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The Water Bearer

By Karlene M. Kubat

Dream will not rise nor blood flow
without water to make it so.
... Rafael Arnaun i Roca

She leaned on her Queen Anne Hill Tudor window ledge, pondering a variant
thought: that something extraordinary and in part of her own making was about to
change her life, for better or worse but for good. The swung-out, water-speckled
window of leaded diamonds quivered in a salty marine breeze, a coolness that at more
languid times helped banish temporary boredom. No languor today. No ennui. A
riveting suspense. Above her hung a layered watercolor wash of shaded grays, gentle
rain descending from a familiar Seattle sky: clouds folded like the pearled wings of a
wet dove. Water everywhere, drop by swelling drop trickling down gabled roofs into
gutters, flowing away in rivulets and rushes headed for sloshing blue Puget Sound. She
had always needed to live near water, to know in traveling away from its influence she
would return here, or alight on a similar seductive margin marrying earth and water.
Gazing upon the mercurial dazzle, she found its lively flash and substance much more
than aesthetic. Water sustained life, was life.

Dreaming on into a restless speculation summoning a hellish antipode -- a
vision partly the result of her own anticipated involvement - there appeared a dry
horizon of choking dust rising against a glare of hot blue sky and barren baked earth, a
place where listless bodies with parched throats barely moved in search of a few drops.
Water was not present in that stark reality. And of that unattended absence they
would die.

The phone rang. She moved away from the open window and stepped across
her walnut-wainscotted study toward an orderly old walnut desk, reaching for the
receiver that would connect her with an unsettling New York voice.

“Oh, from whose point of view?” she was soon inquiring of her paramount
boss, Jefferson Davis Smith - £/ Jefe, the Chief, a wryly conferred title used by his
staff. Her delivery was necessarily inflected with polite respect as she ran her finger
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lightly over the disconnect pad in a vain and wishful pretense of shutting him down.
“I wonder from whose point of view I'd be getting in over my head?” she repeated,
having fully understood that it was his view, not merely an associate’s with more
seniority. She at once regretted not having spoken more softly, more compliantly,
because her question was only intended to lead into the next remark: “This sounds
almost like a pretext for...hmm...some other motive...I mean, if it’s a criticism of my
work...”

“It wasn’t a criticism. You aren’t forgetting whose point of view carries the
weight, are you, Semele?”

She had never been in Smith’s proximity long enough to discover much more
than unforgettable surface qualities and a resolute temperament. All else was
extraordinary rumor of the sort that induced serious forethought in any exchange. She
pictured him coolly poised at the head of it all, many layers into the role of bossman.
The resistant exterior she did know was likely covered by a crisp white Jermyn Street
hand-tailored shirt, embellished with one of his signature navy silk ties with thin
diagonal red stripes -- habit and tradition. Girdling a firmly toned middle while neatly
adorning his Savile Row slacks, would be a russet calfskin belt, itself worth a quarter
day’s wages; hers, that is, not his astronomical income. She could never quite
apprehend the noised around cost of his regularly replaced oxblood wingtips — if true,
from her frugal perspective, exorbitant expenditures of wasteful extravagance. In the
most casual posture, he would still appear elegantly throned in his tufted maroon
leather ergonomic chair, while his pointedly uncluttered mahogany desk horseshoed
around his intimidating stature, computer glare staunchly at his back; all this
signifying and certifying success and affluence, and thereby a daunting range of
independence and a rather unfashionable power, unfashionable because he made no
attempt at cloaking it in the niceties of factitious equality. Indisputably, he was the
head man. With his carefully selected stable of highly proficient and well-compensated
associates -- he did at least prefer that term to employees - he could assign or reassign
company contracts without explaining himself.

In the job assignment just now under consideration, Semele Taylor had never
anticipated the need to present herself to the very apex of the organization for the sole
purpose of arguing her suitability. This assumption arose from an insufficient
knowledge of grave facts that would only come under her purview if and when she
received the assignment. She generally preferred to receive her assignments at a
deliberately arranged distance from her ultimate boss. And for good reason. The
occasionally required head-to-head confrontations with her employer could be
disturbing, for whenever they met they were likely to exude a vaguely distracting
personal interest, which on her part demanded a little extra reserve. For two
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prepossessing high achievers such as they, mutual attraction grew out of recognized
merit, admiration that had easily transitioned to personal interest. To date, the
execution of her work was unaffected. Jefferson Davis Smith, having initially laid
down certain rules of conduct within his company, remained untroubled, overtly
amused by the ambiguity of their relationship, occasionally teasing with innuendo
meant to defuse any untoward result. Semele did find a measure of comfort in her
assurance of company standards - keeping prurient interest in check was just good
business sense.

From the day she had at last managed to pass through the portal of the final
word - his definitive interview -- he had looked up from her file and pronounced her
as yet unvoiced name just as it should be pronounced, like Emily. He had even
known, with obvious delight and a significant foreshowing of things to come, that her
name originated with the mythological mother of Dionysus, by Zeus. She was so
accustomed to explaining this whimsical label forever settled on her by professorial
parents that when he had stopped her mid-sentence, reversing the process to himself
inform her of her namesake, she had to swiftly conceal her surprise. This small
concealment joined a weightier list of studied measures and restraints tolerated as
necessary in obtaining the competitively sought after position with his investigative
firm: a multinational corporation low-profile in the extreme but world-renowned in all
the right venues. She would have done nearly anything to have the position.
Ultimately, her peerless academic record and proven, if brief, experience carried her
over the difficult places without the need to test that audacious avowal.

“I’d really like to have the UNIFOLL assignment,” she said into her phone,
passing over his question of authority.

“A lot of storm clouds massing over this one. I have considered giving it to
another associate, unfortunately someone not quite up to your numerical
genius...possibly your formidable dexterity with the...a...SIG-Sauer. When I have any
time to think of it, I certainly regret the severe precautions needed today -- a weapon! -
but without that recent protection we might not even be talking now.” His admission
of necessary security was probably straightaway considered far too revelatory of
unsound business trends.

“Sir,” Semele posed, remembering too late how much that form of address
from her, and oddly only her, irritated him, “isn’t mental proficiency the primary
reason I was hired?”

“You wouldn’t be employed without it, but a helluva long list of other
requirements also had to be confirmed.” Interpreted as positive, his answer was
undermined by an assertive rise in tone reverberating across the distance.
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Her own heat flamed as she drew in her lower lip and held it firmly with
evenly set teeth, repressing anger but not dismay. “Then...in spite of my favorable
record, the job’s being offered to someone less...competent?”

“You understood me, Semele. These finessing maneuvers won’t get you any
further along.”

“I'm too candid to finesse. Usually, I just say what I mean. Is this case so
threatening? I'd hardly be banging away at account books with my SIG-Sauer - not to
say it isn’t familiar...useful, I guess...one more responsibility. But I know I’'m pretty
good at detecting quadrupled entries on cooked books...and isn’t that what this is
about?”

“And then some.”

“What? At the moment I’m only guessing, but isn’t it simply a matter of
verifying a clean slate?”

At his withheld response, she thought how badly she wanted this assignment,
so badly she was actually sweating. Could he detect the faint tremolo in her voice, the
struggle for restraint? Recently there had been a stronger need to engage in something
more seriously worthwhile: an expansive act accruing to the hugely deprived -
pitifully minimal in the measure of others’ sacrifices, so often unheralded.

“Semele...I’'m hearing a lot more than you’re saying, but I have sound reasons.
Want to fly over on commercial and listen in depth? Our planes are all occupied
now.”

Did he assume she was sufficiently tenderized at this point to relinquish? “All
right,” she agreed, confident. A few thousand miles of airfare ought to yield some
benefit.

“See you Thursday at...a...” A little surprised at his direct response, she
visualized him going over appointments from the thick black book he kept in his
right-hand top desk drawer; an old habit of penciling in a formidable calendar, even
though his secretary kept it tidily columned on his computer. “At six o’clock,
Semele...time for the normally off-schedule commercial flight east...and I think
perhaps later a cocktail...maybe even dinner.” Ifyou’re flexibly agreeable to my inflexible
stricture was the implication.

“Yes, I'll be-” was all she managed as the line died.

Succinct and effective. What superb economy. It was well known that,
however briefly present in his elegantly Spartan office, he only appeared to be doing
nothing there, a habit of his trade; a voluminous mind assessing infinite bits of
incoming data, housed in that impenetrable head reigning above his grand empty desk.
As he rang off, he might have thought himself fortunate in acquiring her proved
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mental agility, until something else pulled him away into a clamoring mesh of
unrelated yet interrelated enterprises.

Now the ball was in her court. She’d have to wallop it with the dead sweet of
high-performance history, and hope it retained enough life to land where it was
irretrievable.

On her flight to New York, Semele studied a swiftly but comprehensively
assembled notebook of water conditions in the world, along with deftly researched and
related data on World Bank and International Monetary Fund overviews of private
contract sanctions. She intended to be as fully prepared as time allowed, because she
knew that J.D. Smith had not invited her east without something else in mind. He
was far too thrifty and expedient to waste airfare on an ego-soothing discussion of her
turndown. He intended to pawn her off on some lesser assignment, one she had no
intention of taking.

“You look, I might say, well shut of the red-eye,” Jefferson Davis Smith
remarked. He had taken in the thick waves of lustrous red hair and glanced into the
glacier-blue eyes that shone resolutely back. “Pardon that sorry pun.” He was
laughing as he stood up from his desk and ran his fingers through his hair. “I always
forget the impact.”

Knowing that once again she would have to minimize his candid appraisal,
she chided lightly, “It’s only skin deep.”

“Same effect.”

Her deceptively slender, long-legged and agile body was kept well toned when
at home and at whatever gym she was near away from home, or wherever she could
jog. Still, she was not obsessive about physical fitness, and never allowed this duty of
profession to interfere with her reading time, which was, for her, the most important
activity away from her job. Today, her body was well camouflaged by a navy blue
pants suit - although still highly imaginable. Even her elevated throat was silkily
covered to her chin by a deliberately discreet, ruche-necked white blouse.

Motioning her toward an intentional selection of none-too-comfortable chair,
he came around his desk to join her in a facing chair of the same maroon leather and
ejecting style. This facade of amiable coziness might well presage a decisive wresting
away of the desired end.
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She seated herself, steeled herself, and looked directly into the gray eyes,
rediscovering that sardonic, smoky vision well steeped in the covert, eyes that could
look straight back with intense appreciation while revealing absolutely nothing else.
He liked to say her name and was about to do so more than once. She was familiar
with this.

“Semele...Semele, the Johnson case was a pretty good trophy. The necessary
self-defense, we hated to anticipate. We were pleased that you handled it so adeptly,” -
we, she knew, being simply multiple versions of himself.

Supple hands, Greco-Roman and implying power, rested lightly on the
chrome arms of his chair. She felt that he would touch her knee or her taut moist
hand in further praise, and shifted in her chair, knowing she could not indifferently
withstand such a gesture. It would not be a liberty taken in suggestion of anything; he
might also at one time or another involuntarily touch the shoulder of a male associate
in praise. Her left hand was hidden at her side, its smoothly filed, unpainted short
white nails firmly pressed into the leather seat. She continued to look at him in
admirably constrained acceptance of, but also with an underlying defiance of, her
subservient position.

He smiled at her with all the earned superiority of his apprentice years of
brinksmanship, those perilous years culminating in the expedient use of extended
reputation and unassailable, hard-won authority. Still, it was a wistful smile,
mourning the loss of old wildfires now banked by heavy responsibility. Although
hers was a face that could induce from him an unfreighted smile of pure pleasure.

“I have a project you’d--"

“I don’t want it.”

His eyes did not blink but narrowed perceptibly, lenses glowing peripherally,
made pellucid from the fading light of tall windows as the altered visage tilted back.
She could then discern the fine cream thread of a flak scar high on his sun-burnished
left cheek; this old wound lay beside a distinctively cast nose that, with its gentle
prominence of central bone, and along with a fully fleshed disapproving mouth, and
flaming eyes, summoned up the lividly pained image of the soldier-emperor Philippus.
The likeness, especially in this heavily frowning pose, was instantaneous for her.
Fraught with ordeal and threat, the remarkably literal, very Roman head of antiquity
was one of the most powerful images in her memory. This habit of comparison to
historical figures was instilled by her father in their early travels, when coming across a
certain person, he might utter, “Hmm, Head from Delos,” or, as in once observing the
rescue of an imperiled group of male tourists, “Ah, The Burghers of Calais.” This was
good. Such observances taught her to historicize human significance and the salient
realities of abstract time. While momentarily superimposed, the enduring third
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century image of Philippus evoked in her a strong unbidden sentiment for suffering
and its anger of consequence. But just then the trenchant eyes were set directly upon
her. The ancient marble face dissolved into the actual present, and she had to look
slightly away from his censure, at thick waves of gray-flecked umber hair, a resilient
mass resistant to the frequent thrust of agitated fingers. Her unsustainable dodge failed
to offset the frown now tinged with the humor of power.

“You have no idea what I was about to--"

“I know it’s not what I want.”

“Careful. You haven’t enough seniority for this sort of wrangle.”

“Excuse me...I didn’t mean to sound so...but you did offer an in-depth
explanation and...this isn’t it.” Her eyes flashed over his.

“So Idid. Why do you want this assignment?”

“I think it’s good.”

“Good?”

“Worthwhile...much more than...well, sometimes a person gets burned out
on...on cold-blooded avarice.”

“An inherently bright young star like yourself?”

“Hmm, bright would indicate a fast burn. I'd really like to be a part of
something more...more meaningful for a change...something--”

“Noble? Semele...Semele, this is a business, a rough-edged business for cool
experts who make no mistakes. Noble is emotion. Noble is risk-taking...possibly even
the final act. It isn’t done around here. If you’re inclined to be Mother Theresa, get
the hell out of this line of work.”

She had no desire to overtly venture into the personal, into what she
suspected was the truth, but that was where she had landed, and finally she had to
return his hard serve with all the force of her conviction.

“Are you...afraid of...of losing me?”

The self-induced blankness of his stare and the sudden composure of his
contending posture were for her a flagrant answer. He leaned forward and placed his
hand on the seat of her chair, just beside her rigid left knee.

“If that was personal, and I think it was, I can’t lose what I've never had. I am
concerned about endangering--"

“When I first came here, you told me there was no discrimination in work
assignments,” she interrupted, her voice deferential and softly persuasive, inarguable.
For the moment she had him at her advantage.

“All right. In vying for this contract, there’ve been an unusual number of
nefarious connections, bribes, and already a couple of highly suspicious deaths. With
several billion dollars involved in creating an infrastructure of H2O for the parched

7



The Water Bearer

little country in question, you can well imagine some of the malevolent activity
waiting in the wings...actually, as you now see, already on stage.”

“I was thinking more of near waterless agricultural folk...and also...of a once
beautiful valley aridly singed.”

Makeshift signs flashed in her head, encountered in yet another place - too
many such places -, enjoined pleas held up by emaciated children, their cracking
pustulate flesh thickly sequined with black flies. Tutored signs printed in clumsy but
always the most negotiable majuscule English letters: NEED DRINKING WATER.

He leaned away with his head thrown back and his mouth unsmiling but
relaxed, then folded his arms, gold cufflinks flashing above tan wrists faintly napped
with dark hair, assessing her with narrowed eyes for a full half minute.

“If you were to have this assignment, you would be charged to think only of
the intent and solvency of the private company being considered for the contract.
Where your necessarily contained sentiments quietly surface in your free time is your
own business...but they could at 70 time interfere with your work. Remember this:
what your professional scrutiny brings to light, barring something of public odor,
would be pro forma in a bidding decision. Iknow I should not have to say any of this,
but I am saying it, because, Miss Taylor, you want this work too damned much, and
that sentiment makes you unreliable.”

“No, it makes me assiduously thorough and therefore totally reliable,” she
instantly retorted.

“My God, you have fortitude...if I tolerate this I have only myself to
blame...or praise...even now conditional.”

He lifted the white shirt cuff of his left wrist and glanced at his Patek Philippe
Sky Moon Tourbillon. For the price of this select and exquisitely made instrument
one might purchase a rather handsomely designed little cliff house on the edge of the
Sound.

“I'm thirsty. Let’s adjourn to a cocktail and dinner.”

The invitation to dinner she had desired very much as an expression of
reward, but didn’t wish for it at all in any other guise, especially recompense for
denial. She slid from the discomforting chair, which had lent her a stiff appearance of
rectitude - not to be discredited -, and stood glancing at the mahogany double doors
of exit.

“I'm afraid I would need to change.”

“Into something more seductive? Did you anticipate Tavern on the Green?”

Why must he prod his inescapable invitation toward a lowly humiliation
simply for his own amusement? She turned her face away, blushing profusely and
riled too by this. As if she would attempt to dress for that sort of advantage.
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“Possibly a hotdog on the corner,” she answered, a curt smile overriding his
pugnacious jab, still smarting.
“Then you won’t need to dress, will you?”

He took her to a newly opened, aquamarine-walled eatery with arched private
alcoves, ebony wainscoting, and a spare scattering of surreal paintings; where less
formal dress was contingently acceptable but the location, the décor, and the food
outrageously expensive. It was aptly named E!/ Pulpo’s Caverna, and indeed they were
deftly hidden away in their own indirectly illuminated private den, the subtly crafted
suggestion of underwater denizens. She mused that such distilled but swank coverture
suited his clandestine habits.

“I can’t deny I’d like to have taken you somewhere else where I could show
you off...arrayed in a gown matching those arctic eyes or that powder keg of hair,” he
indulged himself. He grinned and took a generous swallow of his Lagavulin scotch
and water - too much iodine and peat for her; it took a meaner palate. “But dressed
like that you might possibly gain some advantage. Yes, would have definitely had an
advantage. We can’t have that, can we?”

“I own no such gown. My advantage should be in my record of
achievement...I would think.”

She held her eyes steady and level with his. For ensuing seconds, until she
remembered the usefulness of displayed indifference, they seemed engaged in a
warming contest of forced surrender. Solidly in her was the thrust and parry and
touché of her childhood: her eclectic parents’ titillating repasts -- tables often crowded
with interesting old friends, or at least intriguing brief new encounters, and sometimes
forborne hangers-on, mainly suffered for their oblivious entertainment value -, lively
breakfasts or lunches or dinners at some intended or unexpected stopover in their
always eventful, rigorously discussed vagabond world. Verbal combat swiftly and
gainfully learned.

“You don’t have to compete with me. You can’t, remember? I'm the boss
and you are the employee.”

“The associate?” she prompted in a musical tone.

“You're still doing it.”

She took a long swallow of The Macallan, a smooth enabler already having its
effect, allowing her to mutter very softly under her breath between lightly clenched
teeth, “Oh lord, do I get the job or not?”

“Either the job or nothing?” Obviously having heard.



The Water Bearer

He glared at her, his impatience with her obstinate manner of ruffling him
immediately thereafter forcing a countering grin. Finishing his scotch, he ordered
oysters and a touted Chardonnay.

She ordered mussels in lemon-garlic broth.

“Not afraid yet?” he asked, lifting an oyster from a bath of red sauce with his
cocktail fork and slipping it between lips sensually contorted with the pleasure of taste.

“Of...what?” She had begun to struggle with a small recalcitrant mussel as
tight-lipped as her own mouth, but gave up, snatching another from the Spanish
earthenware pot.

“Of your boss.” A direct caveat. Something ominous?

“Always a little afraid...a healthy stance...keeps me on my toes.” Ultimately
discounting serious intent, her response had been issued from a bent head
concentrating on a gleaming slightly opened but unyielding blue-black bivalve.

“I'm afraid...I’'m going to have to let you go, Semele.”

“What!” she exclaimed, dropping the mussel, which clattered across the table
and bounced onto the ebony marble floor. The blood had drained from her face.

“Ah, that’s fear, the only really useful emotion. That is, if you can summon
enough of it to keep you alive.”

“And that, sir, was...a very unfair way of...especially if you meant it.”

“You failed to notice that I didn’t mention where I was letting you go. Don’t
drink very much wine. When we’re finished here we’ll head back to the office. I’ll be
the one acquainting you with the file. 'm sending you to Paris where, as you know,
the company you’re assessing has its headquarters. Then you’ll likely travel to the
country itself, where UNIFOLL already maintains an office. But,” he admonished
with little humor, “only if you never again, alone or in the presence of others, call me
str. That servile title demeans not only you but me.”

The computer-weighted long mahogany conference table was strewn with
papers. ].D. preferred to immerse his associates in any cluttered briefings he chose to
handle personally by removing to a designated work arena, where his staff could
readily restore order without annoying him in the tamper-proof global terminus of his
private sanctum -- his sanctum, associates had dubbed the vagus nerve center.

Semele pushed back her chair and rubbed at tired eyes inflamed by a surfeit of
facts and figures blipped across four glaring screens. Willfully recharged, she lifted her
head more quickly than expected and, well schooled in reading only slightly more
revealing faces, caught a naked sentiment on E/ Jefe’s usually restrained face. What was
that, a fleeting revelation of concern, perhaps even a hint of apprehension? No,
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certainly that would be going too far. Such murky assumptions might well indicate a
slightly lapsed concentration, and she must never appear unfocused. An ample and
necessary reserve of energy was a tacit rule of her profession: never complain, never
show fatigue, and, in full possession of strategy, always be ready to go anywhere at a
moment’s notice and perform in good health.

“We could probably finish this in the morning. Ithink I have a few minutes
available at--

“No...excuse me...I can work longer. Unless this wrapping up will take a lot
more time than I thought.”

“I'm taking a lot more time than you thought because I want you thoroughly
briefed. All right, here’s one more face I want you to see. Not an immediate NGO
liaison - there are a plenitude of non-governmental-organization reps -- he’s an affiliate
of World Bank. This man makes a weighted decision in the Paris office. You’ll only
meet with him if your report has a seriously negative outcome, we hope so negative as
to be unlikely.”

She tugged at the high rasping collar of her blouse, a constriction she disliked
intensely but had felt compelled to wear. His eyes went to her fingers and she could
read his irritated thought: Why the bell do you think you need to dress like that? I'm not
going to lay a finger on you.

Inclining a disgruntled head, he suggested, “Why don’t you take off your
jacket...or whatever you call the outer covering of that confinement you’re in.”

“These are the best business clothes I have.”

“But confining, strait-laced. Possibly if I allayed your fears with a slight raise
you could relax into a better line of clothing that wouldn’t interfere with your work.”

“You’re already paying me more than I...for which I'm grateful...as are several
worthwhile charities.” She could hear her father’s stentorian laughter, her mother at
that jog in memory having implored her to contribute to a certain urgent cause, one
that she was already supporting.

“Where the hell did you come from? You’re not what I'm used to...aptly
named...are you a myth? Aggressive, yes, but definitely not a materialist, and that
unacquisitiveness makes you harder to satisfy. You’re--”

“This is really a precedent-setting case, isn’t it?” she interrupted, steering him
back to business. Normally, he was the stony-faced, work-oriented master-handler,
and the unusual reversal of their positions evoked in her a moment of gloating
satisfaction. “This private bidder is dickering big time,” she continued. “I mean
they’re taking a lot for granted. It’s simply because they have the best stats - to the
untrained eye, that is -- that they can get away with operating like this...only agreeable
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to doing the water and sanitation infrastructure if they can run the proposed mine.
Their discovery and proposal, of course.”

“Yes. They used experts to nose around until they found something worth
their while, but the nonferrous mine is both insurance for them and a bonus for those
poorly sustained farmers. Essentially, it mitigates a micro-credit system that ultimately
invites dependency and a trickling payback that is way too long-range. Private
companies are not wild about undertaking construction in countries with questionable
politics, a shaky economy, and a poor exchange rate. They never recover...if they’re
foolish enough to start chucking the earth around in those places.”

As he talked he punched a key on the nearest computer and shoved his chair
back so that she could move in closer to the screen.

“The IMF actually seems to favor the corporate entity you’re doing.

Probably they recognize a kindred spirit, but World Bank still isn’t going to shake the
government’s hand without this company’s clean bill of health.

“Here’s someone they don’t like: Rafael Arnau i Roca. We don’t know a
great deal about his personal life, if he has one. He’s hard to track...but presently we
have no need to. Appears and disappears - some incarceration -- but we do know what
fires him up, and when something does he’s high profile, a self-made reformer --
Doctor’s the title...for members of his unofficial constituency. It’s how they like to
address their shrewd Renaissance man. Mostly this roving professor’s crusades involve
water and poor people without any. Born in the smoldering center of Barcelona, he’s
a Catalan, and his parents are highly respected academicians.”

“Ah, like mine,” she said, leaning close to scrutinize the indistinct but
animated black and white photograph, which must have been taken at a
demonstration. His eyes were jet hollows of blurred shadow, his striking face lean and
with a certain El Greco fervor, but his hair a wild mass of windblown black tendrils
and his dazzling white teeth prominently displaying triumph. Objective-charged
virility.

“A little intimidating. Am I going to run into this demiurge?”

“If he has a reason, he’ll find you. He’s very good at that...damned good.
Interesting that you should call him a demiurge. Longhairs have dubbed him
hieratic...presumably because of such fervently dedicated disciples...he’s a humanitarian
rebel...that is, one with legitimate causes. He’s generally a loner, adept at artifice...but
he does have a more recent high-profile network of plodding devotees,
fans...whatever.”

“Am I to assume that he’ll have a reason to find me?”
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She sensed that something was annoying him, some dissonance that kept him
for several seconds in a morosely reflective mood, nursing a dismal answer that he
would clearly have preferred not to give.

“Oh, I see,” she quickly intuited, “you want me to be amicable.”

“If you should meet -- it’s quite likely, because temporarily you’ll have
possession of useful information and decisive power -- it would be better if you had a
friend in that counter-effort, rather than an unpredictable adversary; much easier to
know things...to control situations.”

“A {riend?”

“Preferably just that. If your paths should cross, very intentionally on his
part, don’t become too attached to this charismatic animal.”

She had done this sort of thing before, and thought of it as simply a necessary
part of her job; it was the easiest method of keeping tabs on principals who mattered
in the scheme of things. Having acquired a certain deftness in drawing the line at
personal invasiveness, she was not much concerned. She had always known, without
dwelling upon it, that a measure of physical attractiveness was one, but only one, of
the reasons she had been hired.

“You ought to know how to do that. You certainly handle yourself well
around...around.”

She watched him look away, turning his attention back to the screen as
another involuntary smile of confidence curled the corners of her mouth. He was not
often so discomposed. On this heavily engaged night, they had occasionally strayed
from an equitably balanced work effort, straddling a precarious seesaw weighted with
cloaked emotion that sometimes left her up, him down, and sometimes the reverse.
When fatigue seriously set in, she wished for no more unwieldy sensations but only to
finish the briefing. She saw that he was aiming for the same toneless manner.

“We’ll talk a little further about some of the more unpleasant stuff, then I
think you should get some rest and fly out tomorrow. Get your personal affairs in
order. The 60 will pick you up next Thursday and fly you back to La Guardia. I'll
also be headed for some business in Paris on the J2. Spence is already there checking
things out.”

Her face altered with surprise and disappointment. She had worked with
Spence on several occasions and he was pushy, rough, but admittedly capable.
“Spence?”

“That’s right. He’s involved in other matters, but he’ll be around.”

“You mean behind...dogging my tail.”

“If so, be glad of it. He comes in handy.”
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“I’ll simply be slumped over a lot of books and quarterly reports, or asking
slews of leading questions. Really...he’s a little too trigger-happy for my taste.”

“In this matter your taste is irrelevant, Semele. You can never be part of the
problem, only part of a positive result. You know my attitude concerning
teamwork.”

“Yes, all right...as long as he stays out of my way at work,” she added, her
voice dropping to a softly muttering complaint. This audacious pushing to the edge,
this flare-up of superior confidence, very closely paralleling the irritableness of a
virtuoso, was tolerated, even encouraged from time to time as beneficial. It connoted
pride of high performance, ensuring accurate responses where split-second decisions
often had no margin for correction.

“Bring your SIG-Sauer and give it to me. I’ll see that it gets to Spence in the
event that you need it. I don’t want it a problem for you at customs.”

“You are asking me to bring my SIG-Sauer?”

This time he did rather violate her space, but with a cool authoritarian reflex
unobjectionable. It was only to reach out and lift aside between his right index and
middle fingers gleaming red strands of tossed hair that had fallen back over her
surprised eyes and seemed to annoy him.

“Yes, Miss Taylor,” he formalized. “Precautionary. Unfortunately, you’ll
swiftly discount the harmless nature of your work once you’re engaged in it.”

“I really appreciate your willingness to look after Catney again, Dora.”
Semele was standing on her curving cobbled walk, as her large mouse-gray, orange-
eyed British Shorthair coiled about her ankles with loud-rattled purring.

“Catney and I are sly friends,” Semele’s seventy-year-old next-door neighbor
said in a high, benignly in-charge voice, a retired executive secretary long used to order
and to giving orders. “I like him very much. He has a mind of his own and I admire
that because I myself am the same.”

“I guess we really share him, don’t we?” She laughed with the gray-haired
woman, whose knotted arthritic fingers slid into the pockets of a flowery apron. They
had become friendly when her exploring Catney had insisted upon the expanded
perimeter of two households. “Oh, I suppose I shouldn’t have a cat the way I move
around, but I really can’t do without him when I’'m home. That wily independence,
trust, playfulness...even naughtiness, is so enjoyable.”

“Part of what makes us their willing servants. There’s nothing more
attractive, more binding, than a furry little feline’s indifference. Of course, they only

14



The Water Bearer

pretend not to need us. Catney does miss you when you’re away, you know. He
sleeps right on your bed pillow.”

“I do know...and, if he can get away with it, when I’'m claiming the same
pillow. Cat hairs up my nostrils. The cobby little beast.”

“Don’t worry at all about your mail. ’ll sort and forward as usual. How
long will you be away this time?”

“I really can’t say. I’'m not certain, but I will keep in regular touch with
you...and I've left sacks and cans of Catney’s favorite meals in the same cupboard. The
cleaning service will do one final sweep. Oh, and I've told the gardening service to
give you any roses before pruning these late ones...if you want them. Or just help
yourself.”

“Thank you, dear. Iespecially love those fragrant Audie Murphys. Tll think
of you as I fill my large crystal bowl with them. Their rich velvety scent just covers
the house. You know the minute you walk in. Ah, roses.”

“Aren’t they wonderful, Dora? Such mystery springing from branches with
thorns. Everyone’s always searching the skies for miracles, and they’re all right in our
midst to contemplate...the secrets of my gloriously fragrant lilies, for instance, all
locked in a dry little bulb...short-lived beauty, but think how faithfully it repeats
itself.”

Twenty minutes after take-off at SEATAC, the Learjet 60 had achieved its
40,000-foot cruising altitude, and Semele was winging along at 480 miles an hour while
her cautious mind ran through a checklist of completed personal details. She smiled a
bit wistfully, envisioning the way poor Catney merrily chased the crumpled tea bag
wrappers that, to his continual delight, she tossed across the kitchen floor each
morning when brewing tea. How glad she was to have dutiful Dora Benson. She
hadn’t many real friends nearby. There was a reclusive male cousin she visited, some
distance away in the country. In her line of work those friends locally cultivated had
drifted away for lack of attention. She had never been married, and now, at twenty-
eight, was moving so constantly around the world she could not imagine the tame
quotidian normalcy of a routine that might include a mate.

Larger issues of global importance soon took precedence over cursory
thoughts of self. She opened the notebook that lay on the tray before her and perused
the comprehensive data assembled by the staff at J.D. Smith & Associates. This data,
together with her own appropriately slipped-in sheets of research, filled her
concentration until one of the two pilots, whose name was Mike, leaned over her

15



The Water Bearer

shoulder. He had made his way down the narrow aisle to speak to one of two other
agents seated to her right across the aisle and traveling to other eastern destinations.

“Hello, Semele. You headed over the pond today?”

She looked up into the calm reassuring face of the sandy-haired pilot. “Yes,
on the J2. Guess I'm in for the long haul, Mike. How are your wife and little boys?”

“Tust fine...right now busy spending my money on a whole lot of expensive
sports equipment.”

“Well, maybe you’ll have an Olympic champion as compensation.”

“You’d think so with the dough I’ve got invested,” Mike responded with a
sanguine grin, then leaned over to deliver some radioed weather reports to one of the
dozing agents, and Semele went back to her methodical studies.

This was a thoroughly enjoyed aspect of her work. She was continually
filling her mind with facts and figures that delineated human progress, or lack of it, in
the global environment, always expanding her memory banks with an astonishing
backlog of useful information. In college, she had most loved the research aspect of
the academic scene, especially when she took her doctorate at Stanford, but her
paralleling taste for volcanic adventure had precluded her remaining in that plodding
scholastic milieu.

Six and a half hours down the continental flight path and Semele was
deplaning at La Guardia. Soon thereafter, she entered the company’s comfortable
BBJ2, the large Boeing Business Jet specially appointed to suit the overseas travel taste
of Jefferson Davis Smith. Sixty million dollar wings always flashed across her
accounting mind when she boarded.

A familiar Carib attendant named Jessica seated her in E/ Jefe’s cozy walnut-
paneled cabin - a quarters into which she had heretofore been denied entry - and
brought her a small, watered cut-crystal glass of The Macallan. This meant something
specific, as nearly everything done around Jefferson Davis Smith proceeded from
direct motive; it meant that she was not going to work in flight. El Jefe, a very resolute
chief, never allowed any drinking on board if there was some issue he deemed too
serious and immediate to expose to even the slightest alcohol-induced loss of acuity.

She buckled up for takeoff, then sipped her drink and continued to peruse the
pages of her weighty notebook.

“Please put that aside. You’ll be staring yourself cross-eyed soon enough,” E/
Jefe admonished. He entered the cabin and slipped his trim body, dressed in chinos
and cream polo shirt, into a large and comfortably accommodating blond leather seat.
The plane was leveling off. “Besides, you may need that spared vision for target
accuracy.”

“You trying to unnerve me, s-Mr. Smith?”

16



The Water Bearer

He laughed. “No, I know you don’t scare easily as that...except, that is,
whenever you’re afraid of forever parting from my company.” The taunting play on
words was left briefly dangling in a silence echoing an intimate connection. He was
clearly amused. This cheerful irony then transitioned, his crises-etched tan face
becoming for a fleeting moment irritably sullen. “Please don’t call me Mr. Smith. It’s
injudicious. Do you know you have a knack - oh, unconscious I'm sure -- for
insulting inflection?”

“Excuse me. I never meant...what should I call you? I’m running out of
titles. Everyone calls you E! Jefe...but not, I'd guess, in your presence.”

“No. Do I assume that tiresome soubriquet behind my back from you too?”

“I believe it’s really a variety of respect.”

“Maybe, but only from a few of the old guard who started it, the jungle-
schooled remainder; for the rest, it comes off pejorative...tongue-in-cheek. Call me
Jeff. We’ve come that far...easier working, in any case.”

“It seems disrespectful.”

“Do it anyway and I’ll bear your attitude in mind.”

His eyes went to her bare throat, and she had to restrain her hand from rising
to clasp the gold chain fastened there. She wore a light-weight, non-wrinkle olive-
green suit with a modestly dipping neckline considered a slight risk. His earnest
mouth pursed slightly and formed a punishing smile that made her fight not to lower
her eyes. Willfully defeating the inclination, she held his amused gaze while she
adhered to the reason she was here.

“I suppose we’re not going to discuss work, anything about the company in
question or--"

“No need. Not until your first assault is over. By now you know very nearly
as much as I do about UNIFOLL and its contenders...very soon, I expect you to know
a hell of a lot more than I do.”

Curly-headed and petite Jessica bobbed headfirst into their private space,
affording Semele temporary relief and looking ever crisp and professional in her white
shirt, slim navy skirt, and flat navy shoes. Her smooth brown-skinned hand offered
her boss an amber-full glass matching Semele’s. He responded with a quick thank you
and a questioning look.

“My single Islay malt?”

“Yes, sir, Bunnahabhain.” Jessica pronounced the word with exact
correctitude: Bu-na-ha-venn. Precisely why she is here, Semele thought, noting that she
was permitted sir.

When they were alone, Semele again felt uncomfortable, this time because of
El Jefe’s unconcealed and, as she read it, personally motivated scrutiny. Faulting herself
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for letting emotion override her serious sense of purpose, she was about to make an
objective statement as far removed from the personal as she could get when he
suddenly said, “You look like someone waiting to have a tooth extraction.”

Her involuntary reaction would certainly be observed in the crimson flush
flowing over her face. She was trying hard to diminish this pitifully obvious display
when he further observed, “My god, you’re blushing. With your handle on karate,
you could probably make a damn good attempt at throwing me across this cabin.”

»

“I would never... You...” she sputtered in protest, then clamped her mouth
shut.

“What? Were you going to make a personal assessment? That would
certainly be a departure. I'm sorry, I really don’t mean to torture you but you invite
it. What were you going to say? Goddammit, use some of your highly efficient
investigative expertise and ask me something...or at least tell me what you’ve
observed.”

“I...I understood that you never say very much about yourself...or like to
reveal anything too personal...and I think that’s a very good--"

“Oh for Christ’s sake. The gossip, innuendo...r#mor is reaching a critical
mass. It’s what happens when you can no longer keep your hands fully on the
pipeline. I'm not about to issue a factual memo just to set the record straight, but,
Jesus, it would be refreshing to hear a halfway honest evaluation without fear of
reprisal.”

These bruising remarks at once provoked a need to restore her independence
of mind, perhaps even her wounded integrity, and she hoped she wouldn’t later regret
candidly tendering what she deemed a safely superficial observation.

After a hesitant clearing of her throat, she offered, “I suppose I could
comment on a Wall Street, yet sometimes cost-spurning, authenticity...quite verifiably
profitable judgment...urbane dress...mannerisms suggesting the ivy agenda...and
a...well, savoir-faire...which doesn’t jibe with the rougher legend that’s always
circulating...of the risk-taking soldier-of-fortune adventurer...a bit raw.”

“Well, what do you know, you do have a personal opinion...restrained...a
little shallow and clichéd.”

He laughed and swallowed the remainder of his scotch.

“I could be all of those things easily enough. I hope the flagrantly missing
parts -- understandably unknown - wouldn’t be found totally offensive. I grew up in
prime Kentucky blue grass...heavy into top-of-the-line racing stock. Ilearned a hell of
a lot more from the, overtly genteel, wheeling and dealing cutthroat racetrack crowd
than I ever did at Princeton. That isn’t to say college didn’t add something; it must
have. It was an advantage to have been, from the start, more literarily disposed than
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the average blockhead - I've always loved to read. Surprises you? You thought I was
more inclined to the Hobbesian wilds. I’ve done that...a fair amount. It was, however,
my dapper womanizing father who taught me how to buy a good suit...taught me
quite a bit more than that.

“When I was a young paddock-boy, comparatively harmless but full of
curiosity and somewhat reckless, I would go with my father, and sometimes my
shrewd horse-loving mother, to the annual Keeneland track auction - thousands of
world class yearling Thoroughbreds, gruelingly displayed in all their prancing promise.
There, it was possible to stand next to an Arab sheikh who had just flown into
Lexington, deplaning his 747 at the Bluegrass Airport with some good horseflesh in
mind. His well-informed eye would be fixed hard and sharp on the confirmation and
blood line of a select few polished and prinked-up animals. While watching hundreds
of millions of dollars tendered for Kentucky stud farm issue, I learned to assess the
purchasers of that horseflesh...those who move in, and mowve, the larger world.

As to the risk-taking adventurer, yes, that’s where I learned the most: how
close you can sail to the wind without losing velocity, your capacity to breathe...and
something else learned along the way: how to see my environment...all of the animals
in it.”

She blinked, astonished that he had said so much.

“That was literary. T once exercised race horses,” she added in the same
breath, less inhibited - scotch at work.

“Do you realize that, aside from your employment application, that’s the
only piece of personal information you’ve ever divulged?”

“I had to divulge quite a lot on that...that darned application.”

“More than you liked, obviously. You graduated magna cum laude.
Accomplishment is nothing to hide. Why so tight-fisted, Semele? It’s not really a
strong point, except of course out in the field.”

“My parents brought me up to think beyond myself. So I've always
considered personal revelation a form of bad manners. Isuppose I could add to my
restrained opinion that you probably seldom mix pleasure with business.”

“Hardly ever. AndI can do business with anyone, but I don’t cozy up to
folks who’ve had it handed to them without any personal effort.

“Where did you exercise race horses, Semele?”

“Horses...and myself...around Seattle...Longacres, gone now - the new track is
Emerald Downs. I have an Arabian; he’s on a distant cousin’s farm east of Seattle at
Bear Creek...I try to get out there and ride...when I've time.”

He studied her a moment in silence, fuliginous chert eyes holding a great deal
back - yes, dilated pupils the sooty residue of inuring fire.
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He buzzed Jessica and said upon her swift arrival, “Please refill our glasses.”

Jessica smiled and nodded, exhibiting two delightful dimples. She was one of
those so happy to be alive and agreeably employed that her cheerful demeanor was
enviable.

“It won’t loosen my tongue very much,” Semele boldly ventured after Jessica
had completed her task and gone away.

“Ah, you think I'm trying to get you drunk. What a silly childish
notion...and, generally, I think you’re neither silly nor childish.”

“Are you going to...to embarrass me...again?”

“You embarrass too easily. I simply want you to relax. You won’t get to for
some time after this little interlude.”

“You have two daughters,” she quickly summoned from her reservoir of old
gossip, and was immediately disconcerted by her clumsy attempt at diverting attention
from herself.

“ILtry to keep my family out of this.”

“Oh, yes...sorry...excuse me.”

“No, that wasn’t fair, was it? Not after what Ive just put you through. It’s
an old habit...for reasons of safety, security. Lucky their name is Smith. One wants to
be a doctor, the other’s at a private school in Rome, art.”

“Your influence was broad.”

“That was a nice thing to say. I hope it’s true. I think their mothers had
something to do with it -- my girls are half-sisters...that alone an indication of some
kind of failure. But fortunately they’ve turned out well...so far.”

Feeling jumpy, she stood up and stretched, rubbing her neck, then again felt
his eyes traveling over her.

“I guess...these days broken families are the norm, rather common...almost
endemic.” Her voiced perception, supposed to have been placating, sounded to her
idiotically smug.

“How easily you put that.

“How old do you think I am, Semele?”

“I have no idea.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be very good at this kind of assessment?”

“She studied him for a brief moment and said, “Hmm, not too near forty.”

“I'm thirty-six. Twice divorced. The first time was a childhood sweetheart. I
was too hard-pressed to be there. The second time I was decidedly somewhere else.”

She turned around and leveled at him a direct and inculpating stare. “How
easily you put that...but I don’t think I need to...that is--”
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“Hear a rationalization, a confession from me? You’re absolutely right...but
for the wrong reason.”

In one quick glimpse, she caught a vanishing flash of bleak sentiment, a
startling glint of regret instantly masked. She didn’t want to share his revelation, to
feel any of his emotions at all, to have to commiserate with Jefferson Davis Smith over
his own careless mistakes. Why should it be necessary? It wasn’t her way of life, her
entanglement. But in the next moment her self-satisfaction at having made no such
mess of her own life suffered a reversal induced by shame at her own condescension.
As the irritating splinter of his unexpected disclosure, now permanently imbedded,
was felt and reconsidered, she divined an implicit loneliness, not for proximate bodies,
of which there were plenty, but something more deeply reciprocal. She felt a certain
gratitude for having been judged worthy of his confidence, and found it praiseworthy
that he had remorse enough to inculpate himself.

He grinned, swallowed more scotch and said, “Given enough time, you’ll
undoubtedly make some of the same mistakes. We’re all foolish when it comes to raw
emotion.

“Let’s play some poker. I've heard you’re very good at it.”

“You’ve been talking to Spence,” she said, laughing freely for the first time.

“Well, you’ve cleaned out all of the toothpicks,” he observed several hours
later, when they broke for rare steak sandwiches.

“I think you weren’t paying attention.”

“Plenty of attention...misdirected. You have a definite advantage in that
department. Still, I could have finished you off simply by noticing the way you hold
your tongue when you’re nursing something close to a full house.”

“You let me win?”

“Not altogether.”

“I don’t approve...and it wasn’t necessary, I promise you.”

“I enjoyed it anyway. Iknow I've been a little rough on you. You like to
win, don’t you?”

“I like fair play.”

“From now on I'll try to see you get it.”

When they had finished eating he said, “If you don’t cotton to our hotel
accommodations, you could stay at my flat. It’s in Montmartre, just off the rue des
Martyrs not far below Sacré-Coenr. Nice lively area, easy to get around in, plenty of
cafés and patisseries, and you can...” He had stopped talking because she was glaring at
him with a deeply displeased frown.
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“What is it? T'll be there only a couple of nights, then ’'m heading east. The
place has more than one bedroom. If that scares you, I'll stay over on place Vendéme
at the Ritz...or maybe the Lutetia...near the...ever been to that unbeatable gourmet
supermarket the Grande Epicérie?”

“Do your employees usually stay at your flat?”

“My...no, they don’t.”

“Then why...why would I be expected to-"

“I only expect smooth results in your work. It’s just easier to... Look, you’re
going to be there for a while and I thought you might be more comfortable in--”

“Your flat.”

“My God, you’re a wary woman. I thought the offer was considerate,
especially since--”

“Did you? Is it really...consideration?”

“Didn’t I just offer to stay somewhere else?”

“I'm supposed to put you out of your flat for...for some reason I don’t even
want to contemplate.”

“You’re making something cockeyed out of this. It’s true I enjoy your
company - Jesus, except at present. Ididn’t expect to have my offer thrown back in
my face. If 'd wanted an assignation I could have done it a hell of a lot more smoothly
than this...but you’d be out of a job.”

“Impossible.” Her softly scolding voice tempered that assurance with folded
arms and an appeasing smile.

He began to laugh, candidly appreciative and obviously unperturbed, by way
of the certainty of his admonition.

“I do find you amusing...even with your ridiculous chariness...curious.
You’re an expert at sel{-defense, having already sufficiently demonstrated your
proficiency in martial arts, and yet you think I, your cautious employer, am going to
have you for breakfast. What if I called that wishful thinking, you nervous little red
hare?”

“T’ll stay.”

“What?”

“I’ll stay in the flat. Thank you very much.”

Still considering her sudden volte-face, he said, “I’'m not going to fire you...not
unless you fail miserably at your job...and I don’t anticipate anything like that.”

“I don’t either.”

“Why do you suppose I've offered my flat?”

“To save money,” she swiftly replied without believing it, still too flustered to
engage her normally logical mind.
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“If that’s your conclusion I won’t dispute it, although I doubt you really
think that. No, I can’t let that stand. A while ago I promised fair play and now’s the
time to deliver. Haven’t you thought why I might want you to stay there, especially
after I've explained to you how, and likely why, two effectively obstructing lobbyists
have already rather mysteriously died? I didn’t want to...to cause you unnecessary
stress while you’re concentrating on getting the job done...so I assumed a friendly offer
was better than reminding you of the dangers that...but, Christ, you’re so damned
suspicious it’s--"

“Oh,” she said with reddening face. “Sorry. I was a bit slow. Your flat is
easier to secure than a hotel room.”

“Right. My flat is already secure, but staff will be keeping their eyes on you
anyway. You’ll have to remember to lock doors...watch your step.”

“I think I've always been very good at that.” She was still blushing profusely.

He stood up and poured ice water from a silver carafe into her empty scotch
glass, holding it toward her.

“I'm sorry, Semele, to have made you so uncomfortable. Your assumption
wasn’t so foolish, really. You are very attractive...but more importantly you’re a
valued associate of ].D. Smith. This ride hasn’t been much fun, has it?”

“I can take it.” She sipped her cooling water and offered a peevish, rather self-
critical smile. “And anyway I’ve learned some things about J.D. Smith.”

“I hope they had something to do with trust.”

He dropped into his seat, folded his hands under his chin and smiled back at
her; in the end, very likely no more of himself revealed than he had wanted revealed.

She didn’t bother to investigate her surroundings when they arrived at the
flat, giving the handsomely appointed rooms only a few cursory glances. She was far
too tired and disoriented by jet lag. They had been picked up at Charles de Gaulle by
Spence Bailey, who was waiting in a black Land Rover belonging to the company.
When she peered through the dark-tinted glass and saw his grinning face, a little stir of
competitiveness briefly overrode her fatigue. He seemed to know that she would be
staying at E/ Jefe’s flat and drove straight there without receiving any instructions.

She yawned and smiled at the coffee-skinned Sudanese caretaker, Jura, who
took charge of her luggage. “Think I’ve got to go to bed.” Jura, clothed in a rustling
brown silk kaftan, led her up a short staircase and into a large room with a balcony
facing the city. The adjoining lemon-yellow tile bathroom was inviting, and she
decided to shower first. While she was standing under the invigorating warm spray
she began to feel pangs of hunger. Spence and E/ Jefe had gone out for a quick nightcap
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at a favorite bar. Jura had returned to bed, and Semele felt at liberty to freely wander
into the compact, up-to-date persimmon kitchen and look inside the refrigerator. It
was there at the butcher board kitchen table that £/ Jefe found her, eating a wedge of
strong French cheese and drinking a glass of Cabernet.

“I thought you were going to bed. You could have come with us.”

She pulled her blue satin robe more chastely around her straightened body
and took a swallow of wine.

“I found I was too hungry to sleep...otherwise I'd be dreaming at this
moment.”

“You’ll be dreaming all right, after eating that.” He tossed his head at the
redolent cheese.

She took another bite and dropped her head back with her eyes closed in a
moment of sensuous pleasure.

“Delicious. Cheese never bothers me. But I really don’t know how you can
go cavorting after nightlife with jet lag nipping at your heels.”

“That’s what Paris always does to me...and I had some things to talk over
with Spence. Will you have breakfast with me in the morning?”

She briefly thought of politely declining but knew it would be far too lax...the
wrong decision.

“All right. When?”

“Whenever you’re awake.”

“Better make that whenever I'm standing up, walking around and attempting
to speak halfway intelligibly; something like that. Truly awake may come a bit later.”

He offered a tired grin and said, “Well, good night. Fatigue’s finally setting
in..I’m a little drunk. Spence really puts it away...swears it was only in celebration of
my arrival.”

She shook her head with disbelief and, when he was gone, stood up to rinse
her plate and wine glass, finally taking herself off in a weary eagerness for sound sleep.

“Coffee and a roll al fresco with all the noises of the street for background
music. How very, very French.”

“You look fairly awake to me. You slept well?”

“Yes.”

In a practiced and often employed manner, but thinking at the moment only
of politeness, she appraised E/ Jefe merely from the corner of her eye. He was wearing
a black polo shirt and casual chinos. His tanned fingers lifted the large half-filled white
cup in one hand, balancing it with a thumb over the rim. Steam rose from the
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handleless bowl. What she would have considered scalding heat was somehow facilely
tolerated as he swallowed the aromatic dark brew.

She leaned forward in her heavy wrought iron chair, placed an elbow,
wrapped in the long sleeve of a white jersey, on the mosaic table top, and glanced off at
the distant black Eiffel Tower prodding the silvery sky.

“This convenient balcony...this very Parisian vista. I suspect I’m sleeping in
your bedroom - it’s so large, with all the thoroughbreds hanging everywhere. Still, no
four-footed nightmares,” she lightly teased.

“You are sleeping where I normally crash.”

She drew herself sufficiently together to brace for a brief glance away from
her steaming bowl-like cup and into her boss’s startling eyes: a moist dark gray
suspending some unspoken notion, or more likely merely reflecting unrecouped
fatigue. Her stomach muscles tightened up in a willful effort at containment as a stir
of sentiment recurred. It took both hands to lift her unwieldy cup, and then she
wished she had not done so because she couldn’t get her lips to the rim with the
natural casualness she wanted to resume.

The limpid eyes burned on above an indefinite curve of mouth, suggesting an
incursive discourse so wholly personal she might never have withstood it; but his
pointed words were objectively impersonal: “Day after tomorrow, you will find
yourself courted like visiting royalty...on the surface everything at your disposal.
Keep in mind just who has enlisted our services for this assignment.”

Her face closed with a fair amount of indignation.

“That thought is always present...I won’t succumb to treacle or
intimidation...from any quarter. Is there any more I can use to advantage before
entering Machiavelli’s wonderland?” Her astringent voice held a tinge of sarcasm.

“The company could be over-extended, unable to perform as agreed...but
that’s something you’ll discover, probably fairly easily, judging from past work.”

She let the compliment slide away, staring at the sky and willing herself to
affect an impersonal and efficient demeanor; an uncanny preparation for ensuing
sharpness.

“Ah, Paris,” she attempted as casual diversion.

“We aren’t here for frivolous banter. This isn’t a Paris vacation.”

“I certainly never imagined it was.”

His flaring excoriation had abraded her mood to equal sharpness. What
downright meanness. Had he meant to censure his imprudence at her expense? She
could only suppose he was reasserting the rule of noninvolvement, personal
noninvolvement with him -- hardly necessary. She was unable to prevent herself from
standing up with the intention of swiftly quitting his presence. Then she remembered
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that she was in his flat, momentarily with no particular place to go. She folded her
arms and turned back toward the skyline, grimly promising herself not to speak
another word.

“Will you have dinner with me tonight?”

Her shoulders stiffened in shock. “Dinner?” she muttered, caught completely
off guard by the disturbing ambivalence of his manner.

“I’ll be leaving tomorrow and I'd enjoy sharing one last good meal before I go.
You’ve earned it, Semele.”

“All right...thank you.” Her succinct words were evenly modulated, carefully

controlled and emotionless.

She should not have done it, fully aware that it was foolish and extravagant.
Nevertheless, she decided to go shopping, managing to stay out all day -- her last free
day - and eventually coming across an unusual little evening dress that repeated the
color of her crystal-blue eyes. No, she couldn’t possibly wear such a risky thing to
dinner, she did finally assert, but thereafter her bruised ego overrode disciplining
reason. She could do this with cool finesse, a method of expunging the anger that had
persisted; do it with swift selectivity, like a skilled woodsman culling a tree, like a
sharp scythe lopping off an even swath of ripe grain. She knew very well that it
degraded her integrity, but never before had she wanted so vehemently to bring
someone down, no matter how shallow the act, how fugitive the result.

At eight o’clock in the evening she left her room and entered the foyer
wearing her ice-blue dress, her lustrous red hair flaming out in thick waves to frame
her pale face and play across her bare white shoulders. For her, this retaliatory
leveling was nearly tantamount to malevolence, and not conscionably sustainable for
any length of time.

She heard EI Jefe leave the guest room, and busied herself with fastening a
stubborn little blue-faced platinum wristwatch. His brisk step halted. She lifted her
head and looked straight into his accusing eyes, not a frightened red hare, but a self-
assured ice maiden, her eyes, she knew, enhancing the dress, or the dress her eyes. But
then the explosive hair, countering the well-proportioned molding of glacial blue haute
couture with a firestorm of coruscating red. She took appreciative note of his formal
white Italian shirt, the abbreviated gull-wing collar specially tailored to remain open
and minus a tie, then of his Armani black blazer and charcoal slacks. They had both
managed a diffident smile of greeting, but even without looking she detected the
change in him, the silent hesitation.

“In New York you told me you owned no such dress.”
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“I went shopping today...in anticipation of a certain amount of drudgery
ahead. Ithought why not one last hurrah. Well, it’s far more than I usually spend.”
“Lucky for you it has an uncommon destination.”

When they strolled through the white-painted front doors of Lasserre and into
the world of Louis XVI, Semele surreptitiously inhaled a long savoring breath.
Having heard of its imaginative chef, its cloud-painted ceiling, brocaded walls, open
mezzanine, and period appointments, she had wondered about it. She had never been
in Paris with anyone amenable to a dinner investment here, and more recently able to
afford it herself, she had been unwilling to enter this culinary empyreum as a solitary
diner.

The evening held a clear sky, and the staff had slid back the roof of the two-
story dwelling to let a jovial moon peek in at the appreciative, zealously attended
clientele.

Once settled in her Louis XV-style salon chair, she glanced discreetly around
the room, at the silk-draped windows, high and arched, that faced the street, at the
silver and crystal and the fine gold-edged porcelain adorning the table, and finally at
the cluster of lambent flames flickering above the silver candelabrum. She had not yet
looked fully at E Jefe, not actually met his eyes since her composed gaze in the foyer of
his flat. She suspected that, in a veiled manner of appraisal, he had not ceased to
ponder her intentional affectation. She was beset with guilt at her foolishness, and
relieved to have the menus.

“The cuisine here is classic French, along with the special creative flair of the
chef. Shall I order for you?”

“No thank you. I’ve a mind of my own when it comes to food.”

“And much else, I think.”

“At the moment I’m too grateful to say so.”

“No, you've earned this. ’'m ordering a champagne that you may never have
tasted.”

“Oh, I'm certain of that...and I'll drink every drop.”

“Leaving some for me, I hope.”

“Oh, yes...a little for E Jefe.”

His smiling face had darkened in a frown. “Don’t, please. Don’t say it and
don’t think it.”

“I'm afraid everyone thinks it.”

“If it ever had cachet it doesn’t now. I happen to be top of the hierarchy.
The situation might be reversed. You could be my boss. Should I then call you
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Pocahontas...or some other generically facetious epithet behind your back? Jesus! I've
asked you to call me Jeff.”

She couldn’t resist a tittering rush of laughter, her fingers held over her
mouth. “Jeff seems too personal.”

“What in hell is wrong with you? Everyone has a given name and nowadays
everyone uses one. You want me up there.” An accusing hand flew up to accompany
his remark, as if censuring the eavesdropping moon. “Honor to the remote patriarch.
I can’t believe you need a father.”

“I don’t think so. Ialready have a very nice father. Ijust like order...like to
keep things...orderly.”

“Excessive order leaves no room for spontaneity.”

“And little room for mistakes.”

“Has all this order anything to do with your dress?”

A decision she now regretted. “You want to embarrass me and I can’t
retaliate...not when you’ve invited me here. I never expected such...this classic
symmetry...so--"

“More of your order? I should have taken you some place eclectic or avant-
garde. ButI have news for you, postulant Semele: there’s no order in any part of
human history, including that of the grandiose Louis Seize.”

A firm-lipped waiter approached the table, with a cautious attentiveness, and
when Jeff - she was now trying to think of him as Jeff - had selected the champagne,
the waiter turned to her. She glanced again at the menu and said, “Je voudrais la
péche...blanc de sandre a la nage.” This she knew was zander, a freshwater central
European pikeperch delicately prepared in a savory court bouillon.

“Oui, mademoiselle. Bon. Eb...”

“Je pense...oui, je voudrais les queues de langoustines r Sties avec sauce anx berbes.
Cela suffir.”

“Eh, pas plus, mademoiselles”

The waiter did not seem to think the next course of large prawns in herb
sauce enough, but she persisted.

“Oui, monsieur, c’est assez. Merci.”

“But you will have dessert, won’t you, Frenchy?” Jeff asked, laughing with
infectious pleasure at her deft handling of the waiter. “It’s very good here: parfair aux
noisettes grillés.”

“Oh, I do love the flavor of hazelnuts,” she admitted.

They sipped their champagne, of which her first taste produced genuine
delight. “Elegant...dry as gold dust.”

“And about an equal trade in liters,” he said touching his glass to hers.
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Well into her third flute of the shimmering liquid gold, she was emboldened
enough to inquire why he had undertaken to spoil her so.

“We have to eat, don’t we? We might as well do it properly, our last meal
together.”

“How sinister that sounds. Are you leaving tomorrow?”

“Yes. By afternoon I'll have finished business here.”

“Are you headed somewhere dangerous?”

They fell silent as the sommelier began to prepare their wine selections,
decanting the red wine in a silver pitcher and the white in sparkling cut crystal. Soon
their first course was presented.

“You don’t need to know where I’'m going,” Jeff resumed, cutting into his
simple steak au poivre and then looking up.

“You're strikingly beautiful in that...incredibly fashioned cloth...and
especially here in this room with the soft painterly candlelight on your hair.”

Once again she was amazed by his blunt and discourteous response followed
by such aesthetic praise. Surprisingly, it answered her covetous need, pleasing far too
readily.

She laid her fork across her plate and studied his bent head with hurting
admiration. There was the latent charm, sudden and dazzling. His usual practice of
revealing little or nothing about himself, and far less about his agenda, was a fiercely
pursued habit she could only hope to emulate on assignment, or in living her
marginalized personal life.

Heady with the superb and hard-to-resist selections of wine she had downed,
she suddenly asked, “What sort of woman appeals to you?”

“The one sitting across from me appeals to me...very much...very
much...except that...”

“Except that?”

“You work for me, and a long time ago I made a rule about that, after...”

“What?” the wine encouraged.

“After I made the mistake of marrying someone who wanted to share my
work - all too soon a lot like hell.”

“Why am I certain I'm not like her?” Please, please be careful, Semele; your
unpredictable tongue has been loosened by an insidiously subtle effervescence, she warned
herself.

He looked at her hard with seriously evaluating eyes, drawing up his mouth
and then communicating a faint smile that shone with speculative amusement. “No,
you’re nothing like her, nothing at all. You’re not like anyone. But that doesn’t give
you the green light to cut me down.”
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“I would never marry you.”

“You wouldn’t? You wouldn’t marry me? Then you’d better not quit your
job.” He enjoyed his laughter alone.

“I take it that was supposed to be humorous. You certainly have an unusual
sense of humor.”

“Semele, Semele, mother of Dionysus...are you possibly high as your moony
namesake...or her infamous offspring?”

Jeff offered to take her to the famous Harry’s New York Bar on the Left Bank
to see and hear a little more night life, but she declined, remarking that she had drunk
enough. She was quite fearful of getting thoroughly smashed and perilously bossing
her boss, or worse.

Once back in the flat she regretted that they hadn’t gone on, that the rare
ethereal night was ending so soon.

Emerging from the downstairs bathroom, she found him in the sitting room
punching off his cell phone. She hesitated a moment and said, “My head is swimming.
I could make some coffee, want some?”

“No thanks. I’'m going to bed.”

She felt suddenly dismal, partly from alcohol, but also because she had wanted
something more and knew it was a threat to her own position and livelihood to want
anything more; in that regard, the head of her company had been perfectly,
impeccably correct in his conduct. Yet there was still that annoying ambivalence
doing battle inside her head. Why should it be that because she had previously striven
to remain businesslike and dedicated to her work she now felt insignificant, unwanted,
unloved, quite rejected? Ah, it was the error of the avenging dress, and the complete
betrayal of far too much French champagne, both uncommon things that had worked
upon ber instead of the intended victim. She must excuse herself quickly and sleep it
off.

“Good night, then, and thank you so much.” At the utterance of this polite
conveyance, her heart quickened. A slight dizziness overtook her as she moved
unsteadily toward him, leaning forward on her toes, grasping his arm and kissing him
on the cheek. The appreciative little buss had unfortunately landed so inexpertly near
his mouth that he cast his head aside; this, she foggily presumed, done with remarkable
restraint, for he had drunk as much as she.

“Why the hell did you do that?”

“It was just...I just...God, all those flutes of...of deceitful gemiitlichkeir. 1
thought I was being polite.” Her maudlin voice had slowly died as she turned away.
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“You know if I take you to bed you’re fired. You know that, don’t you?
Goddammit, am I worth risking that much?”

“L..can’t answer. I’ve drunk far too much. Almost enough to...to tell you
off. I'd like to say that you’re a cold, a-bra-sive, in-sen-si-tive...excuse me. I’d like to
say that...but of course I won’t because you’re El Jefe, sir...El Jefe, and I would never
jeopardize my--"

“Damn you!” he said, taking hold of her bare shoulder. “Damn you, you
insulting little... My God, you brilliant mass of contradictions, I've wanted you since
the day you first set foot in my office. But haven’t I tried not to...haven’t I tried...
You know exactly what you’ve been at tonight. Oh, the hell with this.” He lifted her
up.

“No, you can’t, you can’t. I apologize. Please! Please don’t, Jeff. I want my
job. I need my work.”

“Jesus, let’s both calm down. All right, forget what I said. I need your work.
You’ll have plenty of it.”

Repositioning and balancing her body, he carried her up the steps and into
her bedroom, his bedroom. The barely visible straps of the delinquent blue dress were
deftly eased down; his mouth grazed her shoulders, savoring exposed breasts and
covering her lips with a single-minded attention that whirled her reeling head into near
soberness. No more qualms at throwing aside principles, he held her away to assess
the intended heat, immediately, pitifully obvious. Very soon thereafter, his leveling
words assailed her ears.

“It’s just this once...one lapse so we can get beyond this. We’ll both regret it
hours from now. But, Jesus, we’ve come too far. Say you want me...say it, Semele.”
Cradling hands at her neck, thumbs beneath her chin, he eased her head back. “My
God...help me here. Say it.”

“Teff...I...I do want you. Despite all the -- oh, that damned champagne! I
think...I must be...in love.”

“No, don’t tell me you love me, you drunk little fool. Jesus Christ, Semele,
don’t tell me that!”

She awoke with an immobilizing headache, her exhausted body still crying
out for rest. Thoroughly vanquished, neither limp body nor hammering head would
soon allow her to spring from bed in her normally exuberant manner of greeting the
day. In the previous unreal night she had encountered a temporary cure for temporary
insanity, the fateful discovery of a marvelous therapy that had extinguished an
otherwise unbearable pain, both having arrived nearly simultaneously. This highly
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addictive remedy was an old one, as old as the human species, and very soon she was in
a state of shock over the cure as well as the cause. Jeff had conveniently vanished.
Why should that surprise her? For a few oddly liberating seconds she even wondered
if it had all been some sort of drunken hallucination, then she saw the pale little
bruises, conspicuous on her damp cream flesh. Experiencing the tender rawness of her
lips, she regained her reason. Reason. It was what she always cherished. Why had she
not employed it last night? That irresistibly seductive surfeit of champagne was not
entirely to blame. The sight of the shimmering silvery-blue dress flung over a chair
induced unbearable shame. A moment of terror gripped her, until she remembered
that he had sworn not to fire her - the only positive element salvaged from
unbelievable conduct that must somehow be expunged from her thoughts.

Perhaps he would say something before he left, a note, a phone call...a
declaration of some sort - her last quip bitterly self-mocking. “You idiotic fool,” she
whispered. When the phone did ring in the late afternoon it was Spence getting their
schedule in line for the next day.

“I'm to pick you up and take you to UNIFOLL every morning at eight.”

“It’s not even half a mile away. I'll walk. It’s good exercise.”

“Negative. If you need exercise go to a gym on your own time. My orders
are to drive you to and from.”

She swore softly to herself, knowing that her superiority rankled, and asked,
“Have you seen El Jefe?”

“He flew out an hour ago.”

“Headed where?”

“Is there some reason you need to know?”

“Need to know? Need to know. Ikeep hearing that. This isn’t a military
exercise.”

“If you needed to know he’d have told you himself.”

“Hardly,” she said and punched off her power button.

She spent the remainder of the day trying to realign herself for work. Images
kept streaking across her mind of the ways she had been driven nearly out of it; his
smoothly destructive hands and body laying her waste, his stinging-sweet whispers of
praise and pleasure at each wildly erotic exchange. But never love, no not ever a single
mention of that forbidden sentiment. At one soaring moment in their reckless pairing
she had cried out, “Oh, God, help!” and he had answered, “Beautiful woman, I hope I
am...but it feels more like 'm helping myself.” The way it would be: they had both
helped themselves. Their stars had crossed.
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I
From Water

One last time the Sea calls her child
back to her primordial light:

This bold entirety swift to rise from

his green bower of dusk.

Far out in night’s phosphor dance,
once again he swims his life,
burning bright as all around him
the roiling fauna sink below.

Heaving the prodigal from her radiant
child, the old Sea sounds her
dying murmur and withdraws.

Cast upon the dead shore, alone,
evolved ears open to the message
that cries within.

He is the mind. He is the voice. He is
the mouth of his Mother’s words:
Miracle child, revere what I have given
or we will never meet again.

He had awakened in so many different places that often upon arising he had
to methodically gather his thoughts to remember where he was. It was a familiar
disorientation induced by constant diversity and a tremendous expenditure of energy.
Fortunately, the confusion lasted only seconds.

This was Paris, not Catalan-related Provence where the mere proximity of
remnants of his distant forebears might perhaps have mitigated his temporary
estrangement. Paris, like all international metropolises of diverse expectation, was a
place unto itself, bearing scant resemblance to the Catalan certainties of swarthy,
warm, furiously fraternal Barcelona. Barcelona, his center of gravity, his practical
springboard, he thought of as a bastion of reason, of clear vision and free thought - at
least this remained from his youthful impression: the conspicuously staunch Catalan
independence to which he steadfastly clung; the idea of old Barcelona, a place where
even Franco had hesitated to show his fascist face. By now he knew Paris, knew it
well, a moiling accumulation of sharp irritations, surfeited with remnants of
remarkable human achievement, artificial enclaves of great beauty, but where a true
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Catalan would never quite feel at home. Yet there was no crowded place in the world
where he felt very much at home these days. Even in Barcelona materialism had
engulfed the young Catalans. Although well trained in their language, they were given
to speaking Castilian, and he, with only slight chagrin and no apologies, generally did
the same. Otherwise, with himself he was at peace, comfortable with the decision he
had made to be who he was and do what he did; a yielding to principle that once done
made everything that followed a matter of course -- the same process as that of
submission to moral directives of prevailing myth, but instead with the rational self in
control, acting in and reacting to the real world. For this powerful inclination to serve
the causes of those without means or representation, he had both of his parents to
thank. Growing up among the lively intellectual cliques of his scholarly parents he
had always been a part of esquerra divina, the divine left.

In early days, already well schooled in the Classics and later with a degree in
Geoscience, he had given himself over to the study of economics at Stanford, even
enjoying certain aspects of that peripheral collegial existence. Architectural
suggestions of a warm Spanish milieu reminded him a little of home. But unlike his
place of origin, he was constantly bombarded by superficial enticements, always
plentiful in the stridently aggressive United States. From this dynamic central stage,
far from a meritocracy but founded on high Jeffersonian principles - higher even than
Jefferson himself --, he was able to broaden considerably his acute grasp of global
strategies. By now his English was good, his French was easy. Even his infrequently
used Catalan was very good, but generally reserved for like-minded friends or old
scholars hailed on the Ramblas.

Within an hour, Rafael Arnau i Roca had showered and shaved and left his
room in the 9th arrondissement on the nondescript and narrow but conveniently
situated rue de La Tour d’Auvergne. Settling himself at an outdoor table at a small café
around the corner on the rue des Martyrs, he ordered coffee and a roll and solemnly
pondered an event that had taken place the previous day.

At an earlier date, and by his keenly investigative and facilely persuasive
manner, he had become acquainted with a British receptionist at UNIFOLL. Twice,
he had followed this oblivious freckle-faced young Brit to a café where she regularly
had coffee. Observing where she habitually sat, he returned another day and left his
newspaper on her table; when she arrived he retrieved it. He was soon chatting
amicably. He had told her he was a professor on sabbatical, and easily lived up to the
role - something near truth, for he officially owned that title. His lambent eyes
flashed over her face as she spoke, all the while imparting a very provocative
attentiveness and credible interest, so that she sometimes paused in her discursive
speech merely to take in his dark masculine beauty. Befuddled, smitten, caught up in
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an inherent charm so natural he had absolutely no need of affectation, the girl,
Margaret, was soon his captive, for by her distracted pauses alone, he knew he was well
on his way to a fruitful relationship. He quite intentionally sought no useful
information in their initial encounters, but later in her spare little flat, in her bed, and
for a time thereafter, he deftly managed piecemeal revelations. When he had gained all
that was immediately required, he told her he had to leave but hoped to return at a
later date, thus leaving his disappointed new friend aggrieved at his temporary loss but
necessarily accessible, until, that is, the eventual exposure of high profile.

Although there had been mutual enjoyment, none of his actions did he regard
as more than a pleasantly orchestrated means to a viable end. When she eventually
discovered his preponderant motive, he would not mind in the least and would even
sanguinely explain, if ever confronted, that in the world in which he moved this sort
of conduct, along with other minor misrepresentations, was often necessary and
therefore acceptable. Because, he would say, the final culmination of his small deeds
represented a greater good far beyond his humble self.

Yesterday he had acquired his first good look at the investigator contracted by
an affiliate of World Bank to essentially give UNIFOLL a clean bill of health. Earlier,
she had been briefly pointed out to him by his UNIFOLL receptionist, but without a
name to accompany the striking face; a lanky redhead who on her days off worked out
at a gym in his neighborhood. He reminded himself that she would not be where she
was without an expert scholastic pedigree and a shrewd and wary nature. Such was his
confidence that these presumed obstacles stood before him as only minor challenges in
the acquisition of needed information.

He paid for his breakfast and sauntered off down the street, carrying his
briefcase laptop and headed for the Bibliotheque National, where he spent the day
doing research and sending e-mail. Glancing at his watch from time to time, he
eventually headed back to his room to prepare for a visit to the bar of a small café
where he hoped to find the investigator. Rafael had not far to venture, for she lived
nearby and regularly took a glass of wine at this particular bar near the flat where her
driver let her off each evening. She was often alone but sometimes with her driver at
the same bar. Rafael had studied her soulful face from various angles, quite taken with
her porcelain skin and crystal-clear blue eyes, all enhanced by the most amazing
nimbus of red hair. From a discreet distance, he had concluded that her somber mood
held a certain restless ennui, a dispirited resignation that the wine did not entirely
alleviate.

This evening she was again with her muscular driver, a very aware, rugged-
faced chunky brute with dull blond curly hair and warily darting hazel eyes. Both
man and woman were quite sharply defined in the encircling cone of light cast by a
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green-shaded overhead lamp -- a stagy spotlight, he thought, and they performing just
for him. The man said something to her that made her turn around and look across
the shadowy room directly at him, but he perceived that she was merely looking at the
waiter taking his order. His garcon moved over to their table and they both requested
another glass of red wine. Rafael sipped his cabernet, continuing to eye them with a
critical sort of patience. After a while, he was pleased to see the driver wave himself
off and the woman remain behind. He left the bar stool and headed straight toward
her table, intending to appear to stumble near her chair, taking care not to spill his
wine, then apologize with a broad smile and a very practiced ingratiating manner. At
the precise moment he approached, the woman stood up with her head turned away
from him and knocked the wine glass from his hands, the wine splashing over both of
them. This unexpected and fortuitous mishap so amused him that he expelled a
spontaneous rush of laughter entirely consuming his Catalan reserve. Never could he
have anticipated anything as opportune as this. It was as if fate had taken over, on his
side for a change.

“i Ay, Jesus! Have I ruined your clothes?”

She gave a dismayed laugh and started to speak in a surprised voice, then
stopped herself, looking at him with a quick and shrewd recognition, and frowning.

Brushing at her clothes with a tissue from her purse, she sat back down,
struggling with rising anger.

“You needn’t have gone to this length.”

“What?”

“You’re Rafael ArnauiRoca.”

“I know who I am. Iswear to you,” he said, still laughing. “This was not
intentional. I cannot afford to throw good cabernet at you.”

“Then how did it happen?”

“You stood up when it was not expected and now my precious vino tinto is all
over both of us.”

“I have no illusions about what went on here, but I will buy you another
glass,” she offered with a cool smile.

“I should politely decline but I am still rather thirsty. You have the advantage
of knowing my name. May I know yours?”

Without answering, she had ordered more wine and was still frowning as she
blotted at her blue jacket, with a damp towel the waiter had handed her before he
went to fetch their order. She stared down at the red stains on her white blouse front,
sighed, and took a long swallow of her wine, apparently also favoring cabernet.

“I am sorry about that, Miss...?”
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“Oh, why not? I'm sure you’ll know it soon enough, if you don’t already.
Semele Taylor.”

“ i Dios/ how appropriate. You are named for the mother of Dionysus, spiller
of wine.”

“So I'm infrequently reminded, and now, as such, I’ve been clumsily,
carelessly...well, probably intentionally anointed.”

“Accidentally,” he corrected, touching his glass against hers and drinking,
then laughing with a quick appreciation of her response. He had ascertained, and
gratefully so, that her delivery held a grudging humor.

“S1, Moon Goddess Semele, what a colorful myth you represent. You must
know that you are also an oratorio, an eighteenth century secular oratorio by Handel.”

“Yes. I'm a little surprised that you pay attention to such things.”

“You think I am an unlearned oaf...because you also believe I have thrown
my wine at you.”

“You’re putting ideas in my head. As to the wine, you’re a little better off.
That leather jacket repels much better than Cashmere and silk.”

“Ay, I am really sorry. Do you live near here? You ought to go home at
once. I can get the stains out for you, if you will let me.”

“That all-to-obvious technique will only get you a lot of hard laughter from
this quarter, Sefior Arnau i Roca.”

“I am willing to do that, make you laugh. It is a gift. Eh, we have both been
anointed in one auspicious toss...mostly without design...not to be taken lightly. The
classic myth and the penitent son of Barcelona. Even Paris has seen nothing like it.
From now on all formality ceases. Please call me Rafael.”

“My God. I wonder...do you offer classes? Is there a protégé somewhere in
the room observing this?”

“I have never taught comedy. You know, I think I like you, Semele...s1, I am
certain of it. May I tell you that? I have never been more sincere in my entire life.
Where do you live?”

“I'm sure you could escort me there more swiftly than I could speak the
address.”

“Ah. Then, may I?”

“To what end? Certainly not romantic...that would be far too disingenuous.
You’re looking at your equal in any game of subterfuge. So what do you propose?”

“Perhaps we could talk.”

“I'm afraid I’m easily bored, unless the conversation is profoundly
interesting.”

“I can do that. Let us see if you can withstand it.”
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“I'm sorry but I can’t invite you to my flat.”

“No? Well, I have a nice clean room...but a humble place, and I am sure you
would not come.”

“Not because it’s a humble place.”

His muted surprise was contained in a long moment of silence accompanied
by an equally long stare. He felt the scaffolding of his superficial conquest crumbling
and something quite new to him taking its place. The careless jauntiness had slowly
dissolved as his eyes narrowed and his head remained cocked over the left shoulder in
trenchant evaluation. His casually limber mouth had grown slightly more tense, now
carefully restrained from a wish to go on speaking in an entirely different manner.

“You see, you’re at a loss, aren’t you? What to do now, he’s thinking.”

Her ripe, faintly wine-smeared lips curled in a playful smirk of amused
advantage, the silver glint in her mocking cool blue eyes inducing a piercing sharpness
in his throat. Rutilant wild hair, disheveled from their lively encounter, flamed out
around her pale face, spilling over her shoulders in fiery rivulets. So forthright, quick
and bright, this prudent and restrained creature suddenly wine-splashed and tousled,
perhaps even slightly drunk. Never had he thought a woman more beautiful, more
effective.

His face closed, and his whole countenance grew solemn as the true Rafael
Arnau i Roca fought to show himself, or remain hidden.

“Tomorrow is Saturday. Could you not meet me in the Luxembourg
Gardens? It might be that in the shadow of Stendhal...the haunt of Verlaine, you
would not be afraid.”

“I'm not afraid...not yet. Why should I go where Hemingway is said to have
killed pigeons?”

He grinned. “I suppose you could overlook that. It does seem unlikely...but
maybe he was hungry.”

“I don’t want you for an enemy, Rafael, but I can’t be of any use to you.”

“Let us not start there. Let us start somewhere else.”

He watched as she arched one pale sepia eyebrow in surprise, then lifted her
modestly filed, unvarnished long fingers to push back a wave of hair. His heart
quickened. No longer in command of the moment or himself, he stood up to leave,
and heard his own evenly controlled voice devoid of its initial carelessness.

“Tomorrow at three before the Palace. Three o’clock.”

He felt certain she would come, but he no longer knew what he would say.
Eventually he would tell her things, but not now, not today. Beyond the anxious
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excitement, a gross dishonesty lingered, as if he were cheating not himself but the
people of Madera. Every wasted day assured them of a protracted misery. As
tardiness stretched into half an hour, he was no longer as certain of her appearance.
Half an hour late. He looked at his watch - actually 3:35 -- and swore softly,
inveighing against the ridiculous.

“iQué val ;Ya basta de disparates”

He leapt from the bench, his impatient feet crunching on the gravel as he
strode away. Then he saw her, in gray running sweats, her bouncing hair streaming
o