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			To Ann and Alfred

		

	
		CHAPTER 1

		I am the first person in the house to awaken, but I am unsure of the implications. I can’t be absolutely certain, of course, whether everyone else is still sleeping, but the other two men in the room are breathing heavily and their hands are stretched out, curled or closed in positions that seem at once natural and improbable—in short, I doubt whether anyone would be clever enough to improvise such convincing gestures of repose. Moreover, their closed eyes are ringed with puffy circles and their lips are softly parted.

		As for the occupants of the other rooms, I have no way of knowing whether they’re asleep or even inside the house at all. No one is moving about, however; of that I can be quite confident, since the walls are thin and don’t run all the way up to the ceiling and the cottage is so small that no part of it is more than thirty feet away from my bed.

		I wonder what sort of impression I might make if I should go to the bathroom now? Perhaps no one would notice or care that I was the first to use it; perhaps people here are quite “natural” about bodily functions and find them humorous or, alternately, too trivial to mention. On the other hand, a carefully regulated procedure may govern the whole matter, and the men of the house may take turns in the order of their height, popularity or seniority.

		I simply must use the bathroom, no matter what the consequences may be. If I’m making a mistake, I strongly doubt whether anyone will reproach me directly. An air of permissiveness seems to be the rule, despite the fact that any impropriety is observed on all sides and endlessly joked about—lightly, casually and insistently. Last night, when Bob stood up after dinner, he walked around the room and, I imagine, felt uneasy about what he should do next. Summoning up his nerve, he said, to nobody in particular, “I guess I’ll stroll down to the hotel and dance for a while.” His statement drew no comments. He walked around the room once more and yawned in a distinctly forced way—not a real yawn at all but a rather poor copy. Then he left.

		As soon as his footsteps could be heard no longer, the men still at table burst into laughter. “Dance? How absurd! No one ever goes to the hotel until the stroke of midnight. But Bob’s always out of phase. For instance, I’ve told him again and again that the good people leave the hotel about two in the morning and return home. But he’s so literal-minded that he now leaves precisely at two, regardless of the conditions, regardless of the social nuances. Naturally, he’s been left out in the cold more than once, and then he becomes petulant and says to me, ‘But you told me two.’ I try to point out to him that he must scrutinize the mood of the crowd, keep his eye on important people, observe when they appear to be restless and likely to leave.”

		“That will never happen,” said Herbert, who, though often silent, unmistakably rules the cottage and may quite possibly be an important official. He, more than any of the other men in the cottage, has mastered the casual, permissive air; when I asked him last night if I should clear the table, he put an unfriendly, utterly cheerless hand on my shoulder and said, “But my dear fellow, do as you like. Who keeps track of these things? Everyone follows his own impulse and, amazingly, the house runs along all by itself.”

		“That will never happen,” Herbert was saying, “because Bob is quite lacking in the social instincts. But who needs them?” he asked, glancing at me. “He has other, more important qualities. I even find his ineptitude charming. Today I isolated a new mannerism in Bob: shall I call it the ‘yawning syndrome’?”

		Everyone urged Herbert to describe the syndrome. As the group leaned closer to the table (Herbert had judiciously lowered his voice), I served another round of coffee as silently as I could.

		“The ‘yawning syndrome’ occurs whenever Bob feels ill-at-ease, uncertain about going or coming, or when he’s aware of some tension he may have provoked in the company. At such times he ululates—no, perhaps that’s an unkind word. His voice heavily aspirant, his jaw dropped, his eyes averted, he sounds one high note and then slides down a ‘fifth,’ if you will forgive the technicality of my expression. I recognized the syndrome this morning and have been amused exactly six times since to see—or rather, hear—it in action.”

		Billy, Herbert’s houseboy, or perhaps secretary, valet or younger brother—I’m uncertain of his exact position and am careful to treat him respectfully, lest he turn out to be a person of some, even extraordinary, importance—Billy laughed convulsively and said, “You have swept that boy back.”

		Someone asked about this curious usage, and Billy explained quite cheerfully that “back” was the latest way of saying “thoroughly” at the hotel. “For instance, you might say, ‘I’m going to clean this house back,’ or, if you’re dressing up, ‘Tonight I’ll give you fashion back.’ ”

		I made a mental note of “back” and “give you fashion” and resolved to try them out when I’d be chatting with another newcomer (if that’s what I am); once the expressions fitted easily into my conversation, I would employ them with the other people, all the while remembering to emphasize the words slightly, ironically, since I suspected that hotel slang was considered amusing only so long as its impurity was acknowledged.

		I wasted little time over the words, however, before turning my attention to a more pressing question: was Billy’s remark (“I’m going to clean this house back”) a subtle hint sent indirectly from Herbert, or the group, to me, informing me of duties I had unwittingly neglected to perform? I dared not ask them point-blank, since I would only be told once again, “But my dear fellow, do as you like.”

		“Why do we put up with Bob?” someone asked Herbert laughingly. “He’s so ridiculous—dancing at eleven and yawning. And have you noticed the clever way he imagines he’s by-passed all the intricacies of fashion? Last night he announced that he intended to wear a green shirt and blue jeans all summer—that was to be his ‘trademark’ he told me with evident satisfaction. Not only is that a misguided and primitive notion of dress, a sort of packaging the product for easy recognition, but it also ignores any sort of a look we might want to achieve as a group. Not that I’m proposing we contrive little uniforms or anything, but there are times when one should accommodate one’s companions, and give them at least a little sartorial nod. If he were to wear all blue, for instance, I might choose a blue scarf as an allusion to his costume.”

		“More importantly,” Herbert said, “for Bob to persevere in green and blue shows no awareness of the change of weather or seasons. God knows I don’t demand conformity in clothes, but an eccentricity, to be noticeable at all, must be a rare and calculated exception. Of course, he has a perfect right to wear whatever he chooses. We mustn’t be petty.” Then he looked at all of us and slowly pushed his chin forward, like a pianist embarking on a new phrase. “As to your question, ‘Why do we put up with Bob?,’ I should have thought that nothing would be easier to do. He’s a charming young man. We are all equals now.”

		Herbert’s closing words, delivered almost inaudibly, arose as unexpectedly out of the drift of his argument as a human arm out of the waves at night. The room was filled with the sound of scraping chairs as the men rose. Herbert crossed the room and ascended the three steps that led to the cottage’s higher level, turned right and switched on a dim lamp behind the bamboo blinds. He sat on the edge of his cot and read a book.

		The man who asked “Why do we put up with Bob?” was in disgrace; he left the house immediately but, I noticed, neglected to pull the door all the way shut behind him. Had the others seen this new impropriety, I wondered.

		Someone put on a record of Mozart’s “Dissonant” string quartet and this comment on the state of affairs in our house was not wasted on me. I cleared the table and did the dishes. One of the older men volunteered to dry for me, but I assured him that I loved to do dishes because I found it so restful. I’m hoping he believed me. How I would enjoy having my own chore, a definite assignment—but I doubt if they’ll give me one. As I slid the dishes into the suds, wiped them with a cloth, rinsed them and then examined them to make sure they were really clean before transferring them to the draining rack, my hands were shaking so much I was afraid of dropping something. Would they then ask me why I was so nervous? What would I say? Fortunately I completed the task without mishap. As I hung the towel beside the stove to dry, I hummed a song—the same song Herbert had hummed when he had done the dishes after lunch. I didn’t know its title; I certainly hope it was as appropriate to eleven in the evening as it must have been to two-thirty in the afternoon!

		“Why so cheerful?” one of the men asked me, touching my shoulder.

		“It’s so pleasant being here,” I said, “away from everything. I don’t know. There’s just a nice atmosphere in the house right now, don’t you think?”

		I was apprehensive that he might misconstrue my remark to mean that at other times the atmosphere was less than pleasant, but he only nodded, smiled and glanced at the other men who were sitting on the long narrow sofa. They were all reading what appeared to be copies of the same book. At least the covers were identical: purple cloth with gold lettering on the binding. From the top of each volume dangled what I took to be a bookmark—a single strand of carved wooden beads attached to a red silk tassel.

		The reading period continued for half an hour. I was quite at a loss as to how to occupy myself. Was I expected to read something as well, and if so, what? I didn’t see an extra purple book lying around, and if I had I wouldn’t by any means have assumed automatically that it had been provided for my study. As the minutes passed by, I sat on a high stool in the kitchen, sipped a cup of coffee and studied the white whorls ingrained in the pink plastic top of the counter, hoping by my reticence and downcast eyes to set whirling like a top the dizzying and powerful contradiction of being at one and the same time both the bored modern young man vacantly sipping his coffee and the earnest acolyte humbly waiting for admission at the gates of the temple. I think my ruse worked well.

		Through the screen I saw Herbert lay his book aside and rise from his cot. He came to the head of the stairs and said, “Shouldn’t we be getting ready for the hotel?”

		“Really, so soon?” I asked, risking all. “What time is it?”

		“Eleven-thirty,” Herbert said, “and we all have to shower and shave still.”

		“Eleven-thirty!” I exclaimed. “The time really flies here.”

		Herbert smiled. “It does, doesn’t it? I’m going to take my shower first, if nobody objects.”

		As he closed the bathroom door behind him, I gave a sigh of relief, reassured that I had won a smile from Herbert. My luck with him eased for a moment the tension in my shoulders. I saw that by lying low and observing closely and acting with tact and occasional verve, one could advance on the island—but I feared my energy would give out at any second now. I was very, very tired.

		Herbert had left his book on the kitchen counter. I opened it and read: “When the prince descends from the boat, shining in white, everyone kneels. From then until dark the Old Code is in effect. All traditional forms are observed.” In the margin Herbert had written, “Tedious but shrewd.”

		After all the other men in the house had finished using the bathroom, I took my turn. No sooner had I sat on the toilet, however, than someone knocked on the door and asked me if I would be long. “A while,” I said. “Is it an emergency?”

		“Oh, no. Take your time. I left a scarf in there, but I can get it later.”

		Despite his reassurances, my bowels froze, and I was unable to perform, if that is the word. The door to the bathroom was quite thin and couldn’t be locked, and although the walls did run all the way to the ceiling in this one room, I felt exposed. Every cough, every footstep sounded like my own. I rose from my thankless task, tore off a sheet of toilet paper, crumpled it and flushed it. Completing the mock ceremony—sitting, straining, wiping—fitted in perfectly with my resolve to go through all the proper motions, even if they were done in private and in vain. I wondered how many days it had been since my bowels had moved. Only one? Two? Three? I had no way of knowing.

		After I had transferred my host of toilet things from my case to the washstand and to a table beside the sink, I became vaguely uneasy about having my own property scattered around in this room we all shared. What if I forgot something? Even as I applied lather to my face and changed razor blades, even as I was shaving, I kept repeating to myself, “Don’t forget to put the deodorant back into the case, don’t forget the hand-mirror, the blue and brown bottles, the pumice stone, the nail clipper, the cotton, the toothpaste and the toothbrush, or the cologne.” After I named each article, my free hand (the left) flew out to touch it, to draw it a fraction of an inch closer to me and to the case where it must soon return. My eyes darted to my reflection. I shaved a stroke, then a floorboard squeaked outside the door and I reached out to the hand-mirror which was lying flat on the table beside me, a circle holding the reflection of a bare lightbulb. I pulled the mirror closer; the lightbulb slipped out of the circle and a plaster crack on the ceiling slipped in to take its place. I was quite relieved when I had finally finished my toilette and could herd my straying charges back into the fold. I wiped the bowl, the toilet seat and floor with several sheets of toilet paper, which I then flushed (would the others wonder why I had flushed the toilet twice? Would they either silently or vocally, privately or openly, speculate on the meaning of the second flush?).

		“Sorry to be so long,” I said to the man who had knocked earlier.

		“Yeah,” he said jocularly, “what took you so long?”

		“Oh, you know me.”

		But I couldn’t be certain that he did know me. If he replied, “Yeah, you always do take your time in there,” I would have ascertained both that we had known each other for a while and that I was usually slow in getting out of the bathroom; I would have a bit of a past and one characteristic. If, on the other hand, he had said, “You’re not usually so slow” or “Herbert’s told me you’re a dawdler,” I would have new clues to build on. Unfortunately he said nothing but only smiled.

		At the stroke of midnight our group, freshly groomed and faultlessly dressed, left the cottage and proceeded to the hotel, thrilled yet pretending to be reserved, like legacy-hunters attending a deathbed. My white shirt and white pants fitted so perfectly that I could only assume that they belonged to me. In selecting clothes after my shower I had been forced to decide which of the cabinet drawers in the bedroom contained my belongings. One of my roommates was extremely tall, and I had seen at a glance that the top drawer must be his: the shirts were marked L for “large” (I’m only guessing that’s what L means—it could be an initial, of course) and the underwear was marked 35, presumably the number of inches around the man’s waist. The middle drawer, I had reason to believe, was my other roommate’s; I saw in it the two bracelets he had worn during dinner and the “devotional” reading period. That left the bottom drawer.

		I opened it with eagerness and amusement, since I hoped that its contents would reveal something about my own taste. If luck was on my side, I might even find a memento of some trip I had taken or historic occasion I had witnessed. I was bitterly disappointed when I saw nothing but a blaze of anonymous white. White slacks, white shirts, a black comb, white socks, white underwear and a pair of comical wire spectacles framing yellow glass circles. I held the glasses to my eyes. They did nothing to improve my vision, and I concluded they were merely an eccentric prop. For an instant an image, or perhaps a memory, flashed through my mind of me, a laugh a minute, convulsing a crowd on the palace steps, peering over my spectacles with mock-reproach and then pulling them off, suddenly serious, no, romantic, lacing arms with a silent woman, yes, hurrying her away, looking back at the others from the corner, flashing them a last elusive grin, the glasses now dangling from my belt and forming shiny amber drops against the chalky fabric of my pants as I vanished with the woman, the two of us as white and glamorous as gardenias.

		But I dropped them back in the drawer—I wasn’t ready to deal with all the remarks the spectacles might invite.

		As we continued walking, we could hear the relentless duet of the singers at the hotel across the harbor. As the voices climbed higher, they became louder and sharper. The hollow sound of our footfalls on the boardwalk was nearly drowned out by the clear, impassioned boy sopranos. The chimes and drums—performing older, more decorous music in the dimly lit palace, which was in fact quite a bit closer to us—could scarcely be heard. After we had walked about another block, the boys’ voices had become so distinct that I could pick out words, or almost. “Blood” and a soft falling away on “seizing …” and something like “Return now, it’s night.” But I couldn’t be certain of the words because by now the boys were shouting at the top of their register and the dialect they sang was hard for me to understand.

		The hotel deck was brightly lit and swarming with people. One man was wearing a gauze gown printed with blown-up photographs of black insects; a centipede crawled up his chest, its mandibles under his chin, and a fly was draped over either shoulder. Two women had shared their costumes; each wore the halter that matched the other’s skirt. A boy was leaning against the rail, his back to us, with three dark plumes stuck into his hair. Six or seven men were dressed in white, like me. What does that signify, I wondered. Is white an indication of age or position or bachelorhood, or what? Fortunately there were enough of us in white to keep me from drawing any special notice and yet not so many that I needed to feel common.

		Before we reached the hotel, we had passed the palace. I permitted myself only one glance at the low, rambling edifice. Candles glowed behind bamboo shades, glinting on what seemed to be brass or silver instruments (surely those long, short and shorter metal bars were part of a gamelan or a standing xylophone). No one was moving about inside. The solemn, dull music had stopped. Books with purple bindings and gold lettering lined five shelves of a little porch just outside the gate.

		Leaving behind the oppressive palace, we turned the corner, and as the hotel came into view again and was now only a few feet away, a new song began. I spotted the boy singers standing on a platform on the other side of a half-opened sliding glass door. They were wearing rough country clothes, heavily embroidered (perhaps wedding costumes of some sort); their long black hair was so wet from perspiration that it had curled into tight, unruly knots. As they waited for the three old musicians to finish playing the introduction, they stared out over the heads of the dancing crowd, their eyes betraying exhaustion or fear. Once they started singing, however, they were transformed. It was a love duet, and these two children, no more than ten years old, bored, tired or frightened as they might have been, slid with no discernible preparation or hesitation into their parts: the boy on the left was a sly rogue, smoothly seducing the boy on the right, who was cast as the timid girl. Like puppets the twins executed broad, unambiguous gestures that had been reduced to the expressive minimum, and like puppets their faces never changed but rather stiffened into a leer and a look of virginal modesty. True, their words were slurred and their dialect unfamiliar, but nonetheless I gathered that the lyric concerned a request for a kiss which, once granted, became a plea for an embrace and so on. At each step the rogue invented some innocent reason or other that would excuse the new intimacy he was seeking. In the end, after the virgin had given all her favors, the rogue ran off. The stage lights dimmed on the villain and brightened on the wronged girl. A minor chord was struck, and she launched into a long lament. Despite the absurd plot and dialogue that had gone before, the solo was quite moving.

		Herbert and all the other members of my cottage stopped talking with friends and acquaintances and clustered near the singers’ podium to hear what I later learned was called in hotel slang the “fatalia.” The boy was obviously blinded by the poetry of this particular fatalia, for he took no notice of the powerful men gathered at his feet. His heavily made-up eyes glistened as though wet with tears; his high voice—that boy’s voice which sounds mysterious because it’s so matter-of-fact, divine because human—expressed all the despair of a broken heart. Indeed, his impersonation of adult (and feminine) grief was so convincing that it was with a momentary shock that I saw his hand, glittering with rubies though small and dirty, yank at his embroidered collar the way boys do, tug it open and scratch, unconcernedly, the smooth skin stretched over his clavicle. This unplanned, childish movement belied the sorrow in his voice and eyes and yet made it all the more specific, as though the singer were a medium, possessed by a tragedy queen.

		I had no idea whether it was good form or bad to speak to Herbert in this assemblage, but after the fatalia and the applause had ended I approached Herbert and said, “Did you see that? Did you notice, when he was comparing his unhappiness to—”

		“Oh,” Herbert said, placing a hand on mine, “so you saw it too: shall I call it ‘the clavicle’?”

		“Yes!” I exclaimed, nodding and probably smiling too broadly, “precisely: ‘the clavicle.’ ”

		“A delightful moment. Shall I call for paper and ink?”

		“Well, yes,” I said, not knowing what was in store for me but eager to oblige.

		If Herbert gave someone a signal then, it was virtually imperceptible, or was the sort of movement or sound one doesn’t usually consider a signal. Nevertheless, by the time we had reached the far table under the awning on the deck, a small leather case lay open in front of two canvas chairs and in it was paper of every color, size and texture as well as several writing instruments. “We must dash off our poems without delay,” Herbert whispered, “or else everyone will have forgotten ‘the clavicle’ and our words will seem obscure and ridiculous.”

		“My mind’s a blank,” I said. “I would be very grateful if you did something first and let me see it.”

		Herbert nodded, never guessing that what I wanted from him was a lesson in the most basic conventions: the number of syllables, rhymes and so on.

		As Herbert thought out his verse, I watched the boy sopranos share a cigarette. They were on a break and had been invited aboard a white yacht that was moored to the dock not more than twenty feet away from where we were sitting. Two uniformed crew members were passing trays of food to the boys and to an older woman and man; none of them was talking. All they did was glance periodically at the night sky, at the water (as black and faceted as coal) and, superciliously, at the ordinary people strolling down the boardwalk. The boat was named The Doris.

		Seized suddenly by a thought, Herbert tore a page from the leather case—a pale yellow sheet so thin it was translucent—and scrawled across it in violent strokes of the blackest ink. Contemptuously he pushed it toward me:

		
			Rubies shiver and a child’s impassioned hand
Rises, touches skin the color of a wedding band,
But those eyes were born to weep or give command.

		

		“What perfect taste!” I exclaimed. “How delicately handled—and yet, at the same time, how strong!” Herbert smiled at my praise, a quicker and more heartfelt smile than he may have intended; I had won my second smile from him in a day. Delicacy and strength, delicacy and strength … that must be the combination he’s striving for. He summoned a messenger to the table, who stood silently by, waiting for my poem. I was alarmed to see that like me he was dressed in white—were he and I, then, on the same footing?—until I noticed a black pin, a maple leaf, clipped to his sleeve. My own sleeve, I observed, was innocent of all badges.

		I took another look at Herbert’s poem. Not terrible, I thought, but strained and unmusical, the work of a well-educated man devoid of talent. The only good thing in it is the wedding band, and that obviously was suggested by the rhyme (though “the color of the land” would have been a more likely, if less happy, choice). I felt under great pressure to better it, but in such a way as would be apparent only to another poet, a poem that would strike Herbert as actually inferior to his own offering. Each line trochaic pentameter with a masculine ending; a rhymed triplet; why must there be a messenger standing here? Or is he a messenger? Perhaps a friend. I must empty my mind of all distractions and concentrate on my poem (vain resolution, the mind will not be emptied). And I suppose I must compose the verses in my mind, since, for all I know, custom demands that the first draft be the last.

		Can I do anything with the boy-as-a-medium idea? Clavicle—a play on words? On what: clavichord? Not good enough, not on center. Too pedantic. And clavichord is so unusual a word for such a short form that it could only be sustained in the closing line, where it would derail the train of thought. Can the medium then be implied without stating it? Make it a metaphor rather than a simile.

		The messenger worked a plain green band down one finger until it passed both knuckles and was resting on his nail; then he worked it back in place. What if the boy’s skin was the color of that wedding band, I thought, and laughed inwardly. One of the sopranos had risen and walked to the prow of the yacht. I feared that the boys would return to the podium before they had received our tributes.

		The obvious climax to the poem is to put the boy’s scratching at the end. But Herbert avoided that solution, and I suppose I’d be considered crude if I grabbed for it now that he’s passed it by. What I must do is prove, to any connoisseur who might read my work, that my poem is more direct, modest and original than Herbert’s (I presume the poems will be passed around among the good people; sending them to the singers must be only a formality. They probably can’t read. They’ll hand the poems over to their hosts on The Doris, who will recognize Herbert’s distinctive hand and style and immediately start showing our verses to everyone. Yes, that must be Herbert’s plan; he’s counting on the fact that the boys can’t read).

		Tentatively I pull a sheet of heavy red paper from the leather case. I haven’t the faintest idea what I mean by my red paper, but
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