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The engineer and I walked up the hill from the sea, slowly, to

—

» prevent ourselves sweating. We were dressed in silk shirts and shatts,
A

)

with white handkerchiefs knotted at each corner on our heads. We -
walked up to the studded door of La Mimosa, in sunshine that was ab-
solutely white and Hlinding against the stone wall.

The engineer was a smaller man than me, and plumper. He had a
strong flushed face and pouting lips, and when he spbke he tended to
snep his words out, with his chin thrust forward. His stride was
hurried and rather ungainly, his feet pointing outwards and rising
with each step as if he were treading things down infront of him.

He seemed to say to himself, "I have more important things to think
of in life than grace of movememnt."

He liked to talk a great deal, especially about politi.cs, archi-
tecture, military strategy and engineering, and he was a warm lalker.
He paid little attemtion to his clothes, but he kept himself very
clean., Ivery day’he used to wash himself down outside his tent, and
I would sit on the grass talking to him. He would -tell me about his
wife, what a fighter she was, and how she disliked weak habits in a‘
man, - heavy smoking, for instance, She had not yet come out toJﬁoin
him at the camp.

His manners were robust, deliberately so: he found any kind of
effete behaviour distasteful; he was himself the son of a quite wealthy
manufacturer in the north of England, wino had sent him into the mills



as a child, to work among the¢ poor, as a kind of hard grooming for
the world. Thus, the engineer took up rather a defiant and brusque
attitude, finding weaknesses in other people too easily, as if he
wished to prove above all that there was nothing soft in him, and that
his feet were very firmly on the earth. I used to sit on the grass
watching him as he shivered and rubbed himself all over, talking and
laughing. I remember the thin bliack hair over his chest and shoulders,
and on the back of his hands. In his presence I felt, not a child,
but a kind of youthful talkative buck, a son even, but a son very much
in his father's cénfidence. For I knew he did not look on me as soft.
I was barely twenty-two at this time, andtﬁust have been well over
thirty, so that between us there was a crucial gap of experience.

The door opened in the dark recess and wewalked into the shadows,
where at first we could see nothing. One of the waiters clad in white
closed the door behind us, and one of the girls on the other side of
the room jumped up from her chair and came across to us. Her name
was Badia. "The great thick mauve curtains were drawn right across the
windows, and the lights were on. There were three of four girls sitting
in the armchairs at the other end, where the cubicles were. Every-
thing was still in this room, and every noise seemed smothered, be-
cause of the thick Persian carpet, the soft armchairs and settees, and
the curtain. Badia shook us both by the hand, smiling, and we sat
down before one of the little coffee-tables., We knew her far better
than we knew the others, since we found it easier to talk to her. We
stfetched out. our legs, getting as much as possible of the breeze
from the whirring fans above us, while the sweat poured down from our

brows, our
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arm-pits and from between our lega. This brecze from the fan wag .
cool and hot by turns, but it was an extraordinary relisf after owr
long walk through the streects at{ the edge of the sea.

Badla was of French-Arab extraction; & Christian; while
mogt 0f the other girla ware from Moslem families. Above. all, ashe
enjoyed talking to the anginear. The moment they sat down. they
began talking quietly to each other, while the rest of us hardly
moved In our cheirs. They talked about the politics of the country,
about the latest goup d'etat and the imprisonment of the former prime

minister and his favourite, a mers lackey with a fine face, and Badis
nodded slowly as the engineer t0ld her his point of view; eve‘rythu;g
he #ald she seemed to reflect over, very seriously. There was an:f‘r
of the queen about her, a special pallor and stillness, as if she

wers ap.= great distance from us, in breeding amd even body, so that
her gaze could sometimes be moat disturbing, so full of knowledge, &0
¢ool and utterly calm. Her eyes wers rather large for her facs,
and thelr depth was emphasised by her pallor. She was not really am
pretty, far less besutiful, but there was soms kind of strange ‘
twist 1n her features, perhaps about the mouth, which madefono wand l
to watoh har in silence and to be with her. Thse other girls wers ‘
especially polite to her, in defersnce %o her slow aloofneas.

The previous evening I had chosen her from among five girls.
Thers was a mute thoughtfulness in her face, as 1f she had suffered
$00 much, and as A1f she knew t0o much about the world. It seemed
an insol¢nce to toush her. The previous avening she and I had been
&¥ay from our armehairs for hardly more than five or ten minutes, amd
then I had left the cubiole fealing that I hadjggghing nore
8lgnificant than alter the position of my legs, and that I had never
in fact been alose to her. When ah w26 in her armchair again,
dressed, her hair combed aml a 1ittle gcent sprayed on the naps of
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her neck and behind her eara; she was once more erect, withdrawn,
uléne and proud, as she had been before. In the cublele I had
mpre or leaz; obayed her will, and}%&d simul_atsd_warmth, halt
convincing me and half not, but always in cormmand, watohing and
biding her time, thean deciding for ne.

A thin white shalt of sunlight canme ot}té the carpet from
a space batween the curtains, so that our ayes, staring drowsily
aown, shona With 1s reflection in the hot half-darkness, The
long, softly carpated roém a»eumad altogetner without desire, but
full of & wistful, quiet dreaming, where thers were no bodles, only
thoughts., Wa talked, ?ha five of us, as 1f we had all bden chilldren
together, and our words flowed out easily from the most private
imaginable memorles. ‘ .

Ad‘ﬁer ecme timé a young B‘renchman who worked as an official
at the port came in, hardly digturbing the'hot mlf-sleep into which
the five of us sesmed to have fallen, a sleep with words and calm
smilam, Bedia turned in her chair aml nodded to him as he stood
silently by the docrs He bowed 4o her, a slim, pale young man, very
shy=-looking, but hs 4id not glance st the rest of ue. Badla called
outy "Samial®™ in the direction of the kitchen, while he continusd to
waie-. :tanﬁ:.;‘xg. I'had séen him onca befors, on the providus evaning
- and he had 8at at the other end of the room; quite a-part. from gveryonce
e0lge, with the youngest and quieteat of the girls on his kreses Thay
seeméd hardly to talk to gach other, but elmply gazed into each othed
ey es, siroking eseh oth‘gr lightly with the tipy of their fingers, and
kissing gdch other on the bBrow, e_;umam on the lips. Now, when Samia
camg from the kitchen, she went straight aoross o him at the door, . -
altogether disregarding the rest of usy and hand-in-hand they walked
t0 the same mrmoheir as they had used the night befors. The girls
who werd talking to the engineer and myself did not smile, but



é.
seemed qulte accustomed to this behaviour. One of them saw me
watehing the ceoupla.

“They ars in love," she told me. "He wants to marry her."

I leaned forward anﬂ agked her why thay never went into onc
of the cubicles.

"Because he can't do 1t," phe sald. "But he is in love
with her. I have never seen twohpeaple mora'iﬁ love."

And when I looked across aﬁ.nim sgain I 414 see 8 certaln
pessive delicacy in him, making his face seem unduly %ender, and
unduly hurtable. I did not 1ike to feel that he feared us all,
espéclall} the engineer and myself, both of whom he had seen go into
the ¢ubicles on tne'pravioqg evening. Yet he was so cheefful with
the gitl on his knee, 80 lovingly abaorbed in her, that he must have
been able to ahut that four out. I saw him run the tips of his
fingers down her noéeg'élowly, with a look that wag full of prida,
pride in her existencs, celebrating her awful nearness to him,

I turned away, not wanting to ambarrﬁna him, and élapped my
hands for oné of the waiteirs in the kitohen. After a few moments
he came, and I ordered coffés for the engineer amd myself. I
noticed that one of the girls, sltting next to Badla, was staring at
me ag I did so. She 1t was I had wﬁtoheq on the previous evening.
The walter bent down and asked me, "Will you have milk?"

I thought for. & moment, than‘naidg “Yes;‘ﬁr&ng-me white
0offee." B ) _ |
) The girl smiled across at me when I sald this. ' She leaned
her head back against tho armohair and emiled drowsily, gasting at
me, her eyes narrow, almout clonoa. Then she asked me; "Do you want
milk?™  She put her hand under  her braalt anﬂ lifted it sllghtly.
then said, "I have milk."

Sho had purse, déllcatd Arab features, a slim face and black
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balir down to her shoulders; especially her eyes wers besutiful.

I smiled at her amd pointed towards on 6f the cubloles:
”A:;zer the coffas.”

The previous evening we had hardly spoken to each Other,
and I only remember that a French policeman from the port had come
in and ordered her into one of the cubikides strailght awag. I
was heavy and drowasy with the heat, but I wanted to go with her now
because I could not forget the }fcxprenion in her eyes. It seemed
to me that we ngeded the privacy of one of the oublecles in order to
stare more closely -into each other's faces, much as the gilent
couple were Going at this moment. I could néver have believed that
this girl only wanted monaey, bscause of the tenderness of her amilae,
which had happened so suddenly, the moment the waiter had mentioned
milk, During that moment our syes met and we understood sach other,
in a démlle that was altogether unsalaclous. She leaned her head
back again, watching me, her slim body stretched out in her chair.

Badia got up ard said," I mu‘n‘t' haelp with the',eorroc,"

Hone of the other s:.rl; visited tha kitchen, except éamia;
who helped with the cooking. Only Badia seemed to want to take full
rnpon,eibuity for the guesta. __It-" gha liked their ocompany, as she
1iked the enginser's, she would see that the waitera looked after
them and 4id not bring them dirty cups or weak ¢offee. In all this
she behaved with wonderful grace, very formal and withdrawn.

"Are you taking her?" the engineer msked me, polnting to
the girl who had just smiled ;t me. I nodded, and he added: "sShe
is very beautiful: But I'm not interested tn beauty." )

I told him that he liked Badis, and he eaid, "Yes. I can
talk to her. I can imagine being with her/tor whole hours together.

I can imagine her looking after me. What does beauty mean, compared
with that?"

~
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compared with that?"

I had forgotten which of the girls he had taken on the
previous evening. But the experlience d1d not please him. He
came back to his seat looking stern. He wanted to get amay as soon
@8 posslble. He was peremptory with the walters when they canme,
barking out his orders and atamping his feet. People werse usually
in great awe of him when he was like this, amd they tended to
bustle round him, especially if they were ssrvants. He had small,
fierce eyes under bushy eyebrows, and one did hot begrudge such eyes
a feeling of awe, because there was warmth and meroy in them as well,

never steeliness. Hs had a patriarchal, hot fury. He told me no
more than that his cxperléme in the cubicle md amounted to "nothing,
Oor ag good as nothing." ]

But this aftef-noon there wag no fury in hlm, He wag
leaning back in his chair talking reminiscently and waiting for Badia
- %0 return from the kitehen wif.h‘ our coffee.

When she had satfiown again and the coffee was before us on
the 1ittle tables, he asked her why she had ever come hers, to La
Mimosa. She did not answer at once. Her gaze continued to be
distant, altogether devoid of any private message to ofher people,
Even though she looked you in the eyes, you did not feel tﬁat. you
were being looked at so much as watched, even judged, or simply .
stared through as a carpet is stared through by thou tful, adult
eyes.

Bhe told us that it waa just work far her, 'I'imt work
had nothing to do with the body, much less with her desires,

, for
she allowed herself no ploasurc. I remembered how she had

_l[ \Il‘“ Py
whispered togently to me, "

RIS and I haa instantly obeyed

The ‘otner €1rl who had smiled at me told her something in
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"Let me finish my coffee," I answered. Then I turned
to the engineer anl asked him, "What will you &o?" But bhe only
shrugged. 1 finiaizad my coffee and got up ‘aloﬁ?.i. 1 walked -
across to the othér girl anmd drew her by the hand to her fast, am
together we went into one of the cubloles. Bafore we Glosed the
door the Madame, a silent, middle-aged woman, camé in and I paysd
her,

When we wars alone again the girl turned away fx;nm ne anmd

" began taking off her dress. She lay down naked on the bed and

looked up at me with the same tender, rather wondering smile I had
seen in the other room. She lay with K I€45 Bumcitt hor arms
held out on either side, offering herself up to me with no fear
whatsoever. I 414 not fesl sbame as I gazed at her, but a kind
of smocthered self-reproval, that ho mén should ses anothsr belng
in thés way, desiring and yet not desiring, & stranger yet not a
stranger, a lover ard yet by no means & lover. Only in her face
wore there #t1ll the tender messagos she 'haa pasaed tO mé in smilce
not long bafors. Her gaze was the same, her mouth the sama:

but her body was without any meahing for me.

I lay down over her; and she drew my b;aaé towards hers,
gripping me at the back of the neck. From that moment, until we
left the room, she bgomme only touch for me¢. She becaméd anyone;
and universal. Her face became great eyes, her hair a dark,
hot expanse in my face, her lips quite nsmeless, merely wet and
recelving, belonging t0 anyons. - From the moment we touched each
other we became etrangers. When I grew excited, she pusmﬁ back

my head with the palm of her hand agalnst my brow and #ald to me

with & smileé, "What is the matter? You are like a esmake.' I
asked her, "Why a snake?” and she replied, "You are o long and

-

writhing, like & snmake with & white skin.” Ve dimcovered each

-~
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other's strangeness, ro more., It ig rare that two strangers are
| Joined by 2 Buﬁden;‘eﬁgulflug‘familiarity,’1se&ihz‘fromvthn dark;
specchless places beyond the world, liFe mirac¢led. BShe watched |
ne go through the ridlculous mimicries of passion, for there was
1ittle desire in me, and. shé watched me with the same cool gaze
when X ut&&erv’;ant my nameless secretion. We got up from the bed,
and I u@n&area why it. had been necegsary for us to move from our
chtiréxkﬁu & 6ther room, where at least we had been able to smile
at each othéi.

The engineer and Bedis were still talking when we returned
t0 the other roome There was the same hsaty, reminliscent sir,
ghorn of all desires in this plrce. He wasg lolling baock in his
chair, amiling as hé told her the énd of a stary about a job of his
in Caucasia. They spoke very guietly. When we walked &nto the
roem it was like coming back into s temple, suddenly withdrawn from
noioce and people into g2 half-dark hallowed stillness; where no
appetites could be quickened or evern recognised. I took the girl's
hand and helped her inte a chalr, then I walked across to my own,
Badla 414 not look up at me,; and the engineer only nodded briefly,
#till in the silent aftermath of his story. Thé girl I had been
with now éeemea tired. She looked up at theé main door now and then,
waiting for newcomers. Badia wae leaning Forward, iooking down
at the nalls of her right hend, about to ask the engimetr another
question, But she did not speak.

After a long silencé hs bent towards her ani whispsred
something. She noddeds and he took a wallet from his pocket.

Bhe tock several notes from him and vent into the Xitchen, not
calling out for the Madame as the girls usually did. He waiched
her as she walked away with a half-gtern, half-smiling expression.
When shs returned he 3ot'up,~ana together they left the roﬁm and
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went along the corridor to one of the furthept cublcleg. The

giri opposite me had closed her eyes, end I too stretched in my

ghalr, wanting to slesp., The young Frénchman was stlill whispering

to his girld in the eorner, and the silence eontirmed for more than

half-an~hour, as if each of us were paralysed in ite power,

transfired into the motlonless furniturs of the world, mere things

. which happened to breatha. ,

Suddenly there was n né:.sa behind us, the door of the distqnl
cubicle burst .o;;an, and the girl opposite me started. Ve could

| hear the engineor's quick, loud step down the corridor, &nd his
coughs I turned round to wata—h; him enter the room. He was very

awe.kg now, He looked st“raignt into my eyes, and they _a.eie_md_ to
tell me, "I bave just had a triumph." He walked quickly to his

seat ag,ain., then olapped his hands and snouted. "Boy! Beyl"

At once the walter came running rram the k.tﬁchem and the enaineea'

gave him his order utn fieres ralish: "Bring me black cottu.,-

the blackest coffes you havé ever madel".

. Hé no longer lsaned back in his cheir, but tapped his feet
nervously on the floor, bent forward with his elbows on his kne.o.'.
He turneé to me quiclziy. .

"I made her mj’oy it," he' €ald: "She atruggled a bit,
ahe oriedy but I made her enjoy it. I broke her down in the end.”
The other girl was watehing him strangely, hsr mouth a i
little opsn. The young Frez_xchman had riaaﬁz‘x atd was saying go0d-bye
to hig lover. Thers was a noise krcm the kRitchen, és the boys
hurried to and fro, Everything now seemed bustle and noise.
All the stillnems had gone, sll the drowsiness had left our eyes.
It was as 1f his sudden enfrande had brought the whole world
tumbling back into our tomb-like room, He was twiddling his
thumbg round and round asg he tapped his feet, whistling lé\f%iy |
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Vhen Badia camé¢ ghe wag no longer a queen. She came
back t¢ the room like a ¢hild, shy ant}'uzmilling to enter the
 coémpany of atransers. She looked about the room ﬁervously from
the dooi"éva;y. She Walked with her shoulders slightly bowed, her
hair was still a little dishevelled, and it was easy to see that
she had been woeping. ~No longer was she in command here, no
longer the capable one who 1-iked to take reépon'sibility for her
a‘uesta} no longer the sensible talkur.ﬂ.watchim ceol;y from &
distancé. She glanced down at me quickly, then went across to
the kitchen. Even her hody sedmed 0 have changed. For while
previously it had been slow and graceful snd ereet, sll its
movements neasured, 50 that net a gesture scemed by chance or
whim, now it was the body of a wife, easy and looss, quiﬁe free
now, given up. without any resistanca of wlll t0 pleasurd. In
the kitensn she began eal;.ing out to the boys to hurry with the
coffee, then a few moments latér she broughi: in the tray hsrself.
She spet it’dovz_n' in front of the englineer armd looked him full in
the eyes, and t»bé geze they smred cancadled out ail the pest of
the room and . pronounced & noment only they of all the people in
the world hasd krown.

She sat ddwn asain and glanced about her quickly, lookidAg
for eomthing t0 dov  She aeked me whether I was comfortable,
but without any aloofnass in her expreeaiow #he looked at me
with her eyebrows raisped, very young now, her eyes absolutaly
genuine and open. She tduched the engineer's arm amd asked him
for o cigaretté. He took ﬁe caBe from his posket, chose one
carefully, then put it to his lips. The momeént he had finished
his coffee she clapped her bands aml told the boy to taks away

the ¢upa: She did not trouble to comd her hair or siraightem her
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dress; she no longer seemed to pay any attention to herself, but
behaved with a warm, rather carefree naturalness, flushed and keen-
eyed. | _

We all talked more loudly now, our words rushing in upon each other,
and we laughed constantly. The young Frenchman left, and .his girl
came to join us, telling Badia in French all he had said to her. Badia
was lively and talkative as I had mever seen her before, All, the
s%gé;wlgw, statues,
and it seemed to me thft in the last few moments, since the engineer

Toom followed her mood: '~ the place was no longer popw

had burst from the cubicle at the end of the corridor, true blood had
come back into our veins., Where we sat was no longer a temple, in
hallowed stillness, with everyone a watcher, erect and withdrawn, but

a room at last with men and women, close together and endlessly talking,

full of desires.




