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THE HANDSOMEST DROWNED MAN IN THE WORLD

141  HE FIRST CHILDREN who saw the dark and slinky 
bulge approaching through the sea let themselves think it 
was an enemy ship. Then they saw it had no f lags or masts 
and they thought it was a whale. But when it washed up 
on the beach, they removed the clumps of seaweed, the 
jellyf ish tentacles, and the remains of f ish and f lotsam, and 
only then did they see that it was a drowned man.
 They had been playing with him all afternoon, burying 
him in the sand and digging him up again, when someone 
chanced to see them and spread the alarm in the village. 
The men who carried him to the nearest house noticed that 
he weighed more than any dead man they had ever known, 
almost as much as a horse, and they said to each other that 
maybe he’d been f loating too long and the water had got 
into his bones. When they laid him on the f loor they said 
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he’d been taller than all other men because there was barely 
enough room for him in the house, but they thought that 
maybe the ability to keep on growing after death was part 
of the nature of certain drowned men. He had the smell of 
the sea about him and only his shape gave one to suppose 
that it was the corpse of a human being, because the skin 
was covered with a crust of mud and scales.
 They did not even have to clean off his face to know 
that the dead man was a stranger. The village was made 
up of only twenty-odd wooden houses that had stone 
courtyards with no f lowers and which were spread about 
on the end of a desert-like cape. There was so little land 
that mothers always went about with the fear that the wind 
would carry off their children and the few dead that the 
years had caused among them had to be thrown off the 
cliffs. But the sea was calm and bountiful and all the men 
f itted into seven boats. So when they found the drowned 
man they simply had to look at one another to see that they 
were all there.
 That night they did not go out to work at sea. While 
the men went to f ind out if anyone was missing in 
neighbouring villages, the women stayed behind to care 
for the drowned man. They took the mud off with grass 
swabs, they removed the underwater stones entangled in 
his hair, and they scraped the crust off with tools used 
for scaling f ish. As they were doing that they noticed that 
the vegetation on him came from faraway oceans and deep 
water and that his clothes were in tatters, as if he had sailed 


