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1





JEAN WOULD NEVER FORGET HER FIRST ENCOUNTER with Jacqueline Kirby. It was years before she could think about it without blushing all over. An acquaintance which begins with assault and battery, however inadvertent, can hardly be termed auspicious.


There was some slight excuse for Jeans behavior. All morning she had been working, or trying to work, in the Institute library. There were distractions. First and omnipresent was the siren call of the city outside the dusty library stacks. April in Paris is famous, but May in Rome has an allure that can distract the soberest student. The city of Michelangelo and the dolce vita, the capital of the papacy and the Caesarswhatever it is you may be seeking, you can find it somewhere in Rome. Jeans prized fellowship at one of the worlds most famous institutions of art and archaeology was a poor substitute for Rome on a spring morning; and the call of duty was not as effective as Ulysses waxen earplugs against the sirens song.


Michael was a second distraction, and if he was not as overwhelming as an entire city, he was closer at hand. Michael should have been working too; but his sense of duty was as neglected as his shaggy, shoulder-length brown hair. He dithered aimlessly about the stacks, peering at Jean through gaps in the shelved books and edging up to her whenever she got into a dark corner.


Emerging, breathless and disheveled, from one of these encounters, Jean had to admit she wasnt avoiding them as wholeheartedly as she might have done. Michael would leave her in peace if she retired into her office and closed the door. The small windowless cubicles assigned to the student fellows were spartan affairs, with only a desk and chair and a couple of bookcases. The doors had glass panels on the upper halves, but they served the same purpose as the sported oak of Oxford. When the door was closed, the occupant did not wish to be disturbed. Nothing less than a fire or general insurrection justified so much as a knock.


As she stood contemplating her own office door, Michael caught up with her again. His arm went around her and Jean came back to her senses with a start to find that her undisciplined body was responding. She pulled away. All she needed was to be caught in dalliance by one of the members of the fellowship committee, two weeks before that committee met to decide on the renewal of student grants for a second year.


All right, she hissed irritably. I give up. No, damn it, I dont mean that! I mean, lets get out of here.


Jean was never quite sure which of them was responsible for the disaster. The Institutes halls were magnificent expanses of polished marble. As Jean emerged from the library she saw that the corridor was deserteda long, snowy stretch of emptiness, shining like ice and just as slippery. She couldnt resist. She broke into a run, with Michael in enthusiastic pursuit.


They turned the corner together. Jean had one flashing glimpse of a face, openmouthed in consternation, and then there was a melee of flailing arms and legs, a stifled shriek, and a dull thud. She and Michael, who had somehow kept their feet, stood staring down at a prostrate, motionless form.


Holy Christ, said Michael sincerely. Is she dead?


The fallen woman didnt look very lively. Jean had seen her in the library during the past few weeks and had classified her, disinterestedly, as a summer visitora teacher or scholar. She usually wore neat tailored dresses and horn-rimmed glasses, and her hair was pulled back into a severe knot at the back of her neck.


In her present state of collapse she looked quite different. A huge purse had gone flying at the impact, and its contents littered the floor for yards around, like the debris left by a miniature tornado. The demure knee-length skirt had been disarranged, displaying legs that drew an admiring whistle from Michael. A shaft of sunlight fell across the womans head and shoulders, spotlighting a face whose features looked pallid and austerehigh cheekbones, a firm chin, long, curved lips like the mouth of an archaic Greek statue. The hair was spectacular. It had been loosened by the fall, and lay about the peaceful face like a pool of molten bronze, gleaming with amber highlights.


Did we kill her? Michael demanded.


Dont be ridiculous. I hope not!


Suddenly, without preliminary fluttering or blinking, the closed eyes opened. They were a true, clear green, an unusual color for human eyes. They looked translucent, like seawater, and they focused on Jean with an expression of concentrated malevolence made all the more alarming by contrast with the placidity of the face in which they were set.


The womans compressed lips parted.


Here, too, O Lord? a plaintive voice inquired.


Jean, who had been thinking in terms of concussion, revised her diagnosis. Clearly there was some kind of brain damage. She dropped to her knees.


Dont try to talk, she said agitatedly. Just dont move. Did you break anything? Did you


Did I break anything? The implacable green eyes moved on to examine Michael, who stirred uneasily. I have no intention of moving. I may stay here for the rest of the day. It seems to be the safest place. Unless you trample on helpless bodies around here.


Jean sat back on her heels.


I think youre all right.


I am all right. Not good, but all right. No worse than usualI talk like this all the time. Who are you?


Jean Suttman, Michael Casey, said Michael. Do you want me to help you up?


No, said his victim distinctly.


Michael sat down on the floor.


Who are you? he asked conversationally.


Jacqueline Kirby.


Hello.


Hello.


Jean looked from Michael, cross-legged on the floor like an Indian mystic, to Jacqueline, still prone and looking as if she had every intention of remaining in that position indefinitely. She began to laugh. The others contemplated her with disfavor, and their sour expressions only made her laugh harder. When she had calmed herself, Jacqueline said severely, If you have quite finished, you might start collecting my belongings.


Sure, Jean said. She added meekly, Would you mind getting up, MissMrs.Doctor


Considering the informality of this meeting, you may call me Jacqueline. Why do you want me to get up? Im perfectly comfortable.


She doesnt care how you feel, Michael explained calmly. She just wants to get the evidence of her crime up off the floor before one of the senior fellows comes along. Theyre meeting pretty soon to decide which of us gets a second year here.


Oh, really, Jacqueline said thoughtfully.


Jean stopped in her crawling pursuit of compacts, pens, postcards, and a small bottle of what appeared to be crme de menthe.


That really has a blackmailing sound to it, she said. You wouldnt. Would you?


I guess not, Jacqueline said with regret. Ah, well. You may help me up, Michael.


Michael obliged, with a last appreciative look at Jacquelines knees. Jacqueline saw the look; stepping gently away from Michael, who was brushing haphazardly at her back, she remarked,


Thank you. For everythingShows over. I now revert to my real self.


She gathered in the fiery hair rippling down her back and began to knot it up.


What are you doing that for? Michael demanded. Let it hang out and down and all like that. You have beautiful hair, lady.


I know, Jacqueline said coolly. Its my sole vanity, however, and it doesnt suit my present image. Jean, did you find any hairpins?


Here.


Jacqueline jammed them into her chignon, seemingly at random, but the heavy coil remained miraculously in place. Jean rose to her feet, holding the purse.


You missed the box of Band-Aids, Jacqueline said. Behind the potted palm. And thats my rock, under the bust of Aristotle.


Your rock, Jean repeated stupidly. She gathered up that item, and the Band-Aids, and an eyebrow pencil which had previously eluded her, and resisted the temptation to inquire whether Jacqueline didnt want Aristotle too. The cold green eyes fixed on her discouraged levity. But as she handed over the purse she couldnt resist saying,


I used to think men were unfair when they made jokes about womens purses.


I like to have things available. Jacqueline peered myopically into the purse. I dont think you got everything, Jean. I dont see the flashlight, or that bottle of


Maybe if you put your glasses on, Jean said, offering them.


Dont I have them on? Oh. No, I dont. Thank you.


Jacqueline put the spectacles on, and Jean stared. The transformation was complete. Glasses, demure coiffure, modest dressa well-bred middle-aged lady rooted through her overflowing handbag, muttering ladylike middle-aged epithets like drat and blast.


Hey, Michael said, grinning. I think weve found a friend, Jean. Come on, Jacqueline. Well buy you a drink, to settle your nerves.


Why dont you have a slug of that? Jean suggested, as Jacqueline, with a murmur of satisfaction, produced the miniature green bottle from the depths of the purse.


Jacqueline stared at her.


Drink this? Its for my cat.


Naturally, Michael said. A feline aphrodisiac, no doubt. Or does it turn the cat into a woman, in the dark of the moon?


A little old lady in Trastevere makes it, Jacqueline said. But it isnt really my cat. It


It owns you. We know. Michael took her firmly by the elbow. Come along, Jacqueline. You need something. Im not sure what, but youll have to settle for an espresso.


Ginos? Jean said uncertainly. Michael, do you think the others will


Dont let me intrude, Jacqueline said primly.


Tidy and bespectacled, she had the reserved dignity Jean associated with visiting maiden aunts and high-school Latin teachers. Jean found her formidable, quite a different person from the green-eyed witch sprawled across the Institutes marble floor. Michael was not intimidated. He took a firmer grip on Jacquelines arm and said,


The others will be fascinated.


II


As always, Jean was fascinated by the contrast between the grounds of the Institute and the street beyond the high enclosing wall. The Institute was housed in one of the stately old trans-Tiber villas, and its gardens were famous. The somber pointed cypresses and the famous umbrella pines formed a dark background for colorful masses of azaleas, bougainvillea, and oleander, and gave shade to the white marble benches scattered about.


The aristocratic villa withdrew, fastidiously, from the plebeian buildings which had sprung up around it, and from the crowded, noisy street. The shop fronts bore garish advertisements of the products to be found within, and the crumbling brown plaster of the walls carried copies of those proclamations to the citizenry in which the city government rejoiced. They were unsightly notices, flapping long tatters of dirty paper in the air, but Jean had never gotten over her thrill at the sight of the black initial letters which had two thousand years of dignity behind them. S.P.Q.R.Senatus Populusque Romanus. The Senate and the People of Rome. Corrupt and crippled as the symbol had become, it still recalled the first great republic.


Ginos caf was small and open-fronted, with a few rickety tables and chairs set out on the sidewalk. It had only one advantage over others in the areathe view. Located on top of a hill, it permitted its patrons to look out across a vista of trees and rooftops to where the dome of St. Peters hovered among the clouds. In the opposite direction it was possible, on a clear day, to get a vision of the old city. Such days were rare; a gray fog of automobile exhaust shrouded the city of the Caesars most of the time.


As they plodded up the hill, Jean saw that three of her friends had already arrived at the caf. Their faces were so familiar to her now that she never really looked at them. But today the presence of a stranger gave her a renewed and not wholly welcome insight. It was as if she had borrowed Jacquelines glasses and acquired the owners viewpoint with them.


One member of the group was conventional enough; Rome abounds in priests, of all sizes, nations, and degrees. Padre Ximenez wore the long black cassock which was de rigueur for his order while in the capital. Seeing him as a newcomer might, Jean was struck afresh by something she had unconsciously forced herself to ignore since the beginning of their friendship: Joss dark Spanish features were strikingly handsome.


The Scovilles were brother and sister, although from a distance it was hard to tell which Scoville was which. The resemblance was superficial; a good deal of it resulted from the current fashions, or lack thereof. Ann wore the same faded jeans and tailored shirts as her brother. The red-gold Scoville hair resembled the coiffure affected by a number of well-known characters, among them Little Orphan Annie, Struwwelpeter, and Art Garfunkel. The coiffures were identical, except that Andys hair was a little longer than his sisters. It framed Andys face like a nimbus. There was nothing saintly about Andys other features; it is difficult to imagine a saint with freckles, and Andys blue eyes had the sparkle one associates with supernatural characters of the opposite persuasion. Beside him his sister looked drained and faded, as if she had contributed half the vitality which should have been hers to increase Andys charm.


Michael had relapsed into one of his silent moods. He dropped into the nearest chair and took out the sketch pad that went everywhere with him, leaving Jean to make the introductions and explain Jacquelines presence. Andy found the story highly amusing. He broke into a loud guffaw, which ended abruptly as Jacquelines basilisk stare fell upon him.


Im sorry, he muttered, with less than his usual aplomb. It wasnt funny.


Oh, it was, Jacqueline said gently. If the custard-pie, pratfall school of comedy turns you on. Im not here by choice, you know. I wasdragged. Im not even sure I want to be here. What is this group of yours? A cell of an international conspiracy? A society for the prevention of something?


The reactions of the three who were encountering Jacquelines tongue for the first time were as varied as their personalities. Ann looked distressed. She was silent and shy at best, and controversy bothered her. Jos smiled. Andy, who had recognized a gift of restrained invective equal to his own, relaxed.


If anything, we are a society for the encouragement of, not the prevention of, anything. We are part of the group, but not the whole. Our motto


Shut up, Andy, Jean said equably. She looked at Jacqueline. We just got into the habit of meeting here every morning for coffee. Four of us are student fellows. The Institute awards these fellowships, for a years study in Rome


I am well aware of that function of the Institute.


Well, we four are this years fellows. Jos is studying stained-glass design with one of the artists at the Institute, and the other two members of the crowd are also foreign students, who use the Institute library part of the time.


Seven of you, Jacqueline said.


It just happened that way. We really arent a secret society.


She thinks thats true, Andy said solemnly, but she misses the point of numerologythe deeper meaning of it. We were Drawn Together. There is a Purpose in our coming here, from all over the world, to a meeting in the Center of it all.


Hmmph, Jacqueline said. She edged her chair back in order to examine Andy more closely. Without looking up from his sketch, Michael grabbed her chair. Jacqueline gave him a startled glance and Jean said soothingly,


Dont mind him. If he could talk he would tell you hes sketching you, and doesnt want you to move.


Oh, he can talk; Ive heard him. Why


Hes an artist, Andy said. There was a low growl from Michael, who continued to sketch, and Andy went on, Painter, I should have said. They are real weirdos, these arty types. Allright, Michelangelo, but I have to call you something; would you prefer artistic? No, I didnt think you would. Anyhow, my own sisterhere happens to be one of them. Shes a sculptor. And dont call her a sculptress, if you value your life. You wouldnt think people who work with their hands could get so hung up on words, would you? 


Everybody is hung up on words, Jacqueline said. She smiled at Ann, who gave her a faint smile in return, but said nothing. So Michael and Ann represent the art half of the Institute for Art and Archaeology. You and Jean are the archaeologists, Andy?


The Institute discriminates against archaeologists, Andy said. Jean is a compromise. An art historian.


It averages out, over the years, Jean said earnestly. They try to keep a balance.


She is a compromise in several senses, Jos said, smiling at Jean. She tries to keep the peace among us. It is not always easy.


I believe you. Jacquelines emerald eyes inspected him, an appraisal he met with smiling calm. The eyes moved on to examine Michael. Jacquelines expression did not change, but Jean couldnt help wondering what she made of that young eccentric. He was about as aesthetic-looking as a wrestler. His features were heavy and blunt, with one exception, and only a keen observer would have noticed ithis mouth, thin-lipped and almost delicate in configuration. His hands were big, with thick, blunt-tipped fingersthe fingers of an artisan rather than an artist, according to the principles of palmistry. His heavy shoulders and habitual slouch made him look shorter than his actual height of nearly six feet. His shirt resembled the tie-dyed medleys so popular with young Americans, but Michaels rainbow version was not planned, it simply reflected the colors of his palettes over the past year. The shirt was open, not to the waist, but to a lower region where the band of Michaels faded jeans happened to have settled.


Jacqueline glanced over her shoulder at the entrance to the caf. It gaped dark and forbidding as a cave mouth. There was no sign of life within.


Wheres our genial host? she asked. I could use some coffee at that.


The concerted burst of laughter from the others made her eyebrows lift.


Genial is such an appropriate word, said Andy, the self-appointed spokesman for the group. Gino hates us all. Id like to chalk it up to xenophobia, but I think he just doesnt like us personally.


So he makes you wait, Jacqueline said musingly. She turned suddenly, and in a voice which could have been heard a block away, bellowed, Senta!


Everyone jumped except Michael, who was too far out in his own world to hear anything. Like a genie called by an incantation, Gino appeared in the doorway. His heavy black brows were drawn down in a formidable scowl; his unshaven jowls shone. The white apron draped across his paunch was stained with coffee, wine, and other unidentifiable marks. Jean suspected that he had been drawn out by outraged curiosity rather than zeal, but no one stopped to inquire into his motives.


Un cappuccino, per favore, Jacqueline said in a soft contralto. The others took advantage of Ginos speechless rage to give their orders, and after a comprehensive glower Gino vanished.


Magnifico, Jos said admiringly. Where did you learn to do that?


For ten years I was known as the loudest mom on the block, Jacqueline said complacently. My children used to come home half an hour early to prevent me from letting out my famous voice.


How many children do you have? Jean asked.


Two.


Well? Arent you going to show us their pictures? Andy asked, glancing at the loaded purse squatting at Jacquelines feet. A shapeless white lump, it looked alarmingly like the hideously animated leather bag that haunts one of M. R. Jamess most effective ghost stories; Jean kept expecting it to shoot out tiny withered arms and grab at someones ankles.


No. Im not going to talk about them, either.


Why not?


Because, said Jacqueline, glaring, I have been talking about them and to them and with them and at them for twenty years. This is the first summer theyve been on their own. I think theyve survived my tutelage in fairly good shape, but I dont want to talk about them. Change the subject. Where are the other members of your secret society?


Andy pointed dramatically.


Peace, break thee off, look where they come, he misquoted.


Jean thought she would never again walk up that hill so unself-consciously. The caf provided a fine vantage point for a critical observer.


Small and slight and serious, Ted looked like a sixteen-year-old, with his heavy glasses and short, square haircut. But the long white scar on his forearm was the result of a bayonet cut acquired during the Six Days War, and Ted was already respected in academic circles for his research on rock-cut tombs. He was a true sabra, a native-born Israeli; his father, a high-ranking government official and a hero of the 1948 war, lived in Tel Aviv. That was about all they knew of Teds family history; he talked a blue streak about everything else, but not about himself.


Dana talked of very little else. In the first weeks after she joined the group the others heard so many references to hunting, and servants, and lawn tennis that they began to get suspicious. Finally Andy made a sarcastic comment about the upper classes, and Dana took the hint. When she forgot herself, her accent was strongly reminiscent of the Beatles dulcet tonesstraight Liver-pudlianand Jean imagined that betrayed Danas real background.


Someone had told Jean once that she and Dana looked enough alike to be sisters. Her first reaction had been pleasure. A literal physical description could fit both girlsstraight brown hair, dark eyes, round face, turned-up nose. They were approximately the same height, five feet five inches, but Dana weighed ten pounds more than Jeans one hundred and nine. This should have been a plus for Jean; she gained weight easily, and fought a constant battle with the pasta which is Italys contribution to a limited student budget. But she had to admit Danas extra poundage was distributed in the best possible way. The rest of Danas features werent particularly attractive; her complexion was rather muddy and her mouse-brown hair had none of the beauty of Anns red-gold halo. Yet Dana exuded sex appeal, and Ann


Social life requires a certain degree of hypocrisy. While these thoughts occupied her mind Jean greeted the newcomers and watched with a tight social smile as Dana wedged herself into a chair between Michael and Andy. Gino appeared with a tray and distributed cups. He was visibly sulking, and slammed most of the cups down with his usual heavy hand; but Jacquelines cappuccino was placed before her with delicate care.


Jos lifted his cup from the swimming saucer.


Always my cup is the most mistreated, he announced gloomily. Clearly Gino is anticlerical. Possibly a Communist.


One need not be a Communist to be anticlerical, Ted said. One must only be logical.


My favorite adversary, the priest explained to Jacqueline. You have perhaps noticed what a catholic group we are?


Catholic with a small c, Dana explained patronizingly.


But of course. Catholic, with a capital C, Protestant, Jew, pagan


Andy bowed mockingly.


And apostate, Jos concluded, with a nod at Michael, who went on sketching.


You need a Moslem, Jacqueline said.


Andy let out a shout of laughter.


I dont know who and what you are, lady, but you make a great straight man. You keep feeding me cues. Only Ive already used the best line. All I can say isbrace yourselves. Here he comes.


Jean turned her head. Midway up the hill she saw the figure to which Andy pointed.


Its only Albert, she said resignedly. What a ham you are, Andy.


Who is Albert? Jacqueline asked. Another of the group?


No, I told you it was a mystic number. The Seven Sinners.


Why sinners?


The name is Andys invention, Ted explained. He thinks it is funny. He has a primitive sense of humor.


But were all sinners, Andy declared. All miserable sinners, in a sinful world. Right, Jos?


The priest raised his eyes heavenward and sighed loudly. Andy went on,


Albert is one of our crosses. We bear him patiently because we are trying to improve ourselves. Albert was sent to us so we could practice on him. If we ever learn to love Albert, we can love anything.


Jacqueline adjusted her glasses, which had a tendency to slip, and stared at the plodding figure.


Whats wrong with him? Or are you just anti-Moslem?


He is not a Moslem, Ted said coolly. As usual, Andy is inaccurate. He is a Maronitea Lebanese Christian. And we have Andy to thank for his charming presence among usanother sin on Andys extensive list. They were boyhood friends in Beirut.


Friends, hell, Andy protested. His old man and my old man taught at the American University years ago, and we went to the same school. Dont hassle me, Ted; Albert would have forced himself on us even if hed never seen any of us before. Thats the kind of creep he is.


No one replied. The newcomer was now upon them.


Jean had to admit that Albert was not only ugly, he was unprepossessing. The two qualities are not necessarily synonymous. Physical ugliness can be appealing, even attractive. She had seen homelier men than Albertthough not many. He had not a single redeeming feature.


His scanty forehead was half hidden by greasy locks of black hair. His face was deeply pitted with the scars of acne. In order to accommodate his protruding front teeth his upper lip had stretched to an unbelievable degree; in profile his face looked anthropoid, chinless and loose-lipped. He was also fatnot chubby or plump, but flabbily obese. Like Michael he wore his belt around his hips instead of his waist, but while gravity pulled Michaels belt down his lean body, Alberts immense paunch eliminated his waist-line altogether. He had small, squinting eyes, which were buried, when he smiled, between his fat cheeks and his overhanging brows. The worn leather briefcase he carried wherever he went seemed to drag one shoulder down, so that he walked with an odd lurch.


Yet it was not Alberts looks that made him repulsive; it was his manner. He exuded spiritual malaise like a bad smell. Consciously Jean felt sorry for him, but when he dragged a chair next to hers and patted her on the knee with a pudgy paw, she had to force herself to smile back at him instead of pulling away as from a leper.


One of Alberts maddening, yet pathetic, qualities was his unawareness of how he affected people. His face shone greasily as he greeted them. Tenderly he stowed his briefcase under his chair. The squinting eyes inspected them, lingering longest on Jean and on Danawho responded with a curl of her lipand then discovered Jacqueline.


Albert Gbara, he announced, giving the first name the French pronunciation.


How do you do? Im Jacqueline Kirby.


Not a student, said Albert, eyeing her. Too old, eh? Madame ou mademoiselle Kirby? Docteur; peuttre?


Just Jacqueline.


Mais non, ce nest pas bien de parler  une dame dun certain ge


Andy groaned.


Our tactful Albert. Look, you crtin, dont you know it isnt polite to refer to a ladys age? And for Gods sake speak English. You can if you want to. Sort ofIts rude to use a language the people youre with dont understand.


Alberts beady eyes remained fixed on Jacqueline.


Mais vous comprenez franais, vous comprenez fort bien ce que je vous dis


Un peu, Jacqueline admitted cautiously.


Alors. Madame Kirby? Madame la professeur? Madame la


No, Jacqueline said. Im not a teacher. Im a librarian.


Une bibliothcaire. Albert nodded with satisfaction. He got up, taking his chair and his briefcase with him, and moved around the table to sit next to Jacqueline. Under cover of the ensuing conversation Andy muttered,


Thank God, somebody else who speaks French. I was getting tired of being the sole recipient of Alberts confidences. His conversational style has its points, though; he gets the information. A librarian! I wouldnt have figured it.


You wouldnt? Dana didnt bother to lower her voice. Men are so unobservant. I spotted her at once. Dull, dreary, and middle-class.


Unlike you, said Andy. A model of courtesy; thats our Dana.


Dana subsided. Andy was the only one who could squelch her effectively.


Albert was now in full spate. He was speaking English; apparently Jacquelines little French had failed her. Conversation died in Alberts presence; his loud tones overwhelmed other voices, and his remarks were so outrageous that they held his auditors in a spell of unwilling fascination.


I am Christian, you understand, he explained to an incredulous Jacqueline. You think me dirty Moslem, perhaps. But I am


No, Jacqueline said. Not exactly.


The sarcasm was lost on Albert.


Not a dirty Moslem, he repeated, lingering pleasurably on the word. Good Christian, true Christian. I love Holy Mother of God, all the saints. I come here, I work, I study, for the blessed saints. The Church not good Christian. No good now. Need good Christian like me to make better.


Jacqueline glanced at Jos, but got no support from that source; the priests eyes looked glazed.


You are going to improve the Church? Jacqueline repeated. In what way?


Albert patted her approvingly on the knee. He clearly had a fetish about that part of the female anatomy.


Save saints, Albert explained. The Church say notshe say renoncer les saints. Mais les histoires des saints sont incontestables. Les saints


It is the bee in his bonnet, said Jos, no longer able to restrain himself. He spoke directly to Jacqueline, as if he were trying to deny Alberts existence. He refers to the revision of the calendar of saints several years ago; and I cannot seem to make him understand that there is no rejection of those saints who were removed. They may still be venerated, still receive devotions. But the legends


No, no, you are wrong, said Albert, with his usual tactand with a command of English which increased miraculously whenever he wished to voice a direct insult or contradiction. You are stupid. The Church denythat is right word, denyolder saints. Saint Christopher, Saint Barbara, les autres. All true. All real. I prove. The Pope is wrong, stupid, like you.


I hate to agree, but I never did forgive the Holy Father for dumping Christopher. Michael looked up from his drawing. He had a disconcerting habit of reentering a conversation after a long silence, with a remark that proved he had been paying attention after all. The week after he was kicked out, I ran my cycle into a tree.


The comment struck the right note. Jos grinned unwillingly and relaxed.


I grant that you on a motorcycle need all the help you can get, Michael. But the legends of such saints were long overdue for reappraisal. It is not heretical to question such stories, the Church itself does so. Early theologians were untrained in historical method; they misinterpreted


No, no, no, said Albert. No misinterpret. All true. Truth comes from God, only God. We know truth already. But heretics need proof. I find.


Albert, said Andy, why dont you shut up?


Albert beamed at him.


I find proof. Seven virgin saints


Jos put both hands on the table, as if he were trying to keep them in sight so they wouldnt get away from him and commit violence.


There are not seven virgin saints, he said, between his beautiful white teeth. There are hundreds of virgin saints. Or forty-two, or nine, or none at all. But not seven. It is a magic number, a relic of paganism


Seven, said Albert obdurately. I prove.


He dragged the bulging briefcase out from under his chair and began fumbling with the catch.


Andy stood up.


Im copping out, he announced. I have had it. So long, troops.


Me too, Dana said. Im not in the mood to discuss virginity today. Going back to the library, Jos?


One by one they got to their feet, collecting their belongings, settling their destinations. Albert continued to talk. Jean knew he would trail them, talking, all the way back to the Institute. Clutching his briefcase to his ample chest, he started to rise.


Jacqueline turned.


You cannot come, she announced, in the same voice that had electrified Gino. I dont want to talk to you any more today. Stay here. We will talk another day. Good-bye.


She put her hand on Alberts shoulder and shoved him down into his chair. He was sitting there, his mouth ajar, as the others fled.


Jean found herself walking with Jacqueline. After a moment she realized that someone was singing softly. It took several more moments to decide that the sound was in fact coming from the bland, dignified person at her side; it was that ditty beloved of the young radical, The Times They Are a-Changing.


The battle outside rages, crooned Jacqueline. Catching Jeans look, she broke off and inquired suavely, Am I embarrassing you?


Why should I be embarrassed?


My daughter always was. Between the ages of twelve and seventeen she never walked beside me in public.


You didnt sing all the time, did you? asked Jean, willing, by now, to believe it.


No, but she never knew when I was going to burst out. It was worst at Christmas. I love Christmas carols.


And Bob Dylan?


And Salvation Army hymns, German lieder, and song hits of the nineteen forties. I know all the words. I know, said Jacqueline proudly, more totally useless things than anyone youll ever meet.


Not everything you know is useless. You disposed of Albert beautifully. Jean glanced at her companions rather bony profile, saw an encouraging gleam of humor in the one visible green eye, and said, without premeditation, I cant figure you out. How many people are you?


You cant be that young, said Jacqueline contemptuously. Dont you know that every human being is at least a dozen different people
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