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of excelsior, and went back to the trough of tin basins. I followed
her. From a recess under the trough she removed a small stog]
about a foot high which she carried to an alcove with a floor
drain. There, hand basin beside her, she began an orderly
scrubbing of her arms and legs, shaping with her hands smal]
wads of excelsior which she rubbed vigorously on her skin. There
followed intermittent little splashes from the basin as one area
apparently passed inspection and she was ready to move on to
the next with a newly compacted wad of wood cuttings.

My wrist was beginning to ache from holding the basin of
soapy water in a level position. I pulled out a little stool of my
own and with new confidence found an alcove, placed the stool
in it authoritatively, and placed the basin on top of the stool.
Then I headed back to the bin with its apparent load of wood
by-products. A convenient loop extended like a long Shirley
Temple curl. I pulled at it, felt some resistance, and pulled in
earnest. A yard-long wad heaved itself over the edge of the bin
and fell to the floor like the nest of some giant pterodactyl. The
lady in uniform appeared as though shot through the floor, and
there was another ‘‘you may not!”’ I headed back to my basin,
excelsiorless.

There I was, still unwashed and with failing prospects that
I ever would be. I looked dejectedly at the showers which had
no handles of any kind that I could see. But my period of quiet
contemplation was short-lived. I felt a slashing along a swath
of skin from the base of my neck to the tip of my spine, and I
turned to find the attendant, smiling amiably, a wad of excelsior
in her hand, still completing the downward sweep which now
scraped a layer of skin from my navel to my knee. ‘‘No! No! You
may not!”’ I yelled. But she was swift and sure. By the time I
realized what she intended it was too late, Worse, in my panic
I ducked. The basin of water, intended for my torso, struck me
full in the face, sloshing soap down over skin that glowed like
a Cortes sunset.

Ilimped to the shower. By now I had attracted a small entourage
to whom it had become obvious I would not survive without
more orderly supervision. The handleless showers, they
demonstrated, operated with a foot peddle that released a timed
dose of water of regulated temperature. The scrubbed areas of
my body turned to wide bands of crimson. I stepped out from
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FOOIEL .Sor.newhe.re along the way I had lost my showe?::a Of:l}llg
my dripping halr'further distorted my foggy vision P,

My newfound aides guided me through another set of double
mall steam room with lott
tiers. Immediately to the right was a pi G aaden

le of huge t
wrapped one around me and the feel of it ge towels. I

was magnificent, like
crushed velvet. After some sma]] discussion, the women

apparently.de-cided'w.}u?re I should be shelved —out of harm’s
way and .w1th'1n their joint fields of vision. I wound up on the
third of five tiers, banked above and below by the bodies of my
comrades. Once that protective strategy was in operation, the
message was that we should all relax. This dictum they conveyed
by popping up into a semisitting posture, then each in turn
feigning instant collapse with varying degrees of credibility.

I found myself laughing hard and loud. This delighted the
women who were clearly pleased that somehow the whole affair
had turned into a hyggelig (cozy) afternoon —a state of being that
is superior to euphoria and more valued by the Danes than high
adventure.

With the heat of the room and the heat of my wounds I felt
a pleasant numbing of consciousness. The last thing I
remembered was the hyggelig hiss of temperate steam.

I awoke to find the room deserted except for a woman stretched
out above me and another standing below me. My eyes opened
to their intent gaze and I scrambled to my feet. On the wall a
recessed clock with illuminated red hands read exactly four
o'clock. “Four o'clock!”’ I said. Thor was punctual. He'd be
waiting outside. .

Itucgked my towel around me and headed in .full flight d9wn
the wide treads of the steam room. Remembering my 81‘30101115:
and enduring guardian angels, I turned around and Wel}t betllc1
and thanked each, solemnly shaking hands and enunciating tne

isite ‘¢ ’ " k to the stairs again. The
requisite ‘‘Farvel, farvel!”” Then I too e
double doors through which we had ente_md would no budge.
: friends were beside me
I raised my knuckles to pound and my 4 s emofhcitiaah
again. ‘‘No, No! You may not!”’ They tugged me to
of doors in the opposing wall. .

I flung them open to find a swimm

dozen women were motionlessly eme

ing pool in which a half-
rged, only their bare
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shoulders visible, enjoying the water. Warm water! I could see
the steam rising from it in blue-white wisps. A pool. Of course.
My God! I had almost walked out of there without that fina],
glorious swish through abundant water.

“Yes! yes!’’ I said jubilantly.

Beside us was a stainless steel cart, piled high with steam-
room towels. I added mine. As my toes gripped the side of the
pool I was aware of my friends absorbed in the careful folding
of their discarded towels. I had simply dumped mine, forever
the ugly American. I dove and there was the elegant rush of warm
water. Intuitively I had dived shallowly. And that proved
fortunate. Before my hips hit the water, my open eyes could see
the configuration of tiles inches away from my nose, and I
abruptly cut the downward motion of my body. The momentum
carried me half the length of the pool.

As I surfaced I rolled over on my back to look behind me. There
stood the bathers, fully erect now, their knees visible over the
water line. At the far end of the pool, where I had soared so
wantonly into space, my two friends stood etched motionlessly
in stark terror like a Picasso canvas from his blue period, their
faces stunned and uncomprehending.

I stood up abruptly, feeling the water pull away from my body,
and smiled so that my friends might know I was unbloodied and
intact and so that the other occupants might resume their soaking
positions secure in the knowledge there would be no repetition
of the attack. As I climbed the two small steps that led out of
the pool, my two friends raced to my side. One blessed herself,
and the other put both hands to her heart to indicate the
expectation of an imminent attack. I conveyed my contrite state.
“I am fine. Just fine,’ I assured them.

Beyond them I suddenly observed a second and smaller pool.
It was nevertheless sizable, and all of a sudden I was struck with
a very obvious way in which I might indicate my reformed
approach to the bath. I would show them that I knew how to
behave decorously, as I availed myself of this, the obvious final
rinse.

This pool was empty and I wondered how many of the more
fainthearted I had driven from it by my exhibition. Fixing my
gaze on my friends’ still saucer-wide eyes, I moved swiftly down
the two tiled treads, ready to assume the appropriate crouch
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above me a pale blue circle of light through which I must surface

I cut through the water line like a flying fish, with a long-helci
shriek that emptied the warm pool of bodies and brought
attendants through exits and entrances.

“You mean to tell me,”’ said Thor later, ‘‘that you dove into
the cold tank?”’

“Ididn’t dive,” I told him. ‘‘I walked in. That is, I walked until
I fell in.”

‘I still don’t know why you were fooling around with the cold
tank at all,”’ he said. ‘Even the Danes give that a wide berth.
Except for some masochistic nuts.”

We had left the bathhouse at a quarter to five. I had reached
the rendezvous point under the solicitous escort of Hilde, an
attendant. Once outside she pressed into my hand a free pass
to “‘one private bath,’ and in an ardent but brief review of the
afternoon clearly tried to bring home to Thor the desirability
of shepherding me out of the public sector. }

We piled into the VW. 1’11 bet you feel pretty clean, though,
Thor said good-naturedly. He had never sounded more Damsl}.
I thought of the Danish fairy tales, of Hans Christian Andersen’s
happy penchant for horror stories. If I had drowr}ed in the ice
tank, the consensus would have been that I had dl?d cont'en.t—
having known the great joy of the hot tank. Thor.s conv1ct101;
that, all things said and done, I had had a great time, was no
improving my mood.

“How much steam

discussion. o
“Oh. no steam,’ he said casually. ‘I didn’t get the deluxe

ticket. I just had a long hot soak. Do you know those tubs are

almost six feet long?”’
I looked at him.
“You had a bath, a regu

did you take?’’ I asked, shifting the

lar bath, didn’t you?’’
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He turned and gave me a little pat on the knee as the car moved
into the major stream of traffic.

“I didn’t mind,”’ he said grandly.

We were going to be late picking up Katie. There was no time
for a cup of hot coffee. When we got home I headed for the
cupboard and poured myself a shot of aquavit, that fiery Danish
brandy. As a matter of fact, I had two.

Thor looked at me in amazement.

“Don’t ask!”’ I said, and went to pick up Katie over at the
Jensens’.




