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Thoughts on Son of Eve

This is a book about men—working men. So how could it be that I, a feminist steeped in literature that explores the souls of women, love this book so much? I think it is primarily because Melvin Litton is writing consciously about men. Laureled writers like John Updike and Salmon Rushdie think they are writing about people, when they are really writing about men. Their women are as flat and flimsy as the pages upon which they are written. Litton is clear in his intentions to write about men. Not that there aren’t a few women in his stories—they snap into focus, portrayed in their fullness, like Diana in “Haunted Day,” an abused young mother who won’t leave her husband, but finally flees when she vividly imagines ghosts.  Litton, however, in most of these stories is choosing to explore what it means to be a man destined to farm, to build, to go to war, to marry well or poorly and finally face his own death. He is writing about men, but he is writing for people.

Here is a collection of stories, conversations, and an essay that vary in their form from the rambling, stream of consciousness nightmare of a guilty drunk in the title story, “Son of Eve”, to an elegantly crafted suspense tale of an unwitting and witless racist prank gone wrong in “Snakes!”. Sometimes the writing is pressured and florid, like Thomas Wolfe’s memories in Look Homeward, Angel, “Still, an uncertain sadness quarreled in his thoughts, indistinct as two children quarreling behind a barn, faint and defiant as a distal, nostalgic scream,” he writes of a young man fleeing his failures in “Black Moon.” Sometimes it is the unembellished, terse conversations of men sitting around the small-town barbershop.

Paradoxes abound. Litton returns often to the Western Kansas plains, where he can elicit a melancholy nostalgia writing about kids skipping stones on a pond in “The Ever Pond,” or a rare sighting of Northern Lights in “Winter Memory.” He can just as easily glide from sweet memories to description of the menacing shadow that haunts the “dirt farmers blown to the wind. For there was a bitter pulse about the land and in himself if he’d admit it, an angry sullen spirit which knew of other harvests left unfinished and other lives left untapped.” As the title “Son of Eve” promises, the stories mix the sacred and the profane. A radio preacher quotes Acts 11:29 in which the disciples, every man according to his ability, send relief to Judea, the distribution being made to everyone, according as he has need.  “That there is Communist Russia,” spits the stingy farmer Ross, to which his friend mildly replies, “Actually, Ross, I think it’s from the Bible.”  The profane is there in the book as well, from a long description of desperate sex to a veteran describing briefly the heat he experienced as “hot as two rats fucking in a wool sock.”

I chose not to read these stories in order, and I suggest you should do the same.  The first story “Son of Eve’” is so dense and horrifying in its imagery that one could easily be dissuaded from continuing. In the middle of it, I skipped to the next few stories to catch my breath and cleanse my mind before going back to it. After meeting some of the gentle or world-weary or hardened characters in the next few stories, I felt like I understood the nightmares of the old man in the titular story. I savored the rest of the stories, eager to see the recurring personalities and the Kansas towns clinging to life on the flinty land. Of all of them “Snakes!” stands out as one of the best of the thousands of short stories I’ve read. The reader follows the arc of wariness and determination of the young Black man on a construction crew giving way to hopefulness of acceptance to the horrified understanding that the seemingly harmless and humorless racism of his crewmates is founded in an intractable hatred.

I’m a psychologist who studies creative people, so a few years ago I asked Melvin to allow my research team to interview him about his career path as a writer and his writing process. He courteously declined, saying he wasn’t sure he was ready to analyze all that.  I’ve known many writers who are protective of their process, feeling that while the end product of creation is robust, but the idiosyncratic methods used can be as fragile as spinning glass at the end of a torch. So, I was delighted to come to the final essay, in which Litton actually describes how and why he writes! The way he alternates the muscular, exhausting work of construction during summers with his winter immersion in the recalled and imagined world of his stories seemed to me to account for the polarities of his work. Summer/winter, labor/dreaming, child-like wonder/elder wisdom reconcile in these compelling tales.

Barbara Kerr, Ph.D.

November 11, 2021

 

Distinguished Professor of Counseling Psychology, University of Kansas

(Author of Smart Girls, Letters to the Medicine Man, and Smart Boys)


SON OF EVE

Rained the day…evening sighs through the gutter down the river to the sea. Night darkens to a medieval sky, high-arched and domed, revealing stalactite drippings above the city’s tall phallic forms. The silence monastic, damp and chilling, like the seepage of rainwaters rushing to the sewers. A brief lull and again clouds thicken and lower like a giant maw threatening to consume all to a cavernous depth as earth, wind, fire, and rain join in virulent swirl towards an unmitigated hour of finality. Lightning fissures the night in blind maniacal reach while a random bolt strikes down rousing a fetal breath from the mud…a lapsed breath of dream and terror, not quite flesh or heartbeat, faint, emergent, a lone shadow of growing intent and will.

A high slithered moon glints dimly as burly clouds shoulder across the sky while gargoyles crouched in stone spew water from roof gutters into the street below. An old city for it holds the bones of dead long forgotten; and large for it contains those unknown to any. A harbor in an upper bay held by a strip of land from a broad cold ocean throbs and sloshes with refuse, sewage, and other wastes flooding from infernos of industry and inland regions stretching through a continent of numbing toil and fervent greed. An old city, leave it nameless as the street in a quarter largely forgotten, intersected by a series of railroad tracks west, warehouses and harbor to the east.

As the storm ebbs a man steps down from a warehouse, another leaves his labor by the docks, yet another stands in wait, walks a few paces then turns, observes a cat in slant prowl, a skiff of wind.

A fog of distant time and doings rolls in beneath lamps lit here and there, many then few, as a chorus to a whisper. Whether of tallow or gas-touched flame or electrons streaming to a glowing filament trapped in glass, the light-born sediment filters down over the damp brick street trailing off through the mortared rubble. And where it leads matters little to what pends and waits. And when, whether at the end or the beginning of a decade or century, matters even less.

A shadow evolves, undulant, briefly taking edge and shape…there in the periphery… no, closer yet… then nothing. The man that paused to note the cat now turns his collar and hunches his neck to the chill behind, peers another moment then continues on. But the shadow stands with the sudden force of mud, blood, tallow, and electron to seize and suck his breath, absorb his flesh and form then drop his skin like an empty sack to the curb. A skin-sack the cat flits past…at which a skinny dog sniffs and howls.

Now it walks, the shadow, the cat following at a grainy distance, instinctual, somehow tandem to this dark figure of indeterminate guise, bearing his mark as ever. Call him Cain. He rounds a corner, down another ruined street towards a haze of bluish light humming between violet and red. Drawing near, he pauses by the arched alcove of a boarded building, the entrance strewn with glass shards and empty bottles—he grasps one up, fondly, as if beholding a lost soul. In the grottoed depths another dark figure huddles, slowly unwinds its limbs and extends a grimy hand, nails jagged, palms rough and calloused. The whole of him as if sinewed of jerked meat and dry tendon, rank of urine and filth, his clothes crusted to his skin like burlap rotted to the ground. A croaked laugh reveals two yellow teeth decaying in the spittle next his gray tongue.

“Har-ack! Haw…!” Throat cleared, finding voice, “D’I know ye?” he asks of the one standing, wormy eyes rolling up in squint of the dim figure, peering in question, as if only just risen, unearthed in rude awakening to light and air.

“Yes, old Laz. Known…but not remembered.”

“Laz?”

“Lazarus you are.”

“And you?”

“Cain. I have come…from the mud.”

The wormy eyes widen in wonder—“But…why? How is this?”

“That I leave you to ponder…as the stem does the seed…as the bottle, to the last tincture.” He stands motionless, silent, then asks, “Have you no words? You once had words, profound words to share.”

The other closes his eyes and groans, “No, no…I have only profound thirst.”

“If watered, would it flower?”

A sly grin spreads the withered lips, “Nay, only thirst anew.”

“Then ponder this”—offering him the bottle filled in the instant.

“Ah…” Laz takes it reverently in both hands, one in support, the other at the neck, then pops the cork and tips to savor, his lips moist, supple, his eyes clear in recognition. “This I know…brew of the wine-dark sea…where gods might play and all enchanted things hatch out, pearly shells and mermaid visions…” He takes a long lusty drink then asks, “Like a pull?”

“Perhaps later.”

“Later will be too late.”

“Then drink less and savor more.”

“No, I drink too little as is. Too much time to think. Dry day and night, through slip time and deep gone. Moon in cycle, earth in spin. Too much time to think…” He rests the bottle and casts his eyes, once more confused. “Too many multiples, you, me, this…” He looks to his hand, “Nothing here, really…nothing specific. Just ailing flesh that sustains thirst. When young and mostly sober, I read many things. There’s a space opposite, under, in between…beyond what we sense and see. Yet is here…here, in the cup of my hand…” Again he shows his hapless grin and repeats, “Here, in the cup of my hand. And in that space, a tiny speck, a mere mote in the cosmic blizzard. It exists here, there, enters and exits in a blink. Yet far away to China…even to the last star…its exact twin, another wee atom, dances the same and dies. Not one, not two, all multiples of the very thing. The first thing.”

“Which is?”

“Thirst, always thirst. Lust, hunger, greed… pride…the everlasting me. All are thirst. When I thirst, every throat in every city thirsts. And when I drink all the wine stomped in vintage goes down the ol’ gullet. Heh-heh-heh!” He chugs fully and gasps, slurring his words. “See? All mul’ples, frien’ Cain.”

“No, old Laz, there’s only one of you.”

The other squints again in question, “Frien’ Cain, I see thee…but don’ recall?”

“No, of me memory has no claim…”

Leave mind, wine, and breath to ponder the is, was, and yet to be, like the many layers beneath the pavement walked and the walls and supporting structures on either side to the far corner down alley and street…the maze of all the lives lost, taken, tossed away amid the grim chiaroscuro, the charcoaled gradations of hope and despair.

This once a thriving row of gin joints, jazz, and festive girls in flapper skirts and bobbed hair, their painted lips thrilling flesh and eye. All long past and gone, quiet, hardly sang of, only remnants like posters torn and faded in the wind and rain, here and there an all-night diner or strip-joint featuring ill-formed flesh in rude parody of the high burlesque once matching dance and Eros like faint perfume and fine wine sipped and savored, not spit into or gulped down. Now the haunt of shiftless fools, laborers, and thieves, where they and others, mostly sailors, port their weary lust and fatigue. The timeless sailor, furloughed a week, hear him now, conjured by Cain stirring air and time, gathering elements to forge a task, drawing the sailor from the sea, her hypnotic cresting and fathomless depths, to swill each cup and down each bottle, ship-wrecked, marooned night after night, from bar to bar, in myth and song, his voice booming out a side-street tavern, smoke and raucous laughter lacing to the sultry air:

“There be no time gone from shore, all ticking ceased, all centuries one to the watery waste, the night ’n storm. I’ve hoist sails…canvas cracking like cannon shot in a black wind, seas roaring o’er the deck, all submerged then up again, I roped to the wheel, sucking ocean through me pores, spewing sea-foam till my teeth glint scales, my ears shrink to gills and my limbs form tail ’n fin to steer us back on course, breasting wave on wave, buoyant in the palm o’ the Lord…!”

Buoyant like the street on which the passer walks, Cain, shadow now man, to most eyes hardly seen, merging with varying forms over strata and ravage of time. The cat, an old tom, dull yellow, trails at his heels, fur hung loose like a torn sweater, large as the woods breed, only this an alley kind with tuft ears gnarled like a fighter’s, left eye milky-white, blinded by a claw, the right clear and golden, prescient as glass, keen to every footfall and where. They continue on as harbor waters lap nearby, as coal cars couple and de-latch in bullish clang and rut, in search of another to conjure, an innocent, yet filled with need. Through a weave of streets trafficked over, trod upon, here a footprint stamped alongside thousands of others who have passed, ghosts of tragedy and passion, where nearly three centuries have been woven, are frayed and rewoven, blood dried and aged, eroding like rust in the gutters. And here in a quarter once genteel, a memory ghost replays like old film fragments starkly etched and voiced…

At an upper window in amber light stands a young girl clutching a lace drape. Breathing in the night air, drawn by far sounds and mysteries, she probes the ruffles of her nightgown in yearning for the taut flesh to tear her maiden velum and burn into her thighs. But her father notices, places a subtle hand to her shoulder and speaks:

“My daughter…the night offers brief repast, snare of common fools. Leave it, for there is blood and ‘the’ blood…the promise of an eternal feast. Leave said darkness to the animals, for they are innocent of sin, and we are not.” 

There’s a flush to her cheeks as she lowers her eyes in shy waver between pleasure and guilt. Her father’s whiskers softly brush her flesh as he whispers to her ear:

“To bed with you, my darling. Sweet dreams…” They exchange endearing smiles, a kiss, and she passes to her bedroom followed by his gaze. The window darkens, again boarded over as the memory dissolves though the cluttered night…

Below, Cain walks on while the cat lingers by.

A tired little man trips off the curb and crosses the street where raspy jazz and coarse burlesque play to the eye and ear. With each step the little man stumbles like one continually stepping off an unexpected stair, his left leg crimped shorter than his right. Passing beneath a lamp, he staggers, his shadow leaps to the far wall, flushing a rat down the alley as a car idles past in rivulets of color fading in the dark.

Further on, from a gauzy depth, neon flashes “Dancing Girls” and “Drinks” to draw the numb flesh to tempting promise and sensation. There the yellow cat awaits the tired little man, sits in watch as if guarding a portal where by its subtle glance one gains entrance, or mute as the Sphinx, indifferent, it bids them pass. A place of no address that appears intermittently depending on the wayfarer’s tread and the old tom’s whim: if the cat so chooses the sidewalk opens and a stair descends to the Under Cave, named by a neon sign in blue glow upon a brick wall bearing coal tar and grout from a prior century. At the cat’s exit it closes; when the cat reappears, it opens. Ghostly, erratic, yet real as a heartbeat in pause, whether to enter or pass. Like the little man now enlarged below the neon letters spelling “Under Cave” and “Girls Wanted”—enlarged like his shadow cast to the near wall, and no longer in limp, but striding full fleshed and lusty as his laugh as he throws back his head in jaunt down the stairs after the yellow cat to the sublevel hold, entering a whale’s belly of din and pleasure. No longer a tired little clerk or scrivener, but bold and gutsy, mug in hand.

Gas-flamed wall torches throw phantasms over the low-vaulted ceiling, crudely bricked, an old sewer walled-off and filled with froth and voice of human kin. Already scent-clad flesh struts the bar top, though hardly a girl, broad and fat as the bass notes thumping from a torn tweed amp, strings plucked indifferently by a mute black man who smiles nonetheless bemused as she snaps her G-string and tosses a black-rose pastie to the boisterous crowd of bulged eyes and bared teeth, hands reaching anxious to stuff wadded bills in the privy folds of her flesh. She ignores all, fixing her want on the wiry old sax player stepping onto the bar, bent over his instrument, blaring his soul into its brassy depths, its surface pitted, scared like the player’s sweaty face, but the notes play like his heart, vital and erotic, thrusting his orifice to hers as she spreads her tattooed thighs, dripping musk honey to the throaty depth in ecstatic moan to the throng that cheers her on…while beyond the garish chorus beat the drums—snare, hi-hat, and kick, their once black satin finish, dulled, chipped, and cracked like the dark smile of the hulking player seated next the bass-man, his sticks a blur of air one moment, then sharp on rim, skins dimpled by pulsing rhythms played through countless nights, his expression jaded and sullen as if he sets the tempo that marks each tide.

And now a lull in rhythm as the tall, dark-suited patron, Maître d’, quiets all with raised hand and asks, “What will you have…?”—slender, ceremonious, like a priest sans collar, his white-blonde hair fluffed back on top and sides, brows thinly etched, grey-blue eyes sharply focused, teeth barely hidden by a slight constant smile, insidious, cunning, insightful. Three jewels ring his fingers: turquoise for the earth, pearl for the moon, and a gold band set with diamonds for the sun and stars. His coat black as night; his skin so pale it shines tight against his skull as if he hatched from ice. And pendant from his neck on a thin silver chain, all but imperceptible, the withered grip of a fetal hand.

Again he asks, “What will you have…more dance or feast?”

“Dance! Feast! More…MORE!”—the crowd wildly divided in delirious shout.

“Then it is for the dancer to choose…our initiate queen…” turning to regard her ample flesh posed in pout at his interruption, sensual, sweating, yet admired as he nods his approval. “Yes, and chance will decide…” he adds with a flick of his hand and a coin appears as if grasped from air, a golden coin of crude, ancient mint. “Chance, I say, and the dancer must choose by toss of this coin forged in fire from before the flood…in the age of Noname and the time of Nolove. So…by head of the beast or tail of the serpent, chance will decide as chance brings each to this moment and takes each away…whether in dance or in feast. Now then, you must choose…heads or tails.”

She bites her lip, somewhat tentative, perplexed, and says, “I…I do like a party.”

“Of course you do, my dear. Now you must choose… heads or tails, whether you dance…or whether we feast…”

At toss of the coin she calls “Heads!” anxious to continue her dance, her flesh tempting each eye and hand towards ecstatic applause, climatic, like a phallic thrust through her stranded soul. All watching, waiting, in lapse time as motion slows and the coin flips, catching light and shadow, then abruptly drops to the open palm.

Maître d’ casts his eyes and grins: “It’s the serpent’s tail! We feast!”—echoed by their immediate chorus and roar: “Feast! FEAST!” Again he silences them with raised hand as if in blessing to all and announces: “Let the bidding begin!” asking, “What will you have?” He gestures to the dancer and repeats, “What will you have?

“I’ll have her ass for a hundred!” 

“Bah, you skin-flint…two hundred! 

SOLD! 

“I want her breasts, twenty each!” 

“Nay, they’re worth forty…like they measure! Ah-hah-hah!” 

SOLD! 

“I want her tongue stuffed deep in my gullet!” 

“Me too…” 

“And I…the catty patch below her belly!” 

“Her pussy, you mean!” 

“PUSSY! PUSSY! PUSSY…!” 

Amidst their clamor the woman stands shaken, puzzlement turning to horror as she is seized and dragged to a large oak table, its surface knife-hacked and stained, where she is promptly stunned by a wooden mallet, spread and slaughtered, Maître d’ providing the initial slice to gain the heart while full butchery ensues, blood and viscera hosed down a grated floor drain and prized flesh passed to respective owners to season and filet, to fry, boil, or bake to their preference and taste—thus the sign flashes “Girls Wanted” above the stair. Witnessing this, the little man shrinks back in revulsion, no longer enlarged, emboldened, again limp, his abhorrence drawing the eye of Maître d’ who stares at him and says, “None who enter here may exit…unless they feed. If not…” he points to the bloody table. At which gesture the little man accepts a proffered morsel and slinks to a far corner to nibble like a frightened rat.

No! It cannot be! But is, has happened, already was. And as the ritual plays we go without, up the stair with the yellow tom, joining the cat’s eye as the sidewalk closes over and the neon fades, and the cat rushes on, its eye a roving lens zooming 8 here and there between the harbor and the scene in search of the man-shadow, Cain, who stands beyond in search of the fallen one.

But where? Not here, not there…on that corner, down that alley, again no one, nothing but other shadows, formless, natural as light and shade. Yet further on a figure comes into focus, forlorn and withered as if crawled from an ash barrel, a skin-clothed skeleton of splintered staves held together by a tattered coat, her hair a snarl of grayish threads and spider strands. An old woman pushing a grocery cart, the frame bent askew, wheels wobbling over paver bricks and curb. Breathless, of human salt, the air is hard, grating, and full of pain, the overcast so gravid and heavy the streetlamp barely shows itself or her as she halts by a trash barrel reeking of garbage to paw through and glean, delicate of hand, eye, and touch. Once a beauty who danced for a price, enthralled and was bedded for furs, jewels, and more, then aged and was cast aside like the refuse she meanders through on these side-streets in shadow.

And the shadow-formed Cain finds her now and calls, “Old mother, I have come…”

She answers, “Come?” waiting in question of his approach.

“Do you not know me?”

She gazes from him to her hands shriveled like relic bones, sees a swaddled babe once held that she holds again, its rags torn in haste and soiled by afterbirth and the blood-cough that claims him…she tastes the harbor air and sees the black water at her feet as his bundled body slowly sinks away. Tears of recognition stream from her eyes down her wrinkled cheeks as his arms enfold her shoulders in draping shadow that turns her coat to black cashmere lined in purple silk next skin cleansed of filth and age, grown creamy young next the warmth of him. A radiant warmth that holds her in a glow, a yearning in her heart and blood that races to her skin and colors her hair lustrous red in a long fall of curls, and her face a vision of beauty as she raises her chin from his chest and opens enlivened green eyes to find him gone, vanished, as if she embraces only damp night air. But there her image shines in a puddle, and there reflected in a window, and she is beautiful and young, 19 or 20…Magdalena Eve, reigning queen of burlesque, from lamplight to limelight, night after night, raved for and paid for by lines of men, celebrated in song and verse.

Now where? But to the shadow that reclaimed her.

Cain waits a few paces on, the yellow cat at his heel. She leaves her cart and follows as the cat scurries off, leaping across pavement, concrete, and gravel rubble, down a brick path to descending stairs, a door sprung ajar wide enough to enter and exit. Yet the cat remains street level, guarding the entrance. Where else? Beneath the blue light that blinks “Girls Wanted” above the stair to the Under Cave.

Along the way, crouched in his niche, another sees her pass, rises like an old dog catching scent and follows, Lazarus, benumbed in ache, uncertain why he’s drawn, but memory paints her there in name, place, and time …Eve, once his to love and hold. He the singer, she the song…

She enters down through the sprung door and glances at the worn stoop where a drunken whore once fell and nearly strangled on a snagged necklace, no one caring or stopping to lend a hand as she gasped in struggle till…who was it? She never knew or much cares, remembers little of past time, younger now than then as she answers to the nod of Cain and skirts to the shadows to remain there hidden.

Beyond the shout and smoke the yellow cat slips through the cracked door to curl from leg to leg, feeding on scraps till kicked then turns in squall to vanish out the door. Meanwhile Cain quietly merges with the host of revelers. To most eyes a mere shadow, unnoticed, but to one engaged, spoken to, he offers a vague transparency, his face and figure partly focused and partly blurred as if seeing double, as if the spirit had not quite confirmed the flesh. This question posed within each he encounters, but only in the initial moment, for at a blink his form and image steadies, apparently real, natural, while the doubt lingers, nagging at the senses, something askew…yes, as if this transient one was not committed wholly to his flesh.

“And who…? Have I seen you here before?” the tall patron asks the dark form next his own, unobserved till his present glance and scrutiny.

“Where but here? When but now?” the other answers like a cat in wait.

Hearing this, the patron’s thoughts drift uncertain in the curl of smoke.

“Once more I ask, who are you?”

“I am but seldom. Better to ask who I am not. Not you, nor her, nor she that was. And when I am, another soon is not.”

To this the tall patron creases his eyes, a glint of premonition.

“Then perhaps I should introduce myself,” his eyes widen in imperious gaze. “I am Maître d’… d’Viande… d’Charnel…Dieu, Dios, death, desire…here I am God and all devolves from me.”

“Nullus Deus,” the dark one replies. “I see a deuced pair, a dicey play of chance, nothing more…” He glances to a black fop with ringlet hair poised back of the patron. “Who is snake eyes?” At this the black shifts slightly, clad in a leather suit of emerald green worn like a snake skin on his lithe limb and frame, sleek, supple, alert as a snake set to strike, as if a lizard tail twitches back of his legs.

“This is Miguel, my dark angel, my right hand…” Maître d’ pauses in thought. “So, in our game of chance…what do you wager?”

“Each numbered day.”

“But it is night.”

“An eternal night for many,” the dark one vouches and draws a silver flask.

“I see you bring your own. What…and why is that?”

“Sangre del Sol…because you serve sow’s blood.” At this the patron blanches as though accused. “The foulness is on your breath, in the air. I know without seeing…by the smell. But this,” raising the flask, “is distilled of the sun. Sangre del Sol…blood of the blood, pure and flavored to please any tongue. Let you see and hear what the ocean holds, what time may tell. Life to some…” he tips it and drinks, “and poison to others. Would you sip?”

Maître d’ smiles thinly and says, “Keep your Gypsy brew, we prefer our own.”

“Here now, I’m not too proud for a nip!” A giant sailor strides forth and grabs the flask for a long draught then grins amazed it’s still full.

“Go ahead, take another and pass it on. Have no fear,” speaking to all, “sip or quaff. You cannot empty this flask. Call it mystery, magic, miracle…call it what you will. Sip and feel the floor begin to surge, the ceiling open to the sky, the stars, to your dreams. You have never seen beauty, never seen her dance. Soon you will…”

Another score partake in cheer and jostle, passing the flask through the crowd until it returns to the giver’s hand, each tongue in savor, each eye in gleam, seeing in the dark man a familiar specific to themselves—a lost friend, a brother, a cousin, a pal.

Licking his lips, old Laz sidles forth and asks, “May I too sip?”

“Earlier you had a bottle. Was it not good?”

“Yea, good, but not so fine as from a silver flash?”

“Sip then, have your fill…”

Laz tips it delicately to his lips for a modest taste then smiles, “Ah, this is the true blood. Now I remember why I was and who I am. Once a man who longed to touch the sky and walk within the clouds.”

“You old fool,” mocks Maître d’, “I warned you never step foot in here. Touch the sky. Hah! Return to your doorway, to your slump and filth.”

“That is my watchtower…and I…the sentinel. I see what comes…and wait to see you gone!” Old Laz stands defiant and takes another sip. “My friend bids me drink…I drink. And foolish, yea…are most who mistake the skyline for the sky. These towers of rubble, like craven claws, scar the heavens. But where I stand…no, not down here, but upside, mindful where my feet touch the earth, there begins the sky. And come morning, when the fog rolls in from the bay, I walk on clouds.”

“Enough! Crawl back to your cubbyhole and cloud your mind. Stop filching drinks and crowding our guest with droning lies.”

“Guest? Then old Laz is my guest as well. Let him descend and stay.”

Maître d’ purses his lips and nods, “Very well, if his stay is brief…have the old monkey for your medicine show. But I will have your name.”

“Then call me Cain.”

“Cain? Who killed his brother?”

“I have many brothers, all deep gone, of no matter or name.”

“But what of your brother, Abel?”

“Conceived and lost…you should know…you ate him,” noting the necklaced hand. “And in your feast and infernal barter…your daughter clasped her first-born and fled.”

“But it…died…and you? How this? Who sent you?

“Chance…and I…a brief presence of deep knowing. But of names, better you ask of hers…” He turns to the near shadows and calls her forth, “Magdalena Eve…lover, mother, daughter to us all…”

She moves from the shadows into the light like a shadow shedding her coat, her flesh a glow of wonder as she ascends the steps from floor to bar with graceful ease, her gaze keen and unnerving as she looks to and through each eye. Utterly naked, even her dainty feet as she arches to her toe in twirl then leans in bow, an arabesque. They share one breath of awe in wait. Then the music begins, music transformed as are the players, each a bare-chested, cloven-hoofed beast—feral Pan, Faun, and Satyr of the dark woods and bacchanal—one with flute, one a harp, and the last, his head wreathed in lion’s mane, beats a thigh bone on a skin drum to frenzied melodies of raptor cries and roiling brooks, wild and dissonant yet hypnotically pure as her nymph dance, erotic, enticing, her hair flowing past her shoulders as she leaps across the bar, fawn-like, to rhythms old and fresh as day…flawless, captivating, drawing each breath to her. To some she is a sacred vision to which to kneel and pray; to more a lover to have and hold; to others the virgin mother who bore them innocent, bathed, caressed, and supped them; or a sister or daughter to protect. A matchless beauty undreamt of, a spirit possessed of flesh and motion, her eyes a mix of jade set in pearl and sparkle of morning dew; her skin a perfect contour, smooth as marble, soft as a lamb; her lips parted, moist as tangerines, sweetly voicing each man’s name, Madonna hands fanning the air, divining their want, her nose and ears small and precious as a child’s, her breasts erect and budding with the nectar and tension of tulips in bloom. Her legs and arms like ivory, slender, delicately fluid in rhythmic writhe, firing the loins of her admirers. Slave women also ache and shudder, but reaching cannot touch and so shriek in desire, each hand checked by a stern will short of her flesh.

Men in frustration begin to pant and howl, stomping the floor in sync to the skin drum. Yet only one does she lean to and touch, cupping old Laz’s face with soft hand and breath. And in one breath he is again the handsome young poet she so adored, who sang her songs of beauty and truth when their love was whole and full of mystery. And what was his song? That the purest beauty is frail and transient as a snowflake, a singular creation destroyed at a touch…the warmth a finger may alter, subtleties present when the golden pollen strikes the sonnet chord in the pistol of a flower, or taps the tense sinew of veined marble…all beauty the spawn of a precisely balanced conception when placed in man’s reach is inevitably reduced, made ugly in give and take, the exchange of goods and money. His disdain for such led to cynical drink, to sloth and failure, to visions of the damned, his final song that left her without child or hope. But not now, now he holds his first song, his initial song when their love was fresh…a mystery still.

And he sings her name, “Magdalena Eve…” and sends his breath as she dances on, each hand in reach for her flesh, her beauty, but none can touch except by her will. And again she chooses, selects the giant sailor, first to sip from the flask, the stalwart seaman who roves every port—tall, robust, with tattoos of anchor, mermaid, and heart branding his arms. He wears a gray sea-sweater of Irish wool, a dark watch-cap, red curls bursting forth, the same on his bristly brow and whiskered chin. Eyes pale blue, his jowls ruddy with ready laugh bellowing in jest and howl till night waxes to dawn then back again for hair o’ the dog and further HOWL! Insatiate, untiring, never done till dumped stone cold sober into the sea. Call him Jonah as her lips form his name, as her hands beckon to and grasp his palms and she leaps seated on his right shoulder, her legs sedately crossed, one arm around his neck, the other held high like a circus girl on a grand tall horse.

Now they cheer instead of curse, cheer her triumph and Jonah’s as well, the most favored in their midst. All except for two, Maître d’ and his squire Miguel who seethes in jealous craze and envy. But the master merely stares, cloaks his hate, an ancient grudge against this daughter groomed and urged to share her fruit, bid men eat…then escaped and gave herself to this foul poet, this fool who thinks he knows a thing! Faithless, willful wench, he should seize her throat and drag her to the chopping block, piece her out to all. Should and would, but can’t, his hand too held in check. Just how, he cannot say. By who? This dark one, this no-name Cain who stands looking on as the giant Jonah commands the stage and hoists the beauty.

“Come now, Lass, lock yer heels to me chest…rise up ’n rule the waves as I grip yer arms like a boom what holds the sail. Aye, now lean forth, let all admire yer feathery limbs and blessed ass, deep curving spine, yer nippled breasts, our prowl above the sea, and I yer mast, hull, keel ’n stern…” He hurls her high above the mass of all elbowing round. “Back ya sotted fools!” he shouts. “Make way ya land-lubbin’ clods! She’s me honored queen, I her captain coursing wind ’n sea! Back, I say…!”

They give way in a chorus of lusty cheers, a surge of flesh and music till floor and walls seem to billow and sway, making a path before the rare beauty and her champion. Jonah beams, his broad face red from drink and laughter as he tacks and turns hither and yon, presenting her matchless form to their senses like cresting waves in spew and want. Wanting more the more they see. Maître d’ most of all, haunted, plagued by want. Ache and knowing steels his deep flesh, dripping semen to his thighs while his eyes lose their human glint and shrink into the sockets, a vacant skull stare of vengeance, lust and hate. She who he’d tutored in all exquisite pleasure only
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