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To Jane



Introduction

The Sheltering Sky was Paul Bowles’ first novel and, although he honed his art almost to his dying day – novels, poems, stories, translations, as well as musical scores – it was this strange, uneven and somewhat hallucinatory novel, and a handful of disturbing short stories written around the same time, that seemed to locate his fictional vision for good in the minds of his readers. So at the age of thrity-eight he was defined, and that definition dogged him for the rest of his life. Even in his eighties he was pestered about details in the novel. I know this to be true because I was one of the people pestering him when he was that great age.

I found him sitting on the floor of a back room in a large chilly apartment in a gray building on a back street in Tangier. It was October, and clammy cold. To drive the dampness away Bowles had a sort of superior blow-torch going, a fizzing blue flame heating the curtained-off cubicle, where he was seated like a hawker in a bazaar, on a mat, back straight, legs out, because of a leg infection. Around him was a litter of small objects, notebooks, pens, medicine bottles; everything within reach, a teapot, a cup, spoons, matches, as well as shelves with books and papers, some of them musical scores. A metronome sat on a low table nearby, among bottles of capsules and tubes of ointment, and cassette tapes and a tin of Nesquik and cough drops and a partly eaten candy bar and a note folded and jammed into an envelope scribbled Paul Bowles, Tanger, Maroc, a vague address but it had obviously found him, as I had, with little more information than that.

With a pad in his hand, he was translating a novel from Spanish. His illness and his age gave him a strangely sculpted and skeletal dignity. He seemed sure of himself, and (as a chronic vacillator myself) I admired him for being uncompromising.

Because I did not want to inhibit his talk by taking notes of our conversation, I stopped in a café, The Negresco, on the way back to my hotel, and described this meeting in my notebook. I wanted to make it an episode for the end of my Mediterranean journey, the book I was to call The Pillars of Hercules. I wrote: He seems to me a man who masks all feelings; he has a glittering eye but a cold gaze. He seems at once preoccupied, knowledgeable, worldly, remote, detached, vain, skeptical, eccentric, self-sufficient, indestructible, fragile, egomaniacal, frank, and hospitable to praise. He is like almost every other writer I have known in my life. Seeing me scribbling, a Moroccan sitting nearby asked if I happened to be a writer. His name was Mohammed Choukri. He knew Bowles. He disparaged him in a genial way then said, ‘He is a nihilist.’

‘Everyone is always leaving tomorrow,’ Bowles had said to me when I told him I was taking the ferry back to Spain the next day.

But Bowles never left. His was the classic case of the person who detaches himself and swims away from the mainstream, to go far away to pursue anonymity – no phone, no name on the house – and discovers that the world beats a path to his door, making him conspicuous. (B. Traven in Mexico and J. D. Salinger in New Hampshire are two other examples of this paradox.) It could be said that Bowles unwittingly popularized Tangiers as a louche and literary destination – certainly Kerouac, William Burroughs, Allen Ginsburg and many others went to Tangiers because Bowles had gotten there first. Bowles saw them come and go: he went on living there, with forays to Ceylon and Spain. Bowles had first visited Tangiers with Aaron Copland at the bidding of (so he told me) Gertrude Stein. Copland went home, Bowles found the place to his liking, and there he thrived, part ascetic, part snob – as he seemed to me; and in his way distinctly rebellious, going against the grain, because the dampness and his rigorous living conditions and the decay of Tangiers all seemed to be life-shorteners. But unlike all those others he was a resident, and a traveler, not a tourist.

‘I felt strongly then about my not being a tourist as my protagonist Port did in the novel I eventually wrote, The Sheltering Sky,’ he told one of his biographers. He states this explicitly early on in the novel, speaking of Port: ‘He did not think of himself as a tourist; he was a traveler. The difference is partly one of time, he would explain. Whereas the tourist generally hurries back home at the end of a few weeks or months, the traveler, belonging no more to one place than to the next, moves slowly, over periods of years, from one part of the earth to the another.’

Bowles started the novel in Fez, Morocco, late in 1948, and after writing one hundred and fifty pages went to Oran in Algeria and traveled south, manuscript in hand, to Oujda, to Colombe-Bechar, a French garrison, then Taghit, a day’s journey by truck, then Beni Abbes and Timimoun, and finally back to Fez. Novelists can be extremely misleading about their methods and motives (Bowles claimed that this book came to him when he was riding a bus up Fifth Avenue) but it seems certain, as he said, that he wrote the book and gathered these details on his trip through Algeria, as he later explained, ‘a combination of memory writing and minute description of whatever place I was in at that moment.’

On his ramble through Algeria, he was writing each morning, elaborating details of places he’d seen. He was also experimenting with drugs, notably hashish and majoun (‘cannabis jam’); he claimed that some of the novel was written under the influence. In every respect, this was quite the opposite of the romantic idea of emotion recollected in tranquility, much more the insertion of raw experience onto the page, the traveling author creating a picaresque narrative by adding detail to the story line from his peregrinations: the hot nights, the long rides, the wrong turns, the unreliable locals, the hideous tourists – here the Lyles, mother and son.

And the seedy hotels and the bad food. The Grand Hotel in Aïn Krorfa in this novel takes the cake as one of the worst hotels in fiction: the fountain at its entrance contained ‘a small mountain of reeking garbage’ as well as some human infants, naked, their ‘soft formless bodies troubled with bursting sores … pink hairless dogs’ and inside the ‘predominating odor was the latrine’. Here the travelers ‘engaged three smelly rooms,’ and one of the rooms has ‘a jackal skin on the floor … the only furnishing.’

The meals in this hotel and elsewhere on the trip are so bad as to be almost comical. Weevils in the soup at the Grand, and later Kit ‘found patches of fur in her rabbit stew,’ and in the kitchen a knife stuck into the table and ‘under the point was a cockroach, its legs still feebly kicking.’ In El Ga’a ‘the meat consisted of various unidentifiable inner organs fried in deep fat’ and in Sba the shopkeeper Daoud Zozeph’s wife serves up ‘amorphous lumps of dough fried in deep fat and served cold … pieces of cartilaginous meat … soggy bread.’ At Belquassim’s, where Kit is captive ‘some of the dishes seemed to consist principally of lumps of half-cooked lamb fat.’ I think we can be assured that Bowles transferred these meals from the table to his work in progress, and that he anatomized it as he ate, or merely gloated over its horror.

The note of fascinated disgust that echoes through the novel is struck at the outset of the book with the three travelers in the seedy café in Oran, studying their maps. The Arabs sit outside, the Americans inside, ‘cooler but without movement, and it smelled of stale wine and urine.’

This motif of grotesquerie occurs so frequently that it becomes a dark version of comic awfulness – causing the reader to think, What next! And this reminds us that the greatest terror in fiction is often achieved by way of black comedy. Bowles was possessed by the notion of extremes, dramatized in the mounting persecution of the professor in ‘A Distant Episode’ surely one of the most terrifying short stories in any language. Bowles claimed The Sheltering Sky was ‘really, a working out of the professor’s story in “A Distant Episode” … the same story retold.’

The structure of the novel is episodic and seemingly random. Three Americans set off, going south from Oran. They have distinctly differently personalities. Port Moresby’s name is an intentional joke by Bowles: Port Moresby is of course the capital of Papua New Guinea, named in 1873 by Capt John Moresby after his father Admiral Sir Fairfax Moresby. The Port of the novel is thin, ‘with a slightly wry, distraught face’ and a sense of non-attachment. His wife Kit is a high-strung socialite with a trunk full of evening gowns and makeup – we even see her in a desert outpost wearing a backless number of pale blue satin, for no apparent reason. The third member of this ménage à trois – as it turns out to be – is Tunner, an opportunist, who cuckolds Port and is surprised at one point that it doesn’t rain much in the Sahara.

They are wanderers. The Second World War has ended and they are now free to travel. Knowing almost nothing about North Africa and ambivalent about it from the outset, why have they chosen this destination? ‘It was one of the few places they could get boat passage to [from New York].’

The Lyles are Australian, offering farcical comedy of shrieking racist Mother and creepy son. For long stretches, as much as one hundred and seventy pages, they drop out of the story. They add very little to the narrative but they are presented with such gusto they seem to have a point. Tennessee Williams was an earlier admirer (and reviewer) of the novel and this Mother and son seem like stock figures from his cast of characters.

The Americans move south. Many of the places can be found on a modern map – Messad, Tadjmout, El Ga’a, Sba, Adrar, and even distant Tessalit, over the Algerian border in Mali.

It is in Port’s nature to nose around, uncomprehending yet undeterred. He is a searcher – but for what? I suppose, the wish to go to extremes; yet he is chronically restless. When he finds a willing local woman, Marnhia, the whole affair lasts ‘not more than a quarter of an hour.’ Later, there are quarrels, misunderstandings; the food gets worse, the weather hotter. ‘The room was malignant’ is one description, and even dawn is tainted: ‘the pale infected light of daybreak.’

Port’s inwardness and sense of self-destruction are intensified; his illness seems to be an illumination, but then – long before the novel ends – he dies. His biographer: ‘[Bowles] told Jane that he meant to kill off his hero halfway through the book. “He lingers in an agony instead of dying. But I’ll get rid of him yet. Once he’s gone there’ll be only the heroine left to keep things going, and that won’t be easy either.” ’

In its randomness and especially the exoticism of its setting the novel was distinctly modern, written for a post-war reading public that was still shockable; and presented by a young man who, though he disdained any idea of a message, could be at times sententious: ‘The bar was … full of the sadness inherent in all deracinated things,’ and ‘Humanity is everyone but oneself,’ and ‘The soul is the weariest part of the body’ and ‘A walk through the countryside was a sort of epitome of the passage through life itself.’

These don’t work for me, they hardly even ring true, but there are insights that stay in the mind, as when after Port’s unexpected death, Kit remembers a particular day at home when, seeing an approaching storm, ‘death had become the topic.’

‘Death is always on the way,’ Port had said, ‘but the fact that you don’t know when it will arrive seems to take away from the finiteness of life. It’s that terrible precision that we hate so much. But because we don’t know, we get to think of life as an inexhaustible well. Yet everything happens only a certain number of times, and a very small number, really. How many more times will you remember a certain afternoon of your childhood, some afternoon that’s so deeply a part of your being that you can’t even conceive of your life without it? Perhaps four or five times more. Perhaps not even that. How many more times will you watch the full moon rise? Perhaps twenty. And yet it all seems limitless.’

The novel moves from observation to observation, rather than from incident to incident. The image of the sheltering sky is enlarged in the unfolding narrative, and of course calls attention to itself. ‘The sky here’s very strange [Port says to Kit]. I often have the sensation when I look up at it that it’s a solid thing up there, protecting us from what’s behind.’ And he explains, ‘Nothing, I suppose. Just darkness. Absolute night.’

Ambiguity is menace for him, leading to death, and when Port dies, the darkness behind the sheltering sky is revealed: ‘A black star appears, a point of darkness in the night sky’s clarity. Point of darkness and gateway to repose. Reach out, pierce the fine fabric of the sheltering sky, take repose.’

Port’s death, ‘seen from the inside’, as Bowles wanted it, is a form of passion. None of the sex or love making in the book – Port and Mahrnia, Tunner and Kit, Kit and her numerous lovers – are described with anything like the power that Bowles gives to this lingering death.

What are we to make of it all? These people are trespassers – not only going too far, but in the wrong place The desert is described as lifeless and Bowles writes in one of his grimmer passages, ‘Now there was a gray, insect-like vegetation everywhere, a tortured scrub of hard shells and stiff hairy spines that covered the earth like an excrescence of hatred.’ But is it really grim, or is it over-egged horror writing, something out of H. P. Lovecraft? I think it is both.

Kit’s ordeal, not erotic in any conventional sense, is sexual sadism – written coldly, rather than (as much erotica is written) in a mood of excitement, the writer getting into the spirit of it. For many readers this pitiless and painful woman’s journey was the heart of the book, the pretty New York socialite in the desert, rather foolish and ultimately unbalanced, passed from one tribesman to another, subjected to sexual barbarities and ending up in Mali, in far-off Tessalit. It is she, not Port, who is a version of the abused Professor in ‘A Distant Episode.’

Bowles was a poet as well as a novelist and short story writer; this novel especially highlights his poetic gift. Of course it is the story of three naive Americans lost in a stereotypical alien and forbidding land. And there is a lip-smacking love for harrowing detail – of horrible meals, of filthy hotels, of foreign habits and arid landscapes. And as to its unspiritual essence, it was written at a time when the word existentialism explained a great deal of fiction. It is perhaps one of the important existential texts, many of its effects achieved through ambiguity and vagueness, contrasted with the harsh concreteness of physical description. In this sense it represents a bitter view of life, but it is no more a tragedy than Camus’ The Outsider is a tragedy.

Yet The Sheltering Sky matters particularly to me – this book and others helped direct my writing and my traveling life. I was still a student when I read it, and Bowles’ other novels, Up Above the World, The Spider’s House, Let It Come Down, and many of the stories. As a traveler, as a writer, I have learned from Bowles’ habit of observation, his love of extreme situations, his curiosity about cultures, his love of solitude, and most of all his patience. I am not sure what this novel adds up to – a meditation on death? A warning to the curious? It is a willful adventure story, with all the elements of an ordeal. The desert is fatal to strangers. Bowles said he had no message, or rather, ‘Here’s my message. Everything gets worse.’ But it is obvious that he wanted to give the desert a face and a mood – or moods; he often depicts a landscape in anatomical terms, and he could only do that by describing people somewhat like ourselves crawling around it and becoming its victims.

Paul Theroux, 2009
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Book One




TEA IN THE SAHARA


Each man’s destiny is personal only insofar as it may happen to resemble what is already in his memory.

Eduardo Mallea







1

He awoke, opened his eyes. The room meant very little to him; he was too deeply immersed in the non-being from which he had just come. If he had not the energy to ascertain his position in time and space, he also lacked the desire. He was somewhere, he had come back through vast regions from nowhere; there was the certitude of an infinite sadness at the core of his consciousness, but the sadness was reassuring, because it alone was familiar. He needed no further consolation. In utter comfort, utter relaxation he lay absolutely still for a while, and then sank into one of the light momentary sleeps that occur after a long, profound one. Suddenly he opened his eyes again and looked at the watch on his wrist. It was purely a reflex action, for when he saw the time he was only confused. He sat up, gazed around the tawdry room, put his hand to his forehead, and sighing deeply, fell back onto the bed. But now he was awake; in another few seconds he knew where he was, he knew that the time was late afternoon, and that he had been sleeping since lunch. In the next room he could hear his wife stepping about in her mules on the smooth tile floor, and this sound now comforted him, since he had reached another level of consciousness where the mere certitude of being alive was not sufficient. But how difficult it was to accept the high, narrow room with its beamed ceiling, the huge apathetic designs stencilled in indifferent colours around the walls, the closed window of red and orange glass. He yawned: there was no air in the room. Later he would climb down from the high bed and fling the window open, and at that moment he would remember his dream. For although he could not recall a detail of it, he knew he had dreamed. On the other side of the window there would be air, the roofs, the town, the sea. The evening wind would cool his face as he stood looking, and at that moment the dream would be there. Now he only could lie as he was, breathing slowly, almost ready to fall asleep again, paralysed in the airless room, not waiting for twilight but staying as he was until it should come.



2

On the terrace of the Café d’Eckmühl-Noiseux a few Arabs sat drinking mineral water; only their fezzes of varying shades of red distinguished them from the rest of the population of the port. Their European clothes were worn and grey; it would have been hard to tell what the cut of any garment had been originally. The nearly-naked shoe-shine boys squatted on their boxes looking down at the pavement, without the energy to wave away the flies that crawled over their faces. Inside the café the air was cooler but without movement, and it smelled of stale wine and urine.

At the table in the darkest corner sat three Americans: two young men and a girl. They conversed quietly, and in the manner of people who have all the time in the world for everything. One of the men, the thin one with a slightly wry, distraught face, was folding up some large multicoloured maps he had had spread out on the table a moment ago. His wife watched the meticulous movements he made with amusement and exasperation; maps bored her, and he was always consulting them. Even during the short periods when their lives were stationary, which had been few enough since their marriage, twelve years ago, he had only to see a map to begin studying it passionately, and then, often as not, he would begin to plan some new, impossible trip which sometimes eventually became a reality. He did not think of himself as a tourist; he was a traveller. The difference is partly one of time, he would explain. Whereas the tourist generally hurries back home at the end of a few weeks or months, the traveller, belonging no more to one place than to the next, moves slowly, over periods of years, from one part of the earth to another. Indeed, he would have found it difficult to tell, among the many places he had lived, precisely where it was he had felt most at home. Before the war it had been Europe and the Near East, during the war the West Indies and South America. And she had accompanied him without reiterating her complaints too often or too bitterly.

At this point they had just crossed the Atlantic for the first time since 1939, with a great deal of luggage and the intention of keeping as far as possible from the places which had been touched by the war. For, as he claimed, another important difference between tourist and traveller is that the former accepts his own civilization without question; not so the traveller, who compares it with the others, and rejects those elements he finds not to his liking. And the war was one facet of the mechanized age he wanted to forget.

In New York they had found that North Africa was one of the few places they could get boat passage to. From his earlier visits, made during his student days in Paris and Madrid, it seemed a likely place to spend a year or so; in any case it was near Spain and Italy, and they could always cross over if it failed to work out. Their little freighter had spewed them out from its comfortable maw the day before, on to the hot docks, sweating and scowling with anxiety, where for a long time no one had paid them the slightest attention. As he stood there in the burning sun, he had been tempted to go back aboard and see about taking passage for the continuing voyage to Istambul, but it would have been difficult to do without losing face, since it was he who had cajoled them into coming to North Africa. So he had cast a matter-of-fact glance up and down the dock, made a few reasonably unflattering remarks about the place, and let it go at that, silently resolving to start inland as quickly as possible.

The other man at the table, when he was not talking, kept whistling aimless little tunes under his breath. He was a few years younger, of sturdier build, and astonishingly handsome, as the girl often told him, in his late Paramount way. Usually there was very little expression of any sort to be found on his smooth face, but the features were formed in such a manner that in repose they suggested a general bland contentment.

They stared out into the street’s dusty afternoon glare.

‘The war has certainly left its mark here.’ Small, with blonde hair and an olive complexion, she was saved from prettiness by the intensity of her gaze. Once one had seen her eyes, the rest of the face grew vague, and when one tried to recall her image afterwards, only the piercing, questioning violence of the wide eyes remained.

‘Well, naturally. There were troops passing through for a year or more.’

‘It seems as though there might be some place in the world they could have left alone,’ said the girl. This was to please her husband, because she regretted having felt annoyed with him about the maps a moment ago. Recognizing the gesture, but not understanding why she was making it, he paid no attention to it.

The other man laughed patronizingly, and he joined in.

‘For your special benefit, I suppose?’ said her husband.

‘For us. You know you hate the whole thing as much as I do.’

‘What whole thing?’ he demanded defensively. ‘If you mean this colourless mess here that calls itself a town, yes. But I’d still a damned sight rather be here than back in the United States.’

She hastened to agree. ‘Oh, of course. But I didn’t mean this place or any other particular place. I meant the whole horrible thing that happens after every war, everywhere.’

‘Come, Kit,’ said the other man. ‘You don’t remember any other war.’

She paid him no attention. ‘The people of each country get more like the people of every other country. They have no character, no beauty, no ideals, no culture – nothing, nothing.’

Her husband reached over and patted her hand. ‘You’re right. You’re right,’ he said smiling. ‘Everything’s getting grey, and it’ll be greyer. But some places’ll withstand the malady longer than you think. You’ll see, in the Sahara here …’

Across the street a radio was sending forth the hysterical screams of a coloratura soprano. Kit shivered. ‘Let’s hurry up and get there,’ she said. ‘Maybe we could escape that.’

They listened fascinated as the aria, drawing to a close, made the orthodox preparations for the inevitable high final note.

Presently Kit said: ‘Now that that’s over, I’ve got to have another bottle of Oulmès.’

‘My God, more of that gas? You’ll take off.’

‘I know, Tunner,’ she said, ‘but I can’t get my mind off water. It doesn’t matter what I look at, it makes me thirsty. For once I feel as if I could get on the wagon and stay there. I can’t drink in the heat.’

‘Another Pernod?’ said Tunner to Port.

Kit frowned. ‘If it were real Pernod –’

‘It’s not bad,’ said Tunner, as the waiter set a bottle of mineral water on the table.

‘Ce n’est pas du vrai Pernod?’

‘Si, si, c’est du Pernod,’ said the waiter.

‘Let’s have another set-up,’ Port said. He stared at his glass dully. No one spoke as the waiter moved away. The soprano began another aria.

‘She’s off!’ cried Tunner. The din of a tramcar and its bell passing across the terrace outside, drowned the music for a moment. Beneath the awning they had a glimpse of the open vehicle in the sunshine as it rocked past. It was crowded with people in tattered clothes.

Port said: ‘I had a strange dream yesterday. I’ve been trying to remember it, and just this minute I did.’

‘No!’ cried Kit with force. ‘Dreams are so dull! Please!’

‘You don’t want to hear it!’ he laughed. ‘But I’m going to tell it to you anyway.’ This last was said with a certain ferocity which on the surface appeared feigned, but as Kit looked at him she felt that on the contrary he actually was dissimulating the violence he felt. She did not say the withering things that were on the tip of her tongue.

‘I’ll be quick about it,’ he smiled. ‘I know you’re doing me a favour by listening, but I can’t remember it just thinking about it. It was daytime and I was on a train that kept putting on speed. I thought to myself: “We’re going to plough into a big bed with the sheets all in mountains.” ’

Tunner said archly: ‘Consult Madame La Hiff’s Gypsy Dream Dictionary.’

‘Shut up. And I was thinking that if I wanted to, I could live over again – start at the beginning and come right on up to the present, having exactly the same life, down to the smallest detail.’

Kit closed her eyes unhappily.

‘What’s the matter?’ he demanded.

‘I think it’s extremely thoughtless and egotistical of you to insist this way when you know how boring it is for us.’

‘But I’m enjoying it so much.’ He beamed. ‘And I’ll bet Tunner wants to hear it, anyway. Don’t you?’

Tunner smiled. ‘Dreams are my cup of tea. I know my La Hiff by heart.’

Kit opened one eye and looked at him. The drinks arrived.

‘So I said to myself: “No! No!” I couldn’t face the idea of all those God-awful fears and pains again, in detail. And then for no reason I looked out the window at the trees and heard myself say: “Yes!” Because I knew I’d be willing to go through the whole thing again just to smell the spring the way it used to smell when I was a kid. But then I realized it was too late, because while I’d been thinking “No!” I’d reached up and snapped off my incisors as if they’d been made of plaster. The train had stopped and I held my teeth in my hand, and I started to sob. You know those terrible dream sobs that shake you like an earthquake?’

Clumsily Kit rose from the table and walked to a door marked Dames. She was crying.

‘Let her go,’ said Port to Tunner, whose face showed concern. ‘She’s worn out. The heat gets her down.’
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He sat up in bed reading, wearing only a pair of shorts. The door between their two rooms was open, and so were the windows. Over the town and harbour a lighthouse played its beam in a wide, slow circle, and above the desultory traffic an insistent electric bell shrilled without respite.

‘Is that the movie next door?’ called Kit.

‘Must be,’ he said absently, still reading.

‘I wonder what they’re showing.’

‘What?’ He laid down his book. ‘Don’t tell me you’re interested in going!’

‘No.’ She sounded doubtful. ‘I just wondered.’

‘I’ll tell you what it is. It’s a film in Arabic called Fiancée for Rent. That’s what it says under the title.’

‘It’s unbelievable.’

‘I know.’

She wandered into the room, thoughtfully smoking a cigarette, and walked about in a circle for a minute or so. He looked up.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Nothing.’ She paused. ‘I’m just a little upset. I don’t think you should have told that dream in front of Tunner.’

He did not dare say: ‘Is that why you cried?’ But he said: ‘In front of him! I told it to him, as much as to you. What’s a dream? Good God, don’t take everything so seriously! And why shouldn’t he hear it? What’s wrong with Tunner? We’ve known him for five years.’

‘He’s such a gossip. You know that. I don’t trust him. He always makes a good story.’

‘But who’s he going to gossip with here?’ said Port, exasperated.

Kit in turn was annoyed.

‘Oh, not here!’ she snapped. ‘You seem to forget we’ll be back in New York some day.’

‘I know, I know. It’s hard to believe, but I suppose we will. All right. What’s so awful if he remembers every detail and tells it to everybody we know?’

‘It’s such a humiliating dream. Can’t you see?’

‘Oh, crap!’

There was a silence.

‘Humiliating to whom? You or me?’

She did not answer. He pursued: ‘What do you mean, you don’t trust Tunner? In what way?’

‘Oh, I trust him, I suppose. But I’ve never felt completely at ease with him. I’ve never felt he was a close friend.’

‘That’s nice, now that we’re here with him!’

‘Oh, it’s all right. I like him very much. Don’t misunderstand.’

‘But you must mean something.’

‘Of course I mean something. But it’s not important.’ She went back into her own room. He remained a moment, looking at the ceiling, a puzzled expression on his face.

He started to read again, and stopped.

‘Sure you don’t want to see Fiancée for Rent?’

‘I certainly don’t.’

He closed his book. ‘I think I’ll take a walk for about a half an hour.’

He rose, put on a sports shirt and a pair of seersucker trousers, and combed his hair. In her room, she was sitting by the open window, filing her nails. He bent over her and kissed the nape of her neck, where the silky blonde hair climbed upward in wavy furrows.

‘That’s wonderful stuff you have on. Did you get it here?’ He sniffed noisily, with appreciation. Then his voice changed when he said: ‘But what did you mean about Tunner?’

‘Oh, Port! For God’s sake, stop talking about it!’

‘All right, baby,’ he said submissively, kissing her shoulder. And with an inflection of mock innocence: ‘Can’t I even think about it?’

She said nothing until he got to the door. Then she raised her head, and there was pique in her voice: ‘After all, it’s much more your business than it is mine.’

‘See you soon,’ he said.
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He walked through the streets, unthinkingly seeking the darker ones, glad to be alone and to feel the night air against his face. The streets were crowded. People pushed against him as they passed, stared from doorways and windows, made comments openly to each other about him, – whether with sympathy or not he was unable to tell from their faces, – and they sometimes ceased to walk merely in order to watch him.

‘How friendly are they? Their faces are masks. They all look a thousand years old. What little energy they have is only the blind, mass desire to live, since no one of them eats enough to give him his own personal force. But what do they think of me? Probably nothing. Would one of them help me if I were to have an accident? Or would I lie here in the street until the police found me? What motive could any one of them have for helping me? They have no religion left. Are they Moslems or Christians? They don’t know. They know money, and when they get it all they want is to eat. But what’s wrong with that? Why do I feel this way about them? Guilt at being well fed and healthy among them? But suffering is equally divided among all men; each has the same amount to undergo …’ Emotionally he felt that this last idea was untrue, but at the moment it was a necessary belief: it is not always easy to support the stares of hungry people. Thinking that way he could walk on through the streets. It was as if either he or the people did not exist. Both suppositions were possible. The Spanish maid at the hotel had said to him that noon: ‘La vida es pena.’ ‘Of course,’ he had replied, feeling false even as he spoke, asking himself if any American can truthfully accept a definition of life which makes it synonymous with suffering. But at the moment he had approved her sentiment because she was old, withered, so clearly of the people. For years it had been one of his superstitions that reality and true perception were to be found in the conversation of the labouring classes. Even though now he saw clearly that their formulas of thought and speech are as strict and as patterned, and thus as far removed from any profound expression of truth as those of any other class, often he found himself still in the act of waiting, with the unreasoning belief that gems of wisdom might yet issue from their mouths. As he walked along, his nervousness was made manifest to him by the sudden consciousness that he was repeatedly tracing rapid figure-eights with his right index finger. He sighed and made himself stop doing it.

His spirits rose a bit as he came out onto a square that was relatively brightly lighted. The cafés on all four sides of the little plaza had put tables and chairs not only across the sidewalks, but in the street as well, so that it would have been impossible for a vehicle to pass through without upsetting them. In the centre of the square was a tiny park adorned by four plane trees that had been trimmed to look like open parasols. Underneath the trees there were at least a dozen dogs of various sizes, milling about in a close huddle, and all barking frantically. He made his way slowly across the square, trying to avoid the dogs. As he moved along cautiously under the trees he became aware that at each step he was crushing something beneath his feet. The ground was covered with large insects; their hard shells broke with little explosions that were quite audible to him even amidst the noise the dogs were making. He was aware that ordinarily he would have experienced a thrill of disgust on contact with such a phenomenon, but unreasonably tonight he felt instead a childish triumph. ‘I’m in a bad way and so what?’ The few scattered people sitting at the tables were for the most part silent, but when they spoke, he heard all three of the town’s tongues: Arabic, Spanish and French.

Slowly the street began to descend; this surprised him because he imagined that the entire town was built on the slope facing the harbour, and he had consciously chosen to walk inland rather than toward the waterfront. The odours in the air grew even stronger. They were varied, but they all represented filth of one sort or another. This proximity with, as it were, a forbidden element, served to elate him. He abandoned himself to the perverse pleasure he found in continuing mechanically to put one foot in front of the other, even though he was quite clearly aware of his fatigue. ‘Suddenly I’ll find myself turning around and going back,’ he thought. But not until then, because he would not make the decision to do it. The impulse to retrace his steps delayed itself from moment to moment. Finally he ceased being surprised: a faint vision began to haunt his mind. It was Kit, seated by the open window, filing her nails and looking out over the town. And as he found his fancy returning more often, as the minutes went by, to that scene, unconsciously he felt himself the protagonist, Kit the spectator. The validity of his existence at that moment was predicated on the assumption that she had not moved, but was still sitting there. It was as if she could still see him from the window, tiny and far away as he was, walking rhythmically uphill and down, through light and shadow; it was as if only she knew when he would turn around and walk the other way.

The street lights were very far apart now, and the streets had left off being paved. Still there were children in the gutters, playing with the garbage and screeching. A small stone suddenly hit him in the back. He wheeled about, but it was too dark to see where it had come from. A few seconds later another stone, coming from in front of him, landed against his knee. In the dim light, he saw a group of small children scattering before him. More stones came from the other direction, this time without hitting him. When he got beyond, to a point where there was a light, he stopped and tried to watch the two groups in battle, but they all ran off into the dark, and so he started up again, his gait as mechanical and rhythmical as before. A wind that was dry and warm, coming up the street out of the blackness before him, met him head on. He sniffed at the fragments of mystery in it, and again he felt an unaccustomed exaltation.

Even though the street became constantly less urban, it seemed reluctant to give up; huts continued to line it on both sides. Beyond a certain point there were no more lights, and the dwellings themselves lay in darkness. The wind, straight from the south, blew across the barren mountains that were invisible ahead of him, over the vast flat sebkha to the edges of the town, raising curtains of dust that climbed to the crest of the hill and lost themselves in the air above the harbour. He stood still. The last possible suburb had been strung on the street’s thread. Beyond the final hut the garbage and rubble floor of the road sloped abruptly downward in three directions. In the dimness below were shallow, crooked canyon-like formations. Port raised his eyes to the sky: the powdery course of the Milky Way was like a giant rift across the heavens that let the faint white light through. In the distance he heard a motor-cycle. When its sound was finally gone, there was nothing to hear but an occasional cock-crow, like the highest part of a repeated melody whose other notes were inaudible.

He started down the bank to the right, sliding among the fish skeletons and dust. Once below, he felt out a rock that seemed clean and sat down on it. The stench was overpowering. He lit a match, saw the ground thick with chicken feathers and decayed melon rinds. As he rose to his feet he heard steps above him at the end of the street. A figure stood at the top of the embankment. It did not speak, yet Port was certain that it had seen him, had followed him, and knew he was sitting down there. It lit a cigarette, and for a moment he saw an Arab wearing a chechia on his head. The match, thrown into the air, made a fading parabola, the face disappeared, and only the red point of the cigarette remained. The cock crowed several times. Finally the man cried out.

‘Qu’est-ce ti cherches là?’

‘Here’s where the trouble begins,’ thought Port. He did not move.

The Arab waited a bit. He walked to the very edge of the slope. A dislodged tin can rolled noisily down toward the rock where Port sat.

‘Hé! M’sieu! Qu’est-ce ti vo?’

He decided to answer. His French was good.

‘Who? Me? Nothing.’

The Arab bounded down the bank and stood in front of him. With the characteristic impatient, almost indignant gestures he pursued his inquisition. What are you doing here all alone? Where do you come from? What do you want here? Are you looking for something? To which Port answered wearily: Nothing. That way. Nothing. No.

For a moment the Arab was silent, trying to decide what direction to give the dialogue. He drew violently on his cigarette several times until it glowed very bright, then he flicked it away and exhaled the smoke.

‘Do you want to take a walk?’ he said.

‘What? A walk? Where?’

‘Out there.’ His arm waved toward the mountains.

‘What’s out there?’

‘Nothing.’

There was another silence between them.

‘I’ll pay you a drink,’ said the Arab. And immediately on that: ‘What’s your name?’

‘Jean,’ said Port.

The Arab repeated the name twice, as if considering its merits. ‘Me,’ tapping his chest, ‘Smaïl. So, do we go and drink?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t feel like it.’

‘You don’t feel like it. What do you feel like doing?’

‘Nothing.’

All at once the conversation began again from the beginning. Only the now truly outraged inflection of the Arab’s voice marked any difference: ‘Qu’est-ce ti fi là? Qu’est-ce ti cherches?’ Port rose and started to climb up the slope, but it was difficult going. He kept sliding back down. At once the Arab was beside him, tugging at his arm. ‘Where are you going, Jean?’ Without answering Port made a great effort and gained the top. ‘Au revoir,’ he called, walking quickly up the middle of the street. He heard a desperate scrambling behind him; a moment later the man was at his side.

‘You didn’t wait for me,’ he said in an aggrieved tone.

‘No. I said good-bye.’

‘I’ll go with you.’

Port did not answer. They walked a good distance in silence. When they came to the first street-light, the Arab reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn wallet. Port glanced at it and continued to walk.

‘Look!’ cried the Arab, waving it in his face. Port did not look.

‘What is it?’ he said flatly.

‘I was in the Fifth Battalion of Sharpshooters. Look at the paper! Look! You’ll see!’

Port walked faster. Soon there began to be people in the street. No one stared at them. One would have said that the presence of the Arab beside him made him invisible. But now he was no longer sure of the way. It would never do to let this be seen. He continued to walk straight ahead as if there were no doubt in his mind. ‘Over the crest of the hill and down,’ he said to himself, ‘and I can’t miss it.’

Everything looked unfamiliar: the houses, the streets, the cafés, even the formation of the town with regard to the hill. Instead of finding a summit from which to begin the downward walk, he discovered that here the streets all led perceptibly upward, no matter which way he turned; to descend he would have had to go back. The Arab walked solemnly along with him, now beside him, now slipping behind when there was not enough room to walk two abreast. He no longer made attempts at conversation; Port noticed with relish that he was a little out of breath.

‘I can keep this up all night if I have to,’ he thought, ‘but how the hell will I get to the hotel?’

All at once they were in a street which was no more than a passageway. Above their heads the opposite walls jutted out to within a few inches of each other. For an instant Port hesitated: this was not the kind of street he wanted to walk in, and besides, it so obviously did not lead to the hotel. In that short moment the Arab took charge. He said: ‘You don’t know this street? It’s called Rue de la Mer Rouge. You know it? Come on. There are cafés arabes up this way. Just a little way. Come on.’

Port considered. He wanted at all costs to keep up the pretence of being familiar with the town.

‘Je ne sais pas si je veux y aller ce soir,’ he reflected, aloud.

The Arab began to pull Port’s sleeve in his excitement. ‘Si, si!’ he cried. ‘Viens! I’ll pay you a drink.’

‘I don’t drink. It’s very late.’

Two cats nearby screamed at each other. The Arab made a hissing noise and stamped his feet; they ran off in opposite directions.

‘We’ll have tea, then,’ he pursued.

Port sighed. ‘Bien,’ he said.

The café had a complicated entrance. They went through a low arched door, down a dim hall into a small garden. The air reeked of lilies, and it was also tinged with the sour smell of drains. In the dark they crossed the garden and climbed a long flight of stone steps. The staccato sound of a hand drum came from above, tapping indolent patterns above a sea of voices.

‘Do we sit outside or in?’ the Arab asked.

‘Outside,’ said Port. He sniffed the invigorating smell of hashish smoke, and unconsciously smoothed his hair as they arrived at the top of the stairs. The Arab noticed even that small gesture. ‘No ladies here, you know.’

‘Oh, I know.’

Through a doorway he caught a glimpse of the long succession of tiny, brightly-lit rooms, and the men seated everywhere on the reed matting that covered the floors. They all wore either white turbans or red chechias on their heads, a detail which lent the scene such a strong aspect of homogeneity that Port exclaimed: ‘Ah!’ as they passed by the door. When they were on the terrace in the starlight, with an oud being plucked idly in the dark near by, he said to his companion: ‘But I didn’t know there was anything like this left in this city.’ The Arab did not understand. ‘Like this?’ he echoed. ‘How?’

‘With nothing but Arabs. Like the inside there. I thought all the cafés were like the ones in the street, all mixed up: Jews, French, Spanish, Arabs together. I thought the war had changed everything.’

The Arab laughed. ‘The war was bad. A lot of people died. There was nothing to eat. That’s all. How would that change the cafés? Oh no, my friend. It’s the same as always.’ A moment later he said: ‘So you haven’t been here since the war! But you were here before the war?’

‘Yes,’ said Port. This was true; he had once spent an afternoon in the town when his boat had made a brief call there.

The tea arrived; they chatted and drank it. Slowly the image of Kit sitting in the window began to take shape again in Port’s mind. At first, when he became conscious of it, he felt a pang of guilt. Then his fantasy took a hand, and he saw her face, tight-lipped with fury as she undressed and flung her flimsy pieces of clothing across the furniture. By now she had surely given up waiting and gone to bed. He shrugged his shoulders and grew pensive, rinsing what was left of his tea around and around in the bottom of the glass, and following with his eyes the circular motion he was making.

‘You’re sad,’ said Smaïl.

‘No, no.’ He looked up and smiled wistfully, then resumed watching the glass.

‘You live only a short time. Il faut rigoler.’

Port was impatient; he was not in the mood for café philosophizing.

‘Yes, I know,’ he said shortly, and he sighed. Smaïl pinched his arm. His eyes were shining.

‘When we leave here, I’ll take you to see a friend of mine.’

‘I don’t want to meet him,’ said Port, adding: ‘Thank you anyway.’

‘Ah, you’re really sad,’ laughed Smaïl. ‘It’s a girl. Beautiful as the moon.’

Port’s heart missed a beat. ‘A girl,’ he repeated automatically, without taking his eyes from the glass. He was perturbed to witness his own interior excitement. He looked at Smaïl.

‘A girl?’ he said. ‘You mean a whore.’

Smaïl was mildly indignant. ‘A whore? Ah, my friend, you don’t know me. I wouldn’t introduce you to that. C’est de la saloperie, ça! This is a friend of mine, very elegant, very nice. When you meet her, you’ll see.’

The musician stopped playing the oud. Inside the café they were calling out numbers for the lotto game: ‘Ouahad aou tletinel Arbaine!’

Port said: ‘How old is she?’

Smaïl hesitated. ‘About sixteen. Sixteen or seventeen.’

‘Or twenty or twenty-five,’ suggested Port, with a leer.

Again Smaïl was indignant. ‘What do you mean, twenty-five? I tell you she’s sixteen or seventeen. You don’t believe me? Listen. You meet her. If you don’t like her, you just pay for the tea and we’ll go out again. Is that all right?’

‘And if I do like her?’

‘Well, you’ll do whatever you want.’

‘But I’ll pay her?’

‘But of course you’ll pay her.’

Port laughed. ‘And you say she’s not a whore.’

Smaïl leaned over the table towards him and said with a great show of patience: ‘Listen, Jean. She’s a dancer. She only arrived from her bled in the desert a few weeks ago. How can she be a whore if she’s not registered and doesn’t live in the quartier? Eh? Tell me! You pay her because you take up her time. She dances in the quartier, but she has no room, no bed there. She’s not a whore. So now, shall we go?’

Port thought a long time, looked up at the sky, down into the garden, and all around the terrace before answering: ‘Yes. Let’s go. Now.’
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When they left the café it seemed to him that they were going more or less in the same direction from which they had just come. There were fewer people in the streets and the air was cooler. They walked for a good distance through the Casbah, making a sudden exit through a tall gateway on to a high, open place outside the walls. Here it was silent, and the stars were very much in evidence. The pleasure he felt at the unexpected freshness of the air and the relief at being in the open once more, out from under the overhanging houses, served to delay Port in asking the question that was in his mind: ‘Where are we going?’ But as they continued along what seemed a parapet at the edge of a deep, dry moat, he finally gave voice to it. Smaïl replied vaguely that the girl lived with some friends at the edge of town.

‘But we’re already in the country,’ objected Port.

‘Yes, it’s the country,’ said Smaïl.

It was perfectly clear that he was being evasive now; his character seemed to have changed again. The beginning of intimacy was gone. To Port he was once more the anonymous dark figure that had stood above him in the garbage at the end of the street, smoking a bright cigarette. You can still break it up. Stop walking. Now. But the combined even rhythm of their feet on the stones was too powerful. The parapet made a wide curve and the ground below dropped steeply away into a deeper darkness. The moat had ended some hundred feet back. They were now high above the upper end of an open valley.

‘The Turkish fortress,’ remarked Smaïl, pounding on the stones with his heel.

‘Listen to me,’ began Port angrily; ‘where are we going?’ He looked at the rim of uneven black mountains ahead of them on the horizon.

‘Down there.’ Smaïl pointed to the valley. A moment later he stopped walking. ‘Here are the stairs.’ They leaned over the edge. A narrow iron staircase was fastened to the side of the wall. It had no railing and led straight downward at a steep angle.

‘It’s a long way,’ said Port.

‘Ah, yes, it’s the Turkish fortress. You see that light down there?’ He indicated a faint red glimmer that came and went, almost directly beneath them. ‘That’s the tent where she lives.’

‘The tent!’

‘There are no houses down here. Only tents. There are a lot of them. On descend?’

Smaïl went first, keeping close to the wall. ‘Touch the stones,’ he said.

As they approached the bottom, he saw that the feeble glow of light was a dying bonfire built in an open space between two large nomad tents. Smaïl suddenly stopped to listen. There was an indistinguishable murmur of male voices. ‘Allons-y,’ he muttered; his voice sounded satisfied.

They reached the end of the staircase. There was hard ground beneath their feet. To his left Port saw the black silhouette of a huge agave plant in flower.

‘Wait here,’ whispered Smaïl. Port was about to light a cigarette; Smaïl hit his arm angrily. ‘No!’ he whispered. ‘But what is it?’ began Port, highly annoyed at the show of secrecy. Smaïl disappeared.

Leaning against the cold rock wall, Port waited to hear a break in the monotonous, low-pitched conversation, an exchange of greetings, but nothing happened.
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