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  THAT WINTER was the warmest in a hundred years. There were uneasy jokes about the ozone layer and the greenhouse effect. The ambiguity of the weather
  made time seem slack and the year spineless. The absent season was a distraction. People looked up from their lives.


  When the last week of February came in mild and spring-scented as April, Browne decided to deliver a boat to Annapolis. He passed under the Verrazano Bridge shortly after dawn on the last
  Wednesday in February. With Sandy Hook ahead, he cut his auxiliary and hoisted a mainsail and genoa. It was a damp, cloudy day with a gentle intermittent breeze just strong enough to raise a few
  whitecaps on the slate surface of the Lower Bay. Past Scotland Light, he brought her about and started for his first way point, twenty miles east of Cape May.


  The boat under Browne was a forty-five-foot sloop of a type called the Highlander Forty-five, the latest and biggest representative of the Altan Marine Corporations standard stock-boat
  design. Although he had written extensively about the Forty-five, Browne had never sailed one before. He had undertaken delivery on an impulse, stirred by the weather and some obscure guilt.


  During the afternoon the wind picked up but stayed warm. He had a few miles of visibility; beyond it a sickly haze brought in the horizons. Close by, threads and patches of fog rolled along on
  the breeze, the bank unraveling. It was dull, satisfactory weather, with regular swells.


  Winters early darkness took him by surprise. He switched on the running lights and, planted on the companionway ladder, swept the indeterminate edge of sea and sky with his binoculars.
  There were no other craft in sight.


  That evening he had a can of minestrone with crackers, cleaned the galley and settled down to listen for the marine forecast. The report was favorable. He set his radar scan for a radius of
  thirty miles; the scope recorded only the harbor traffic making for Ambrose Channel. For safetys sake he decided to spend the first night on deck in the cockpit. He set the radar alarm,
  rigged his lifeline and settled himself on a cushion beside the helm. The arctic-weight foul-weather gear he wore was too warm. He took off the top and folded it against the hatch behind him to use
  as a pillow. The indifferent breeze was steady all night and the sea slight. He coasted along until dawn on a starboard tack.


  Around mid-morning the sky cleared and the wind freshened to twenty knots, a wind from the northeast with a proper wintry edge. The boat, with its spade rudder and deep short keel, was
  wonderfully fast. He went below then and set an alarm clock for two hours hence. When he woke up the wind had changed. He came about and unreefed the mainsail.


  After a few hours it began to seem to him as though his boat, so fleet all night, had gone sluggish. The wind was still fresh but his speed declined and the boat seemed to wallow, pitching more
  than she had in the higher seas of the morning. When he went below to put on a cup of coffee he saw that water had come up over the expensively carpeted cabin sole.


  Son of a bitch, he said.


  It took him a while to identify the problem, which was elemental but troubling. The Forty-fives bilge pump was back-siphoning sea water into the bilge. He set the self-steering and
  applied himself to the pump but in the end there was nothing he could do. And though he was not the handiest of sailors, he had no reason to suspect another man might do better. The pump had no
  vents and no seacock. No manner of jury rig would keep the ocean out.


  For want of a nail, he thought. A hundred grand worth of Flash Gordon curves and fancy sheer  hostage to a plastic tube.


  After a few experiments at the wheel, Browne found a course on which he could keep the pump outlet clear of the water. But it seemed pointless now to try for Annapolis. That would take days of
  nursing the boat along and he would not really be able to count on the weather in the long term. He raised his office on the radiotelephone. Ross, the branch manager, was as sanguine as usual.


  Some kind of South Korean fuckup, Ross told him. Well just have to fix it.


  Arent you glad I found it? he asked Ross. A moment later he thought he had sounded a little forlorn.


  Damn right, Ross said. Good going. Keep it quiet, will you?


  The nearest Altan dealership with docking facilities was on the Jersey shore. He went on deck to lower his sails, turned on the engine and headed southwest.


  On the way in he called his wife.


  Are you sure its under control? she asked him.


  Im watching it, he told her. Ill call you again by nine.


  He made the estuary at Stone Harbor before dark and anchored off to clear the bilges. Pump trouble, he told the local dealer. When he had packed his gear and locked the boat, he
  booked himself into a motel on route 121. He called the broker in Annapolis and then rang his wife again.


  Im ashore, he told her. So thats that.


  What will they do about it? she asked him.


  I dont know, Browne said. It has to be fixed somehow.


  Buzz and Teddy will be disappointed, Anne said. In Annapolis he had planned to visit with two of his old Academy classmates.


  Im going down anyway, Browne said. I feel the need of those guys.


  Do you know what? Anne asked as he was about to hang up. Her voice had a false note of careless gaiety that made him realize that she had been drinking. The market fell
  seventy points yesterday.


  Leaks everywhere, Browne said to her. He decided to postpone worrying about it.


  That night in his motel bed, with the weekend traffic roaring by on the road outside, he could still feel the unsound motion of the new boat. Its pitching took shape in dreams he would not
  remember. In the morning, he took a cab to the Naval Air Station at Lakehurst and talked his way aboard a hop to Patuxent.


  Buzz Ward met him at the hangar.


  Some life you lead.


  I havent sailed overnight in years, Browne said. I guess the weather got to me.


  The unnatural weather hung over the fields of Maryland. Dogwood was budding in the wintry forest. As they drove, Browne told Buzz Ward about the boat.


  Nothing works anymore, he concluded.


  Yeah, Buzz said, I know what you mean, buddy.


  The Wards lived in a colonial house beside the Severn. Mary Ward, who did social work for the Episcopal Church, was away at a meeting in Virginia. Buzz and Owen Browne spent the afternoon
  walking the grounds of the Academy. Buzz was a professor of English there, with the rank of commander.


  From the upper deck of the Crown Sailing Center, they watched midshipmen perform their seamanship drill aboard the mock-up warships in the river. It seemed to Browne that a third of them were
  women.


  Blue-collar kids, Buzz told him. The boys are conventional-minded. The girls are the opposite.


  Whats that like?


  Its yet another form of torture, Ward said. They march or die.


  As always.


  We try to shake em, Buzz said. Also, we have the best black kids in the country.


  Two of the sailing trophies on display in Webster had been won by Browne during his years as a midshipman. Buzz led him past them.


  Sic transit gloria mundi, Browne said, patting the glass.


  Amen, Buzz said.


  The false spring and the Academy walks filled Brownes heart with ghostly promises. He and Ward went in silence past the chapel. Both of them had been married there, passing under swords
  into the June sunlight. It had been 1968 and the Navy at war. Both of them still lived with the same women.


  Late in the afternoon, Browne borrowed the Wards car and drove over to the Altan dealership in Waldorf. To his relief, it had closed for the day. When he got back to Annapolis, he found
  Ward serving bourbon to their old classmate Fedorov, who was in town for a Slavic studies conference at St. Johns College, across the road from the Academy.


  Fedorov was a Russian from western Massachusetts, the only son of a dispossessed kulak and his young Ukrainian wife. Two years before, he had taken early retirement and joined the faculty of a
  small Catholic college in Pennsylvania. He was tall and slope-shouldered, somehow priestly in his dark, ill-fitting suit. He appeared to be very drunk.


  Brother Browne! Fedorov declared. His face was flushed.


  Browne took a can of beer from the refrigerator and touched Fedorovs glass with it.


  Na zdorovie! Fedorov said to him.


  Browne raised the can in salute.


  Hello, Teddy.


  Fedorov had always been singularly unmilitary in appearance. Now in middle age, he was jowly and bespectacled. His round, open face had an unfamiliar look that seemed to combine slyness and
  confusion. Brutalized by booze, Browne thought.


  Na zdorovie! Fedorov repeated. In drink he became a professional Russian.


  Old Teddys so loaded, Buzz Ward said, hes talking Polish. He and Browne exchanged glances of resigned concern. Ward was a Kentuckian from a military
  family who had been a fighter pilot before taking his advanced degrees.


  For dinner they went out to a restaurant in a restored colonial building near the state capitol. Their table was set by a bay storefront window overlooking Cumberland Street. The place was
  candlelit, herb-scented and mellifluent with Vivaldi. The wine somehow aroused Fedorov to a state of manic animation. He looked at his friends sidewise over his glasses, with a narrow-eyed crafty
  smile. Most of his adult life had passed in scholarly contemplation of the Soviet navy.


  Twenty years, he said, next June. Can you believe it?


  Easily, Buzz Ward said, and laughed at his own comment.


  I cant, Browne said.


  His friends looked at him in silence.


  Well I cant, Im sorry. Its impossible.


  All the same, Buzz Ward said, there it is.


  Tell him, Fedorov said impatiently to Ward. Tell Owen your plan.


  Then Ward explained to Browne that he was leaving the Navy to take up religion. As soon as he retired, he and his wife were removing to northern California so that Buzz could attend a seminary
  there.


  Thats incredible, Browne said. In fact, he was not particularly surprised at Wards decision. What about your fourth stripe?


  I can retire with it, Ward said.


  Browne shook his head.


  You were supposed to make flag rank, Buzz. We were counting on you.


  Twenty is plenty, Buzz Ward told him. My kids are grown. Im not about to divorce Mary. I need some love in my life.


  Each of them had gone to Vietnam during the war and each had faced some combat. All three, as it turned out, saw their naval careers destroyed through the events of the war. Wards fate
  had been particularly heroic and complicated. He had started out as one of the Navys F-14 aces. After twenty-five missions he had been forced to eject over the Dragon Jaw Bridge. Then he had
  spent five years as a prisoner of war.


  Fedorov rocked in his chair, arms folded, his face gross and saturnine.


  Anything to stop the clock, he said. Extraordinary measures. Anything to break the treads of time.


  Ward laughed self-consciously.


  You got it, buddy, he said. You done put your finger on it, my friend.


  Everybody wants to be happy, Fedorov told them. Theyre not happy if theyre not happy. Its America. Remember the people who threw shit on us? he
  demanded. He turned to look about the room as though he might find some antiwar demonstrators there. There were only a few elderly tourists. Where are they now? Not happy, poor babies. Well,
  fuck them. They have their reward.


  An excellent analysis, Ward said. He turned to Browne. Wouldnt you say, doctor?


  I dont know, Browne said. Id have to think about it.


  Their lives were bound in irony, Browne thought. Not one of them had chosen the Navy on his own. Each had been impressed into the Academy by the weight of someone elses expectations. In
  the case of Ward, it had been family tradition. Browne and Teodor were the sons of ambitious immigrant parents. If they had all graduated from high school only a year or two later they might have
  resisted. He and his friends had been the last good children of their time.


  Our enemies are confounded, Fedorov declared, thats the good news. The bad news? So are we. He raised his glass of wine. Na zdorovie.


  They raised their glasses with his. Both Ward and Browne were drinking soda water.


  Afterward, they went back to the house beside the river. Browne decided to stay the night, do his business in Waldorf the next morning and take an afternoon train home.


  In the Wards living room, Buzz poured a small glass of wine for Fedorov, who took it without complaint. He made coffee for Browne and himself. Ward had always been a tireless coffee
  drinker, Browne remembered, a very naval thing to be.


  Maybe it was me who should have stayed in, he told Buzz Ward, instead of you. Sometimes I wish I had.


  I always thought so, Owen. You instead of me. But you made a lot of money in the boat business. You damn well couldnt have done that in the Navy.


  Browne shook his head quickly. Its always risky. You cant count on anything one season to the next. Anyway, he told Ward, I never cared about money.


  Fedorov, who had appeared to be sliding into sleep, sat up straight on the sofa.


  You had better not go around saying that, Owen. Youll be locked up.


  None of us cared about money, Ward said. Thats the truth of it.


  Absolutely, Fedorov said. Blitz was right about us.


  Fedorovs reference was to an upperclassman named Bittner who had persecuted Browne and his two friends during their plebe year. Bittner had decided that the three of them were sodomists.
  He had gone beyond hazing, to the point of setting loose one of the Academys periodic homophobic inquisitions. The charges had badly shaken Browne and Ward, who were not homosexual and who
  had been slightly more nave about sexuality than the average midshipman. Fedorov had been driven to the lip of suicide. The experience had served to bond them. Bittner had turned out to have
  sodomy on the brain and been dismissed from the service. But he had been right about Fedorov.


  Well, I didnt stay in, Browne said, and you guys did. Thats one decision at least thats behind us.


  Wait until you see life in the economy, Buzz, Fedorov said to Ward. Its terrifying! People pay for everything!


  Speaking of which, Browne asked them, did you guys register the market yesterday?


  Both Fedorov and Ward looked at him blankly.


  Christ, Browne said, you dont know what Im talking about, do you?


  Oh, Fedorov asked, the stock market?


  Forget it, Browne said good-humoredly. Never mind.


  The heroic age of the bourgeoisie is over, declared Fedorov, the naval Kremlinologist.


  Ward helped him toward the foot of the stairs.


  So is the cold war, Teddy, Browne said. Were all redundant.


  Fedorov climbed like blind Oedipus, one hand on the banister, the other held out before him.


  Rubbish heap of history, he said fervently.


  Ward went up behind him, ready for a fall.


  On the train the next day, Browne watched the streetlighted slums of Philadelphia swing by, passing like time. The notion of twenty years gone was beginning to oppress him. In the dingy light of
  his shabby evening train, he felt himself approaching a new dimension, one in which he would have to live out the life he had made.


  Ever since deciding to deliver the Forty-five, he had been looking forward to the sail and an evening with Ward and Fedorov. Riding home, he was discontent and disappointed. The anxiety that
  haunted him had to do with more than the design of Altans latest boat and the state of the market. Old rages and regrets beset him. He felt in rebellion against things, on his own behalf and
  on behalf of his old friends.


  As midshipmen, the three of them had been fellow stooges and musketeers. They had found each other, lost souls amid the monumental ugliness of Bancroft Hall. They had been wrongos and secret
  mockers, subversives, readers of Thomas Wolfe and Hemingway. They had appeared grossly poetic, as Fedorov liked to say, navely literary in a military engineering school where
  the only acceptable art forms were band music and the shoe shine. They had survived to be commissioned by pooling their talents. Ward was a natural officer, in spite of his bookishness. Browne was
  athletic and, as the son of a diligent servant, skillful at petty soldiering. Fedorov tutored his friends in mathematics; they discouraged his tormentors and turned him out for Saturday
  inspections.


  Their bohemian longings went equally unappreciated outside the main gate. However painfully Browne and his friends might aspire to stronger wine and madder music, young civilian America was
  having none of them in the year 1968. Midshipmen were cleaning spittle off their dress blues that year.


  They had all gone to Vietnam after graduation and watched America fail to win the war there. This insufficiency was often a more remote spectacle for the Navy than for the other services, but
  Browne, Ward and Fedorov had all worked close to the core. They had each done their jobs but only Ward had excelled, for a while.


  In the piss-yellow light of Penn Station, the hustlers and the homeless wandered into Brownes path as he made his way from the track. What did they see, he wondered, when they looked at
  him? A tweedy, well-intentioned man. An enemy, but too big and still too young to be a mark. Checking the scene, he thought: Yet I also am an outsider. He had left for the Academy from Penn Station
  on a summer morning in 1964. It had been an occasion of joy.


  Riding the escalator to the upper level, he found himself wondering how, on that morning of departure, he might have imagined himself twenty years along. The image would have been a romantic
  one, but romantic in the postwar modernist style. Its heroic quality would have been salted in stoicism and ennobled by alienation. As an uncritical reader of Hemingway, he would have imagined his
  future self suitably disillusioned and world-weary. On the morning in question, he would not have had the remotest conception of what such attitudes entailed. He would have awaited world-weariness
  and disillusionment impatiently, as spurs to higher-class and more serious fun. Of course, not even Hemingway had enjoyed them very much in the end.


  At the top of the escalator, he encountered another tier of loiterers and, for securitys sake, put on his glasses. Confident and watchful, he passed unthreatened among the hovering poor.
  And combat, Browne thought. He would have imagined himself recalling combat. He would have expected combat to resemble Victory at Sea.


  In the empty corridor that led to Seventh Avenue, an image of the old Penn Station came to him as he had first seen it as a child. He had tried to embrace the ponderous columns whose span defied
  the human scale. They had been still standing when he left for Annapolis the first time. Vanished sunlight came to his recollection, streaming through enormous windows in great beams and bursts,
  streaming from the throne of heaven.


  Hearing his own echoing footsteps, he turned to look over his shoulder. Outside, teenagers debouching from a concert drifted along Seventh Avenue, looking covert and disorderly. Browne walked
  around the corner to the suburban-limousine ramp and boarded a car for home.


  His house was old and outsized, a mansion on the edge of a slum in an unprestigious outer suburb. Undoing the locks, he awakened his wife. When he went into the bedroom, she smiled and raised
  her arms to him. On a wooden tray beside her bed stood an empty bottle of white wine, a glass and a jug of water.


  Oh, he said, youre in good spirits, are you?


  She laughed. Yes, Ive been writing all day. And listening to music and waiting for you.


  Good, he said. He sat down on the bed beside her. Christ, what a dumb couple of days. Between the boat and the market.


  Ross says they can fix it, Anne told him.


  You talked to him?


  I called to give him a piece of my mind. You might have gotten wet out there.


  Poor guy, Browne said.


  I think I really gave him a scare. He thought I was calling for the magazine.


  Ross is scared of you anyway, Browne said. Youre too much lady for him.


  He was suddenly moved to desire, wild with it. It was as though various hungers had combined to focus themselves on the woman beside him. He surprised them both with his avidity.


  Oh my dear, she said softly.


  When they were done he lay awake listening to police sirens on the highway across the marsh. He felt as resigned to his private discontents as to the worlds.
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  A GOVERNMENT marimba band was playing in the lobby of the hotel when Strickland came down to pay off his crew. The sound man and cameraman were
  brothers named Serrano who Strickland believed had been charged by their government with reporting on his activities. The brothers Serrano took their leave with unsmiling formality. Strickland paid
  them in dollars. As he walked away toward the garden lounge, he heard one of them imitating his stammer. He did not turn around.


  For a moment, he stood in the doorway of the garden and watched the declining sun settle into the mountains. Then he saw his colleague Biaggio at a poolside table. Biaggio was signaling, urging
  him nearer, coaxing with both hands like the landing control man on an aircraft carrier. He went over to Biaggios table and sat down.


  Eh, he said, Biaggio. He enjoyed saying it.


  His friend Biaggio was in something of a state. Normally the man reposed within an aura of lassitude that weighted his every gesture.


  Im in love, he told Strickland.


  You d . . . d . . dont know what love is, Biaggio.


  Ha, Biaggio told him, its you who dont know.


  Strickland shook his head with an air of tolerant disgust.


  You really have to dick everything that comes your way, dont you? Youre like a fucking insect.


  The languid Swiss journalist regarded Strickland with an expression of intelligent distress.


  The earth is rising on new foundations, he explained. In the air  vitality. New beginnings. And this itself makes the heart prone.


  And the weenie vertical, Strickland said. He looked around for a waiter but there were none in sight. Whos the lucky lady, I wonder?


  But you know her, Strickland. Shes named Charlotte. Charlotte . . . something.


  Sure, Strickland said. Charlotte Something. The little Hun who was au p . . pairing in New York.


  Biaggio shrugged and sighed. Her eyes are pure.


  I never noticed that, Strickland said. He stood up and went to the bar to buy a beer. The bar was selling Cerveza Hatuey, a Cuban beer, at ten dollars a pop.


  You know, dont you, he told Biaggio, that pure-eyed little Charlotte is fucking a minister of state.


  Theyre friends, Biaggio said.


  Strickland burst out laughing. His laughter was loud and explosive. Strickland was aware that his laughter discomfited others. That was fine with him.


  Theyre friends! Strickland cried happily. He mimicked Biaggios Ticinese accent. They are a-friendsa!


  Biaggio appeared bored with his own disdain.


  Youre embittered, he said after a while. Temperamentally you belong with the Contras.


  Theyre no longer worthy of my attention, Strickland said.


  Youre in the Contra mode.


  Fuck you, Strickland said. Im a man of the left. Wait until you see my film.


  Is it finished?


  Hell no, its not finished. It has to be cut. But Ive shot all I need. So Im short, as we used to say in Nam. Im so short Im almost gone.


  Strickland, Biaggio said earnestly, I have to borrow your jeep tomorrow. And your driver. Im taking Charlotte to the front.


  Strickland uncoiled a burst of merriment. Biaggio winced. The marimba band had stopped playing and Stricklands unsound laughter attracted the attention of people at the nearby tables.


  I myself, he told the American, dont share this obsession to find absurdity everywhere. To find contemptible the honest impulse which 


  Get off the dime, Biaggio. What do you mean by the front?


  Biaggio looked at him uneasily.


  I was thinking of . . . thinking of going to Raton. Seeing Strickland at the point of mirth, he raised an imploring hand. Please, he begged of his companion,
  please dont laugh.


  Theres a brigade headquarters in Raton, Strickland said. Theres an army airfield there. If Ratons your idea of the front, I understand how youve
  survived so many wars. You can have the jeep for f . . fifty dollars if youll return it to Avis for me. Youll have to drive it yourself because Ive already paid off the
  driver.


  Biaggio slapped his forehead.


  You know I dont drive.


  Then fly. Or get Charlotte to drive. Remind her not to hit any mines.


  Stricklands attention settled on the front pocket of Biaggios yellowing white shirt. With a quick predatory gesture he removed a laminated card from it before the Swiss could
  intercept his move.


  Partito Comunista dltalia, Strickland read from the card. I suppose youre going around town flashing this.


  And why not? Biaggio demanded. Since its mine.


  Strickland tossed the card on the table.


  The best thing is to be known as a Mason, Biaggio said, retrieving the card. The Masons run everything in this revolution. They are the true ruling cadre.


  As the marimba orchestra took up a song of the people, a party of Americans entered the garden. Their overalls and metal-rimmed spectacles served to identify them as internationalists. Among
  them was a tall, dark-haired young woman whose skin had been turned the color of honey by the sun. Around her neck was the banda roja of the national youth movement. The two men watched her
  pass.


  You know who that is, Biaggio? Thats Garcia-Lenzs reserve popsie. Shes the backup for Charlotte.


  Bullshit, Biaggio said.


  You dont believe me?


  Always the sous entendre, Biaggio said loftily. He looked away.


  I know the secrets of the heart, Biaggio.


  Strickland went back to the bar for another beer. When he returned to Biaggios table, he found young Charlotte seated in his chair. Ignoring Biaggios impatient stare, he sat down
  with his beer.


  This is Strickland, Biaggio said curtly to his companion. The young woman, who had encountered Strickland in the field, gave him a wary glance. He returned what appeared to be an
  easy, amiable smile.


  Hi, Charlotte. Whats this you have around your neck here?


  Charlotte, like the young American woman who had settled several tables away, wore a red and black neckerchief. She blushed charmingly as Strickland displayed the banda to Biaggio.


  I wear this, she explained, for solidaridad.


  Solidaridad, Strickland repeated. How about that? Id like one of those. Whered you get it?


  Charlotte was encouraged by his nave admiration.


  I have interviewed Compaero Garcia-Lenz, she said with demure satisfaction. And he has given it to me.


  No shit? Strickland asked earnestly. Hey, youre right about her eyes, Biaggio.


  We have to go, Biaggio said. If you could give me the keys for the jeep. And also the papers. He brought out his wallet and found it empty of bills. He seemed to
  search it for secret compartments.


  Dont be in such a hurry, Strickland said. I understand you were an au pair, Charlotte. Before you came down here? Is that right?


  Yes, Charlotte said. In the States.


  How was that? Strickland asked her.


  The young woman laughed happily.


  It is in Saddle River, New Jersey, she said. They are so conservative I have freaked them out.


  Is that right?


  And Nixon is there, Charlotte reported. In Saddle River, yes?


  No! Strickland exclaimed. Really? He put his hand over hers on the table. Sit tight, guys. He stood up, backed off a step and made a placatory gesture.
  Dont go away.


  Strickland! Biaggio wailed after him. The jeep!


  Strickland went directly to the table where the party of young Americans was sitting and approached the dark-haired girl with the red bandana.


  Would you excuse me, please, he said softly, bending over her. May I introduce you to a v . . visitor?


  Observing his defect of speech, the woman went sympathetic. Strickland expanded his smile so that it might irradiate the entire tableful of young Americans.


  I know who you are, the young woman said ironically, but I dont believe you know me.


  She told him her name was Rachel Miller. He moved back her chair as she stood up to follow him.


  Ah, he said. Raquel!


  Not Raquel, she said. Just Rachel.


  Although there were only three chairs at the table, Strickland insisted that Rachel sit down. Standing across the table from the two young women, he looked at each in turn.


  Charlotte, this is Rachel. Rachel, Charlotte.


  Regarding Charlottes brave ribbon, Rachel seemed to pale slightly beneath her suntan. Charlotte remained cheerful.


  And this is Biaggio, Strickland told Rachel, indicating his friend. A veteran of la soixante-huit. Is he a French spy, a Swiss hustler or an Italian Communist? No one
  knows.


  I dont get it, Rachel said. She had become alert.


  Biaggio and I are researching the youth movement of Minister Garcia-Lenz, Strickland explained. Were interviewing foreign members. Honorary members like yourselves.
  Were wondering if theres a common thread in their experience.


  While not losing their good-natured expression, Charlottes features seemed to thicken and her comprehension to fade. Rachel was staring at Strickland in cold fury.


  Whats that song? Biaggio asked cheerfully. People were singing far off, somewhere in the streets outside the hotel.


  Thats a revolutionary song, Strickland said. Its called A Clean Old Man Will Do. 


  Charlottes lips moved in silent translation.


  What Im curious about, Strickland went on, is how foreign visitors like yourselves are recruited for the movement. Do you read his works? Does he take you to see the
  hovel he claims to live in?


  Whats your problem? Rachel asked.


  Charlotte appeared to have fallen asleep with her eyes open.


  My problem is the bottom line, Strickland explained. The difference between what people say theyre doing and whats really going on.


  Biaggio shrugged and shook his head as though he were in conversation with himself.


  Maybe we shouldnt judge too harshly, Strickland said. The guy was a priest for about seventy years. Hes making up for lost time.


  What makes you so smart? Rachel demanded. Who do you really represent down here?


  What do you care? Strickland asked her. Youre just a tourist. He turned to Biaggio. Next year, he said, the old fuck will be giving them
  T-shirts. What would the T-shirts say, Biaggio?


  No pasarn! Biaggio suggested. He and Strickland had a giggle together. Rachel took a deep breath, stood up slowly and went back to her table. Strickland sat down in
  her chair.


  What the hell, he said equably. He tossed the keys to his jeep toward Biaggio. Enjoy yourself. Then he leaned forward and spoke loudly to Charlotte, as though she
  were hard of hearing: You too, liebchen. Drive carefully.


  Youre a bad element, Strickland, Biaggio said when the keys were in his pocket. A Trotskyite. A Calvinist.


  Goodbye, Biaggio. He raised his voice again. Ciao, Charlotte! Dont run my pal on any mines!


  Yes, Charlotte said faintly.


  Forget him, Biaggio told Charlotte as he led her away. He cannot harm you.


  Strickland turned to watch Rachel several tables over. She had taken off the scarf and she appeared to be crying. She sat in silence looking down at the table, taking no further part in
  conversation. After a while she got up and went toward the lobby. Strickland intercepted her just inside.


  What now? she asked him.


  I want you to come with me.


  You must be crazy, she said.


  That could be it.


  She made no move to leave but she said, Leave me alone.


  Come with me!


  She stared at him.


  Come on, he said. He laughed. Dont think about it, just do it. Come on!


  She blinked and for a moment she seemed about to follow him.


  Why did you do that to me just now, Mr. Strickland?


  Because Garcia-Lenz is a hypocrite. Thats why.


  No, she said. I dont trust you.


  Actually, he asked, whats to trust?


  I want you to leave me alone!


  When she started past him, he blocked her way.


  Ill call someone!


  Youll be laughed at, he said.


  You fucking bastard, Rachel said. I know about you.


  What does that mean, Rachel?


  I know about what happened in Vietnam. There are reporters here who were there with you.


  He smiled, but she had seen the shadow pass.


  Everybody knows that story, she told him. What the GIs did.


  If you only knew the half of it, Strickland said, youd eat your heart out.


  Im sure I wouldnt, she said. Not anymore.


  Garcia-Lenz wont remember your name, Rachel. I know who you are. I understand what youre doing down here.


  Rachels eyes were bright. She began to speak, broke off and turned her face to the artificial stucco wall.


  How can you know who I am? she asked.


  Because its my business. Perception. Do you understand?


  I dont know what I understand, Rachel said.


  Ill tell you about it all, Strickland said. My version.


  Your version? she demanded with unhappy impatience. Your version of what?


  The world, he said. How it goes. You may spend your life looking at revolutions. You should understand how to look at them correctly.


  The promoters, police characters and lay missionaries in the lobby turned after Strickland and Rachel as they passed.


  Ive been hyper since I got here, Rachel said. For a while I was sick.


  Hey, Strickland said, me too. Sick? Let me tell you!


  As he led her across the lobby, his spirits soared.


  He pushed the button to summon the elevator and saw Rachel frown at him and take a step backward. He wanted to reassure her.


  Where are you from, Rachel?


  She looked at him in silence and shook her head.


  I mean, I sort of know where youre from, he hastened to say. You went to private school somewhere. You probably went to progressive camps. Cookouts with
  food-from-many-lands.


  Rachel raised two fingers to her brow as though her head ached.


  Folk dancing, Strickland fantasized, interracial sing-alongs. Am . . . I right?


  Rachel leaned back against the wall beside the elevators and began to slide down it, bending at the knees.


  Hey, Strickland said to her, be cool.


  I have to go, she said. I have to wash my walking shorts. Goodbye.


  She was sitting on the floor next to a giant aloe plant between the two elevator doors. The elevator arrived. Although they were operated by push buttons, each of the hotels elevators
  carried an attendant. The attendants, Strickland had heard, were men who had served as informers under the old regime and who had been pressed into the same service by the new. The one who
  presented himself for service had been liberally tipped by Strickland as a basic precaution and he appeared pleased at the sight of his patron. When Strickland did not step into the elevator, the
  attendant peered around the corner and saw Rachel on the floor. He looked from the woman to Strickland.


  I suppose I went too far, Strickland said to the elevator attendant. None of them admitted to a knowledge of English. I suppose I blew it.


  He stepped into the elevator. It was, in fact, Stricklands last day in-country. He was bound home to New York to begin work on a film about a billionaire sailboat racer.


  ndale, he told the man. Arriba.


  It was almost all the Spanish he knew. When the doors closed on the lobby and the silent stares of its habitus, he felt a considerable relief.


  Halfway up to Stricklands floor, the operator turned and smiled. When he saw Stricklands stormy, disappointed face his smile vanished.


  I work in the service of truth, Strickland told the old man, which is nowhere welcome. Understand what I mean?


  The operator, seeing his passengers disposition improved, smiled and inclined his head. Strickland took a ten-dollar bill and wrapped the mans hand around it.


  No you dont, he said.
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  BESIDE THE SOUND, under the brightening sky, Browne dug in along the shore, planting one foot in front of the other, breathing
  the sour iodized sea air. He ran with three-inch weights behind his fists, pumping, working the hump of sinew around his shoulders, stretching his legs. Three miles down the beach, the stack of an
  enormous power plant flashed a red warning beacon from its summit. The lights over the chain-link fence at the plants perimeter were Brownes halfway mark. Panting, he strained to bind
  his thoughts to the plain rhythm of breath.


  His chief regret had always been leaving the Navy. He was aware that this was the fair price of a rational decision, hardly more than nostalgia, a kind of luxury as regrets went. He would not
  have thrived there. Pushing harder, he turned his face into the breeze, saw the clean line of the Long Island shore and increased his pace. Ahead, the lights of the plant fence went out, then
  flashed on again as a cloud passed across the risen sun.


  Running, Browne felt a pang of expectation in his breast. He felt suddenly outsized by his own hunger, by a desire that filled the new day from sea to sky. When he reached the power plant fence
  he ran beside it. The harsh squares of the fence and the ugly metal sheds behind it made him feel vaguely captive and violent. He turned off and went back the way he had come.


  What are you waiting for? he whispered as he pumped over the soft sand. He could not seem to outrun the thing that had settled over him.


  In the littered cul-de-sac at the end of his street, he walked off the run and tried to put his mind at rest. After a little while, the anguish and disorder he had experienced began to seem like
  an illusion. Running could stir things up. It was just another Sunday, he decided. He jogged down to the cigar store for the paper and trotted home with it under his arm. On the way he passed a few
  solitary walkers and nodded good morning to all. Each person he passed paused to look after him. Browne found himself the only one awake in the house. He tossed the Sunday Times on the
  kitchen table and called up the back stairs to his sleeping wife and daughter.


  Wake up, people! Pancakes!


  He mixed some pancake batter and diced a few Granny Smith apples in with it.


  Wakee, wakee! he shouted.


  When no one appeared he vaulted up the stairs to his daughters room and banged on the door. Maggie was down from school for a long weekend, and it occurred to him that he should make an
  effort to spend part of the day with her.


  Mag! Up all hands! Time to jump off, my young friend.


  When there was no answer he prepared to assault the door again. His daughters scream arrested his hand.


  Goddam it, she cried from inside, get out of here! Leave me alone!


  Now listen . . . Browne began. He was surprised and hurt. It was hard to be reasonable. Listen here, Maggie.


  Leave me alone! the girl shrieked. She sounded utterly hysterical. Leave! Me! Alone! Leave me the fuck alone!


  As she had recently discovered, Browne could not abide her using such words.


  Open the door, Margaret, he demanded. He tried the door but it had been locked from the inside. He rattled the knob, resenting the absurdity of his position and quite aware of it.
  Dont you use that kind of language to me! Her adolescent wrath made him feel brutal and ridiculous. He pursed his lips in frustration.


  Maggie raised a pitiable moan.


  Please! Please go away.


  No, I wont go away, Browne said. Nor will I stand here talking to a door.


  The door of the master bedroom opened and Anne came out into the hall wearing a woolen bathrobe.


  Owen, let it pass. She came up to him and took hold of his hand, referring to their tenderness of the night before. Maggies had some kind of social crisis. I think
  she may have a spot of boy trouble. She led him gently away from Maggies door, holding him by both hands.


  Im sorry to hear that, Browne said. But its no excuse. Did you hear the language she used?


  Please let it pass, Owen. Im sure shell apologize. Shes been in a state, the poor kid.


  For Gods sake, he muttered. I didnt know she commanded such language.


  Oh, they all do, Anne said. She does it to get a rise out of you.


  Browne let himself be drawn away.


  Look, take your shower, Anne told him. Ill make the pancakes. You cool off and have your shower. Dont let it spoil your morning.


  In the shower, Browne tried to salve his bruised propriety and ease the anxiety he felt about his only daughter, whose adventures in the jungle of young America filled him with dread. It was a
  difficult time to bring up children, he thought, almost as bad as the late sixties and seventies had been. Brownes expectations were high and Maggie had been an exceptionally dutiful and
  well-behaved child, more attuned to her parents than to her peers. All this, it seemed, was changing and the New England convent school to which, at great cost, they sent her seemed unhelpful. It
  had been her mothers school, but Browne had been very reluctant to send her away. Now it seemed that the other girls there were wild and sometimes unwanted at home. Drug use was more of a
  problem there than in the public schools. He tried not to think of it. He could not bear the thought of his daughters pain and she did not, at this point in her life, seem very clever at
  protecting herself from it.


  Browne and Anne consumed the pancakes. Maggie sulked in her room.


  I should take her sailing, Browne said.


  But the boats in Staten Island.


  Well, he said, we could go down there.


  Surely you dont feel like doing that today.


  Browne was not much in the mood for sailing. He was picking at his guilt over having Maggie away at school and neglecting her.


  No I dont, really. I should have taken her along when I moved the boat in the fall.


  Well, Anne said, she has other things on her mind.


  As it turned out, he could not find much to do with the day. Anne went to work in the study he had built for her, finishing the article she was doing for the yachting magazine where she worked
  as an editor. Maggie hid out and then slipped away. In the early afternoon, Browne put on his mackinaw and prepared to go in to the office. On his way out he knocked on the study door.


  You should have gone to church this morning, he told his wife. To pray for the market.


  They had a laugh together.
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  IN THE TAXI from La Guardia, Strickland had the persistent notion of being followed. He rode with one knee up on the back seat, guarding the road
  behind. He had noticed a man in the bar at Miami airport watching him, a man he was sure had boarded his flight in Belize. Between Miami and New York he had been upgraded to first class, only to
  find the same tall mestizo in a seat across the aisle. As his cab mounted the Triborough Bridge his eye was on a Ford Falcon that had left the Grand Central Parkway just behind him. A dark-haired
  man in sunglasses was at the wheel. A second man of similar appearance sat beside him. All the way across the bridge Strickland kept watch, reflecting that there was no more sinister sight in all
  of the hemisphere than two tall Latinos in a Ford Falcon. It made you want to pray. When the Ford eased past them to leave the FDR Drive at One Hundred Sixteenth Street, he turned his face
  away.


  Driving downtown, Strickland had a gander at his driver, whose name was presented on the hack license as Kiazim Shokru. He had a bald bullet head and fierce, lustrous eyes behind which burned
  the fires of Shia or drugs or plain madness.


  So what d . . do you think, Kiazim? Strickland inquired. You like New York?


  Kiazim Shokru stared at him in the mirror, apparently with rage.


  No? They had taken the Forty-eighth Street exit and were deep in gridlock. Strickland was already weary of his new conversation. Where do you like, then?


  The driver ignored him.


  Stricklands premises were in Hells Kitchen, just west of Ninth Avenue. He got out on the corner, took his bag from the trunk and paid off Kiazim. On his way to the building,
  Strickland was approached by a lost soul who had been begging from passing cars with a Styrofoam cup. He sidled past the man but then thought better of it. Pausing, he filled the mans cup
  with his Central American small change.


  He let himself in through the metal street door, leaned against the moldering green wall of the first landing and pressed the elevator button. The elevator arrived complete with Archimedeo, the
  Colombian super, who, seeing Strickland, stepped back in stylized surprise.


  Hey, where you been?


  Atlantic City, Strickland told him.


  Yeah, Archimedeo said, stepping out of his way. I know where you been.


  Strickland maintained half of the eighth floor of his building, which had been a musical-instrument factory long ago. His place consisted of two cutting rooms, a small office and a big loft
  space in which he had his living quarters.


  Approaching his shop, he heard a radio playing inside. When he pounded on the door someone came to listen by it.


  Yes please? demanded a nasal, impertinent voice.


  Its me, Hersey. Open the door.


  The Medeco lock and the deadbolt were undone and Hersey stood before Strickland, bowing and rubbing his hands together. Hersey was an apprentice, an awkward youth of frail and scholarly
  appearance.


  Welcome, master, Hersey intoned. It pleased him to assume the demeanor of a freakish laboratory assistant in a horror movie, a role for which he was, in fact, well suited.


  Whats happening? Strickland asked him. Everything arrive?


  I think so. A hundred and eighty rolls. Thirty hours.


  Got it sunk up?


  But of course.


  Good, said Strickland.


  He went back into his quarters, showered and changed. As he dressed, he listened to his message machine. After a while he shut it off. The messages were boring and he was not in the mood to talk
  on the phone.


  Back in the cutting room, he found Hersey at the Steenbeck, working to the creepy contemporary music the youth favored.


  Knock off, Hersey. I want to see what I have.


  The moment of truth, Hersey said. He stood up and assumed the parody of a servile cringe.


  Truth is right, Strickland said.


  They sat and watched selected dailies from Stricklands Central American documentary. There were scenes of political rallies sponsored by the party in power, of religious processions and
  of volunteers for the harvest. There were sensitive studies of the dead. There were views from the door of a moving helicopter that raced its shadow over the savanna in a ghostly reference to
  Vietnam, of flamingos rising in thousands from a mountain lake, and of pre-Columbian ruins, somber and murderous. And there were interviews of every sort.


  Christ, Hersey said, watching an American diplomat attempting to explain himself, you really open them up.


  I get them to spread, Strickland said. That I do.


  They watched the brother of a cabinet minister, sounding a little the worse for rum, attempt to explain what could not be explained to a camera.


  Hersey giggled asthmatically.


  Doesnt he know youre shooting?


  Sure he knows. And then again he doesnt.


  After about an hour of film, Strickland threw the switch.


  Thats about all I can take, he told Hersey. The pungent odor of the real thing. He clapped his hands. Were in business.


  Take a bow, big guy, Hersey said.


  Strickland reflected on how often he and his principal assistant found themselves on the same wavelength. Distractingly obnoxious, Hersey was nonetheless a formidably gifted super-techie who
  could edit, operate the camera or take sound, enduring Stricklands proximity the while. His master prized him.


  Theyre so urgent, Hersey said admiringly. And they always blow it. How do you do that?


  Strickland rounded on him.


  You dont understand, do you? Do you really think its me getting them to look bad? On the contrary, they piss all over themselves. Half the time I have to clean up their
  act.


  Hersey was chastened. He took off his thick-lensed glasses and wiped them on a Sight Saver.


  Its hard to tell the good guys from the bad guys.


  Hey, I decide who the good guys are, Hersey. When you learn how to cut film, youll decide.


  Really?


  Preparing to go, Hersey put a jacket over his black rising-sun banzai T-shirt. In the front pocket of the jacket he carried three ballpoint pens as a joke. Generally, he favored Astor Place
  haircuts and suits of Milanese drape.


  What about this guy Hylan? the assistant asked on his way out. Hylan was the yachtsman who was to feature in the next project. Strickland had an appointment with him.


  Hard to say, Strickland said. On the one hand hes our patron. On the other hand he has a cruel infantile face.


  Herseys laughter echoed from the outer loft.


  Alone in his cutting room, Strickland ran another reel in sections, fast-forwarding from time to time. The scenes with the birds struck him particularly. The rising flamingos, swallows in the
  cactus, doves and vultures in the palm trees  he could not account for all the footage of birds he saw. Mythic and heraldic notions occurred to him. He whistled Paloma between
  his teeth. There was a way in which the birds proclaimed the country.


  Most ineffable were the frames which featured the dead. The corpses in the film fascinated for reasons beyond the drama and violence they necessarily represented. Strickland pondered the way in
  which dead people always appeared in complicity with their circumstances, no matter how bizarre the setting or how advanced the state of their decomposition. In a way, he thought, it was almost
  reassuring. It made you think: If they can have that happen to them and look so cool about it afterward, so can I.


  He went into his living loft, brought out his marijuana and rolled a joint. Then, smoking, he ran the footage he had watched earlier with Hersey. The interviews amazed him. People had no
  discretion. He sat at his machine, hugging his shoulders, rocking in solitary laughter. He kept imagining fade-outs that would bring birds back to the screen, a comment on the babble and confusion
  on the field of folk. Strickland was encouraged for the work ahead. What a piece of work is man, he thought.


  Late that night, lying on his bed smoking the last of the previous summers marijuana, he decided to call Pamela Koester. Pamela was a suburban soubrette turned occasional prostitute who
  had figured prominently in a highly regarded documentary on New York lowlife that Strickland had made three years before. She was his sometime connection and they had entered into a
  relationship.


  Hello, Pamela, he said when he had her on the line. Big Buddys back.


  Hey, Big Buddy, Pamela called with faint enthusiasm. When you get back?


  Just now, Strickland said. Today.


  Just now, Pamela said, and youre calling me already. What a pal.


  So, Strickland said, come over. Bring something.


  Two, maybe three oclock, hows that? I cant stay long. Can we watch something?


  Well have one of our talks. Cant you make it earlier?


  Uh-uh, Pamela said. She clicked her tongue reflectively. Now this is really embarrassing, and please dont think Im sordid, but I have to ask you for a
  credit card number. Isnt that awful? For appearance sake.


  Chrissakes, Strickland grumbled. He got out his wallet and read her the number.


  He was almost asleep when the downstairs bell rang hours later, half dreaming of all the birds. He rode the elevator down to the street door.


  Hey, youre constant, Pamela said to him. She turned and signaled to dismiss the taxi that had brought her. Calling up your first night back in town.


  She was wearing a black beret, a sheepskin jacket with a woolly collar and expensive cowboy boots with fancy stitching. The beret, together with her large-framed spectacles and the leather
  portfolio she carried, gave her an appearance of upper bohemian wholesomeness. She had been a sensation in Stricklands movie because she was so attractive and reasonably well spoken and
  generally unlike the common representation of a prostitute on film. The film was called Under the Life, from someones cute remark.


  As they rode upstairs, Strickland asked Pamela what was new.


  I was home, she said. I mean in Connecticut. Watching my father like prepare for death.


  Yeah? Strickland asked. What does he do?


  Well, he gardens. He writes letters to the town zoning board.


  What a guy, Strickland said.


  So you were down in South America, huh? How was that? Go dancing? Score coke?


  The birds were great, he told her.


  She loved the line. She repeated it.


  The birds were great! Youre unreal, Strickland. Hey, Im really sorry about the card, she added. I have to placate Ludmilla.


  Ludmilla, a Russian immigrant, was proprietress of an escort service with which Pamela was presently employed. The service represented some advancement for her. During the period of
  Stricklands documentary, she had been the love slave of a feckless pimp called Junior, whom everyone had thought beneath her.


  Hows Junior? Strickland asked. I want to hear all about it.


  Really? O.K. She laughed, being a good sport about it, and handed Strickland a two-ounce Baggie of marijuana that had been pressed flat in her portfolio. Then she excused herself
  to go to the bathroom. He could imagine her fingers prowling his medicine cabinet. When she came out they sat down in Stricklands office. Behind his desk was an enormous round window into
  which the instrument manufacturers corporate coat of arms had been leaded. There was a similar window in the bedroom. Over the rooftops of Clinton and Chelsea they could see the towers of
  the World Trade Center and even a few faint winter stars. Strickland lighted a joint and turned his tape recorder on.


  Juniors terminal, Pamela declared. She spoke to the recorder with a kind of wicked excitement. Hes paranoid. He thinks everything went bad for him since he was
  in your movie. He thinks you owe him.


  Thats funny, Strickland said.


  Hes part of my past, man. He goes, You have no respect.  She held her breath on the toke. I go, Right on. Not for you I dont. So
  its like all over.


  Poor Junior.


  I hear he smokes crack. I hear he gets these yeast infections. His bitches say either hes taking like a lot of antibiotics for syphilis or hes got AIDS. They
  dont like it.


  Very good, Pamela.


  Hes a jive nigger. Hes finished! She raised her voice and sawed the air, pulling the plug on Junior. Yeah! Hes fucked! Were talking
  liberation! Pamela cried. Then suddenly she seemed to step, as it were, out of character. Hows that? she asked Strickland.


  Strickland applauded silently, palm to palm. Wonderful, he said soothingly. I wish I had it on film.


  She looked at him sidewise, green-eyed. In the space of the moment it was possible to see how crazy she was.


  You, Strickland, she recited in a childish croon, always looking at me. I see your ass.


  Know what I see? Strickland asked. I see how cold your eyes are.


  She covered her eyes with her hand.


  Dont say that, she said.


  Like a predatory fish, he thought. Dangerous work but he felt in control.


  How about letting me shoot you, Pamela?


  No, she whimpered. Come on.


  Just with the video camera.


  What would it be? she asked plaintively. Look at the ho? No! she said.


  You see what is, Pamela. You take all those drugs together and your minds a fucking omelet. I want to put you on film again, man.


  She laughed and pouted.


  No.


  Maybe I should intimidate you. Maybe I should call you bitch.


  Pamela clenched her teeth and shook her head.


  Maybe I should say, Lets roll em, bitch! Yell at you. Maybe then we could work.


  She looked away.


  Tie you up or something. Because you like that.


  Childlike again, her anguish dissolved in a giggle. He had made her laugh.


  Strickland! Exasperated but affectionate. Ron, goddam it.


  What you refuse to understand, Pamela, is that I propose a flick that is you entirely. I mean, I would like to do a whole mixed-media thing. All you. To be entitled Pamela.
  Dont you think that would be radical?


  I dont believe you.


  Ah, Strickland said, then youre mistaken. Because I dont make jokes about my projects.


  Really?


  Pamela, how can I persuade you?


  Listen, Ron, she said suddenly, Im really sorry about carding you. Im with these awful people.


  Im never reluctant to pay for conversation, Strickland assured her. Its sex I wont pay for.


  She was at the stage of making faces. She put out her lip, a tragic masker.


  Dont you like sex, Ron?


  Hey, Strickland said, this is sex.


  Then she went to the bathroom again. While she was doing whatever she did, Strickland looked through his stores for something to catch her fancy. In the bottom drawer of a file cabinet he found
  the ancient reel-to-reel tape recording of a radio talk show in which he had participated as a child. It was an item he had gone to much trouble to obtain the previous year. Hell, he thought,
  Ill squander it. He dusted the spool and put it on.


  Pamela came out of the bathroom looking flushed and wet-lipped.


  I have to go, she cried. But in a moment she cocked an ear. Hey, whats this, Strickland?


  They listened to the dulcet tones of Stricklands late mother as she described her dedication to the education of youth. The host replied in an old-time carny accent, a vanished mode of
  speech full of secret inflections. Strickland heard his own adolescent voice. He sounded a little like the carny and that was all wrong because he and his mother were supposed to be straight
  citizens.


  Pamela was quite taken with what she heard.


  What is that? she asked happily.


  It takes a little explaining, he told her.


  I want to thank all the p . . . p . . people out there for helping us, Strickland heard his own adolescent voice say.


  Who is it, Ron?


  Its old radio, Pamela. The voice is mine. The woman is my late mother.


  Wha? she demanded.


  Suddenly he was tired of hearing it. It had not really been such a good idea. Only high had he imagined her an appropriate audience. He turned it off.


  That was made in an old studio up above the New Amsterdam, he explained wearily. Right up the b . . . b . . block there. My mother and I were begging. We were being the
  deserving poor. It was The Max Lewis Show. People would call in one- and two-dollar pledges.


  She was looking at him, mouth agape.


  I mean, he said, what can I tell you? It all happened before you were born.


  But thats terrific, Strickland. You and your mom, huh?


  Me and Mom.


  Thats so sweet. The two of you on the radio. Who would of thought you had a mother?


  You know, Pamela, Strickland said, theres an old theatrical adage: Dying is easy, comedy is hard.


  She stared at him. Thats a threat! She seemed delighted. You threatened me.


  Nonsense.


  Im not scared of you, you know.


  Yes, he said, I know.


  Her quivering smile defied him.


  Would you really make a movie with just me in it?


  Yes, he said patiently. It would be my next venture.


  Just me? Long shots? Close-ups? Nothing in this picture but me?


  Theyd call it Pamela.


  It sounds avant-garde.


  Strickland shrugged modestly.


  I dont know, she said. I dont know what to do. Can I look at footage of myself?


  I thought you had t . . . t . . to go.


  Please, please, she said.


  So he set up a collection of outtakes from Under the Life which had been synched for her perusal. He left her in the office, watching herself on the Steenbeck.


  Back in the living loft he took his shoes off and lay back on the bed. From the editing room where Pamela was watching herself, barks and whoops resounded, together with loud groans that rose in
  crescendo and dissolved in ululation.


  He was wondering whether it might really be feasible to make another documentary feature around Pamela alone. He had always wanted to try making a one-person film. With her, he thought, it would
  be knotty work. How to penetrate that busy swarm of verbiage and gesture and find the shiny animal within? How to bring it stunned and dripping into light? But what a worthy lesson for the world to
  glimpse what thrived in the airless inner life of just one particular whore. It would be every bit as striking as your pet cemetery films. There would be the same uneasiness at what teemed there,
  under the crust. They would see its shadows cast upon her pleasant face.


  The trouble was, he thought, that he might be accused of repeating himself. They might say, Whores again. Half the time they had no idea what they were looking at.


  Stricklands half-stoned reverie eased him into fragile sleep. Within minutes he woke to see Pamela in his living room. She stood by the window, her face close to the glass. The sky above
  New York was growing light. On her face, caught perfectly by the mornings faint radiance, was an expression like a childs. Standing there, he thought, she looked for all the world as
  though the morning light could somehow save her. She seemed, through the homely offices of shadow and line, hopeful and expectant. It was fetching, and he thought a little about how to nail down
  such a look.


  Pamela turned and caught him watching her.


  Look, she said, its light. Could we have some music?


  He looked at her without answering.


  Im cold, she said. Could I come and sit on the bed?


  No, he said gently. And its not cold.


  Oh, she said, youre a rat, Strickland.


  She was showing him her streaked druggy face, that rapt, snotty, cotton-candy smile. All the same, he saw real desperation there. The whore in the morning, facing bed in earnest.


  Youre a rat, Ron. She was playing at playing games. Arent you going to come and hold my hand?


  Pamela, doll, what do you want from me?


  I want someone to hold my hand, she said.


  No doubt she does, he thought. Her eyes were vacant. She looked mournful and lost and, indeed, vulnerable, everybodys little sister Sue. It was that time of day.


  Gimme a break, he said to her.
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  BROWNE spent his Sunday afternoon at the shop, reading amid the comfortable clutter of his office. He was the local brokerage divisions
  second-senior man and its chief literary figure. Everything the office required in the way of prose composition, from advertising brochures to dunning letters, was written by Browne. He wrote the
  text of promotional videos and, being particularly presentable, appeared in them. He also represented the company at expositions and boat shows around the country. He was paid a higher salary than
  his associates in brokerage because he made much less in commissions. Nevertheless, Browne worried. Sometimes he imagined that his work would one day appear superfluous to higher management.


  The book he read was a 1920s edition of To the Source of the Oxus by Captain John Wood, originally published in London in 1875. He got altogether lost in it.


  Early the next morning, a working day, his car was first in the parking lot. The Altan offices and showroom stood in an industrial park a short distance from the Sound. In the showrooms
  window, a sixty-foot powerboat with burnished brightwork was on display. Browne opened the place and went to his office.


  Ross, the branch manager, was due back at noon and Browne had to take over his portfolio until then. Quite early on, he found himself running interference between the owner and the prospective
  buyer of a fifty-foot yawl. About eleven oclock the calls stopped. His messages were not returned. Then the owner called to lower his price by twenty thousand.


  Why? Browne asked. Youve already come down twenty. You dont have to go lower. Im sure theyll pay at this stage.


  I guess you dont understand, the man said. His voice had a strange gaiety, a note of whimsy. Well, you dont have to understand. Just move the fucking boat,
  O.K.?


  Browne was offended. It was profanity as an exercise in vulgar machismo, yet another yuppie playing pirate in the salty world of big boats. It disgusted him. When he called the buyers
  office, the switchboard was busy and it stayed that way right through lunchtime. At one oclock Ross telephoned to ask if Browne would keep an appointment he had made with the buyer at City
  Island. Browne agreed to do so. He took some notes over the phone, pulled the necessary paper and prepared to drive down. As he was putting his jacket on, it occurred to him that something might
  have gone wrong in the market. Fridays comeback had been so reassuring. He had chosen not to worry about it as a matter of discipline.


  He put in a call to his stockbroker. The switchboard there was busy as well. Wandering the corridor, he met Dave Jernigan, one of the younger salesmen, coming from the assembly room.
  Jernigans wife was a trader; Browne had once met her. He and Anne had gone to dinner with the Jernigans, and Edie Jernigan had introduced their four-year-old son. He was a nice little boy
  with a lisp and a staccato giggle, and Edie had asked the Brownes helplessly, What do you do for a kid with a terrible laugh?


  The Brownes had gone home joking about laughing lessons, laughing academies, French laughing masters. But Browne was truly horrified.


  Sums up the spirit of the age, he had said to Anne.


  Heard anything about the market? he asked the young man.


  Funny you should ask, Jernigan said. He was blond and round-faced; his reaction to every stimulus was an embarrassed smile. Its been an interesting
  morning.


  Down?


  Definitely. The tapes behind.


  Thats unusual.


  Jernigans smile increased its dimensions. He looked pale and out of breath. Words seemed to fail him for a moment.


  Yes, he told Browne. Its unusual.


  At the City Island marina, Rosss customer was nowhere in sight. It was a mild, sunny winter day. A pair of soiled swans floated among the mooring buoys. He paced the deck in front of the
  clubhouse for an hour before giving up. Finally, he bought a hot dog from a vendor in front of the projects and drove back to the office. On the way up he listened to WQXR. The hourly news
  broadcast reported a drop of fifty points in the Dow, with the tapes still behind.


  In the office only Jernigan remained. He was talking on the phone. When he hung up, he wandered into Brownes office.


  Your wife called.


  Any message? Browne asked him.


  Jernigan shook his head.


  Everybodys gone home. Weve closed the switchboard.


  Right, Browne said. The lessons of eighty-seven. Fear itself.


  When he called his broker again the line was still busy.


  That evening, Browne had been commanded to attend a seminar called All About Sales and Product Liability, which was scheduled for six at a motel off I-95. He went straight from
  work to find the first lecture canceled. Browne and a bearded young man from Scotland were the only people who had appeared. The two of them went to the motel coffee shop.


  The mans name was Ogilvie and he worked for Pepsico, who had brought him out for some Stateside conditioning. Young Ogilvies face was flushed with an anger that seemed to transcend
  falling markets and canceled seminars.


  Its all spec-ulation, he complained as they sat at the Formica counter drinking decaffeinated coffee. His voice broke around the word as though it were some non-Covenanting
  heresy. And absolutely unproductive.


  The confusion and excitement of the day had inclined Browne to a slight pointless elation. He was amused by Ogilvies sour Scottish oratory.


  Maybe, he suggested to the young man, the heroic age of the bourgeoisie is over.


  This notion further darkened the Scots countenance.


  Socialist are you?


  No, Browne said, just joking.


  Ogilvie looked at him critically.


  Right bastards they are, he told Browne. They dont want to work and they dont want to see you work. They despise the productive classes.


  I couldnt agree with you more, Browne said. Im a salesman after all.


  Im
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