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This book is dedicated to the memory of

STANLEY A. CLAYES

A decent, civilized man whose very existence
was a reproach to the violence and absurdity
of this age.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The incidents and characters in this novel are fictional. There is no province in Ethiopia called Bejaya, no tribe known as the Beni-Hamid, and no town in the Sudan named Nassala. These are inventions, purely the products of the author’s imagination. To avoid confusing the reader, I had considered creating an entire country in which to set this story, but decided that that would be carrying literary imperialism too far. No doubt there are people who will feel I’ve gone too far as it is: what arrogance to place a nonexistent province on the map of one of Africa’s oldest nations, and then populate it with an imaginary black-Arab tribe. To them I offer my apologies and this explanation: my inventions were designed to create an effect and to further the main purposes of this narrative, which are to present my personal vision of the nature of violence and to show what happens when a certain kind of man is free to exceed the bounds of acceptable human conduct.

I have also played fast and loose with American geography and history. Anyone who searches a map of Minnesota for Jeremy Nordstrand’s birthplace, the town of Walton, will not find it. I built the town out of thin air. The expedition led by Nordstrand’s great-great-grandfather, though loosely based on an actual event, the 1862 Sioux uprising in Minnesota, never took place. Likewise, though Operation Atropos had its genesis in a real incident, which was related to me when I was covering the rebellion in Eritrea for the Chicago Tribune, its details are solely my creation. A novelist who attempts to fashion literature out of contemporary events runs the risk of having his work read for its supposed informational value. Anyone even vaguely familiar with the current situation in the region from which the title of this novel is borrowed will see that the rebellion in the fictional province of Bejaya bears certain resemblances to the one in the actual province of Eritrea. They are, however, superficial resemblances; the incidents described in this novel are in no way intended to be facts thinly disguised as fiction. In so stating, I also hope to avoid criticisms from various experts for factual or chronological inaccuracies contained in Horn of Africa: these inaccuracies are deliberate, and again, designed to achieve an effect.

PJC.

April 1977–March 1980
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HE WAS THICK-CHESTED and light-haired, with sloping shoulders joined so smoothly to his neck he seemed not to have any neck at all, and a head whose size made his shoulders look narrower than they were, a wide round head which he cocked slightly forward when he walked, swinging his arms as if he meant to smash through whatever stood in his way. Just over six feet tall, he reminded you of a bear, and I do not mean some tame and shambling circus bear. The impression was heightened by his eyes, close-set in that washtub head of his, glowing an animal green and vaguely slanted by the high cheekbones he had inherited from his Scandinavian ancestors. They seldom looked to the sides, those eyes. They were almost always fixed straight ahead, and their cold green fire, like the roll of his shoulders and the swing of his tensed arms, suggested an inner turbulence straining for an outlet. His voice was level, as level as the northern prairies that had helped to form him. But it was not a dull voice. It was interesting by virtue of its unnatural calm, beneath which you caught an undertone of menace, a warning that the calm could easily burst into a rage. It aroused the expectancy, mixed with dread, of a still August day in his part of the country, when you hear in the lulled air the far-off rumble of one of those summer storms that sometimes savage the plains.

Jeremy Nordstrand was now and then mistaken for a primitive: the ex–football player, ex–infantry officer who was all claws and teeth, good only for bashing skulls or leading suicidal charges. He was much more than that, or much less: his style of barbarism made a true primitive’s unconscious savagery seem refreshing by comparison. He was, though, a remarkable man. I will give him that much; he was remarkable. His claws and teeth were guided by a high, if warped, intelligence; his capacity for cunning and deception would have made him stand out in the courts of Medicean Florence; above all, he had an implacable will and a gift for making others bend to it. He bent me to it, and Moody, who at least resisted for a time, and Kasu Murrah, who righted himself near the end, when it was too late, and Osman, the old fighter who died for him. Even Muhammad Jima, a willful man himself, gave in and violated one of his people’s most sacred codes. “I see things through,” Nordstrand once told me, “right through to the end.” I will give him that, too. He saw things through. And I am sure his determination, combined with his talent for making others do what he wanted, would have ensured him a brilliant military or political career if the fabric of his mind had not been woven on a faulty loom. I am not trying to place all the blame on him. This story may be an exorcism of sorts; but it is not an apology for the things we did and the things we allowed him to do out there. In the end, it was by choice that we bowed to Nordstrand’s will, each for his own reason. Murrah because he had lost his particular faith, a loss that left him without any principles on which to make a stand; Moody because he did not know how to deal with a man like Nordstrand; Osman—a product of the past—because he had an outmoded belief in white men and a need to associate himself with their supposed powers; Jima because of ambition—he had flattered himself into thinking of Nordstrand as his own personal instrument, the device that would transform his fantasy kingdom into reality and raise him to its throne. As for myself, my reasons were no better than theirs, perhaps worse. So Nordstrand did not overthrow the inner governor—call it conscience, call it will, call it a standard of behavior—that had once ruled us. We permitted it to abdicate; we surrendered to him, and made ourselves his accomplices.

Certainly we would have been indicted if everything had happened in a place where lawyers and judges stage the little dumb-shows we call justice; but it all took place in the empty desert in the midst of a revolution, neither of which allowed the slow workings of the law. Each eventually dispensed its own form of justice, crude and unfair, but forms of justice nonetheless. The last few days on the desert were the worst, racking us with agonies more exquisite than could be inflicted by the worst prison in the world. The wilderness, however, was not entirely merciless; it allowed me to escape, to bear witness, and to experience a kind of expiation. The professional moralists, from their pulpits, from their editorial offices, from their speaker’s dais littered with half-eaten dinners, might say it was not a genuine expiation and call for investigating commissions, inquiries, punishments. Let them chatter. We paid whatever debt we owed. Nordstrand and Moody paid all a man can pay, Nordstrand with interest because his liability was the greatest. I took his last installment and closed his account.

Colfax was the exception. His penalty was very light: exile to an obscure province in the bureaucratic empire. He is there today, reading boring journals out of which he produces boring reports for his division chief. He will rise no further in the hierarchy. He will inhabit his stuffy little cubicle until he is pensioned off. He will never be anything more than a glorified clerk, and his name, if it is spoken at all, will be spoken only in whispers accompanied by shakes of the head and comments that he ruined his career by “overreaching.” That was the word our resident in Khartoum used after I made it back to the Sudanese border.

Colfax, amid the wreckage of his career, probably regards his as the worst punishment. His career was the only important thing in his life. He belonged to “The Craft,” as he liked to call his business, and the men of The Craft, as anxious to conceal their mistakes as they are their secrets, could not have afforded to have him publicly whipped. Nor could they have fired him, for he might then have felt released from his oath of silence. They had no choice but to bring him in and banish him to a dead-end job where he could be kept quiet and on a short leash. But if I had had anything to say about it, I would have made Colfax pay a great deal more. I would have made him pay and pay and pay. My revenge would have required certain scientific equipment which, I believe, has been developed by the patriotic scientists who work in the experimental laboratories in the building where Colfax now writes his pointless reports. If I could get my hands on it, I would wire it to our heads, flip the switch, and transfer to Colfax’s brain some of the images engraved on mine. Then he would spend his nights with the lights on, yearning for sleep and dreading it at the same time. Then, once sleep came, he would see in troubled dreams all those butchered bodies, those smiling dead whose taut-drawn grins would not fade when he woke up in a trembling sweat.

They appear to me three or four times a week, their faces as clear and real as the pictures on my wall. There are the faces of the villagers who died in the bombing, the face of the man I killed in what is usually called the heat of battle, and the faces of the men Nordstrand killed in another kind of heat. The last trouble me most of all. Their ghosts haunt my dreams because they know I should have seen Nordstrand for what he was much sooner than I did, and done something to prevent their slaughter. Nordstrand executed them. He executed and beheaded them because he had thrown himself into the abyss, the moral abyss where a man becomes capable of anything. And I had done nothing to curb him from satisfying his violent lusts until it was too late. My own ethical antennae were blunted, blunted even before we went out there, blunted further by the months we spent living among primitive men on the African desert, eating their vile-tasting mush, drinking from wells half-dried by drought the putrid water that never slaked our thirst, while the sun clubbed us daily and the winds slapped our faces raw. Moody had taken such great care to bring enough medicines to protect us from malaria, dysentery, and hepatitis, but nothing to inoculate ourselves against the diseases of the spirit men are prey to in such places.

The frightening thing is, I know how close I came to becoming like Nordstrand. Given a few more weeks of heat, isolation, and stinking water, a few more weeks of feeling myself surrounded by a world barbarous and alien, I would have followed him in his fall; it is an awful knowledge to live with, more awful than the knowledge of death, the knowledge that you could be capable of the worst under the right circumstances. Perhaps that is another reason why Nordstrand’s victims haunt me: to remind me of my capacity for evil. Whenever I see their hideously grinning mouths and blind staring eyes, I also see, in a kind of waking nightmare, the earth opening into a chasm as black as the desert when there is no moon and the dust clouds raised by the wind have extinguished the stars. I am standing at its lip, simultaneously horrified and fascinated as I watch Nordstrand plunge down, his arms outstretched, not in a plea for help, but in invitation. A terrifying dizziness comes over me.

And I would have Colfax tormented by such visions, not because that would change anything, but because it would balance the scales. Gogol once said, “I call the devil, devil, and do not dress him in a splendid costume à la Byron, and I know he wears a frock coat.” Thomas Colfax wore pinstripe suits, a costume which lent authenticity to his playact role as the Cairo manager of a company called Inter-Arab Development Ltd.; but he was as much a devil as Gogol’s frock-coated gentleman, so I think his life should be a living hell rather than the purgatory it is now. After all, the project—being fond of classical allusions, Colfax had code-named it Operation Atropos—was his idea. It was the child of his brain, born deformed and nurtured by that other demon, Nordstrand, into a monster that maimed or destroyed everyone it touched except its parent.

I HAVE BEGUN to ramble again. I may even be raving, with my talk of nightmares and ghosts. The doctor would probably blame it on my drinking. A man in my nervous condition, he says, should avoid the world’s oldest and most reliable anesthetic. Perhaps he is right, but whiskey works a wonderful magic on me. It puts me to sleep by blurring the images of the dead whose joker grins keep me awake. In any case, the confusion in my mind is not important; the history of Operation Atropos is. And chronologically, Atropos began with the phone call from David Harris.

That was nearly two years ago, and will serve as a traditional beginning. For it was through Harris that I met Colfax, and through Colfax, the remarkable Nordstrand. It was also through Colfax that I helped to ruin Harris, who was among the operation’s first casualties.

Harris and I first met in Beirut in the days before that outburst of mass homicidal mania known as the Lebanese Civil War. Ours was one of those expatriate friendships, which do not arise out of a commonality of needs and interests but out of shared circumstances. In our case, we were Americans who had been thrown together in a strange part of the world. Harris was then Middle East representative for the Endicott Bank, which was seeking its share of the billions generated by Arabian oil; I was a correspondent for the Los Angeles Post, which was seeking its share of the Middle East’s other natural resources: the headlines generated by endless wars, terrorism, and human suffering.

During that time in Beirut, before the war, before the phone call, we met fairly often. Harris was entertaining company, although he tended to be too confessional after a couple of drinks. He was a short, slight man with dreams of riches as big as he was small and a pretense of taking nothing seriously, including his dreams. One afternoon on the veranda of the St. George Hotel, he told me he regarded life as a circus and most men as mere performers who spent their lives jumping through hoops. This came in a tone of genial cynicism, as if he were some jaded old Levantine trader who had seen so much folly and greed that the human condition amused rather than saddened him. I said I found his views neither original nor interesting. Ignoring me, he went on, describing about how he had jumped through “the Jewish liberal hoop” in his early twenties, marching with blacks in Mississippi and working with the AID program in Laos. Both experiences had disillusioned him and led him into a brief flirtation with the New Left—“the Jewish radical hoop.” Finally, nearing the watershed of thirty, he had responded to an opposing call in what he termed his Semitic genes, joined Endicott, and begun to jump through “the Jewish banker hoop.”

It was one of the few times I had heard him emphasize his ancestry, about which he was confused and self-conscious. His father, the descendant of a Russian Jew, had changed the family’s original name after he’d become a successful executive. He had married an English Catholic while serving in London during the Second World War. The couple, unable to decide in which religion to raise their son, made a shaky compromise: Harris attended Hebrew school as a boy, then went on to Georgetown for a healthy dose of Jesuit Catholicism. Unsure of which God to worship, Harris had decided to worship none at all. He maintained his atheism until joining Endicott, a citadel of WASPism that caused him to undergo a Pauline conversion. He told the personnel director he was a Protestant, a fiction to which his sandy hair, blue eyes, and aquiline features gave a convincing, if false, testimony.

We were drinking gin and tonics that afternoon in Beirut. Holding his glass in one hand, Harris swept the other across the serene bay as if he owned all the ships anchored in it, and described his vision of the future. It was a rather vague vision, which made it all the more captivating.

He was making plans to jump through yet another hoop: that of the independent entrepreneur. His job with the bank, he said, was temporary, a prelude to the day when he would strike out on his own. He gave himself another five years to acquire the capital and contacts; then he would become what he called an “overseas consultant,” a middleman between Middle Eastern oil kings and Western businessmen, fixing international deals, winging between capitals in a Lear jet. He boasted of the contacts he had already made with shipping magnates, gold smugglers in Dubai, ministers in various governments, and Saudi Arabian princes who entertained him lavishly. He saw himself as a financial adventurer, a modern-day Marco Polo searching for his personal silk route. Finishing his drink, Harris swirled the slice of lime around in the melted ice and grinned impishly as if to say, “Don’t take what I’ve just said too seriously. I don’t.” I knew this flippancy was a pose adopted to protect himself against any possible failure. He took his job with the bank more seriously than he would ever let on. It was the only thing he had done well in his life; at thirty-one, he was the youngest overseas branch manager in Endicott’s history.

“Well, what do you think, Charlie?” Harris asked, sucking on the gin-soaked lime.

“About what?”

“My plans.”

In so many words, I told him to forget them. Brokering deals in the Middle East were a tricky business requiring a ruthless single-mindedness. Whether a pose or not, his flippancy was a drawback. I recognized several of the names he had mentioned in his list of contacts; they were typical of the characters then hustling in Beirut, tough-minded men who did not see life as a circus or themselves as performers jumping through hoops.

“What’re you driving at, Charlie?”

“That you’re out of your league. Stay away from those characters. They’ve graduated summa cum laude from old double-cross U. Get mixed up with them and you’ll get yourself jammed up. Stick with the bank. Play tennis in your spare time. They’ve got some great clay courts over at the Renaissance Club.”

I did not expect him to listen to me—the atmosphere of greed in Beirut was as thick as the fumes pouring from the thousands of clapped-out Mercedes taxis that choked its streets—and, in fact, Harris was in trouble when he phoned me a long time after that conversation. That was not why he called. He didn’t know about the fix he was in; nor did I, although we both found out soon enough.

I was living in Cairo by then, having been blown out of Beirut after the civil war started. I had also left the Post, not entirely by choice, for the uncertain future and low pay of a free-lancer. The bank had meanwhile transferred Harris to London because the fighting had made the orderly pursuit of profit impossible in Lebanon. I’d already had one letter from him telling me of his involvement in “maritime financing,” the granting of loans to ship buyers. He relished his new job. It gave him the chance to match wits with all sorts of seagoing hucksters out to cheat the bank, thereby fulfilling his need to think of himself as a clever operator, which he was not. He was intelligent but not clever.

Now, on the phone, he said he had just come up to Cairo after a hard week of wit-matching with a Greek in Alexandria.

“The guy’s what Onassis would’ve been if Onassis had been a small-time crook.”

“Congratulations,” I said, hoping to be spared the details.

“Didn’t catch that, big guy.”

“I said, ‘Con-grat-u-la-tions,’ ” I shouted. Next to the pyramids, the Cairo telephone system is one of Egypt’s greatest wonders. Harris was staying at the Meridien Hotel, only a few hundred yards across the river from my apartment, but sounded as if he were calling from New Guinea.

“Yeah, he was diverting charter-hire.” There was a pause as he waited for me to ask what “diverting charter-hire” meant. When I did not, Harris said, “Listen, Charlie, that isn’t why I called.”

“What?”

“This connection is awful. Look, hang up and I’ll call you right back.”

“You might not even get through next time. I can hear you if you shout.”

“I don’t think I should shout.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Somebody told me the Gyppos bug all these hotel rooms.”

“I doubt it. But if they do, you can figure the bugs work like the phones. What’s with the intrigue? You got another big deal in the works?”

“Uh-uh. I was saying I didn’t call to tell you about Alexandria.”

“Well, I hope the hell you’re not going to offer your condolences.”

“About your job you mean.”

“Right.”

“No, I wasn’t going to offer you any condolences. You were kind of mysterious in your last letter. I got the impression you had to quit.”

“Yes.”

“I thought you were one of their heroes after what happened in Beirut.”

“You used the right tense.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Listen, big guy, it’s your business. But since you brought it up, maybe you could explain it to me.”

“You know what happened in Beirut?”

“Sure. A shell or something …”

“An RPG. Rocket-propelled grenade.”

“Okay. You’re still a stickler for accuracy. An RPG. An RPG hit your office and killed your secretary. The story I heard, you were in another room and weren’t even scratched.”

I did not say anything at first. As if they were an incantation, Harris’s words resurrected the image from the mental crypt where I had buried it. I saw my office on Hamra Street, the glass blown out of the windows, the walls pitted from shrapnel, smoke everywhere, and through the smoke, Leila’s typewriter crushed as if by some giant’s hands, her desk tipped over, she lying beneath it, one leg protruding with a new Charles Jourdan boot still on it, the boot intact, as if to demonstrate the superior survivability of French leather over human flesh. I saw myself in the Telex room, whose thick walls had shielded me from the explosion. The Telex was tap-tapping away, the copy paper filling up with the lines of the story I was filing to Los Angeles. I was sitting on the floor, stunned, half-deafened, and wondering how the machine could go on like that, tap-tap-tapping away, wondering against all reason why it did not stop in acknowledgment of the horror in the next room.

I had seen worse things, in terms of numbers of dead. A gallery of grotesques hung in my mind. It was my very own private, portable collection of the disasters of war, begun when I was a paratrooper in Vietnam and added to each year as a correspondent in other wars in other places. But the picture of Leila was the worst, the Mona Lisa of my collection. The horror of her death did not lie in the fact that she had been dismembered, for I had seen plenty of that as well, but in its utter randomness. She had come to work that day because a cease-fire had been declared. The city had been quiet all morning. Then someone, probably some teenage moron who had grown bored, fired the RPG from the Moslem quarter above Hamra Street. He could not have been aiming at anything; he fired blind. The rocket arced over the roofs and, guided by pure chance, smashed through the window of the Post’s office while Leila was typing up my expense account.

“Big guy, did you hear me?” Harris shouted.

“I heard you.”

“That’s the way it happened, isn’t it?”

“That’s the way it happened.”

“So you were a hero. I saw some of the Post’s stories reprinted in the Herald Tribune. ‘Our man narrowly escapes death’ and all that. Why’d you have to quit?”

“Situational reaction.”

“What? Jesus, it sounds like there’s a wind blowing through this phone.”

“I said, ‘situational reaction.’ It used to be called shell shock. A nervous breakdown. After what happened, they had to send me to an American army hospital in Germany. All the shrinks up there specialize in people who crack up in wars. I was there for a month.”

There was a long pause, then: “Christ, Charlie. I didn’t know that. I can’t even believe it. Old hard-ass Charlie Gage having a nervous breakdown, spending a month with the wig-pickers. I don’t suppose Allison shoving off on you helped either.”

“That didn’t make any difference. That’s why she asked for the divorce in the first place. She felt she never made any difference. I guess she didn’t.”

“Well, that was nice of her, taking off on you like that. And that was nice of the Post, to squeeze you out just because you cracked up.”

“That isn’t exactly the way it was.”

The way it was. After the doctors released me from the hospital, the paper gave me a month’s leave and then transferred me to Cairo. The editors considered the assignment a reward, their idea of Cairo being the Cairo of travel brochures, a sensuous, graceful Paris-on-the-Nile, and not the Cairo of reality, a fly-plagued, decaying mess, Calcutta-on-the-Nile. Still, it was better than Beirut, where those who survived each week’s fighting stuffed sprigs of mint in their nostrils to block the stench of those who had not. The trouble was, I had lost the ability to function. The doctors had certified me to be of sound mind, but I had begun to suffer from another kind of malady, one I could not name. Its principal symptom was a profound indifference, a monastic sense of detachment from the world that was relieved only by fits of anxiety whenever the memory of the explosion and Leila’s fractioned body rose up out of the nightmare depths of my mind. Then, to calm down, I would take a couple of the pills the doctors had given me. Their effect was to leave me so dazed it required an effort to do the simplest things. As for the more complicated things, I did not do them at all. I failed to keep appointments, missed interviews, forgot to attend press conferences. I filed only two pieces during my first few months, but felt none of the guilt I was supposed to feel; the stories the editors regarded as so critical seemed totally unimportant to me.

The home office indulged me for a while, ascribing my silence to the usual problems of adjusting to a new post. Then messages began to come in, expressing the foreign desk’s impatience with my performance, or lack of it. There were only one or two a week at first, couched in polite language. I picked them up at Reuter’s dingy office on Shiriff Street, where I rented desk space and a mailbox. Later, the messages—they are called “rockets” in trade jargon, a term I found disturbing—took on an increasingly threatening tone, rather like those computerized warnings credit-card companies send to customers who have not paid their bills.


GAGE: FILE SOONEST YOUR VERSION NYT STORY ON POSSIBLE DISPATCH ARAB-LEAGUE PEACE-KEEPING TROOPS TO LEBANON. CHEERS, HANSON.

GAGE: AGENCIES DAYLEADING SITUATIONERS EGYPTIAN-SYRIAN MINI-SUMMIT UPCOMING NEXT WEEK. WHERE YOURS? REGARDS, HANSON.

GAGE: COMPETITION FRONTING ALEXANDRIA RIOTS SAYING BIGGEST TEST YET FOR SADAT REGIME. WHY YOU UNFILING AND UNRESPONDING OUR QUERIES? HANSON.



I found it impossible to explain to Hanson, the foreign editor, why I was “unfiling and unresponding.” I could not explain it to myself. My only defense would have been to say I had snapped under the strain; but I was too proud of my reputation. Sending no reply to the last message, I awaited the final rocket. It burst two days later:


GAGE: YOUR RESPONSE OUR LAST QUERY UNRECEIVED. LETTER FROM MACMORRIS FOLLOWS. HANSON.



MacMorris was the managing editor. His letter reached me after a three-week voyage through the Egyptian mails. It opened with a couple of paragraphs praising my past achievements, my “track record,” as MacMorris called it with the athleticism American executives are so fond of. This was followed by expressions of sympathy for what I had been through in Beirut, which were prologue to a recitation of the facts of life: he had a newspaper to put out, he needed copy from me, I was being paid to supply him with it, I had not done so in weeks; therefore, effective the first of the following month, I was to be replaced and transferred to the copy desk in the home office.

I recognized this for what it was: a gentle suggestion that I quit to spare them, and myself as well, the pain of a sacking. I had known several older correspondents, men who had lost the wind and the legs to stay with the pack, who had received similar letters. All of them accepted the demotions to desk work and all of them were out on the street within a year. Deciding there was no point in prolonging the inevitable, I submitted my resignation. It was accepted, with regrets of course, and an offer to pay my fare back to the States. I declined. I had been abroad too long to go home, I dreaded the thought of facing old colleagues and all their petty gossip, I was in no condition to go through the ordeal of writing résumés and fielding silly questions from personnel directors. So I stayed on in Cairo, free-lancing now and then to pay the rent, but mostly living off my savings.

Several weeks passed before the reaction set in. I was thirty-five years old, in the dead-center of my life, and I began to suffer all the self-doubts that come from being unemployed at that unsettling age. Perhaps it was my blue-collar background, but I believed a man was what he did. I was doing nothing; therefore I was nothing. For a while I sought refuge in self-dramatization, playing the part of the dissolute white man living in exotic exile. I drank heavily, gambled recklessly in the hotel casinos, and paid frequent visits to a hash den in a quarter called Bulaq, the rotten heart of rotting Cairo. But the attractiveness of that way of life diminished with each withdrawal from my bank account. My old feelings of indifference started to give way to desperation, desperation for a job, any job. It was not only the need for money, but for some activity that would give at least the appearance of a purpose to my existence.

On the other end of the line, Harris, barely audible through the static, said, “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie. Your life has been a series of disasters lately.”

“Yeah.”

“Listen, I know a guy who wants to talk to you. I think there might be something in it for you.”

“What, for example?”

“Money, for example.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know. Does it make a difference?”

“No. Just curious.”

“The guy’s got a lot of contacts. He might help get you a job somewhere.”

“What kind of job?”

“Don’t know that either.”

“Then why in hell does he want to talk to me?”

“Look, Baby Dave is just passing on a message and trying to help out his old buddy at the same time. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“This guy, Jack Gardner, I met him a long time ago, when I was working with AID. Didn’t see him for close to ten years, then I bumped into him in Beirut, just before I got sent to London. Turns out he’s managing a company called Inter-Arab Development. You’ve probably heard of them.”

“Sorry. Can’t say I have.”

“You can’t what?”

“I’ve never heard of them.”

“Jesus, I hate all this shouting. You sure there’s no bugs in these rooms?”

“No, I’m just sure they don’t work.”

“Uh-huh. Well, anyway, a couple of weeks ago Gardner phoned me in London. Said he heard I was going to Alex—don’t ask me how he found that out—and that he wanted to talk to me if I got up to Cairo. So I saw him this morning and he said he wanted to talk to you. This outfit he manages, they do development projects. You know, building factories and irrigation systems. The A-rabs put up the bread and Inter-Arab gives them the equipment and technicians to teach them how to use it. You know, technical expertise. Give the wogs a shovel and then show ’em how to dig a ditch.”

“Dave, I’m pretty much a wog myself when it comes to building factories. Don’t know a thing about it. So what does this Gardner want to talk to me about?”

“Let me give you a little advice, Charlie. Gardner’s a cockroach.”

“That’s a terrific recommendation.”

“What I mean is, he doesn’t like bright lights. There’s only one difference between him and a real cockroach. Shine a light on him and he won’t slip into a crack in the wall; he’ll tear your head off. Follow?”

I said I followed, and felt a buzz of fear and excitement.

“Here’s what he said. He said: ‘You know that Charles Gage fellow’—there’s another mystery, big guy. How’d he know we’re friends?—‘You know that Charles Gage fellow, and I’d appreciate it if you told him I’d like to talk to him if he feels it wouldn’t compromise his journalistic integrity.’ ”

Saying nothing, I looked out the window, down to where the trees on the riverbank shaded a moored riverboat, then on across the liver-brown Nile. The Meridien rose at the tip of Roda Island near the opposite bank, all glass, stone, and steel glinting in the hard sunlight.

“Charlie, are you listening to me?”

“Your friend Gardner isn’t a cockroach. He’s a comic. My journalistic integrity! If he knows so much, he ought to know I’m not exactly long on journalistic integrity these days.”

“That’s what he said. And that he wants to pick your brain about that place in Africa you wrote about a while back.”

“What place?”

“I’m not supposed to mention it on the phone. But since you don’t think these bugs work, I’ll tell you: Bay-Bay something.”

“Bejaya.”

“Right. Bejaya. That’s it. He wants to talk to you about Bejaya. His outfit’s got some development project planned there.”

“A project. Dave, the place is the end of the world. Nothing but sand and mountains and hardly a road in it. And they’ve got a war on there, a rebellion. Been going on for years. What’s your man going to do? Build a dam in the desert and then pay the rebels not to blow it up?”

“Charlie,” Harris said in an exasperated tone, “you’re no sweet young thing anymore. You’ve been around the block a few times, so I can only assume you’re being deliberately difficult. What do I have to do, write it out for you on the blackboard? Officially, it’s a development project. All he wants to do is talk to you. Maybe he can help you get a job. Anyway, you’re in no position, after what you’ve told me, to ask a lot of nit-picking questions.”

“Just trying to preserve my journalistic integrity. I really like that. It’s a great line.”

“Look, Tom’s a strange guy.”

“Tom?”

“Give me a break, Charlie. I meant Jack. His name’s Jack.”

“Right, and he’s a strange guy.”

“Kind of formal sometimes and, well, you know, he’s got to be careful about dealing with newsmen these days, even ex-newsmen. Listen, I’ve got an appointment and I’m running late. If you’re going to talk to him, he wants you to be in front of the Hilton at two. Two sharp. I told him I’d let him know how you feel about it.”

“Tell Tom I don’t feel my journalistic integrity will be compromised.”

Harris paused, then answered in a somewhat nervous voice. “I said his name’s Jack Gardner.”

“Dave, when did you start getting mixed up with spooks?”

“Charlie, goddamnit. I’m sticking my neck out, talking to you on the phone like this. We’re supposed to be friends, so stop playing games with me. Yes or no?”

“Yes, I’ll see him in front of the Hilton at two.”

“Okay, great. That was really like pulling teeth. Hey, let’s get together before I leave. I’m flying out Wednesday, so let’s make it for Tuesday night at the Cinq à Sept Club. Say nine. Okay?”

I said that would be fine and hung up without asking for a description of Mr. Gardner; because he appeared to be in the business of knowing things, I assumed he was familiar with my face and would recognize me. Also assuming he wanted accurate information, I refreshed my memory by rereading the stories I had written about Bejaya two years before, then looked for the notebooks I had kept while there.

All of my old notebooks, several dozen of them, were stored in the bottom drawer of the mahogany campaign desk Allison and I had bought in London when the Post first sent us abroad. The shopkeeper, to justify its battered condition and extravagant price, claimed it had belonged to a brigadier fighting Afghans on the old Northwest Frontier. Looking at it, heavy and solid, with brass handles and brass-tipped corners, I remembered how we had worked to refinish it and how we had been then. Remembering, I felt an aching; the ache of loss, of the always mysterious loss of love.

Well, in our case it might not have been so mysterious. I was always too long away from home, in places where I saw things I could not express to her—or to anyone, for that matter. There had been the time I jetted back to our Chelsea town house after weeks on the Golan Heights, where the stench of the Syrian dead leaked like a gas through the rocks covering their shallow graves. I had been up on the Golan one afternoon and in London the next. With no time to decompress, I suffered a bad case of the emotional bends. A record was playing on the stereo, logs crackling in the fireplace to cut the house’s chill, my books neatly stacked on the shelves flanking the fireplace; and Allison, sitting on the couch with her legs tucked under her, was chatting about the lecture on Hardy she had heard at the American Women’s Club. That smell was in my nostrils. It seemed to be on my hands and in my clothes, and I wondered that Allison had not noticed it or if she was just too polite to mention it. She went on and on about some professor’s brilliant analysis of Hardy’s use of color in The Return of the Native. I wanted to scream, “How can you talk about Victorian novels while they’re lying out there, thousands of them, and their stink is all over me?” But I just sat, smiling stupidly and saying, “Uh-huh, yes, I see,” the way you do when listening to someone speaking in a foreign language you pretend to understand.

We were transferred from London to the Rome bureau, and from there to Beirut. Whatever city I called home, I was always leaving it for the dark and violent regions of the earth: Ethiopia, Rhodesia, Cambodia for two weeks before the Khmer Rouge took over, Cyprus to record the Turks and Greeks renewing their ancient blood-feud. Allison meanwhile lived in the capsule of the American wife abroad. Live-in maids. Clubs. Cultural study groups. Occasional forays in tour buses to look at the natives or the ruins of dead civilizations. In time, it became impossible for me to speak to her, to listen to her. She was a few years younger than I, not long out of the tidy Catholic women’s college where she had been taught that the world was basically a reasonable place, man the paragon of animals, and all his problems solvable. Everything I had seen had taught me the opposite. There were moments when I felt malicious impulses to show her the pictorial evidence—the photographs I had taken for the Post, the ones the editors had refused to print as unsuitable for a family newspaper—of the brutal and bloody age we lived in. But I did not want to be the one to shock or persuade her out of her traditional humanism, to inflict my bitterness on her. (And I was bitter because I had left Vietnam convinced I had lost all my illusions and plumbed the depths of human darkness, only to learn that that was just another illusion; there were always greater depths, there was always something more to lose.) I began to behave strangely whenever I was at home, falling into long, gloomy sulks and snapping at Allison if she tried to cheer me up with some enthusiastic description of her latest trip to the (museum) (gallery) (palace) (cathedral) (mosque). Finally, and naturally, she found it unbearable to live with a man who was gone half the time and who returned full of a secretive silence, as if he had done something shameful. I think she may have suspected me of infidelity and was bothered by it despite her assertions that she didn’t care what I did when I was away as long as I came back to her. Whatever, our marriage became the major casualty of my peculiar life.

Sitting at the desk, I saw her on the day, months before Leila’s death, that she left Beirut for the States. She was in line at the airport, a tall woman as slim and graceful as a cypress when she stood, but still girlishly awkward when she walked. Her shoulder-length chestnut hair was pulled back because of the heat, and, with an elegant movement of her arm, she handed her passport to the green-uniformed guard at the gate. He glanced at it, waved her through, and she walked toward the plane without looking back. The recollection flooded me with all the emptiness and desolation I had felt then. Charlie, Charlie, Charlie. Your life has been a series of disasters. I supposed Harris was right. The divorce had been one of the disasters, like the shrapnel that had shredded my legs in Vietnam, like losing my job, like the rocket that had killed Leila and driven me into a psychiatric ward. It was a dismal record, and as I sat there, absently rummaging through the drawer, a voice in the back of my mind whispered that these events had not been the acts of a malicious Providence; I had secretly wanted them to happen, the voice said, somehow willed them to happen. Disaster was drama and I had the journalist’s penchant for drama, a coin whose opposite side was a fear of normality. Perhaps I had subconsciously done everything possible to sabotage my marriage because I knew it would inevitably lead to children, a mortgage, everyday responsibilities. Oh, the hell with that, I thought. The hell with self-analysis. Maybe the unexamined life is not worth living, but there are some of us whose lives would be intolerable if subject to too close a scrutiny. So the hell with thinking, find those notebooks, and keep your appointment with Jack Gardner, whose real first name is Tom.

Bound in green vinyl, the Bejaya notebooks lay at the bottom of the pile. There were two, filled with what scraps I’d been able to pick up in the week I had spent interviewing Bejayan rebels and refugees near the province’s border with Sudan. I slipped them into my pocket and started down the stairs. Having been tutored by MacMorris to believe in what he called the “adversary relationship” between the government and the press, I felt uneasy, as though I were about to do something forbidden. It was MacMorris’s policy to fire any correspondent caught moonlighting as an agent and to refuse to rehire any staffer who had quit to work as, say, a press aide for a political candidate. I had severed all ties with the paper, but the years of regarding Them as a kind of enemy could not be wiped away in a few months. On the other hand, it would be a lie to pretend I was not flattered by their interest in me, flattered, curious, and excited—excited enough to go bounding down the stairs two at a time, nearly tripping because the steps were slippery from the sand that had insinuated itself through the cracks in the windows. I had been a soldier for three years, a correspondent for nearly a decade, and those occupations had provided an adrenal stimulation that had become an addiction. I did not have the temperament for a sedentary existence; it made me morbid. I had a need to act, and in Mr. Gardner I sensed the promise of its fulfillment.

With plenty of time and little money, I walked to the Hilton. Zamalik, the neighborhood where I lived, was on Gezira Island, a green, quiet refuge separated by the river from the slums of Bulaq, in whose dust-strangled streets Cairo’s millions patiently endured their misery.

It was spring and the Khamsin, the hot wind that comes out of the desert, had just begun to blow. Khamsin means “fifty” in Arabic, and the wind blows for that many days. Crossing the Nile over the Twenty-sixth of July Bridge, I could see a faint brownish-gold mist hovering over the river and the city—sand, tons of it, blasted in from the wasteland they call the Great Sand Sea. Each grain glittered in the light like a tiny shard of broken glass. There would soon be more of it in the air, so much more that what was now a mist would become a dense pall, darkening the sun at noon to a dusky orange and at dusk to a deep, unnatural red, the color it will have in the distant age when it begins to burn out and die.

Traffic choked the bridge. Fumes rose from thousands of rusted-out exhaust pipes to mingle with the sand, a smothering mixture that made me wheeze like an asthmatic. The buses, the red and white buses the government had bought new from Spain two years before but which already appeared ready for the scrap heap, were so crowded you wondered how the passengers avoided suffocation before reaching their stops. Taxi drivers leaned on their horns futilely, cursing as only Arabs can. The devout had their radios tuned to the station that played the daily prayers, so amidst the honking and cursing there was the high, strange cry of the muezzin.

Once over the bridge, I headed along the Corniche, the wide boulevard that parallels the river. Black and white taxis were hurtling down the street, rattling like tin cans filled with pebbles when they went over the potholes. It was a long walk beneath an oppressive sun. The puny trees, dust-paled and spaced wide apart, offered little shade. The sidewalk, full of holes and cracks, had buckled in places. Every day, there seemed to be more holes and cracks, more buckles, more chips in the curbstones; and the buildings on the opposite side of the Corniche, begrimed to an almost uniform grey-brown, looked a little more run-down. Cairo was a city whose disintegration appeared to be progressing at a geometric rate. Walking, I wondered when it would reach the point of collapse, when the decay would reach critical mass, creating a scene out of a Hollywood disaster movie. I could see it happening one day—the hotels and casinos, the mosques and museums, the villas of Zamalik along with the shacks of Bulaq, all quitting the struggle to stay upright and crashing down into heaps of stone and brick, the rubble sliding into the river to create a huge dam against which the Nile would back up, drowning the fertile valleys along its banks, then cutting itself a new channel through which it would go on flowing, as it was flowing now. It was filled with the silt of centuries, with the dissolved mud of all the towns swept away by its perennial floods, with the feces and garbage of all the masses who had lived up and down its great length; but it was still flowing, the way it always had and always would.

Halfway to the Hilton, I suddenly felt tired and stopped to lean against the embankment wall. The water below was flat and brown, dark brown now that the sandy mist had dimmed the brightness of the sky. The Information Ministry building stood behind me, its tall TV transmission tower a symbol of an illusory progress, its entranceway guarded by a worthless parapet of rotting sandbags, against which a squad of militiamen lolled indifferently. Gezira lay almost directly across the river, with the Cairo Tower rising above it and the flamboyants blossoming red, like fresh bullet wounds puncturing the body of the green trees lining the island’s streets. Looking at the Nile, so wide there, its current so slow and majestic you could not see it moving except where it pushed against the pilings of the bridges, I thought of how long it was, and how long it had been there, and how many civilizations it had seen rise and fall, and I felt almost overcome by a sense of the futility of all human effort. Nothing we did, individually or collectively, seemed to matter compared to the great river that was like a god in its eternity, in its power to give life and take it away. Less than half an hour before, I had left my flat hoping for a chance to act; now all action seemed without purpose. The quick change in mood was not unusual. Ever since Leila’s death, my emotions tended to have as many ups and downs as a sine wave moving across an oscillograph.

I might have brooded there until well past two had it not been for the street-hawkers and beggars. The Corniche was one of their favorite beats. They preferred stationary targets and started to swarm around me within minutes after I had stopped walking. Boys and old men dressed in filthy gelibiyas, they offered to sell me trinkets, or to shine my shoes, even though I was wearing buff desert boots, or simply held out their hands with the look I had seen in the eyes of beggars in other eastern cities: the wide, haunted stare of a hopeless poverty seeking a useless charity. I began walking again, keeping them off with waves of my arms and shakes of my head. They all quit except one persistent old man whose right eye had been turned into a grey smear from trachoma. He was pushing a cart with a few bruised oranges in it, and shuffled beside me, asking if I would buy one. No, I would not. Would I then give him a few piasters bakshish. No, he had performed no service, so why should I bakshish him? He fixed me with his good eye and gave me a yellow-toothed grin. “Because bakshish is a custom here.” Knowing he would never believe that I, an American, was nearly broke, I said, “Allah yatik—God give you something,” and he backed away, mostly out of surprise at hearing the phrase from a westerner.

The Hilton was now just across the way, sleek and modern and oozing meretricious glamor. I crossed the Corniche at a run and then went up the hotel’s curved driveway. Covered by a marquee, it was full of the usual tour buses and limousines, the latter for privileged tourists who were treated deferentially by a doorman dressed to look like a retainer in some nineteenth-century pasha’s court. It felt good to be out of the kindless North African sun. My feet were hot from the walk, my eyes raw from the windblown sand. Seeing me waiting, the costumed doorman asked if I wanted a taxi. I shook my head. What I wanted he could not give: a drink to cool my parched throat. Maybe Mr. Gardner would be good for a few gin and tonics, in exchange for an education about Bejaya. I hoped for more, but a few gins would do as starters. Waiting, I looked at every male western face that passed by and watched for a glance of recognition. None came. Maybe he did not know what I looked like after all. It was already a quarter past two. I took a few steps toward the doorman, thinking to ask him if he knew Gardner, then rejected the idea out of an instinct that Mr. Gardner was not the sort of man who would want his name, if that was his name, dropped indiscreetly.

After another fifteen minutes, I returned to the scorched street and started pacing back and forth in front of the hotel. Sweat was breaking through my khaki jacket and I was considering calling it quits when the Arab appeared alongside me.

“Good afternoon, my friend,” he said in English. I went on walking back and forth, like a sentry. He kept pace with me and repeated, “Good afternoon, my friend. You’re new to Cairo. I can see that. My name is Ali Mahmoud. As we say, Ahlan wasahlan, mit ahlan wasahlan. That means—”

“ ‘A thousand welcomes,’ Egyptian dialect. Syrian dialect, it’s Ahlan wasahlan, alf ahlan wasahlan.”

“Ya-ah! You speak Arabic. And very well.”

“Right. And I’m not new to Cairo. So shove off, as we say. That means ‘shove off.’ ”

The hotel grounds were off limits to the hustlers who worked the street, so I turned to go back up the Hilton’s driveway. But the man who called himself Ali Mahmoud hopped nimbly around me to block my path.

“I know that phrase. It’s American. You are an American. I am right about that?”

“Right.”

“Ye-es. ‘Shove off.’ That’s American. An Englishman would say, ‘Bugger off.’ Bugger off,” he said, imitating a British accent and smiling at his mimicry.

He was tall, almost as tall as I, and dressed in tight trousers and a clinging cotton shirt opened to reveal a jungle of black chest-hair. Except for his height, he reminded me of one of those dark characters who lurk around the piazzas in Rome, trying to look like every middle-aged divorcée’s fantasy of the Mediterranean male. For a Cairo peddler, he appeared remarkably healthy; trachoma had not clouded his eyes, his olive skin was not pitted, and he had a set of white, perfectly aligned teeth. He flashed them, saying, “So, you see I also know languages. A knowledge of languages is useful in my craft.”

“Look, Ali Mahmoud, I’d appreciate it if you got out of my way,” I said evenly. “I’ve got to meet someone here.”

“Well, perhaps I could help. I know most of the foreigners who come here. Who are you to meet?”

“No, you can’t help me, and it’s none of your goddamned business who I’m going to meet.”

He leered like a pimp, and I fought the urge to smash those pretty teeth of his. “Ye-es. I understand. A woman. Perhaps you would like to buy one of these for her.”

He patted the brown paper-wrapped package he was holding under one arm. It was an exceptionally muscular arm. If I did take a swing at him, or tried to shove him out of the way, he would probably fight back, creating a scene. Not wanting a scene, I started walking toward the corner, where the Arab League building stood.

“This would be just the thing for a woman,” Ali said, striding beside me.

“It’s not a woman. Look, friend, I don’t want whatever you’ve got there. And I don’t want to see the belly dancers or the pyramids. And I don’t want a girl or a fresh young boy or whatever else you’re peddling. All right? Go find another customer.”

He affected an expression of insulted pride. At the same time, I saw something else in his mud-black eyes: an appraising look.

“My friend, I don’t deal in belly dancers, or in girls, or in boys. Boys! By God, that’s abominable. I only wish to show you these. You only have to look. It’s only my hope that you will look and then come to buy at my shop.”

“My ass your shop. Your shop’s right there under your arm. What’ve you got? Stolen watches?”

“I told you, Ali Mahmoud doesn’t deal in things like that. It’s jewelry. Berber jewelry from Algeria. Here.”

He handed me a business card, printed in Arabic on one side and in English on the other. It declared him to be a dealer in metal crafts and “Oriental curiosities,” the proprietor of a shop called the Valley of the Kings in the Khan al-Khalili bazaar.

“So you see I’m quite legitimate,” Ali said, slipping around the corner and furtively opening the package as if it really did contain hot watches. But it was Berber jewelry after all, or at least a fair imitation of it. “Please, my friend, have a look.”

“If it’ll get you off my back. But I’m broke. No money.”

Handing me a bracelet of hammered silver, he said, “You are most welcome.”

I looked at it because I was curious, not about the bracelet but about him. Ali Mahmoud appeared a little too vigorous, a little too smooth and articulate to be a mere bazaar-hawker. And I did not like that concentrated, appraising look in his eyes. Pretending to an interest in the bracelet, I saw, out of the corner of my eye, Ali glancing over his shoulder at a new Fiat that had just pulled into a no-parking zone near the entrance gate of the Arab League building. When the policeman guarding the entrance walked over to tell him to move, the driver said something. Nodding, the policeman returned to his sentry booth. Farther on down the Corniche stood the old Shepheard’s Hotel. It had been wrecked in the food riots, one of those rare instances when the famed Egyptian patience, strained by resentments too long repressed and sufferings too long endured, burst into a collective dementia of looting and arson. The ruins reminded me of Holt, the Daily Telegraph correspondent who had been killed during the disturbances. The government blamed it on the rioters, but no one believed that. His body had been found in a car in Old Cairo, his hands tied and a single bullet hole in the back of his head; an execution, not a random murder.

“What do you think of the bracelet?” Ali asked.

I handed it to him, but he kept his arms at his sides.

“What will you offer for it?”

“Nothing.”

“Then this perhaps.” He pulled out a heavy elaborate necklace that made a jangling sound when he held it up. “Also Berber. ‘Barbarian,’ as they call it in Algeria.”

“No, not that either.”

“But mister, I’ve worked all day without selling a thing. All-l da-ay and nothi-ing.”

“Essabr’ muftâh elfa’rah.”

He grinned his white grin. “Ye-es. ‘Patience is the key to gladness.’ You know the proverb. There’s truth in it, but I’ve been patient all day and no gladness has come to me.”

“ ‘God is generous. May he open the gates of sustenance unto you.’ That’s another one I know.”

“Incorrect if said to someone like me. That’s something you say to beggars.”

“Look, patience is something I’m running out of. You said I didn’t have to buy. Well, I’m not buying. Now take this thing and get out of here.”

He snatched the bracelet with a grimace of feigned anger, feigned because I saw no anger in his eyes, only that cool, studious stare. Looking at him and at the dark green Fiat parked half a block away, I again thought of Holt. It was difficult to see how Ali could force me into the car in broad daylight, with thousands of people on the street. Still, I felt nervous, exposed, vulnerable.

“I regret you didn’t like these,” Ali said, squatting to rewrap the jewelry. “God willing, another time.”

“God willing. Tell me something, dealer in Oriental curiosities.”

“If I can.”

“You’re something of an Oriental curiosity yourself, aren’t you?”

He stood. “Hey?”

“It’s curious the way you keep looking at me. And your interest in that car, that’s pretty damn curious, too.”

Ali smiled again, a true Cairo hustler’s smile if I’d ever seen one, bright and profane, suggestive and false. “What car?”

“The one behind you.”

He glanced at the Fiat, then turned his eyes back to me. “How observant you are. Let me make another guess about you. You are a journalist.”

“Was. Why are you so interested in the car?”

“It’s possible the man in it is my associate.”

“I’d say it’s certain.”

“As you wish. So let us say the man in the car is my associate and that, together, we deal in some other thing than Oriental curiosities. An Oriental commodity. You are, perhaps, interested in this commodity?”

“I’m interested in getting back to the hotel.”

“To await your friend.”

“To await my friend.”

“But this commodity in which you may be interested. I know where it can be bought. It can be bought in Bulaq, in the coffee shop of Ismail Hijazi, where no one goes for coffee but only for this commodity.”

Surprised, I said nothing. I saw in my mind the narrow, nameless street where there was no light except from the kerosene lamps burning in the one-room hovels and from the fluorescents in the coffee shop, their bluish glow dulled by the dead flies plastered to the glass tubing. Men sat or squatted along both sides of the street, staring glassily into the semidarkness. Boys in cotton pajamas were coming out of the shop with the long, curved pipes made of brass and wood, then lighting them and fanning the embers as we drew on the stems and sparks flew with a crackling from the bowls. Hijazi sold only the best stuff and, the penalties for drug-trafficking being rather severe in Egypt, the location of his place was a closely guarded secret. You needed a map to find it through the rat’s maze of alleyways and dead-end streets. So who could have seen me and how did this trinket-peddler Ali know I had gone there?

“Not interested,” I said with a composure I did not feel. “I’m going back to the hotel now. You bother me any more and I’ll break your jaw.”

I went around the corner and headed back toward the Hilton. Despite the warning, Ali followed, then, lithe as a ballet dancer, got ahead of me.

“My friend, I know you’re interested in this commodity,” he said, walking backward. “You use it. Oh, ye-es. I smoke it too, you see, and recognize the look. It’s in my eyes”—he fanned his fingers in
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