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      I’ve never understood the bewitchery of that night. Nor can I recall the name of that leprechaun of a man—the rudder behind it all. Though it ended with an ick, I’m certain. And since Rennick rings a bell more often than not, or until memory serves me otherwise, Rennick he shall be in the tale I tell here.

      This sprightly drifter, this Rennick, I met in a Marseilles tavern a stone’s toss from Vieux-Port, where the boats mind the Panier. The cut-rate crew I’d joined was delivering a yacht north, and we’d dropped anchor at dusk. Having purged the spoilt wine we’d been quaffing since midday, the crew was spent, apart from a burly Englishman who, like me, could stomach the plonk and, three sheets to the wind, staggered his way from the gangway to the bar.

      Through the window, I spotted this crewmate on a barstool at the back with three other fellows. One was sharing some riveting anecdote, I reckoned, since the others were bent toward him, stock-still. The barkeep, with inked forearms yet placidly parted hair, was all ears too. His hands lay flat against the bar, flanking a white rag—the only clean thing in the joint by the looks of it. And a sluggish-faced bloke was at the very end by the back wall.

      The four would’ve had the place to themselves if it weren’t for the two lasses at a table by the door, neither of whom noticed me enter. They chattered away with a giddy gaiety unsuited to the bouillabaisse and brine in the air.

      I perched myself on a stool, with the Englishman’s back to me and Rennick and the simple chap farther down. The barkeep seemed entranced, so I kept quiet, not wanting to interrupt the story, although the lingering taste of the rotten wine had me ready to climb over the bar and pour myself a drink.

      “I’m telling you, the Gypsies know plenty of things we don’t.” Rennick’s fingers spread on his raised hands. “Tropical natives have their conjurations, no doubt. The darker corners of Asia have their black arts, no doubt. But I’ve seen with my own two eyes what the Gypsies can do. And, well, believe it or not, they passed a pinch of it on to me.”

      With that he finished his drink through a half-cocked grin. The Englishman, befuddled, turned toward the bar and drank too. That same moment, the barkeep tossed his rag aside and gave me a nod.

      “Pastis,” I said. They all looked over, and the Englishman chummily smacked my back.

      “This here is Rennick, and, um, that there’s Louis.” He emphasized Rennick as if he were worth his weight while Louis was just a twit on a stool. “And, mate, that there’ll have you seeing shadows,” he warned with a glance at the pastis the barkeep was pouring.

      “Reckon the wine’s done that already,” I said, searching about for any remaining specters.

      “Rennick here has a story about the Gyps that takes the cake. A load of crock, mind you, but he claims the proof’s right down there in his shoes.”

      “In his shoes, you say?” I lit a cigarillo.

      “Aye, his feet. So he claims. Says they’ve taught him a voodoo trick or some such shenanigans up in⁠—”

      “Moroeni,” Rennick cut in. “In Romania. Yes, they bestowed a dollop of magic on me, indeed. On account of my doing them a favor, you see. And, my friend,” he said with a snicker, “my feet, they tell no lies.”

      In no mood to dwell on the subject of a man’s feet, I asked where he was from. “Here, there, everywhere,” he said, and Louis smiled in my direction for no clear reason, as if he’d only now caught on to my presence.

      For as long as I could remember, people had been telling me to keep my trap shut. To stop spouting yarns and nonsense and shite and the like. I had met my match with this Rennick fellow, though. A bona fide raconteur, with fantastic tales to boot—ones that left you wanting more. Which is how the Englishman must’ve felt when he interrupted a bit later with a drunken “hey-hey-now” and a “so what’d the Gyps put in yuh, then, mate?”

      Louis, as far as I could tell, took the first sip of his drink that evening. He then made a laggard’s turn to the man from everywhere.

      “The Gypsies? Aw, yes, the trick.” His warped smile formed again. “A peculiar fold, the Romani. Told me never to use their magic immoderately. Warned me, too, to keep it out of the hands—or feet, rather—of the witless.”

      “By Harry!” guffawed the Englishman. “Yet they saw fit to give some to you, did they?”

      “Aye, they did. Dance steps like no others.”

      “Dance, you say?” Had the wine messed with my ears as well?

      “You heard me right, my sea-legged friend, and now my vow of secrecy is broken. Though with you and the English here, well, I needn’t worry. And Louis, God bless him, ain’t the dancing type, isn’t that right, Louis? See, aye, there’s a nod. God bless you, lad. The long and short of it—by morn all of you, sure as eggs is eggs, will have forgotten the sequence.”

      “What’s this nonsense you’re spewing?” The Englishman nearly fell off his stool. “Dance steps? Like a jig or the sort? Magic in yer feet? Jesus! I’ll keep me magic in me ding-a-ling and cast it at some fine mademoiselle.”

      Rennick smirked as his eyes searched the room. “I’d be happy to demonstrate how the charm works, but the circumstances aren’t presently favorable.” He then peered over my shoulder. “Ah, wait. Hold now, hold.”

      At that moment, a woman strolled in as though a path of rose petals lay before her. Pretty? Aye, an obvious catch. Jet-black hair, come-hither curves, and a Venetian red summer dress. She must’ve had some flowery perfume dabbed on, though I never got close enough to take in the scent.

      The woman sat at the window table, with a view of the boats. We gawked, except for Louis, whose head hadn’t quite turned all the way. Poor lad. Seemed as if he was still puzzling out the role of the barkeep. And the barkeep, as fixated on the belle as he was, must have thought it someone else’s business to take her order. When he finally served her a cocktail, our ogling had turned into the occasional glance.

      Rennick’s chunky fingers suddenly slapped the bar’s edge twice. “Gentlemen, ready for something bedazzling?” He offered a grandiose flourish, like magicians do upon halving their assistant with a crosscut saw.

      “All right, all right, enough of this hullabaloo.” The Englishman’s chest puffed out as he straightened his back. “If there’s something to show us, then let’s have it. Or we’ll move on to discussing who here gets first shot at that there doe.”

      “I’ll side with the English on that,” I said. “Let’s see whatever you think is in your feet.”

      Rennick lowered his chin and toothy grin and inspected his ragged suede shoes, his eyes like those of a child with a swelling secret.

      “Down here’s the power to draw in any lady, from the unsightly to the crème de la crème. Capable of enchanting not merely the sensually unrestrained, but the chastest, too.”

      “You mean to tell us that with a little left-foot, right-foot, what birds are about will boogie-woogie avec toi?”

      “More than that, my English friend; they’re mine for the night—fully—pretty near sacrificially.”

      The Englishman hadn’t yet bought the rogue’s tale hook, line and pole. Though anyone could see he was imagining himself in Rennick’s shoes, whisking away some sorry lass on his own splinter-ridden feet.

      “And those’re the magic shoes they gave you?” I asked.

      “I bought these dandies in Belgrade years back, but they do the trick. You see, my friend, it’s what’s inside that truly counts.” He tapped his temple with a finger and beamed back at Louis, who possibly agreed with a dull nod and slow-blooming smile.

      The barkeep raised a hand to the radio knob and asked if any particular tune was required for the charm to work.

      “Something for knee-slapping should do. With a touch of soul. Nothing overly electric, mind you. Wouldn’t want to lose my footing.”

      The Englishman and I both spun round the moment schmaltzy-waltzy music filled the room. Rennick clasped hands to crack knuckles, then hopped sprite-like off his stool and stretched out his squat limbs.

      “Now to get rolling . . . What you have to do, see, is this first, then one of these, and a couple more with the left foot, and then a few strides this way, like so, with the hips, see here? That, and that, and this, but with the right foot sweeping back and then sideways half a step, like that, before this, and back to the beginning and repeat till the magic sets out. Takes no more than a minute.”

      The absurdity of this frenzied stomping stifled any impulse to laugh. Louis gaped at Rennick’s shoes as though he’d just been given a lesson of the fundamental sort. And the Englishman, in an attempt to reproduce what he’d seen, got off his stool and immediately started flopping one flat foot over the other, as if red ants were threatening a fiery ascent. “Aye! I have it!” he called out. But his lurches were all his own.

      “You’ve got a ways to go yet.” Rennick danced fancifully in circles. “See here,” he went on, “this foot keeps you sturdy while the left one puts on the show. And do this before this. But let me warn you: ancient enchantments aren’t something to trifle with. A misstep, so I’ve been told, will lead to places unsought.”

      But the Englishman wasn’t listening. Like a dancing circus bear, he walloped about, much to the delight of Louis, who celebrated the spectacle with a second sip.

      None of the ladies had noticed the tomfoolery. The belle in red finished her drink and checked her watch, ready to meet the beau she’d made herself up for.

      “You’re wondering about these feet and those there ladies, aren’t you?” He was out of breath but still had that shifty grin. “There remains a skeptic in our midst,” he announced in a theatrical drawl, gazing out on a whole stadium of spectators that wasn’t there. “These feet of mine, they’re not discriminating. Wouldn’t want to be stampeded. But only three lasses in sight—safe enough, I figure.”

      The lasses prattled away, wholly unaware of their surroundings, let alone the stubby man and big baboon hopping about.

      “That fine bird in red will do,” I said.

      “Aye, she’ll do, indeed. Barkeep, a tad louder, will you? Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, friends.”

      The volume went up and Rennick struck the floor with a heel and pranced off. All the while the Englishman was making every effort to pummel the floor with his sea boots, barely able to keep his legs apart.

      Mercy, Rennick! I nearly had to cover my eyes! Even Louis must have felt the need to look away. And the barkeep’s hand hovered by the radio knob. Do it! I pleaded without saying the words.

      Now at arm’s length from the pair of lasses, and brimming with self-assurance, Rennick accelerated. He passed their table with a crab-like scurry and maniacal grin. His trunk, arms and head seemed to float above those wild legs, and his feet flopped like flounder on a sun-scorched deck. Then, as if by miracle, the two lasses stood and swayed to the music. Charmed pythons, they were, and their effervescent eyes locked onto Rennick’s.

      Back by the bar the Englishman was giving it everything. You’d think he was trying to beat Rennick at his game with all those heel stamps and toe taps. And fair enough, as the belle in red had yet to fall under Rennick’s spell and, rotten wine or none, was looking finer with each fresh note from the speakers.

      Alas, though, all her grace and poise proved inadequate against Rennick’s bewitchery. She placed down her drink. She raised her eyes to his, and then her eyes sank to whatever it was possessing her.

      Surely this sprite had only modest attributes, nothing to draw in a lady of such high caliber, or even the dime-a-dozen dames now dancing so amorously at his back. What else but those dance steps could stir up such concupiscence so quickly?

      His feet still pattering away, Rennick proffered a stumpy hand. The belle took it in hers, now as mesmerized by the floor abuse as the betties. Then she rose with a weightlessness that can only be called love. And the betties, instantly dejected, looked on longingly as Rennick embraced the belle and danced her right out the door.

      He did look back. One last wink and thin grin, for Louis, I reckon, as if to tell him, “Aye, lad, there’s hope for you yet, you’ll see.” Then he and the belle were gone and, no doubt, soon banging away, like sails in a gale, for as long as he could keep his jig up.

      Aye, that was his name—Rennick. I’m as sure of it now as I’m a believer in magical feet. What gets me, though, is I can never remember the name of my crewmate, the Englishman.

      When the door shut, the betties looked stupefied and the barkeep was shaking his head, trying to make sense of what he’d witnessed. Then the Englishman erupted with a “God damn it! I have it!” All eyes were soon fixed on his electrified legs. “I have it! God damn it!” A stool was knocked over. A table bore the brunt of a heaving thigh. A glass dropped and shattered into bits, which he danced over as an island native might do down an ember path. He careened like a drunken buffoon prodded, clearly headed for the window. The barkeep shut off the music, flew over the bar, and raced to take the Englishman down.

      What came next was as fast as the night’s footwork. Despite all the shouts from the barkeep and the betties—“Watch yer step!” “Not zee window!” “Stop! Arrête! ARRÊTE!”—the dancing seaman barreled through the glass with a triumphal crash, leaving a mess of shards in his wake. He wasn’t down yet, so I ran outside with Louis in tow to see where his feet would take him.

      In the end what got him was not the passing car, nor the pole he had spun into. No, it was gravity. Aye, gravity, and his barrel of a body, pulling him down past the barnacled wall into the murk.

      The barkeep dove in for a rescue, and while he searched the blackness, I’m sure that for a split second I glimpsed the face of my crewmate down there, reflecting the port lights’ glow, agape with wonder. He may have smiled too, as his legs churned the water, as he dropped deeper and deeper.

      Aye, it’s possible that he made it. I tell myself that he did. That his dance skittered him off to someplace dry. I still see him in my dreams, dancing on the seafloor, beneath the docks and boats, grinning and glowing just as he did when he sank.

      The barkeep came up empty-handed. He pulled himself out of the water and stood next to the lasses, Louis and me. For a while we all peered over the edge. If it weren’t for the wee waves lapping against the wall, there’d be silence.

      Not a fool after all, Louis spoke first, with a eulogy of sorts. He said something about mirth, magic, and dancing. A few words about strangers crossing paths, and life in general. Something about anecdotes and recollection. And something about inopportune endings. When he finished, he lit a cigarette and gazed up at the moonlit sky.
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