








I spent the following day roaming through the valley. I stood beside the sources of the Arveiron, 
which take their rise in a glacier, that with slow pace is advancing down from the summit of the 
hills to barricade the valley. The abrupt sides of vast mountains were before me; the icy
wall of the glacier overhung me; a few shattered pines were scattered around; and the solemn 
silence of this glorious presence-chamber of imperial nature was broken only by the brawling 
waves or the fall of some vast fragment, the thunder sound of the avalanche or the cracking, 
reverberated along the mountains, of the accumulated ice, which, through the silent working of 
immutable laws, was ever and anon rent and torn, as if it had been but a plaything in their 
hands. These sublime and magnificent scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was 
capable of receiving. They elevated me from all littleness of feeling, and although they did not 
remove my grief, they subdued and tranquillized it. In some degree, also, they diverted my mind 
from the thoughts over which it had brooded for the last month. I retired to rest at night; my 
slumbers, as it were, waited on and ministered to by the assemblance of grand shapes which I 
had contemplated during the day. They congregated round me; the unstained snowy 
mountaintop, the glittering pinnacle, the pine woods, and ragged bare ravine, the eagle, 



soaring amidst the clouds— they all gathered round me and bade me be at peace. 

Where had they fled when the next morning I awoke? All of soul- inspiriting fled with sleep, 
and dark melancholy clouded every thought. The rain was pouring in torrents, and thick mists 
hid the summits of the mountains, so that I even saw not the faces of those mighty friends. 



A few miles south of Soledad, the Salinas River drops in close to the hillside bank and runs 
deep and green. The water is warm too, for it has slipped twinkling over the yellow sands in 
the sunlight before reaching the narrow pool. On one side of the river the golden foothill 
slopes curve up to the strong and rocky Gabilan Mountains, but on the valley side the water 
is lined with trees- willows fresh and green with every spring, carrying in their lower leaf 
junctures the debris of the winter's flooding; and sycamores with mottled, white, recumbent 
limbs and branches that arch over the pool. On the sandy bank under the trees the leaves lie 
deep and so crisp that a lizard makes a great skittering if he runs among them. Rabbits come 
out of the brush to sit on the sand in the evening, and the damp flats are covered with the 
night tracks of 'coons, and with the spread pads of dogs from the ranches, and with the split-
wedge tracks of deer that come to drink in the dark.

There is a path through the willows and among the sycamores, a path beaten hard by boys 
coming down from the ranches to swim in the deep pool, and beaten hard by tramps who



come wearily down from the highway in the evening to jungle-up near water. In front of the 
low horizontal limb of a giant sycamore there is an ash pile made by many fires; the limb is 
worn smooth by men who have sat on it.

Evening of a hot day started the little wind to moving among the leaves. The shade climbed 
up the hills toward the top. On the sand banks the rabbits sat as quietly as little gray
sculptured stones. And then from the direction of the state highway came the sound of 
footsteps on crisp sycamore leaves. The rabbits hurried noiselessly for cover. A stilted heron 
laboured up into the air and pounded down river. For a moment the place was lifeless, and 
then two men emerged from the path and came into the opening by the green pool.

They had walked in single file down the path, and even in the open one stayed behind the 
other. Both were dressed in denim trousers and in denim coats with brass buttons. Both wore 
black, shapeless hats and both carried tight blanket rolls slung over their shoulders. The first 
man was small and quick, dark of face, with restless eyes and sharp, strong features. Every 
part of him was defined: small, strong hands, slender arms, a thin and bony nose. Behind him 
walked his opposite, a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, and wide, sloping 
shoulders; and he walked heavily, dragging his feet a little, the way a bear drags his paws. 
His arms did not swing at his sides, but hung loosely. 



The skin cracks like a pod.
There never is enough water.

Imagine the drip of it,
the small splash, echo
in a  tin mug,
the voice of a kindly god.

Sometimes, the sudden rush
of fortune. The municipal pipe bursts,
silver crashes to the ground
and the flow has found
a roar of tongues. From the huts,
a congregation: every man woman
child for streets around
butts in, with pots,
brass, copper, aluminium,
plastic buckets,
frantic hands,

and naked children
screaming in the liquid sun,
their highlights polished to perfection,
flashing light,
as the blessing sings
over their small bones.



Morning and evening
Maids heard the goblins cry:
“Come buy our orchard fruits,
Come buy, come buy:
Apples and quinces,
Lemons and oranges,
Plump unpeck’d cherries,
Melons and raspberries,
Bloom-down-cheek’d peaches,
Swart-headed mulberries,
Wild free-born cranberries,
Crab-apples, dewberries,
Pine-apples, blackberries,
Apricots, strawberries;—
All ripe together
In summer weather,—
Morns that pass by,
Fair eves that fly;
Come buy, come buy:

Our grapes fresh from the vine,
Pomegranates full and fine,
Dates and sharp bullaces,
Rare pears and greengages,
Damsons and bilberries,
Taste them and try:
Currants and gooseberries,
Bright-fire-like barberries,
Figs to fill your mouth,
Citrons from the South,
Sweet to tongue and sound to eye;
Come buy, come buy.”

Evening by evening
Among the brookside rushes,
Laura bow’d her head to hear,
Lizzie veil’d her blushes:
Crouching close together
In the cooling weather,



With clasping arms and cautioning lips,
With tingling cheeks and finger tips.
“Lie close,” Laura said,
Pricking up her golden head:
“We must not look at goblin men,
We must not buy their fruits:
Who knows upon what soil they fed
Their hungry thirsty roots?”
“Come buy,” call the goblins
Hobbling down the glen.

“Oh,” cried Lizzie, “Laura, Laura,
You should not peep at goblin men.”
Lizzie cover’d up her eyes,
Cover’d close lest they should look;
Laura rear’d her glossy head,
And whisper’d like the restless brook:
“Look, Lizzie, look, Lizzie,
Down the glen tramp little men.
One hauls a basket,
One bears a plate,
One lugs a golden dish
Of many pounds weight.
How fair the vine must grow
Whose grapes are so luscious;
How warm the wind must blow
Through those fruit bushes.”
“No,” said Lizzie, “No, no, no;
Their offers should not charm us,

Their evil gifts would harm us.”
She thrust a dimpled finger
In each ear, shut eyes and ran:
Curious Laura chose to linger
Wondering at each merchant man.
One had a cat’s face,
One whisk’d a tail,
One tramp’d at a rat’s pace,
One crawl’d like a snail,
One like a wombat prowl’d obtuse and furry,
One like a ratel tumbled hurry skurry.
She heard a voice like voice of doves
Cooing all together:
They sounded kind and full of loves
In the pleasant weather.



Mother snorted indignantly and swept upstairs to try on her [swimming] costume. Presently 
she called to us to come and see the effect, and we all trooped up to the bedroom. Roger 
was the first to enter, and, on being greeted by this strange apparition clad in its voluminous 
black costume rippling with frills, he retreated hurriedly through the door, backwards, barking 
ferociously. It was some time before we could persuade him that it really was Mother, and 
even then he kept giving her vaguely uncertain looks from the corner of his eye. However, in 
spite of all opposition, Mother stuck to her tentlike bathing-suit, and in the end we gave up.

In order to celebrate her first entry into the sea we decided to have a moonlight picnic down 
at the bay, and sent an invitation to Theodore, who was the only stranger that Mother would 
tolerate on such a great occasion. The day for the great immersion arrived, food and wine 
were prepared, the boat was cleaned out and filled with cushions, and everything was ready



when Theodore turned up. On hearing that we had planned a moonlight picnic and swim he 
reminded us that on that particular night there was no moon. Everyone blamed everyone else 
for not having checked on the moon’s progress, and the argument went on until dusk. 
Eventually we decided that we would go on the picnic in spite of everything, since all the 
arrangements were made, so we staggered down to the boat, loaded down with food, wine, 
towels, and cigarettes, and set off down the coast. Theodore and I sat in the bows as look-
outs, and the rest took it in turn to row while Mother steered. To begin with, her eyes not 
having become accustomed to the dark, Mother skilfully steered us in a tight circle, so that 
after ten minutes’ strenuous rowing the jetty suddenly loomed up and we ran into it with a 
splintering crash. Unnerved by this, Mother went to the opposite extreme and steered out to 
sea, and we would eventually have made a landfall somewhere on the Albanian coastline if 
Leslie had not noticed in time. After this Margo took over the steering, and she did it quite 
well, except that she would, in a crisis, get flurried and forget that to turn right one had to 
put the tiller over to the left. The result was that we had to spend ten minutes straining and 
tugging at the boat which Margo had, in her excitement, steered onto, instead of away from, 
a rock. Taken all round it was an auspicious start to Mother’s first bathe.

Eventually we reached the bay, spread out the rugs on the sand, arranged the food, placed 
the battalion of wine-bottles in a row in the shallows to keep cool, and the great moment 
had arrived. Amid much cheering Mother removed her housecoat and stood revealed in all 
her glory, clad in the bathing-costume which made her look, as Larry pointed out, like a sort 
of marine Albert Memorial. Roger behaved very well until he saw Mother wade into shallow



water in a slow and dignified manner. He then got terribly excited. He seemed to be under 
the impression that the bathing-costume was some sort of sea monster that had enveloped 
Mother and was now about to carry her out to sea. Barking wildly, he flung himself to the 
rescue, grabbed one of the frills dangling so plentifully round the edge of the costume and 
tugged with all his strength in order to pull Mother back to safety. Mother, who had just 
remarked that she thought the water a little cold, suddenly found herself being pulled 
backwards. With a squeak of dismay she lost her footing and sat down heavily in two feet of 
water, while Roger tugged so hard that a large section of the frill gave way. Elated by the 
fact that the enemy appeared to be disintegrating, Roger, growling encouragement to 
Mother, set to work to remove the rest of the offending monster from her person. We writhed 
on the sand, helpless with laughter, while Mother sat gasping in the shallows, making 
desperate attempts to regain her feet, beat Roger off, and retain at least a portion of her 
costume. Unfortunately, owing to the extreme thickness of the material from which the 
costume was constructed, the air was trapped inside; the effect of the water made it inflate 
like a balloon, and trying to keep this airship of frills and tucks under control added to 
Mother’s difficulties. 

In the end it was Theodore who shooed Roger away and helped Mother to her feet. 
Eventually, after we had partaken of a glass of wine to celebrate and recover from what 
Larry referred to as Perseus’s rescue of Andromeda, we went in to swim, and Mother sat 
discreetly in the shallows, while Roger crouched nearby, growling ominously at the costume 
as it bulged and fluttered round Mother’s waist.



The phosphorescence was particularly good that night. By plunging your hand into the water 
and dragging it along you could draw a wide golden-green ribbon of cold fire across the 
sea, and when you dived as you hit the surface it seemed as though you had plunged into a 
frosty furnace of glinting light. When we were tired we waded out of the sea, the water 
running off our bodies so that we seemed to be on fire, and lay on the sand to eat. Then, as 
the wine was opened at the end of the meal, as if by arrangement, a few fireflies appeared 
in the olives behind us – a sort of overture to the show.

First of all there were just two or three green specks, sliding smoothly through the trees, 
winking regularly. But gradually more and more appeared, until parts of the olive grove 
were lit with a weird green glow. Never had we seen so many fireflies congregated in one 
spot; they flicked through the trees in swarms, they crawled on the grass, the bushes and the 
olive trunks, they drifted in swarms over our heads and landed on the rugs like green embers. 
Glittering streams of them flew out over the bay, swirling over the water, and then, right on 
cue, the porpoises appeared, swimming in line into the bay, rocking rhythmically through the 
water, their backs as if painted with phosphorus. In the centre of the bay they swam round, 
diving and rolling, occasionally leaping high in the air and falling back into a conflagration 
of light. With the fireflies above and the illuminated porpoises below it was a fantastic sight. 
We could even see the luminous trails beneath the surface where the porpoises swam in fiery 
patterns across the sandy bottom, and when they leaped high in “the air the drops of 
emerald glowing water flicked from them, and you could not tell if it was phosphorescence 
or fireflies you were looking at. For an hour or so we watched this pageant, and then slowly



the fireflies drifted back inland and farther down the coast. Then the porpoises lined up and 
sped out to sea, leaving a flaming path behind them that flickered and glowed, and then 
died slowly, like a glowing branch laid across the bay.



James’s large frightened eyes travelled slowly round the room. 

The creatures, some sitting on chairs, others reclining on a sofa, were all watching him 
intently. 

Creatures? 

Or were they insects? 

An insect is usually something rather small, is it not? A grasshopper, for example, is an insect. 

So what would you call it if you saw a grasshopper as large as a dog? As large as a large 
dog. You could hardly call that an insect, could you? 



There was an Old-Green-Grasshopper as large as a large dog sitting directly across the room 
from James now. 

And next to the Old-Green-Grasshopper, there was an enormous Spider. 

And next to the Spider, there was a giant Ladybird with nine black spots on her scarlet shell. 

Each of these three was squatting upon a magnificent chair. 

On a sofa nearby, reclining comfortably in curled-up positions, there were a Centipede and 
an Earthworm. 

On the floor over in the far corner, there was something thick and white that looked as 
though it might be a Silkworm. But it was sleeping soundly and nobody was paying any 
attention to it. 

Every one of these ‘creatures’ was at least as big as James himself, and in the strange 
greenish light that shone down from somewhere in the ceiling, they were absolutely terrifying 
to behold. 

‘I’m hungry!’ the Spider announced suddenly, staring hard at James. 

‘I’m famished!’ the Old-Green-Grasshopper said. 



‘So am I!’ the Ladybird cried. 

The Centipede sat up a little straighter on the sofa. ‘Everyone’s famished!’ he said. ‘We need 
food!’ 

Four pairs of round black glassy eyes were all fixed upon James. 

The Centipede made a wriggling movement with his body as though he were about to glide 
off the sofa – but he didn’t. 

There was a long pause – and a long silence. 

The Spider (who happened to be a female spider) opened her mouth and ran a long black 
tongue delicately over her lips. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’ she asked suddenly, leaning forward and 
addressing herself to James. 

Poor James was backed up against the far wall, shivering with fright and much too terrified 
to answer. 

‘What’s the matter with you?’ the Old-Green- Grasshopper asked. ‘You look positively ill!’ 

‘He looks as though he’s going to faint any second,’ the Centipede said. 



‘Oh, my goodness, the poor thing!’ the Ladybird cried. ‘I do believe he thinks it’s him that we 
are wanting to eat!’ 

There was a roar of laughter from all sides. 

‘Oh dear, oh dear!’ they said. ‘What an awful thought!’ 

‘You mustn’t be frightened,’ the Ladybird said kindly. ‘We wouldn’t dream of hurting you. You 
are one of us now, didn’t you know that? You are one of the crew. We’re all in the same boat.’ 

‘We’ve been waiting for you all day long,’ the Old-Green-Grasshopper said. ‘We thought you 
were never going to turn up. I’m glad you made it.’

‘So cheer up, my boy, cheer up!’ the Centipede said. ‘And meanwhile, I wish you’d come over 
here and give me a hand with these boots. It takes me hours to get them all off by myself.’



In early spring, a friend went for a walk in the woods and, glancing down at the path, saw a 
snail. Picking it up, she held it gingerly in the palm of her hand and carried it back toward 
the studio where I was convalescing. She noticed some field violets on the edge of the lawn. 
Finding a towel, she dug up a few, then planted them in a terracotta pot and placed the 
snail beneath their leaves. She brought the pot into the studio and put it by my bedside.

“I found a snail in the woods. I brought it back and it’s right here beneath the violets.”

“You did? Why did you bring it in?”

“I don’t know. I thought you might enjoy it.”

“Is it alive?”



She picked up the brown acorn-sized shell and looked at it.

“I think it is.”

Why, I wondered, would I enjoy a snail? What on Earth would I do with it? I couldn’t get out of 
bed and return it to the woods. It was not of much interest, and if it was alive, the 
responsibility – especially for a snail, something so uncalled for – was overwhelming.

My friend hugged me, said goodbye, and drove off.

***

The field violets in the pot at my bedside were fresh and full of life, unlike the usual cut 
flowers brought by other friends. Those lasted just a few days, leaving murky, odoriferous vase 
water. In my twenties I had earned my living as a gardener, so I was glad to have this bit of 
garden right by my bed. I could even water the violets with my drinking glass.

But what about this snail? What would I do with it? As tiny as it was, it had been going about 
its day when it was picked up. What right did my friend and I have to disrupt its life? Though I 
couldn’t imagine what kind of life a snail might lead.

I didn’t remember ever having noticed any snails on my countless hikes in the woods. Perhaps,



I thought, looking at the nondescript brown creature, it was precisely because they were so 
inconspicuous. For the rest of the day the snail stayed inside its shell, and I was too worn out 
from my friend’s visit to give it another thought.
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