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ONE

Accept the illusion. Night. Mexico. The immense, rife stillness of a village in the Mictlán hills . . . There are two cemeteries. This one, with its gutted chapel, has been long abandoned. Only the dark’s fecund whisperings of pine and frond belie its destitution here at the roadside.

Yet there is a grave here that the girl knows. She will not think of it now, however, not yet, any more than she will question that she has ceased to run. Poised, as if thoughtful, now she is even calm.

But accept the girl too, where she enters amid the tumbled wood crosses and the sunken mounds, a girl quite lovely, and fair, whose left hand is deformed. A withered fist, it hovers abeyant without the heavy wool sarape that clothes her.

It is in that hand that the girl clutches the machete. Yet her face, her eyes, are vacant, without expression.

Or does she perhaps understand where she is, to what part of the town she has fled? The whole of it is small, clustered about the precipitous hillsides of the lakeshore. Well beyond the central zócalo, she has emerged out of a labyrinth of plunging, irreconciled walled passages like scars upon earth. Perhaps too she is conscious of chill, of the sharp still clear mountain air.

Languishing and remote, the light that draws her now may be that of a solitary candle, deep within the ancient chapel. The building is stone, its ruined bulk spanned with high dark beams, windowless and forlorn. Within, it is desolate save for a massive stone altar at its rear. There is a stench of violation, of decay.

Between the great shattered doors the girl halts. Almost consumed, the candle burns fitfully upon the defiled floor at the altar’s base, though there is no sign of another’s presence. Later, the girl will remember this, will ask herself what deluded soul, venturing out of the bereavement of the Mexican night, had found solace in very abandonment to fix his poor glimmering offering here. Now, still, she asks nothing, thinks nothing at all.

Atop the altar, stark where such Christ as once it bore has been long since lifted bodily down, an enormous stone cross looms, one of its beveled arms smashed asunder. In the uncertain light it seems to list above her, and on the chapel’s rear wall its misshapen shadow flickers and reaches, flickers and falls.

But there is a painting also, the girl perceives now, contrived upon the surface of the stone itself. Approaching, she finds it a pietà, though archaic and crude, and faded there, worn by time. Where they kneel with their burden of sorrow the several women are dim, shadowy, anonymous, despoiled. Yet this holds her, her gaze is fast.

Then, as at some abrupt sound behind her in the outer darkness, the girl starts. There is a constant, undiminishing hum of locust. “Is someone here?” she says. “Quién es?”

Her lips are pursed, and again her look might appear thoughtful. After a moment she steps around, making a complete turning about the altar. Where she halts, the distorted shadow is full upon her.

“Well, now who do I think I am talking to in this place?” she says.

So it is coming back now after all, or beginning to, if not quite clearly, not quite yet. Rather her eyes dart and flash, they confront again the mutilated Christ abject and streaming. And then movement, a sense of movement. Is there a dog? Is this now? Here? A dog gaunt and terrierlike, yet baleful, with pale, wet eyes that glitter and fade? Or was this earlier, amid ochered adobe walls in some rutted callejón, some tortured lane? Where?

There is no dog, though something scuttles into shadow near the great doors and is gone, perhaps a tarantula. “Dog?” the girl says. “When did I see a dog?” Now her expression, her voice, is almost plaintive. “Well, now what do I think I am doing in this place?” she asks.

Her hand is at her lips. When her other hand rises also, when she discovers the machete at last, she possesses the rest of it then, this simply, even the dreadful remembered monody of her own cry, and yet it is without terror now—now there is only a slow, sick burgeoning of pain. “Oh, my dear Jesus,” she whispers. “Oh, my dear God.”

The sarape drops from her shoulders. Grasping the machete in both hands, slowly she goes to her knees amid the blanket’s gathering folds. Only when she has set the blade at the base of the altar does her head lift, do her eyes close. A sob racks her naked body.

For a long moment then, where she kneels as if in terrible obeisance, her hands tremble above her thighs. Then her head falls, her hair spills golden and bright upon her breasts. “Lee,” she says. “Oh, Lee—”

Silently, huddled, the girl weeps.

Yet she is somehow almost calm, almost composed, when she arises suddenly at the footfalls. Collecting the sarape about herself she does not even hurry. She has not quite concealed her nakedness when the man appears.

It is someone she knows, though not well. Already upon the threshold, between the askew doors, he has halted, and she understands that he will be here by chance alone. She says, “Doctor, hello—”

Her voice is steady, though her chest rises. As he stares, she says, “Hello, yes. Buenas noches.” She is adjusting the blanket. “Excuse me. I seem to be undressed—”

Scowling, bewildered, the man stands. “Well, I’ve been running,” the girl says. “Doesn’t everybody run with their clothes off? I mean wouldn’t they, rather?”

“Yes,” the man says. “Running. I see.”

“Now, damn it. All right, yes, I was sick. In fact, I suspect I came close to . . . but that would be just shock, wouldn’t it? Because I think I screamed, too. And I’ve been chasing around town ever since, evidently—”

Again her eyes close, and she swallows deeply. Despairing, she thinks: Dear heaven, forgive me, but will he please see it now? Perhaps it is only vanquishment, only fatigue, but a queerly uncontrollable sensation of laughter takes her too, then. Or is it merely the abused cross, at which she has laughed in the past, its shattered arm? Thinking: Poor maimed fool, yet still laughing soundlessly, almost at once she thinks: And while you’re at it, do forgive the inadvertent disrobing also. But then your place of worship ain’t in such hot shape neither. “Listen,” she says finally, “has anybody told you . . . but someone must have, surely? There’s an American poet buried here. He’s quite good, too. I suppose most people don’t read poetry. But you should. Really—”

“Yes,” the doctor says. “Someone let me borrow the book.” But he is approaching her at last, scowling still, though with concern now, in solicitude. “Tell me, why not? Do. But why don’t I take you home first, Miss . . . Winters? Fern—?”

“Home? Why, certainly, that sounds appetizing. Your place or mine, did you mean?” She is not looking at him again, however, hardly conscious of her words either, because she is gesturing finally, has lifted even the deformed hand to do so. The hand falls away, she knows it exhaustion now in fact. Yet she sees him see the machete at last, sees the dark startled eyes as they leap back to her own.

A cock crows, hideous and prolonged. As it ceases, a breeze takes the candle, and with it there comes a faint, cruel scent of orchid.

She sobs once in the darkness. Then she says, “I’m sorry. Sometimes it takes me a while, to make my point. But it is a weapon. And it has been made use of, I’m afraid.”




TWO

“As if a few scattered clinics like this might counteract the indifference of centuries,” the doctor said. “Because even after they do learn to trust me a little, still, what good? Take Mexico City itself, do you know anything about the hospitals? Patients in the wards carrying sticks to beat off the rats, or dying after simplest surgery when some semiliterate mestizo nurse forgets the most elemental detail of postoperative procedure—”

Talking, although probably not aware of it himself: ceaselessly, indefatigably, a drone. Yet by the end of his first week in the town, before the other had occurred, before enough had happened to make him forget his work, or his lack of it, entirely, at least the pattern would have become obvious, there would have been only two patients in the five days. So even when the several younger Americans began to make of the clinic a gathering place, the best he might have anticipated was a kind of tolerable boredom.

Then he met the girl, met Fern.

This was that Tuesday, only the second afternoon, and already he had been pacing, though in fact the first of the two had appeared not an hour before. He had done the best he could with the woman, an Indian, simplifying, being forcefully reiterant. The child would die without further attention, he had insisted, speaking deliberately in the Spanish she would possess as a second language, choosing words she could not fail to follow. “In Toluca,” he said. “In the hospital.” He told her the address, gave directions and then caught himself up. “No, wait,” he said, “here, I will write it,” commencing to do so and not realizing until he had finished, but then without needing to glance up, that of course she would not read. She did not say so. She said nothing at all now, a woman perhaps thirty or perhaps forty-five, her nutcolored face seamed about the eyes, the texture of beaten leather. She wore rags, was shoeless. Standing before the desk in the consulting vestibule, the somnolent, wasted child dressed again and drowsing in her arms, she was scarcely more mobile herself. She made no move to accept the paper either. “Just show it to someone,” the doctor said. “A police officer, the driver of the bus. They will treat the boy at the hospital. My name is written here also. There will be no cost.” At last he literally pressed the prescription sheet into the woman’s hand. “The bus,” he repeated. “Today. It is urgent.” Then he realized something else. “Oh,” he said. “Oh, yes. Here.” He fumbled in a pocket. The money was not out of clinic funds. “Twenty pesos,” he said. “It will be more than sufficient. For the trip, for food. Everything else will be without charge. It is the government that pays—”

That was the first. The clinic fronted on a street adjacent to the zócalo, the main square, two doors removed from it, a reconverted butcher shop in actuality, with beneath the fresh whitewash of its facade a gratuitous CARNE still faintly discernible. From the wide, arched front entrance the doctor watched the woman, the encephalitic child bound into her rebozo now, riding her hip, as she crossed into the leafy walks. The Toluca bus stop was in a street which entered the square from its opposite corner. It was hot. From the doorway he watched the woman cross, passing through the shadows of fan palms and rubber trees and the several tall fresnos, toward the ornate central bandstand. He heard his coffee behind him, the water for it, boiling noisily in the sterilizer. When he returned to the doorway the woman was gone from sight.

So he anticipated boredom. Nor would it have been otherwise had he learned that same afternoon instead of weeks thereafter that the woman had not sought out the bus. He would understand why, perhaps even now already suspected it. Because she will not know what a hospital is, has no concept. So when he did learn, it would augment his general frustration only, no more. He would be occupied with filling out inconsequential forms when she returned, when he glanced up to find her in the doorway, again submissive, expressionless, having no idea how long she had been waiting there beforehand either but sensing that she would have remained indefinitely without a word until he became aware of her. And then he would sense the rest before he noticed the money too, hardly the same bill now but others, lesser denominations, crumpled in her fist. “Fourteen,” she would say. “When my husband gains employment I will give back the remaining. But since the government offered it for such a thing as a journey—”

“For a coffin,” he would repeat. “Because naturally she walked out of the office and went right back to one of the local shamans, a folk healer. Came expecting some sort of ready miracle and instead got only some words about a bus to Toluca, an awesome metropolis of fifty thousand souls and not two hours away, but to which she has probably ventured one terrified excursion in her lifetime. The shaman sold her a dried snakeskin. To be wrapped around the child’s head—”

But that would be later, in weeks, when the other was over, had become disjointed recollection of something never fully apprehended at its passing nor solved in unintermitted talk thereafter, though pervasive still, spectral, even when again there was only the tedium, the idleness and the remaining Americans. The one he had become friendly with most immediately was a sallow, red-bearded, seemingly otiose man named Talltrees, who claimed to be a writer. Then it was Talltrees who told him about Fern Winters.

This was on that same evening, some hours after the Indian woman had come and gone, after the girl herself had appeared at the clinic. It was not business, she was simply passing. Nor did she even enter at once, pausing casually in the doorway long enough to smoke one cigarette rather, the bright shimmering autumn glare behind her in the cobblestoned street, so that he did not see her well either, not then, not really. He missed her name, too. “Normally I’m not sure I’d have trusted my Spanish,” she said. “But since Harry Talltrees says you studied at Rutgers—”

“In fact I grew up there,” the doctor said. “My mother is American. But I did my medical work in the city, at the National University.” He did not explain that this was not by choice, that none of the American schools to which he had applied would have him. All his life he would refuse to believe it a result of failure on his own part anyway, though his credentials, his grades, had been less than impressive. Twenty years later he would still think it: If I had a name like Cohen or Goldberg they would have taken me quick enough. “This is the last of it,” he said, “six months out here instead of the second half of a full internship. It’s a new notion, a way to get physicians into backwater towns where most of the natives are still waiting to hear about Cortes—”

Now and then the sun caught random threads of her hair where she stood. She did not stay long, nor would he recall much of what was said. Yet it would never strike him to blame this on himself either, if even he realized it. So probably it was the idea of her presence alone, there, a girl so attractive, her face as he finally perceived it somehow innocently curious and yet bemused too, older than her twenty-two or twenty-three years. He had already several times had to avert his eyes from the deformity, the hand, held in abeyance slightly, that elbow raised and the arm drawn back, the hand poised as if about to enter some imaginary pocket into which she could not be certain she had deposited anything. Or was it precisely the opposite, even unconsciously deliberate, a way of getting it over with? The doctor could not have cared less.

She was at the office no more than ten minutes, perhaps only five. Yet he knew when it became irrevocable, that at least. It was after she told him that she painted. “Ah, like Quigley, then,” he said. Quigley was another of the Americans, a pale, nervous youth he had already seen at work several times, sketching, about the zócalo. But when he mentioned the name the girl smiled. “Not like Joe,” she said. “He has nothing to compensate for.” Not following, the doctor scowled. So then she displayed it after all, lifted the withered hand to grimace with a look of bleak irony, obviously feigned, yet beautiful and touching and amused at once. “A little magic in the other one,” she said, “since this one is such a dud.” In that first instant the doctor thought: It is because I am an MD, she could not do that with anyone else. Yet she laughed too, briefly. Nor was it forced. When she said something about an errand the doctor found himself taking her arm. “Let me show you the rest of the facilities,” he insisted, though it was ridiculous, there was only one large inner room. Screened, at a corner, there was a single bed. “Mostly I’ll just give inoculations,” he said. “Or do minor first aid that any qualified nurse could handle. It’s really only a sort of transfer point, for when something critical comes up.” The girl had followed, but only to that doorway, from where he indicated the high, sheeted examination table, cabinets, assorted equipment. Then they were at the entrance once more, that quickly, she was leaving. And again the doctor did not immediately understand. “Raw meat?” he said. She was in the street, laughing, that impossibly lovely face lifted now, her chin tilted upward. “Oh,” he said at last— “the old sign. Yes, I suppose it isn’t remarkably appropriate at that. It hadn’t occurred to me—”

So it was more than improbable, it was absurd. “Or for that matter she will probably be married,” he said to Talltrees. “A girl like that. Indeed, and simply cannot wear a ring on that hand. Or perhaps wore one on the other and I did not think to notice. But my God, how beautiful. Even with that disfigurement—”

“With, or because of?” Talltrees asked him.

“I beg your pardon—?”

But he had decided he did not like Talltrees even before this. Already in two days the man had appeared at the clinic a dozen times, friendly enough, even gratuitously informative about the town, the rest of the Americans, but with something irritating in the very profligacy of his idleness, an attitude less ingenuous or pleasant than privately entertained, as if at something withheld after all, some joke the doctor had not only not unraveled but which he had not even quite yet realized was being told. He would not remember that he had endured something of the same sensation with the girl herself, not at once. And then he realized that he was not listening when Talltrees told him.

“What?” the doctor said. “Three? Some house on a hill? No, I don’t know it, haven’t yet seen . . . but are you trying to tell me that she, and two men, are—?”

“Who?” Talltrees said. Behind the coarse red beard the smile still seemed superior, a little smug. “Did I say that? Three, I said, yes. But it’s he, Chance, who comes out ahead. He and the two girls—”

The doctor stared at him. Possibly it was still only misunderstanding. “Listen, are we talking about the same person?” he said. “The one I met this afternoon? She, and some other woman, and one man, are living together in some . . . sharing a—?”

“Sharing,” Talltrees said, “an innocuous enough word.” Now he might have been thoughtful, unpremeditative. “Maybe,” he decided. “Except that the house is just about the smallest in town respectable enough to be offered for rent to Americans. Not counting the kitchen and the bath, there are two rooms without even a door between, only an open archway. And with only one bed in the place too, that and a cot—”

“But the second girl must simply be visiting,” the doctor insisted. “Surely, now. Or broke. Particularly if you say she hasn’t been here all the while—?”

“Corpses and guests,” Talltrees said. “Isn’t the adage Mexican—both begin to stink after three days? This is three months. The two of them came a year or so ago, yes, the one you met, Fern, and this Chance—and no, not married either, though not that it would matter to anyone-living up there. And then Lee arrived. Lee Suffridge, last summer. And stayed.” Now the shrug might have been genuinely indifferent also. “All right, look, think what you will. If they were any sort of reasonably communicative human beings, they could pass it off as just what you want to call it yourself. But when they walk around not giving a fractured damn what anybody thinks or says—or him, really, he’s the one I’m talking about— who would probably not take the trouble to listen to anything you did accuse him of—”

“Chance?” the doctor said. “Where does somebody get a name like Chance—?”

“An old-time baseball player, wasn’t there?” Talltrees said. It was late. They were in the zócalo, on a stone bench upon the elevated central mall. The square was all but deserted, its numerous beer kiosks shut down, corrugated iron jalousies locked into place across the storefronts. On the doctor’s own corner, beneath a streetlamp, Indians squatted, peasants in their white cotton evidently already awaiting a dawn bus around the lake. About them the night, its tone, possessed a quality almost unnaturally still, the distant lamps leafy, filtered, tentative. The doctor was smoking, a pipe, using English tobacco he could obtain only in Mexico City, there only in particular shops. It had turned cold enough for a sweater. “One of my medical-school roommates used to spend every Sunday night in the Tanampa Square brothels,” he said finally. “Three years, and never the same woman twice.”

Talltrees laughed, gesturing with an exceptionally bony hand. “And what you mean is, none of that has anything to do with real life. All right,” he said. “Anyway, who am I to discuss it? Especially since I’ve only been here since long before he appeared, which means I’ve been granted the questionable privilege of speaking to the man about three times—”

“But good Christ, a town of this size, with so few of you—?”

“So that you’d expect intimacy almost to a point of incest. Which there is, believe me. Flee the encroachment of middle-class civilization, escape to untrammeled Mexico . . . except that the ten or a dozen fellow expatriates I happen to have fallen into proximity with are in my hair so much I’m ready to explode. My God, I know Joe Quigley so well that I could probably walk in on his wife in the shower and hold a conversation with neither of us giving it a thought. But with Chance, nothing. Wandering around like some brooding, disinherited prince . . . and never offering an invitation any more than they ever accepted one either, incidentally, even before the second girl came. Talk about arrogance, self-sufficiency, whatever—”

The doctor decided it was being exaggerated, surely so. Yet he saw the house, that same night. He was not thinking about the man, Chance. Nor would it be the girl either, he believed, not now. Because even forgetting the rest, after all, if she, they, have been living together for a year— But he walked up. He had an excuse, since exercise had always been a ritual in his life. Talltrees had situated it for him before they separated, merely in passing, pointing out a street that led from the zócalo in the direction of the lake, though which climbed sharply. He did not indicate that he was going, probably he had not expected it himself. There was one streetlamp, and then mounting the pitted callejón he found himself in almost total blackness. He had no flashlight, nor was there a moon. Then when he crested the hill there was, though the road itself disappeared.

The structure was as unimposing as Talltrees had suggested, and almost forbiddingly isolated, boxlike though walled. Achieving it the doctor understood himself upon a tongue of land that would overlook the water, with the town behind him to the left. The walls extended to the bluff’s edge itself, farther out than he felt it safe to walk. Rather than the lake he discerned only the far dark hills beyond. There was a breeze. He did not venture near the gate.

“But two?” he heard himself saying. “She, and yet another?”

Nor could he dismiss it, the town was far too small. He saw her again the next morning. It was eleven o’clock, and hot again. He had strolled to the zócalo, leaving the clinic open though keeping its entrance well in sight, and he was drinking bottled soda at one of the tin kiosks, seated upon a crate beneath an awning. At his side a burro was tethered, snorting beneath a massive load of firewood. She emerged from a street perpendicular to his own, crossing that side of the square past cluttered one-room shops, in white, and amid intermittent blinkings of shadow and sun she appeared even more enticing than he remembered, than he wanted to believe. Immediately, the doctor arose, and she noticed him at once too, but waved and did not stop, gesturing to indicate an imaginary wristwatch.

Dismally, the doctor managed an awkward nod of acknowledgment. A hurry, he thought. Here, in Mictlán.

Then it was compounded, the sense of repudiation rendered even more acute, when she did pause after all, to talk to someone else. It was a moment before the doctor was able to rationalize, to convince himself it would be business of some sort. Then he thought he even recognized the man, an Indian, but of better than peon class, wearing heavy laborer’s shoes and a gaudy sports shirt, whom he had noticed about the square more than once. In fact he had several times sensed the man staring, he was sure, with a lidded cast of mistrust over his dark, chiseled face that the doctor had been able to disregard only because he was fully aware of the clinic’s novelty, his own intrusion. Yet there was something more now, something else. The girl was about to move on, but as she stepped aside she drew back an arm to strike playfully at the other’s shoulder, the gesture as intimate as seemed the laughter that followed. Astonished, the doctor thought: But with an Indian? When even someone like myself can never get through to any of them, let alone some transient American? He continued to stare until she had disappeared into the street leading toward the house.

So Talltrees explained that too, that afternoon. “Manolo Ortega, it would have to be,” he said. “And he is one preciously choleric, truculent hombre also, insofar as any of those people have readable personalities to begin with. Trying to reach an Indian, indeed. Yet he is Chance’s friend. In the cantinas together. Or more, in Ortega’s shack, even. Listen, yes, is it three years I’ve been here now? And yet I have never taken one step into one of those hovels, still have no more than the vaguest notion how they really live. But Ortega’s place is up near Chance’s, on the far side of that slope, a typical adobe hut with a tin roof and no floor . . . well, you know, surely. And there will be Chance. Talking to the Indian, mind you, when he hasn’t nine consecutive words to spare for any of us. Or never mind that aspect of it anyway, but damn it, Americans just do not do that, are not seen squatting against a wall guzzling cheap pulque out of a gourd, and with the chickens and the pigs underfoot half the time too. Granted, Ortega’s wife works for them now and then, the washing at least, but nonetheless. Not that a part-time maid would cost much more than cigarette money either, but that is another thing, by the way. Since the interest seems to be developing, you might just try to find out what they live on. The three of them, up there. Precisely what is that preoccupied, impolite son of a bitch supposed to do—?”

Still he tried to forget it. Quigley, the young painter, had told him a confused, ostensibly comic story about an ancient horse Talltrees had owned, which either he or his wife, whom the doctor had not yet met, had apparently ridden to some disastrous end in the zócalo. The doctor had seen nothing funny in it, though it had verified what he was already thinking: What did any of them want with Mexico to start with, if they were not going to work? When he was alone he tried to read, a book Talltrees had given him, though not something he himself had written. It was poetry, by an American named Chazen whom the doctor understood had died in the town years before. He had no way to judge its quality, nor could he follow a lot of it. He meant to ask if the man were widely known or if the interest were local only, though when he saw Talltrees again he did not. Perhaps he was honest enough to tell himself, “It is because I intend to ask her, am saving it to have something to talk about.” But he did not run into her that morning. That was Thursday. Then he did see the second girl, Lee Suffridge. Like Fern she simply appeared, though with the difference that she was able to say Fern had mentioned meeting him. She could not have been less self-conscious, made no pretense about it. Then the doctor wondered why she should. Because Talltrees was an ass, he decided, the whole thing was puerile.

He was more positive of it as he considered her. The girl was tall, athletic-looking, almost collegiate though she would be older than Fern or the doctor himself, close to thirty. She wore khaki pants and a man’s shirt with its sleeves rolled that might well have been one of the doctor’s own, too large for her, and her thick dark hair was chopped fiercely short. Her features were ascetic, and sharply etched, though the bones of her face were delicate, the planes hollow.

Yet there was nothing unfeminine about her, rather it was a kind of physical indifference, or even unawareness. Standing with her hands in her pockets, her weight on one foot and with the toe of the other lifted very like some child’s about to scrawl something into sand, she was almost too casual. Or did he sense tension after all, something latent, feline, for all that grace? The girl would have to be conscious of the gossip, all three of them would. So why didn’t they say something, contrive some banality even, whatever, to cover the situation, get it dismissed? (“She would be the last one to do it,” Talltrees would say later. “I’m surprised she showed up, since she says less to people than even Chance does, normally.”) When he finally became aware that it might be none of this, that the girl had a severe cold, perhaps fever, the doctor had to think, had to tell himself, “Well, damn him anyway, now he has even fixed it so that the last thought that crosses my mind is the professional one.”

She indicated at once that she had no training. “The sight of blood never bothered me, though, if that’s a help?” Her smile was wan, quite drawn. “I don’t guess it would be conspicuously legal either, would it? Still, I just thought, in any sort of real emergency—?”

“God, yes,” the doctor said. “Theoretically, I can call nurses from across the lake, in Chignahuapán, which shouldn’t be half an hour. But if you make allowances for the usual telephone breakdown, plus the rest of the characteristic response to such things . . . well, you know Mexico—”

Before she left the office it started to rain. It was unseasonal and abrupt, unpresaged, and it would not last. Watching it, the girl stood deeply enough in the doorway so that her tennis shoes began to darken. “You shouldn’t do that, with that cold,” the doctor said. For a moment she gazed at him speculatively. “Don’t you like it?” “What?” the doctor said—“rain? Well, yes, I suppose so—” Perhaps she was smiling again, though she had already stepped back, was bending to roll her pants.

Then the doctor had an extraordinary insight. If she had been more wet than this she would have removed the pants altogether, the shirt as well. He scarcely meant there, in the doorway. He told himself, “But she would do it in my rooms. And it would not be for any reason except because she was wet.” Then he knew that was not what he meant either. I mean she walks around that house that way, half-dressed or undressed and not conscious of it at all. “Oh, damn it, stop,” he told himself. “Stop, now.”

But it would not, even as she departed some few moments later, as he stood in the doorway watching her cross into the square with that graceful, almost indolent stride, and heading there even then, probably, up that hill. So that even if it was nothing in the beginning, that very proximity, those two small rooms. The rain had cooled the stones, the zócalo gleamed fresh in the returning sun, it took her dark hair. Then, passing beneath a dwarfed palm, not quite breaking stride she reached upward as if to pluck a leaf, failing to achieve it but with her body arching, supple, the attitude much like that of a tennis serve. Or a swimmer, he thought—sometime in her life she would have been magnificent in the water. She had been tanned, Fern was also, though less so. But even on the lawn, then, behind those walls, in their garden. Taking the sun. And because they have to dress, undress. And if there is not even a door between rooms—

So Talltrees had convinced him after all, it appeared, even if he understood something else now too. Nor would it have to occur to him that he had not really seen this one either, could not have characterized her before an outsider any more perceptively than he might the other. “Because obviously it isn’t Fern now anyhow,” he said. “So maybe it is just women, since this one is just as—” He went back to the desk, searching out his pipe. Then he stood gazing into the empty doorway, the street. “And Jesus, I will give him that, then,” he said finally. “Whatever else Talltrees thinks. There is surely no way on this earth that you can fault the man’s taste.”

That was Thursday. The next evening, a little before nine, he was called to the clinic from the town’s one acceptable restaurant. They were Indians, though not from Mictlán itself. “It is more than a week,” one of them told him. “Yet it appeared no solemn difficulty, in that he did not bleed after the first day. It is only today that he became unconscious.”

The doctor could smell the gangrene. The injured man lay head downward across the back of his burro, his left leg bound in contaminated rags. Apparently they had been hours on the road alone. He had never heard of their village.

For some seconds, before the clinic entrance, he stared dully. There was plasma, and he thought of Lee Suffridge. But the irony did not escape him either. Surely. So I finally do get an emergency of the sort I am out here for, only the man is moribund when they bring him in.

A crowd had gathered, evidently having followed the burro when it was led through the square, and was still enlarging silent and impassive around them. The doctor selected a boy at random, the nearest at hand. “The house of the gringos on the hill above the Calle de los Muertos,” he said. “Inform them the doctor has urgent need of the Señorita Lee. Can you remember that?” He pressed a coin, a fifty-centavo piece, into the boy’s hand. The boy was unwashed, shoeless, perhaps ten. Importantly he fled.

Voicing brief instructions the doctor unlocked the twin doors, and the two who had accompanied the patient prepared to lift him. “A stone,” one of them had explained. “We were removing a stone. In a field of maize. A stone of monumental proportions, and it crashed upon him.” Fixing the bright lights above the examination table, almost irrelevantly the doctor thought: Moving a stone. Trying to clear their fifty square centimeters of parched earth to grow corn on, for a family which probably in all of its recollected existence has never been adequately fed whether it removed stones or not. “Onto here,” he said. “Be delicate with the wounded portion.” He was already at the plasma. The man was old, his expression slack, placid, almost kindly in repose. “Hold this,” the doctor said. The nearer Indian gazed at him vacantly. Adjusting the inverted canister at a hook above the table he waved them both away. The man’s limp arm accepted the blunt needle readily.

Alone then, he scissored away the clotted rags, grimacing at the rising stench, aware of the need for anesthesia too, though there was slight chance that the man would regain consciousness. The swelling was monstrous, the discoloration acute. Already he had presumed the femoral artery severed, making it impossible to have restored circulation from the start. Yet for a moment, the laceration gaping now, he simply stared. Then he was gazing toward the vestibule. Salazar, hadn’t it been? And Carlos Tejada? The last time he had assisted in Juárez General—the three of them, and he himself only manipulating the clamps?

The doctor found himself at the outer doorway, searching faces in the crowd. There were twelve or fifteen Indians, all men, unresponsive each, seeming even incurious. While doubtless he looked the prime fool himself, the doctor thought. To his right the zócalo was almost completely dark, murky shadows obscured it. Five more minutes, could she be here that soon? But that cold, perhaps she was in bed? Then it was even annoyance, as he recognized the error he had already committed. Obviously. I should have told the boy he would not get his tip until he came back.

But damn them anyway, who wanted this? An ordinary residence, why the hell had they started withholding certification for this? Almost enraged, he was about to return within when at last he spotted his quarry, some distance beyond the others
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