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PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

LET IT COME DOWN

Paul Bowles was born in Jamaica, New York, in 1910. He began composing music and writing stories at a very early age and at seventeen some of his poetry was published in the French literary magazine transition. At the age of eighteen he began his travels to Europe, North Africa, Mexico and Central America. A student of Aaron Copland, Bowles established his reputation early as a gifted composer. In 1945 he returned to writing short stories, and by 1947, when he went to live in Tangier, fiction had become his major focus. He wrote four novels, The Sheltering Sky, Let It Come Down, The Spider’s House and Up Above the World; one hundred short stories; a book of poetry; and many travel essays. He lived in Tangier until his death in 1999.

As well as running travel classics publisher Eland, Barnaby Rogerson has written A Traveller’s History of North Africa (Weidenfeld, 1998), a biography: The Prophet Muhammad (Little, Brown, 2004) and an account of the early Caliphate, The Heirs of the Prophet (Little, Brown, 2006). He has also put together a collection of Moroccan travel literature, Marrakech, the Red City (Sickle Moon, 2003), a pocket edition of English Orientalist verse, Desert Air, and a collection of contemporary travel writing, Meetings with Remarkable Muslims (Eland 2005). His most recent book is The Last Crusaders: the hundred year battle for the centre of the world – which begins with the Portugese sacking the Moroccan city of Ceuta in 1415 and ends with the death of Dom Sebastian of Portugal at the Battle of Three Kings in 1578.




BANQUO: It will be Rayne to Night.

IST. MURD.: Let it come downe.

(They set upon Banquo.)

Macbeth Act III, Scene 3






Introduction

From the time when I was a boy of eight or nine, I had been fascinated by that brief passage in Macbeth where Banquo comes out of the castle with his son and makes a passing remark to the men outside about the approaching rain, to be answered by the flash of a blade and the admirable four-word sentence, succinct and brutal: “Let it come down.”

The novel to which I gave that title was first published early in 1952, at the very moment of the riots which presaged the end of the International Zone of Morocco. Thus, even at the time of publication the book already treated of a bygone era, for Tangier was never the same after the 30th of March 1952. The city celebrated in these pages has long ago ceased to exist, and the events recounted in them would now be inconceivable. Like a photograph, the tale is a document relating to a specific place at a given point in time, illumined by the light of that particular moment.

The book was begun in what was perhaps an unusual manner. In December 1949 I boarded a Polish freighter in Antwerp, bound for Colombo. We entered the Strait of Gibraltar at night, and I stood on deck watching the flashes of the lighthouse at Cape Spartel, the northwestern corner of Africa. As we sailed eastward I could distinguish the lights of certain houses on the Old Mountain. Then when we came nearer to Tangier, a thin fog settled over the water, and only the glow of the city’s lights was visible, reflected in the sky. That was when I felt an unreasoning and powerful desire to be in Tangier. Up until that moment it had not even occurred to me to write a book about the international city. But I went below, got into my hard bunk, and started a scene which took place on the cliffs beneath which we had just passed. This was not the beginning of the book, but it served as a point of geographical contact, from which I was able to work backward and forward in time.

Notes are useless to me unless there is a portion of the finished text to which they can be applied; I knew I must write enough of that text to serve as an umbilical cord between me and the novel before I landed in an unfamiliar place, otherwise I should lose it all. As the ship drew nearer to Ceylon I found myself recalling Kafka’s well-known aphorism: From a certain point onward there is no longer any turning back. That is the point that must be reached. I doubt that he meant it to be applied to the writing of a book, nevertheless it seemed relevant to the situation. I strained to pass that crucial point; only then could I be sure of not having to turn back and abandon the book when I tried to continue work on it later.

Sri Lanka (of which Ceylon is a latter-day mispronunciation) was as counterproductive of further work on the novel as I had anticipated; there was too much to see and learn, and the landscape was too seductive to allow much time for contemplation. I led a nomadic life, seldom staying more than a few days in one place. It was not until I crossed over into India that I was able to get back to work.

In India the daytimes were devoted to exploration; I wrote at night, and my windowless workroom was far from satisfactory. The air was always several degrees above blood temperature, and the oil lamp felt like a furnace on my face. (The indicated place to work, of course, would have been the bed in the next room, save that no light could be lit there for the thousands of winged insects that would immediately enter. I went to bed in the dark.) But as writers know, intense discomfort often helps to induce intensive work.

At the end of 1950 I was back in Tangier; it was a memorably stormy winter and I was living in a newly opened pension. It was also newly (read badly) built, so that the rain ran down the walls of my room, across to the door into the corridor, and thence down the stairs into the reception hall below. Since moving around the room meant splashing through cold water, I stayed in bed most of the time while I completed Fresh Meat and Roses. Then I traveled for eight months in Morocco, Algeria and Spain, working sporadically on the third section, The Age of Monsters.

In the autumn of 1951 when I returned to Tangier, I went up to Xauen to write the final section. Here in the absolute silence of the mountain nights, I accomplished what I had hoped to be able to do when I reached this place in the book. I shut off the controls and let Another Kind of Silence guide itself, without supplying any conscious direction. It went as far as it could go, then stopped, and that was the end of the book.

The hero is a nonentity, a “victim,” as he describes himself, whose personality, defined solely in terms of situation, elicits sympathy only to the extent to which he is victimized. He is the only totally invented character; for all the others I used as models actual residents of Tangier. Some of these people have moved away and the rest have died. The sole character whose model remains here is Richard Holland, and this is because I am still here and he is a caricature of myself.

The theft of the money as it actually occurred was so improbable that I had to modify it to give it credibility. About three years after the end of World War II the son of a famous English writer came to Tangier with his wife and decided to buy a piece of land and build a house. There was a ban on removing sterling from the United Kingdom, so, like many others, he went to see an Indian merchant in Gibraltar, to whom he gave a check on his London bank. The Indian was to instruct his son in Tangier to deliver the money in pesetas to Mr. X. But Mr. X was a grand gentleman who employed an English secretary to attend to such matters. When the secretary went to fetch the money from the younger Indian, he found the cash waiting for him, but it was in sterling rather than in pesetas, and sterling could not be spent in the International Zone because of the financial restrictions. The Indian put him in touch with a money-changer around the corner, who agreed to buy the sterling. The money-changer filled a box with pesetas and took it to the Indian, saying that he was on his way to lunch and did not want to carry it with him, and that he would call by in the afternoon on his way back to his office and pick up the pounds.

In the afternoon the secretary called at the Indian’s shop to say that he had just left the money-changer in the Zoco Chico and that he had asked him to do him the favor of taking the pounds around to his office immediately. He went out with the box, and was back five minutes later. There, that’s done, he said. Then he picked up the pesetas, thanked the Indian, and stepped out into the throng passing through the Siaghines. An hour later he was on a plane bound for Madrid, with both pesetas and pounds. The last report on him, which I heard a year or so later, was from Buenos Aires, where he was playing the races.

P.B.



I

It was night by the time the little ferry drew up alongside the dock. As Dyar went down the gangplank a sudden gust of wind threw warm raindrops in his face. The other passengers were few and poorly dressed; they carried their things in cheap cardboard valises and paper bags. He watched them standing resignedly in front of the customs house waiting for the door to be opened. A half-dozen disreputable Arabs had already caught sight of him from the other side of the fence and were shouting at him. “Hotel Metropole, mister!” “Hey, Johnny, come on!” “You want hotel?” “Grand Hotel, hey!” It was as if he had held up his American passport for them to see. He paid no attention. The rain came down in earnest for a minute or so. By the time the official had opened the door he was uncomfortably wet.

The room inside was lighted by three oil lamps placed along the counter, one to an inspector. They saved Dyar until last, and all three of them went through his effects very carefully, without a gleam of friendliness or humour. When he had repacked his grips so they would close they marked them with lavender chalk and reluctantly let him pass. He had to wait in line at the window over which was printed Policia. While he was standing there a tall man in a visored cap caught his attention, calling “Taxi!” The man was decently dressed, and so he signalled yes with his head. Straightway the man in the cap was embroiled in a struggle with the others as he stepped to take the luggage. Dyar was the only prey that evening. He turned his head away disgustedly as the shouting figures followed the taxi-driver out the door. He felt a little sick, anyway.

And in the taxi, as the rain pelted the windshield and the squeaking wipers rubbed painfully back and forth on the glass, he went on feeling sick. He was really here now; there was no turning back. Of course there never had been any question of turning back. When he had written he would take the job and had bought his passage from New York, he had known his decision was irrevocable. A man does not change his mind about such things when he has less than five hundred dollars left. But now that he was here, straining to see the darkness beyond the wet panes, he felt for the first time the despair and loneliness he thought he had left behind. He lit a cigarette and passed the pack to the driver.

He decided to let the driver determine for him where he would stay. The man was an Arab and understood very little English, but he did know the words cheap and clean. They passed from the breakwater on to the mainland, stopped at a gate where two police inspectors stuck their heads in through the front windows, and then they drove slowly for a while along a street where there were a few dim lights. When they arrived at the hotel the driver did not offer to help him with his luggage, nor was there any porter in sight. Dyar looked again at the entrance: the façade was that of a large modern hotel, but within the main door he saw a single candle burning. He got down and began pulling out his bags. Then he glanced questioningly at the driver who was watching him empty the cab of the valises; the man was impatient to be off.

When he had set all his belongings on the sidewalk and paid the driver, he pushed the hotel door open and saw a young man with smooth black hair and a dapper moustache sitting at the small reception desk. The candle provided the only light. He asked if this were the Hotel de la Playa, and he did not know whether he was glad or sorry to hear that it was. Getting his bags into the lobby by himself took a little while. Then, led by a small boy who carried a candle, he climbed the stairs to his room: the elevator was not working because there was no power.

They climbed three flights. The hotel was like an enormous concrete resonating chamber; the sound of each footstep, magnified, echoed in all directions. The building had the kind of intense and pure shabbiness attained only by cheap new constructions. Great cracks had already appeared in the walls, bits of the decorative plaster mouldings around the doorways had been chipped off, and here and there a floor tile was missing.

When they reached the room the boy went in first and touched a match to a new candle that had been stuck in the top of an empty Cointreau bottle. The shadows shot up along the walls. Dyar sniffed the close air with displeasure. The odour in the room suggested a mixture of wet plaster and unwashed feet.

“Phew! It stinks in here,” he said. He looked suspiciously at the bed, turned the stained blue spread back to see the sheets.

Opposite the door there was one large window which the boy hastened to fling open. A blast of wind rushed in out of the darkness. There was the faint sound of surf. The boy said something in Spanish, and Dyar supposed he was telling him it was a good room because it gave on the beach. He did not much care which way the room faced: he had not come here on a vacation. What he wanted at the moment was a bath. The boy shut the window and hurried downstairs to get the luggage. In one corner, separated from the rest of the room by a grimy partition, was a shower with grey concrete walls and floor. He tried the tap marked caliente and was surprised to find the water fairly hot.

When the boy had brought the valises, piled them in the wrong places, received his tip, had difficulty in closing the door, and finally gone away leaving it ajar, Dyar moved from the window where he had been standing fingering the curtains, looking out into the blackness. He slammed the door shut, heard the key fall tinkling to the floor in the corridor. Then he threw himself on the bed and lay a while staring at the ceiling. He must call Wilcox immediately, let him know he had arrived. He turned his head and tried to see if there was a telephone on the low night table by the bed, but the table lay in the shadow of the bed’s footboard, and it was too dark there to tell.

This was the danger point, he felt. At this moment it was almost as though he did not exist. He had renounced all security in favour of what everyone had assured him, and what he himself suspected, was a wild-goose chase. The old thing was gone beyond recall, the new thing had not yet begun. To make it begin he had only to telephone Wilcox, yet he lay still. His friends had told him he was crazy, his family had remonstrated with him both indignantly and sadly, but for some reason about which he himself knew very little, he had shut his ears to them all. “I’m fed up!” he would cry, a little hysterically. “I’ve stood at that damned window in the bank for ten years now. Before the war, during the war, and after the war. I can’t take it any longer, that’s all!” And when the suggestion was made that a visit to a doctor might be indicated, he laughed scornfully, replied: “There’s nothing wrong with me that a change won’t cure. Nobody’s meant to be confined in a cage like that year after year. I’m just fed up, that’s all.” “Fine, fine,” said his father. “Only what do you think you can do about it?” He had no answer to that. During the depression, when he was twenty, he had been delighted to get a job in the Transit Department at the bank. All his friends had considered him extremely fortunate; it was only his father’s friendship with one of the vice-presidents which had made it possible for him to be taken on at such a time. Just before the war he had been made a teller. In those days when change was in the air nothing seemed permanent, and although Dyar knew he had a heart murmur, he vaguely imagined that in one way or another it would be got around so that he would be given some useful wartime work. Anything would be a change and therefore welcome. But he had been flatly rejected; he had gone on standing in his cage. Then he had fallen prey to a demoralizing sensation of motionlessness. His own life was a dead weight, so heavy that he would never be able to move it from where it lay. He had grown accustomed to the feeling of intense hopelessness and depression which had settled upon him, all the while resenting it bitterly. It was not in his nature to be morose, and his family noticed it. “Just do things as they come along,” his father would say. “Take it easy. You’ll find there’ll be plenty to fill each day. Where does it get you to worry about the future? Let it take care of itself.” Continuing, he would issue the familiar warning about heart trouble. Dyar would smile wryly. He was quite willing to let each day take care of itself,—the future was furthest from his thoughts. The present stood in its way; it was the minutes that were inimical. Each empty, overwhelming minute as it arrived pushed him a little further back from life. “You don’t get out enough,” his father objected. “Give yourself a chance. Why, when I was your age I couldn’t wait for the day to be finished so I could get out on the tennis court, or down to the old river fishing, or home to press my pants for a dance. You’re unhealthy. Oh, I don’t mean physically. That little heart business is nothing. If you live the way you should it ought never to give you any trouble. I mean your attitude. That’s unhealthy. I think the whole generation’s unhealthy. It’s either one thing or the other. Overdrinking and passing out on the sidewalk, or else mooning around about life not being worth living. What the hell’s the matter with all of you?” Dyar would smile and say times had changed. Times always change, his father would retort, but not human nature.

Dyar was not a reader; he did not even enjoy the movies. Entertainment somehow made the stationariness of existence more acute, not only when the amusement was over, but even during the course of it. After the war he made a certain effort to reconcile himself to his life. Occasionally he would go out with two or three of his friends, each one taking a girl. They would have cocktails at the apartment of one of the girls, go on to a Broadway movie, and eat afterward at some Chinese place in the neighbourhood where there was dancing. Then there was the long process of taking the girls home one by one, after which they usually went into a bar and drank fairly heavily. Sometimes, not very often, they would pick up something cheap in the bar or in the street, take her to Bill Healy’s room, and lay her in turn. It was an accepted pattern; there seemed to be no other to suggest in its place. Dyar kept thinking: “Any life would be better than this,” but he could find no different possibility to consider. “Once you accept the fact that life isn’t fun, you’ll be much happier,” his mother said to him. Although he lived with his parents, he never discussed with them the way he felt; it was they who, sensing his unhappiness, came to him and, in vaguely reproachful tones, tried to help him. He was polite with them but inwardly contemptuous. It was so clear that they could never understand the emptiness he felt, nor realize the degree to which he felt it. It was a progressive paralysis, it gained on him constantly, and it carried with it the fear that when it arrived at a certain point something terrible would happen.

He could hear the distant sound of waves breaking on the beach outside: a dull roll, a long silence, another roll. Someone came into the room over his, slammed the door, and began to move about busily from one side of the room to the other. It sounded like a woman, but a heavy one. The water was turned on and the wash basin in his room bubbled as if in sympathy. He lit a cigarette, from time to time flicking the ashes on to the floor beside the bed. After a few minutes the woman—he was sure it was a woman—went out of the door, slammed it, and he heard her walk down the hall into another room and close that door. A toilet flushed. Then the footsteps returned to the room above.

“I must call Wilcox,” he thought. But he finished his cigarette slowly, making it last. He wondered why he felt so lazy about making the call. He had taken the great step, and he believed he had done right. All the way across on the ship to Gibraltar, he had told himself that it was the healthy thing to have done, that when he arrived he would be like another person, full of life, delivered from the sense of despair that had weighed on him for so long. And now he realized that he felt exactly the same. He tried to imagine how he would feel if, for instance, he had his whole life before him to spend as he pleased, without the necessity to earn his living. In that case he would not have to telephone Wilcox, would not be compelled to exchange one cage for another. Having made the first break, he would then make the second, and be completely free. He raised his head and looked slowly around the dim room. The rain was spattering the window. Soon he would have to go out. There was no restaurant in the hotel, and it was surely a long way to town. He felt the top of the night table; there was no telephone. Then he got up, took the candle, and made a search of the room. He stepped out into the corridor, picked his key off the floor, locked his door and went downstairs thinking: “I’d have him on the wire by now if there’d only been a phone by the bed.”

The man was not at the desk. “I’ve got to make a call,” he said to the boy who stood beside a potted palm smirking. “It’s very important. Telephone! Telephone!” he shouted, gesturing, as the other made no sign of understanding. The boy went to the desk, brought an old-fashioned telephone out from behind and set it on top. Dyar took the letter out of his pocket to look for the number of Wilcox’s hotel. The boy tried to take the letter, but he copied the number on the back of the envelope and gave it to him. A fat man wearing a black raincoat came in and asked for his key. Then he stood glancing over a newspaper that lay spread out on the desk. As the boy made the call Dyar thought: “If he’s gone out to dinner I’ll have to go through this all over again.” The boy said something into the mouthpiece and handed Dyar the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Hotel Atlantide.”

“Mr. Wilcox, please.” He pronounced the name very carefully. There was a silence. “Oh, God!” he thought, annoyed with himself that he should care one way or the other whether Wilcox was in. There was a click.

“Yes?”

It was Wilcox. For a second he did not know what to say. “Hello?” he said.

“Hello. Yes?”

“Jack?”

“Yes. Who’s this?”

“This is Nelson. Nelson Dyar.”

“Dyar! Well, for God’s sake! So you got here after all. Where are you? Come on over. You know how to get here? Better take a cab. You’ll get lost. Where are you staying?”

Dyar told him.

“Jesus! That——” Dyar had the impression he had been about to say: that dump. But he said: “That’s practically over the border. Well, come on up as soon as you can get here. You take soda or water?”

Dyar laughed. He had not known he would be so pleased to hear Wilcox’s voice. “Soda,” he said.

“Wait a second. Listen. I’ve got an idea. I’ll call you back in five minutes. Don’t go out. Wait for my call. Just stay put. I just want to call somebody for a second. It’s great to have you here. Call you right back. O.K.?”

“Right.”

He hung up and went to stand at the window. The rain that was beating against the glass had leaked through and was running down the wall. Someone had put a rag along the floor to absorb it, but now the cloth floated in a shallow pool. Two or three hundred feet up the road from the hotel there was a streetlight. Beneath it in the wind the glistening spears of a palm branch charged back and forth. He began to pace from one end of the little foyer to the other; the boy, standing by the desk with his hands behind him, watched him intently. He was a little annoyed at Wilcox for making him wait. Of course he thought he had been phoning from his room. He wondered if Wilcox were making good money with his travel agency. In his letters he had said he was, but Dyar remembered a good deal of bluff in his character. His enthusiasm need have meant nothing more than that he needed an assistant and preferred it to be someone he knew (the wages were low enough, and Dyar had paid his own passage from New York), or that he was pleased with a chance to show his importance and magnanimity; it would appeal to Wilcox to be able to make what he considered a generous gesture. Dyar thought it was more likely to be the latter case. Their friendship never had been an intimate one. Even though they had known each other since boyhood, since Wilcox’s father had been the Dyar’s family doctor, each had never shown more than a polite interest in the other’s life. There was little in common between them—not even age, really, since Wilcox was nearly ten years older than he. During the war Wilcox had been sent to Algiers, and afterward it never had occurred to Dyar to wonder what had become of him. One day his father had come home saying: “Seems Jack Wilcox has stayed on over in North Africa. Gone into business for himself and seems to be making a go of it.” Dyar had asked what kind of business it was, and had been only vaguely interested to hear that it was a tourist bureau.

He had been walking down Fifth Avenue one brilliant autumn twilight and had stopped in front of a large travel agency. The wind that moved down from Central Park had the crispness of an October evening, carrying with it the promise of winter, the season that paralyses; to Dyar it gave a foretaste of increased unhappiness. In one side of the window was a large model ship, black and white, with shiny brass accessories. The other side represented a tropical beach in miniature, with a sea of turquoise gelatine and tiny palm trees bending up out of a beach of real sand. BOOK NOW FOR WINTER CRUISES, said the sign. The thought occurred to him that it would be a torturing business to work in such a place, to plan itineraries, make hotel reservations and book passages for all the places one would never see. He wondered how many of the men who stood inside there consulting their folders, schedules, lists and maps felt as trapped as he would have felt in their place; it would be even worse than the bank. Then he thought of Wilcox. At that moment he began to walk again, very fast. When he got home he wrote the letter and took it out to post immediately. It was a crazy idea. Nothing could come of it, except perhaps that Wilcox would think him a goddam fool, a prospect which did not alarm him.

The reply had given him the shock of his life. Wilcox had spoken of coincidence. “There must be something in telepathy,” he had written. Only then did Dyar mention the plan to his family, and the reproaches had begun.

Moving regretfully away from the desk, the fat man walked back to the stairway. The telephone rang. The boy started for it, but Dyar got there ahead of him. The boy glared at him angrily. It was Wilcox, who said he would be at the Hotel de la Playa in twenty minutes. “I want you to meet a friend of mine,” he said. “The Marquesa de Valverde. She’s great. She wants you to come to dinner too.” And as Dyar protested, he interrupted. “We’re not dressing. God, no! None of that here. I’ll pick you up.”

“But Jack, listen——”

“So long.”

Dyar went up to his room, nettled at not having been given the opportunity of deciding to accept or refuse the invitation. He asked himself if it would raise him in Wilcox’s estimation if he showed independence and begged off. But obviously he had no intention of doing such a thing, since when he got to his room he tore off his clothes, took a quick shower, whistling all the while, opened his bags, shaved as well as he could by the light of the lone candle, and put on his best suit. When he had finished he blew out the candle and hurried downstairs to wait at the front entrance.

II

Daisy de Valverde sat at her dressing-table, her face brilliant as six little spotlights threw their rays upon it from six different angles. If she made up to her satisfaction in the pitiless light of these sharp lamps, she could be at ease in any light later. But it took time and technique. The Villa Hesperides was never without electricity, even now when the town had it for only two hours every other evening. Luis had seen to that when they built the house; he had foreseen the shortage of power. It was one of the charms of the International Zone that you could get anything you wanted if you paid for it. Do anything, too, for that matter—there were no incorruptibles. It was only a question of price.

Outside, the wind was roaring, and in the cypresses it sounded like a cataract. The boom of waves against the cliffs came up from far below. Mingled with the reflections of the lights in the room, other lights, small, distant points, showed in the black sheets of glass at the windows: Spain across the strait, Tarifa and Cape Camariñal.

She was always pleased to have Americans come to the house because she felt under no constraint with them. She could drink all she pleased and they drank along with her, whereas her English guests made a whisky last an hour,—not to mention the French, who asked for a Martini of vermouth with a dash of gin, or the Spanish with their glass of sherry. ‘The Americans are the nation of the future,” she would announce in her hearty voice. “Here’s to ’em. God bless their gadgets, great and small. God bless Frigidaire, Tampax and Coca-Cola. Yes, even Coca-Cola, darling.” (It was generally conceded that Morocco’s appearance had changed considerably since the advent of Coca-Cola and its advertising.) The Marqués did not share her enthusiasm for Americans, but that did not prevent her from asking them whenever she pleased; she ran the house to suit herself.

She had a Swiss butler and an Italian footman, but when Americans were invited to dinner she let old Ali serve at table because he owned a magnificent Moorish costume; although he was not very competent she thought his appearance impressed them more than the superior service the two Europeans could provide. The difficulty was that both the butler and footman disapproved so heartily of this arrangement that unless she went into the kitchen at the last moment and repeated her orders, they always found some pretext for not allowing poor old Ali to serve, so that when she looked up from her plate expecting to see the brilliant brocades and gold sash from the palace of Sultan Moulay Hafid, she would find herself staring instead at the drab black uniform of Hugo or Mario. Their faces would be impassive; she never knew what had been going on. There was a chance that this would happen tonight, unless she went down now and made it clear that Ali must serve. She rose, slipped a heavy bracelet over her left hand, and went out through the tiny corridor which connected her room with the rest of the house. Someone had left a window open at the end of the upper hall, and several of the candles in front of the large tapestry had been blown out. She could not bear the anachronism of having electricity in the rooms where tapestries were hung. Ringing a bell, she waited until a breathless chambermaid had appeared, then she indicated the window and the candles with a stiff finger. “Mire,” she said disapprovingly, and moved down the stairway. At that moment there was the sound of a motor outside. She hurried down the rest of the way, practically running the length of the hall to disappear into the kitchen, and when she came back out Hugo was taking her guests’ coats. She walked toward the two men regally.

“Darling Jack. How sweet of you to come. And in this foul weather.”

“How kind of you to have us. Daisy, this is Mr. Dyar. The Marquesa de Valverde.”

Dyar looked at her and saw a well-preserved woman of forty with a mop of black curls, china blue eyes, and a low-cut black dress, to squeeze herself into which must have been somewhat painful.

“How nice to see you, Mr. Dyar. I think we’ve got a fire in the drawing-room. God knows. Let’s go in and see. Are you wet?” She felt Dyar’s sleeve. “No? Good. Come along. Jack, you’re barman. I want the stiffest drink you can concoct.”

They sat before a scorching log fire. Daisy wanted Wilcox to mix sidecars. At the first sip Dyar realised how hungry he was; he glanced clandestinely at his watch. It was nine-forty. Observing Daisy, he thought she was the most fatuous woman he had ever met. But he was impressed by the house. Hugo entered. “Now for dinner,” thought Dyar. It was a telephone call for Madame la Marquise. “Pour me another, sweet, and let me take it with me as consolation,” she said to Wilcox.

When she had gone Wilcox turned to Dyar.

“She’s one grand girl,” he said, shaking his head.

“Yes,” Dyar replied, without conviction, adding: “Isn’t she a little on the beat-up side for you?”

Wilcox looked indignant, lowered his voice. “What are you talking about, boy? She’s got a husband in the house. I said she’s grand fun to be with. What the hell did you think I meant, anyway?” Mario’s arrival to add a log to the fire stopped whatever might have followed. “Listen to that wind,” said Wilcox, sitting back with his drink.

Dyar knew he was annoyed with him: he wondered why. “He’s getting mighty touchy in his old age,” he said to himself, looking around the vast room. Mario went out. Wilcox leaned forward again, and still in a low voice, said: “Daisy and Luis are practically my best friends here.” There were voices in the hall. Daisy entered with a neat dark man who looked as though he had stomach ulcers. “Luis!” cried Wilcox, jumping up. Dyar was presented, and the four sat down, Daisy next to Dyar. “This can’t last long,” he thought, “It’s nearly ten.” His stomach felt completely concave.

They had another round of drinks. Wilcox and the Marqués began to discuss the transactions of a local banker who had got himself into difficulties and had left suddenly for Lisbon, not to return. Dyar listened for a moment.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear,” he said to Daisy; she was speaking to him.

“I said: how do you like our little International Zone?”

“Well, I haven’t seen anything of it yet. However”—he looked around the room appreciatively—“from here it looks fine.” He smiled self-consciously.

Her voice assumed a faintly maternal note. “Of course. You just came today, didn’t you? My dear, you’ve got so much ahead of you! So much ahead of you! You can’t know. But you’ll love it, that I promise you. It’s a madhouse, of course. A complete, utter madhouse. I only hope to God it remains one.”

“You like it a lot?” He was beginning to feel the drinks.

“Adore it,” she said, leaning toward him. “Absolutely worship the place.”

He set his empty glass carefully on the table beside the shaker.

From the doorway Hugo announced dinner.

“Jack, one more drop all round.” She held forth her glass and received what was left. “You’ve given it all to me, you monster. I didn’t want it all.” She stood up, and carrying her glass with her, led the men into the dining-room, where Mario stood uncorking a bottle of champagne.

“I’m going to be drunk,” thought Dyar, suddenly terrified that through some lapse in his table etiquette he would draw attention to himself.

Slowly they advanced into a meal which promised to be endless.

Built into the wall opposite him, a green rectangle in the dark panelling, was an aquarium; its hidden lights illumined rocks, shells and complex marine plants. Dyar found himself watching it as he ate. Daisy talked without cease. At one point, when she had stopped, he said: “I don’t see any fish in there.”

“Cuttle-fish,” said the Marqués. “We keep only cuttle-fish.” And as Dyar seemed not to understand, “You know—small octopi. You see? There is one on the left, hanging to the rock.” He pointed: now Dyar saw the pale fleshy streamers which were its tentacles.

“They’re rather sweeter than goldfish,” said Daisy, but in such a way that Dyar suspected she loathed them. He had never met anyone like her; she gave the impression of remaining uninvolved in whatever she said or did. It was as if she were playing an intricate game whose rules she had devised herself.

During salad there was a commotion somewhere back in the house: muffled female voices and hurrying footsteps. Daisy set down her fork and looked around the table at the three men.

“God! I know what that is. I’m sure of it. This storm has brought in the ants.” She turned to Dyar. “Every year they come in by the millions, the tiniest ones. When you first see them on the wall you’d swear it was an enormous crack. When you go nearer it looks more like a rope. Positively seething. They all stick together. Millions. It’s terrifying.” She rose. “Do forgive me; I must go and see what’s happening.”

Dyar said: “Is there anything I can do?” and got a fleeting glance of disapproval from Wilcox.

She smiled. “No, darling. Eat your salad.”

Daisy was gone nearly ten minutes. When she returned she was laughing. “Ah, the joys of living in Morocco!” she said blithely. “The ants again?” asked the Marqués. “Oh, yes. This time it’s the maids’ sewing-room. Last year it was the pantry. That was much worse. And they had to shovel the corpses out.” She resumed eating her salad and her face grew serious. “Luis, I’m afraid poor old Tambang isn’t long for this world. I looked in on him. It seemed to me he was worse.”

The Marqués nodded his head. “Give him more penicillin.”

Daisy turned to Dyar. “It’s an old Siamese I’m trying to save. He’s awfully ill. We’ll go and see him after dinner. Luis refuses to go near him. He hates cats. I’m sure you don’t hate cats, do you, Mr. Dyar?”

“Oh, I like all kinds of animals.” He turned his head and saw the octopus. It had not moved, but a second one had appeared and was swaying loosely along the floor of the tank. It looked like something floating in a jar of formaldehyde—a stomach, perhaps, or a pancreas. The sight of it made him feel vaguely ill, or else it was the mixture of sidecars and champagne.

“Then you won’t mind helping me with him, will you?” pursued Daisy.

“Be delighted.”

“You don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for,” said Wilcox, laughing unpleasantly.

“Nonsense!” Daisy exclaimed. “He’ll wear enormous thick gloves. Even Tambang can’t claw through those.”

“The hell he can’t! And he’s got teeth too, hasn’t he?”

“Just for this,” said the Marqués, “we must make Jack go and be the attendant.”

“No,” Daisy said firmly. “Mr. Dyar is coming with me. Does anyone want fruit? I suggest we go in and have coffee immediately. We’ll have our brandy afterward when we come down.” She rose from the table.

“You’ll need it,” said Wilcox.

From the drawing-room now they could hear the storm blowing louder than before. Daisy gulped her coffee standing up, lit a cigarette, and went toward the door.

“Tell Mario to keep the fire blazing, Luis, or it’ll begin to smoke. It’s already begun, in fact. Shall we go up, Mr. Dyar?”

She went ahead of him up the stairs. As she passed each candelabrum the highlights of her satin flashed.

From a small cloakroom at the head of the stairs she took two pairs of thick gardening gloves and gave one to Dyar.

“We don’t really need these,” she said, “but it’s better to be protected.”

The walls of the little room were lined with old French prints of tropical birds. On an antique bed with a torn canopy over it lay a large Siamese cat. An enamel pan containing lumps of raw liver had been pushed against its head, but it looked wearily in the other direction. The room smelled like a zoo. “God, what a fug!” Daisy exclaimed. “But we can’t open the window.” The storm raged outside. From time to time the house trembled. A branch beat repeatedly against the window like a person asking to be let in. The cat paid no attention while Daisy filed off the ends of an ampoule, filled the syringe, and felt along its haunches for the right spot.

“He’s got to have four different injections,” she said, “but I can give the first two together. Now, stand above, and be ready to push down on his neck, but don’t push unless you have to. Scratch him under the chin.”

The old cat’s fur was matted, its eyes were huge and empty. Once as the needle flashed above its head Dyar thought he saw an expression of alertness, even of fear, cross its face, but he scratched harder, with both hands, under the ears and along the jowls. Even when the needle went in tentatively, and then further in, it did not move.

“Now we have only two more,” said Daisy. Dyar watched the sureness of her gestures. No veterinarian could have been more deft. He said as much. She snorted. “The only good vets are amateurs. I wouldn’t let a professional touch an animal of mine.” The odour of ether was very strong. “Is that ether?” Dyar asked; he was feeling alarmingly ill. “Yes, for sterilizing.” She had filled the syringe again. “Now, hold him.” The wind roared; it seemed as though the branch would crack the windowpane. “This may burn. He may feel it.” Dyar looked up at the window; he could see his own head reflected vaguely against the night beyond. He thought he might throw up if he had to watch the needle go into the fur again. Only when Daisy stepped away from the bed did he dare lower his gaze. The cat’s eyes were half shut. He bent down: it was purring.

“Poor old beast,” said Daisy. “Now for the last. This will be easy. Tambang, sweet boy, what is it?”

“He’s purring,” said Dyar, hoping she would not look at his face. His lips felt icy, and he knew he must be very pale.

“You see how right I was to bring you? He likes you. Jack would have antagonized him in some way.”

She did look at him, and he thought her eyes stayed an instant too long. But she said nothing.

“Don’t tell me he’s going to faint,” she thought. “The wretched man is completely out of contact with life.” But he was making a great effort.

“The cat doesn’t seem to feel anything,” he said.

“No, I’m afraid he won’t live.”

“But he’s purring.”

“Will you hold him, please? This is the last.”

He wanted to talk, to take his mind off his dizziness, away from what was going on just below his face on the bed. He could think of nothing to say, so he kept silent. The cat stirred slightly. Daisy straightened up, and at the same moment there was a splitting sound and a heavy crash somewhere outside in the darkness. They looked at each other. Daisy set the syringe on the table.

“I know what that was. One of our eucalyptus trees. God, what a night!” she said admiringly.

They shut the door and went downstairs. In the drawing-room there was no one. “I daresay they’ve gone out to look. Let’s go into the library. The fireplace draws better in there. This one’s smoking.”

The library was small and pleasant; the fire crackled. She pushed a wall button and they sat down on the divan. She looked at him, musing.

“Jack told me you were coming, but somehow I never thought you’d actually arrive.”

“Why not?” He felt a little better now.

“Oh, you know. Such things have a way of not coming off. Frightfully good idea that misses fire. And then, of course, I can’t see really why Jack needs anyone there in that little office.”

“You mean it’s not doing well?” He tried to keep his voice even.

She laid a hand on his arm and laughed. As though she were imparting a rather shameful secret, she said in a low voice: “My dear, if you think he makes even his luncheon money there, you’re gravely mistaken.”

She was studying him too carefully, trying to see the effect of her words. He would refuse to react. He felt hot all over but did not speak. Hugo entered carrying a tray of bottles and glasses. They both took brandy, and he set the tray down on a table at Dyar’s elbow and went out.

She was still looking at him.

“Oh, it’s not going well,” he said. He would not say what he was sure she was waiting for him to say: “How does he keep going?”

“Not at all. It never has.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Dyar.

“There’s no need to be. If it had gone well I daresay he wouldn’t have sent for you. He’d have had just about all he could manage by himself. As it is, I expect he needs you far more.”

Dyar made a puzzled face. “I don’t follow that.”

Daisy looked pleased. “Tangier, Tangier,” she said. “You’ll follow soon enough, my pet.”

They heard voices in the hall.

“You’ll be wanting a good many books to read, I should think,” she said. “Do feel free to borrow anything here that interests you. Of course there’s a circulating library run by the American Legation that’s far better than the English library. But they take ages to get the new books.”

“I don’t read much,” said Dyar.

“But my dear lamb, whatever are you going to do all day? You’ll be bored to distraction.”

“Oh, well. Jack——”

“I doubt it,” she said. “I think you’ll be alone from morning to night every day.”

The voices were no longer audible. “They’ve gone into the kitchen,” she said. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, held it up to her.

“No, thank you. I have some. But seriously, I can’t think what you’ll do all day, you know.” She felt in her bag and withdrew a small gold case.

“I’ll probably have work to do,” he replied, getting a match to the end of her cigarette before she could lift her lighter.

She laughed shortly, blew out the flame, and seized his hand, the match still between his fingers. “Let me see that hand,” she said, puffing on her cigarette. Dyar smiled and held his palm out stiffly for her to examine. “Relax it,” she said, drawing the hand nearer to her face.

“Work!” she scoffed. “I see no sign of it here, my dear Mr. Dyar.”

He was incensed. “Well, it’s a liar, then. Work is all I’ve ever done.”

“Oh, standing in a bank, perhaps, but that’s so light it wouldn’t show.” She looked carefully, pushing the flesh of the hand with her fingers. “No. I see no sign of work. No sign of anything, to be quite honest. I’ve never seen such an empty hand. It’s terrifying.” She looked up at him.

Again he laughed. “You’re stumped, are you?”

“Not at all. I’ve lived in America long enough to have seen a good many American hands. All I can say is that this is the worst.”

He pretended great indignation, withdrawing his hand forcibly. “What do you mean, worst?” he cried.

She looked at him with infinite concern in her eyes. “I mean,” she said, “that you have an empty life. No pattern. And nothing in you to give you any purpose. Most people can’t help following some kind of design. They do it automatically because it’s in their nature. It’s that that saves them, pulls them up short. They can’t help themselves. But you’re safe from being saved.”

“A unique specimen. Is that it?”

“In a way.” She searched his face questioningly for a moment. “How odd,” she murmured presently. This empty quality in him pleased her. It was rather as if he were naked—not defenceless, exactly—merely unclothed, ready to react, and she found it attractive; men should be like that. But it struck her as strange that she should think so.

“How odd what?” he inquired. “That I should be unique?” He could see that she believed all she was saying, and since it was flattering to have the attention being paid him, he was ready to argue with her, if necessary, just to prolong it.

“Yes.”

“I’ve never been able to believe all this astrology and palmistry business,” he said. “It doesn’t hold water.”

She did not answer, and so he continued. “Let’s leave hands for a minute and get down to personalities.” The brandy was warming him; he felt far from ill now. “You mean you think each individual man’s life is different and has its own pattern, as you call it?”

“Yes, of course.”

“But that’s impossible!” he cried. “It stands to reason. Just look around you. There never was any mass production to compare with the one that turns out human beings—all the same model, year after year, century after century, all alike, always the same person.” He felt a little exalted at the sound of his own voice. “You might say there’s only one person in the world, and we’re all it.”

She was silent for a moment; then she said: “Rubbish.” What he was saying made her vaguely angry. She wondered if it were because she resented his daring to express his ideas at all, but she did not think it was that.

“Look, my pet,” she said in a conciliatory tone, “just what do you want in life?”

“That’s a hard question,” he said slowly. She had taken the wind out of his sails. “I suppose I want to feel I’m getting something out of it.”

She was impatient. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

“I want to feel I’m alive, I guess. That’s about all.”

“Great God in heaven! Give me some more brandy.”

They let the subject drop, turning to the storm and the climate in general. He was thinking that he should have answered anything that came to mind: money, happiness, health, rather than trying to say what he really meant. As an accompaniment to these thoughts there recurred the image of his room back at the Hotel de la Playa, with its spotted bedspread, its washstand that gurgled.

“He has nothing, he wants nothing, he is nothing,” thought Daisy. She felt she ought to be sorry for him, but somehow he did not evoke pity in her—rather, a slight rancour which neutralized her other emotions. Finally she stood up. “We must see what has happened to Luis and Jack.”

They found them in the drawing-room talking.

“Which eucalyptus was it?” said Daisy. “I know it was one of them.”

The Marqués frowned. “The great one by the gate. It’s not the whole tree. Only one branch, but a big one, the one overhanging the road. The road is blocked.”

“Why do they always manage to fall into the road?” demanded Daisy.

“I don’t know,” said Wilcox. “But it screws me up fine. How am I going to get out of here?”

She laughed merrily. “You and Mr. Dyar,” she said, with very clear enunciation, “will spend the night, and in the morning you’ll call for a taxi. It’s that simple.”

“Out of the question,” said Wilcox irritably.

“I assure you no taxi will come now, in this weather. That goes without saying. And it’s eight kilometres to walk.”

He had no answer to this.

“There are plenty of rooms for just such emergencies. Now, stop fretting and make me a whisky and soda.” She turned to Dyar and beamed.

When she had been served, Wilcox said shortly: “What about it, Dyar? Same for you?” Dyar looked quickly at him, saw that he seemed annoyed. “Please.” Wilcox handed him his drink without turning to face him. “That’s easy,” Dyar thought. “He’s afraid I’m getting on too well with her.”

They talked about the house. “You must come back sometime during the daylight and see the rose garden,” said Daisy. “We have the most divine rose garden.”

“But what you’ve really got to see is that glass bedroom,” said Wilcox, leaning back in his chair and yawning toward the ceiling. “Have you seen that?”

The Marqués laughed uncomfortably.

“No, he hasn’t,” Daisy said. She rose, took Dyar’s arm. “Come along and see it. It’s a perfect opportunity. Jack and Luis will discuss the week’s bankruptcies.”

The bedroom reminded Dyar of a vast round greenhouse. He scuffed at the zebra skins scattered about on the shining black marble floor. The bed was very wide and low; its heavy white satin spread had been partially pulled back and the sheets were turned down. The place was a gesture of defiance against the elements that clamoured outside the glass walls; it made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. “Anybody could see in, I should think,” he ventured.

“If they can see all the way from Spain.” She stood staring down toward the invisible waves that broke on the rocks below. “This is my favourite room in the world,” she declared. “I’ve never been able to abide being away from the sea. I’m like a sailor, really. I take it for granted that salt water is the earth’s natural covering. I must be able to see it. Always.” She breathed deeply.

“What’s this act all about?” he thought.

“It’s a wonderful room,” he said.

“There are orange trees down in the garden. I call the place Hesperides because it’s here to this mountain that Hercules is supposed to have come to steal the golden apples.”

“Is that right?” He tried to sound interested and impressed. Since he had started on the whisky he had been sleepy. He had the impression that Wilcox and the Marqués would be coming upstairs any minute; when they came he felt that Daisy and he ought not to be found standing here in her bedroom in this tentative, absurd attitude. He saw her stifle a yawn; she had no desire to be showing him the room, anyway. It was merely to irk Wilcox, a game they were in together. It occurred to him then that it might be fun to play around a little with her, to see which way the wind was blowing. But he was not sure how to begin; she was a little overwhelming. Something like: “That’s a big bed for one small person.” She would probably reply: “But Luis and I sleep here, my dear.” Whatever he said or did she would probably laugh.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. He started a bit. “You’re sleepy, poor man. You’d like to go to bed.”

B

“Oh,” he said. “Well——”

A youngish woman hurried into the room, calling: “On peut entrer?” Her clothes were very wet, her face glistened with rain. She and Daisy began a lively conversation in French, scraps of which were thrown
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