AN R MacLEOD
NI NA- W TH- THE- SKY- | N- HER- HAI R

The man who sold the sky cane to see Max when he was finishing breakfast at

t he

Corienne. It was after nine, before ten; his favorite time of day. The

pr onenade

bel ow hi s bal cony was still in shade. Everything was fresh and cool. Even N na
was out of bed after staying on at the casino late |ast night long after he
had

left. He could hear her singing in the shower.

Max picked up the hotel phone alnpst as it rang. A gentleman to see him the
maitre d' said. Business, something to do with the sky. Max sawto it that
busi ness never reached himhere at the Corienne, but still his curiosity was
aroused. He told the maitre to send himup and finished his coffee, watching
t he

white parasols, listening to the sea
The visitor was small, dressed in a khaki suit that night once have been
cream

hol di ng a panama in both hands and turning it around by the brim
"I'f you're selling," Max said, nopping up the conserve with the last of his
croissant, "l've probably already got it."

"I understand that you are a connoi sseur."
"OF what ?"
"Of everything."

Max grunted a smile through the crunbs on his lips. It was true enough; when
you

ran out of specific, individual things, everything was all you had left. He
said, "I warn you, if you want my nmoney, you'll have to see ny accountants. If
you want advice you'll need my |awyers. And they'll both charge."

"I"ve come to sell you the sky."

Max scratched the gray stubble on his chin. He'd net his fair share of
crackpot s

over the years. But crackpots were like the rest of the world; good, bad --
and

nostly indifferent.

"That's inpossible.”
The little man shrugged and nade to turn back toward the door

"Hey!" Max pushed away his breakfast trolley and lifted hinself to his feet.
"Don't take it like that. I"'mall ears. Really, I"'mall ears.”

"I have a sanple,” the little man said, and reached into his pocket.

As usual, Max and Nina took lunch that day at the bistro down in the square.
Max



much preferred the dining roomat the Corienne, but Nina liked to sit in the
spl ashes of shade thrown by the olive trees. Sonetimes they argued about it,
but

-- as with everything el se when it canme to Nina -- Max always gave in. It was
a

typi cal day here on the island. Every day was typical. The sea was shi mering
bl ue between the white angl es of the houses and the pavenent was hot enough to

fry, but still the young ones came and went with their jeeps and scooters,
shaking the siesta by its sleepy tail. They always waved at Nina, and N na
waved
back.

Max squinted at the finance pages, half eaten bits of squid gleam ng |ike wet
paint on the tin table.

Ni na, sungl asses stacked on the billows of black hair, the straps of her
hal ter
white on deep brown skin, asked, "Darling, what are we going to do today?"

Max gazed at Nina. He dreaded that question. Every day, had to think up
somet hing new to keep her entertained, then try to keep up. The alternative
was

that she went off with the other young people, and he couldn't face that.

Peeling off his cotton sunhat to nop the freckled top of his head, Max
suggest ed

they visit the viewpoint at the top of the island. He said, "Wn't that be
great ?"

"Si nce when . )
ri se

Nina lifted her glass and twirled it to make the bubbles
since when have you taken to using silk?"

"Silk?"

She nodded toward his lap. "Blue silk."

It was still crunpled in his big hands, the cloth he'd used to soak up his
sweat. It still felt cool. He let it unfold in his palns |like a flower,
wondering what it was, some napkin he'd picked up. Then he renenbered the
little

man in khaki that could once have been creamor white, the card he'd been
gi ven,

and had instantly thrown away, the way he did with all business cards.

"Just some guy cane this nmornings" he said, pushing the cloth back into the
pocket of his baggy shorts. "Trying to sell fabric, | think. He gave ne a
sanpl e

and | sent himaway." Max didn't add that Nina had been singing in the shower
at

the tine, that seeing her conming out gleanming wet, all perfection in the

bri ght

perfect nmorning with a towel around her hair, was al ways enough to nake his
heart ache, that it was a sight he wasn't prepared to share with any ot her
nman.

Max wat ched Ni na. He knew there was no way of telling her how nuch | ove he
felt
wi t hout sounding |ike a fool



Ni na's hazel eyes were drawn away from his and across the square by the barp
of
a scooter horn.

The young man pulled up. He killed the scooter's engine.

"Good nmorning, Sir." He flashed a smile at Max, his shorts show ng the nuscl es
of his thighs. H's nane, Max renenbered, was Vernon

Vernon turned to Nina. "You got back all right fromthe casino | ast night?"

"Of course. But it's sweet of you to ask

"You know, Sir," Vernon said to Max, "You're the |uckiest man on the i sl and.
You
have the nost beautiful wfe."

"1 know," Max said. He hated it when Vernon called himSir.

"Sir," Vernon continued, "you should have stayed at the casino |ast night.
Wth
your beautiful wife. A great time was had by all."

"Sure," Max said, folding his paper. "But we'll | ook after our own lives,
t hanks. "

"Do you have anything exciting fixed for today, Sir?"

"Well, of course,”" Max said. "W're off to the viewpoint, the top of the
i sland. "

"Not to be missed,"” Vernon said, snmling widely through his tan. He started up
his scooter. "I'msure you'll both have fun."

That evening, Max sat on the bed at the Corienne, exhausted. The gui de book
for

the island said that there were native lads with donkeys to get you up to the
vi ewpoi nt fromthe carpark, which there had been, but they only took you hal f
the way. You had to walk -- clinmb -- the rest. Max sighed, renmenbering the way
Ni na had scanpered ahead. How the native | ads had ogl ed her thighs.

Ni na wandered out from her shower, her brown body gl eami ng. She was smling,
singing to herself, sone popular tune with words and a rhythm and that he was
too old to understand. Soon, it would be time to go out to the casino again.
Max

was already two thirds dressed, in his dark suit and trousers, his tie stil

| oose. Cetting ready for anything, he needed a good half hour's head start on
Ni na. He stared down at his shoes, wondering whet her now was the propitious
nonment to bend down and | ace them

Ni na opened the wi ndows on the balcony to the cooling air. Max could feel the
draft dragging at his skin, getting down into his bones. The sky outside was

| avender pink, |avender blue, delicately serrated with clouds. Renenberi ng,
Max

took out his handkerchief, the sanple. He was surprised to see that that too
had

changed color with the darkening evening. No |onger blue. He could feel the

pl ay

of bruised light on his eyes and face. Perhaps there was sonmething in what the
little man had said after all -- he made a nental note to get it anal yzed when



he got back to the nainland.

"What's that?" Nina | eaned over close to him pushing back wet strands of her
hair, droplets formng at the tips of her breasts, enclosing himin her soapy
scent.

"Just the thing | told you about earlier, sweet," Max said, resisting the
tenptation to tuck it back away in the grit of his pocket |ike sone guilty
secret. "The guy that came this norning, he said it was a scrap of the sky."

"That's inpossible.”
"That's what | told him"

"But it's neat, isn't it? Don't you think it would go well in nmy hair with the
silver gray dress | got down at Mario' s?"

"Sure," Max said, although he hadn't the faintest idea what particul ar dress
she
meant. But it would | ook good. Everything | ooked good on N na.

"Let ne."

He didn't resist as she took it fromhis hands. She held it up to her

shoul ders,

her face. "It snells like . . . like evening. Like alleyways and the seashore
flowers closing for the night, seagulls up in the air. Sunset, alnost."

Max shrugged. "If you say so."

"Ch, | do. I'lIl definitely wear it this evening. It'll drive all the other
girls
wild."

And what about the other guys? Max thought, watching her as she did a little
twilight dance. Everything with Nina had to be new and fresh --she threw stuff
out when she'd hardly even had tinme to use it, when the scent of her skin had
hardly settled on the cloth.

Max made an effort. He stooped down to |lace his shoes. But he could still see
Nina's perfect brown feet. He |oved the curve of her arches, her easy grace,

t he

twi nkl e of her toes. Was she really getting nore beautiful as he got ol der, or
was it just sonme kind of mist that was settling on his eyes? Twenty, thirty
years ago, no wonan had | asted nore than a season. But now, he was down to
one,

and that one was -- just had to be -- N na.

Oh, Nina. Sweet, bittersweet, bitter Nina. The silk chemi se settled over her
shoul ders and breasts as she dressed. Max cal cul ated the noment to stand up
Waiting for the aches to settle, he | ooked hinself up and down in the mrror
the stiff black evening suit that enclosed all the | ooseness inside. Now that
woul d never go out of fashion; the suit, sonething hard and dark that you
coul d

put on and tie around your neck like a shell. Pity that all the clinics stil
couldn't get the rest right.

Max wat ched Ni na put on her stockings, effortlessly snoothing themup her
snoot h, effortless |egs. What he woul dn't have given for one inperfection
somet hing he could have in common with her. \Wat he wouldn't give, at the end



of

the day, for her love. Her love. Yes, that was it, straightening his tie in

t he

mrror as though anything would nake a difference, would stop himlooking as
old

as the noon. Her |love. And, yes, he knew that inside that sultry casing she
was

grabbi ng, vain, stupid, uncaring. But he was like all the old nmen. For sone
extraordi nary reason, now that the years screamed back at himfromthe nmirror
he want ed | ove.

They drove to the clifftop casino where there was already nmusic and the

prom se

of another unforgettable night. Nina wore the scrap of sky tied back in her
hair. Wl king across the carpark with the salt breeze lifting fromthe faintly
gl owi ng waves far bel ow, Max saw that it was now deep purple, playing off the
soft gleam of her lips, the rosy cast of the skin. The first thing you cane to
t hrough the high porticos inside was a wall of mrrors. Max tried to | ook away
from hinmsel f as Nina turned.

"Darling." She surprised himw th her arnms and a warm ki ss.

Max hugged her back, feeling a lifting and tightening inside his whol e body
t hat
was nore than anything the surgeons had ever managed.

"This thing you gave ne." Nina's hand reached to the back of her head. "It's

quite marvel ous. "

Max nodded. She was right. The cloth had the texture of velvet, dark and
endl essly deep. The tips of his fingers disappeared as he touched it, were
swal | owed by the prescience of night.

"Let's dance," she said.

In a happy daze, he followed. The nusic was the same nmusic they played here
every night. The band was the same band. But tonight it was all new Max was
only used to watching fromthe bar, the ridiculous effect it had on the trim
bodi es, the gracel ess contortions. Now he was part of it. Nina twirled. Her
dress fanned out and her body drew himinto the beat. The sky in her hair grew
darker as she twirled. It began to glitter with stars.

What, Max wondered, had ever been the problemw th this rmusic? The beat was
straight, hard, inevitable. As he danced, he turned in a breeze that carried
t he

scent of Nina's shoulders, her breasts and her hair, the dark open spaces
bet ween the stars. And when Vernon cane up, his nuscles sliding inside his
sui t

as he called Max Sir and asked Nina for a dance, Max didn't have to say a
wor d,

Nina sinply smiled and waved hi m away. That was the best nonent of all.

Driving back, his hands and his thoughts easy on the wheel, just enough drink
to

make the tires slide smoboth and easy along the white road through the dark

pl antations, Nina' s hands were snooth and easy too. Around his shoul ders, on
hi s

| ap. She pressed close to himand the scrap of sky brushed his face. She

whi spered in his ear about all the things she would do to and with and for him
when they got back to the Corienne. A thousand prom ses. And every one of them



turned out to be true.

Late next norning, Max and Nina sat in their usual place at the bistro beneath
the olive trees. And in the usual heat, although Max hardly noticed it. He
felt

both fresh and tired. Like he'd been for a swimand fallen asl eep w thout
drowni ng. Ni na was hunming beside him her fingers playing absently with her

bl ue scrap of sky, shredding it with sharp little tugs. Max wat ched her
breathing slowly. Her sweetness was still on his skin. I'mjust an old fool in
| ove, he thought, smling.

The food came. The bread was fresh baked, still noist inside the crust. Mx
ordered nmore wine to go with the coffee, knowi ng he could drink what he |iked
and never get drank, feeling this way. As the waiter uncorked the cool dark
bottle, Max heard the putter of an approaching scooter. It was Vernon

"Good night |last night, eh, Sir?" Vernon said, dressed in his usual shorts,
hi s
t hi ghs tensing and untensing still letting the engine rev.

"Not bad," Max conceded, trying not to swallow the dust the tires had kicked

up,
telling hinmself that Vernon and his kind were no | onger a threat.

Ni na-wi t h-t he-sky-in-her-hair had given himthe brush-off. "I've known worse
and

I've known better."
Vernon | ooked at Nina. "Say, you left a bit earlier than you used to."

Ni na snmiled and crossed her |egs, |eaned her chin on the pal mof her hand. "M
and Max, we had things to do."

"That right, Sir?" Vernon's grin grew broader. So did Max's. He was thinking
of
Ni na, the way she

"Tell you what, Nina. The lads and | -- and a few friends -- we're having a
party up in the pinewods. Al day, up where it's cool. That's if you don't
mnd, Sir."

"Maybe we'll drive there," Max said. "Later."

"Pity of it is, Sir, you'd never get a car up that way. Now Ni na, she could
j ust

hop up on the back here. And off we go. Holding tight on the hairpins, O
course. "

Max was | ooking at Nina. Nina was |ooking at Vernon. Vernon gave his scooter
gztra rev

"That woul d be great," N na said. She junped quickly up fromher chair and
straddl ed the back of Vernon's scooter. She slid her arns around his waist.
dzﬁgt m nd, do you, Darling?" she shouted over the increasing sound of the
engi ne.

"Sure, | don't," Max said.

Vernon and Nina pulled off. They di sappeared anmi d the white houses and the



sl eepy noon. Max stared at his coffee, the untouched bottle of w ne. Lying
there

on the bright tin table were the remains of the little scrap of sky, shredded
the way N na al ways ended up doing with anything that got in her hands, from
silk scarves to beermats. A faint breeze was coming with the fishing snells up
off the harbor. As it tugged at the fleece of blue threads, they tunbled one
by

one across the square, snagging in the dust like thistledown, in the patches
of

donkey dung on the splinters of the bare wooden shutters.

Max intercepted the maid and rummged in the bin back at the Corienne to find
the card fromthe little nman in the grubby suit. He wandered the back streets
of

the port in search of the address. Even in this grimsiesta heat, he knew what
he was after. The thought kept him busy, kept himfromworrying too nmuch about
Ni na and Vernon

When he found it, the sign said, SOUTH OVER EAST, TAILORS FOR THE DI SCERNI NG
NI GHT AND DAY WEAR A SPECI ALTY. It was hangi ng askew from one hook over a
peel i ng door.

Max went in. The doorbell rang, then fell fromits nounting and rolled across
the gritty linoleumtoward the counter. The place snelled both sweet and

| eat hery, vaguely like the breeze that canme out fromthe doors of the sweet
shops that Max had never been able to afford to go into when he was a ki d.

"I remenber you," Max said, pointing at the same crunpled nan in the sane
crunpl ed suit standing there. Wen he was doi ng busi ness, this was one of
Max' s

greatest conplinents.

"I recall visiting your hotel suite only yesterday,"” the man said.

"I"'mhere to do a deal," Mux said, brushing some of the dust fromthe counter
and | eaning his el bows down. "That, er, sanple of the sky you gave ne
yest er day.

|'ve decided | want a whole ot nore of it . . . not," Max added, fearing he
was

i n danger of losing his usual financial cool, ". . . that | haven't got other
suppliers. But | happen to like you, and I like the quality of the stuff I've

seen so far. Believe nme, this is the big break you've been | ooking for."

"I ndeed."” The man gave the smle of one who has been straight through and out
the other side of many big breaks. "How nmuch exactly do you wish nme to

suppl y?"

"I"d l'i ke enough to nake up a dress. And you're a tailor, aren't you? Perhaps
you could do the whol e package, although | could always get my usual people in
for me if you can't be bothered."

"I"'msure | can manage anything that you'd like," the man said.

They began to talk price, and when they had settled on that, the tail or asked
Max about Nina's size, which for all his know edge of Nina's figure, Mx
didn't

know.

"Tell you what," Max said, giving up shaping an imagi nary body with his hands.
"You're a guy like nme, aren't you. Not queer or anything?"



"Not, | think, in the way you nmean, Sir."
"Then do you have a vision of a perfect wonman?"

"Of course, Sir. Wiy, long ago on the ferry between the islands | saw --"
"-- I"'mnot interested in your nenories. Just nmake it that size, and it'Il fit
Nina fine. A perfect woman. You understand?"

The man nodded. O course he understood. He wasn't queer. And the dress would
be
ready for collection late that afternoon

Ni na came home with the evening and the salt-perfumed wi nd off the sea. Max
was

sitting out on the bal cony of the Corienne, waiting. The dress was on the bed,
in a large, thin, rectangul ar box. As soon as he'd got back with it, Max had
opened it up to see inside, then left it that way. R ght now, when N na cane
in

t hrough the door, the colors of it were flowi ng across the room naking the
ceiling glimer just the way the water was down in the harbor

"My goodness," Nina said.

"You like it?" Max asked. He was sniling, renenbering all the prom ses N na
had

made and kept last night. And he could tell now fromthe | ook in her eyes that
there were nore to conme, nmany other things he hadn't even inmagi ned.

"I't's . . ." Nnalifted it up. There was dust and sweat in her hair and on
her

face, and Max saw that her T-shirt was now on with the | abel show ng on the
outsi de. But none of that mattered.

"Do you | ove ne?"

Ni na gave hima kiss that tasted gritty, alittle like the side of the road.
"Li ke nmad. "

"And what about Vernon, all those other guys?"
"\What ot her guys?"

Ni na held the sky dress up to her shoulders and twirled. C ouds and the sunset
soared out across the room She was transforned.

They ate al one that night, down by the harbor. Max bought every table in the
restaurant to ensure that they wouldn't be disturbed. There was candl elight,
musi c, fish fresh fromthe boats that had come in with their keel eyes on the
flow of the tide that very evening. Nina gl owed. Her dress was clouds and
nmoonl i ght, silver gray sails shifting endlessly on a sea of tw nkling bl ack
After the plates were cleared and they and the rough red wi ne had reached a

m racul ous bal ance, they danced am d the enpty chairs, the photographs al ong
t he

wal | s of cats and dead ancestors. Max kissed Nina's shoul der and ran his hands
al ong her spine, down to the edge of her dress and beyond where her skin gave
way to the blue darkness of the fabric night. It felt cool to the touch, I|ike
dipping into a clear pool. H's fingers strayed amid the stars, feeling N na
breat hi ng beneath. As the nusic slowed and the candles guttered, Max saw the



white trail of a conet adrift along the curve of Nina's spine. He caught it
li ke

alittle fish between finger and thunb and cupped it in his palmfor Nina to
see. She |l aughed in wonder and the feathery |ight snagged in the fall of her
hair as she | eaned close. And there it stayed, still curled and faintly

gl owi ng

as they wal ked back armin armto the Corienne, as the night took themto
their

room as they made and re-nade | ove, as Max finally breathed every sweet
salted

prom se and Nina lay dreaming on the firefly pillow beside him

In the norning the comet had died. There was only a note. Of with Vernon and
a

few others of the gang. Hope you don't nmind Sweet. See you this evening. Luv
Ni na. The dress was curled by the side of the bed where he and Ni na had tossed
it the night before. Even with the wi ndows open, the blue of it |ooked cheap
and

artificial, like the chlorine-scented color you got at the bottomof a

SWi mmi ng

pool. Max stonped out onto the bal cony, nude and old and not caring who saw
hi m

And up there was the bl oody sky, right above the bl oody sea, just the sane
color. Tile blue plastic blue cheap fairground blue. The only difference was,
there was a black patch at the coner of the horizon. But with all the stuff

t hat

had gone into Nina's dress, Max guessed that was only to be expected.

He went straight down to the car w thout bothering about breakfast. He guessed
that Nina and Vernon woul d have gone up to the hills. Past the shining
waterfalls, barefoot into the green dark. He killed the engi ne where the track
gave way to bluish hallways of forest. He got out and sniffed the air. Wth

t he

bi rdsong the sigh of falling water, there was |laughter. Up over the ridge.

Ni na's note had been wong. There were no friends. It was just her and Vernon
Now, that al nost cane as a relief -- Max's wilder inaginings had invol ved nost
of the residents of the island, including the fisherman, the black old | adies,
the croupiers and the saxophonist in the casino band. But it was just Vernon
and

Nina and a waterfall sliding dowmn am d the dripping green. Cool and bright
down

the wet rocks, down the snooth buttresses of marble, down her offered breasts,
down his thighs. Max watched for as |ong as he could bear. But he soon got the
picture. Sex was like dancing to nodemnusic. It |ooked stupid and ugly unl ess
you were directly invol ved

When Max finally drove back to the Corienne, it as definitely a grayer kind of
twilight than anything e was used to at this season and latitude. One or two f
t he dog-wal kers and white-flanneled strollers along the breezy pronenade had
paused to point out to sea, toward the dark tear at the near horizon. There
was

even a queue for the coin-in-the-slot tel escopes beside the awnings of the
beach

bars. But the sun was still shining and the air was still warm and the thing
out there on the horizon really didn't |ook nuch different froma storm cloud.
As Max turned up the road past the smart shops away fromthe pronenade, he

t ook

a final glance in the rear viewmrror. He smled. A few real storm clouds
wer e



now actually gathering to join with the rent in the sky. Max pondered whet her
it
was worth putting some nmusic on the stereo for the few m nutes of the drive he

had |l eft. Decided, no. He felt pleased with hinmself. He wasn't -- and had
never

been -- a greedy man. All he wanted was Nina. Alittle of her I|ove.

Back at the Corienne, Nina, of course, was still out in the hills wth Vernon.

Max threw his package down on the bed. The little |abel said SOUTH OVER EAST,
TAI LORS FOR THE DI SCERNI NG

Checki ng on the bal cony, he saw that the sky was now turquoi se sapphire gray.
He

| ooked down when he heard the putter of an approaching scooter on the road
below. It was Vernon, with Nina holding on tight, her head thrown back and

| aughi ng.

Vernon saw himfirst. "Hey, there's Max! Hello, Sir!" He gave a jolly wave,
bal anci ng the scooter against the curb as Nina clinbed off.

Max raised his hands: Nina gave Vernon a carefully fraternal kiss on the
cheek.

Max shrugged as if he didn't care. Then -- noving quickly for his age as N na
headed toward the Corienne's entrance -- he ducked back into the room He
opened

the box containing the suit. By the Iight of the evening he pulled it on. Then
he waited for N na's footsteps, the sound of her key in the |ock

Ni na was awed, inspired. She stepped right into his arns. Max was the sky,

cl osing over her with turquoise sapphire gray wings. The roomfilled with the
scent of their passion and all the colors of the evening. And the secret
snmells

of all eyways, too. And flowers closing. And seagulls. And the bells of ships
clanging as they canme in on a late tide toward the harbor

Later, they drove down to the casino, dressed in their new outfits. Clothed in
the night. A stormwas conming in off the sea. The trees were dancing fl apping
their branches like mad flightless birds. Lightning flared al ong Max's

shoul der

as he reached to touch Nina's cheek. He felt the wind in his face, the w nd
from

her hair. Wen they parked the car, people were already gathering round to
admre, to touch and draw away with little shrieks and | aughter at the chil
electric feel of the gathering stormthat came off them

There was no need that night for Max and Nina to dance. They just swayed in

t he

bal |l room The drapes billowed. The chandeliers chattered their teeth. Max was
filled with a joy and terrible power. Wo cared about |ooks, age? Wat the
hel

could Vernon do to answer this?

The stormwas at its height. He was surrounded by the grainy phosphorescence,
flapping curtains, black streaners of wind. Wth the stars wheeling in his
eyes

and thunder rolling fromhis shoul ders, he | ooked for Nina am d the bars and
tabl es, and the other cringing guests.

There was no sign



He found her eventually. After the stormhad died and the others had gone
hore,

| eaving himwith angry backward gl ances, nuttering about jokes being taken too
far. He found her when the first flush of nmorning was spreading across his
back

and chest.

He picked his way through scattered gl asses and uptilted chairs. Qut onto the
bal cony. He saw Ni na, standing with Vernon, kissing. The sunrise was on her
skin. So were Venon's hands. Her dress was a shi mering pool around her feet.

Vernon saw him and smiled over Nina's perfect shoul der

"That was sone evening," he said, "Sir."

Back beneath the | eaning sign marked SOUTH OVER EAST, TAILORS FOR THE

DI SCERNI NG NI GHT AND DAY WEAR A SPECI ALTY. Through the doorway with the bel
that tinkled and fell off, then rolled across the floor

"How much of the sky do you have?" Max asked. "You must keep a stock
--otherw se

why bot her to advertise? And don't call me Sir."

"I"'msorry. It's nerely a politeness that nost custoners prefer.™

"Stop stalling, and give it to ne."

"What ?"

"Everything. Everything you've got."

Max was in no nood to argue. But the little man nodded anyway, and as he went

of f behind the bead curtain, Max realized that he still hadn't asked for
payment, hadn't even nentioned a price. Max decided that he rmust have signed
up

to some systemof credit without realizing, even though that woul d have been
totally unlike him And he realized when he had spoken that his voice was high
and uneasy, that his hands and eyes couldn't settle. He was breaking the first
rol e of business, which was also the first role of life: Never G ve Yourself
Anay .

But, even after |eaving the shop, there was still so much to do. First, Max
went

to the bank. The nanager seened surprised at the ampunt he wi shed to wthdraw,
but not wildly so; he'd grown used to the whins of the rich and elderly on
this

i sland. Then Max drove down to the harbor, where those who nade a conspi cuous
show of their wealth kept their yachts moored. He wal ked past the gangpl anks,
t he I oungi ng bodies and the flaccid flags and the bright brass fittings and

t he

hi ssi ng champagne, until he found the | argest ship, the whitest ship, a great
solid ghost of a ship, the one with the wi dest spars, the tallest masts, that
creaked and gl owed on the polished water. The owner was an old nan |ike

hi nmsel f,

surrounded by riches that had worn so thin that he could barely see or snell
or

touch them Max made an absurdly high offer for the yacht, then several higher
still. Eventually, they settled.

Max clinmbed back into the car and drove up fromthe harbor to the old boatyard



that lay in the wooded bay across the hill beyond town, where the scents of
freshly cut wood and tar carried on the air. The hamerings and the planings
ceased as his fat tires scrunched the shingle. The weat hered nen gathered

ar ound

him grinning, rubbing sweat fromtheir eyes. They shook their heads at his
request, and at the noney he offered. They told himit was sinply too
difficult,

and that there wasn't enough tine. Then he offered nore money. So nuch that
t he

men began to | ook afraid, to nake the sign of superstition against the evil
eye.

So much that they had to agree, and prom se on the souls of their nothers that
the yacht would be ready to sail by m dnight.

Max arranged for all the cloth he'd ordered from South over East to be
del i vered

to the yard. And he told the nmen that he wanted her re-christened. A sinple
pai nt job. He wanted N na-Wth-The-Sky-1n-Her-Hair

Max sat in the bistro at atin table in the square that afternoon, drinking
coffee. He felt nore rel axed, now that al nost everything was in hand.

Pl easantly

weary fromall that he'd done. Rel axing was usually a problemhe had with
hol i days. He always felt nore at ease when he was busy.

Max guessed that Ni na woul d have got back to the Corienne eventually,
expecting

to find himcurled up on the sheets there, having one of the naps that always
left himfeeling sour and sl ack and di sgusted. But Vernon would be full of

hi nsel f, keyed up after the soft excitenents of Nina. He'd want to talk to his
friends.

Max heard the chatter of a scooter com ng down the bends through the slow
afternoon. He closed his eyes. It was Vernon's scooter. He could tell that,
even

listening with his dodgy right ear

Vernon turned into the square, and saw Max al nost instantly. He pulled at the
brakes. He swung the scooter round in a billow of dust. He di snmounted.

"Ni ce day, Sir."

Max pointed to the enpty chair he'd placed at the other side of the table.
"Wuld you like a drink?"

"Don't mind if I do, Sir. Good of you to ask."

Max wat ched the way the young nman noved. The ease. The grace. The absence of
worry or thought. It made himall the nore certain that he had to take N na
away.

"I have a proposal to put to you."

"Well." Vernon straddled the chair. Stretching out his arms, he yawned |ike a
cat. For a nonment, Max could snell Nina. "Let's hear it, Sir."

"You're screwing N na."

"I"'msorry to hear you using a word like that, Sir." Vernon | ooked truly
wounded. "Nina and | |ove each other."



Max scow ed at him "What do you know about | ove?"

Ver non wat ched and said nothing as the waiter energed fromthe bistro's
interior

and wi ped the table before placing a chilled carafe of white wine and two

gl asses between them When the waiter stooped to pour it out, Vernon waved him
away. He tipped the dewy carafe into both glasses hinself, and raised one to
hi s

face, half-closing his eyes as he breathed in the vineyard bouquet of sone

gol den sumer in the past. A sunmer, Max thought, when Vernon probably stil

had

scabs on his knees.

"What | know about love, Sir," Vernon said eventually, placing the glass back
on

the table with a slight bang, then raising a finger and tapping his eyes, his
nose, his nouth, his heart, his belly, his groin. "lIs what | feel here, and
here, and here, and here, and here, and here."

Max gazed at himfor a nmoment. "You didn't point to your brain," he said.

"Assum ng, that is, that you' ve got one."

"That was uncalled for, Sir." Vernon sipped at his wine. Then he | ooked up
over
Max's head and the branches of the fig trees and the roof, toward the sky.
"W I
you | ook at that cloud? Exactly what kind of thing would you say that is?"

Max turned and | ooked. Al nbst one quarter of the sky was dark, as though
everything in it had been extinguished. It was neither night nor day --nor
even

truly black -- but the kind of gray darkness that Max inmagined lay waiting to
take hima few years hence.

"It's probably sone pollution that's cone over fromthe mainland," Vernon
sai d.
"Caused by people |ike you. People using their brains."

Max shrugged. This was no time to argue. He said, "How rmuch would | have to

pay
you to keep you away from Ni na?"

Vernon | ooked surprised, but -- like the bank manager-- not wildly so. By now,
Max was used to the process of bargaining, and Vernon rapidly got into the
SWi ng

of it, too. As they soared higher and higher, circling and bickering |ike two
swal l ows in the blue upper reaches of wealth, Max couldn't help wondering if
Vernon hadn't done this kind of thing before. But he felt that it was

i ncunbent

upon himto offer a fearfully high price. After all, Nina was N na. And | ove
was

| ove.

The two men finally shook hands. Vernon clinmbed back onto his scooter. He
smiled

and waved. Shouted Good-bye Sir over the clatter of the engine. Max wat ched
hi m

until there was nothing but silence and afternoon dust in the square.



He felt a shadow at his back

Looki ng up, imagining wi ngs of darkness spreading over him he saw that it was

actually the waiter, with a bill for two coffees and a carafe of w ne crunpled
in his hands. Runmaging in his pockets, Max found that he had just enough
change

left to cover it.

Back at the Corienne, Nina was asleep. Her hair still danp fromthe shower,
sof t

as the rain. He sat watching her as the light deepened. Finally, she turned on
the pillow, and opened her eyes.

He asked, "You had a good tine with Vernon?"

She sat up and nodded and pushed the sheets away. Everything about her stil
slow and sl eepy, an invitation to dream

"But |'ve settled things with himnow, Darling. He won't bother you again. And
tonight, we're leaving the island. Alone, together. |'ve got a boat."

"A boat ?"

"It's not just a boat."

"Where is it?"

"I't"ll be ready at nidnight."

"At the harbor?"

"Yes."

"And Vernon?"

"He's a rich man."

She wal ked across the room Stepped into her knickers. Reached into the
war dr obe

for a blue dress he'd never seen before.

"N na, where are you goi ng?"

"I"ve got until mdnight, haven't 1?" She pulled the straps down over her
br own

shoul ders, smoothed the cloth over her hips. "So you'll let ne have unti

t hen.

Just one evening . "

She opened the bal cony doors. The darkness was settling nore quickly than
ever,

and the sea was whispering and the streetlights along the pronenade were
starting to shine and the stars were pricking through to join them She threw
back her head and breathed in a way that made himthink of Vernon, lifting

t hat

gl ass of white wine. Then she turned back to him

"It's not much to ask, is it?"

Max spent the eveni ng wandering the streets above the port. He didn't fee



hungry, but then he didn't have enough noney for a neal anyway. He found
hi nmsel f

pl easantly lost in the back streets, in the dog-barking, litter-strewn alleys
where the real people of the island lived their lives. Breathing in the
cooki ng

grease, the stale refuse, the bruised purple odor of bougainvillaea that
spilled

over froma tiny walled garden, he thought of the future and of N na. N na and
the future. The future. N na.

Further along in the darkness, he found a row of shops, their w ndows cl ouded
with grine. He peered in, whistling faintly, hearing the sound of sone

hal f -renmenbered tune di sappearing up the chill and enpty street. There were
pal e

hooked sides of pork hanging |ike cadavers. Beside that, a shop sold
artificia

linbs. Arnms and legs lay scattered in display |like sone terrible accident. The
hal f-tune on Max's |lips vanished entirely. The wi nd was agai nst hi m now,
noani ng

faintly, tunbling enpty cans along the gutters, clattering toward himlike a
huge, unseen train.

The full npon hung over the sagging rooftops. He saw that there was a pl ace of
darkness close by it where there were no stars-- no enptiness, even -- or any
sense of space. He wal ked on, hands deep in his enpty pockets, trying to think
of his beautiful yacht, of the nen he'd set to work, of the snell of paint and
glue, of the great shimering bolts of sky-sail Iying on the white shingle

bet ween t he seaweed and the rocks. And by tonorrow, he and Nina, they'd be
swoopi hg over seafoamtoward an enpty bl ue horizon. But the image woul dn't
cone.

Not properly. Al he saw was the dark shadowed space on the water left by

sail s,

and the cold chasm beneath the hull, and the shade that was without color at

t he

heart of Nina's eyes.

Max checked his watch. Past el even. He'd been dreaming and time had slipped by
the way it always seened to do. But even as his feet clopped on the danp steps
| eadi ng down to the harbor and his hands trenbled on the | oose iron railing,
he

knew that he'd left it too |late.

The yacht was everything that he'd ever inagined. A white dream The starry
ni ght sky billowed and tautened fromher spars, filling with a dark breeze as
she turned out fromthe harbor

Standi ng breathless in the nmoonlight at the | appi ng edge of the quay, Max
coul d

easily identify the two figures standing at the helm N na with Vernon beside
her. They could only have cast off a few minutes earlier. In fact, Max guessed
that they'd put off leaving the island until they could be sure that he'd see
them N na-Wth-The-Sky-I1n-Her-Hair tacked against the wind and keeled a
graceful twenty degrees, spinning a wake of phosphorescence. N na and Vernon
had

seen himnow, and were waving. Faintly, he could hear their voices, carrying
over the restless water. Love. I'msorry. Always Remenber. Sir

The Ni na was out beyond the old |ighthouse, and Max ran up the breakwater
st eps
to watch as she turned into the wi de sweep of the bay. Away fromthe |ights of



the town, the noon gleanmed on the tips of the bl ack-hooded waves. Max sat that
it nowlay at the very edge of the starless black rent in the sky. He saw,

t 00,

that even as her bright halo was swallowed in shadow, the brilliance of Nina's
sail s increased.

She was going fast now, cleaving the sea, entangled on the wind. And the
brilliance of her sails increased as the nmoon and everything el se began to
darken. Max could still see N na, her armaround Vernon, the two of them
outlined against the grayly blazing sails. She was waving a final good-bye. It
shoul d have been a scene of beauty, yet, wenched fromthe sky, the noonlight
trapped in Nina's sails made Max think only of arid canyons, of seas of dust
without air or water, of bones. O a dead world.

As the nmoon was bitten out of the sky, stone by stone into greater darkness,

t he

Ni na gl owed madly. She becane a ghost ship, casting ghostly light from her
sails. And she began to |l ean, slowed and tipped by the weight of those how ing
canyons, reaching an inpossible angle as nore and nore of the noon dropped
into

her sails. A spar crashed to the water, was dragged roiling in her drunken
wake.

Anot her broke and stuck out and up |like the wing of a wounded bird. Over the
slap of breakwater waves, Max believed he could hear panicked screans. And
splitting fabric, snapping ropes, splintering wood. Suddenly, the Nina keel ed
over entirely.

Briefly, her sails boiled in the water, spreading a wake of mlky light. In
anot her nmonent, she was gone.

The norning tide bore what was left of the Nma-Wth-The-Sky-In-Her-Hair into

t he

bay bel ow the casino. Max was standing on the shore, watching as his dreans
cane

in as driftwood. The skysails lifted and fell in the rocky shallows. He waded
in, and grabbed dripping handfuls of the stuff. The fabric tore Iike wet
newspaper. The col ors di ssolved. Faded and darkened in the bright air. Still,
he

lifted a clump of it to his face, and for a noment he thought he could stil
detect the damp secret snells of alleyways beneath the reek of the ocean. And
flowers opening to the sun. And seagull's cries. And fresh coffee on a hot tin
table. And wine. And laughter. And the clanging bells of ships as they cane in
toward the harbor. Then he | ooked up, and realized that what he felt was al
around him that it was nothing nmore than the stirrings of the island.

He found Nina along the shore, wapped in a shroud of sail. He chased the
seagul | s away, and untangled her, then turned back her head so that he m ght

| ook one last tinme. The currents had dragged her naked, swollen her belly and
twi sted her linbs. Her eyes were open, glazed silver |like those of a fish. Her
hair was the nost beautiful thing about her now. G eam ng dark and wet |ike
somet hing still alive.

Max wrapped N na back up in the sail so that no one el se night see her this
way,

then lifted her -- astonished by her lightness, and by his own strength -- and
carried her up the cliff steps, along the enpty road past the casino. On into
t own.

The sign said, SOUTH OVER EAST, TAILORS FOR THE DI SCERNI NG N GHT AND DAY WEAR
A



SPECI ALTY. It hung askew. Max kicked the door open and backed in with N na. He
saw that the bell had been fixed. It rang brightly, and at the sound of it,

t he

little man cane out through the bead curtain.

Max laid Nina out on the counter, and water spilled across the ancient

['i nol eum

The sky that had enfol ded her was cheap rotten canvas now. He watched as the
scissors sliced it away.

"You' re taking your payment, right?"

The little man sighed and smled. He lifted a danp gleaming tress of Nina's
hair, and began to cut.

Wth what nmoney he had left in the bank, Max saw that N na had a decent
funeral .

He woul d have arranged Vernon's too -- even put themin the sane earth under
t he
same headstone -- but despite searches that were organi zed al ong the coast of

the island, his body was never found. A few of their friends turned up at the
service, but they were nervous and enbarrassed, tom between giggling and
tears.

Standing in the graveyard, breathing in the clean snmell of the new earth, Max
decided that only he and the little man in the grubby suit who stood on the
far

side of the grave really knew what |ife was about. He pondered the irony: that
you had to live through to the end of things before you discovered what was

i mportant, and that by then it was too late.

When the service finally ended, Max debated following the little man, tracing
hi m back toward t he shop whose | ocation had now slipped his mnd. But the
trees

were bowi ng and the weather was cooling as he wal ked down between the houses,
and the | eaves were swirling and the shutters were bangi ng outside the bistro
in

his favorite square. And he was tired

Max sat down and ordered a cup of coffee at the table that had al ways been
Nina's favorite, watching the waiter as he carried the rest of the furniture
inside. He settled with the last of his noney. The waiter scowl ed at himfor
t he

absence of a tip. Then Max went back to the Corienne to face the nusic of his
unpai d and unpayabl e bill

The maitre d° was surprisingly decent about it all. He offered Max a job in

t he

ki tchens, which Max took. And the work was hard and predictable, and after two
seasons he got to be a waiter, although the few people he had once known who
still came here didn't seemto recognize him They just conpl ai ned about the
service, and | aughed and shook their heads in sad wonderment at the island's
decline, that the Corienne of all places should stoop to enpl oyi ng soneone as
inefficient -- as antique -- as this gray old man. But ©Max kept busy, which
nmeant that he stayed reasonably happy.

Every few nmonths, he woul d di scover that he had succeeded in saving enough
noney

to go out for the evening, and would re-visit sonme of the cheaper haunts,

pl aces

that he and Ni na had once | oved, although -- even if he could have afforded it



-- he woul d never have considered going to the casino.

He' d get pleasantly drunk in some cafe, and listen to the nusic and watch the
pretty wormen. Then he'd walk slowy back to the Corienne, humm ng to hinsel f,
| ooki ng up above the rooftops at the perfect sweep of the stars and at the
bright, bright noon. On nights like that, it sonmetines seened to himthat the
nmoon had a face like Nina's, and that she was smling down at him weathed
agai nst the darkness in billows of gently swaying hair.



