy the
proprietor, and the fact that it was a short walking distance
from her houseboat were its salient attractions. It was, to say
the most, unpretentious in a comfortable way: stone fire pit,
scuffed black leather and scarred walnut, soft lighting, and
musty with liquor fumes and stale smoke. Altogether quite worn
down but kept clean.

"Hope you don"t ever change this place, Billy,"” she said as
he poured her a double Scotch and soda. ™"I1°d get all mixed up If
you did."

"Hell, I"m doin® just fine the way it is,” Billy said,
dropping a lemon twist into her glass.

Billy was a night person, a pale stocky man with short-
cropped hair of sandy gray that always looked as if he"d just
stepped out of a shower and forgotten to comb it. His sympathetic
hands were the cause, worrying his hair with tipsy patrons-
complaints: a constant bemoaning of aimless muddles. Through
comedy and pathos, he leaned on his elbow with his chin In his
palm, his free hand sweeping up his hair in little tilted shocks.
Every nonviolent oddity who came along was tended to as a duty,
but not without salty comment or a roll of the colorless eyes
which only seemed careless. Billy had his favorites; i1t showed
in the way his sleepy gaze narrowed to a fine concentration.

"So where ya been this time?"

"Don"t ask. Well, Beirut.” She took a long swallow of her
Scotch.

"Oh, yeah?" Billy said as he drew beer for an eager
customer, then gave it a deft push down the shiny black bar top
and refocused on Mahta. "That"s a killer."

"An apt expression. It has i1ts detractions. The constant
fear of being a target. Once | was afraid 1°d get used to it.
That would make you careless."™

"Hey, the Army was enough for me. Careless is dead...and I
know what scared i1s."

"This time I had it bad. 1°ve never been so scared. You go
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a little crazy when you manage to live."

"Why take a chance? Jesus, 1If you want thrills why not just
ski off a glacier or rock climb or something?"

"No, 1t isn"t thrills...God, no, it isn"t. That"s just a
collateral effect when you®re left still breathing.” Thirsty,
she was already half finished with her drink. ™"It"s the kind of
thing | do. It happens sometimes."

"But why, kid? Why do that stuff?"

"1 have to...have to...at least that much. Sometimes it
puts you right where they are...the innocent victims. You don"t
have to exaggerate or lie about anything. You"re a withess. You
know. Except maybe for a few seconds, they didn®"t and for them
It"s over. But you"ve got them and in a way you“re keeping them
alive. Then you just leave. That"s the hard part because 1t"s
So easy."

"So why the hell go to that damn place? Freelance -- don"t
that mean free to go where ya want?"

"Not entirely. Sometimes 1 go where 1 think I need to be.
More often, | go where they want. Go to talk to the living...end
up reporting on the dead.™

"Always plenty of those,' Billy said with a headshake.

She took another long swallow and felt the Scotch burn its
way to her stomach. ™1 don®"t know...somebody needs...l need to
be i1n those wastelands, but I always come away feeling so bad...a
lot worse than when I1*m in the middle of it. | don"t have to
stay."

""So ya wanna share in everybody®s friggin® misery."

"No. Until I get there, I can never really believe it"s
going on. |1 can®"t do much but 1 can go there. | can make others
see 1t. But the relief at leaving...God, it scuttles so much
anxiety 1t"s like a...like a hemorrhage. And like committing a
crime. Leaving is a crime. Frozen in the middle of it"s better.
You haven®t done anything wrong yet by walking away. Time dies.™

She handed Billy her empty glass and knew what he was doing
when he turned his back and married the Scotch with a little too
much soda -- for her own good. He tossed in a lemon twist, and
said, ""Somethin® really got ya this time."

"There was a little boy, a baby of only two or three, an
instant orphan left In the street where his parents were machine-
gunned. 1 tried to take him with me. Impossible. | sent him
food and clothes and toys. | sent him my picture and a tape
recorder..._with tapes of my voice talking to him and reading
children®s stories. | guess that seems pointless. He doesn™t
know what 1*m saying, but children should be read stories...hear
lullabies...so many wonderful ones."

"Christ, why don"t ya have a kid."

"Oh God, Billy, that"s such a wrong answer."

"You ain®t gettin® any younger."

"Another shot, please, Billy. You put in too much soda."
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He shrugged and tipped the bottle Into her glass. She
gulped 1t down and felt 1t burn a little more than usual. Her
stomach was beginning to rebel against strange diets, both the
richness of the impulse food she ate at home and the paucity and
poor quality of the food she often ate on the run in remote
places.

"No, I"m not getting any younger, and in a way I"m not
getting any older. Anyway, that doesn®"t have a lot to do with
what I"m saying."

"I ain"t as dumb as 1 look. |If you keep this up you won"t
get old at all. You"re droppin® one good apple into a whole
rotten barrel. You®"ll loose that shine, kid."

She sighed. ™"1"m not such a perfect apple, Billy dear. Am
I talking too much? Let me know if I am.™

"Hell no, you ain®"t talkin® too much. Haven"t seen ya iIn a
whole long time. So, you gonna try and get that kid?"

"1 haven®t given up yet. 1°ve got a few contacts and some
people In children®s organizations.” She felt herself on a
maniacal rise with the bite of the Scotch. 'Huge brown
eyes...sweet. Damn it, 1 tried to put him in the care of a
decent shelter but I can"t stand the thought of what might be
happening to him. I know i1t"s futile. |I"ve tried calling
there...like trying to reach Pluto on the phone."

"Hell, it seems like the damn barbarians oughta let one
skinny little two-year-old kid outta there. Must be they want
dough. Yeah sure, that"s i1t."

"They"re no more barbarian than a lot of us right here.
They"re mostly innocent people caught up iIn destructive emotions:
fear, greed...rabid anger. We animals all have this at the base
of our skulls, Billy. Throw in a few evil fanatics with power
and you®ve got another hell zone. But money, I"m sure you"re
right. 1It"s the conclusion everyone comes to in the end...pretty
easily actually, because if you have enough of it you can get
anything."

"Well, damn near...pretty damn near."

"You know what, Billy? 1°m losing it. The world is full of
them. . .thousands and thousands of little hands tugging at me
while 1 try to sleep. On and on i1t goes, masses of feeble and
hungry treated like so much dross. In my dreams, always a sea of
hands. . .reaching out...reaching. God, those beautiful eyes,
pleading for a chance they"ll never get. Why do there have to be
so damned many of them?"

"Well, have another shot of this, kid. Sometimes it"s
better to see things that ain"t there.”

#
A motor launch putted by and Mahta raised her head, studying
her flowered sheets. Of all the paradisiacal, galvanizing, or
utterly foul places she had awakened. She could hit the deck
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with both feet, bound across a freezing floor or a humid hole of
stench without hesitation or a trace of dizziness. But this was
one of the other times. She sank back as the room gave a
shuddering twist.

Where am 1I? Red lily tulips with dark green leaves on a
Tield of white. Think I got these sheets on sale downtown. Must
be home. Lift the head and see what happens. Ugh. God, what a
headache. Aspirin..._aspirin.

She stood up at a tilt and wrapped the loose top sheet
around her shivering body, dragging one end behind her to the
bathroom sink. Her hand shook as the aspirin spilled into her
palm and over the counter, bouncing on the floor.

Bitter. Hard to swallow. Lie down on your bed of tulips,
tulips, tulips. It will pass, my dear old thing. 1t will pass -
- oh, let it pass. Take a deep breath. Dizzy. Shouldn®t have
drunk all that damn booze and rattled on to poor Billy. Ahh!
Awful. Swallow. Should have stayed home and nursed my
Glenlivet. . _never gives me a headache. Swallow. Good thing I
don"t do this often...like mother. Oh God, she®"s gone...gone.
Mother, I"m sorry...so sorry... No, don"t start that. Dad"s
waiting. Got to go over there. |If only he hadn®"t sold the old
place so early in his life...gave him something to do. Guess he
remembered too much. Mother gardening, waiting for the sun to
angle around for liquor in the lilacs. Dad tending his Jerusalem
artichokes and carrying her to bed. Have to go see him.
Sad...sad. Damned Scotch. 1*d almost rather go back to Beirrut.
But not quite...not quite...except for Lemur. Can®t think now.
Sleep. Then put something harmless in the abused little tummy.
Sad. Liquor-sad...and then some.

#

Scrambled eggs with freeze-dried chives mixed in, half an
English muffin with peach jam, and a cup of Irish Breakfast tea
with milk. She sat in her little kitchen nook, making a quick
evaluation of her breakfast. This precipitated thoughts of
Lemur. 1 wonder if he has anything decent to eat. OFf course
they~ 11 feed him, but not the way I could. Well, there goes my
stomach.

i

Her father opened the door and stood squinting for a moment
with a puzzled look, even though she had called to say she was
coming. Assessing the damage, she thought. He stepped back in
silence, making way for her to enter.

She, too, was quiet, making assessments, those of his
current state, their influence upon one another, effects of the
past: Still self-contained, a little stooped; dark amber eyes
clear and boyish in that bland, unrevealing face; worn leathery
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skin; silver hair, beautiful 1n moonlight; as usual smelling of
Roger Gallet cologne and your one Jamaican cigar a week. But a
plaid flannel shirt and corduroy pants? Lovely blasphemy. So you
do have an opinion about clothes. 1 like it. At first when we
left the old house to come here and be urbanites i1t was still
mother"s way: a cashmere v-neck sweater, a white shirt, and
always-pressed, sailcloth slacks. In time, a few subtle changes.
Now the reprieve of plaid and corduroy, dear old thing. Good for
you.

She held out a white carton. '"Here, dad, pickled herring.

I know how you like it with a little rye whiskey."

With a sweeping corner view, the eighteenth floor
condominium looked out over Puget Sound, Queen Anne Hill, and
Lake Union. 1t was kept up by a housekeeping service and smelled
of a tidy old man®s nest: cigars, after shave, newspapers, worn
leather, lemon furniture polish, and cooking fumes. Like Billy"s
place, 1t had hardly changed since she and her father moved here
seventeen years ago: the tufted black leather sofa and his big,
studded black leather wing chair with ottoman; the familiar
ticking of the two-weight wall clock -- German movement, French
mahogany case; the mahogany-framed, beveled mirror, reflecting
the cloud-filled sky and at night the lights of Queen Anne Hill;
the worn but still richly colored Tabriz stuck over the beige
wall-to-wall carpet; a few of Mahta"s framed photographs, his
favorites, markers along a restless, carved-out path.

Her perspective of these photographs was quite unlike his;
it included herself seeking the right position and thinking about
what each captured image would mean: the Serengeti In Tanzania,
where roamed amazing fauna losing a battle with the virus Homo
sapiens; the Mayan ruins of Tikal, cryptic remnants of brilliant,
numerating stargazers with iInternecine habits; and Chingkangshan
Mountain, Well Ridge Mountain, in China®s Kiangsi Province where
Mao Tsetung hid out with his small band In 1927, the early,
poetic, still unruined man. Had she really stood in those
places, taken those? Yes and thousands more. Before long it
would be possible to shrink the plundered world to a luncheon
engagement anywhere at all with sleep In one"s own bed the same
night. New Guinea"s remote cataracts had only a moment more to
break and splash unheard.

"So you"re back alive, Mathilda,” Frank Lind said in a
crackling voice. "Didn"t know if you"d make 1t."

"Oh, dad.”™ She threw up a casual hand, pretending his
remark was a gross exaggeration, while her thoughts swelled and
divided and spread. This time | didn"t know if I1*d make it
either, but I won"t tell you that. You think I"m an odd one,
don"t you, poor darling? |If 1°d made it home bagged for a
coffin, you"d have buried me without much emotion showing on your
face, holding it all in, another deep unlocatable wound.

In the early years, you and mother made love and fought with
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equal zeal, you always trying to get out from under her
pettiness. She couldn®t stop herself. Then you fought over her
drinking. She couldn®t stop that either, the grand periodic
binges. Even sober she could be coy and playful, with a droll,
offbeat kind of humor, as i1f everything were ridiculous, as it
surely was. She had never meant to grow up or face anything,
would sing humorous songs to me while I tried to fix your
breakfast, or wake us up playing the piano fortissimo in the
middle of the night. We allowed ourselves to be duped, hopeful,
desirous of believing, duped again and again. She would take us
in, seductive, tease us until we were laughing with her, the
bliss of eating something she had baked -- our favorite
maraschino cherry cake. Suddenly plates would fly. We couldn®t
believe 1t, but In time we learned to believe 1t. At last, 1iIn
her sober periods, she used anger to keep everyone away, then
hated herself for it, hated her inability to fit anywhere, to be
part of an ever iIntimidating society. Back to the drinking. She
would lock herself iIn her room, pretending to rest, and drink
until she couldn®t stand. Once you sawed the lock off her door.
Poor old dear, kneeling there patiently sawing. It stayed that
way for months, her symbolic door missing a chunk. Whenever she
came out, either in stealth or reeling, often tripping on a few
stairs, watchful little Mahta was there; the aging adolescent
with a terrible family secret, reaching for mama®s hand. When
she was tucked back in bed, off I would go, searching out her
hidden bottles and pouring them into the sink, hoping, hoping she
would believe she had drunk them all. My hands shook 1 was so
afraid for, so afraid of, so angry at her. What an old, tired,
oft-repeated play i1t was. All that good whiskey down mother and
down the drain, until the day...oh, God, the day--

"What was 1t like there in Belrut?"

The merciful words carried her from a ruinous place she
hadn®"t meant to go. She thought about the question a minute.
"Not good. Unreal...or too real. Too real if we in this land of
surfeit are really anesthetized."

"Once it was a great port and banking center for the Middle
East,” he said, sinking into his wing chair.

"Ah yes, a jewel on the Mediterranean, shimmering beneath
the eastern Lebanon Mountains. |1 love i1ts history. Nearly two
thousand years ago the Phoenicians built ships from the cedars of
Lebanon...the romantic past.'” Even some of the present age would
become a romantic past, she reminded herself. It would take
awhile, and everything would have to get a whole lot worse than
it already was.

"The Romans were there,” he offered.

"Yes...a palm bedecked shore of learning and culture after
they colonized 1t In 14 B.C. Maybe 1ts congquerors weren"t so
welcome...but now it"s rubble.™

"Lunacy.""
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"Pretty much...but humans with so-called higher intelligence
have done this," she said, walking to the windows. "It"ll have
to rise again...again and again. Population, economics demand
it.” She placed her hand on the casement and leaned her chin
against 1i1t.

"Oh, dad, look at that dazzle coming out of the clouds. The
water®s all stippled with such a blinding light. 1 love this
view. Wind"s uncapping the Olympics...coming out blue and
mysterious...already a dusting of snow. Everything iIn
flux. ..always changing."

"Yes...entertaining. Should have brought your camera."

"1 did...but just for a picture of you."

"Why do you want so many pictures of this old carcass?"

"Dad, you"re very photogenic,"™ she reminded him one more
time and turned back to her favorite panorama.

"1"ve taken a lot of pictures of this view: the islands in
morning mist...noon"s drowning blue with white chop...a Tiery
peachblow sunset behind the Olympics...and the Canada
geese...always gaggling past these windows iIn their goosey
conversations, crossing to Lake Union. 1 love the icy moon
beside the Space Needle in winter.._ferries coming and going.
There®s one now...always coming and going with those faceless
windows. . .friendly little squares of yellow at night. Sometimes,
far away, | dream of them...alive and grinning in the dark like
sea dragons.™

"When 1 go, move out of that floating shack and live here.
It won®"t be much longer."

"Dad? You look terrific."

"Doesn®"t mean a thing. It"s the stuff inside going
haywire."

"What"s wrong?" She tried to keep her voice light, glancing
at him and back at her view.

"Just age...wearing out."

He sat and she continued to stand, evaluating more the tenor
of his voice than the information it conveyed.

"By the way, you have enough security over at that sea level
tub you®re never iIn? | remember the time you came home and found
it trashed. Lots of burglaries lately."

"Everything®s fine," she assured him, remembering the
depressing scene she had encountered. It was not long after she
lost Brehnt. She had crawled in halft alive from some enervating
horror -- yes, i1t was Ethiopia --, shivering from the cold heavy
fog outside and the grisly fog in her mind, so tired, just
longing for her old easy chair. Everything had been searched,
drawers pulled out, files strewn, cabinets turned upside down and
her desk dismantled -- curiously enough, she later found nothing
missing. She was so tired she had stood in the middle of the
room and wept.

Silence again, and she felt certain her father was staring
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at the back of her head.

"Do you have any kind of a...well, a mate, Mathilda?"

"No." She laughed. "And the feeling is mutual."

Mahta turned from the window and saw that her father looked
a little surprised at his own forwardness, provoked she now
realized by the urgency of a worn body.

She walked to the corner window and looked out at Lake
Union, her silent thoughts gathering critical momentum. As if
that were the answer to everything. At your age do you really
believe that? 1 was married once. Maybe you®ve forgotten
Kenneth. 1 certainly won"t remind you. Lucky no child came from
it to be torn between us. A man to demand that 1 subordinate
myself to his needs? It"s too late. I"m wise now. You have to
do that without thinking. There was someone...someone you didn"t
know about. 1If I*d let you meet Brehnt... Why does i1t matter?
To help me verify his having existed? No, of course to keep him
alive. How many heads is he In? That would take some research.
Stop this, this dream or memory? Stop it now. A mate, you ask.
Something like that...some time back, not of late. |1™"m spoiled
by 1deals...or saved. They can"t live up to my expectations and
I can"t live up to theirs. You and Billy: a mate and babies, the
answer to everything. And there"s contemptuous Aunt Grace,
always mouthing that tired old indoctrination -- marital bliss.
How convenient to ignore reality. Apparently, we"re destined to
repeat this pitiful stupidity...forever at the mercy of our comic
chromosomes. Sensual June brides draped in make-believe white,
virile grooms sprigged with lily of the valley, never again so
innocent or well-intentioned. Specious. Deceptions necessary
for posterity, but in fact absurd.

She remembered that Paul Carl had equated absurdity with the
photographer®s coup de chance, the lucky chance shot of the
extraordinary. But wasn®"t absurdity quite common, ubiquitous and
hardly of value? Wasn"t it everything? Oh, she mustn®"t be too

cynical. It would leave her nothing.
I had so little experience when 1 first ran into Paul Carl.
He must have made some kind of Impression on me; | do remember

that brief encounter. Rejection never really goes away. The
hurt, 1"m sure, the insult of being disregarded. After the
ballet we wandered off to a new place, untainted with memories of
Kenneth -- fresh blond wood, vivid yellow and orange colors--, a
narrow-roomed bar with pyramid stacks of sparkling glasses. We
drank beer poured from pitchers that looked like hospital
urinals. | laughed and drank and went to piss, and drank and
laughed and drank until 1 was numb, euphoric, a wasted smile
frozen on my tender face. My long blond hair, tan legs, short
skirt...so slim and eager, expectant. | wanted to topple all
those precariously stacked glasses. | wanted not only excitement
but a sudden deep recognition; adoration of course; simply to
conquer the world -- oh yes, everything! The impossible which
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innocence craves -- just liberated from a faithless husband but
still small-world innocent. 'Let"s get close,” was Paul®s

idiomatic seduction as he stopped us in an alley to embrace. We
swayed down the sidewalk...thence to my old apartment, thence to
my narrow little bed -- too short for his very long body --
thence, thence. He was gone by late morning and had already
forgotten me by afternoon. For a few days | had a certain
preoccupation with that self-important black-bearded machine. 1
always fell for cold talent and the threat of intelligence. |
embellished with such hopefulness, then wondered why 1 wasn"t
loved back by a big throbbing red heart. In the end memory
pegged him as a huge deceitful ego rife with designer labels
attached to ridiculous clothing, a one-track man tracking fast.

I1"ve slipped through the monogamous cracks. There are
others under the floor boards in the dark, but 1 don"t seem to
hunt them or want them. Too exhausting. Too--

"Didn"t mean to pry. Just thought you might get lonely,
Mathilda."

She smiled and went on with her iInsistent stream of silent
thoughts. And you, dad, could you possibly be missing poor
mother~s locked door, thick tongue, bruised limbs, sullen
hangovers? Of course you remember her as she was in her twenties
-—- my memory fixed by photographs and vague half-dreams: an
auburn-haired beauty, Mother and apple blossoms...sweet curly-
headed narf under an apple tree. Beautiful and full of
daydreams. Beautiful and numbing her brain with fraudulent
romance and then futile alcohol. What 1 remember iIs the sound
made by her flaying hands knocking the needle across old Billie
Holiday records while 1 viewed life"s reversals from another
angle -- trying to read Nathanael West with cotton in my ears. |1
wanted to understand why she had to hurt us iIn trying to find her
way. When she was in her cups 1t wasn"t the sudden unprovoked
slaps | received that hurt so much; oh no, It was what she did to
herself. A few times she and 1 did almost connect, short
fragile moments more painful to remember than an inept slap or
curse. Easier now to blame, but a distortion. She could always
let us sample the sweetest temper. She could always withhold her
love -- the most devastating punishment. Nothing of that will
ever compare to my own final atrocity. Stay out of that memory.
Stay out of that place. Better the assuaging knife of hate,
clean and swift..._but a lie.

I recall a few small things: putting a box together, a
cardboard storage box purchased flat and begun with wild
impatience. Moving too fast | had creased the laughably simple
construction incorrectly, the error followed by loud complaint.
Mother came and stood over her flummoxed teen-aged child kneeling
above confusion. 'Oh, that"s hilarious, Tilldy. Here, try it
this way, honey.”™ | watched and stored away everything but the
method of assembly. Her earnest red-lipsticked mouth twisted to
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the side, mama®s pretty fingers were for once of use, caressing a
box that I thought was me. A vicarious embrace, sweet words from
that so often angry, so often childish being. A helpless, self-
effacing tortured soul who couldn®t open an envelope without half
destroying the contents iIn a rage and fear of what she would
find, who changed her mind from morning until evening and never
thoroughly considered much of anything. Kneeling down, her head
bent to my task, for an instant reversing our long exchanged
roles, reassuring hands, comforting voice, secretive eyes all
tender, a minuscule granule of affection swelling over our barren
lives -- for me it was love. 1°d have traded parts of me for a
love from her that was curious. She was never that.

And now solitariness is a habit.._learned while growing up.
You had each other, the diversions of fighting and making up. 1
wandered off alone and found solace in nature and books...a
lethargic dreamy little creature with an imaginary horse for a
friend, until, that i1s, you got me a real one. Perhaps it was my
thyroid -- those thyroid pills our ponderous old country doctor
prescribed. What did they really do? Too much? 1t seems a long
time 1°ve been unstrung, the stuff of capricious chemistry. How
does one get calm, get ahold of a delicious and extravagant
playfulness? Not by marrying: for me so ludicrous -- there’s my
argument, no apology.

Is it good for you to be so often alone in this place,
listening to music, reading, watching skies...seasons? 1| suppose
you doze and dream. There"s television -- mostly crass fantasy
and gossip. |1 always wanted all kinds of things for you, dad,
things you probably didn"t want at all. Do I mistake your peace
for surrender? 1 can"t ask. Why doesn"t our blood tell us more?
Have the few clumsy words 1 once believed an impediment really
marked our understanding?

"Everyone gets lonely sometimes, dad.” She spoke out at
last with induced lightness. "Il think 1"m really a loner,
though, but 1 have friends...a few acquaintances if I get
desperate...a few good friends on the planet, from whom I come
and go...some very special ones...college pals.” She thought of
dark trenchant Rafael, of soft loyal Frannie.

"1 was proud of you in college...l guess you knew -- my Kkid
an honor student. | thought you"d make a big success of yourself
right here,” her father lamented. She heard the chiding
disappointment. "And you really don"t get lonely out there
running around all the time?...years of it now."

"Oh, sometimes, yes. But | meet interesting people. You
know. ..l suppose it sounds strange, but my camera®s like a
friend...the words 1 write a sort of ongoing conversation, alas,
with a dwindling readership. But what are you doing?"

"Same old thing. |1 read. Still play cards with the boys
once a week...gotta tell me all their damned aches and pains,
comparing our decrepitude. We made a pact we"d shut up about
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that but it creeps back in. Ed"s gone for good and we"ve got a
new one now you don"t know. Name®s Earl. Irish. All talk but
damned funny sometimes. Gracie and her grandkids come to see me.
I don"t mind playing uncle.”

"Good. I1"m glad.™

Did he resent her for being unable to provide grandchildren,
for not extending him in this primal way?

She disliked the insinuations of her father"s righteous
sister: fine pale hairs on a stiff very critical upper lip, the
reproachful ice-blue eyes. Aunt Grace disapproves of me. So be
it. I"m completely out of her ken. It grates a little to know
that she complains to you about me, but 1 can live with 1t. To
have an opinion which isn"t canned by one of the world®"s largest
canneries 1s perilous defiance. Raw opinions are disorienting
for Aunt Graces. They suffer with terror of, therefore hatred
of, the nonconforming mind.

"Going somewhere soon?"

Yes, that"s what I do. | keep going and going, as far and
fast as | can. You used to scold me for getting out of your
sight when 1 played. Sometimes I did it to make you call me,
hiding in the hay loft, craving attention. 1 wanted you to miss
me. 1 know now you do and 1"m sorry.

"You can always assume I"m going somewhere soon,
striving for a dismissive, light humor.

"Where i1s i1t this time?"

"Not quite sure yet. Let you know when I am."

"Is it that bad? When are you going to run out of those

she said,

lousy places? Mathilda, my girl, 1 don®"t know if you"ll outlive
me or not."

He sighed and turned his face away from her to study the
clouds rushing by on a squally wind -- his prodigal daughter so

wasteful of his extended flesh, she supposed him to be thinking.
She snapped a few pictures of him in that reflective pose.

"1 could break my neck falling out of bed,”™ she said,
dropping her camera back into her shoulder bag.

"That old cliché isn*t for you. 1t"l1l be some stinking mud
hole a million miles from here...and for what?"
"For the right reasons, 1 hope. If 1t happens you®ll know,

because 1*m telling you now, that I was doing what | wanted to be
doing. That"s all I can say."

He got up and went to his desk, rustling through strewn
papers, tossing pencils and scraps of paper off stacks of
magazines and newspapers until he found what he wanted.

"1 do read some of your stuff. 1 like the way you always
seem to find someone who stands for something. Here...what you
wrote at the end of this article on Latin America:

*She i1s thin but long inured to
defeat, this old matriarch, proud of
her child self that learned to go with-
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out shoes. Out of necessity still bare-
foot, she endures, by now fearing little.
The condition, she asserts, is preferable.
Shoes might obligate change, would be far
too great an unexpected gift.”

"1 like that, Mathilda."

"1 liked her."™ She must have died, but really won®"t until 1
do. "The way she talked, urgent, up close, with her hands...
Her plucky shrunken face -- all wild impatient eyes -- comes into

my dreams sometimes."

Frank Lind threw the article back on his desk. *"Don"t kill
yourself too soon, Mathilda, a smart young woman like you. |
don"t want to live to see i1t."

"The moment of death doesn®t thrill me, dad, but I"m not
afraid of not existing. Once I wasn®"t here and all too soon |
won"t be again. That"s natural, isn"t it? You get this one
chance and i1f you live right, receptive, aware, death should be
the fulfillment of life.._almost sweet."

Perhaps he assumed she was trying to mollify his exit. She
was not and could not. There was heavy silence in which she
regretted her directness. An irretrievable dark finality hung iIn
the air.

"I"m sorry. Guess | didn"t turn out quite as you
expected. . .grandchildren...that sort of thing."

"1 sure as hell didn"t expect so much. Your old man-"s
different now too. The conventional world isn"t so hot either:
greed, bigotry, pollution...the ones left out of it using guns
and drugs, and the middle class on a treadmill, working to get
relief at stadiums and shopping malls. No real heroes...just
fantasy...movies. Too many of us...way too many." His head
shook with disapproval.

"Margie and I weren®t the greatest parents. She never meant
to hurt us...suffered.” Sighing and leaning forward with folded
arms, he leveled his amber eyes at his daughter. ™1 wonder where
you learned all this stuff.._this attitude.”

"You didn"t dissuade me from learning it, dad. But I don"t
think 1t"s something you learn from being told. You have to feel
it. You look around you and sometimes you just feel so bad you
want to run right at it...do something...go and face the mess at
least...maybe stick 1t iIn the faces of those who can actually do
more...shame them into it...if they still know what shame is. My
God, that"s a little vain, isn"t 1t?"”

"1"m damned proud of you, Mathilda, you know that? You
surely have guts.”

Mahta reached out, the rose-colored dress that her father
had once said he liked pulling tight at her back -- nothing
serious yet; just a little too much fat from areas in the world
where people knew nothing of cholesterol or the effects of
excessive carbohydrates; it would come off In some starving
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place. She patted his hands. His long knotted fingers were
pressed against his thighs. He was unused to touching his adult
daughter, and she had found that it was confusing, difficult for
him, but he pecked at her cheek. She gave him an answering
squeeze of the hand and drew back iIn a silent rush of thought.

I wish I could curl up in your lap, dad, and tell you how
afraid 1 am sometimes...not of the moment of my death, no, not
that, but of dying without having done anything, without having
been of any use. | wish you could give me that ivy-cottage
warmth that was mine when you read to the child in your lap, the
child here now, the story of Rose Red and Rose White and the bear
who turned Into a prince. |1 wonder if you ever recall those
winter nights by the fire. |If only 1 could have carried that
little contentment away with me. Oh for a short journey iInto an
imaginary tale with a pretty ending...escape from horror and
ugliness. Please, some childhood talisman for peaceful amnesia,
instead of poisonous quaffs for mindless relief.

She watched her father step Into his neat white-tiled
kitchen where he turned the carton of pickled herring into a
shallow bowl. He brought it out on a tray, along with two
cocktail forks and two blue and white Chinese tidbit plates.

"You want a little rye or some of your damned burry Scotch?
I just keep it for you."

"No thanks. The dog bit a little too hard last night. But
maybe 1 could stand a beer...which 1 can get."

"No, sit.” He went out again and returned with a glass and
a bottle of local ale. "They brew some pretty good stuff around
here.” He took a sip and handed the rest to her. ™"Not too

shabby. Not too shabby at all."

She tasted the yeasty amber liquid, licking a bit of froth
from her lips. "Oh 1 like this. Yes...yes, smooth. When did
you get hip to the local brews?"

"The boys talk. They like the stuff. |1 listen and 1
sample, just to see i1f they have any taste left. Not bad,
huh?..._.for beer."

""Good...not so bitter...good."

He popped a chunk of herring into his mouth and made an
ecstatic face. "God, that"s fine. 1 used to soak whole
ones...take the salt out. Remember?...in crocks. Then hack “em
up, pickle "em sweet In white wine vinegar. Where"d 1 get the
energy? Now I"m too damned lazy to butter toast.™

"You shouldn®"t eat too much butter anyway."

"A little margarine then, goddamn it. Why the hell live
longer it there®s no more fun to It?"”

"Margarine might be worse. Am I supposed to tell you, wise
elder, that life isn"t all fun?" She was enjoying this.

"Spare me. I"ve had a suspicion of it for a helluva long
time.

"Guess 1°d better not eat too much of this," he said,



The Unexpected Gift
Karlene Kubat 24

popping in another chunk, "or my stomach®"ll drop out."

"Your stomach is probably in better shape than mine, dad.™
Avoid failing organs, she quickly reminded herself.

"What"s wrong with yours?"” he asked with sharp eyes.

"Nothing, just kidding."

"Lord, I"m still learning how to read you, Mathilda."

"Me too...this head has uncut pages."

They talked and gossiped and teased, keeping the tone and
subjects light and enjoying each other®s company. The ale
soothed and lifted her. Occasionally she would look across the
room where a shaft of bright light charged the colors in the old
Tabriz, or at the large watercolor of the barren rolling eastern
hills above the Columbia River. She had painted it in soft earth
tones when she was seventeen -- that first year with just her
father alone, her father fishing in his silent grief while she
painted in hers. They were together. Once again she studied the
painting for evidence of her traumatized feelings at the time,
but saw only an expanse of swelling earth, sensual curves, the
low values rather good. Beyond her father®s windows a crimson
horizon crept forth, cranberry streaks of light, the pink clouds
high above turning gray. One more swift sunset, sweet ache.

Preparing to leave her coping father to his familiar world
of bittersweet reverie, she thought, with a helpless sense of
squander, that it was another finality. Life was mere beginnings
and endings. The shimmering out-of-focus middle was something
one thought of as the future, unrecognizable as such when it
arrived, gone in a flash.

Repressed emotion had once again to be swallowed. She owned
that she had always been far more disturbed at what her parents
had done to one another than they themselves had been. She had
studied their sorrows too closely and with an emergent self-pity
she had been quick to reject. One of her makers had vanished
without vindication; the unfairness loomed before her as another
source of guilt. Always guilt. A guilt to which must be added a
final knife-thrust of failure as her mother"s daughter. It was a
memory sSo excruciating, so brutal it surfaced only in weak
moments and was swiftly cast away.

All the things | can never say to you, old dear. In this
head 1s a wary perception and a rage which makes me more wild and
aberrant than you could ever imagine. Perhaps a fiery remnant of
mother -- her stifled passion. Sometimes I"ve wished 1°d never
been born, but with the same vehemence I"ve wished 1 never had to
die. The onus for that isn"t yours or mother®s; it"s only the
exhausting contradictory nature of us...skewed with biological
necessity. You probably already know everything I*m never going
to say.

In the moment of leave taking it surprised her how much she
still wanted to be her father®s pride and joy. 'Love you,"™ she
said, aiming for naturalness, had taught herself to say it
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because she was not taught. From this strange evocation rooted
in blood and gratitude, she gained an essential satisfaction she
could feel to the marrow of her bones, congenital and mysterious.
The resultant pride and pleasure in her father"s eyes told her
that, after all, she had given him some part of her self which he
could value.

"Mahta, you"re tired, my girl,

he said as she stood outside

his door. ™"Why don®"t you take a little vacation.”
"That"s exactly what 1"m going to do, dad...take a little
vacation.” She waggled her oft-bitten fingers above her head as

she went down the hall.

v

The growing surfeit of untouched mail was bundled and tossed
on the back seat of Mahta®s black Beetle along with a small bag
of necessities. She had learned very early on never to need very
much when traveling -- travel light, move fast. It was going to
be only one precious week up In the Canadian Gulf Islands but it
was, she knew from other such respites, all that she could
tolerate when the inescapable beast of urgency redoubled its
persistent stalking. She reckoned it enough time to quell the
nervous energy which never entirely left her.

The long drive from Seattle to Tsawwassen across the
Canadian border was easy. The highway cut through a green valley
of rich alluvial farms snatched from the sea, and wound along the
steep slopes of brooding young-forested hills. 1t took only
about three hours, but she must make the 8:30 morning ferry in
order to get out into the islands. She had never been late.

With a gentle roll and rumble the large British Columbia ferry
deposited her on quiet South Pender Island. There she switched
to a smaller ferry, and by noon slipped into the narrow dark-
watered inlet of Long Harbour at her destination: Saltspring
Island. It was a world away from everything disagreeable and
jarring.

Here, chilling turquoise waters lapped the little-known and
startling white beaches -- some the early crushed shell middens
of a Northwest Coast tribe, the Salish. High above the shore
tropical looking red-trunked arbutus -- which Washingtonians
called madrona -- stood out from the dark firs and pines. The
curving boughs of these emerald-leaved evergreens reached over
the pristine shorelines with exotic panache -- a flagrant dance
of pistachio-green and burnt sienna trunks, the twisting peeling
boles often springing right out of fissures in the water-sculpted
basalt.

This secret haunt was her private cache of restorative
nature, an extension of the wooded places of escape she had
sought in her childhood. In recent years she found It necessary
to come here alone to rest and savor the beauty of virginal sea-
encircled land, a sanctuary steeped in rich native history. The
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place held no sorrowful memories, only peaceful offerings: pine-
scented sea wind, lapping water, bird songs. The plaintive cries
of the gulls welcomed her, and the melancholy, although to her
uplifting, evening cries of the mated loons echoed through the
sapphire inlets -- a reassuring sound, ageless and at once
fragile and enduring.

From the harbor a crunching gravel road wound up through
deciduous woods and led her to a familiar rental cottage: a cozy
brown-shingled habitat nestled among the trees on a narrow finger
of land called Welbury Point.

Barefoot, clad in Levi®s and plaid shirt, she brushed away a
few dry leaves and let herself down into a wood-slatted chair
resting on the deck of her cottage. The broad inlet shimmered
through the trees. She stared far across the water at Saltspring
curving back on itself. Hungry deer were down from the hills,
browsers more often found high in the cool green glades of Mt.
Maxwell 1n summer. They were used to humans but unapproachable
and shy. With mixed emotions the resort owner had once again
lamented their nimble defoliation of all the young arbutus which
jeweled the piney fTir forests at lower elevations. Two robust
domestic rabbits were gnawing their way across the narrow strip
of weedy grass clinging to the lip of the cliff just where it
broke away. Beneath this beetling emerald strip a tumble of
wooded rocks hung above the unseen shore directly below. The
cottage i1tself was surrounded by a tangle of vines and shrubs,
and a deer was audibly tearing at creepers on the west wall. She
stood up and peeked around the corner. The deer lifted its head
and stopped chewing, sniffing the air. The large moist eyes
studied her a moment, then it flashed i1ts tail and moved on.

"Go right on with your lunch,"™ she coaxed, dropping back
into her chair and remembering that she had forgotten to arrange
for her own. She should have gone first to the grocery further
along in the little town of Ganges. Still, the emptiness inside
was not for food, was In fact an emptiness that diminished her
hunger. She sat unable to bestir herself, eventually nursing
some of the Glenlivet she had bought on South Pender Island, and
munching the saved half of a salmon sandwich purchased on the
ferry. Her glowing Scotch reverie transfigured the rippling sun
to a lone Salish hunter stalking over the hills above the
farthest shore, the red-tinted mist his fluttering cedar bark
cape as he sank to his bed. Overhead, leaves whispered. Cries
of a solitary loon calling for its nearby mate echoed across the
water. The tremulous breeze was just cool enough to awaken her
from a flushed dreaminess. She stood up and stretched.

The wood laid for her in the fireplace was still damp and
slow to ignite. At first the flames curled and crackled with
deceptive liveliness, but the dense alder began to sizzle,
popping out tiny sparks. Very soon its glow darkened as it
turned into a smoking black lump. She swore with impatience,
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jabbing at the wood, pounding it with more and more vehemence and
then smashing the poker into the recalcitrant slab with such fury
that black, smoldering chunks flew out onto the hearth. A few
pieces bounced onto the carpet. She jumped up and kicked them
back with savage erratic attempts which finally connected. Smoke
filled her eyes. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

"Oh, this is bad...bad, you fool!"™ she cried out, at once
remembering her friend Jane®s often suggested analyst Doctor
Grossmane. 1 should sit there like a self-indulgent idiot,
talking, talking? That kind of babble i1s worthless and vain.
Calmly, calmly fix this fire.

Switching on the deck light she grabbed a folded paper bag
from a kitchen drawer and went outside. The light was poor but
she moved with caution out through the deepening shadows.
Squinting and fumbling about in the dimness she began snatching
fallen cones from beneath the firs iIn the far yard. When the
sack was full she bounded back up the steps, heading for the
fireplace. Thick and sticky the aromatic resin from the heaped
cones burned very hot, igniting the dense alder to a staying
power of flames.

The soft drum roll of the flames was soothing, the hissing
and crackling of the wood promising. She lay down on the couch
and gazed at the firelight dancing on the dark wood ceiling beam.
Little feet pattered across the roof -- squirrels. Something
rustled in the kitchen cupboard -- the resident mouse. Pulling
the afghan off the couch back she snuggled beneath it, letting
the fire lull her into a fragmented state which slowly dissolved
into deep sleep.

#

A throbbing motor passed in the inlet below. Mahta at first
thought she was in her houseboat bedroom. A peaceful lethargy
suffused her body, iInviting her to slide back into a dreamless
sleep, but a small knot was pressing into her side. She felt her
clothes twisted around her body in lumps, and her tangled hair
reeked of wood smoke. Getting her eyes fully open, she focused
on the dark ceiling beam; an olive-sized pregnhant brown spider
was blithely spinning its foreordained pattern of lace at the
corner. She turned her cheek against the pillow and stared
through the glass doors at the shimmering pink water of morning.
Paddling ducks trailed a dark V. A deer stood as though cast in
bronze. The noise of the boat motor receded, allowing the sound
of wavelets tumbling on the myriad broken shells below to enter
her consciousness. The peaceful swash of water was accompanied
by a gentle wind stirring the fir boughs. Sweet indifference.
Let me too be a tree, a rock, a thousand wavelets of
indifference.

"Tonight 1711 sleep in the bed,"™ she said aloud, laughing a
little and for the first time since her arrival.
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There was a glass jar filled with black tea someone had left
in the cupboard, and a new gray teapot from one of the island
potters. She brewed herself a strong cup and sat prodding her
lethargic mind into short-range plans.

Must go to the grocery, but even to venture into the
harmless little village of Ganges seems too much. 1I"m here and
immovable. . _have had less feeling of avoidance driving into Los
Angeles. There the concern is different; one doesn"t quite know

where Los Angeles i1s and never really finds it. It seems to slip
away, a mirage in a dirty pall of freeway fumes. Just to get
from here to Ganges -- a country lane, a parking lot -- seems a

chore...jarring. There might be tourist gum stuck to the
sidewalk, cluttered aisles of boxes and cans...wilted lettuce.
People...small talk. Western culture shock? 1[1°11 do it
quickly...down and back and off for a head-clearing swim.

Indeed, the owner thought her foolhardy when she first
discovered Mahta swimming. The temperature of the water was
usually less than 45 degrees Fahrenheit. In the late history of
the place, Mahta was told, the only other woman to swim here was
a tall bronze rippling-muscled Dane, who was said to consider her
feat a kind of penance. There was also a German man who came on

occasion and suffered a quick dip. "Then 1"m the only one who
enjoys myself,” Mahta had remarked. "I must be. There can"t be
a male alive who enjoys that withering cold.” The owner, an

agreeable but circumspect woman who respected Mahta®s ongoing
desire for privacy, had surprised her by laughing a great whoop
of cheerful complicity.

The supply run was accomplished: four miles iInto Ganges,
resting above its tidy harbor, the village with no indication of
change -- the artist®s gallery atop the post office was having a
show by local artists just back from a European painting jaunt,
and the parking lot rumbled with a traffic jam of a dozen or more
cars --; whirring down the aisles of the smaller of the two
grocery stores and snatching a few essentials, thence back to the
cottage; stashing the supplies, then a hasty dash down to the
white beach, wrapped in a large blue towel to hide her nakedness.

One descended to the shore by a short rock steps beside a
huge and gnarled arbutus landmark. Below its spreading red
boughs an islander had found the 10,000-year-old skeleton of a
diminutive woman, about Mahta®s size.

She pondered that small skeleton flexed in fetal curl and
buried with fish and bird -- was it trickster raven or loon? She
tried to recall what the anthropology report had said about the
bones. The enduring skeleton began to enter her thoughts fleshed
with life. The certainty of an ancient existence reaffirmed her
own temporal presence.

Transitory flame of life, a woman passing through this age
has thought of you: authentic spirit living in my head. Could
your present have been as enigmatic as mine?
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Clambering over angular rocks she slipped around a small and
jJagged point of high stone and drooping branches. There, iIn a
private sandy cove, she removed her towel. Entering the water
had all the delicacy and reverence of an explicit ritual -- the
way the Aleuts thanked the new day for arriving. She bowed to
the ancient arbutus, whose intricate filigree of twigs and leaves
came fully into view as she stepped out of her craggy hiding
place onto the beach. The highest branches were struck by the
morning sun, all of their leafy abundance shimmering in a faint
chilling breeze. Her feet crunched down into the first turquoise
skim of water lapping at the white finely crushed clam shells.

It was very clean, very clear, very, very cold water; a sheer
glaze of crystal absorbing the patches of blue in the sky and
magnifying the few dark stones lying on the phosphorous bed of
pulped shells. The cold shot up into her ankles and calves and
into her thighs as she walked out until the water encircled her
waist. She stood cupping the icy liquid in her hands, sluicing
it over her arms and shoulders. Her fingers found the red
nipples of her firm breasts hardened with cold as her hands slid
over their contour. Letting the harshness startle her into
absolute clarity, her eyes stared out at the shore across the
inlet. Her body slipped below the surface, rising fast with
hands fingering back dripping hanks of hair, then sliding down
again without haste, staying beneath and kicking out in a thick
silence. Fragments of satiny brown and green kelp drifted
against her skin like soft fingers. She watched it stream away
into an opaque azure light that went on and on into the clouded
distance. Reaching for the sky she broke the surface and rolled
over on her back, letting out a gasp. She stroked along the
shore, up and down, backward and forward, rolling like a silver
harbor seal. Her head was purged of corrosive sentiment, her
thoughts strained through the flagellating ribbons of cold. The
startled body, encapsulating a closing mind and system, felt
itself condensing, reconciling, drawing In to a hard iInsensitive
core. Cold. First would come the frigid cancellation of memory.
In a while she would sink down and feel nothing, becoming as the
speckled white granite which lay among the pulverized shells.

Beneath the surface her body made a dazzling white arrow
shooting toward the shore. She stood up and the flowing air
pierced her skin with blades of cold. She moved with dreamlike
numbness toward the beach, laughing and feeling the clumsiness of
her slow-moving mouth, unresponsive jaws anesthetized in a frozen
countenance. Her flushed skin tingled and burned after the
towel”s brisk rub. She gathered herself inside. Moving off she
clambered around the rock point and rested a moment on a
driftwood log. Her gaze fell to the empty burial place, looking
now upon an old reality.

The little skeleton of the five-foot woman in her Fifties or
sixties had been taken away to the anthropology department at the
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University of British Columbia. The water was encroaching upon
her resting place but her fierce aura remained. A hole was
discovered in her skull, one that she had lived with for many
years; someone of her time -- mate, shaman, sister -- had sutured
it in a miraculous foreshowing. Again there arose a vision like
memory: the native woman walking in the shoals of a natural and
spirit world perfectly meshed, reverent, marking the secrets of
rustling shadows and murmuring forest. Such an ancient reality
was still keenly present in this untainted spot. The lone woman
had walked here with scolding raven at her back, gathering
abundant clams in her fine-woven root basket, glad for each one
taken, perhaps apologizing for her need of eating. Even in a
life proscribed by ritual her profound animal mind had been
unconsciously iIn tune with, unquestionably a part of the whole.

Mahta stood up and climbed the short incline in halting
steps, making her way back up the sloping deer-cropped lawn of
the grounds -- her cottage, nestled in privacy, faced out on an
inlet at the other side of the narrow point. The pleasant
numbness she had felt dissipated as her skin began to burn again
with rapidly infused blood. Swimming in such very cold degrees
lowered the body temperature. Mahta knew there was a price to be
paid, a coldness that would persist after showering and even
before the open hearth of a blazing fire. She built It with
quaking hands as her body tingled. It was good, very good, to
come so close to pain and to feel so vibrant, so alive. Tomorrow
she would rise at dawn®"s low tide and dig the fluted white clams,
as in earliest times, leaving them in clean salted water to
cleanse themselves by dinner.

The rest of the afternoon was passed In reading, catching up
on the work of her colleagues and treating herself to the elegant
word pastiches of poet Wallace Stevens. He had long been her
companion. His cool sharp imagery released her from emotion-
charged reality into the realm of what her schoolmate Frannie
Gauzemahn had called intellectual heaven. Remembering this she
remembered Frannie and their long conversations. She could see
Frannie with untucked shirt, old tennies, faded jeans, and
wayward fine blond hair worn pulled back but always straying in
wisps over her soft hazel eyes. A splendid violinist, Frannie
had suddenly given up concertizing to become a governess in
Switzerland, essentially teaching children to play the violin,
and a year later married the stepson of her employer. "I1°d
already fallen in love with Claude,”™ she told Mahta, and 1 took
the position with the children so that I could have their
stepbrother. Designing, wasn"t 1? And now I"m teaching our
children to play the violin." Mahta was sorry that her friend
had not continued with her career, but saw her from time to time
in Zurich and found her content and attractively plump, now the
mother of two little boys and a girl the image of Frannie. She
was much In demand by endless streams of people who abused her
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kindness. At their last meeting Mahta couldn®t hide her concern
and said, ""Too many people are taking advantage of you."™ "I know
that and 1 don®"t mind," Frannie answered. '"They really do need

me, so 1 overlook the imposition and enjoy being required.™
Thus, Mahta herself would return to Frannie again and again to
have her friend"s all-too-short but comforting attention, always
stolen from an incredible schedule of busyness. "Il suppose it
seems extravagant to you, but all of this busyness is just my way
of getting through our amazing life,” Frannie told her without
further justification. For a moment she wished for the presence
of those wise and compassionate eyes that now floated away over
the sparkling inlet. She heard the high ringing laughter which
accompanied the irony of Frannie"s incisive and playful college
voice: "Intellectual heaven is where the serpent went after he
pointed out the tree of knowledge."

Mahta supped on a light cheese omelette with toast, then
washed her plate. A tiny scrap of cheese was left beneath the
sink for the shy softly rustling mouse.

The moon came out, spreading opalescent bluish cream over
the restless waters and the tangled black silhouettes of the
night; moon glow so thick and rich she imagined that i1t warmed
her body as she sat In her deck chair wrapped in the afghan. One
hand rested on the wide-slatted arm, the fingers curled around a
hot cup of watered Glenlivet. She lifted her eyes to the dark
and rustling overhead leaves and whispered to the mute one, a
revenant companion summoned as i1If from a shallow sleep, "You see,
Brehnt, how well 1°m doing alone? 1°m used to it here.._being
alone. It"s not so bad. Aren"t you a little proud of me?"

After a while, she stood up with a long sigh, determined to
do the mail. But her hands worked like the appendages of someone
else, sorting without direction. There was a letter from her
friend, Jane Blake, who was vacationing and painting in the Fiji
Islands -- 1t was full of hilarious satire and fun at her own
expense. That was Jane, a skilled artist with a sense of humor
so copious it could easily have been divided up and shared with a
dozen people. Jane was mildly manic depressive and swore by, and
sometimes at, her psychiatrist, Doctor Grossmane. He was the
butt of many of her jokes, perhaps punished in this way because
he was on intimate terms with her weaknesses.

There were a few odd bills which weren®t handled by her
banker, proposals for work -- some tempting, others impossible --
journals, reports, and a large Manila envelope with the return
address of a New York post-office box. Her temporary Los Angeles
post-office box had been crossed out and the piece forwarded to
the Seattle address by the post office. The original address was
written with neat sweeping black letters, clean and explicit.

She pried open the sticky flap with a dinner knife and found
three 8 1/2 x 11 prints with a note. When she turned over the
large photographs the adrenaline shot through her body. She sank
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down at the kitchen table, leaning forward under the lamp.

In the first photograph her head was up against the
crumbling dun bricks with eyes closed, her wide-open mouth fixed
in a mad ecstasy of laughter. The child was looking at her with
a gaping attentiveness. Her arms were tight around him and his
little fingers clutched at her sleeve. Once again she could feel
the fragile warmth of him; saved and safe for a fleeting snatch
of his life. 1In the second picture she was gazing down at the
child and, even with her dark blond hair against the darker head
of the child, anyone looking would have sworn her to be the
mother. Cheerful when bouncing many a baby on her knee, she had
never been seized with any such sentiment. In that momentous
instant of reflex, exchanging life for life, she had become
Mother. Paul Carl caught that phenomenon with a swift and
practiced dexterity. She had known a haunting feeling of
maternal loss ever since she left Beirut, and yet 1t went unnamed
until she saw the photograph. In the last picture she was
helping a tired and hungry Lemur with his bread in that shabby
hole in the wall, not even aware that she was being photographed
so iIntense was her concentration.

Unfolding the accompanying slip of note paper creased once
in half, she read the message penned beneath Paul Carl®s
letterhead:

Dear Mahta Lind:

These pictures (Dusty Madonna with Child,
etc.) are part of my private collection, and
111 ask you first when | decide to use them.

I heard that you tried to take the boy
with you, then left him in the care of an
understaffed missionary relief organization.
I visited there and found him fed, quiet,
passive, not inclined to smile but cared for.
What he really needs iIs the mother in the
photograph. 1°m sorry. This is the way life
more often goes.

As to another matter, 1" m again sorry.
You said that people change and, having said
that, left without checking to see if 1 had.

I wanted to talk to you, as a colleague.
I1"ve looked into some of your work -- i1t took
only a little sleuthing -- and wasn"t surprised
at what I found. 1It"s very good, both your
camera work and prose. Somehow I knew
this from watching you in the street. How
have you managed to keep yourself so well
hidden when your work is really prevalent?

IT you™re ever interested In a joint
venture, let me know. Thought I might
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catch you in L.A., but I wonder if you"re in
Seattle now. 1711 be there 1In a few weeks
for a lecture at the University of Washington.
111 try to see you, if you"re in town.

Paul

With luck she would be gone. Thank you so much for these;
yes, oh yes, but please no disastrous third meeting. A nagging
little worry began. He could easily find her, had at one time
taught photojournalism classes at the University of Washington.
Why hadn®"t he used these rare and startling photographs at once?
The restraint was very unlike their time-is-of-the-essence
profession. Perhaps, as the founder of a prestigious photography
school, the necessary integrity made him more scrupulous than his
wily colleagues? Studying the undeniable proof of his very
sophisticated artistry produced an uneasy sense of loss: of both
Lemur and her privacy. Was privacy an obsession? -- material for
old Grossmane, the elusive head-Doctor who was never to be met,
but who kept surfacing In the way one®s thoughts traveled to the
life raft in galley stowage when sailing in heavy weather.

She restuffed the envelope, cautioning herself to file it
away, literally and mentally, while she concentrated on her
upcoming assignment. This job was going to be trouble, although
irresistible. For many reasons it generated nervous excitement.

Vv

Back from Saltspring, Mahta was busily preparing for
departure, absorbed in her preparatory work without ever fully
detaching herself from thoughts of Lemur, to whom she regularly
sent things: clothes, toys, little stuffed animals, food, and
more cassette tapes for someone to play for him. Did he hear
them? Would he remember her voice, the caring sounds of
encouragement, or would it have any salutary effect at all? It
was better not to dwell on the iInnocent searching of his eyes day
after day in a place where attention could only be minimal and
never approaching a mother®s love, better not to but iInescapable,
especially in the quiet of night.

After a long absence she was going to Guatemala on a special
assignment, work she had taken because she found herself drawn to
the escalating problem of human rights now being sacrificed on
the twin altars of politics and greed. Until recently her own
painful memories had caused her to turn away from this ambiguous
country she had once loved, but after Beirut she was again
charged with an urgent sense of purpose which overrode her
personal anguish. Guatemala: Land of eternal spring. She hated
the oppressive pall of fear under which it lay, a country sliding
into infamy and now portrayed as: Land of goons and death squads.

#
Aboard her flight Mahta recalled the first time she had seen
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Guatemala. How different her intent then. How eager and green
and joyful her approach. It was the beginning of the dry season,
summer, verano, the middle of November that first time, but it
had all begun much earlier than Guatemala itself. She had once
again become a student, studying the culture and art of the
Classic Maya. It was a new beginning after her short and brutal
disappointment with Kenneth.

Immediately after obtaining a degree iIn journalism she had
married Kenneth, their small and private but meaningful ceremony
accompanied by huge amounts of joy and optimism. The country was
moving away from the misery and turmoil of the Vietnam War, and
Kenneth was excited about their future. He had acquired a degree
in business; she really thought it incongruous; he didn"t appear
that aggressive or goal oriented in the steely narrow world of
commercialism -- iIn her judgment, a deficiency which indicated
something positive: a soulful nature. Kenneth was a handsome
devotee of politics and baseball who fell in love with Mahta in
her senior year and wooed her with an irresistible persona bright
and witty. He pursued her with a tenacity difficult for her
young Innocence to construe as self-serving: his fueled Corvette
at her disposal when she needed to run an errand; endless large
bouquets of pink and yellow roses with humorous notes attached;
books she had only briefly mentioned as hard to find appearing
gift-wrapped; Valencia oranges when she had a cold. Her enduring
friend and study companion, Rafael Almeida, had boldly suggested
that her growing attachment to a male he saw as domineering and
possessive was a dangerous form of self-deception.

In reality often agitated and brooding, Kenneth engaged in
an erratic sort of romanticism, falling easily and deeply in love
with the desired image he himself created and then further
embellished with instructive adulation -- he had fixed on Mahta.
She 1n turn thrived on a sustained level of attention she had
never come close to achieving at home. Still in deep grief over
the untimely death of her mother, guilt-ridden and traumatized by
the extinguished hope of ever winning her mother®s love, she
mistook Kenneth®"s fixation for a wonderful form of devotion.

Sitting In a late night diner after a basketball game she
listened with a sympathetic ear, eventually proving fatal, as he
explained that in his early years he had been both pampered and
ignored. 'Both mother and dad were busy making beaucoup money in
pharmaceuticals, so i1t was feast or famine...messes you up. |1
didn®"t learn much about love from them, and as to sex...a few of
my parochial teachers lectured that if you didn®"t intend to have
babies 1t was sinful. Jesus, what a crazy trip. As soon as my
hormones kicked in there was wild rebellion.” These disclosures
were construed as honest offerings, revelations from someone
special who valued her trust.

They didn®"t actually go out much but he always seemed to
turn up at whatever party or gathering she attended. When he
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entered a room there was a kind of magnetism about him which made
her aware of his presence at once. He had a low-key acid wit
that easily induced her laughter -- too late the wit was brutal.
Soon she began to think about him when he wasn®"t there. They
began attending arcane arty fTilms which both enjoyed.

"You mean to tell me that a delicious little sweet like you
has never been tasted?" he scolded her at a passionate iImpasse
one evening after a movie.

Extremely shy, she blushed at his incredulous remark, deeply
thankful for the darkness. He was so good looking, his kisses so
hard to resist, that she was afraid to say anything which might
sound foolish and merely nodded with a soft murmur, perhaps still
adrift in the lush scenes of the film.

It was a warm spring evening and they had just come from
viewing a stirring and very beautiful film: "Romeo and Juliet."
When she muttered her startling revelation of virginity they had
been lying on a blanket in a secluded area of the park, enjoying
each other i1n a playful and stimulating way. Kenneth"s caressing
hand soon strayed upon evidence of her excitement, thereafter her
ensuing flash of embarrassment was rapidly extinguished by more
urgent feelings, feelings heretofore experienced only iIn dreams.

"Oh, little girl, I"m going to teach you things,"™ he said
against her nervous mouth. ™"You"ll be Juliet and 11l be Romeo,
but no one will ever..._ever get us apart.” His skillful mouth
was all over her face and throat while his practiced fingers
undid her blouse and bra.

"Wait a minute. Stop it, Kenneth. Wait! Just because 1
haven®t done i1t, doesn®"t mean I don®"t know what it is.”

"Oh, honey, you®ve got no idea...but I"1l help you, show
you. You"re mine. Aren"t you? Aren"t you?"

"1 don"t belong to anyone.™

"Then 1™"m claiming you. Say, yes...say you"re mine."

"Maybe," she said with a voice barely audible, thinking how
right he was, that she really had no idea at all.

"Juliet, Juliet mine.”"™ His voice was like a song, his mouth
stinging her flesh. "You and I...we"re going to be so good

together. Oh honey, you®"re not...on the pill?"

"No," she answered. The palm of her hand was pressed
against his firm chest...so astonishing to be touching another®s
damp bared flesh with such an i1nescapably nervous longing.

"Well, hold on a minute. Just a minute. Let me get us all

safe and happy. Sweet, sweet, sweet Juliet. |1 love you. 1I"m in
love with you...and you"re all mine. 1It"s going to be good...so
good, honey."

It was so good. For a while, it was very good. A full
awareness of all that Kenneth was and was not only came later,
too late as 1t always does for the inexperienced.

After theilr marriage his demands grew more obsessive. Mahta
became his project as he strove to control very nearly the
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entirety of her existence, arguing sharply over the way she did
everything -- the way the house was to be decorated, the way she
was to use her time, what they would eat and drink, what friends
they would have -- and fussing over her appearance, demanding
that she wear more fashionable clothes and pierce her ears, which
she stubbornly refused to do, mainly because he demanded it and
she wished to retain her independence in some small way. He
bought her scant lace underwear and bathing suits so brief she
was embarrassed to be seen in them at his club pool. She had
never been ashamed of her nudity swimming with school chums 1iIn
her favorite swimming hole In the country, but his erotic
obsessions and need to display her before his male friends added
a lewd quality which she found offensive. She was furious when
he fussed with her blouses, making her unbutton them and then
growing livid when men, not the ones he was trying to impress,
stared at her modest cleavage. His constant handling and
striving to make her into a flawless surface he could display to
his cherished squash and tennis partners might have only been
laughable, pitiful, had it not been so disturbing. It was also
puzzling. He craved the approval of those ogling sports types
far too much, hanging her out like raw meat, an endeavor which
she later came to think of it as the inclination of a bisexual
nature. Despite the satisfaction of their love-making, she was
coming apart, increasingly distracted by worry over his strange
secretiveness and sudden demands.

There were the emotional protestations of love, often with
tears after a fight, the impeccable manners in front of others,
the constant stream of little gifts engendered by guilt. Finally
she realized that Kenneth was not faithful, that he had not been
so almost from the start. Then came the wild love-making. She
must understand, he insisted, that good love-making involved some
pain. He wanted her to play kinky sex games that she spurned as
infantile, and play them with others involved. In refusing she
heard that many of these others craved his special skills. She
felt only huge disgust, and announced that she was leaving him.

"No. You"re mine. You can"t leave me!" he raged. 'You"ve
always been perfect..._.perfect for me. |If you leave me now I1-°1l1
kill myself. Say you won"t," he pleaded. 'Make love with me
here...right now. Now! [I"Il kill myself.__.I swear."

Such histrionics would have been ridiculous if she hadn"t so
feared his unpredictable nature. She wanted to put him to bed
like a child exhausted from too much crying but then, with his
heated persistence, she wanted to put her fingers around his neck
and squeeze until he fell silent, out of his self-imposed misery
at last. When he saw that no argument could sway her he was
unstoppable.

"Don"t hurt me. Don"t you dare hurt me or 1°1l1 find a way
to pay you back. I swear I will,” she threatened.

The threat was like a red flag and, mindless of everything
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but his immediate satisfaction, he struck her and forced himself
upon her. Displays of his ensuing remorse were unending. Her
desire and forgiveness evaporated forever in the summer heat.

But this was not the final assault of her mind and body.
Even the humiliating conclusion was to prove messy, violent and
destructive. On the night she believed she had at last severed
their exhausting relationship once and for all, he suddenly hit
her several times and then again threatened to kill himself.
Immediately afterward he was on his knees, repenting iIn tears.
Then she was In the car with him, shaken and stony silent, her
suitcase stuffed In haste, expecting to be driven to her father"s
condominium. Sullen at first but agreeable to her departure,
Kenneth began shouting and waving his arms, accelerating his
weaving Corvette into a series of near misses he seemed to enjoy.

"IT you really loved me you would have done anything I
wanted. Anything...if you loved me enough!' he shouted.

"Right!" she shouted back. "I don"t love you enough, you
perverted...you spoiled child. 1 don"t love you at all!”

Kenneth slammed his foot on the brake and the car skidded
through someone®s sprinkler system, crashing sideways into a
large oak. She knew she should have kept her mouth shut but her
reservoir of anger was too great. It was a miracle that she
acquired only a few more bruises and a wrenched back. Weeping
with rage and the searing pain In her back, Mahta stumbled away
as rapidly as her miseries would allow. Above his raving voice,
she screamed with all her might, "I don"t care anymore! 1 don"t
care! Kill yourself and good riddance. | don"t care!"

Kenneth was a harried well-off stockbroker now, married and
with a couple of children. Gossiping mutual friends pausing in
front of restaurants or airport terminals took pleasure iIn
informing her of his peccadilloes, his indecisive affairs, tawdry
bits of news she didn"t want to know at all. She didn"t even
care enough to pity his wife.

During the divorce she had been sick with failure; some said
it was a nervous breakdown -- a term she thought of as a handily
packaged expression for a vast ocean of self-loathing accompanied
by interminable waves of unlocatable physical pain. She had
started out giving Kenneth so much love, so much attention, so
much of her being, that she was missing large portions of herself
which were sorely needed. They had bought a charming little
ochre bungalow with white trim and white pillars on the veranda.
In late winter the dark beauty of the rare old camellia trees
surrounding the house gave a sudden efflorescence of color which
left her breathless. She filled the yard with bulbs, loving the
smell of narcissus In the spring. Many of her spare hours away
from the small newspaper where she worked were spent in trying to
perfect a few culinary triumphs for the dinners Kenneth wanted
his stockbroker friends to share. Perhaps such fruitless
devotion to domesticity was rooted in the longings of childhood.
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This new role was supposed to play forever. But forever was so
very long, a frightening smothering infinity. Her i1nnocence was
at last a loathsome thing which she could only blame.

Stoic, holding herself together, she just managed not to
break in her father®s presence, but she knew that he had seen
enough to comprehend the damage. Then she began to punish
herself with an array of unsatisfying men, numb, unable to recall
their names, even mixing them up to their faces. Her father sent
her to Hawaii with a visiting cousin, to a rented house iIn
Hanalei on windward Kauai. She lay shivering on a searing beach,
the tropic beauty of the Napali cliffs thrown away while she
cursed her narve stupidity and wretched weakness, completely
indifferent to her own well-being. The scorching sun nearly
killed her, and the sound of the birds became a monstrous
cacophony, the doves and white-eyes and cardinals cooing and
chirruping morning and evening in the ironwood trees. Not yet
cured but nursing a fierce anger at herself for wasted time and
misplaced devotion, she came home.

By dwindling degrees of self-accusation she managed to
recover from her mistake, finally able to look upon her
experience of marriage as a narrow escape. She was done with
longing for romantic companions. Possessing a Masters Degree in
Journalism she took a position with the Oregon Arts Commission.
At first out of necessity, she developed into quite an adept
photographer; the camera was comfortable and easy in her hands,
and her selective vision grew quick and true. This nervous
exploratory period included her brief encounter with Paul Carl.
She was somewhat in awe of him, unable to ignore the self-
engrossed but clearly demonstrated talent. Possibly she had
identified a synergy which might ultimately serve them both;
thus, allowing herself one more quick disappointment. Then, with
her job easily mastered and very soon lacking stimulus, she was
spurred on to a new endeavor by her deepening interest in the
Maya civilization and her quest for human roots.

As with anything she pursued, studying the Maya immediately
became a serious and consuming undertaking. After her class on
that first day she stood by the lectern, explaining to Brehnt
Ghilde, her archeology professor of Mayan Studies at the
University of Washington, how she had walked into a museum
gallery mainly to escape a rainstorm and found a traveling
exhibit of Pre-Columbian art.

"1 always wanted to learn more, to...to unravel a little of
the mystery of the Classic Maya, but it never became a real
thirst until I stumbled onto those amazing artifacts...to me such
exciting treasures. Chubby little grave figurines, jade animals,
large photographs of stelae...of those...oh, those incredible
pyramids of Tikal. The rain was coming down so hard outside, and
there I was standing in the quiet of that pale green room all
alone.._just.._alone amidst a kind of magic. 1 remember a tri-
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clustered black clay oil lamp...remember imagining a Mayan high
priest hovering over it in some sort of ritual. | was hooked."

As he listened Brehnt Ghilde leaned toward her with a
broadening grin of understanding, and when she finished his voice
was Tilled with sympathy and enthusiasm. "That"s how 1t happens.
And 1"m still as crazy about i1t as the day 1| started. No, even
more so...much more so."

One class then another and another and finally the need to
go and see for herself, focused and eager in her pursuit of the
mysterious people whose heartland was Guatemala.

By this time Brehnt Ghilde had fallen in love with her, a
silent unavowed love manifested iIn polite deference and a
thoughtful consideration which restored her self-esteem. It was
a far cry from Kenneth"s needling criticism interspersed with
outrageous demands, a far cry from the rebounding and hurtful
encounters which had followed Kenneth. For a while she had been
out of control, in need of nullity, her self-respect shattered,
but the punishing wild forays left only more self-loathing, more
bitterness and additional scars. The non-physical adoration
Brehnt offered with subtle gesture and patient gray eyes, never
voicing the subject except obliquely, was all Mahta could then
handle and all she was expected to handle. She knew Brehnt
couldn®t fail to see her shrinking from close physical proximity,
as he saw her reaching out for the respect that was offered. In
time he won a measure of her trust. |If she told him, circumspect
and unwilling to wade once again through the pain and unshakeable
humiliation, only that she had been recently divorced, he did
little more than acknowledge 1t and went on drinking the coffee
they shared in the cafeteria nearly every day. During these
sessions their discussions were of the Maya, Brehnt Ghilde"s
passion and now hers. It was rich material for a new beginning,
inviting endless scholarly speculation, and even sometimes
humorous conjecture, with little chance for awkward pauses.

Stepping into the Aurora Airport Terminal to claim her
luggage at customs with her fellow students that first time, she
was for the moment happy. There was no hint of the intrigue and
suspicion which would later cloud her arrival when her passport
announced her as a journalist instead of merely a visiting
student come to distribute American dollars, as readily accepted
as Guatemalan quetzales among so many penurious Gualtemaltecos.
Everything her Mayan-inspired vision fell upon held only new and
stirring promise.

She stood alone and quiet, gazing through the airport
observation windows. To the south and east of Guatemala City
rose the volcanoes Agua, Fuego, and Acatenango, and above them
hung portentous white vapor clouds hissing from Fuego®s volatile
throat. This, like the Pacific Northwest, was a cataclysmic zone
where hot subterranean earth had the final say In man®s destiny.
Beyond the broad windows the purple cones floated, beckoning,
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almost close enough for the jolting sounds of their rumbling
depths. So fetching, young and old both, those quirky fire
whelps of extruded earth, she wanted to dream after them, making
this first glimpse an indelible image, but it wasn"t a time for
self-indulgence. An anxious member of her fatigued group called
to her, and they were rushed into a line of waiting taxis.

The cars sped through busy traffic, heading north more than
a mile down the noisy Avenida until they reached their immediate
destination: the Hotel Ritz Continental -- a tall plain very
unremarkable building, but with rooms adorned in an incipient
Tflavor of the country. |In rushing through the lobby her swift
impressions were somewhat blurred by a succession of brief
encounters with solemn dark-eyed clerks and bellhops; but once iIn
her room her eager eyes wandered, free to consider all the
strange new stimuli. Crudely hand-crafted dark pieces of walnut-
stained furniture, massive yet friendly, rested upon the shining
terra cotta warmth of tile floors. Framed by a tall window, a
peacock blue twilight drew her immediate attention, the dusky
vault studded with a single diamond star winking above motionless
black palms. This fixed view suggested a startling trompe
1"oeil, but one beckoning her toward all the mysteries which lay
beyond. Somewhere outside above the roar of traffic, plangent
odd-timbred bells clanged in a careless helter-skelter.

Immersion in this new milieu by slowly measured degrees
brought a delicious satisfaction. Her hand wandered over a
bedside nightstand, exploring fingers grasping a round pottery
ashtray which had caught her eye. Cheaply made, light and
friable, the buff earthenware was painted with the hotel"s name
half encircling a purple volcano rising over a blue lake; above
the peak floated a small white vapor cloud. The homely Innocence
of this volatile scene made her smile. Kicking off her shoes her
feet caressed the thick wool of a large hand-loomed rug. She
breathed in the pungent cedar and leather aromas, ran her fingers
over the thonged chamois chairs and teased the long fringe of the
colorful bedspread; its warp and woof fashioned a human story
hand-woven of brightly dyed threads; i1f she studied the mannered
images carefully, she might come to understand the enigmatic
figures and symbols so important to the weaver.

The room was to be shared and she was glad of i1t, eager to
initiate the beginnings of friendships. The girls were all
younger, lively and fun. She selected one of the twin beds and
lay down to stare up for a dreamy moment at the slow-turning fan.
Again, her curious eyes roved. The rich cedar scent, the Indian
textiles, the electric blue window hinting at tantalizing views
of ancient enterprise all deluged her senses. It was a small
leap in the measure of things but large for her. Just then she
felt alone, yet rich in fortune and fierce iIn self-possession.

So unfolded her first night in the valley of the Mayan
legends. The faintest impressions, all the subtle nuances of



The Unexpected Gift
Karlene Kubat 41

difference in those magical beginning hours were later easy to
distinguish 1n memory. The sudden glimpses of abject poverty and
misery that she came upon along the way would be temporarily
suppressed, only to haunt her near the end and finally change her
course of endeavor. Still, in those inchoate moments she
believed she had escaped the past, stuffed it away like old
clothes in a drawer, left the drawer, the room, the very house of
sorrows behind. |If she were older and perhaps a little more
serious than the others, it didn"t matter. She would observe a
high culture, learn from i1t but also embrace the present and
share the prevailing carefree mood. She had missed this
camaraderie. Now she would reach out and grasp every human
gesture offered.

Sorting out their rooms the chattering students made swift
work of their unpacking -- a task interspersed with bursts of
infectious laughter at anything and everything -- then regrouped
at a noisy party hosted by Brehnt Ghilde in his fourteenth floor
suite. They were careless with travel fatigue, their inhibitions
cast aside in the unfamiliar surroundings. A jittery frivolity
of displacement and exhaustion made them impudent and prankish.
They found wonderful release in flinging daring quips at Brehnt
Ghilde with volleys of teasing laughter. "Professor Ghilde, who
gets to share your room?" a teasing young woman asked. ™"Only
Quetzalcoatl,”™ he rebounded, very adept at handling their playful
nonsense. It was this light-hearted exchange and his quick
laughter which drew Mahta®"s attention as she entered his suite.
Her eyes caught the precise gestures of his expressive hands
mapping visions, the white cuffs of his sleeves protruding from
his suede jacket. She couldn®t refrain from staring. So much
was new and mysterious and different, herself for instance, and
Brehnt Ghilde. No less dependable and centered, he was clearly
in his element, ardently sharp and animated. In this charged
atmosphere nothing was commonplace or predictable. The only
certainty was that all the known intricacies of his subject would
be generously revealed as he had promised. He winked at her and
popped a cream cheese and pineapple hors d"oeuvre into his mouth,
licking the tip of his finger. She stood smiling with a little
rush of excitement as he grasped the shoulder of a student posing
a rather elementary question and said, "Wait a minute, wait a
minute; no, I"m not going to tell you that. You"ll have to find
out for yourself. That"s why you"re here. Think of me as...as
an intermediary between you and the power of the Mayan wizards."
His eyes delighted in the humorous jest. ''Remember we"re
aligning facts with heady speculation here...shadow images from a
reality long swallowed up...half digested in the belly of time."

Below in the streets the Christmas celebrations that would
go on for weeks had already begun. Constant noisy fulminations
and strings of hissing popping firecrackers reverberated over the
city. Growing swirls of smoke drifted before the phosphorous
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moon as bells ceaselessly tolled and drunken laughter echoed down
the streets. The weary Guatemaltecos loved these diversions.
Every night flashing conflagrations of bright light rose above
wild laughter, discordant singing and exhausted little bands of
raucous music makers. Clouds of pungent sulfur hung over the
city"s white-edged darkness.

Mahta rushed to the open window with a sizzling lighted
firecracker someone had handed her. She tossed it out, jerking
her hand back, but it exploded too near her thumb as i1t fell away
into the night. The dull painless pressure of the blast made her

shriek and cry out, "Oh, 1 can"t believe this!" Seized by a
childish joy, she shook her hand then held it against her
laughing mouth. 1t smelled of sulfur.

"Let"s see your hand,”™ Brehnt demanded.

"No, 1t"s nothing, nothing,” she exclaimed, her excited
laughter fed by her own recklessness. Everyone was laughing.

Brehnt lifted her hand and studied it, sliding his thumb
over her fingers. She looked at him, at the hand now throbbing
in his grasp, and had to withdraw it. He walked over to lean
against the wall which supported a mirrored ebony sideboard
Tfilled with hors d"oeuvres and sparkling drinks. Her eyes
followed him as he looked back at her. She could feel his quiet
unwavering motive as he gazed at her from a new, more distant
perspective. Then students gathered around him and he was soon
telling tales of his early days in the field: broiling sun,
torrential rains, snakes, and bloodthirsty bats.

"Mahta, help us. You must know how to do this,
distressed female voice called.

Mahta knelt upon the pungent sisal floor mat, pulling her
constricting tan poplin skirt away from under her knees. Her
roommate, Jenny, had asked her to braid a crimson ribbon into her
hair. Jenny®s hair was long and dark, perfect for the native
fashion just encountered. The clean satin hanks felt cool and
thick and pliable in her hands. As she twined the shiny black
hair and red ribbon through her fingers, above Jenny®"s bobbing
head Mahta glimpsed Brehnt watching her again. This subtly
provocative figure bathed in the amber light of the wall sconce
was a different Brehnt Ghilde, an undeniably arousing vitality.

"God, he is rah-ther cool.'™ Jenny spoke sotto voce to a
smiling friend sprawling nearby, twisting her head with her hand
held to shield her mouth.

With a spurt of surprise Mahta realized that Jenny was
speaking of Brehnt Ghilde. Above the further away chatter she
heard his distinctive laughter. ™"Hold your head still, Jenny, or
111 have to start over,” she admonished with amused voice.

"Looks like an elegant stud in GQ," Jenny continued,
"chestnut boots...chino slacks...white shirt open at the neck
under that...so nifty suede jacket...unaffected casual, huh?
Hey...never looked that good in class...did he? Oh, shit! Who"s

a merrily
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he trying to impress?"

"Maybe you, glamour girl of the dirt pits. Go for i1t...or 1
will,” her drawling southern friend encouraged. ™1 think he
sorta likes your 11"l ol® sexy braid, sugar plum.™

"Oh come on, Meg."

"Well he is lookin® over here."

Mahta laughed with the girls, acknowledging to herself that
Brehnt had awakened a flirtatious contest in his female students.
Something thoroughly natural and yet a little unexpected had
happened. Only a few years ago her seriously studious nature
would have been offended: how silly and libidinous these girls.
Now she only smiled with complicit understanding. Was it the
unknown aspect, the dark primal history of this country which had
suffused everyone with such heedless passion? Affected young
women professing an earnest engagement in Mayan studies were now
smitten as if by a Shakespearean mischief. They were competing,
vying for the focal point of those gray eyes, the same relentless
eyes that followed her. Without looking she sensed the steady
probing, the resolve to reach her withheld interior. It made her
restless, anxious. Nothing must be altered or begun. The
certainty of discovery and its complications, the affliction of
unhinged, unstoppable ecstasy exhausted her at the merest
contemplation. Hungry as a starved invalid delivered whole from
a long sterile i1llness, she craved only a stasis of adulation; to
be adored as never before, coveted from a safe distance; to feel
the unspoiling caress of admiring eyes.

Nothing was ever held back from the surge of time, least of
all a human being in the heat of passion. Brehnt Ghilde was
going to step off his square. Everything hurtled forward at
breakneck speed. A thousand rough Images were superimposed on
the perfect one she had tried to sustain, and in the ensuing days
her guarded static image stretched and blurred, whirling away.

They were getting into a taxi, Brehnt in the front with the
driver and Mahta and two other girls in the back. He reached
over the seat and handed her a yellow flower he had picked from a
nearby bush; a lovely fragrant flower unknown to her. The girls
looked at each other and smiled. She was furious, dropping her
hand and crushing the petals as soon as he turned away. The taxi
lurched forward. They were leaving the dreary archeological site
of Kaminaljuyu east of the central city. She had walked over the
narrow unstable board supports, looking down in the dingy light
at realigned white human bones lying in profaning dirt, hardly
attending what Brehnt was saying, inventing her own eulogy: Here
lies a person of late renown, stargazer, dreamer, keeper of
numbers and seasons. His skull contained a compendium of useful
information which has leaked back into the soil. He has not
rested In peace or pieces. A quick sharpness pierced her heart,
and to defeat her bad faith she smiled at Brehnt and tucked the
crumpled flower in the buttonhole of her shirt. The necessity of
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reversing herselt had become a habit, a thumbing of the nose at
thwarted purpose, a satisfying kick in the rump of that which
went inexorably forward.

#
Having arrived at last In Antigua the class was staying at
the red-tile-roofed hotel "El Cortijo de las Flores.” The square

Spanish loggia enclosed a flagged courtyard of roses, banana
plants, and brilliant sprays of bougainvillea, all bordered with
neatly trimmed box shrubs and graced with a plashing fountain.
Here for a brief look at backstrap weaving, earthquake remnants,
and incidentally a coffee finca, Mahta was instead looking at
Antiguans and photographing them. She found them beautiful, the
young men very handsome with broad white-toothed grins and warm
dark eyes that quickened the heart; the women with shining black
braids, facial features smooth-molded as pottery, and lovely
olive skin. These women walked proud and erect with large
bundles of market textiles deftly balanced on their heads, their
graceful feet tripping along as 1Tt their only burdens were the
white clouds above. Far from burdenless, they lived in grinding
poverty, which for Mahta greatly enhanced the worth and sweetness
of their few humble joys.

In the town Mahta followed a young attendant through a
little storage room of antiques which were for sale, very old
dust-coated iron and leather and wooden objects that looked as if
they had been trashed by the Conquistadores. She held up a large
metal stirrup, wrinkling her nose, and the handsome young man in
a clean but frayed white shirt grinned and fixed her with his
heart-melting eyes. She grinned back. There followed a duo of
mirth transcending barriers of speech or culture, the clumsy
stirrup a fulcrum of hilarity, the most unusual rationalization
she had ever encountered for sharing a few stimulating pleasures
with the opposite sex.

Brehnt ducked his head through the door and came over to
her. "What are you looking for in here?"

She was still laughing and knew that Brehnt had found her
out: her obvious playfulness, woman enjoying man.

"Everything in here i1s undoubtedly for sale,”™ he said with
an uncharacteristic helplessness. It was a blatant and pitiful
condition prodded by a most primal jealousy.

She wanted to hit him, revive him with the heavy stirrup,
but instead dropped i1t back into the box of ancient kitsch, then
brushed the dust from her hands and walked out.

In the early evening before dinner she sat on the loggia
outside the door of her room, reading the Popul Vuh. Lost in the
mythical history of the Quiché Maya, she didn"t hear Brehnt come
up to her. In turning a page her eyes fell upon his boots and
she looked up in slow retreat from the House of Jaguars and the
Lords of Xibalba in the distant mythical past. He squatted down
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beside her leather-thonged chair, and she caught a pleasing waft
of lime cologne.

"Mathilda, I want...may 1 speak with you a minute?"

She closed the book, holding her finger in it, and leaned
back, waiting.

"Coulld you just step inside your room...please?"

Her roommate was next door playing gin rummy with two male
students. She started to say something about this but then
simply got up and went inside, offering him a chair and sitting
at the writing desk.

"1 like these rooms very much. Do you? 1"ve stayed here
before.™

"Yes," she answered, observing with a glance the restorative
promise of his tan fingers as they caressed the chair back.

"It"s such a restful place. 1| love the smell of cedar,”™ she went
on In an even voice.

She studied anew the reddish walls of cedar which gave off
such a wonderful resinous smell, and then looked for a moment at
the black and white hand-woven merino rug thrown over the shining
rust tiles between the beds. Her gaze lifted to the searching
light of Brehnt"s gray eyes, then moved swiftly away to stop at
the window where broad banana leaves fluttered In the Spanish
gold evening sun. A bewildering feeling of ecstatic pleasure
swept through her body, again imparting the certainty that she
was admired, held in esteem, desired, but more important free --
she must not forget this -- free to choose.

Even as she was held fast by his unwavering stare, her self-
examination continued. He wants to lie with you in his arms,
Mahta, this intelligent long-suffering jealous guilty aroused
male. What is it you feel? Are you afraid?

"Mahta, iIf I sounded...if 1 offended you today -- 1 know 1
did -- 1"m sorry. 1 was so damned envious of that fellow who
made you laugh. | realized that 1 wanted to do that...am always
wanting to do that. 1 am deeply sorry."

The quiet ceiling fan turned. A pigeon cooed iIn the
adjacent courtyard. There was a soft sound of splashing water
outside the screened corner window. Peacefulness. Warmth.
Drowsing sweetness, and beneath 1t a rhythmic stirring.

A late ray of sun reflecting from an unseen surface poured
in across a narrow segment of Brehnt®"s blond hair, catching it on
fire. The same thin gold column streamed down his right eye and
cheek and over the tan flesh of his chest beneath his open shirt;
it was a dazzling medium, a small strip of brilliance dividing
him into portions of indistinct shadow. He sat a little forward
on the natural thongs of leather, his boots crossed. She
imagined him in those boots crawling around snake-infested ruins
at EI Tajin in Mexico where he had done so much early research,
his white shirt opened for coolness, the protective long sleeves
rolled, Panama hat -- sombrero de junco -- pulled to one side and
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holding off a burning sun. She pictured the supple earthbound
hands, now resting on his knees, running over lacerated stone
transformed into history. Here iIn this moment his preoccupation
would not relinquish her, already possessed what it had never
demanded. It seemed most important to give him pleasure, not to
hurt or tease or test, only to give to him and thus, of course,
to herself.

Mahta got up and moved toward him, his gaze following her
with a concentrated anticipation. His silent mouth curved with
encouraging suggestion. The dove-gray eyes so charged with the
moment, close and vulnerable now, looked into hers. Her full
quickening heart began to crash. The curled backs of her fingers
touched against his cheek, a light touch before she was aware of
any such command or that her hand was shaking. For a pulsing
moment he sat aloof and motionless, his eyes half closed. Then
he turned the caressing hand over and held the palm against his
mouth with a soft murmur, as she in silence held herself still.

He stood up, strode to the door and locked 1t. Leaning
against one of the beds he removed his boots.

Have 1 chosen? Mahta asked herself. Did I choose as I must
always do from now on? Yes, I want him. 1 do want him.

She dropped down beside him on the edge of the bed,
thoughtful even in the exhilaration of his nearness, then started
to unbutton her shirt. His hands came around her and she pulled
one free of her breast and looked at the tan fingers, Kkissing
each one and shivering with the sensation of his lips on her
neck. "Forgive me until I learn you," he muttered against her
flushed skin. After that they didn"t speak, only an occasional
utterance, iIntoxicated, unconstrained sounds of their mutual
elation, sliding away deeply into each other, his limpid eyes
holding her own heated gaze and burning with the final effect of
her astonished cries. Time drifted. Shadows of wind-thrummed
banana leaves fluttered over the walls.

It had been so long since she had made love, and not ever
like this. She wanted to lie in his arms through the night, but
unfortunately her roommate would come back before dinner and it
was impossible.

"1"11 book you a single room next to mine at Tikal,”™ he
said, pulling on his boots.

She enjoyed watching him dress. Nearly six feet tall he was
lean and agile, without detractive vanity, his blond hair a bit
longish, curling over the nape of his neck. His slender gently
flip-ended nose and quite evenly proportioned features clearly
portrayed the stamp of his Dutch ancestry. In dressing he was
quick, deft, and energetic, indicating so well how he valued the
use of time.

He knelt beside her, touching her cheek. ™"You love with
such abandon. |1 feel so very fortunate. No, what"s the word 1
want?...euphoric. You please so deeply. My head is full of
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you.._high in the clouds...auspicious angel."

"Angel?" It made her smile she felt so unangelic.

"There are mortal angels in this land. It"s not a
contradiction. You know who they are, Mahta...and they know you.
They exist i1n great numbers wherever there are huge amounts of
love and suffering thrown together.™

"Good people who rise above others to make changes,' she

said. "Those are the angels.™
"Yes," he agreed with obvious satisfaction, his eyes
searching her face. ™"Yes, you know that...l1"ve seen that you

know 1t...one of the reasons I"m drawn to you."
"Name another,™ she said, believing she had caught him

unprepared.

He cocked his head at her, first with humor then a deepening
seriousness. ''The papers you wrote were...ah, were so very, very
good. . .better than I1*d have done...publishable. 1 learned subtle

things from them. When a professor learns something of value
from a student 1t"s like an epiphany...a sudden manifestation
that makes it all worthwhile."

"Hmm," she murmured, unprepared herself and silenced.

The gravity left his face. '"Angelica, for so long the
refusal iIn your eyes alongside the joy of discovering... Look
now how radiant.” He led her to a round mirror framed by a
shining silver sunburst. Their two tan faces were flushed with
the moment, lushly crimson-tinged, resonating with light,
together very beautiful to her. She couldn®t stop looking and
smiling. "1 feel...alive,” he said. "What you"ve done."

Outside, deep bells sounded, uneven, reverberating through
the red-gold air. Her roommate would come In to change for
dinner. He kissed her, a longing kiss for such a short good-bye,
and she stood flushed and amazed, thinking of what he had said
about angels, the way he said 1t, with gravity and amusement, but
with gravity. Had he really grasped the full dimension of what
he spoke? Yes, of course. How indispensable were mortal angels.

#

In the sweet and pungent humid airs of day and night she was
loved to a dazed near vertiginous state, he iIn turn professing
amazement at her tireless responses. There were, of course, the
ongoing hours of serious observation and study. These were
followed by cunning stratagems of escape from the others into the
insatiable eroticism of each other.

"They know,'" Mahta said, her laughter soft in the warm night

air of a park in Mérida. "Of course they know."
"Not really,” Brehnt responded, turning upon her, his arms
enclosing her against the park bench. ™"They can"t possibly know

the important part..._.what this is like."” She felt his exploring
mouth concentrated upon her ear and shivered with the caress of
his close softly mellow voice. "Enough of them. From the
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ridiculous to the sublime...eyelashes thick as raven down."

"No...oh no, still very much the ridiculous,”™ she responded
with a general carefree delight. "Is there raven down?"

"Yes, doubting student. | have it firsthand from the very
birds themselves...plumulae...soft underfeathers,”™ he informed
her with droll assurance.

"You®"ve gone to the birds?”

"Come on, my object, let"s walk...or fly like bats."

She was unable to stop laughing as they went along. "You
know, don"t you, that all the pretty girls are in love with
you?..._.probably because you have knowledge of raven down."

"Oh that,”™ he said with a mildly amused dismissive voice.
"Well, I have to put up with man and boy always looking at you.
In this homogeneous country there®"s something about a small blond
woman. . .especially one whose voice is soft when most serious. As
to my questionable drawing cards...infatuation goes with the
territory. But you"ve cured them, haven®t you...with all this
slavish attention?"

"With what? Hmm, I might pass a thorned cord through your
tongue while you®"re sleeping,’ she warned.

"IT true to that fine old custom, you®"ll have to assume I™m
Mayan royalty..._.make me do it and while 1"m awake,"™ he advised.
They stopped In the shadows of broad dark leaves and kissed. "If
you did it...I1 wouldn®t even notice..._Angelica."

They walked on through the lush park in the sultry darkness,
stopping to watch a fruit peeler. The man stood turning the arm
of a cumbersome old contrivance which was mounted on a box, while
the oiled teeth of the slow gears meshed and a pierced apple was
parted from its shining skin in a single long peel. Arms linked,
they gazed on as the spinning red globe was stripped to its naked
white pulp, nothing here and now more absorbing or momentous than
the lengthening crimson coil playing out before them.

At last the students had gone home. They were alone. Their
sojourn in Tikal, Piedras Negros, Quirigua, and later again in
Yucatan at Chichén Itza and Palenque, engendered a kind of
zealous love-making fierce as the enduring Mayan gods. Time was
forgotten, outside the wrap of their silky cocoon. Suspended in
a curious state of sharpest clarity and much-craved coddling, she
received instruction in both the idiosyncrasies of the Classic
Maya and the exclusiveness of devoted love-making.

"Chac sent you to me," Brehnt told her as they hurried
through the rain in the marketplace of Chichicastenango.

"The rain god? How did he do that?'" she inquired while
jumping out of the wet dust and up onto the steps of the Church
of Santo Tomads. Smoke from burning copal incense placed on the
steps coiled into the rain, rank and sweet.

He stepped up beside her. “Don"t you remember telling me
that to escape the rain you entered a gallery filled with Mayan
objects and in that moment fell iIn love with the Maya?"
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“Ah yes, so I did.” She took his hand and heard a roll of
thunder. “You see, he’s coming to check up on us.” Standing
close, giving themselves to the gentle rain, they heard another
loud pronouncement from impatient Chac. They turned their faces
skyward, feeling themselves like gods in weightless levitation.

One morning, while drinking their coffee In bed as sunbeams
rode the dancing banana leaves outside, she said, mostly for some
verifying effect, "Let"s get ahold of ourselves."

He dropped the journal he was reading, with one leg bent
over hers. His startled gray eyes made her burst into laughter.
"1*d rather get ahold of you and you get ahold of me."

"But I do...we do...on and on and on. Has the world stopped
turning or...or is there something wrong with us?"

"No, everything right...so perfectly right. How can you
insert puritanical nonsense into our few hours of wholesome

decadence?” He felt her forehead. ™I think you®"re feverish. |
hope 1t isn"t malaria. Have you taken your pill?"
She sighed. "In my past life I was well-intentioned,

sometimes even practical.”

"Don"t you know that you®re only here with me, my Angelica,
because you float above the ground.™

"Above the ground but not the bed."

He tossed his journal onto the bedside table and said, ''Yes,

come here. I1"ve work to do and I need your help.”

"Work?"

"All right, sorry, the work is this afternoon, isn"t i1t? |
was just trying to fall in with your strict work ethic. 1711

call it whatever you like as long as we keep doing it."

His mouth traveled from answering mouth to pulsing throat to
throbbing breast, his hands sliding down her hips and iInto the
center of her hot stirring.

"God...I"m afraid, Brehnt."

"Why?...why afraid, my nervous jungle bird?"

"Because after this..._there"s nothing."

"There i1s no after this, Angelica."

It was clear that she would always have him, that he would
come and go and come into her life with a consuming fulfillment.
In the end they talked of poverty and greed, subjects which
increasingly concerned him and eroded the pleasure of his
scholarly pursuits. Some of this was her doing, raging at the
inequities she saw. She knew that something powerful had altered
his life but she had not quite grasped the extent of i1t. Nearly
two years later his downed Cessna was spread in fragments over
the Andes Mountains, his ambivalent journey, his guarded crusade
ended. She had gotten involved first in writing articles about
various Mayan sites and then more and more about the squalor of
the people, and had been away from him at the time. Her rage and
disgust and daring had already carried her into other theaters of
war and misery. After she learned of his death a letter arrived
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from him. She put i1t away, barely able to hold it in her hand it
so resonated with his life force, completely unable to open it,
the wonderful and terrible power of penned words reaffirming a
vitality that was no more. This was a time of blackness from
which nothing solid emerged and little was remembered. It was a
taut and vacant exercise, moving through a world distorted by
pain, hers and others. She would go anywhere. Let them try and
kill her. Very slowly the blackness receded but the furious
desire for him did not; i1t swelled and swelled, spilling into her
dreams. The need for his tempering presence increased, his
touch, his leveling humor, his quiet understanding and natural
economy of words which so often referenced her thought. It was a
dangerous madness to think of him. The sudden turbulence of the
plane reminded her of his body strewn with the wreckage on a
remote Andean peak. A groan, a cry was torn out of her, over
before she realized her own voice. The handsome Spanish woman
sitting beside her turned to stare. "It is only a little air
pocket, sefiorita,'” the woman offered in sedate consolation.

Mahta forced a smile, fingers clenched to palms, the knuckles
white. Her voice sounded unfamiliar to her when she ordered a
drink; it was something she rarely did while flying to a country
where she was not necessarily welcome.

#

Her passport returned she went straight to the office of
General Carrillo. Mafana, they told her, or pasado mafiana --
come back tomorrow or the day after that.

She sat drinking rich black coffee at a small table on the
narrow sidewalk of a street cafe. Unmufflered or barely
mufflered trucks, cars, and motorcycles roared down the old
avenida, creating a perpetual jarring noise and leaving a steely
blue ribbon of fumes. Flocks of pigeons flew high, dipping down
and swarming in spirals over and around and through the near and
far church spires, domes, and cupolas. One landed on her copy of
La Prensa. Its beady red eye studied her while she studied it,
gazing at the iridescent green and violet-purple neck feathers,
the ash gray black-barred wings, the orange claws. The simple
morphology of a common pigeon was quite beautiful. Perhaps it
had once flown over the two of them, shuffled under their feet as
they strolled through the square. She made no move to chase it
away. To alter the course of anything harmless was unnatural; it
could set off a whole chain of devastating events. The curious
bird fanned its tail, then the loud backfire of a truck sent it
flying. All the harsh sounds of the city vibrated together.

There were the recurrent church bells, inescapable, berating
any silence in a hollow echoing protest of their ineffectual call
to piety. When she had been right here with Brehnt not even the
largest discordance had annoyed her -- the bells she had loved.
Now she was marking time, barely holding out against the livid
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cacophony while everything swept by: carts, thin dogs, blasting
radios, weary vendors, hollow-eyed begging children, the lame and
hungry and anonymous. Juxtaposed were the rippling fronds of
tall palms and the vibrantly purple splashes of bougainvillea
creeping over high walls -- the sensuous hint of private interior
gardens. Confronted by all this lushness and squalor, she still
didn"t have to close her eyes to envision the two of them sitting
in the very place where she now sat. They had come here on
occasion. The last time was after a year of ephemeral meetings
stolen from work demands; always needful of each other"s company.

"Here we are again...in this lurid, this mad, this furious
crush,™”™ she had announced.

"Guatemala Shanghai,”™ Brehnt exclaimed, stretching out his
arms to the grimy boisterous city that was theirs.

“I"m in it, all of it.._somewhere in my head all the time;
that"s how much you®ve changed in me,”™ she told him. ™"I"m so
different now."

"How...different?" he asked just as their attention was
drawn away from each other.

A tattered child of five or six had detached herself from a
ragged band of children rushing down the street. She came
straight up to the table, leaned on it with a fearless boldness
and stared at the bread on their plates. Her little nose was
smudged, her hair tangled, her black eyes sharp and cunning as
she produced a sweet counterfeit smile, putting out her Tilthy
hands. Mahta motioned the children over, broke all the bread
into pieces and portioned it out among them. They took a bite or
two then pocketed the rest and stood nearby a while, waiting.

"How tough and fragile they are,” she said. ™A fierce family
corporation of..._.of tenacious little castaways...founded to
answer the needs of the scorned.”™ A waiter rushed toward the

children with threatening shouts. They were unafraid but
cautious and, seeing there was to be no more, they left.

"Different like that,”™ she said, finally answering his
question. "When I look at them I can feel that kind of hunger.
There®s nothing put aside, nothing beyond their pockets...like
little birds pecking In the snow. But a hunger for everything --
it"s their whole short life."

She was silent a while and then said, "And there"s more from
you: the way 1 look at other human beings, finding ancestral
clues, destiny...my own identity...all together there...the sheer
observation of life; the deep excitement and...yes, the sorrow of
discovery...the way 1 frame a photograph, functioning as the
ultimate observer...as | see you."

He leaned on the palm of his hand with a keen interest, and
then slid his hand over her nervous fingers which she had begun
to tap on the table top, unaware. "l1"ve changed you a little 1
suppose. You“ve changed me too, you know, very much to the good.
And it"s no mystery that life changes us...if you live long
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enough you metamorphose completely. The trouble is i1t happens
too slowly; it"s only too quickly if you®"re looking at eroding
stone."

"You can®"t imagine how much 1"ve changed,'™ she said. The
fingers of her free hand played over the fringe of a violet
poncho she had bought from an Antiguan weaver. His eyes traveled
to her fingers which stopped their movement, the becalmed hand
dropping into her lap. ™"The strangest thing of all was something
called domesticity...or the attempt...as iIf 1°d been programmed
while asleep. 1 was programmed. You®ve never married but you
must have..."

The waiter appeared, and Brehnt asked i1f she wanted more
coffee. "Yes, please,” she answered, "It tastes so good...so
much better than that freeze dried ersatz in my kitchen.™

"Where you have no pots and pans,”™ he said with teasing
voice.

"1"m never there,' she answered, a little apologetic.

"You don"t need to defend your life-style, my Angelica. And
I certainly didn"t make you do what you do...become what you are.
You have a special vision. That"s who you are.

"Anyway, I know you only come here because of the great
coffee.”™ He winked at her, running his fingers through his
fetching tousled hair. As always there was the timely stroke of
playfulness which lifted her up.

"Oh, absolutely, only for the coffee,' she answered, her

laughter a happy protest. ™"And here it comes.™
"No, I never married,” he finally replied when their cups
were filled. "1 considered i1t briefly...lived with another

archeologist for a while...until she packed off to Greece and 1
to EI Tajin. That seems a long time ago. At least our kind of
work isn"t the stuff of that domesticity you can"t abide -- one
of the reasons we"re very good for each other. We"re so engaged
in our work...and when we see each other..." His eyes narrowed,
closing over her like a warm gray sea. "God, it"s so good when
we see each other.™

Their corresponding thoughts sent them hurrying away to
their deep private pleasures: the dusky gold light, the leafy
shadows, the street sounds, the mephitic and perfumed airs, the
clanging bells, the sultry nights of flirtatious cafe music, the
droll gibbous moon reclining on i1ts back, their heatedly answered
impatient desires, their long discussions, their wildly outsized
aspirations, the incredible motivating force emanating from the
merging of their restless minds and bodies. They had quickly
learned that being apart held major benefits, heightening their
senses and the fervor of their short empowering rendezvous.

Mahta lifted her eyes from her empty cup and was alone
again. For one prolonged moment Brehnt had been so near she had
almost spoken to him. She paid the waiter and headed down a
narrow alley, taking a shortcut back to her hotel. Stopping to
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admire brilliant red sprays of bougainvillea cascading down a
wall, she saw a disturbing incident unfolding ahead of her iIn
which she knew she would have to intervene.

An old gentleman in a crisp tan suit and Panama hat had
emerged from a little bakery, carrying a small paper sack. A
short distance away, he saw a well-dressed middle-aged woman
standing in the street and looking around her with frightened
jerking glances. A lost tourist, Mahta said to herself as she
watched the elderly man approach the woman. The woman®s purse
was swinging free In her hand, and the man tipped his hat,
muttered a few words, then tucked his sack under his arm and took
ahold of the startled woman®s purse; with exaggerated gesture he
pushed the purse back on her arm and against her body. While he
was so engaged the horrified woman began to scream. 'No, no,
sefiora,’ he said with placating voice. The woman®s voice rose iIn
a shriek as she backed away from him, swinging her arms. Mahta
rushed toward the woman, calling, "It"s all right. 1It"s all
right. He means no harm. He"s only trying to show you how to
carry your purse. A purse can be grabbed out of your hand very
easily the way you were carrying 1t. It happens all the time
here. He"s just trying to show you how to hold your purse
against your body.' The woman looked at her, still shaking with
fear and disbelief, and said, ""Oh, God, are you American? | got
lost.” First Mahta turned to the disparaged old gentleman
standing in ignominy. She smiled, apologizing, Lo siento mucho.
Gracias, sefior, gracias,"” then she turned back to the woman and
asked where she was staying; discovering 1t was her own hotel,

she offered to lead the woman back. ™"And you"re with a group?"
Mahta said, knowing her assumption to be accurate -- only the
seasoned or very foolish tourist ventured here alone. 'Yes,
they“re all napping and I just needed to go for a walk. Oh, I
shouldn™t have come here. 1 got lost.” '"Not very lost,” Mahta
comforted, "but lost is lost; it"s best to take someone along
familiar with the area.”™ ™"Never again will 1 do this,”™ the woman
said, shaking her head. ™"l shouldn®t have come to this country
at all."” Mahta agreed in silence. "The man was kind..._.really

helpful,” she offered. She was thinking how embarrassed the old
sefior must be, and how regretful of the perils of his country.
She watched him stroll slowly away, holding his tired frame erect
with an abiding dignity and carrying his only reward, his little
sack of precious sweets.

#

The next day Mahta was back at the office of General
Carrillo. After a tedious hour of waiting she cajoled and
finagled her way into his presence. Unfortunately he didn"t
respond with the enthusiasm he had once shown. He motioned for
her to sit down, only half rising from his desk. Even seated,
someone meeting him for the first time would see that he was
quite tall, angular. He had wide large-boned shoulders, long



The Unexpected Gift
Karlene Kubat 54

thick-jointed fingers and high bony cheeks. His hair was silver-
gray, heightening the blackness of his now more noticeably
hurtful eyes, and the leather-skinned yet pallid rectangular face
was all pulled in toward his harsh-lipped mouth -- the center of
focus from which strict orders were issued that bore a terrible
finality. A man of excessive ego, In earlier apolitical times he
had manifested pleasure at the courteous attention of his friend
Brehnt Ghilde"s iInteresting companion. Now their meeting was an
inexpedience, uncomfortable. As he spoke, his once elegant
amenities were blunted by a direct thrust of irritation.

"1 shall not...should not see you, Sefiorita Lind." He
pronounced her name Leent.

There were far too many responses clamoring to be delivered
but none of them were amenable to the businesslike control she
demanded of herself. She waited a moment in silence, forcing the
General to lead the conversation.

"Do you continue with any of the Doctor®s work?"

"Not concerning the Maya, but 1 try to pay attention to some
of the work that...that preoccupied him at the time of his..._his
death.”™ She felt a little sick. An uneasy loneliness and doubt
swept over her. Momentarily she had lost the fierceness required
for this necessary verbal wrangle. Yet her words had given a
pointed response to the General. He knew very well, this devotee
of the ancient Maya, this expedient militarist, what she meant.

"So, you lose interest,” he went on.

"Never. |1 never lost interest...only time. 1"ve lost
that. . .unfortunately."

"Doctor Ghilde is my friend. 1t is horrible tragedy. 1
believe 1 am knowing him a longer time than you."

But not better, she thought. What was i1t that Carrillo and
Brehnt could have had in common besides the Maya and their
manhood? Nothing she could see or imagine. They shared a
natural usefulness for one another, little else. The General
mistakenly thought otherwise. She must pander to this false
assumption, however her act was mitigated by Brehnt®s absence.

"1 know you knew Brehnt longer, so you must have come to see
how much concern he had for--"'

"Sefiorita Lind,"” he interrupted, looking at his gold wrist

watch, "1 do not want to ask why you come here...not as mutuo
friend of Doctor Ghilde, not as the admirer of the Classic Maya,
I see. 1 fear it is a difficulty in the present. 1 do not want

to know...and 1 hope now you do not tell me."

"1"ve come to ask for your help in finding a missing young
American lawyer named Jim North. He was here to assist in
agrarian reform and--""

The General put up his hand to interrupt and gave a low
brittle laugh. ™"We have the excellent agrarian reform, modern
democratic laws. Do you not hear of the National Institute of
Agrarian Transformation? Much is done there.™
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"Nevertheless, Jim North was apparently needed. The
Benevolent Brethren Mission asked him to come here. He was
working with a small village near the coast. Then he--""

"1 know nothing of this Jaime Norte. This land is full of
many kinds of people. The one who is looking for trouble is
perdido...the easy one to lose."

""He wanted to help, General...to help descendants of the
ancient culture you so revere. He came to see that the poor and
unfortunate must have a bit of land and dignity...you see, Doctor
Ghilde wanted...was forced to acknowledge the neglected needs of
your people, their utter destitution. And above all else he--"

"No, no, Doctor Ghilde is the archeologist, the dedicated
specialist...the man of honor. He does not abuse our friendship
in this way."

"General, a woman can have honor too. [I"m honor-bound to
ask your help. The representative of a desperate family has
asked me to investigate, to...to try and find their son whom no
one iIn your government seems very interested in finding.
Whatever | happen to discover, his family wants me to write.
This 1s the only hope they have. Some people In the United
States, people sympathetic to Guatemala, will read what 1"ve

written. 1"ve come to you because you®re the best person 1
know...iIn the best position to help. It isn"t me...not me, but
your own people who need--"

"You are insolente. Perhaps you do not understand. 1 am
not your confidente...si, you are insulting.”

"1 imagine so. It"s the reason I"m standing here trembling

in my shoes."

As she spoke the General had risen from his outsized
mahogany desk and strode past her down the long room and back
toward her, past drooping flags and baroque-framed portraits of
dark pompous saturnine figures. Some of the faces had jaded
unseeing eyes, while others had fiery eyes, satanic like the
General®"s. He was formidable, impeccable in his pressed uniform
festooned with thick gold epaulettes, clustered brass, striped
bars and ribbons.

I"ve exposed my intent without subtlety and he thinks me
quite narve, she thought. It was a dangerous tack. He was ready
to throw her out, completely indifferent to a putative segment of
sympathetic people of the United States, but with her self-
humbling finish he turned quickly away from her. She watched him
roughly draw the heavy wine velvet drapes from the embrasured
high windows and look out. Dust motes from the disturbed drapes
whirled through the stale air. Beyond his head and outside near
the glass a dazzling spray of virginal white oleander gently
swayed. The fearless Guatemalan sun leapt across the room,
cutting through the oppressive officialdom like a flashing gold
knife through silted water. It ignited a plump terra cotta grave
figurine resting In a shadowed glass case. The little cherub®s
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sly jaguar smile mocked the General, whose shoulders were
shaking, a slight movement almost imperceptible. He turned to
Mahta, unwilling to stifle his laughter any longer.

"Ay, you tremble in your shoes, Seforita Lind. Ah, ha, hal
I tremble in my boots when Doctor Ghilde presents you to me.
Before the fiesta I give for him I do not ever see my friend with

any woman. Then | see...l see in the same instante of your first
appearance he has the bite of the pesky little bug. The little
bite that drives us mad, eh? 1 try to know what we are to share
of you. 1 see a fresh new flower and perhaps I am a jealous man.

I hope for your presence frecuente, for I think you must be
important to the Doctor and therefore interesting...but I can
never think of this circunstancia. | do not approve the woman
getting Into man"s business. | am the gentleman, but when the
rules are no more..." The General had turned serious harsh and
authoritative, but as quickly his censure trailed off and he
resumed his laughter. "Ah, ha, ha! Now you say you tremble,
sefiorita?...to use and betray my office? You demand that 1 must
give to you the cake and watch you eat? Is that not how you say
it

Vi

It was one of those still rusty pink mornings when setting
off early in a Jeep might precipitate a great adventure, were it
not for the grim prospects of the traveler. The Jeep was U.S.
Army, repainted. The lean and sullen driver and his lean and
sullen sidekick were two cadets the grudging General had quite
unexpectedly provided. They were courteous and attentive when
needed, snapping to in their neat olive green fatigues, but
neither smiled and their youthful faces were impenetrable, devoid
of emotion. Mahta knew their visor-shaded eyes held a surly
contempt beneath the indifferent glint she was on occasion
allowed.

The Jeep carried extra gasoline in tins, and canteens of
drinking water. The cadets kept their rifles within reach and
had pistols on their belts. What could they be expecting? The
thought crossed her mind that she was a kind of prisoner. Yes,
it was a certainty, being guided where others intended her to go,
but 1t would not interfere with her plans once she got the true
scent of her objective. Experience had taught her how to divert
the contrary motives of others to her own purposes. It was a
subtle game, dangerous but sometimes highly rewarding, and often
the only path left to one in a hostile place. Hostile places
were...they could pretend to be almost friendly. Effusive
friendliness was a dead giveaway. Wherever humankind paid
attention to more than immediate sustenance, a traveler could
stumble upon a hostile place. But Mahta hardly had to stumble.
Her position invited open hostility because i1t was bound to a
contravening but clearly righteous purpose.



The Unexpected Gift
Karlene Kubat 57

After they left the city the driver, whom Mahta was to
address simply as Carlos, drove with a proud finesse, passing
everything going In the same direction with one casual hand on
the wheel, and scooting in between trucks and cars, often three
abreast, in places where there seemed barely room for two. Each
time they were successful In executing one of these tense
maneuvers, Mahta wanted to call out Bravo! but concluded that
such extravagant praise would encourage even more outrageous
feats and hasten their end. At least they were driving on one of
Guatemala®s caminos pavimentados, but the paved road was often
narrow, winding, and cause for grizzly excitement with its
precipitous climbs and dips. For mile after mile death"s macabre
harvest yielded a plethora of white crosses by the roadside.

They were headed for Ixtapa, about 100 kilometers south on
the Pacific coast. The area would be warm and sticky, inviting
the body to do nothing in haste -- also lush, insect-ridden and
enervating in the extreme. She could not make out exactly what
Jim North had been doing there, but it was apparently the last
place he had been seen.

The light tan cotton fatigues Mahta wore were good for
profuse sweating and the ample grime of this kind of travel. On
her feet were sturdy caites, functional Mayan sandals worn little
changed over the millennia. She wore sunglasses and had bought
an inexpensive straw hat as she often did in tropical zones,
giving them away before boarding her homeward flights. She
carried her camera and film in an insulated bag which also held
her notebook, photograph of Jim North, and a cassette recorder
and tapes. The rest of her things were in a small shoulder
satchel: a rolled cotton shirt and skirt, underwear, toiletries,
a compact little first aid kit, insect repellent, driver~s
license, passport, travelers checks, a couple of credit cards and
a little ready cash, half 1n quetzales, half in U.S. dollars
which were familiar and readily accepted.

These hand-picked cadets apparently thought North Americans
incapable of going even moderate distances without eating.

Before they cleared the city environs, the cadet not driving, and
whom she was to call Miguel, had told her they would lunch in
Escuintla, 50 kilometers distance.

After about 45 minutes they came to Lake Amatitlan. Mahta
recounted to herself a short visit there with Brehnt. 1t was a
busy little vacation get-away for city dwellers, run-down and not
as much to her liking as Lake Atitlan 65 miles west of the city,
but because she had been there with Brehnt it was still a place
of importance to her, provoking an unanswerable and haunting
arousal. It was one of the first places they visited after she
had continued through Guatemala alone with him. She was to let
Brehnt show her In his own spirited yet unpressing way what it
meant to him and could mean to her. What i1t meant was not all
pleasing. Squalid poverty, hunger and virulent filth prevailed.
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Unhealthy children with outstretched hands emerged from every
narrow passageway and hovel. But at first, in their consuming
joy iIn one another, he kept the depth of his concern to himself
and looked for beauty to share with her.

With the impelling celerity of cherished memory she was back
standing beside him arm in arm, watching the vapors rise from the
warm water of the lake. At certain moments the mysterious air of
its tarnished natural beauty was still in evidence, enhanced by
the steamy medicinal sulfur springs along Amatitlan®s banks, fed
by Pacaya Volcano. The volcano had erupted in 1964, and made the
lake boil with its subterranean wrath.

"You grew up with a fire chain of volcanoes in your active
Northwest, so maybe this iIsn"t as exciting to you as it is to an
Easterner like myself,”™ Brehnt said.

"It"s a wonderful display...pure nature...raw nature...new
and exotic to me. As for mountains...dormant or...or inflamed,
they always send me flying up to their peaks...and 1 naturally
love every one of them I come across."”

"You naturally love. You love naturally.” He tossed a
stone into the still lake and made it ripple, and when his gray
eyes turned back to her they made her heart ripple like that,
spreading warmth through her body. ™"We naturally love. We get
information from each other almost calmly, and yet we two are
unpredictable as...we"re like those.'" He waved his hand at the
vapor-cloaked peaks. '"Close together we"re iIn our active phase;
apart there®s a subterranean heat, but we haven®t said love. My
God, with all of 1t there"s been we haven"t exactly said that."

"Because we realize.._.because it"s like blowing out the
candles on the cake...or turning on the lights after the theater

or...1 don"t know. I don®"t know."
"Don"t know if you do?"
"Oh no, not that. 1t"s... 1"m.._superstitious?”
"You?"
"Love...the word is bursting at i1ts seams. It means

everything...anything,"” she explained.

"But here it is...with a definite context."

"1 think because 1 write I"ve always been afraid of
overstating and ruining the reception of truth."

"Maybe that"s it for both of us...something like that.
Saying it somehow brings it to an end. But that"s foolish. We
won"t let that nonsense stop us, will we? 1 love her..._.this one
here!"™ he shouted across the water.

The steam rose up, indistinguishable from the clouds over
the lake. Drifting out of this opacity there emerged the dark-
melded forms of a hunched little figure and a tiny boat, as
though wafted forth on a surge of white mist. "Look there,
Charon is after us,"™ Brehnt teased. His hand touched her
shoulder. But it was Carlos rounding a curve, her shoulder
thrown against the Jeep®s side. Miguel was staring back at her.



The Unexpected Gift
Karlene Kubat 59

She thought she must have cried out, her face unmasked by the
daydream from which she was hurled. She knew the cadet mistook
the emotion for fright, thought she was afraid. She was hardly
there at all, was still with Brehnt. Yes, she had finally said
it, had needed very badly to say it, and then had to be careful
not to overdo it, but that consuming memory was out of place.
She longed for a consistent toughness, unable to expel the
rawness and tenderness which fed her recurring memories.

They were now in tierra caliente, the hot country. The skin
above her lips was beaded with sweat and she tasted salt. They
were sliding down the coastal plain through semi-deciduous
tropical forests over fertile soil composed of volcanic ash and
rich alluvium: highland streams rolling seaward, savanna, mostly
spreading cattle ranches and large banana plantations.

In Escuintla they had wiped their brows under the slowly
turning fans of a restaurant that was nothing but a square room
filled with dark heavy chairs and long rough tables. But the
food was delicious, unusual: rice with chicken and semillas from
the Maranon tree. These beautiful dark trees with their russet-
yellow fruit tips produced the rich gold cashew nuts that formed
in crescent-shaped husks. Shadowy green images of the tree
bloomed in her head as her eyelids drooped. The lunch had been
too heavy, still sat heavily iIn her stomach. It made her quite
sluggish, drowsy, and she struggled to stay awake behind the
aloof green cadets. Their bodies were so near and yet she felt
light years apart, without any common ground. How did members of
the same species get so far apart? Her head dipped.

A rough spot in the road awoke her with a jolt as they were
coming into an area of blowing palms. The strong monsoons came
in May, and this was only a mild end-of-season wind that rustled
through the sugar cane and flapped the banana leaves with a fetid
steamy breeze. They drove on in silence, through the banana
plantations, and then through dense groves of thin arching palms.
Some of the trees were bent nearly to the ground by earlier
monsoons which imperiled the banana crops with rampaging
blowdowns.

They had turned off the main highway to San Jose and were
heading southeast on a dirt road to Ixtapa. Drying mud holes
scoured out in the rainy season made the ride over scrub
flatlands rough, uncomfortable. Dipping and sliding by the
bucking Jeep was a thatch-roofed shed half blown away, and then
the rusty wheeless frame of an ancient truck. Here iIn this
forgotten spot was the fringe of someone®s ranch, sliced through
by the barest imitation of a road. Going straight to San Jose
and cutting east along the coast to Ixtapa would have been faster
although longer.

Wariness was always a healthy component of such irregular
journeys. This time she tried to keep paranoia from creeping in.
An interior voice warned her that her drivers were doing this on
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purpose. Punishment for being a ferreting nuisance, or possibly
a wild goose chase to keep her occupied. She shunted these
notions aside and stared into the flat emptiness of heat. But
the soporific warmth weighed upon her heavy eyelids and again her
head slumped.

Brehnt was sitting with her on a slab of stone inside a
Mayan tomb. She didn"t know where. Stifling heat.._hard to
breathe. The incised gray walls felt cool and clammy to her
touch. She ran her fingers over precise numerical iIncisions
smoothed by time, her tingling skin coming into the realm of
ancient artisans. Sweat stung her eyes. Brehnt leaned down and
wiped her forehead with his handkerchief. His unique brand of
enthusiasm was more restrained, more refined than hers. He had
long ago come to terms with the consuming awe which now held her
in its thrall. He grinned, and she felt an ache in her throat.
His face would never age: perfect teeth, taut jaw, smooth lips.
He wasn"t sweating at all. "I"1l never be able to give you up.

I can"t find anything wrong with you,"™ she half teased. '"Poor
Angelica, there"s something very wrong with me...the worst thing
of all.” He was smiling but she saw pain in his eyes. His face
wavered, floated a little. "What"s happened to you? What"s
wrong? You"re white as a ghost...your eyes are fading.” He
stood up and backed away from her. ™"Leave this place, Angelica.
It"s a tomb." He said no more, and then she couldn®t see him,
only his eyes like distant stars fading in dawn light. A high
voice that was hers called for him with a wrenching fear, but she
was the one going away. Her father put his arms around her.

"You had to go because of what you said. He saw that you knew,
and then you couldn"t stay.' She was sick. ™"Oh, dad, dad, what
did I do? What did 1 not do?" Now she was back in the empty
tomb. It swayed and rolled. An earthquake? No, not a tomb, her
houseboat iIn a wake...a wake, a wake! "You told him what you
thought, that"s all. He knew he had to let you go, and 1"m going
too," her father said. "Come on, honey, all of this is going to
be destroyed.'” She was alone and small. The water rose up,
thick and green, higher and higher until it rolled down upon her.
She gasped, jerking her body and crying out with dread. 'No.

No. No!"

The two cadets were standing beside the Jeep smoking. They
had parked under a scrubby shade tree beside a hacienda which
looked deserted. They had simply left her there in her fitful
sleep. It meant nothing to them whether or not she ever got
anywhere. Why should this be surprising? She felt an angry
frustration, was sweating, dry-throated, and needed to pee. A
nightmare in the middle of the day. Whenever her defenses were
down, almost whenever she slept, it all rushed in upon her,
engulfing her in the heavy green waves and pulling her down iIn an
undertow of wonder and dread. She shook her head with a forced
Jauntiness and grudging smile. Stepping out of the jeep she
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stretched and looked around, then started a slow walk toward the
hacienda.

A bandy-legged woman with a face of deep wrinkles came out
to meet her, cautious. A weary body swaying on bowed legs.
Improper diet, Mahta noted, and returned the woman"s toothless
smile. When she came out of the fly-blown john, the woman was
sitting by the door of the hacienda with her hands folded over
her dirty red skirt, waiting. Waiting for what? A lost child?
A husband? Nightfall? Death? Christ? Her hands were folded,
her head held to one side, her very dark soulful eyes focused
down into the center of the earth. It was a pose often repeated
by women at doorways and hearths and roadsides all across the
land. She remembered the old women shielded in black, huddling
against the sacrosanct stones outside the churches of Spain.

They waited in the winter sun with white shrunken faces. Their
open eyes saw only visions, their bodies given up, closed to all
external stimuli, as 1T piety and revulsion of the incarnate
world had turned them to the inviolate stones they hugged.

Mahta lifted the picture of Jim North from her bag and asked
the woman if she knew him, had ever seen him. She pressed into
the woman®s crooked dirty fingers a few worn quetzédles. The
woman®s eyes narrowed as she bent close and stared at the
picture. Her vacant eyes turned to Mahta who wondered if she
could see very well. ™"No, seforita."

The two cadets came and stood beside Mahta, glancing at the
photograph. They fidgeted with their hats, trying to cool off
their prickling scalps, then walked to the Jeep. Carlos got
behind the wheel, adjusting his sunglasses while Miguel stood
waiting for her to take up her place behind them. She waved to
the woman, calling out thanks, and the woman lifted her hand with
a lackluster smile, curling her gnarled fingers in toward her own
body as she waved back. Her glittering black eyes seemed for a
moment to be responding to an amusing joke they shared, then her
expression flattened to indifference.

After a long humid drive through kilometers of unremarkable
ranch country and lush emerald green banana plantations, they had
come to the marshy coast with its unrevealing mangrove islands
and rough black sands. They were staying in a place called Casa
del Lujo, but unlike its name there was nothing very luxurious
about 1t. It was reasonably clean and peaceful, luxury enough
for an exhausted traveler.

Mahta had never been to Ixtapa. By the time she bathed and
ate roasted plantains and rice with shrimp, it was too late to
see anything. She knew only that Ixtapa®s most recent claim of
historical importance was as the site of Guatemala®s first boat
building and repair operation begun in 1967. She carried in her
notebook the name and phone number of a man who was supposed to
have seen or been In contact with Jim North. His name was Palo
Nervo. When she tried to call him the phone clicked, buzzed, and
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repeatedly went dead -- the notorious malfunctioning Guatemalan
telephone lines. She asked one of the cadets to try and find
him. Miguel acted surprised and spoke with Carlos iIn the doorway
of their room across the hall. They looked at her and shook
their heads. They wouldn®t know, they said, how to find this
man. They were eager to have their evening beer and cigarettes.
It was clear to Mahta that they didn®"t want her to upset their
anticipated pleasures or cause them reason for suspicion or
concern. Her hands were tight fists.

Humidity further shortened her patience. She walked up and
down outside, fanning herself with her notebook. A slow-moving
breeze coiled around her, expiring a malodorous saltiness. The
street was quiet. A slow rusty-green taxi cruised by. She had
intended to sit on a bench under a tortured palm and write. But
what? The uneventfulness of the moments ticking by? Still,
there was a purposefulness in writing; it connected the ellipses
in time with reality, making the empty spaces appear to contain
useful actions. The street light provided only a very dim
illumination, not good enough for writing. The motionless air
was thickening with night scents. A lone barking dog set off a
chorus of answering barks. On the corner a man in uniform was
leaning in the window of a derelict car. ™"Ah, the policia,” she
whispered. She copied Nervo"s name and number onto an empty
sheet 1n her notebook and tore it out. Rummaging In her shoulder
bag she withdrew her wallet and extracted a few quetzédles. With
this commonly accepted inducement crumpled inside her fist, she
approached the officer. Greeting him, excusing herself, holding
forth the paper, she smiled and explained her plight. 1If he
could do her the great honor of finding this man, the news could
be delivered to her at the Casa del Lujo. Pointing over her
shoulder with the notebook she simultaneously held out her fist
of quetzales. The officer studied her with the dark eyes that
could so easily reveal nothing, the pupil blending into the iris
so that the eye becomes a black camouflage of any possible
sentiment or understanding. He took the paper without reading
it, then the money. Nodding, he went back to leaning inside the
car.

"You"re very welcome,”™ Mahta mumbled to herself as she
retreated into the proclaimed luxury of her bare-floored room.

For a while she lay pondering the odds of unearthing Nervo.
The strident cicadas were awakening and promised a deafening
nightlong chorus. On the night table stood the warmish beer she
had ordered brought over earlier. She downed most of it as fast
as possible, almost gagging at a tepid bitterness which left an
unpleasant aftertaste of sweetness. Her head rolled back on the
hard pillow and she squinted at a dark spot on the ceiling then
closed her eyes, too inert to investigate. Whatever It was, a
stain or an insect, she didn"t want to know. Sleep refused to
arrive. Squiggles of colors formed and dissolved under her
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closed lids, and her eyes flew open. She tried self-hypnosis,
fixing her eyes on the gold ring on her finger. Her hand was
resting on the pillow so close to her eyes that the ring was out
of focus. Brehnt had given it to her. Never off her finger it
was almost too tight now to remove, an Olmec jaguar face, a
smiling baby face. The puckish little face glared back at her
transfixed gaze. It seemed to have a laugh, a faint little
titter of sound emanating from its thick curled lips. An
answering smile formed on her lips as her heavy lids closed down.

Brehnt smiled at her with so comely and amused a look she
was too weak with emotion to lift her arms. "Brehnt! 1 can"t
believe you"re here. And yet 1| knew you®"d come. | knew it.

Ever since you left I°ve been wanting to ask you something but 1
can"t remember what it was. 1 know It was important...really
important. 1 feel like crying. They said you were flying
supplies to a starving village. What were you doing? Had you
really given up your work? Please tell me it wasn"t my fault.
Somehow It was...it was. But there®s something else, something
so large and complicated. Maybe you couldn®t even answer if |
remembered.

"Oh, you look so confident, capable, relaxed..._.making coffee
in this neglected kitchen. You"re right, 1t"s really poorly
implemented. |1 don"t cook very often. 1°d rather watch you here
-— Levi®s, bare feet...tousled hair combed with fingers, but you,
never inapt. Your skin has darkened in the Mayan sun...sacred
circle of fire...and you...its dark mystery. Can you tell me
what you"re thinking? What are you going to do? 1 don"t know
where your reasoning leads you. You saild you wanted to use
yourself up. You said, Why should I pursue only the ruling
grandeur of a race when its remnants are dying? Did you say that
because 1 grieved so over their misery? Yes? Yes? Your cheek
iIs twitching...no smile. Don"t leave me yet. Talk to me. Don"t
go. Why go now? Please. 1°m trying. It will take me so long
to find you out. 1 have to. |I"ve waited and waited. Brehnt!”

Moonlight filtered through gauze. Coughing herself awake
she reached overhead and lifted the curtain hem. A diminished
moon of phosphor was fastened iIn the screen. Her perspiring body
had dampened the sheets, most uncomfortable. She rolled onto her
side, biting her fingers. In a while she got up and fumbled
through her bag for her aspirin, swallowing them with the stale
beer. Horrid bitterness. She gagged, choked and swallowed, a
retching sickness rising in her throat. Head hanging, disheveled
hair spilling over her knees, she sat on the edge of the bed.

Her moist eyes dripped onto her hands. No more dreams, no more,
please...no more dreams. When the nausea passed she lay back
with a faint burning in her stomach, gradually mitigated by
rescuing sleep.

At 6:15, a maid brought her a note iInstructing her to bring
her possessions and take a taxi to the only blue house on Calle
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Barca. She ate a slice of banana bread and drank a cup of very
good black coffee. Back in her khaki slacks and shirt she slung
her bags over her shoulder and went out Into the morning sun.

The salty air was rife with thick scents, the exotic perfumes of
unknown flowers. A wild chorus of birds greeted her as they
flitted in and out of the ruffling palms. The taxi came at an
unhurried pace, the same rusty car she had seen passing the night
before. As she got iIn she eyed the parked Jeep and smiled. The
two cadets were probably sleeping off their night of beer, secure
in their assumption that a lone foreign woman would not dare to
go off without them. They were quite young.

#

Palo Nervo spoke fair English and was a small quiet man with
grayed receding hair and steel-rimmed glasses. Although he was
not a priest, he reminded Mahta of certain liberal men of the
cloth: polite, determined, serious, and, although weary and
persecuted, asserting themselves as a part of something large and
undefeatable. He gave no impression of involvement in anything
clandestine or dangerous. This observation brought only a mild
comfort, for Mahta"s first sense was of a man who stood for the
truth In a place where it must always remain undisclosed.

Behind a wrought iron gate and the brick-red wooden door of
the blue house, Mahta and Palo Nervo sat In a peaceful courtyard.
It was just large enough for a pungent eucalyptus tree, a family
of geckos, a stone bench, and a spreading but failing rose bush
with a few pale pink blooms.

"How did you come to know Jim North, Sefior Nervo?"

"Seflorita Lind, It is better that you know little of me. |IT
you go, I send with you two trusted hombres. 1 cannot say where
you go. It is better. It is not an easy journey. Tal vez no se
puede...excuse me. You will perhaps not get Jaime Norte this
time, pero If you make photographs and write es posible he has
freedom.™

"At least he"s alive then?"

"Si. Que sepamos nosotros, es verdad."

"Only as far as you know?"

"Si. Sefiorita, no es facile. Es peligroso. Dangerous
perhaps for you. You must decide.”

"What?"

"If you go."

"Yes, 1711 go."

""So quick. Es necesario tener cuidada.™

"1 know. 1 try to be careful always. But 1"ve come to find
Jim North. I never thought it would be easy. Why do you want me
to find him, Sefor Nervo?"

She saw that her question surprised Nervo. It was not

expected that in her intense pursuit of an endangered subject she
would stop to question her abettor®s motives. For him, her query
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must be superfluous if not inappropriate. She found that nothing
more specific would be disclosed.

"You want to find him, no, Seforita Lind? What is your
reason?"’

She laughed. "I1"m certainly not here for profit or fame. |
guess 1t goes this way: Jim North"s life and work are immensely
valuable. What has happened is wrong. His family iIs grieving.

I want to do something to help. One has to start somewhere. In
this business one starts many times, but the trouble is it"s
never finished."

"Es verdad. My purpose is as yours and I, too, never
finish."

Nothing more of motive was offered, and the answer hung iIn
its limbo, identifiable only by i1ts association with the common
expectation that all humans should have a right to escape the
bounds of hunger, poverty, and oppression. She couldn®t argue
with this, although she would like to have known what more
expedient result her presence invited.

#

Soon i1n the thick chase of a startling new reality, plodding
along In darkness, she reasoned that she should have left a note
so as not to get her two surly cadets in trouble. But all she
could have said was the obvious -- 1"ve gone for Jim North --
although that at least would have iIndicated that she had gone
under her own volition. Why should the General care how she®"d
gone? He cared only where, if at all. As nearly as she could
determine she had no one to fear but him. Still, one must
pretend in order to leave doors open. Ah well, 1If she met with
success she"d work 1t out with him on the way home. 1 had to go
quickly so as not to miss the opportunity. Go where and with
whom? She would not be able to say. Moreover, she was angry at
being patronized and clearly detained in the dilatory guise of
assistance. There would be no explanation unless demanded, and
then it would be in the form of misinformation. She had
identified the enemy. She could therefore lie with ease.

The car ride had been short. It was not the beginning.

That came astride an unpredictable mule in the middle of the
night. Even this was not a surprising start for her. As she
jogged along she thought of why it was not surprising: because
she was In what she called her mode, her mode of preadjustment.
Whatever comes next is just what I was expecting. A technique of
preparedness which allowed her to slip into the event developing
just ahead as i1f she had planned i1t herself. Be loose, flexible,
sharp; notice everything, especially the mistakes of others.

When she asked where they were going she got only, "A
I"este.” But how far east? "Kilometros?"” she asked. Her two
guides shrugged their shoulders.

Two male companions again. As close-mouthed as the others
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but a little friendlier, easier In manner. Far from green cadets
with buried identities, they were nevertheless taciturn Indians
who only smiled a little when she spoke to them with a gently
encouraging grin. They wore dark clothing. Nervo had sent along
a black felt poncho to throw over her far too visible white
shirt. This time she was not told the name of either man, so she
gave them names of her own. The thin shorter man with small
deep-set black eyes and crooked teeth she called El Pajaro,
because he moved in quick nervous motions like a bird. The other
man was built like a bale of hay, squarish and stocky and
verifiably powerful. The mule tilted its ears back and then
forward with respect when this man tossed her heavy high-cantled
saddle onto its back. The saddle rose through the air seeming
light as a feather within the grasp of his thick stubby fingers.
Very soon this burly figure became El Cuerpo, the body, because
he entered into her vision and thought like an invincible bulwark
of solid flesh.

The moon was lost behind a ridge as they dropped iInto a
shadowed ravine. There were loose stones and it was rough going
even for these sure-footed animals. For a while she had to lean
back in the saddle, and soon the small of her back began to ache.
Each jolt came to rest at the base of her spine. A weak back not
meant for such abuse. At every hint of stress it sent forth
complaints, had done so for years -- perhaps first exacerbated by
Kenneth"s reckless driving -- acting up even if she sat too long
at dinner or slept lying flat and supine. Curling forward as
much as possible and resting one hand on the pommel of her
saddle, she attempted to rub her back, cursing her flimsy spine.

The monotony of darkness and the pain of jolting became the
music and lyrics of a numbing lullaby. Her awkward head dipped
forward and she threw it back with force, opening her eyes wide
upon a nightscape of canyon without moon. The moon was buried
behind a close-ascending horizon. The jet sky was a narrow
avenue overhead, dusted with white pinpoints of starlight.

Must stay awake, she told herself as awareness ebbed and
flowed. Must stay awake. The difficult transition from day to
night. Know the dark hours, all the way from this oblivion to
there..._.wherever. No sleeping on the job..._.might have to do
something fast. Ah, my complaining back, reminder of a mistake.
My concentration i1s failing. Why does my deceptive brain swear
my eyelids are heavier than they were this morning?

In her losing battle with consciousness submerged memories
floated to the surface, startling her into short periods of
wakefulness. 1™"m back in this old dreamland of ours, and 1 want
to think of you. How can I do those memories justice iIn this
hallucinatory half asleep half wakeful state? What truth is born
of sleepless darkness?

The bed was too soft in that dry place near Uxmal. Under
our weight it folded in the middle like a lawn chair. |1 woke up
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on my stomach but my back felt as if 1t were bent the wrong way,
sharp as a jackknife. Pain. | didn"t want you to know but you
had your leg over mine. When 1"m alone and I wake up like that
and the pain comes, 1 hook one foot over the edge of the bed and
pull myself over. Then | ease my knees up to my chest until 1
can unbend and stand up. 1 thought I*d attempt this very slowly

and try to rise without waking you. The immediate pain was so
stunning 1 was temporarily immobilized, and to cap it you awoke
and thought 1 was playing a quiet game of escape. You pounced on
me and 1 gave a rousing scream. There followed streams of tears.
I couldn®t help any of it, although 1 regretted the scream. The
innkeeper, the other guests must have thought you were beating
me. The look on your face.

"Angelica? My God! What? What did 1 do?"

"My back,”™ I muttered into the pillow. "Roll me over...slow
please, slower...very slow...oh, the small of my back. It"s the
damn bed not you. Oooh, God."

You knew just what to do, as if you"d been doing it all of
your life...all of my life. You put your hand under my stomach
and lifted, rubbing the small of my back with your clever, clever
fingers. The tenseness slackened with shivers of pleasure that I
can feel even now. 1 was rolled into a rejuvenating fetal clump,
vertebrae popping in succession like happy castanets. Then, face
down, I received the quintessential back rub, every disc on my
spine massaged into peaceful repose, the muscles in my neck and
shoulders soothed into buttery ecstasy.

"Oh God, that feels so good...so good,”™ I moaned, and then
remembered myself and whispered, "Our neighbors must be curious
by now."

"IT you were trying to sleep beyond these pretended walls
what would you think?" you asked me.

I was so content, for the moment cured and brazen. ™You
have love in the palms of your hands,'™ 1 sang out.

"Yes, | have you in the palms of my hands. Say it iIn
Spanish, if you want them to hear."

"Tienes amor en las palmas de tus manos!"™ 1 shouted.

How we laughed as the publicized treatment went on iIts
wonderful palpating way. Soon I found myself transported by
another remedy, all the pillows under my spine...no pain then
unbearable, only the excruciating spell of Eros, hands locked
above our heads, our bodies glistening with sweat. Finally we
did try to hide our cries..._authentic cries.

“"Am 1 hurting you?"

"No...yes...love hurts. Oh, God!" 1 cried. ™I1°11 die of
this.” But you were the one.

In the afternoon we slept; that perfect Spanish submission
to the sun®s dominion: siesta...the shaded room, the white heat
outside...languor. I woke up and spoke to you. Did your eyelids
move at all? Did any part of you move or your breathing change?
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I waited. Only the dry little song of a buzzing fly. When you
flung your arm over your head 1 whispered again, so in need of
your consciousness, 'Brehnt, why are you an archeologist?” |1
really wanted to know.

Your voice was thick with sleep: "Christ, how can you do
that...wake up with..._.with fully formed sentences like that?" |
felt inconsiderate, but you were well-mannered, even amused, and
then curious...very curious. 'Sometimes you...you Open your eyes
from REM sleep and pose questions that...as if you were deep in
the middle of research. How on earth do you do that, Angelica?"

"Flashover brain,” 1 answered. "It works that way. My
dreams flow into wakefulness and back into sleep -- like the
guiding dreams of early Native Americans, seamless, back and
forth. Everything flows along... || was dreaming of you. | want
to know things. Why are you an archeologist?”

Your mouth against my temple you answered with the slow
grainy voice of sleep, "My parents were both serious scholars.
University professors who would -- ah, I*m still asleep -- who
used any spare time...a...traveling to augment their research.
When 1 was a boy of...I don"t know, I think ten years, my parents
took me to see the Pyramids of the Fourth Dynasty at Giza:
Mycerinus...Chefren...and the Great Pyramid Cheops looming, ah,
yes...looming above the Sahara."

You sighed and lay on your back, awake and staring iInto
space at the past. Your eyes were now a boy"s, filled with
colossal monuments.

"You discovered the Sphinx,” I said, kissing the palm of
your hand, kissing your chest.._kissing wherever 1 might.

"Oh certainly the misunderstood Sphinx...of which there is
even less now -- 1f you keep doing that, my ubiquitous love, 1711
need to have you again. The Sphinx...the Sphinx, part lion, part
god. Will 1t crumble to dust In the coming century, and we along
with 1t? Will we vanish like the Maya from their starlit cities,
or will we live to save the Sphinx...and if we do will we save it
with intelligence or madness?

"1 vote madness,™ 1 replied to your rhetorical musing as I
left the room.

"Where are you going, Mathilda?"

"Just to pee."

After a while you called, "Come back here so I can get my
hands on your damp little body, Angelica...now you®ve got me
aware of you and the heat...all this heat.”

The dun bathroom tiles felt cooler beneath my bare feet. 1
peered around the door, watching you lying there with your arms
behind your head. 1 loved to watch you waiting for me, loved the
idea of possession to that degree. But you wanted to talk and 1
came back to your drowsy voice.

"Among the things my young eyes feasted upon was the --
pardon...this...yawning -- was the gold cover of Tutankhamen®s
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coffin at the Egyptian Museum in Cairo -- dazzling -- and a
photograph of his mummified body..._his fragile body!...the
mysterious reality of him after millennia...mortal god forever
eighteen, his taut blackened skin desiccating in the Valley of
the Kings. Altogether those experiences altered my life. |
realized that human existence had gone on quite some time before
my overindulged arrival.._and iIn a very impressive manner...one |
needed to iInvestigate."

"Then you began to read voluminously and make notes."

"Yes.” A Kkiss for my hot flesh.

"And as you grew you visited other museums.'

"Yes." Another kiss, so engaged as to be mindless of sweat.

"And In between your studies you went on digs."

"Exactly. Have | told you this?"”

"No, but that"s how i1t works, doesn™t i1t? Unlike the
Sphinx, no great mystery."

"The great mystery, Angelica, is you."

You were grinning, chuckling over some jag of memory, its
seductive iInvitation to relive a specific pleasure.

"1 hadn"t thought of that childhood episode in a while.

When 1 said investigate I meant it. 1 began immediately. 1
wandered out of the hotel in Cairo and got lost trying to find my
way back to the museum. My parents were beside themselves. What
an outrageous nerve | had. Inexperience is also a great teacher.
I had no idea that anything could happen to me, that I could be
sold to a flesh peddler and vanish into darkest Africa."

"What happened?"

"1 was never found."

"Oh, you...you!™ My punishing hands then swiftly caught and
restrained, 1 said, "Well, tell me what you did."

"1 had a few nice hours wandering down very narrow alleys in
and out of dim shops...looking at trinkets, drinking cardamom
tea. Finally 1 was hungry but hadn®t enough money. 1 thought it
would be a great plan to take a horse-drawn cart back to the
hotel...and so 1 did."

"You must have been a brave little boy."

"More foolish than brave. My doting parents had made me
quite self-assured. |1 was exuberant...obnoxious i1f my high
spirits were dampened...always curious. That damned ungquenchable
curiosity got me into a lot of trouble.._but finally it saved me
from interminable boredom.

"And how was your childhood?" you asked. ™"What possessed
you?"

"1 discovered death too soon.”™ My spontaneous answer
surprised me but then I went on. ™l wasn"t even over the shock
of existing. I guess | never will be." My caustic humor was so
far off the mark, but you understood at once, lifting me up
against your heart. |1 saw how serious I1*d made you. 1 knew we

were both thinking of the shortness of life. How could we
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accomplish such overreaching dreams in fleeting human time? |
barely heard your soft curse...like a sigh.

"1 think I"1l have to shed this tender skin,” | said.

"Never never do that, Angelica.”

“1*11 have to. I°1l be hard-skinned...an impervious snake
in the grass...callous and dangerous.”™ My voice held such
foolish pretense. Necessary or my nemesis or both, I knew I
would never be able to shed i1t, this thin skin still with me.
The hurt was no longer in my back and you knew 1t. You always
knew. Then your eyes became my palliative, my opiate, that soft
hypnotic gray -- but with warming glints, like the pearly shimmer
the annealing winter sun makes on the Sound of my north country.
Eyes full of the moment, holding a silver promise, hiding all
that painful knowing, all that certainty of the finite.

#

Sharp rattles. In the darkness not an imaginary snake but a
real lethally coiled one demanded his right of way. The mule®s
ears fTlattened, his back arched then his hind legs shot out
toward the warning rattles. Swiftly pitched off, Mahta rolled a
little way down a shallow draw and came to a stop snagged against
a crackling dry bush.

"Sefiorital! Seforital!”™ the men cried out iIn harsh whispers.
They dismounted and moved down to her over the softly clattering
stones.

"Viva yo," Mahta called out with a light but shaken voice.
Applause for coincidence. Her spontaneous good humor won her a
measure of respect as they hurried to lift her out of the bush®s
sharp embrace.

Well, at least 1"m thoroughly awake, and 1 no longer feel
the pain of my back as my foremost misery. Now it"s my battered
shoulder. Glad 1 didn"t have the camera hanging from it. Shit!
It hurts. Wonder how my stuff is. Guess it"s still on the
damned mule. Can"t blame i1t though. Wouldn®"t want Eden*s
gatekeeper curling around my ankles. Poor snake didn®"t care for
my analogy, but what an effective reputation. Probably lots more
of them rattling around out here. Companions of the night,
hunting, and that without very much dissimulation. |If the
incline had been any steeper 1°d have been dinner cut to size.
Nothing going to eat me alive and whole, just strike or sting me
to death for intruding.

"1 thought these damn mules were snake broke,™ Mahta
muttered through the pain of her shoulder. Her droll slang was
just for herself and comforting. The desire to laugh asserted
itself, supplanting enervating anger. Actually she had developed
a fondness for her irascible mule and thought it"s incredible
back kick a remarkable defense. Her aching body approached the
captured mule with caution, a greater measure of respect. The
testy creature stood with no hint of apology in its brooding eye
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while she remounted.

Rubbing her hurting shoulder she jogged along talking to her
still unsettled animal. Daybreak would be the most welcome event
of these last hours, excluding her illusory thoughts. A rest.
She would lie down as though dead and let everything crawl over
her, as long as i1t kept going.

They didn"t make a fire but ate cold tortillas with dried
meat, and drank from their metal canteens. The food took a lot
of chewing and washing down with small sips of water. She was
consoled a little by assuring herself that i1t was probably better
than junk food. Ah, but she would have given her sandals for a
hamburger.

They were camped in a dusty dry wadi near a grove of scrub
growth struggling to produce the merest of silvery leaves. EI
Pajaro squatted on the stony earth. His elbows jutted out and
his sweat-darkened hat was tipped back off his forehead. He was
rolling himself and El Cuerpo cigarettes. His lean and cracked
fingers were stained, the ragged nail tips black with the dirt
beneath, but the confidant hands moved at their simple task with
a graceful dexterity Mahta found reassuring. Pajaro licked the
cigarette paper with one swipe of his tongue, slid his bent thumb
over the roll and handed it to Cuerpo. When he was puffing on
his own smoke he looked up and found Mahta watching him. He
lifted his pouch of tobacco from his pocket with a polite and
questioning look. Mahta responded with, "No, gracias.”

Searching for privacy she picked her way down the wadi and
came back in a little while to find the mules tethered and the
men sleeping under camouflaging bushes. At the rattle of the
pebbles under her feet Cuerpo lifted his head. He watched her
for a moment, his eyes noting and appraising the location iIn
which she had chosen to bed down. Perhaps the men took turns
sleeping, or slept with one ear open like animals used to being
stalked. Mahta rolled up in her poncho -- not for warmth but for
protection from whatever crept by -- and lay down, using her
small duffel as a pillow.

Oh, bloody hell, she thought, I desperately wanted to sleep,
was so sure 1°d pass out instantly, waited with such eagerness to
get off my mule. Now I can®"t turn off. Take deep breaths.
Relax. Start with the top of your head and work down to your
toes. Oh God, this i1s the sort of thing you do on a nice firm
mattress with reasonable give iIn 1t. Know where you are? Not
exactly. Don"t start a long interior monologue about what you"re
doing here. Aching shoulder. Something cutting into my side.
Now my leg. Glad I have a little more padding than 1 used to
have, although i1t seems to be melting away. Don"t start rolling
back and forth looking for a softer place; you®"ll turn black and
blue. Can"t sleep with all this light, buzzing insects. Birds.
That funny long cry with a loop at the end. Very soon i1t will be
hot. 1 can already hear twigs snapping. Pull that dark green
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scarf out of your duffel. That"s i1t. Wrap 1t in a band and tie
it over your eyes. Sleep, sleep, before the heat swallows you up
and spits you out into the night. Then you"ll sleep, fall off
that jackass and turn into rotting meat.

During resting times before sleep Mahta would attempt to
describe her journey, talking into her tape recorder, reminding
herselt that she was working, but the sessions meant much more,
overriding moments of uncertainty. Mostly she talked to herself
in silence as they traveled. Three days out or four? My sense
of time i1s melting away. [I"m certainly not Wonder Woman, not an
Amazon, not invincible, but my rump will be as tough as rawhide
when and 1f 1 finish this trip. She also played some of her
tapes back to herself as she jogged along. Catching an exchange
of glances, she wondered what her two hombres thought of this
practice. Why don"t you ask them? Why don"t you ask them what
they think, period? Her Spanish wasn®"t sophisticated enough for
philosophical interrogations, she quickly reminded herself, but
perhaps -- fortunately for them -- neither was theirs; all she
could do was observe and speculate.

According to the stars, which P4ajaro pointed out with Mayan
cleverness, they were zigzagging their way east at a methodical
pace, up stony hills and down into brush-filled valleys. The
landscape varied from a lush green mantel on some of the mountain
slopes to a dry tawny monotony in the valley plains. They could
ride into a lonely rancho at dawn and get fed, even if the food
was only a few tortillas. All that was required were a few words
of greeting, achieved by a subtle magic in the words of Pajaro
and Cuerpo. It was a message of fraternity conveyed with a
special inflection which produced an immediate understanding, one
that she could probably never have elicited by herself. Along
with thin tortillas there might be black beans or squash or
chiles, sometimes a large avocado, guava pulp or atole gruel made
of maize meal.

High in the hills outside a dirt-floored stone hut, they
warmed themselves over an open fire of pine boughs. Her hair and
clothing smelled of wood smoke. They had crossed two rivers. In
the last one she swam just as the crimson dusk turned the water
an inviting pink. Rose water. River cologne. She crept out in
her underwear while the boys were huddled over their smokes
further downriver. The feverish sweat of night riding was a
tormenting promise which only the cool river could assuage.
Lathering herself with the crude brown bar of soap she had
carried from the 1Inn at lztapa, she slipped beneath the surface
through a Ffilmy circle of pink bubbles. Throwing back her head
she let herself slide dead weight into a deep pocket. The frigid
northern waters off Saltspring Island came into her thoughts, the
folded bones of the native woman. Her own bones could lie here
in the sediment of this river, discovered in a millennium.
Female, around five feet, approximately thirty years of age.
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Drowned? Skull crushed? Bullet hole? She kicked off the bottom
with a chilling notion that she was hastening to her imagined
Tate.

The cotton underwear dried against her cool skin while she
sat under her poncho watching the elongated sun go down, wairting
to ride again. The soothing water had drawn out some of the
stiffness and soreness in her legs. ™"1"m a bowlegged mule
woman,"' she muttered. The soft tortured flesh of her rump felt
as 1T her joggled bones had begun wearing through skin, the fatty
layer burning away. Perhaps it was true. She slid her hands
beneath her, testing the soreness, wishing it could cancel pains
of the heart.

Malleable flesh, fragile flesh, amazing that 1t wears so
well. Will 1 have calluses on my equestrian rump? she wondered.
Then 1711 feel nothing, a tough mule woman. Too bad you can"t
get calluses on your heart, foolish girl, but you wouldn®t be
worth a damn that way, growing Into an insensitive tough old
shank through and through.

Her world closed down to the logistical problem of reaching
her uncertain destination, closed down to an acute contemplation
of her guides and the possible reasons these increasingly
respected men were leading her. What was their reward? She had
been asked to provide some money, but it wasn"t entirely the
welcome quetzales which brought them into hazard. Were they
fellow travelers who dreamed of seeing a positive change within
their lifetimes, one to which they might contribute? She would
be paid for her story and In turn pay her creditors but i1t was
quite incidental to her reason for being here. Having to depend
upon Pajaro and Cuerpo, giving herself up to their judgment, she
naturally began to concentrate on them, on their methods of
survival, their habits, their irritations and humors, their
humanness. She hardly spoke to them or they to her except out of
necessit