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  Foreword 

On the Short Stories and Personal Essays of Steve Moncada Street


1.  His Own Particular Frequency
Steve Moncada Street had a genius for capturing the foreigner abroad/expat ethos—not just on a vivid perceptual level of sights, sounds, and smells, but with the humanity he brought to the page as he captured the anxieties, complacencies, and, most strikingly, the occasional recognitions that are so immense, in their lyrical moment, as to suddenly redeem all the tedium and indignities:
The extremes of Cairo—the bombs and the balconies and the elevators fixed with string, the sidewalk smells of jasmine and piss, grilled meat and gasoline, the new tourist towers jutting up out of grand, neglected architecture, the curtain-windowed Mercedes passing lepers on the sidewalk—had finally depleted him. He didn’t want to go home, exactly, but he wanted something more like home. He wanted to go where life was smaller, or where there was less of it, so that it didn’t seem to dwarf his own so much (“Balloon Theater”).
We find the same elusive clarity in the startled gratitude of Morton, the rootless  diving instructor in “Voyage Exotique,” as he recalls a woman he’d previously found ordinary, who had eagerly motioned to him from a coral reef: 
What she’d been trying to show him was what he’d been looking all over the world for, not a place or a thing at all but a way to look at places and things and people, too. It had been there all along, everywhere he’d been and at home as well, and it always would be, if he could remember to keep sight of it. . . .
For Street’s characters, engaging “the other” to find those moments is an ethic of the first order. But what the narrator says of Susan, in the harrowing story “Understanding Yemen”—“The Paul Bowles stories she’d read had inspired in her a notion that breaking down barriers, both cultural and gender-based, was not an option but a duty for any truly free-thinking individual”—could as readily be found from a Buffalo city bus: “I felt the same sort of alert calm that can set in abroad, when you’re on your way to another culture’s holy sites, along with a kind of startled thankfulness that I could see this. It was a trip indeed, in the perspective it gave me on my own place in life, and it cost only a dollar and a half”  (”Take the Bus”).
His characters are always breaking down barriers to find their own place in life. In “What Have You Got? Where the Words Are” Steve Street, after unnerving interactions with both the angry husband of a Russian émigré, with whom he’s had a revitalizing affair, and an overwhelmed elderly neighbor, reflects: 
I felt glad to recognize at last my own particular frequency, the territory I’ve staked out for myself, the zone in which I’m going to have to live and make my way: neither mean nor entirely compassionate, attached nor entirely transient, of a place nor gone too long from it, foreign nor entirely domestic, clueless nor absolutely sure, happy nor entirely sad. 


2. The Sweetest Days
In Balloon Theater, an expat couple decides their future in an outdoor Egyptian café, as a dead body lies nearby; an overeducated white attendant beholds a “shocking man” who frequents the inner-city laundromat where he works and bides his time; a lawyer meets his long-disenfranchised brother at a Saratoga racetrack; a college-bound Midwestern kid is enthralled by a brilliant townie waitress, another kid is overwhelmed by the humanity and generosity of a strange classmate he’d bullied. 
Across the more than two dozen settings, Steve Street’s subject is often the star-crossed search for love, usually the beginnings and the endings—“the residue,” as an émigré calls it (echoing a joke from her former country) upon meeting her ex-lover in “Native Tongues”—after the quest to break down barriers has crossed class or cultural strictures:
He knew too what her answer would be, not from memory but from his recent return to futile dating, online and otherwise, with defensive or overeager women his own age, scornful younger ones, the tentative in-between. Even hard-eyed women who knew all about him from his first utterance might negotiate a wary shot at it until the daily weight of the world or the culture—he never knew which was heaviest—flattened any brief pleasure or feeling or possibilities they might have been able to work up together. Love as logistics, as sit-com, as game show (“Native Tongues”).
But if “the daily weight of the world or culture” too often flattens the possibilities for intimate connection, for Street the self-knowledge salvaged from the “game show” can be fortifying. And heartbreaking for the reader:
But when a woman came into my life talking about children and marriage, permanence and attachment began taking on a whole new appeal for me. She was from another country, another culture. . . . [U]ntil the crisis that brought about the end of our relationship, she was fine about coming to my apartment to betray her husband three afternoons a week. . . . And the other night, three months since I’d seen the married woman or heard from her husband, my cell phone rang, and it was her husband again, dialing from a restricted number. “What you did is despicable,” he said. But it wasn’t. It was as beautiful as she was, and he’d been neglecting her, and the time I spent helping her get his attention were some of the sweetest days I’ve had (“What Have You Got? Where the Words Are”). 
3. His Own Particular Frequency (2)
Though Street’s vision never flinches, his characters are often modest, vulnerable, humorously self-deprecating. And so was he. You wouldn’t know from reading these pages that Steve Street was famous, among the most prominent contingent academic labor activists of his time. After teaching for four years at the American University in Cairo, Steve returned to find himself in adjunct purgatory, where part-time professors, who teach the majority of classes in the United States, are usually hired semester-to-semester, paid poverty-level wages, have no academic freedom, can be fired at the whim of their directors, and, worst of all, are often disrespected, disregarded, and condescended to by tenured colleagues and administrators—all at a terrible cost to the quality of higher education. According to his aunt, Corinna Moncada, in a memorial pamphlet compiled by Mark Street, Steve’s brother: 
[R]ather than deciding to get credentials that would give him prestige and privilege in higher education, Steve responded to these conditions as a social justice issue. He continued to teach as an adjunct professor while working with intensity as an activist . . . and writing of the injustices he saw and experienced. 
After his death, a major obituary in The Chronicle of Higher Education, where (among many other publications) he’d been a frequent contributor, noted that his academic labor essays “often expressed the frustrations he and other adjunct faculty members felt in seeking decent pay and benefits and equitable treatment from their employers” (August 18, 2012). 
On September 9, 2011, Steve had responded on the Coalition of Contingent Academic Labor listserv to an open call for panelists from the organizer of a regional Modern Language Association conference. He’d be happy to speak if certain “health issues” were resolved by then. I immediately contacted him. Steve wrote back:  
The health issues are pretty bad: a recurrence of the melanoma I beat back twelve years ago. Now it’s up to tumors in the lungs, w/spread elsewhere. After two weeks in the hospital to stop a fluid buildup that caused the shortness of breath I went in for, I’ve got an appt. tomorrow at a good cancer center here to see about what treatment plan’s possible. It’ll be tough and iffy, but all doctors so far have been impressed w/my strength (I’ve told them I climbed the Vail Pass), so I hope to be able to withstand it. Also tumors in the lungs is as good an explanation as any for being behind the peleton, isn’t it? Bright side to everything, along with the new free reading and email time.”
Steve died on August 17, 2012. He was 56. According to the Chronicle obituary, “He died in a hospice in Buffalo, in the company of his brother, after receiving expressions of support from many of his colleagues and friends.”

5. Prepare to Live
In 2002, two years after his initial bout with melanoma, Street published “Skin,” a short story about an ex-pat teacher who falls in love and abandons his former life: “Anson chucked everything—wife, friends back home, even his grown kids after they’d helped him straighten out his complicated international paperwork—to marry an Egyptian woman, a registrar at the exclusive international prep school he worked for in Cairo.”
Not long afterward, his new wife notices a discolored mole on Anson’s shoulder. After the growth is diagnosed as a melanoma, Anson returns to the States for a second opinion, near the small Midwestern town where he grew up. At the cancer clinic, the oncologist, Marrins, “held out his hand, which felt warm and solid in Anson’s cold, clammy one. ‘I know you’ve got a million questions, Mr. Anson. With some luck we’ll have about five hundred thousand answers for you.’”
As he’s being treated, Anson spends “much of the time between tests and results in a branch library, researching this disease. . . . Every trend in the research data was contravened by dramatic exceptions: people who should have been dead were alive, and vice versa. As Marrins put it, ‘Frankly, we’ve amassed a vast amount of data that in any given case might or might not apply.’” 
Anson returns to Egypt where he abandons his treatment, eventually alienates everyone, loses his job, and is divorced by his new wife. Eleven years later he’s back in the small town near where he grew up, working in a used bookstore, when the Gulf War breaks out. The radio plays all day on the counter near the register, broadcasting news from the Middle East:  
As the grief stretched into war . . . Anson heard about the global rages and disparities, duplicities and truths, complexities and misunderstandings he’d experienced as pathologies of his own. Some of what was being articulated now he’d known, and some of it he was learning, but he absorbed it all with the growing feeling that what was most important hadn’t been said yet.
If knowledge is elusive, just beyond reach, and in any event might not apply in a given circumstance, by 2012, when Street wrote his final essay, “Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!” he had discovered a tentative accommodation to the disparities and complexities, ironically enough in the  “small, quiet, unexceptional moments identical to moments that have bored, frustrated, embarrassed, and/or angered” him for years. Now he sees them “for what they are: great moments. . . . It’s the clichés that capture my new outlook, an antithesis, not to say an anticlimax, to a life spent vilifying and bending myself out of shape to avoid them, in my behavior as well as my work.” 
Two weeks earlier, his oncologist had halted his ipilimumab regimen, a treatment that “after a year of variously effective others” he’d “developed high hopes for.” He knows that he’s probably in his “last few inches” of life. At times, he “makes himself” face it: 
I still get down. I get sick of myself, discouraged. I worry how much pain there’ll be. . . . And sometimes I’m dismayed by the remote attitudes of friends and family, even when they’re trying to be sympathetic or thinking they’re being supportive. . . . So I get angry, suspicious, susceptible to all my old bad attitudes. But not for long at a stretch, now, nothing like the days, weeks, months. . . . Now it’s about facing the light, so easy to do I can’t believe all that time I couldn’t tell where the sun rises from where it sets. 
He likens his heightened receptivity, his euphoria, to the repose a fighter pilot might feel in the midst of combat, as embodied in James Dickey’s poem, “The Firebombing.” Like combat, “cancer strikes away the bullshit.”
He engages the paradox. If cancer is speeding him toward “being less than nobody, maybe,” his new outlook allows him to “slow down at the same time.” To feel “brand new.” He signs a lease for a new apartment across town. He begins to move his possessions: 
Prepare to live is my two-week old motto, possibly another tattoo (larger, around the elbow). Bucket lists: sky diving, dune-buggy racing, seeing the Alamo at last—well, fine, if the opportunities arrive, but just living—taking out the garbage, reading a thick book, being awake to hear the first bird at dawn, a twenty-minute walk—all these are enough to make me bust. I’m cooking, finding my own meals delicious, chewing slowly, listening to music I’ve never understood. I am OK with everything.
Just living, even the “sudden dislike” on the face of a retail cashier as he quarrels with her about a store policy and feels “suddenly sick” of himself and his indiscriminate contentment—“you just shouldn’t be so happy, so fine with everything”—is a “kind of relief.” 
“Just get out of here, her face said. And I did.”
Soon afterward Street is told by the “highly informed nurse,” to whom he describes “feeling in many ways the best I’d felt in my life”: “Oh, that’s the steroids. . . . That’ll pass as you taper off.” And it does. But as euphoria deflates, knowledge won’t. As with many of Street’s stories and essays, fraught circumstance inspires—or provokes—lyrical clarity in the midst of paradox and complication. He never stops trying to locate his place. 
In Balloon Theater, Steve Moncada Street doesn’t give instructions about how to live, or preach that he has a better idea. All he does is report from the front, in ways that are singular and unforgettable.

      [image: image-placeholder]Over the course of a long (if not nearly long enough) writing career, Steve published many academic labor essays (accessible online) and book reviews. He also published several short stories. He wrote many other short stories, several novellas, and at least two novels. Each (or at least of those he kept) is fastidiously constructed and infused with an ethos that seems to notice everything, particularly the myriad self-deceptions of imperfect but well-meaning people trying to live with themselves. Steve had a gift for expressing moments of lyrical clarity that redeem everything, momentarily. Everything he wrote, he gave his all. 
Balloon Theater is divided into three parts. The stories in part one mostly explore and express the experience of ex-patriots. The stories in part two are more domestic and fall into two categories, often dealing with teenage boys in the upper Midwest falling for girls from the other side of the tracks, or adults coming to terms with who they are. In part three are personal essays. As there is some overlapping in concerns, I’d like to note that some of the personal essays may have been intended by Steve to be short stories, and vice versa. 
Many thanks to Mark Street for his heroic efforts on behalf of his brother, and to Mark and Ed Taylor for their work in completing “Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!”
Don Eron
March, 2024
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  SNAKES


Lovo tells this story in a venerable old bar downtown, now a cramped and sour-smelling place with a high, pressed-tin ceiling, dark paint on its windows, and two huge television flat screens, one over each end of an ornate walnut bar. Fumes and traffic noise come in the open door. A guy with a gray ponytail stands in a tiled alcove there, murmuring to pedestrians, occasionally coming in to sip from a glass on the corner of the bar. It’s so dark inside that the wall lamps are on, though outside is sunny. A fan suspended from the ceiling wobbles as it turns; during lulls in traffic, you can hear it squeak. The screen visible from the sidewalk shows an ice-skating competition; on the other, over the heads of two women who greeted Lovo when he came in, is war news. 
He orders with an eye on the news, then takes out a legal pad from a zippered plastic folder he sets on the barstool beside his, uncaps a pen from his breast pocket, and begins checking off items on his pad, drawing lines through some of them, flipping the yellow sheets forward, then back.
“How’s the job search?” says the bartender, serving him. Lovo makes a face, evoking with his eyebrows and lips and a hunch of his shoulders fatigue, disgust, resignation, and humor, somehow all at once. He’s in shirt sleeves, a wrinkled white dress shirt that sticks to his back; his wide, synthetic-looking necktie, with a pattern like upholstery, hangs loose but stiff to his sternum, less neckwear than breastplate. He sets his pad aside, rubs his eyes with thumb and forefinger on either side of his nose, and nudges his tumbler around by its cardboard coaster, contemplating its shimmering contents until an image on the news screen catches his attention. The sound is off, but closed captioning is on. He nods at the TV.
“I’ve been there,” he says, pointing, his posture straightening with interest. “That exact spot.”
“You were over there? I didn’t know that. You don’t look—”
The bartender, stooped over the sink, flashes up at him a quick and earnest grin. He’s a big, good-looking blond kid in a clean black T-shirt tucked into clean black jeans. Lovo’s got a good face, too, but he’s overweight, sweating, shaggy and gray around the ears.
“You don’t look young enough,” calls out the darker of the two women below the screen, her smile wide and perfect. “He was going to say you don’t look young enough, Lovo.” Her eyelids and cheekbones shimmer purple; the make-up accentuates her heavy features instead of softening them, making her large face look uneven, rough. Her bare shoulders are broad; her chest swells the bib of her flowered sundress.
The thin woman beside her speaks without turning, straight out over the bar, as if to anyone. She’s sitting very straight.
“Is there an age limit? What’s the age limit? Taking everybody they can get, is what I heard. Accosted Worthy in a mall, two white boys in shiny shoes and belts, shiny visors on their caps, no hair left at all. Told him he could be a musician if he signed up.” Her own hair’s a cave to her shoulders, her face barely visible in it but for tinted eyeglasses with huge, squarish lenses. Her skinny forearms rest against the edge of the bar like the handles of baseball bats, her wrists decorated with multicolored hoops. 
“They’ll let him play ‘Taps,’ maybe. They’ll say anything.”
“Worthy’s forty, I’m saying.”
“He don’t look it.”
“That is true. He’s in good shape, Worthy.”
“He does a hundred push-ups every morning,” the bartender puts in. “Or so he says.”
“Of course, Worthy too will say anything,” says the woman with the big hair, not a reply but another general declaration.
“Casey,” says the larger woman, tucking her chin into her shoulder and pouting her purple lids at the bartender. “Give me a cherry, honey. I’ve got to keep my strength up. Oh, come on. I spend enough in here. You know I do. Gimme cherry. Gimme cherry. Gimme cherry.”
She bounces on her stool until he sets out the stainless-steel dish. Felicia, he calls her. Felicia deposits several cherries on a bar napkin, nibbles at one off its stem. She’s drinking beer. In a sudden traffic lull, you can hear the voice of the guy in the doorway. “Beans? Reds? Footballs, man?” He’s stocky, his clean calves muscular; he wears creased Bermuda shorts and sandals, solid leather ones with padding around the straps, their thick rubber soles planted firmly on the dirty green-and-white tiles in the doorway. His ponytail is neat, his nape shaved. “Oxy? Whites? Clarity, my friend?” He comes back to his glass, which Casey fills from a large tin can with a black-and-white generic label: TOMATO JUICE. On the war-news screen, flames billow, orange and black. Felicia’s watching skating. “Look at those sequins,” she lisps. “What I wouldn’t give.”
Lovo, scooting his drink around, still not lifting it, clears his throat. 
“It was years ago. Before all this.” He indicates the war news.
“Right,” Casey says, considering him again. “I remember those days. What were you doing over there?”
Lovo crosses his arms on the scarred edge of the varnished bar. “Working, believe it or not.” His voice eases up. “Seeing the world, also. Travelling.”
“Must be nice,” remarks the woman with the exemplary posture. She wears a basketball outfit, matching satiny shorts and shirt, red with white piping. White block letters on the chest say SIN QUEENS, and in an arc of white script over the number 69 on the back: Auxiliadora. “Must be very nice.”
“Nice isn’t the word,” Lovo says. “It was more than nice but at the same time worse. It was more complicated than nice.”
Felicia drops her voice. “Was it awful over there?”
“It wasn’t awful, either. That’s what I’m trying to tell you, how it was.” 
At his tone, Felicia blinks, and Auxiliadora demands, still straight out over the bar, “Why is there skating on when it’s ninety degrees out?”
“Question asked and answered, honey: it’s a rebroadcast to help us deal with the heat.” Felicia has the reassuring voice of an older sibling.
“I can switch it,” Casey offers, though he doesn’t rise from his position against a cooler. “I can switch it, if everybody wants to watch something else.” 
“Leave it, leave it. I like the sequins.” 
“Thrusters, folks? Ts and Rs? Chicken powder, before I take my break?” 
The ponytailed guy comes in and sits on the stool nearest the doorway, at an angle of the bar, two stools up from Felicia and several down from Lovo, who’s scowling down at his full drink as if a contact lens, not his, might be floating on its surface. Felicia looks across at him.
“Aw, Sam. We’re listening. Tell it, baby.”
“We’re all ears, my friend.” Casey settles against the cooler, folding his arms across his chest; for the ponytailed guy he ticks his head up at the war news. “Lovo’s been there. The very same town they were showing.” The ponytailed guy nods and holds his juice glass out in Lovo’s general direction for a second before sipping from it.
Lovo, shoulders bunched, is pushing his coaster around with his fingertips again. He looks as if he’s got it almost exactly where he wants it now.
“Actually, it’s not the town itself I remember so much as a wadi nearby.” 
“A what-y? Hawaii?” Felicia clowns, making wondering faces until Auxiliadora tells her to settle down. “What? It was a genuine question.”
Lovo smiles thinly. “A wadi. A dried-up riverbed. A feature in a desert, basically.”
“I thought deserts didn’t have any features.” Auxiliadora’s not heckling: she’s in school, a serious student.
“Besides sand. I know what you mean. And rocks. But get out in one, and after a while you start noticing things. Blacks, grays, purples. Even some green mixed in with the shades of tan. Shapes, textures. A desert can be beautiful.”
“Dehydration,” Felicia says. “Hallucinations. Didn’t see any burning bushes, did you?”
The guy with the ponytail laughs along with her, but Auxiliadora slaps at her, connecting with flesh to still as well as silence her, all without moving off center.
“We saw cliffs. Lumpy, reddish cliffs on both sides. Without anything else around, at first it’s hard to tell how big they are, or how far away. Or how big you are, after a few hours of walking.”
A man in a suit pokes his head in the door, squinting around in the darkness until the ponytailed guy slips off his stool and goes over to him. 
“Outside,” Casey warns, and that’s where the two of them go. Casey casts a dark look at their backs and begins fiddling with a bottle opener, twirling it around a finger like a gunslinger with a pistol, first one way and then the other. Lovo purses his lips. “Well, go on,” Casey tells him, twirling away. “And so?”
“So, well, as it turned out, the cliffs were even bigger than we’d figured, and further away. We realized just how much bigger and further when two small, dark specks broke off from the rock to our east and began heading our way.”
“Ants,” Felicia says.
“That’s what they looked like, all right. Crawling straight for us.”
“Oh-oh.”
Casey’s bottle opener stops. “What did you do?”
“Nothing.” Lovo looks up with mild irritation. He takes several cocktail napkins from a dispenser on the bar and begins sopping up condensation from his glass that’s trickled onto the bar top. The glass itself is still brimming. “Why turn back for a couple of ants? And we wouldn’t want to look like we were avoiding them, whoever it was. Anyway, it was a couple of miles before we could even see them.”
“Could you tell who they were?” Auxiliadora’s hands are clasped on the bar now. They’re elegant hands, her long nails works of art, tiny designs and multicolored swirls. “I mean: men, women? Walking, running? What kind of clothes?”
“Were they armed?”
This from Casey. Lovo grimaces.
“They were a couple of girls. Maybe twelve and eight. Maybe ten and six, I don’t know. I’m no judge. When they were about a hundred yards away, we veered toward them. Desert etiquette: all very slow and gradual. Neither of us were on a road or even a path. I hadn’t seen a right angle since we left the Jeep.”
A particularly pungent gust of bus fumes enters, and a cry goes up. The bar patrons cough and protest, but nobody moves to close the door. The ponytailed guy comes back in for a sip, toasting the assembly first. Lovo waits, patient now; even his face is dry. Soon he has his audience back.
“What were girls doing in the desert?” Felicia says. She looks around. “Is that a stupid question?”
“They lived there. In the cliffs, or beneath them. In the vicinity, anyway, because it was clear they were our hosts. The older sister opened a striped shoulder bag and took out tea, sugar, a pot, spoon, and cups. No two cups matched. One was a dish, in fact. Then with a single lens from a pair of glasses she started a fire in a handful of dry grasses and twigs her sister had gathered.”
“How did you know they were sisters?” Auxiliadora asks with triumph, as if she might have caught him out. 
“They told us.”
“How’d you talk?” 
“The person I was with spoke Arabic. Speaks it.” Lovo looks down, fingers the base of his tumbler.
“He was Arab?”
“She was Egyptian, actually. But she’d grown up in England. She lives there now, though. Lived there then.” He looks at his drink as if he might be ready for it now, but he still doesn’t lift it.
“Lived in the wally? Spoke that wally talk?”
Felicia snickers as she says it. Auxiliadora pokes her.
Lovo sighs. “In the region,” he says quietly. “In the region. The language is called Arabic, and it’s spoken all over, in different countries in the region.”
“With some differences,” Casey puts in, looking to Lovo for corroboration. “With some differences, right? But they can understand each other. Like Spanish for Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Dominicans. Right?”
“Don’t forget Honduras,” Auxiliadora says. OhnDOOras. “Serve me another spritzer, bartender. How hot was the tea, on a fire made with grass?”
Lovo laughs, a dry and rusty sound from him. “Hot enough. Sort of tepid, actually. But it was the best tea I’ve ever had.”
At his sudden warmth of tone, the others peer at him. Auxiliadora moves her hands to her lap, facing him.
“That’s your story?”
The guy in the doorway’s murmuring: “Cat in the hat? Gagglers? Dex? Snow, my friends?”
“My story’s coming up,” Lovo says. “While we had our tea we conversed. My story’s our conversation.”
“Through your friend who spoke Arab. Your girlfriend?” Felicia wonders, but Lovo ignores her.
“Through my friend. Through my friend, we told them how much we liked the wadi, how quiet and restful it was, how beautiful the cliffs were. ‘Yes’, the older sister said, solemnly. ‘But they’re dangerous. You have to watch out for snakes.’”
“Same here.” Felicia’s laugh pops. “Seems like every day I meet another snake.”
“Shht.” Auxiliadora turns, the reflections on her huge lenses bright. “What else did they say?”
“They wanted to know about our homes. My friend had lived in Manchester, which meant nothing to them. Even London didn’t.”
“How about New York?” 
“New York rang no bells. The older sister thought she might have heard of America.”
Amazement bubbles. When it dies down, Lovo continues, his voice surer than it’s been.
“We tried to tell them about buildings, streets, traffic.” He gestures at the open door. “They knew what buses were, but mostly they just listened, absorbing, their eyes like pools of oil. You could see them imagining. At one point the little girl whispered something to her older sister.  She had a gold tooth already, the older sister did—a front tooth, but her smile was glorious, her face like the sun. This whole time, they’d shown no fear of us, no hesitation. Nothing but pleasure and curiosity. They were little . . .” He gropes, shrugs. “Little people.”
Everybody’s listening now, facing Lovo. Even the man in the doorway has turned around. Felicia swallows.
“What did she whisper?” 
She’s whispering herself. On the TV she’s been watching, a spinning figure slows down and glides off.
Lovo looks at Felicia, then the others. “She wanted to know if there were snakes where we lived. My friend said yes, we had snakes, but not where people lived, usually. The girl turned to her sister and said, ‘Imagine that! No snakes!’”
He sets the heels of his hands against the lip of the bar and smiles around. Casey’s still leaning against the cooler, arms across his chest, still looking at him expectantly. The ponytailed guy has been leaning in, listening closely, but now he shakes his head, faces the street, resumes his murmur: “Bennies? Bottles? Ticklers, folks?” Felicia, ignoring the skating scores, cranes around at the others. 
“That’s it?” she says.
“That’s it,” Auxiliadora tells her quietly. “This time, that’s it. Right, Lovo?”
“Yes. That’s it.”
He lays bills beside his untouched drink, slides his carrying case off the bar, and stands down from his stool. He looks rested, refreshed—even thinner, somehow.
“Drink up,” Casey tells him. “Hell of a story. Next one’s on the house.”
Lovo shakes his head. “Not tonight, thanks.”
“That’s a first.” Felicia looks startled. “It’s not even dark out yet.”
Auxiliadora’s square lenses swivel toward the window like coin-operated binoculars at a scenic overlook.
“Good night, all.” Lovo doffs an imaginary hat all around and backs to the door, where he claps the dealer on the ponytail as he sidles past. His step is brisk.
“‘Bye, Sam!” Felicia stands on the rungs of her stool to wave down at him through an unpainted strip at the top of the plate glass.

      [image: image-placeholder]When she resumes her seat, no one’s talking or even looking at each other. No one’s watching the TV screens, either, where skating is over and the news channel shows a commercial. People are looking at fixed points at different heights on different walls. Then Casey gets busy rearranging bottles on the back bar, and Felicia discovers a loose thread on the hem of her dress and begins tugging at it. Auxiliadora, erect as ever, stares straight ahead, maybe smiling a little now under the thick cliff of her bangs. 
Outside, even traffic in the street seems to have paused.






  
  ALL THE THINGS


“. . . [T]hese third world cities where millions and millions of people are crushed in together are a completely new phenomenon on earth. There seems to be no structure in them. Yet this was . . . precisely where the mystery lay. The city did work. There was a structure, but it was hidden, internal, because the people in such cities were adaptable, resourceful, compassionate—in short, alive . . . .” (Susan Brind Morrow, The Names of Things: A Passage in the Egyptian Desert)
About a decade after the tour of pharaonic artifacts that inspired the hit song “King Tut,” not long after weekly EgyptAir service between Cairo and JFK had been established, on the day before Marty Eubanks was to take one of those flights home by himself, he and Susan Fisher ordered lunch at a wobbly card table set in the dirt somewhere between the Mosque of Sayyidah Zaynab and Oasr al Sham, the ancient Roman fortress of Babylon, on the eastern side of the Nile. Across the street was a low mound of dry grass and rubble where back streets and alleys met in what was obviously a public square, though right now it was quiet. In fact it was empty, except for Susan and Marty and two other people, and one of those, lying wrapped in a white sheet not fifty feet from their table, was dead. 
Marty couldn’t see the body, because his view was blocked by a large metal fuse box beside their table. He was looking mostly at Susan, anyway, and Susan was mostly aware of that. They wouldn’t see each other again for four months, if then, because the successful outcome of the TOEFL and Arabic courses she’d come here to take would be a job far from the university town where she’d been working—for Marty, in fact, who owned a book-and-video shop that was just beginning to make money. They’d joked at the irony of his business success coinciding with Susan’s quitting her job as clerk/bookkeeper, but career goals were the least part of her decision, and as Marty’s departure time approached, they were both feeling a need for her to continue trying to articulate the most part.
That was one reason her mind didn’t register the corpse, though she was facing it, sitting sideways to their table. Sometime during that morning’s walk, the blue bandana she wore like a headband had slipped to her eyebrows, and she hadn’t pushed it back up. She wore an old cardigan sweater over a T-shirt and faded bib overalls, an outfit she’d never intended to wear in public here; her air-freighted trunk had arrived the day before, with a wardrobe of practical, conservative clothes she’d bought for this trip, but the breathless poverty she’d seen all over had made her self-conscious about wearing new clothes, though of course it was her blonde hair and freckles that would prevent her from ever blending in. Even Egyptian albinos—and she’d seen more albinos this week than ever before in her life, along with cripples and crazies and a boy pacing a median strip on all fours, smiling—looked swarthier than she was, tougher as well as darker, the women as well as the men. Already the sensitive skin on her cheeks had blotched, though the sunlight was often filtered by smog, and people said it was only half-strength now in January, anyway. The bone-cold of mornings and nighttime, actually any time but mid-day in the sun, had been a surprise—one of many, though she’d been preparing for this trip for months, reading everything from Let’s Go to Mahfouz to as much of T.E. Lawrence and Pickthall’s Meaning (not translation!) of the Glorious Koran as she could plow through. But the only reading that came anywhere near doing justice to the amazing things she’d seen and heard and smelled and felt in the hammering assault of Cairo was somebody’s remark that no preparation for it is possible. She and Marty had left JFK the day after Christmas, after an eleven-hour delay in a hanger and no sleep the night before, and even now, a week later, she still felt out of sync.
She tried to keep smiling as she surveyed the square, chin cupped in her palm. Marty had his Cubs cap and his Ray Bans on. He wore a wine-colored nylon windbreaker over a plain pocket T-shirt, with khakis and a beat-up pair of Stan Smiths, a nondescript enough outfit at home that made her cringe here, where even the tourists had more sense than to slouch around like a slob. Egyptians looked as good as they could afford to, not worse. The fabric on Marty’s Cubs cap was frayed along the edge of the visor, where the plastic showed through, and she knew exactly how much pride he took in that. 
The sheet was peppered with flies. It was pulled snug over a head. A leg protruded from the other end, the foot extended, the ball of it huge. Beside the body knelt a turbaned man in a green galabeya; his back was straight, his knees and thighs together, his palms flat on his thighs. Every once in a while he passed an arm over the sheet to scatter the flies.
Susan took in these details along with others in the square, absorbing them all in the same way she’d absorbed what she’d seen that morning and the day before and every day since her arrival: always new and astonishing things to see, one after the other. A simple walk around the block was like the midway at some huge, century-spanning fair: a donkey cart might be passing a Mercedes in front of a TV store beside a tinsmith’s or tentmaker’s shop; outside Marty’s hotel she’d seen a man with a tray full of digital watches and turtles for sale. From the air the desert had looked like caramel-colored velour, the occasional oasis like scattered chunks of bone, and touching down, their plane had taxied past an airliner abandoned just off the runway, its markings faded, its landing gear either collapsed or buried in the sand. It had looked to Susan like a bird stuck in tar, flapping to get out, and her first thought had been, What IS this place? Nothing she’d seen since had provided any answers, and the more clues she gathered the less relevant the question itself seemed, though the clues continued to promise something she’d never known before.
So she’d settled into a numb and watchful wonder, and the dead body in the square became just another item in the collage of pyramids and water buffaloes and people, mobs and mobs of people, and a brown dust over everything that made building construction indistinguishable from ruins, and shifting street-smells of jasmine and sewage, gasoline and bread, grilled meat and urine, and honking cars and amplified calls to prayer and the ululations of women in the alley that she and Marty had just emerged from, where preparations for a festival were being made.
There they’d drunk sugary mint tea and watched two ropey-limbed old men squatting against the low wall of a tiny green mosque, one shaving the other with a disposable Gillette. The cross-eyed boy who’d served them said that the name of both mosque and festival was Sidi Ali, a saint’s name, and Susan had felt triumph at managing this exchange with just the Arabic she’d learned from a cassette at home and a three-hour “survival session” at the Cairo Language Institute’s orientation meeting. Marty’s reaction to the saint’s name had been a pun—Seedy Alley—and the two of them had barely spoken since.
“So have you confirmed your flight?” she asked him suddenly.
She intended simply to resume conversation, but he nodded curtly, hurt. They’d get into it right here and now if she wasn’t careful, she told herself. In their last few weeks at home, their discussions had increased in intensity, including the discussions themselves and pre-discussions, about whether conversation was in fact turning into a discussion and if so where they should hold it (his apartment or hers, a restaurant with memories or a new one, burgers or tablecloths), and then post-discussions, about how the discussion had gone. Their best talks—their clearest, most straightforward and honest ones—had come when outright argument flared up before they could realize it, but still nothing was too clearly resolved between them.
A different waiter from the one who’d taken their order arrived with their salads; inside the wide-open doorway he’d come from, probably the kitchen, Marty, aloud, counted six more silhouettes. The salads were plates of chopped onion and tomato and something like overenthusiastic parsley, and more plates of lumpy gray baba ganoush, which Susan identified from a taste off her forefinger. The waiter’s hands were fat; on one pinky he wore a heavy silver ring with a huge turquoise stone. He set a cardboard dispenser of tissues—for napkins, Susan finally realized—on the plaid oilcloth beside the tiny joined dishes of salt, pepper, and a green spice she couldn’t name. A grinning boy with ears protruding from a new haircut brought coarse, brown flatbreads in a pink plastic basket. No two plates matched, nor did silverware, chairs, or salad size.
Marty poked suspiciously at the small one.
“Well, off the beaten path is where we headed,” he said, but before Susan could answer she was distracted by yet another waiter, who stationed himself beside her chair with his arms clasped behind his back to ask them something; she tried to figure out what. This guy himself was beautiful, his shiny black hair parted clean and curled in locks over his collar, his skin the color of a new penny, his features even and sharp—delicate, really, but at the same time strong. He wore a white V-neck sweater that he’d tucked into blue trousers with about twelve pleats. He stood close, his eyes dark and steady on her, and the soft but guttural sound of his voice as he repeated his question thrilled her. The sounds of Arabic were so different from any language she’d ever heard before that she hadn’t been able to tell whether people on the streets were happy or furious, but the waiter’s voice as he repeated his question a third time—she felt dumb, blinking up at him—gave her a definite impression of calm, of solidity. He was smiling, too: a thin smile that seemed somehow both shy and insolent, even more complicated than that. In his face she saw at once sadness and delight, cruelty and compassion, acceptance and strength, humor . . . Susan couldn’t have named everything she saw in this face. 
She still couldn’t understand what he’d said, either, so she tried thanking him, and he seemed satisfied with that. I know you, his parting smile seemed to tell her, without insolence but without doubt, either.
When he’d gone, she said aloud to Marty, “There’s no shame attached to service here, is there?”
Marty finished chewing and swallowed.
“Guy’s glad to have a job at all, I imagine, from what I’ve heard about the economy here. But I’m sure you’re right,” he added quickly, as eager as she was to avoid an argument.
What Susan was actually wondering was whether she could have come to this restaurant alone, whether she’d have been able to get this far from Mohandeseen, where the CLI and her apartment and relative civilization were, by herself at all. How to be a Western woman here had been the first item on the orientation agenda, and the warnings were unsettling: hissing in the streets and even grabbing, according to one personal account, while policemen looked on and laughed. The general barrage of harsh suggestion she’d already felt, though most women who’d been here any length of time admitted they felt safer on any given street here than back home, whether U.S. or U.K. Here, apparently, the sticks-and-stones principle applied. But from the grim look of several older women who’d made lives here, intercultural marriage was nothing to be undertaken lightly. And most of the foreign guys, apparently, were gay. Susan didn’t know quite how she was going to handle sex yet.
Marty, misreading her worried eyebrows, gave her a conciliatory smile, and seven goats ran out of the kitchen, their hooves scrabbling on the cracked marble floor tiles, the tops of their heads spray-painted pink. A flustered boy in filthy pajamas scuttled out to chase them into the street, switching at their legs with what looked like a radio antenna. The restaurant staff crowded the doorway, all laughing except for the fat waiter, who was shouting angrily.
When the goats were gone, the good-looking waiter approached. “Soddy,” he said. “Soddy. Soddy. So soddy.”
Telling him there was no need to apologize was beyond Susan’s Arabic, so she beamed and gestured, and Marty did the same: they shook their heads and their hands, palms out, in an erasing motion until finally the waiter smiled—showing black teeth. 
Susan winced before she could catch herself. Abruptly, he stopped smiling and returned to the kitchen, head down, kicking at a scattering of goat turds with the side of his foot. One rolled under the table beside them.
“Oh, nice,” Marty said, watching it come to a full stop. “It’d be just my luck to take home a case of hepatitis as a souvenir.”
“At least at home you’ll have the latest medical technology available to treat it,” Susan snapped, immediately wishing she could take it back. But she was tired of his lame jokes in the face of a world he couldn’t understand, dammit! She didn’t understand it herself yet, but at least she knew better than to mock it.
But Marty was looking so pained and baffled that her anger turned to guilt. After all, he’d come eight thousand miles for her sake, professing cultural curiosity, but she knew better: Marty wouldn’t cross a street unless he knew what he wanted on the other side. He’d come this far with her because he thought it would increase the chances of her returning to him some day, and about that he was probably right. An airport parting at home would have seemed more final—Marty left behind—but now her first days in Cairo would always be days spent with him. They were some of the most intense days of her life so far, too, and they hadn’t been unhappy until the strain of right now. 
“Just kidding,” she said, but their smiles were awkward: his irritated, now, hers self-conscious and false—two of several qualities about herself she’d hoped to change here, as a matter of fact. So far, people here seemed more genuine than at home. Smiles seemed like smiles and scowls like scowls, rather than calculated moves or professional responses or—one of her pet peeves—imitations of some movie or sitcom star. Maybe life was simply so hard here it was pared to its essentials. She didn’t know what it was, this feeling she had about life here, but she meant to find out, and to learn from it. The possibility was exciting, and on impulse she smiled at Marty for real and reached across the table for his hand. She’d heard the injunctions against public displays of affection, but she’d seen couples on the Corniche nuzzling in the evenings, too. She gave his hand a little squeeze. On his fingers she felt bread grit and oil, and Marty smiled at her as if she’d given him an elaborately wrapped shoe or can of tuna fish. 
Pops like firecrackers came from the square, and their hands squirted away from each other.
Not far beyond the dead body was a shooting gallery on wheels, a shallow wooden box with one open side strung with what looked like bits of clay on rows of wires. A thin young man in a black leather jacket, jeans, and white loafers was standing a few yards away, aiming a single-barrel rifle into the box. Marty craned around until he could see. Earlier that morning they’d jumped at a motorcycle backfire, then relaxed when they knew what it was, and Marty had identified the phenomenon: the way figuring out even small causes and effects could be a real toe-hold in the chaos here. Like a psychological crampon, he’d said. 
Back home, Marty was a rock-climber, a man who rose bit by bit, and Susan realized she would have to give him something definite about their relationship, either promise or plan, before he left, maybe even before they got up from this table. She would rather have parted on a note of flexible understanding, a mutual belief in letting things work out. Marty had once accused her of not thinking much about their future, but it wasn’t true. She’d imagined it often, sometimes as more and more time between increasingly forced letters of diminished longing and affection, and then one—from either of them, it wouldn’t matter—that was shorter than the others. Other times she’d envisioned—just as vividly, if not moreso—returning to him, changed and clarified and stronger after facing the challenges that now lay just ahead. Only then, she thought, could she appreciate the calm life of steady comfort and gain that Marty wanted. It was basically the life she wanted, too, once she’d done some things for herself, by herself—and maybe to herself, too.
A group of boys on bicycles entered the square from the street alongside the restaurant. They stopped by the man kneeling beside the form wrapped in white. The largest boy straddled his bicycle and spoke, and the kneeling man looked up and answered. The bicycles had loose, pressed-tin fenders decorated with small flags of horizontal red, white, and black; on a wire affixed to one set of handlebars was a plastic daisy that trembled as the boys pulled back out into the rocky street and rode off. Over the crest of the square rose a TV set. Beneath it a woman’s head appeared, then her shiny purple-and-black robes. The TV twisted in the air when she turned to laugh with another woman who appeared behind her, then twisted again when she called out to the smallest of the boys on bicycles, who was struggling to keep up with his friends.
Susan watched it all, and Marty watched Susan, who was thinking that she didn’t want to cut herself off from everything she’d known before here, but at the same time, now that she was here in Cairo, she wanted to be here in Cairo, not with one foot back home.
The jug-eared boy brought their meat, sausage-shaped kufta on a bed of chopped greens.
“Thanks,” Marty said loudly, with an exaggerated smile. “Oh—please. Do you have a minute? Where are we?” He opened his Blue Guide to a map page, and the boy obligingly leaned over it. Susan read aloud the transliterated names of landmarks, and all three of them looked around, pointing in various directions and examining the map again, until the boy waved the book off with such a comic shrug that even Marty laughed.
“So Seedy Alley’s unmarked,” he said when the boy left, propping the book open under the edge of his plate. “But here’s Santa’s Sleigh Knob or whatever, that mosque where they wouldn’t let us go in, and I’m pretty sure we turned south when we came out, maybe a little east, down that market street with the painted drums for sale, and the hubcap store. Which should put us right about here. So when we leave we’ll head west, toward the river. That way.” He pointed to a spot across the square, his smile triumphant, as if by locating the cardinal compass points he’d neutralized everything they’d seen that day that was unfathomable.
Then he noticed the look on Susan’s face and shrugged. “Or we can just wander around until we see something we recognize. Hop in a cab. Whatever.” He cut into the glistening meat with a bent fork and chewed thoughtfully. “Hmmm! Wonderful! Is there thyme in this?”
“I think so. And cumin.”
“And”—his eyes widened—“is that cinnamon?”
It was the most delicious meat Susan had ever tasted.
Marty claimed so, too, but too enthusiastically for Susan to believe he meant it. He’s trying so hard, she thought. And he’d been trying hard, and so had she, not just on the logistics of this huge undertaking of hers but to understand exactly why she wanted to do it, ever since she saw the CLI ad in Harper’s last summer. She’d just finished a Paul Bowles novel, so that was one explanation. But even angry, Marty had never just written her off as a romantic. And once he’d seen that she was serious he’d supported her fully. He’d read what she’d read, and some of it he’d suggested. He’d read things she hadn’t, not only finishing Ancient Evenings but reading even more about the pharaonic period, which tended to leave her cold, though she did like thinking she was moving from the newest civilization in the world to one of the oldest.
But Marty wasn’t moving at all, physically or any other way. He was a man who liked reasons, explanations, clarifications, and specifications; he liked to know the names of things, the way he’d wanted to identify the spices in the meat, which, she noticed now, he’d stopped eating. She asked him why.
“I seem to have lost my appetite,” he said. “It’s funny. I was starving when we stopped. Not literally starving, of course, like . . .”
They both remembered people they’d passed who looked as if they might have been.
“We’ll have a good meal tonight in the Sheraton,” Susan said. “That’s one advantage right there: back home we could never afford dinner in a five-star hotel.”
Then she froze, because one advantage implied others and the trade-off she was making, him for here, a way she’d thought but never spoken aloud before. Now she wasn’t sure he’d caught it, or if he had whether it seemed like anything new. Had he been aware of being an alternative in her life, an option? He was leaning back in his chair to watch a bird, a dove, like a pigeon but skinny and brown, that had flown from the restaurant’s roof to the fuse box and was looking down as if also wondering about Susan’s decision, and she realized that Marty deserved an answer, finally, to the great unasked question of why she was here. She put her fork down and pushed her plate away. She had no idea what she was going to tell him. She opened her mouth.
“It’s not that I don’t love you,” she said. “I just need some perspective before”—his eyes moved from the bird to hers—“before returning to resume our lives together, if that’s how it happens.”
She bit a thumbnail, not a regular habit. 
He laughed. “It’s not that I don’t love you, either. It’s not that you’re unsweet.”
“You know what I mean. This is not about love, Marty. It’s about more than that.” 
He studied the last chunk of meat on the tines of his fork, then lowered it to the metal plate. “What more?” It was a request for information, his voice mostly curious.
Susan tried again. “Well, there’s that net bag of mangoes hanging in the doorway of that shoe store over there. There’s the way our waiter balked at our map, and those two soldiers we saw holding hands, and a city of sixteen million where you can walk in the dark, and those bearded men playing with their children—remember?—in that park, and the huge date palms we saw there. This is about another way of living, before I lock myself into the only way I’ve ever known, and it’s about doing something tough, and seeing if I can handle it. It’s not just about love, Marty. It’s about life.”
“Isn’t it all about life, Susan?” His voice had that control to it, that infuriating patience. “Can we maybe try to put a little finer point on things? Isn’t this really a way of avoiding life, and avoiding love, and avoiding the difficult things that have to be done to maintain them both?”
He knew her so well. Avoidance was in her, she knew that. She’d always been a dreamer. But she’d always been a talker, too. In that respect she could give him as good as she got.
“Some things need to be avoided, Marty. You’ve avoided them yourself, or you used to. The things we’ve found so stifling back home—you know,” she added with some urgency, because she saw him poised for an interruption. Why did he make her redefine terms they’d already agreed on? “Everything we think we know in the West, all our talk about quality of life and how to improve it, all our calculations. All the books you have to stock, on everything from careers to cholesterol to the cosmos, all the self-help books on how incomplete we are, how unfulfilled and un-whole, how less than human we are unless we buy what somebody else is selling.”
Waiters had gathered in the doorway. 
“Self-help books,” Marty said. “You’ve come eight thousand miles because you don’t like self-help books? Just don’t read them. That’s what I do.”
But he knew what she meant, because they’d talked about it all before, not just the books but climate control and virtual reality and dating companies and all the other ingenious inventions that seemed designed to bring people back to where they were before they’d gotten so damned smart.
“All the things,” she insisted, “that prevent us from enjoying plain life anymore, so that we’ve got to relearn how to be happy.”
Marty was squinting just above her head, probably considering what part of what she’d said to take issue with first, looking pained but pleased, too, because her talk would have revealed mental errors he could now reveal to her.
But he surprised her. 
“I,” he said quietly, taking his sunglasses off, “have been happy at home. I have been happy with you, Susan.” 
Behind him, a taxi hit a camel, which tilted away while the car horn blared. A man in a blue gallabiyah grabbed the camel by a foreleg, bent it back at the knee, and slipped a loop of rope over it so that the animal couldn’t run, since it had to hobble on three legs. Marty turned around, and he and Susan saw the animal’s head in profile, upper teeth arching away from lowers like ice tongs; when the horn stopped, they heard its scream. A flat mule cart pulled into the square and stopped behind the taxi. The cart driver lit a cigarette and waited for the owner of the camel to finish arguing with the cabbie through the window. Arms waved up and down. 
Marty turned back and continued in the same calm, earnest tone of voice, as if the interruption had been some sort of false alarm, “You know, a lot of women have agendas. A lot of women either want to fit you into them or cut you out. Not you, though. Maybe it’s why I’m so—I don’t—I mean . . . You don’t know exactly what you want, do you, Susan?”
She shook her head, fingertips at her lips. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard Marty grope for words.
He folded his hands on the plaid oilcloth and studied them. “Anyway, I’ve thought about it, naturally, and this is how I’ve got to have it. I’ll wait until after your courses here are over. Then you’ll know if you’ve gotten a job out of this, or where that might be. You might end up hating teaching, for all we know now, all you know, or hating Arabic. You might not like living abroad.” He was talking to himself now, as much as to her. “So if you still want to get together at that point, we can work something out. We’ll pick up where we’re leaving off now, or whatever. But if you’re still not sure then”—he looked up at last, his blue eyes clear—“then it’s over. Then I’m not there for you anymore, Susan. Fair enough?”
Even this, she hadn’t been able to call on her own, a realization she took as confirmation she was doing the absolutely right thing. Her hand dropped from her mouth. “Fair,” she said. “More than fair to me, actually. Are you sure it’s fair enough to you?”
“I’ll be fine.” He shrugged. “But whatever happens between us, I’m concerned about you. I won’t say worried. I know you can take care of yourself. And people are people all over, I know, good and bad. But this city’s not even fully mapped yet. I don’t want anything to happen to you. So for these four months at least, will you stay in touch? You don’t have to give me emotional updates every week. Just tell me you’re all right, at least.”
While he spoke, the mid-day call to prayer started up from a megaphone dangling off a lamppost, and a second later another started up, close by, and then another further off. Susan had read what the words meant—God is great, God is great, and she could never remember what came next, but already she recognized the sounds, the syllables. The first voice she’d heard just now, the loudest, was different from the amplified voice near her apartment: this muezzin sounded older, his voice more ragged and off-key, cracked and mournful and tired. But it struck her as beautiful, and it spoke to her in her own vernacular: life’s a mystery, a wonderful trouble, we don’t know why and we can’t, all we can do is live it, because life’s a mystery, a wonderful trouble . . . 
“I appreciate,” she told Marty, “your concern.”
He nodded and started to speak but didn’t. Instead he began figuring the bill, converting the charges to dollars, calculating aloud. It came out to a total of less than three, and he made a happy comment about that. They paid the man in the white sweater, thanked him, and debated a little more which street to take out of the square. Marty rose like a man with new confidence in his sense of direction. 
That’s when they saw the body on the square.
The man who’d been kneeling and the mule-cart driver were loading it on the cart. The body was stiff, and the driver, a cigarette in his mouth, dragged it by the shoulders up the flat bed of his cart while the man in green stood on the ground, pushing the legs. They left it with the bare foot dangling off the back. The driver climbed into his seat and hit the mule with a stick. When the cart moved, the foot bounced.
“That’s a dead man,” Marty said.
Susan had been watching the procedure along with him, but not until she heard it spoken aloud did she recognize the body for what it was, a recognition that felt to her like sudden turbulence.
“Right,” she said quietly, but her thoughts were wild: hold everything. Grab on. Fly back with him. You’ve made a mistake.
Even afterwards—back in the hotel room, when they’d calmed down and cheered up with showers, gin-and-tonics on the patio over a discussion of what they’d seen and what it indicated about public health standards, overpopulation, and differing cultural emphases on privacy and the sanctity of an individual life—Susan’s mind was full of second thoughts, reconsiderations, half-measures, alternate plans. It took a real exercise of will not to mention any of these before Marty’s plane left. 
But she exercised it.






  
  A QUIET VOICE


At the Mosque of Sayyidna Al Hussein, grandson of the Prophet, a boy was dancing with a five-foot bamboo stick. He was serious about it, deliberate and vigorous, winding the stick behind his neck, along his arms, down his side, hooking a foot over it, holding it above his head as he jumped. Four belled flutes and a drum made the music, a simple tune with endless variations on a climbing, winding theme. “We have heard this music in Paradise,” wrote Rumi in the thirteenth century. “Although the water and clay of our bodies have cast doubt over us, something of this music drifts back into our memory.” 
A dense crowd of men, somber and attentive, watched the boy dance. Some sat on wooden chairs and others stood, all of them relaxed but intent and very, very still. The edge of the oblong clearing their feet made was even. Nobody smoked. It was about eleven o’clock at night, the street lit by white fluorescent tube lights from nearby shops and a few fruit vendors’ gas lamps glowing yellow on the cobblestones. Between tunes, you could hear the lamps hiss.
“It’s like the Middle Ages, isn’t it?” whispered one tourist to another as a group of them left.
“Not exactly,” said a quiet voice, accented but clear, at the speaker’s elbow. 
But all the men had their eyes on the dancer, and the tourist who’d spoken thought he’d imagined the voice.
Away from the lit area, the street narrowed between high stone walls and branched into other streets. The tourists wandered forever before they saw something they recognized, though they worried about it less and less.






  
  ZBORT GLUBB


“In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful.

Praise be to Allah, Lord of the Worlds, the Beneficent, the Merciful.

Owner of the day of Judgment,

Thee (alone) we worship; Thee (alone) we ask for help.

Show us the straight path,

The path of those whom Thou has favored, Not the path of those

Who earn Thine anger nor of those who go astray.”

(Sura 1, The Opening, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, an Explanatory Translation by Mohammed Pickthall)


At first the trainer, Mahgoub thought the American to be hopeless. He knew how to hold a racquet but had no sense of stroke: he either flubbed the ball into the net or rocked into it from the wrist, lopping it over the fence. Mahgoub asked for fifteen pounds for the hour, and the American simply paid it. Obviously not a serious man. With some of the extra money, Mahgoub bought ball-point pens for his nieces, celebrating his luck.   
But a few days later he received a telephone call at the club, something that had never happened before. Mahmoud, who took the call, had no American language, but the man said Mahgoub, Mahgoub, Mahgoub, until Mahmoud sent a ball boy to find him and bring him to the ticket kiosk at the front gate, where the telephone was. Several ball boys gathered around the windows of the kiosk to watch him talking. Yes, he said into the heavy black receiver.  Five o’clock on Thursday. One hour, maybe two. Yes. Yes. Yes.
Thursday evenings Mahgoub visited his father, but he could take a later train.

      [image: image-placeholder]In three weeks, the American had developed a reliable forehand and a surprising crosscourt backhand, flinging his racquet up and over in a way that delivered deadly topspin. The ball would skid when it hit the clay, bouncing no higher than your socks. The American could control the ball more often now but not his smile, his shoulders, his heart. From the way he walked back to the baseline Mahgoub knew what to expect on the next point.
“Gud,” Mahgoub would call. “Very gud.” He had taught Englishmen before, and Mahmoud had told him that Americans spoke a similar language.
The American perfected an outrageous service motion: he would dangle his racquet from a loose wrist, then cock his arm back and bring his racquet around over his head, elbow bent like a hook. Mahgoub showed him how to draw back the racquet with his toss so that both arms were extended, then bring the racquet up, out, and over, like a whip. But the American couldn’t do it, or wouldn’t, and eventually he made his own serve work. It took advantage of surprise, because his jerky motion was like a mechanical toy, so ingenious and engrossing as to catch you off guard when the ball came over the net, faster and faster as the weeks went by.
Sometimes they drank lemuun in the wicker chairs between courts, sipping and watching others play. “Gud,” Mahgoub would say, pointing to a player, or, “Not zo gud.” His vowels were deep, his consonants thick, and he knew that what he said sounded nothing like things the American said, but the American seemed to understand and would agree, smoking a Cleopatra that Mahgoub would have declined, fist to breast. Foreigners could afford better cigarettes, so he was puzzled. A Marlboro he might have accepted, or a Winston.
The next time it would be he who paid for the drinks.
During Ramadan the American neither offered nor ordered any drinks, though Mahgoub told him to go ahead if he was thirsty. The American was no Muslim. In the sudden absence of traffic sounds after adhan he laughed but not with joy, as if the silence was something he alone had discovered. Of course it was rather funny, but it was expected: Mahgoub tried to explain that after fasting all day, at sunset everyone began eating and drinking instead of driving and honking. But the American had so little Arabic that talking was difficult. He laughed again, and they resumed play. They’d just started a set, which meant that Mahgoub would be taking his own iftar late. His tongue felt like chalk in his mouth, but he won enough games to give the American his money’s worth.
By the time Mahgoub got back to his uncle’s house the new streetlights were on, but there was still plenty of food left. The meat was gone, but there was still plenty of food.
In winter the American began bringing guests. He’d become a member himself, Mahgoub discovered, one of the few xawaagas allowed to join. A few years ago, Abdullah had trained an Englishman who was a member, and who, upon leaving, had given Abdullah a radio. Now Mahgoub had his own foreigner. He pointed this out more than once to Abdullah, who had had none for some time, until the American began bringing others.
Some of those he brought he knew well, and some he didn’t: Mahgoub could tell from the way they acted together and the sound of their voices. Some returned on their own, working with Abdullah or even Mahgoub but usually playing together. Some of them were women. Some of the women could beat the American, and still he continued to bring them. It didn’t seem to bother him.
But no other xawaaga came as often as the American did, and he kept his Thursday evenings with Mahgoub, though usually not for more than an hour now. He’d ask to work on specific strokes, such as his backhand, not the slice but an ordinary two-handed one that they worked on until it became dependable, or his forehand, which still wobbled a bit. Or Mahgoub would feed him volleys at the net.
The American lost weight. At first he’d been fat.
On one of the Thursday evenings, over lemuuns he had paid for, the American reached over the wicker table between them and patted Mahgoub’s head. It did not seem like a sex pat, though with foreigners that was always a danger, but more like the pat one might give a dog, while thinking of other things.
“La,” Mahgoub said, drawing back.
He could see Abdullah, between points on the next court, looking over. He could feel the indentation in his hair left by the foreigner’s hand, and the sweat from it. The sweet smell from a corn cart outside the front gate soured and took on substance, like fingertips to his nostrils, choking his air off.
“La,” he said, shaking his head at the clay between his feet. “La. La.”
The American brought his arm in, looking at him curiously. Then he shrugged and finished his lemuun. He pointed at the court with the head of his racquet.
“Yallah?” he said.
“Yallah,” Mahgoub said, launching himself from the wicker.
By the call at sunset, their habitual quitting time, he had played up from 0-2 to 4-3, though they would finish the set, also a habit. Mahgoub, serving, took every point but one and in the last game took them all, and the American never touched him again except to shake hands over the net.
Mahgoub felt cool spots where the water was evaporating between his fingers and toes and on the back of his neck. Shoes in his left hand, sole to sole, he stepped over the wooden sill, right foot first. Facing the mihrab he
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