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CHAPTER | : Death at Sea

oN THE THIRD DAY THE LAND ROSE OUT

of the sea

Winter walked over the coiled ropes to the blunt bows and
for some moments looked full into the eye of the sun; and then
the land, when he turned his face towards it, was an oily indis-
tinctness between the glitter of the waves and the deep bril-
liance of the tropic sky. 'Rise and fall, energy and rest, labour
and repose,' he allowed his mind to think. 'Sparkle and gloom,
day and night,’ for there was a sudden release of spirits within
him. He stood at the extreme prow of the boat listening to the
ripple of water as the waves were divided, really the inland
sound of brooks, here imposed on the deeper sighing of the
ocean. Winter stretched out his arms. He knew that there was
a smile upon his face but he was not ashamed to be smiling at
nothing. 'Ripen and decay, flower and fall, ripple and smooth,’'
he was content to allow himself to think now that after his
dark cabin he had come up into the light and the rhythmic
pitching of the boat had set his own pulse beating faster.

The sterile land showed itself to be in echoing distance. An
Arab sailor, naked save for a pair of torn shorts, dropped a
heavy metal pin on the deck: the clank surely must have come
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back from the two-thousand-foot precipice that fell almost
sheer into the sea: but the constant washing of the waves, that
here set up a complicated web of movement over barely con-
cealed crags, was all the sound that the glaring day could hold.
The sun looked searchingly into the face of the cliff, destroy-
ing colour and shadows. For a hundred feet or so up from the
point where the surf came licking respectfully in, there was a
yellowness in the strata. But it was a lifeless colour, like the
colour of a melon flower long preserved between the pages of
a book; above the strata the pitted face of the cliff, which
would have been rose-red in the sunset, was an anaemic colour
wash in the blaze of noon. The crest of the precipice was a
ragged edge against the sky. It was a vision of the earth before
a cloud had arisen from the sea and scattered water over its
desolation.

The Arab sailor picked up the fallen pin and stood for some
moments looking at the land. He was as unmoved as though he
were regarding the back of his hand, no curiosity, no purpose-
ful searching with the eye, for he knew that there would be no
life or any movement. It was the very least that nature could
do in the way of land and as such he was not interested. His
idea of land was black earth and palm trees amongst the white
houses; about such landfalls he could have strong feelings for
he knew that the sea was bad. That is all that he would say
about the sea. It was bad; and this lunar cliff was bad too, but
there, a man could at least feel the sand crunching between his
toes and sit under the shadow of a rock, like a lizard, dozing
and then wake to rattle his knuckles on the pebbles, knowing
that the earth would not open and swallow him. The Arab
sailor had been wrecked three times along this coast for it had
not been charted since the first rough survey made by a naval
sloop a hundred years before.
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The sky was all light. Behind the shoulder of the cliff there
might have been a hint of positive colour but otherwise the
whole sky was incandescent, and the many-faceted waves mir-
rored such a profusion of glory that the eyes ached to look at
them. Between the cliff and the sea there was the fiercest oppo-
sition. The tawny land was as unmoving as the back-cloth of
atheatre: the sea swirled in front, claiming that it and it alone
had life and reality, and indeed, by its very steadiness on the
sight the cliff became more unreal. There was no depth in that
faded rose and yellow. A giant hand raised to knock against its
powdered face would destroy it. The cliff could be torn down
and crumpled up like so much rice paper. At least, that is how
it appeared at high noon but when the sun had moved farther
down the sky and the small coasting vessel had made its way
gingerly between the reef and the shore and could once more
think of deep water, there was depth in the shadow on the land
and fissures showed up like jet. Then the cliff was no longer a
background: it was a presence capable of bodying forth groans
and concealing thunders, a land of giants.

A rock fell. It was falling a long time. It struck against the
face of the cliff in its flight and a crumbling landslide went
leisurely after it to the narrow strip of sand that fringed the sea.
It was as though the cliff had grunted. For some moments a
cloud of dust hung before the face of the rock, then disinte-
grated and disappeared. The land, now, was at least as real as
the sea, and as though having waited for some such assurance
before manifesting themselves, a caravan of a dozen camels
strung themselves out along the little shore. Like large silver
insects in a decorative frieze, contriving to look enormous
against the khaki-coloured rocks, for the camels were alive and
the rocks were dead, the animals went unregardingly along be-
tween the cliff and the sea There were men, small creatures
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perched like dolls, looking down at the snake-like necks lead-
ing eastward to Rasuka. A long white wave curled up at the
very feet of the patient beasts.

All this could be watched from the deck of the small boat.
Winter had slept alittle during the afternoon and now he came
up to clear his head; and he opened his eyes a little wider than
usual to se how close they were to the land. He was alone on
the deck so there was no one to ask the reason for their going
so close inshore. He stretched his arms and watched the line of
camels going in the same direction as the boat.

‘Ahmed!" he suddenly shouted, annoyed at being alone.

The Arab sailor came forward immediately though it was
obvious that this was a mere coincidence. He scarcely looked
at Winter but said patiently, as though to a peevish child, 'To-
morrow, Rasuka' Then he went to the rail and stood in the
red light of the sunset, swinging a piece of lead on the end of a
length of cord.

It was all right, thought Winter. These people knew what
they were doing. He told himself that he would rather trust
himself in a native boat off this shore than in any craft manned
by Europeans. Thiswasto comfort himself. But the very reflec-
tion reminded him that he was European and all the others
Asiatics, the cheerful-looking captain in the white turban, Ali,
the consumptive cook, and the naked men he saw working in
the throbbing interior of the engine-room when he looked
down the short flight of steps that took one from the sea air
of the deck to the exhalation of machines. It was such a tiny
ship. But these men knew where they were going, had made
this voyage before, were unafraid. Yet it was not that entirely.
They knew about themselves in a way that Winter felt himself
unknowable. The captain in his white turban had a perpetual
smile of self-congratulation on this account. 'Look," he might
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seem to say, 'you can criticize me, you can say what you will.'
He had the almost unheard-of habit among these people of tak-
ing snuff, placing the grey powder carefully on the back of his
hand, snuffing it up first one nostril and then the other, replac-
ing the leather box in his pocket, all gracefully, self-assuredly.
He seemed to know that it was right to take snuff. These peo-
ple could never be caught out in mistakes. They made none.
There was such an accord between the inner coil of their
thoughts and feelings on the one hand and the machinations
of the workaday world on the other that there was no such
thing as a mistake. All was as conceived in the Mind of God.
No hesitations, then, no doubts, no questionings. Only the
perpetual backward and forward flowing of the tides of love
and hate, of lust and fear, washing over them amost non-
committally, so that they could roar in temper, shaking out
their hands in front of them while in their eyes was a look of
startling indifference. 'See how this thing takes me,' they might
be saying. They were so terribly sure of themselves.

Winter was still a little dazed with deep and had lost his
lightness of heart. The woman had been crying again and as
his mind cleared it was to arealization of his detestation of that
animal misery. She was in the next cabin and the wooden par-
titions were thin. Even now her sobbings seemed to palpitate
inside him, opening and closing a hand of suffering beneath the
diaphragm. What was it, after all, to be a widow? he thought.
The captain would know for he had not stopped smiling and
neither had Ali, the cook, ceased coughing; the wind had not
ceased nor the sea rising and falling. It would pass, they were
saying, men and elements. They did not deny that the pain
existed. Only Winter would wish to deny that. The sobbing
seemed to follow him.

So Winter drew his thoughts together and thought of the
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morrow. There would be no formality about the landing for
the Company would have made all the necessary arrangements.
There would be the Company's launch and three times as many
men to carry his baggage as were absolutely necessary, great
servility, everything made easy. But that was how it should be.
He wanted no responsibilities or cares. Everyone knew that
when the Company bestirred itself and sent one of their men
down to Rasuka for a change it was because a prolonged stay
in the delta area had necessitated a change of air. Men came
here for their health. Naturally there was work to do—of a
sort—for the Company would never have maintained an instal-
lation out of mere sentimentality. But there could be no com-
parison with the great installations in the delta where the
cherry-coloured wooden buildings and the meccano derricks
covered sguare miles. The Rasuka well produced a few hun-
dred barrels a year and if that represented any loss there was a
corresponding gain in having somewhere where one could send
sick employees. In addition to being good for the firm's repu-
tation it was also good for the health of the European members
of the staff. In winter the climate was dry and sunny, so crisply
cold at nights that a man's breath could be seen as vapour in
lamp-light, a cold that furbished the stars and stirred the blood
which had gone sluggish in the humid delta. Rasuka itself was
a native town presided over by a Sultan but the Company had
built a small wharf and a jetty to take the pipe-line out to sea
Periodically a tanker would come and suck at this pipe.
When Winter landed he felt that people would ask after his
health for that would be the natural thing. This he would de-
test. He made up his mind to detest it immediately. People
naturally hated disease and invalids and all pretensions to the
contrary were morbid. It would be impossible for him to pre-
tend that he was perfectly well, otherwise he would not have
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been sent. But he was in the convalescent stage, almost cured;
just a few more weeks now and then it would be all over. How
one hated seeing a man sick in bed, he thought.

It was pleasant to feel that he was going to have a holiday.
Not a complete holiday, Rixon had said, but—'Y ou know . . .'
Perhaps he would go into the office two or three times a week
and look at the installation once in a way with Ford. He was
only going to be there in an advisory capacity. Tranquil days
and cold still nights, he thought, with amental rubbing together
of the hands. Yes, that was good. All would be well.

He was at once restored to his good humour and as though
hisirritation with the weeping woman had been a bandage over
his eyes of which he had now rid himself, he could once more
ook about him and see the land rising and falling and the Arab
sailor with his back to him, swinging a piece of lead on the end
of alength of twine.

So | am going to Rasuka and so are you, he thought, looking
at the Arab's back. But then you return and | do not. You are
a different being from me. By some enormous chance | am |
and you are you. He could think now, easily and a little jocu-
larly, along these lines and perhaps it was a trifle patronizingly.

Those rags might be my rags, he thought. The half-naked
figure leaned over the side of the boat and |ooked into the clear
depths. Around his head a woollen strip that might once have
been a European vest clung dirtily: scars on his back were
shellfish pink. His hair was dirty; it hung in dirty knots; his
face was scored with wrinkles of grime; his feet were scaled
and callused, the large toes at an angle of thirty degrees with
the rest. If he were more elaborately clad he would be more
wretchedly clad. But this man had some little dignity in his
semi-nakedness. He was not pitiable as the European tramp is
pitiable in his torn bowler, his ragged trousers, the newspapers
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that he has bound around his feet for boots. The Arab sailor
had not those pretensions and therefore none of that humilia-
tion. But one could be no poorer nor eat less.

A nd these might be my scars, thought Winter, looking at the
rosy weals. This sailor had some object in his mind, it was true.
He was doing a job. He was not purposeless. At that moment
he was swinging a piece of lead on the end of some twine and
screwing up his eyes to look into the glassy depths.

Winter looked at him with awarm feeling that might almost
have been affection. It was an affection that would never be ex-
pressed. That brown skin with the blue vein, he thought, that
winks in the sun—why isn't that my arm and my vein? Why
am | not he? In what way am | better or worse?

The Arab sailor spat into the sea. It was an unnecessary spit
by way of being a luxury of indulgence. When the Arab at
last turned his head on the sea and grinned back as though
aware of being under observation, Winter could understand all
that. But why was it that spitting was no luxury for him? The
extraordinary, the inconceivable, the profoundly moving
chance that he had not been conceived in the womb of this
man's thin-bellied mother to whimper in some gutter with the
flies at his eyes and mouth until the time came when he could
wade in the shallow water, casting his net, could likewise take
awife and conceive others in his own image. It was enough to
make a man feel guilty to look at such a creature. Winter felt
moved to look at him. He would go over and touch that arm
and look down into his eyes. As human beings they had more
in common than they had differences. Flesh, muscle, bone,
joint, nerves, brain, living and breathing in this hot air; the
sun was looking down on them, two specks on a floating shape
between earth and sky, and the disposing of their respective
faculties carefully or casually done, one knew not which. Why
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had there been any choice? Why had it been necessary to
choose?

The man said something in Arabic and showed black, jagged
teeth in an unrestrained grin. He appreciated the interest taken
in him and wanted to be friendly. He flung out one hand to the
pulsating land and moved closer to Winter as though to tell
him an intimate joke. Winter realized immediately that there
was something else about this man that he had not taken into
account. He stank abominably. The sailor went on talking in
alow encouraging voice, his head on one side and the light of
calculation in his eyes. He wastelling Winter about Rasuka. He
approached closer. Winter stiffened. The wretched man
plucked at Winter's sleeve. Being so much taller, Winter could
look down on to the crown of his head and see that it was
scoredwithring-worm.

It was too much. Winter shook himself free and stepped
across to the other side of the deck. He feared that the Arab
wouldfollow him. He did not dareto look round in case it were
interpreted as so much encouragement. The merest look, the
hint of a smile, the dlightest relaxation was enough for these
people. They were vigilant for the slightest sign of weakness.

'S'aas,’ said the low voice as a shadow fell across the rail in
front of him. Winter swung round on the Arab in sudden tem-
per.

'Go on—be off with you! )" Allaht Tmshis

He was trembling with fury.

"Backsheesh.' A filthy paw in front of his face, the leaded
cord in the other, dripping water.

“V' Allab Winter pushed past and went down to his cabin.

The small coasting vessel had not really been constructed to
carry passengers and the three small cabins were makeshift
affairs in which a man could lock his baggage and sleep on the
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small bunk, the porthole open on the hot evenings. The bunk
was much too small for Winter and he had slept awkwardly on
his side, his legs bent painfully. There was little difference be-
tween day and night temperature on this tropic sea and he
would wake in the middle of the night to find his light pyjamas
clinging to him, wet with perspiration. The water in the glass
jug was always warm and he had bribed Ali, the cook, to lend
him one of his clay pots which could be stood on the shelf at
the side of the porthole: here the sea-wind would beat upon the
porous pot which glistened and was as damp as a skin. Waking
in the night, he would see the damp pot in fine phosphores-
cence, but the water it contained was always sweet and cool.
There was a small electric fan glued up in one corner of the
cabin. It did not work. The cabin had been painted specially
in Winter's honour and the native painter had been as careful
to cover the blades of the fan with his cream-coloured paint
as he had been neglectful to work his brush well into the angles
of floor, wall and ceiling. Sometimes a gout of spray would
whisk in through the open port and fall saltily on his face. It
was pleasant because it was cool. But after the first night it
had been impossible to degp because of the lamentations of the
bereaved woman who occupied the cabin next door. The par-
tition was so thin.

It was her husband who had died, suddenly and mysteri-
ously on the second morning. The two of them had come on
board some time after Winter, who, after seeing his baggage
well bestowed in the cabin, for it was safer that way and in
any case there was no separate provision on the boat for bag-
gage, had come up on deck to shake hands with Bennett. The
embarkation of the woman and her husband had every sign of
being a last-minute decision. They had come on to the quay-
side in a two-horse arabiyeh, from which the man was already
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springing before it had come to a halt, and running up the gang-
way to engage in furious conversation with the snuff-taking
captain. He waved papers in the captain's face. Apparently
they were all in order for the captain did not even deign to ook
at them and was seemingly communing with some interior
being of his own and smiling all the time. The newcomer gave
the appearance of being a man of some position. A brown tur-
ban was wound tightly round his head and his long white
gown was drawn to his body with a tooled leather belt. He
was not a young man. His long yellow face was moulded
closely round his bones, cleanly and purely, and there was a
cluster of curly grey hairs on the extremity of his chin in sym-
bol of a beard. There were two large gold rings on the fingers
of his left hand and his feet were thrust into a pair of fine
sandals, more sophisticated than the ordinary native variety,
but consisting of two great flaps that folded over the foot and
left the big toes peeping out at the end. He produced a purse
and there was a chink of coins. The captain seemed genuinely
surprised and raised his hands in the merest of delicate gestures
but the two of them moved away to a more secluded corner
and Winter thought he had discovered the interior dream that
the captain had been smiling.

Such afine, powerful, self-possessed man to die so suddenly!
It was the woman who had looked ill as she came up the gang-
way, slowly following their one servant who carried apparently
what was all their luggage in a pot-shaped basket. She was
rather a plump woman in middle age, dressed in the customary
black cotton cloth, but she went unveiled, so that Winter could
see her pouched cheeks and gross, thick lips. She mumbled pet-
tishly to herself as she walked and gave the impression of being
the kind who will eat sweets impatiently for an hour on end
and then drink two or three cups of black coffee, all with an
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air of fierce self-indulgence. Her cheeks, rather heavily rouged,
quivered as she passed. And then her husband had died in a
few minutes, almost as soon as they were out of sight of land,
and this same woman was lying aone in her cabin helplesswith
her grief.

The body had been thrown into the sea. It would have been
impossible to keep it even for a day in this climate. Winter had
not seen the actual consignment to the sea but he had come up
from his cabin immediately afterwards and found the widow
standing a little apart from the small group of men who had
performed the last offices. How could she cry and wring her
hands? Winter had thought. How is it that she knows so soon
what has happened? She is as vehement as though it were an
old grief. Why isn't she stunned and helpless, the nerves
shocked beyond all feeling? She cried loudly looking back at
that spot on the waters; the wind got between her and the en-
veloping black gown so that her form was grotesque, then fluid,
then straining to fly out above the waves to the point that her
eyes were watching, all by turn. She beat her hands on her
bosom. Her face was blubbery with tears. Good-bye, my fine
gentleman with the brown turban and the great gold rings,
thought Winter. Thisisyour grave and this your mourning.

She had cried in the night so that Winter could not deep and
now she was crying again as he levered himself into position
on his bunk after the encounter with the Arab sailor. For a
while he listened to her, the painful drawing in of breath and
then the spluttering, rending sob as it was exhaled. It was im-
perative this misery, all the misery that had ever been, drawing
in and breathing out in the next cabin, on the other side of that
thin partition. Winter found himself breathing to her rhythm
and holding his breath when, for the moment, there was silence.
The fat woman snivelled quietly to herself.
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Winter sprang angrily out of bed and slammed the thin
cabin door behind him, exultant to hear that the sudden noise
had startled the woman into silence. Were there not worse
things than the death of her husband? Could he not, for ex-
ample, enter her little cabin with a drawn knife and murder
her? The act would in no way be extraordinary. Her husband
had been just as much alive as she twenty-four hours before.
Speculatively he felt himself capable of the murder and the
woman, living in a half-civilized society, would not regard
being murdered as outside all ordinary possibilities. She would
know immediately what the drawn knife meant. Probably she
had seen knives drawn in that way on other occasions. She
would not be bewildered as a European woman might. She
would fall silent in fear immediately and forget her grief before
puckering up her inflamed, bloated face into a scream of terror.
She would forget her husband lying two-thirds of the way
down the ocean in his white sheet, plucked at by the tides in
the bottle-green light.

Winter found the captain on his bridge. The ship was intimi-
dated by the frowning bluff of land, solid and dark now that
the sun was getting behind it, but before them the seg, in the
middle distance, had a transparent vacancy. Here the boat
would float on air. Farther out, towards the horizon, there was
purple again, and above that a bright star had come out.

‘Look here, you must do something for that woman. Go
down and talk to her—comfort her. | can't say a word.' He
spoke in English. The captain's English was much better than
Winter's Arabic. In any case, he did not reply for a while.
'Woman crying, yes, husband dead, yes. Well?' he seemed to
be saying.

'l can't get any sleep for the noise that she is making," Win-
ter added.
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The captain's smile deepened. He understood this more
clearly. He knew that Winter was an important passenger and
this woman, after all, had been only a last-minute passenger
with her husband.

'Yes,' he said, 'she can be moved." A boy whom Winter had
never seen before was standing at the wheel and the captain
turned to say something to him in Arabic. 'Yes, she can be
moved. After all, the nights are warm. After all, there is only
one more night." The captain had learned his English in Basra;
he was careful never to use a phrase that he had not heard pre-
viously used by an Englishman. He was not inventive. He knew
how extraordinary foreigners sounded when they talked Arabic
and he did not wish to talk English in this way.

But Winter was still angry. It was expected of Europeans and
the captain looked at him with all courtesy.

'Cryinglikea. .. howlinglike . .. She can't feel like that.
It's—it'simpossible!"

The captain did not argue with him. 'She is happy in doing
that. If she did not grieve she would be frightened.'

'‘Can't something be done to comfort the woman? Why don't
one of you go down there and talk to her in her own language?

'She is not so—' began the captain, and then, searching for a
word, worked his lips. 'She is not so unhappy. How do we
know, for example, that she did not murder her husband?

'Murder?' Winter was not surprised. Nothing could surprise
him.

'He died very quick, that man. One moment he jangles his
purse and then . . . who knows, yes?'

'The very fact that the woman is crying like that—no, it's
absolute nonsense. That bellowing is too real. She's making
herself ill.'
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'She could have murdered him and still—cry. She could be
sorry for example." The captain said something more to the boy
at the wheel. 'Nevertheless, | will send some coffee. A man does
not jangle his purse one moment and then be thrown into the
sea the next. Something happens, yes?

And it was suddenly night. The night sky was rich with large
stars and the ship swam like a fish through the luminous sea
Specks of phosphorescence, some as large as half-crowns, went
milling past, the souls of those of the Faithful drowned on their
pilgrimage to Mecca.

'"You've got another place for her, then?' asked Winter. His
anger was subsiding. Evening had come.

'‘But certainly, there is plenty of room up here on the deck.
That woman you see, she is not really a lady. | can tell. That
trash, when they travel, aimost always on the deck. Something
strange, a cabin. | can tell you, for her." There was the full
measure of oriental contempt in his voice.

Winter made up his mind immediately.

‘No, itis| who will sleep on the deck.'

At eight o'clock his evening meal was normally sent into the
cabin on a tray but this evening Winter asked for it to be
placed on the bulkhead. The evening was still, the sea calm. He
would eat in the open air, for it was the last night of travelling
before arriving and he could not go down once more to his
cabin and hear the woman crying. A bronze wing of cloud,
catching the last light of a now remote sun, was lightly
attached to the dark mass of land. All sounds fell softly upon
the ear, the thudding of the engines, the cough of the boy at the
wheel, the ripple of waters under the bow. They were summer
evening sounds when in an immense shell of quiet every partic-
ular lapping wave was caught and quietly emphasized, and yet
all, all was muted and there was no remoteness and nearness
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of sound but only a dream-like middle distance of vibrations
that were rather felt than heard. The stars burned clear.

There was bean soup in a little blue plate, grilled mutton
with lentils, white cheese that had a lemony bitterness, and
fruit.

Impossible that the man had been murdered. It was the cap-
tain's excuse for his lack of sympathy. It was the easiest way.
Say that the sympathy is undeserved. But when the woman had
come running up on deck some few hours before her husband
had died she was in a kind of terror. Winter had been with the
captain and to them she had poured out incoherently whatever
it was she had to say. Winter had even gone down to the cabin
with them and felt the sick man's pulse. It had been rapid and
shallow like a bird's. Impossible to say what colour his face
was in that yellow electric light, but his pillow was under his
neck instead of the head and his chin pointed at the ceiling, a
curious anglewith histhroat. Impossible that it could have been
a murder. Some kind of stroke, perhaps. Winter knew nothing
of medicine.

Winter would have carried his mattress up on to the deck
himself but when he descended to the cabin the lad who had
been at the wheel was already rolling the sheets into a bundle
and coiling the mattress around them. He was a cheerful boy
with large white teeth and Winter felt grateful for the sight of
him. The boy knew just where Winter should sleep, in the lee
of the bulkhead and where the morning sun would not be a
nuisance. He explained all this with many gestures and when
they were up on deck in the luminous night Winter found him-
self watching the boy's white teeth with curious concentration.
When the boy closed his lips they disappeared. But Winter
was obeying those teeth. They showed him the spot where the
mattress was to be spread out, they assured him of a quiet night
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and a happy awakening. And then the boy was gone and Win-
ter merely removed his shoes and stretched himself, clothed as
he was, upon the sheets. He lay on his back and looked straight
up at the stars. The warm night enfolded him.

Misery, misery, pain, his thoughts said to him. The sobbing
of the woman came back to him and the sound was louder than
the present washing of the seas. He saw her distorted face and
it shut out the stars. That was the sound and picture that his
mind brought back to him but there was something almost
physical in the way that he brushed them away. It was as
though he had raised an arm and torn down gossamer. How
he hated it, this animal misery! The salty hotness of the emo-
tion rose up from his stomach. It was its unproductiveness, he
told himself, it was its unnecessariness that he reacted against.
It was death and contempt. It was uncreative for the mind
turned in on itself. It was nothing active, but passive. All these
thoughts and others like them he drew out of his own mind in
his attempt to thrust unhappiness away from him. For him it
was an old struggle. There was nothing new. He knew the way
of negation, recognized the scenery as he advanced, the
familiar rocks and the expected resting place. He forced his
way along the path. He would not grieve. He could not afford
to grieve.

The evening was warm but it was cooler here on the deck
than down in the cabin. Blood heat. To open an artery in a
bath of warm water, they said, was a sinking into a seep. He
could imagine the flowing out, the sense of dispersion, the at-
tenuation, for now, in flinging his arms out on either side of
him, he felt the bright night worlds pressing down on him and
the blood-hot flowing in and out through his mouth, his ears,
the pores of his skin, the orifices of his body. The stars were
close and he felt attenuated on Orion, his limbs on the limbs of
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the star-man, the golden belt around his waist and the sword
upon his thigh. The stars are not impartial. They were aware,
they took sides, they had the awards and rewards, the gifts and
the punishments. The planets gave up their wheeling and the
comets fired their furious path through the recesses of his
brain: fires and star dust descended in perpetual rain within
the hollow of his eye. The purple of night was his own dark-
ness and calmness, but there was no within and without, no ob-
jects or subjects, no star music, for it was all there within the
intricate labyrinth of the body. The body rose and fell in the
womb-warmth. He was there. The reaching out was over, the
incompletion, the idea of God, the broken arcs, the bitter cry-
ing from the cavern within the body to the blue sky-body
above was quieted. He was rarefied. He was between sleeping
and waking. Let the weepers and the beggars gather, then, and
the sound of their lamentations would be a star creaking on its
axis. The virgin's withered pap knows no milk but does not it
flow through the veins of the earth? The fires of volcanoes are
human passions. The baby sucks its mother's breast in tears,
while the river, sucked by the same power from its grotto
source, whimpers between the dove-grey pebbles.

Winter was dazed by the multitude and splendour of the
stars. In his half-awareness the thought of the mourning woman
came to him with a sense of obligation. It was to him that she
was stretching out her arms. So clean cut was the vision and
so searing the pain that he was startled into complete awareness
and sat up to find his clothes soaked with perspiration and
clinging to him. The boat was rocking through an almost silent
sea, and to-morrow, he told himself, to-morrow, the sun would
be as bright as ever and each wave would be a polished mirror
and they would come to Rasuka and a holiday would begin.
Was there no anticipation for a holiday? Think, think, of the
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holidays there have been in the past, the eagerly anticipated
departures, the holiday sands and the freedom from responsi-
bility. But he could find no eagerness or anticipation now.

The woman, if she were still weeping, could not be heard up
here on the deck. Perhaps she had fallen asleep. She would be
exhausted by her weeping. How was it that he had not wept
when his own wife had died? He had loved his wife more
deeply than—he did not know how he loved her, in what way.
And sometimes it was as though she had never died, so clearly
was he conscious of her presence. In the six months that had
passed since her sudden death there had been time for grief but
no grief had come. It was all too incredible for grief. Was this,
then, his mourning, with the woman in her cabin wringing her
hands and waking him out of his deep to a desolation of unan-
ticipation? He could envy the woman the spontaneity of her
grief. She, at least, had recognized the enemy immediately and
had known no confusion. Her tears were washing away that
which still remained in Winter's breast as an obstruction.

| Toved my wife, he almost breathed aloud. When he could
think quietly and connectedly about her as now it was to re-
gard her as the reality and himself as the illusion. He rubbed
his hand over the deck at his side. Intangible, unsolid, he
thought. It is the dream curtain behind which | shall suddenly
come upon her in a burst of sunshine. All was a dream and the
ordinary chances of life had no impact.

One day he would awake, he knew—to what? He would
awake and take up his position at the side of the weeping
woman, a year, eighteen months, two years too late, and she
perhaps would have moved on. She could not grieve for ever.
When the time came, Winter thought that perhaps he might.

And in the morning they came to Rasuka. Winter rose
straight from his bed in the hot morning sunlight to find the
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houses of the town huddled in an exciting white between the
water and the mountain. The sea was waveless. He could ook
down as through air itself, only more tangible, colder, flowing
air, into great depths. Although the surface might lie calm there
would be aflurry, a stain, somefive, ten, fifteen fathoms down,
and the shadows that were the fish rippled under the keel. The
land had been volcanic, had been tilted like a board, and the
sea off the coast was sometimes correspondingly deep. Then
suddenly the sea floor came up to within five fathoms of the
surface and it was easier to see the shadows than the fish. The
sand had a few large pebbles, then a rusty spar at an angle of
thirty degrees and finally what appeared to be the remnants of
a small boat's timbers, and these were almost engulfed. The
water flowed silkily back from the blunt nose of the boat as it
swam to the Company's landing-stage.

The houses might have been cut out of the white Arabic
cheese. The facades looked coolly out at the ocean symmet-
rically studded with windows, many of which were glassess
and as a result no more than soft shapes on the cool expanse
of wall. The eye could start its journey with the boat-builder's
shack and run along the nervous line of windows belonging to
a stone house whose very foundations were stone piers run-
ning down into the water. The eye continued. It found the
decorated roof-line of the whitewashed mosque; it leaped to a
tenement where a large orange carpet was hanging out like a
tongue from an upper window. There was a movement
amongst these houses, an artistry in their disposition that led
the eye from the water front by way of the lines of socketed
windows and a wave of green that marked a garden to the grey
hem of the mountain itself, and there, because the eye naturally
recoiled, one went back to find the minaret of the mosque in-
solently vertical where the quality of the town had been hori-



A JOURNEY TO THE INTERIOR 21

zontal. Then one realized that the mosque was the nerve centre.
For this tall finger the windows were staring out to sea ; they
had been actions that were inexplicable, but now the minaret
had been marked, the motive understood.

It was as though the town had given a start to see the boat
coming in from the ocean. Winter was aware of figuresmoving
among the houses. A boat suddenly fluttered up a sail and came
bearing proudly out for all its tinyness. A canoe shot out from
the wharf and there was a naked black boy flinging his arms up
in the air, rocking it crazily from side to side. He was singing
for sheer delight, for a boat had come in, out of the immense
blue ocean a boat had turned in to the land, and with the sing-
ing black boy in the foreground, the ham-shaped sail of the
fishing-boat in the middle distance and the windows of the
houses producing coloured carpets and the wharf that suddenly
had a group of men in white robes, all Rasuka was awake in
the early morning to see the sight, to see that the ocean had
opened its hand and disclosed a boat with a plume of grey
smoke.



CHAPTER Il : the Ingenious Machine

ec HAT! SAID FORD, COMING OUT ON TO

the balcony. "Already? | had no idea! The first time for . . .
and this of all times!" He was a small man with a round,
womanish face, an almost blossom-like complexion. He was
still dressed in his pyjamas, which were open to the waist, re-
vealing a hairless chest and plump breasts.

'Don't agitate yourself,' said Winter shortly, 'on my ac-
count.'

For Ford seemed so overcome by the unexpectedly early
arrival of the expected man that he had no words for the ordi-
nary exchange of civilities. His dark round eyes were quite
taken up by the sight of Winter. He took in every detail,
loose-fitting cotton suit, long thin face with hollows behind
the jaws, hands that looked obviously strong and capable with
their long fingers and prominent veins. Winter gave Ford only
a short glance and then turned to watch his luggage being
handed down from the back of the arabiyeh that had brought
him up from the harbour. He had been met by no one and
although he pretended to himself that this was a relief he was
secretly annoyed.

This man said he knew where you were, so . . ." He left
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the sentence unfinished when he turned once more to the
manager of the well. In his eagerness Ford had come down
the steps from the balcony and was counting the packages,
the large wooden trunk and one or two other smaller cases
and boxes, although this was obviously not of the slightest
value, for he did not know how many there should be there.
'Eight, yes, that's"right. Up! Up! What a beautiful box this

. . you should se my old travelling-chest. Although the
ants! | warn you they get at everything. The extraordinary
thing is that you have come so soon. | can hardly believe it,
yet here you are!' So eager was he that he had come down
from the balcony in his bare feet and he began to raise them
one after the other now, rather hastily, as he became aware
of the heat of the ground. He touched the trunk with his open
palm. The Arab who had brought Winter up the rocky road
grunted and then protested. No, it was too big for one man
to move, he declared. Was there not another man about the
house? All this in deep-throated Arabic that Winter found
hard to follow after the lighter, more nasal speech of the delta.
Even as the conversation went on two Arab boys came down
from the bungalow.

But then," Ford suddenly shot out, 'you must have come up
all by yourself. There was nobody . . . Oh, but you know.
This isthe first time. Yes, yes, | can see the boat myself, now.'

Actually that was not true for the boat was hidden behind
the mass of the wharf-side buildings but there was a pall of
smoke over the white houses and that, in Ford's estimation,
passed for a sight of the vessel itself. The tired-looking horse
that had dragged the arabiyeh up the rocky track had drooped
its head and occasionally drew its hoof back over the shards.
The grunts that the boys made in lifting and carrying the
boxes were enormous in the still, sunlit morning. Winter paid
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the driver and preceded Ford up the wooden steps to the
veranda. If he had not taken the initiative Ford out of ex-
cess of politeness and deference would, he felt, have cere-
moniously insisted and he wanted to avoid that oriental ritual.

'‘Excuse me, please’ said Ford and darted to the open door
in front of which a bead curtain was hanging. 'Yvonne!
Yvonne! Would you believe it? He's come, you know!' He
parted the beads and trotted through, waggling his fat pos-
terior, but immediately he was back again.

'Please, this way.' He can't be English, thought Winter. To
the English mind there was a quality of over-ripeness about
the well manager; it was expressed in an elaborate courtesy
and desire to please. Winter removed his pith helmet and
passed into the cool interior. There was no sign of the woman
Ford had addressed, but Ford was walking about the large
untidy room, dressing as he went, pulling on a shirt and knot-
ting a tie while still in his pyjama trousers.

'What sort of a trip did you have? But then it is always
quiet and just a little bit uncomfortable.'

'As a matter of fact a man died.'

'‘But do sit down. Here—let me . . ." He pushed a brown
cardboard box and some papers off a chair. 'Died, you say?
Really! Well, of course—|I mean we all have to ... | say,
you must be terribly hungry. You haven't had any breakfast,
have you?'

'This man died very suddenly and then there was his wife.'

But Ford was not interested. The subject passed right over
him and he could not even find a question to ask. He con-
tinued to fuss round the room. There were sounds of activity
from the inner room.

'Tilings are going very well here just now. Like clockwork.
Arvanitaki is a very good foreman and, of course, that takes
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work off your hands.' By now he had pulled on some grey flan-
nel trousers and thrust his feet into a pair of native sandals.
‘I go up there in the morning and then the rest of the day |
have my ownwork. I | | show youlater. Any newsfrom . . . ?
He had a way of finishing a question by a raising of the eye-
brows and opening his eyes just a little wider. The suggestion
was that he had come to the end of that particular breath and,
in any case, what was the point in bringing out proper names
that were realized in the hearer's mind before they were
uttered.

‘In that case’ nodded Winter. The case was out on the
veranda where the boys had left the rest of the luggage. He
made no move to go and open it. There were letters, circulars,
some newspapers, magazines. The truth of the matter was that
Winter was exhausted. He had been up soon after sunrise as
a result of sleeping on the deck and the coming and going on
the dusty quay-side, the inquiries, the blank and apparent
idiocy with which his guestions were greeted, the voracious
flies, and then the long and painful climb up to Ford's bunga-
low where it stood at the entrance to the ravine that cut across
the edge of the escarpment and so gave access to the interior
of the country, had all tired him. The sun dazzled on these
rocks as on liquid. He reminded himself that he was still con-
valescent and must not over-exert himself. For some reason
he wanted to avoid at all costs Ford's realizing that he was
exhausted. Also, he would have liked to talk about that man
who died.

'‘Good morning, Mr. Winter. I'm afraid that you have
caught us a little unawares." A woman whom Winter took to
be Ford's wife came sweeping suddenly out from the back
room. The precipitancy with which she had launched herself
upon him with its rather self-conscious enthusiasm suddenly
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put him in mind of a play. Why, of course, the dramatic en-
trance. Vivacity! Humour! The husband looking round for
something and slapping his pockets. Winter rose to his feet.
He took the hand that was offered him. Perhaps it was un-
fair to come suddenly upon a woman so early in the morning,
but she was shapeless under her blue wrap. She had cheeks
that circled out grandly and long white lashes to her eyes. Her
hair was hidden under what might have been a large red hand-
kerchief. She was almost as tall as Winter and correspondingly
big in her bones. Too big for Ford, he thought. He stood sway-
ing on his feet.

'"How are you?' he said.

'"Why, what a quiet nice-looking man you are! We'd imag-
ined a—I don't know what! Y ou see we've heard all about you.
The murder case, for instance. Quite the model white man,
we all thought. Of course, there are some who are jealous.'

Ford came over and stood at his wife's side, grinning up
into Winter's face. 'Of course, we only get bits and pieces of
news here. We pretend to have the greatest contempt for news
of the outside world. But that trial . . . phew!' He whistled.
"Now that is something you're going to tell us all about.'

Winter felt the room spinning.

"It is so nice to have a fresh face to look at. Tell me, Mr.
Winter, do you dance? asked Mrs. Ford.

‘But of course, it's breakfast, breakfast, breakfast,' her hus-
band suddenly muttered, racing out of the room as if this were
his province and not his wife's. Winter put his hands back and
lowered himself into the chair. Now that Ford was out of the
room he did not mind showing his weakness.

'Not feeling too good, are you?' the woman said with no
note of sympathy in her voice. She was still smiling. She might
have been commenting on the colour of histie.
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I'm a little tired." Yes, certainly he was tired. Fatigue had
seized upon his limbs and yet there was no weariness about
his eyes. He had the curious feeling that he was about to deep
with his eyes open. The woman was still standing in front of
him but he had no more consciousness of her than he would
have of athing inanimate. She was a statue, and he looked at
and through her. The room was soundless and the chink of a
plate coming from a distance was soporific. Yvonne Ford
looked down and saw that he was asleep, his chin sunk on his
chest, his whole body somehow shrunk into itself, his hands
long and loose over his knees.

At this moment her husband came hurrying in from the
kitchen, rubbing his hands together and talking as he came.
At the sight of the relaxed figure in the chair he stopped short,
his hands out and his fingers spread as though they were wet
and he was searching for a towel.

'What, asleep? Poor fellow, must be exhausted. His wife,
too. You know, it's a lot for a man. You're sure he's aseep?
| mean . . . Looks absolutely worn out, doesn't he? Poor
fellow. We must do what we can to look after him, Yvonne.
Leave him for the time being. Yes, that's it, leave him for the
time being and he can have his deep out. The sleep will do
him more good than the breakfast.'

‘I think I'll wake him." She moved her foot as though to give
him aprodin the calf.

'"He'll befuriously angry. No, leave him.'

'"Why should he drop adeep the moment he arrives? Doesn't
he know that he's come here to entertain us? Very selfish of
him to go to sleep." And she would have touched his leg with
the toe of her shoe if Winter had not suddenly opened his
eyes and looked up at her, moving his head a bare two or
three inches.



28 A JOURNEY TO THE INTERIOR

'Y ou were asleep, you know. Breakfast's ready. Y ou can seep
after breakfast if you like." She was in no way abashed at the
thought that possibly he had heard what she said. There was
something very cool and ironic about her. Take it or leave it,
she seemed to be saying. | don't really care what you think
but on the other hand | know that | am beyond criticism.
That is what gives me my confidence.

‘Look, what would you like? There are eggs, and we've
even got some bacon this month. Plenty of fruit, you know.
The usua things really. We don't make much of a meal at
breakfast time. | think it was too bad to wake you. ya Karima!'
Ford didn't even look at Winter as he was talking but moved
round the room, looking out through the window, gazing
through the bead curtain, weighing up the cases in his mind's
eye once more. But so far as he was able, he was giving him-
self over completely to Winter. He was extremely embarrassed.

Not so Winter. He yawned, stretched himself, and looked
up at Mrs. Ford who was still watching him with a soft smile
on her lips. Winter said not a word. He made no reference to
his having fallen asleep. '"Not so much to eat. If there is any
coffee . . ." Physically he felt very light, as though his flesh
were distilled of all its grossness and his bones hollowed and
fluted like a bird's. It was a very pleasing sensation for there
was nothing more physical in it than the soothed paralysis as
when a gentle hand is drawn repeatedly upwards over the
short hair at the back of the head. But the nerves linking
spinal cord and muscles had lost their tension, or the very
grip of the muscles on bone had slackened their hold, or the
bones themselves had become so brittle as to be unable to
respond without the stirring up of a hundred fears. He had
moved his head and could look directly into the smiling face
of the full-bodied woman before him but he had no power to
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stimulate his body to further action. It was a pleasing, gentle
paralysis. He spoke. There are all sorts of curious after effects
from this disease. Sometimes there is a tremendous sense of
well-being. A fortnight after | recovered | felt better than |
had ever felt in my life before. | still get moments like that
occasionally. | can put back as much alcohol as you like one
night and there will be no hang-over in the morning. Y ou get
a new lining to the stomach too. It sets you up in fact." There
had been the slightest difficulty in starting to speak. But once
the first two or three words had been pronounced then he
could proceed quietly and without emphasis, taking no strain
on himself, talking for the mere sake of talking, for the pleas-
ure of pouring out the words, sensing the emanation, the giv-
ing out of sense and sound. He felt completely relaxed and
reposed.

'You'll like it here, 1 think." Mrs. Ford snapped out of the
fixed regard that she had been giving him and walked round
her husband towards the kitchen. "You'll fit in. Everybody's
a bit queer here. Take my husband and his machine. But |
hate it. I'd give ten years of my life to get away. Yes, | do, do,
do!" She went out.

"Y ou know you don't mean that, darling," said her husband a
little absently. And thento Winter: 'lIt never does to take much
notice of what a woman says. They don't know how to use
words. | understand my wife, you see! Coffee, of course, is
excellent here, ya Karima! That girl is—ah, here it is!" The
servant girl placed the pot of coffee on the small table at Win-
ter's side.

During the course of the meal, as Ford told him about the
well and hiswife drank coffee and stared at Winter, he felt his
strength coming back to him. He knew that this was delusory
and the moment he got to his feet the dizzy feeling would
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come back again, but he was going to stand up, he was going
to walk across the room and push through that bead curtain,
take a look round with Ford. He was curiously ashamed of
his weakness and more particularly anxious to conceal it from
Ford than the woman. Ford seemed to avoid making reference
to it. Winter's awareness of this stirred him.

I'm still convalescent, you know. Typhoid.' He hated say-
ing it and almost dared them to derive any satisfaction from
what he had said.

'"Ah! Well, this dry cleanness of air here . . ." said Ford.
He did not drift over the subject as he had over the subject of
the man who died on the voyage. There was a little uneasi-
nessin his eyes.

"Youlook thin. Like a rake," said his wife.

'I never was fat in the face.

They continued with the meal. Ford took refuge in facts
about output and labour problems. That was just downright
ingratitude, of course. Do you know what | said to him? | said
that if he wished he could leave! | knew that would fetch him.
| wanted to show him that he was not indispensable. Arvani-
takiisajewel !

‘I've got romantic ideas about Rasuka,' said Winter. That
was why | came. Not so much because of health." It was not in
his nature to talk so freely and openly especially to people he
had so recently met, but the mere framing of the words and
the resonance inside his head was a physical pleasure. 'Y ou
see, there is the bare desert and the sea, the ascetic and the
austere. Just a little fringe of human beings with their town,
I thought, and in the cool of the day you can walk behind a
sandhill and step out of . . . out of, well out of the world
of men. No, that's badly expressed. But | thought that in bare-
ness and nakedness there would be some sense of . . . primi-
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tive origins. | thought that | could get hold of something sim-
ple and essential in mysdlf. But, even though |'ve only been
here a few hours, | sethat it is all different. There's the sound
of the Diesel. You can hear it now. And once behind those
hills, I know that | should be walking with all my awareness
on the sde towards houses and other human beings.

'l know what you think. You think we don't understand
that.'

Winter looked at Mrs. Ford in surprise. Her indignation
seemed so strong. It is not false, he thought, this is genuine.
She is not teasing.

I should think that everyone must feel the—pull of deserts!

'Yes, and it's all hooey! Take it from me, a man who goes
out in the desert for the fun of the thing is—well, heé's un-
pleasant, if you want my candid opinion. The whole thing
just reeks. When | was a child | used to get a beating if | went
into the corner to sulk.'

She had got over her indignation already and by way of
compensation gave Winter a round-cheeked smile that sud-
denly, by some strange trick, some tilting of a mirror or facet,
showed her as he felt she must have been at sixteen. He saw
round, red cheeks, well fed and shiny, moist lips and dancing
eyes. They were the eyes of a girl who has just come in from
playing hockey in the frost.

'I've not come here to sulk,' he said quietly and feeling more
friendly towards the both of them than he had done at any
time since his arrival. He had made up his mind not to allow
the fact that he was going to be brought in close contact with
the Fords to dispose him to like them. He had intended to en-
joy the laziness of an isolation to which no one was to be ad-
mitted, but he felt himself being drawn to these two. He liked
Ford's muddled amiability.
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'Really," said Ford hurriedly, 'l don't see that that's of any
importance.' He was, of course, making reference to his wife's
statement. 'I'm sure that we're happy enough here. | like it.'

'l don't," she said.

'l think you do, really," he said. She made an impatient ges-
ture. 'But | must show you my machine,' he went on, turning
to Winter. 'It'sin the cellar under here, though you have to go
outside to find the door to it.’'

Yes, thought Winter. | will get to my feet and walk, un-
aided, to that door and out into the sunshine and round to
this door.

'What sort of amachine isit?" he asked.

'It's a machine for binding copper wirewith cotton.'

‘It's an improvement then? Such machines already exist.'

'No, itisprobably not an improvement. It is probably worse
than any other machine, but you see, | made it all myself from
first principles.'

They had come to the end of the meal and Winter had even
drained the last of his coffee. Then it was that he realized that
this is what he had feared. He had drunk an extra cup of cof-
fee merely to postpone having to get to his feet. In the sud-
den silence he thought that Mrs. Ford was smiling at him. She
was. She was indeed, surprisingly, laughing out loud and wip-
ing the corner of her loose mouth with her handkerchief. She
was in a kind of girlish excitement.

'So serious and—and—there's egg on your face!' she gasped.
'There! That's off. Oh, you mustn't mind me. | don't need
anything to make me a bit . . . drunk. It's my sense of hu-
mour.'

"Y our sense of humour?' said Winter wonderingly, looking
at her.
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She went off into another hoot of laughter. 'Yes, my sense
of humour! Oh, dear me! Oh dear!"

Ford was gathering the crockery together. He too was
quietly shaking with laughter. 'Y ou mustn't mind my wife.
She's very jolly.'

The woman looked at him with tears of laughter in her eyes.
It was enough. She made off immediately and Winter knew
that the moment had come. Flies buzzed at his face. He
brushed them away and though he had moved suddenly he
felt quite steady, no jelly-like quivering of the control nerves.
He would rise to his feet now, pushing the chair back as he
did so, and then Ford would lead the way out on to the bal-
cony from where he said the Sultan's palace could be seen.
He would also see the bungalow on the other spur of the hill
which he himself was to occupy.

"You will really be my nearest neighbour. That is delight-
ful." Ford was already out on the balcony. He would rise,
Winter insisted, and he would walk. He would even talk. He
would look about him. The flies were at his face again and
this time he made no movement to brush them away. He
gripped the chair. Perspiration broke out on his brow. He was
on his feet and the wooden planks were passing under him.

'See, the Sultan's palace,’ said Ford, standing aside so that
he could pass.

'That whitebuilding? L ooks—cool.'

'And now this way. Down here. Steady now. That step is
not too safe. The wood just rots into powder.'

'I'm perfectly all right." But who had suggested that he
wasn't? He clumsily caught himself up. He was dazzled by
the brilliant light and closed his eyes, concentrating all his
awareness on to the hard pebble under the toe of his right
shoe. With one hand he held on tightly to the veranda rail.
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Strange, he thought, that the cicadas should be lively so late
in the morning. Did they not know that the sun was up? Their
shrilling vibrated at the back of his eyes. The earth was tilt-
ingslightly.

Ford's voice was as irritating and as irrelevant as the con-
versation of one's neighbour at the theatre. It came from some
incredible and remote place, so incredible and remote that
whatever it said would be without significance. 'Yes, yes!'
Winter said loudly in order to soothe it. The voice impinged
ruthlessly.

'Of course, | don't suppose thisisin your line at all. | don't
suppose you're really interested. It is kind of you to show any
interest, 1 can assure you. What | would like to explain is the
principle and what | think it stands for.'

Winter opened his eyes and saw in the distance the unreal
mass of the Sultan's white palace. He looked down in the di-
rection from which the voice was coming. Ford was looking
out from the door of the cellar, a smile that inquired on his
face as though he were on the point of releasing some fabu-
lous animal into the golden air, a unicorn with a silver horn
perhaps. There was sufficient anxiety in the smile to show
that he did not wish any of the significance of the sight to be
lost on Winter.

‘Come on. It's awfully good of you really.'

Winter realized that he was not going to be sick after all
and had an access of joy at the thought that he was not going
to collapse or faint. He could smell the air and feel the earth
again. He went down the seps into the cellar and Ford
switched on the electric light although it was in no way neces-
sary.

'‘There you see! Now, what do you think of it?'

As it lay there idle on the top of a large trestle table the
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machine was merely wheels with loaded cotton bobbins round
the circumferences, a greased axle that gleamed like glass,
and steel feeders that led the cotton strand to a copper wire
that passed from the final roller on to a winding drum. But
when Ford threw over a switch the small room palpitated and
the wheels with their bobbins were whirling arms, continu-
ously and precisely covering the copper wire that passed be-
tween them with the deeve of white cotton. By the touch of
the switch Ford had given it a kind of conscious life like one
of those Eastern goddesses, many-armed and exuding an at-
mosphere of intense absorption.

'Here,' said Ford, 'is the copper wire.' He touched a large
drum on which the folds of naked wire were gleaming. The
drum was slowly turning as the wire was drawn into the heart
of the machine.

'And here is the cotton.’

Winter was suddenly aware that in addition to himself and
Ford there was a third person in the room. An Arab youth in
white cotton drawers was sitting quietly in the corner sifting
his hand through a quantity of raw cotton. But Ford was call-
ing attention to dozens of neatly loaded spools standing in a
tray on a corner of the trestle table. 'And here." He stopped the
machine. 'Feel that covering. There are three layers of best
sea-island cotton on there. It's as neat as any European job.
Touch it. It's perfect, isn'tit?"

Then he started the machine again and the bobbins disap-
peared into a liquid whirl.

'Y ou're going to cover alot of this wire here?'

Ford laughed excitedly and sat on the corner of the table,
swinging his leg. '"No, you see it is very impracticable. But
please sit down. | beg you to sit down. Because | want to ex-
plain theideato you. Y ou know the story of the man who shut
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himself away from society and devoted himself to the perfec-
tion of a particular mechanical invention. At the end of thirty
years he emerged with his life's work—it was a bicycle! And
of course he found that the world had passed him by and
that bicycles had been in use for the last dozen years or so.
That's a funny story, | know.' He laughed quite delightedly.
"And really | am the samne as that man. But there is this im-
portant difference’ And here he became unusually grave. 'l
know that the world has passed me by. There are better ma-
chines than this doing the same job. | know that, economi-
caly and all the rest of it, my machine is usdess. But you s
it is my own machine, every bolt, wheel, spool, pulley, the
conception and modifications. There is nothing | looked up in
a book. And do you know how long I've been working on this
idea? Two whole years! Now it goes perfectly. Not a flaw.
See? The cotton goes on like a silk glove. On top of that it
needs a rubber deeve. But that's not my job. That could be
anyone's job. Your job, if you like!

Winter was quite steady now. He had got up from his chair,
walked across the balcony, down the seps, through the in-
tense white sunlight, down here into the cool cellar. Ford had
stopped the machine and was looking at him eagerly in a si-
lence that seemed to tick. The Arab boy stopped sifting the
cotton and looked at Winter placidly.

‘And your first idea for this machine? Winter was not in
any way surprised by Ford's eccentricity. He was indeed
strangely excited by it now that his head was clearing.

'You are interested? Yes, | thought you would be." He was
so pleased that he got to his feet and stood looking down on
Winter with a blaze of triumph on his face. 'It's a process of
deduction. | did it thisway. By examining the finished article,
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the wire aready bound in Europe, | could ask myself the
question, "But how was this done?' | found that there were
two layers, ss? And each of those two layers consisted of
three strands, aways crossng one another, not going the
same way at all. Now, the question was, "How was this
done?" You could do it yourself, with your hands, | mean, by
very carefully winding. Round and round your hands would
go, and what | had to devise was some mechanical substitute
for those arms. It took two years. The feeling, the feeling,
when you first realize that those aams can be wheels! And
then, beyond that, the light that comes when you know that
the "hands" are really bobbins.'

Yes, Winter could imagine all this. Ford and he were under-
standing each other perfectly now, smiling into one another's
face.

'Your brain,' said Ford, 'just expands. He opened his fin-
gers spasmodicaly to show what he meant. Tines, wheels,
forces! Do you know what, beyond its utility—the thing is
beautiful.

Turning round, he suddenly caught sight of the Arab boy
sitting idly by his hegp of cotton. Ford's hands jerked out and
forward in query and censure. He shouted at the boy in Ara-
bic. "'Why do you think that you are paid? | do not keep you
for your looks, no!"

Very gently, asthough awakened from alight deep, the boy
began to feed the strands of raw cotton on to a wooden frame
that he kept revolving with an occasond push of his right
hand. In the face of such calm, Ford's uprush of irritation was
[udicrous.

Winter had been sitting on the bottom step and now be-
cause he wished to say something which would please Ford,
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he got to his feet and ran his little finger over the green glass
feeds through which the cotton thread passed before becom-
ing part of the enveloping fuse.

‘Even this little item must have cost | don't know how much
thought.'

'You s¢' said Ford, delighted once more and immediately
forgetting the boy. He spoke as though he had just clinched
an argument by an incontrovertible fact. 'Even these glass
feeds. | knew that you would understand. But no, as a matter
of fact these two came to me in a flash. Almost in the same
moment as the bobbins. What delights me, my dear fellow, is
that | feel | am talking to a man who understands. Look! We
must make you feel at home. We must get your things carried
across to your bungalow and the whole place put neat and
tidy. If there is anything—anything at all, you must let me
know.' It was amost as though all this had been dependent
on the approval of his machine. 'l am so happy to se you,
really. | feel, well—lonely. Of course there are quite a few
people. You will know them all by name already, but you
don't know them like | do." He shook his head. There was a
wry expression on his face. There was a bitter taste in his
mouth. 'They are not really people you can get friendly with.
Frankly, | don't like them much. I'm talking about the Euro-
peans all the time, of course. But you and me, | think . . .
Of course, there is one point about this machine. The strands
must not fall on the wire in a straight line. They must fall just
one behind the other, by the thickness of the thread. That
I've not really solved. | shall though.'

He broke off suddenly. 'There's somebody outside. There's
somebody coming.' He looked round quickly and Winter had
the momentary impression that he was looking for possible
means of escape.
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'Ford! Are you there, Ford?' said a voice peremptorily. It
was a cultured voice spoken from the back of the throat. Win-
ter rose to his feet and moved to one side to allow the new-
comer to enter. "Your wife told me that you were here." An
elderly man in a grey flannel suit and a shirt open at the col-
lar came down the steps, talking as he came. 'Ah! There you
are.'

'‘Dr. Plunkett," said Ford.

'Eh! What's that?'

Because Winter was standing on one side his first sight of
the doctor was in profile. It was a face of great dignity and
strength. It was a hawk face, a full rounded nose and a rat-
clamped mouth, but when he turned and Winter saw him full
faced it was obvious that the hawk was old and almost cer-
tainly degenerate. The firm lines were gone. The nose was
seen to be fleshy and there were those lines round the mouth
and capacious pouches under the eyes.

'Who are you?' he asked bluntly.

'I've just come. My name is Winter.'

Tor the moment," said the doctor after Ford had made the
introduction, 'of course | can't see you. My eyes are not ad-
justed. Often heard about you and, on the whole, admired
you. You are a man of independence. You saved that man's
life, of course. Though I'm not sure that you weren't lying.
Wereyou lying?

'No,"'said Winter.

'"Ah!" The old man peered at him. 'That's better. | can see
younow. Typhoid?

"Yes.'

'‘But what | really came to do was to tell you that that old
fool's house is on fire.'

'‘Good heavens! Not—not . . ." Ford had read some terri-
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ble significance into this. Winter knew immediately it was
more than a simple fire.

'Yes, it's Rider's house. If you come up on the bank you can
e the smoke. Just the sort of thing . . .

Ford scrambled out of the cellar with surprising rapidity.
The old man stood back politely for Winter to follow. Within
a couple of minutes they were all three standing on top of the
sand bank that rose to the height of the top of the bungalow's
windows. Winter had no sense of dizziness or fatigue now.
At a point roughly half-way between where they were stand-
ing and the Sultan's palace a column of black smoke was go-
ing up from the roof of a small bungalow. The fire was very
localized and there seemed every opportunity of saving a great
deal of the building, but even from that distance it could be
seen that the small crowd which had gathered to watch the
spectacle were making no attempt to put the fire out. There
was a deserted air about the bungalow. The windows were
shuttered. The black smoke was a desecration, like the soiling
of a corpse.

"That's oil smoke,' said Ford. He seemed strangely agitated
and after taking a glance turned and ran back to his own bun-
galow.

‘Let him go,' said the doctor to Winter. 'Look!"

M ore men were beginning to appear. A small group in white
gowns came out of the main gate of the palace and stood wav-
ering. Although as yet there were no flames, only this thick
black smoke, the heat must have been growing more intense
for the small crowd of spectators was slowly withdrawing.

'"Why don't they do something? Is there no water? Who is
the owner?'

'‘There is no water. And there is no owner." Winter won-
dered where the doctor had appeared from out of the middle
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of the morning in this way, merely it seemed to inform Ford
of thefire. In what way did it concern Ford?

'He will go there' said the doctor with a note of contempt
in his voice, 'and when he gets there he will not know what
to do. He will just stand there like the others. You see, there
he goes'

Ford had gone into the bungalow merely to collect his topee
and even as the doctor spoke he reappeared and went trotting
away over the sand, kicking up tiny clouds of dust and dogged
by an irritated shadow. He turned and waved to the watchers
on the bank and then fell into a more steady walk. Apparently
he had not expected that they would wish to accompany him.

‘| wanted him to know about this," said the doctor.

The roof of the bungalow suddenly and silently fell in and
they heard the roar some moments afterwards, like the rapid
opening and closing of a furnace door. A sheet of flame was
suspended over the black shell like an orange-coloured flower.
A murmur arose from the crowd. Ford had not gone a hun-
dred yards on his journey before the walls blazed up like cel-
luloid and then the crowd began cheering, yes, it was distinctly
cheering, and Winter could even see some men indulging in an
exaggerated dance.

'I thought he would want to see this," muttered the doctor.
‘I suppose he has been telling you about his machine, saying
that he invented it all himself. It's lies, lies, lies! He copied it
all from a blueprint. God blast it, man, does he think we're
fools? He couldn't invent a—a mousetrap. Pah! His own clerk
told me that he has seen him poring over those blueprints. He
gets them from London. He's the laughing stock of the place.
What does he think we are, | ask you?'

At that moment Mrs. Ford came out of the bungalow and
climbed the bank towards them. She was still wearing her blue
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wrap but now it was gathered to her form by a green silk gir-
dle round the waist. The doctor's indignation had been so
loudly expressed that she could not but have heard it but she
gave no indication by her languorous progress up to the posi-
tion they were occupying. She stood between them and looked
out towards the burning bungalow, but the glory was now
amost over. The woodwork was highly inflammable in this
dry climate and where had once been the shuttered bungalow,
and then the column of smoke, and then the spirit-like blaze
was now a heap of black ruins, barely breast high, that passed
grey smoke up into the brilliant morning air and would occa-
sionally produce a pale flame. Ford himself was still more than
a hundred yards from the site and now that he saw it was all
over he came to a halt and then began walking uneasily about,
rather like an ant that has been picked up out of its track and
deposited some yards away. His agitation was expressive of
pain and distress.

'"How dare you talk of my husband like that?' the woman
shot out. She did not look at the doctor.

'You're not angry,' said the doctor contemptuously, 'so it's
no good trying to kid me. You don't feel anything honestly.
You've got to think it all out first. See this, Winter,' he went
on, turning to him, 'this woman is the most cold-blooded crea-
ture God ever created. She loves no-one, not even herself. She
is lazy and self-indulgent. She is a Lady Macbeth. Though
Lady Macbeth loved her husband. It's true, every word of
what | said. Ford is an ignoramus. He is incapable of . . ..
o ...

'Hate, hate? Why it's you who hate . . . mean-spirited
and jealous." All these words came from the surface of her
mind. The doctor had not troubled nor could not trouble the
inner woman. Winter was reminded of the Arab way of flying
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into a passion and committing violence with a look of other-
worldliness in the eyes, the inner man untroubled.

"My husband is a noble man," she went on, 'and you fear
him because of that. He would not have gone over there if
he were not a good man. And how did it get alight, that's what
I'dlike to know.'

‘A light, a bit of glass, anything acting as a lens.' The doc-
tor had calmed down now and his manner was icy. The three
of them stood side by side looking out over the desert. The
woman tried to catch her husband's attention by waving her
hand.

'Strange that it should happen now of all times. And strange
that it should burn down so quickly and with that pall of black
smoke." She pointed. The black smoke had risen and formed
a black pall like a rook's wing against the blue sky. 'Y ou have
no right to talk of my husband like that, doctor, and | notice
you never say anything of the sort in his presence. In any case,
what does it matter, whether the machine is his or not? What
business it is of yours | can't imagine.'

'‘Business!' the doctor spluttered. 'Look here, my good
woman, when a man sees anything bogus it is his duty to ex-
pose it. The machine is bogus. Your husband is bogus.'

'"Why is it his duty?" She might have been a priest putting
the catechism questions, all a little absently and mechanically.

'Winter, here, naturally believed all that . ..

' still do," said Winter shortly.

'What!" The doctor was so incredulous that he swung round
and confronted Winter, blocking out his line of vision. 'You
mean to say that after what | told you, you still think—that's
as good as calling me aliar!" He gobbled his mouth.

Mrs. Ford tinkled with laughter. One had the impression
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that she had demonstrated something with considerable deft-
ness.

As Winter made no further remark but looked calmly into
his face as though it were an object of scientific interest, the
doctor began to shout. There was a look of extraordinary in-
tensity on his face, almost of desperation, for his eyes were
open very wide, the whites showing clearly around the pu-
pils. 'Y ou know nothing about Ford. Y ou have only seen his
name on official reports and now for a few hours here. Why,
I thought you were a man of intelligence. | know all about
you, when you came, how you came up here, everything.'

T am not interested. If it is a question of believing you or
Ford, | will believe Ford.'

‘But what does it matter? That's the point,' broke in Mrs.
Ford, now quite decided upon her laughter. Her face was very
merry. 'l don't care. | don't know whether he made the ma-
chine himself or not. The machine is there, it keeps him quiet
and undoubtedly he thinks that he made it himself. He's not
going to put it on the market. He's got no illusions like that
about it." She looked from one to the other of the two angry
men.

That's just the sort of thing a woman would say. And as
for you, Winter, I'm just disappointed in you, bitterly disap-
pointed! There is nothing more to say.'

Took,' said Winter, 'I'm sorry. | lost my temper. | think
Mrs. Ford's attitude is the wisest. Let's forget about it. | don't
want to start off by making enemies here.'

Looking back towards his bungalow, Ford could see them
standing close together on top of the dune. He felt himself to
be in an arena where much was expected of him, but the
enemy had been destroyed and there was nothing left but the
charred ruins. He had no wish to go closer for that would
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have meant mixing with the crowd who were in a good mood
because of the diversions that they had just enjoyed. There
was nothing to be done. He felt dispirited like a man who
has come to some point in his life, the birth of a grandchild
perhaps, when he feels the finger of time and change upon
him. Something inside him was grieving terribly. Looking up,
he was suddenly aware that the bystanders had begun to
search amongst the ruins for any articles of value that there
might lie concealed.

"Hifhe at once shouted and started off towards them, wav-
ing his arm in the air. 'Leave off there!' He would have to get
a posse of soldiers from the palace, he thought, in order to
guard the ruins. These filthy Arabs! He felt that they were
violating a personal privacy as they kicked amongst the
charred remains. He would stop them!

And then he stopped. This is my anger and my own feel-
ings, he thought. They would not have been his. | am being
stupid once more. If Rider had been alive to see he would
have been cheered to se the way the people were salvaging
a few of his poor belongings. That is the way that he would
have wished it. The thought came to Ford like a revelation
and he realized that any further act on his part would be pure
selfishness. But it was hard! He had no right to be grieved
but when a man in a yellow turban lifted a blue water jug in
the air and triumphantly waved it backwards and forwards
Ford had to turn away quickly and make a determined path
back towards the bungalow or he would, he thought, have in-
dulged himself in some foolish and sentimental gesture.

He came up to the group just as the doctor and Winter
were shaking hands. 'Yes, yes, of course. Mind you, there is
a great deal we shall have to discuss. But | see that funda-
mentally you are a civilized man and because of that | can for-
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give you much. You must allow me to take charge of you
medically. You are still in a sick state, | can s that. We must
make some tests’ He was all benignity and enthusiasm. "What,
Ford! We saw you! We were watching you and thinking what
you werethinking.' He could even laugh and smile into Ford's
face. "What, come cheer up, man. But | knew you would want
to e it

'Y ou are a good, good man, doctor. Thank you, thank you.
But you s what is happening now. Like vultures over a
corpse. There should be some soldiers, | thought, and then
that that is how Rider would have wished it himsalf.'

'Who is Rider ? asked Winter.

‘Who was Rider? the doctor gently corrected. His eyes had
amusement in them. He had interpreted Winter's speech of a
few minutes ago as a handsome apology and was prepared to
be generous himself.

'Well, in many ways, Rider was a good man,’ said Ford
dreamily and looking out over the sand towards the group of
men working like maggots on the black stain of debris. 'l sup-
pose’ he added a little helplesdly.

'Perhaps, he meant well. Winter, 1'l1 tell you all about Rider.
He is not an essy person to understand but | can put you in
possession of the facts, so to speek.” As the doctor spoke they
were moving down the side of the dune towards the bungal ow.
'One could say that he had intentions.”/

'l think | ought to tell you that the doctor has been insult-
ing you again,’ said Mrs. Ford to her husband.

'Oh, yes; well, he means nothing. One has to live and let
live. The doctor is a good man.' He spoke as though the doc-
tor was not there and the subject of his remarks smiled alittle
consciously as he continued his conversation with Winter.



CHAPTER Il : The Palace

T

HE SULTAN S PALACE STOOD IN ITS
palm gardens like some enormous iced cake, well buttressed at
the four corners. The whitewash shone like fondant. Near the
ground the palace was austere and sombre in honest mud brick
but progressively it grew in frivolity from the level of the sec-
ond floor where the whitewashing of the exterior began. Even
at this height the windows were simple rectangles with bevelled
lips; but from this chasteness of line to the topmost rampart of
the palace, where odd pyramidical and semi-human shapes
were wittily perched, there was a gradual progression of ir-
reverence. The third-floor windows, for example, were re-
cessed under a characteristic stalactite decoration: the fourth-
floor windows, in addition to this refinement, wore a ram's
horn at each corner: the fifth-floor windows, the harem win-
dows, had a painted eyebrow raised in perpetual astonish-
ment over each one of them. A yellow flag hung from the flag-
staff. From this point, the flat roof of the palace, there was not
a movement in the harbour below that could pass unobserved.

The third day after Winter had been installed in his bunga-
low across the valley from Ford's he was received by the Sul-
tan. During those three days, Rachid, the youth in his early
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twenties who was to be Winter's servant, had unpacked the
bags and spread their contents rather untidily about the four
rooms of the bungalow. Winter had sat and watched him with
a curious apathy. Somehow it did not seem to matter that his
books should be stacked in one corner underneath the win-
dow and one suitcase left with the lid flung back on the table
in his bedroom. He felt that there was a great deal of timein
front of him and these matters could be arranged later. He had
inspected the plant in the company of Ford and Arvanitaki,
an enormous Greek who was a very quiet-spoken man in
whom Ford placed much reliance. Everything was in perfect
order. Two years previously the Company had insisted that
the native employees should live in a compound close to the
well mainly as a sanitary precaution. Men living in Rasuka and
coming up the valley each morning were liable to bring con-
tagions with them. But up here in the compound the Company
had a stricter control over them, vaccinated them, inoculated
them and saw to it that the huts of concrete were always sweet
and clean. There were few flies in this area. Here Winter met
the Rais, the head man of the native labourers, Ahmad Ghaith,
a severe man with a cast in one eye. To Winter he was most
undemonstrative and even eager to get away.

‘A good man!' said Ford. 'A strong man. Great understand-
ing.'

This was not the way that he had struck Winter. There had
been a certain amount of uneasiness and unwillingness to meet
one's gaze. Winter realized that it was very hard to get into
Ford's bad books. All men were alittle larger than life size in
the manager's eyes, and any bad qualities that they had which
were too glaring to be overlooked were excused as irrelevan-
cies. They don't mean it.' He did not take the doctor seriously,
for example, though Winter was by no means sure that that
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very changeable gentleman was all that he appeared to be.
Winter thought that the doctor had a great will to be warm-
hearted.

'‘This is Mr. Cator," said Ford when they reached the ad-
ministrative block. Winter shook hands with a thin, nervous
person, a little shorter than himself, with restless eyes. ‘Mr.
Cator is the head of the clerical side here. He has his wife.
You've not met his wife yet? But of course not! How nice it is
to be out on amorning like this, Cator. Good to be alive. What
happy days these are, to be sure' Ford really was happy.
He had been dancing about all the morning and seemed to have
quite got over his upset on the day of the fire.

'Happy to meet you,' said Cator. He was standing up but
he was not standing in a natural position. His body was bent
just a little to the right at the hips and there was the sort of
tension about him that would arise if he were holding his
breath. It was almost as though he feared that any relaxation,
any assumption of a normal position, any deep breath would
be offensive in the eyes of his visitors. Yet there was no weak-
ness in this tension. Winter felt that the man would be capa-
ble of flaring up into the most uncontrollable of tempers and
then committing some act of unheard-of violence. But in every-
thing he said on this occasion there had been nothing that was
not matter of fact. He was glad to see Mr. Winter and hoped
that the change of air would do him good. He hoped that
within the next few months Mr. Winter would completely re-
cover his health, and what is more, if he could be permitted to
say so, he had been looking forward to meeting Mr. Winter
for some time. He had heard a great deal about Mr. Winter.
They, that is Cator and his wife, would be happy to receive
Mr.Winter.
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It was in Cator's company that Winter went to the palace on
the third day after settling in at his bungal ow.

The natives are, for the most part, very dishonest,’ said
Cator suddenly. They were crossing the soft sand of the wadi
bottom and the whole valley, the cliffs, the broad ocean before
them all lay in a silence that was all the more marked because of
the throbbing of a single Diesel engine. Everything was pae
in the sun, the occasional polished pebbles with their small
shadows, the thin mantle of sand over the rock and even the
ragged palm trees that grouped round the palace. Cator's voice
was human and thin in this impersonal landscape.

'All men are liars,’ said Winter. He was a little surprised at
the turn of the conversation.

A lie, said Cator quaintly, 'is a fase statement meant to
deceive.'

'You mean it isn't only telling lies? Winter was aware of a
great antipathy towards the man.

They don't make fase statements. They are fase state-
ments.'

'Y ou can excuse a lot of a man when he is really poor.' He
was annoyed with himself for having delivered this senten-
tiousness but Cator was the sort of man who made one talk
that way. Winter decided that he wouldn't say another word.

'How | despise them. They have no honour even among
themselves. And what is more they are not punctual. They've
really no idea of time. What they want is to be drilled and
controlled like soldiers. That's the only sort of treatment they
understand.'

'| disagree entirely,' said Winter shortly, in spite of his re-
solve.

The entrance to the palace was through a mud gateway
which rose suddenly out of the sand some thirty yards from
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the front door. The entrance was rather watch tower than
gate for there appeared to be a soldier stationed on top of the
arch but the construction was really too small for any real
service as a vantage point. A soldier who was wearing a khaki
jacket with no buttons was leaning against the mud wall as
they passed through but although he followed them carefully
with his eyes he made no move to stop them. Hisrifle, which
Winter saw to be of British make and a recent pattern, lay
on the sand in front of him in a dirty condition. The soldier
was smoking.

"You see' said Cator in disgust. 'No idea.’

Rixon, way back in the delta, had spoken of the Sultan be-
fore Winter had left for Rasuka. 'Of course, you understand
there is no political control over Rasuka. The maintenance of
law and order is entirely the Sultan's affair and when you meet
him you will be meeting the head of the state. As far as he is
concerned he does keep order. As far as we are concerned

. well, in spite of the climate it'll probably not be healthy
out of doors alone after dark. Fifty years ago Rasuka was an
impoverished place. Its great glories had been in the sixteenth
century and before when it lay at one end of a spice route and
the Portuguese boats would put into the harbour. 1'm interested
in this part of the world, you know. After that there was a
decline and the harbour fell into disrepair. Lot of emigration.
The Sultan has a lot of Indian blood in him, as you will se'

In Rasuka itself the Sultan's word was more or less law be-
tween sunrise and sunset but this control did not extend very
far inland. Out of the sight of the sea the rulers were the tribes-
men who, because they lived in a state of permanent destitu-
tion, were bandits when the opportunity offered. A bandit was
a well-respected person in this part of the world, for after all,
the chiefs, and the Sultan himself, were only the sons and
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grandsons, the descendants of the most successful bandits in
the past.

As Winter and Cator approached the doorway of the palace
awhite-robed porter jumped to his feet, gave them one glance,
and disappeared without a word into the interior. The eye-
brows above the fifth-story windows seemed arched in greater
surprise than ever, there had been a feeling of urgency con-
veyed by the porter's twinkling legs and then there was com-
plete silence. Two camels were kneeling amongst the knobbly
trunks of the garden palms with their noses towards the crum-
bling wall of the palace well. The palace seemed oblivious of
them and Winter was beginning to wonder whether it would
have been better, after all, to have formally requested an audi-
ence of the Sultan instead of coming along like this without
any warning, in the manner suggested and even recommended
as best by Ford. The two visitors stepped across the threshold
and entered the reception hall where at least a dozen small
chairs, all covered with white cloth, looked in at a small blue
carpet in the middle of the stone floor. The walls were quite
bare save for a framed inscription in Arabic over the small
doorway opposite and the plaster was here and there peeling
off and showing the skeleton of the building.

" fad'l,; said the white-robed porter, suddenly appearing at
this door.

It was all right then. Winter felt surprise but apparently their
visit was accepted as being in perfect order. The porter did not
presume to meet their eyes as the visitors passed into the dark
interior but bent his head forward so that he had to look at the
floor.

'Must and decay,' said Winter quietly. 'They don't seem to
live in their houses. They camp out in them.' On the right was
a large room into which they could see because the door was
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off its hinges and lying awkwardly across the threshold. There
was a mass of blue cloth untidily piled on a chair in the centre
of the floor and around it cardboard boxes, small pieces of
wood, two knitting needles stuck into aball of yellow wool and
a small, portable sewing-machine.

‘fad'l, said the porter once more and without further cere-
mony Winter and Cator walked into the Sultan's study. 'Here
we are, said Cator just before they entered, so Winter was
prepared for the dark-faced, grey-headed man in navy-blue
lounge suit and orange tie who was sitting behind a glass-topped
table rather as if he were only doing this for the sake of effect
and the article of furniture embarrassed him. On his head was
awhite, close-fitting turban in the Indian manner.

'Good morning, gentlemen,' he said, smiling and not moving
an inch. 'l beg you.' They understood that they were to be
seated.

‘I feel 1 owe an apology for coming so casualy,” Winter
began.

'I beg you,' repeated the Sultan once more, still smiling.

‘I understood that Your Excellency is a man who dispenses
with ceremony. | have just arrived in Rasuka and have come
to pay . ..

'Cigarettes—on the table at your side. | had been attending
you, so you see | know something of you.' Winter guessed that
the Sultan spoke better French than English.

'My nameisWinter.'

'I have already had the privilege of meeting Y our Excellency,’
said Cator from the edge of his chair. The Sultan ignored him
completely. He had large fish-like eyes set in his expansive face
and a moustache of fungoid whiteness on his lip. He spread his
hands on the glass-topped table and because of his smile and his
immobility at once put the ramshackle palace beyond all criti-
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cism. The room in which they were sitting may indeed have
conveyed the impression that it was part of an unfinished house
and that the decorators would at any moment come in and re-
move the Sultan's glass