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            Further praise on first publication in 1968:

            ‘Besides much that is genteel or sensational, too decorative or too thinly cerebral in English fiction today, its vision, its concreteness and its finely articulate energy are properly to be prized.’ Mr W. L. Webb, chairman of the Booker Prize judges, 1969 

            ‘Townrow, the hero of this novel, makes one want to shout with joy. Reading it is taking a ride on a rogue dolphin’s back through the Suez Crisis.’ Tribune

            ‘The liking for jagged acting, for freakish situations and flurries of irrational violence – these betray the hand of an individual and almost alarmingly skilled novelist. Mr Newby’s hard task is to induce empathy with a man “just amazed how people put up with the fact of being human”. And he manages it. “Craft” is the sort of word that’s used of his books; but design on this level of achievement is as much vision as technique.’ Observer

            ‘Something to Answer For is a most enjoyable novel … The plot is almost as intricate as that of a good detective story. It is beautifully written, the dialogue is witty and amusing and the background is both macabre and colourful.’ Oxford Mail

            ‘Mr Newby’s novel seems to have as many levels as a flight of steps; it is also amusing, serious, intelligent, metaphysical and exciting … The writing is pure art.’ Spectator

            ‘Magnificent … The book hooks the imagination [and] is a challenge and ultimately rewarding, not least for its mordant humour.’ New Statesman 

            ‘Something to Answer For, like most of the writer’s novels, is set in Egypt, a country which fascinates the author and of which he has considerable knowledge. The background of the novel is violent – suspected murder and brutal assault in the Egypt of 1956 and the Suez crisis. The scene is depicted with brilliance, the British and Egyptian characters with perception and sympathy. P. H. Newby, an extremely professional writer, is always readable, often humorous, his prose is elegant, the violence and tragedy understated never emphasised.’ Somerset Country Gazette 
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The Take-over 

         

         The old girl kept writing and complaining about the police. It was enough to start Townrow on a sequence of dreams. Night after night he floated in the sunset-flushed, marine city. He could smell the salt and the jasmine. He dreamed that Mrs Khoury, Mr Khoury and he were all sailing out of the harbour in a boat that slowly filled with water. He dreamed he was in a hot, dark room with a lot of men who argued and shouted. It must have been in the Greek Sailing Club because when a door opened there were oars and polished skiffs; and opposite, high over Simon Artz’s, on the other side of the Canal, was Johnnie Walker with his cane and top hat setting off for Suez. Or was it the Med.?

         By this time, Mrs Khoury was writing to say he was the only friend she had left in the world and she wanted to buy him a ticket on a jet so that he could see for himself what a mess Elie had left his affairs in; and he could make the police track down the murderers because in spite of the Revolution and the troops leaving the Canal Zone these Egyptians still took notice of an Englishman. She was an old woman. She was at her wits end. In spite of her Lebanese passport she was Townrow’s fellow-countrywoman and, really, she had nobody else to turn to.

         Naturally, he had to laugh. He wrote and explained she wouldn’t be able to send him the money because of the currency control; he had next to no money of his own, though now that Jean had married again he didn’t have to pay any more alimony, thank God. He had never actually married Liz so there was no financial liability there. Even so, times were hard. It was the height of summer, too, and in Port Said they’d be stewing. It would not be nice. He couldn’t bring himself actually to make this last point in writing. It might have seemed selfish.

         No, it was a lie times were hard. He was flush now he’d started milking the Fund. That was between him and his shadow.

         He had a letter from the London office of United Arab Airlines to say a first-class ticket had been paid for in Cairo. When did he want to use it? There was the usual literature with pictures of the Pyramids and boats on the Nile. Yes, but once he was there he was stuck. He’d be completely at the old girl’s mercy.

         Nevertheless, he was tempted. He fished out the back letters. She was a lot younger than Elie but even so she’d be a good sixty. Twenty-five years in that climate couldn’t have done her a lot of good. She couldn’t live for ever. She was the sort of stupid old cow who didn’t make a will. This was a pity when you thought how much money Elie must have picked up one way and another. He owned the block of flats they lived in. He was a director of the Phoenician Shipping Line and for about fifty years had shipped cotton and onions out of Port Said, coffee and whisky in. What Mrs K meant by saying his affairs were in a mess probably amounted to no more than the discovery he had banking accounts in Lebanon, Switzerland and the United States; and a couple of dozen gold bars under the floor boards. She was naive. It was all hers now, even the gold and platinum dentures. If he really was the only friend she had left in the world he ought to be advising her about her will. In fact, he began to see himself as sole beneficiary.

         The actual teeth were gold but the plate was platinum alloy. The set had been made in Beirut by a deaf and dumb Armenian mechanic who had learned his trade in Naples. Townrow remembered that Elie had told him all this within minutes of their first meeting on the beach at Port Said in 1946. This, the only time in his life he had been on horseback, Townrow was thrown on his head in front of the Khoury’s beach hut and Elie brushed him down with his own hands, seated him in a canvas chair, gave him some iced mango-flavoured syrup to drink, threatened the man who hired out the horses, said he was glad to make the acquaintance of an Englishman because his wife was English too, and finally hooked his dentures out for Townrow’s inspection. Townrow was still dazed and, thinking the old chap wanted to make him a present of the teeth, would have shaken his head if it hadn’t hurt so much. Elie said they were the most remarkable teeth in the world. But for the Revolution the man who had made them would have gone to St Petersburg and worked in the Fabergé workshop. But now he was dead and these teeth were his masterpiece.

         “My wife,” Elie had said, pointing happily to the back of the hut where Townrow noticed, for the first time, a grey-haired woman sitting in a deck chair reading. Her blue and white striped dress was so long it hid her feet. She took no notice of her husband or Townrow. What with her rather grim little mouth and somewhat bleached cleanliness she looked like Whistler’s Mother on holiday. Elie, on the other hand, might have been an old jockey, gone to fat.

         They had taken him back to their flat for supper and even now Townrow could remember the strangeness of Mrs K not saying a word until they were actually seated at table. With a real Cockney twang she then said she had been born and brought up in Stepney and she didn’t care who knew it. Townrow replied that although he was only a sergeant in the Service Corps (that was because he had been sent down from Oxford) he was one of the Lincolnshire Townrows and his old man was heartily ashamed of him; a lie, but it established a social relationship and that was all Mrs K who cared a hell of a lot that she came from Stepney, really wanted. If Townrow wondered why she’d married this foreigner she had a reason for that too. She had been a First War Widow.

         Her father was captain of a cargo ship that made regular runs between Europe and the Far East. She took to sailing with him to get used to being a First War Widow. Four times a year they went through the Suez Canal and after the first two trips there was Elie Khoury regularly waiting for her at Port Said or Suez as the case might be to make the journey through the canal with them and try to persuade her to marry him. He was a widower, nearly as old as her father, and violently in love. He gave her a silver photo frame, a little watch set in diamonds, pearl earrings, a silk stole, a gold-plated pen, an alligator-hide suitcase, ropes of Turkish Delight stuffed with nuts and cream, bottles of perfume and a pair of German field-glasses. And she was in her mid-thirties. They were married in 1922. What do you expect, she had seemed to demand, after a war in which all the better men had died?

         Elie had listened to all this with a grin.

         “Even so, I’d never’ve married him if he’d been a Jew or an Arab no matter how much money he’d got, but Lebanese is different, they’re almost European in a way and Elie is Christian, of course, which makes a difference even though he’s R.C. My mother was strong Baptist and she would not have liked me marrying an R.C. His English is as good as mine, if not better.”

         She was a shrewd, practical, hard old trot. Townrow thought of her when his father was dying and they sent for him after all those years. It was an invitation to the death of a stranger. Anyway, the ward sister lifted Dad’s eyelid and said, “You see, no reaction! He’s not conscious of anything,” then pulled her finger away to watch the lid close over the sightless white as though it was a blind over the window opposite. She was no more than idly interested. That would have been Mrs K all over. She had done a bit of Red Cross nursing in, of all places, Montenegro in 1918. She must have slipped into the basilisk eye and tight lip routine like a pro. All the more surprising, then, that the death of Elie should set her shouting for help in this girlish way. If Townrow had been asked he would have said she wanted little more from life than a permanent farewell to Port Said. She hated the place. Now was her chance. She might have to cut a few losses. The Nasser government could scarcely be expected to make life easy for an absentee rentière but if she really wanted to live in Tunbridge Wells Townrow was sure Elie had fixed his estate so that she could do just that, and in style. Instead, there was all this screaming about murder. If there really was some question of foul play Mrs K herself was as much of a suspect in Townrow’s eyes as anybody else in Port Said.

         Until he fell on his head outside the Khoury beach hut in 1946 Townrow had no special feelings about the place. He was a sergeant in the military Embarkation Office waiting to be demobbed and if you were in that line of business, putting troops on or off ships, Port Said was the sort of place you were likely to be. But when he had this accident he saw it differently.

         For one moment he balanced on his right ear and shoulder, his legs straight up in the air. As he so balanced he saw, upside down, a girl in a bathing costume. She stood with her legs slightly apart and was so relaxed and contented inside her big, glossy thighs and pouting breasts that Townrow thought she must be one of the happiest people alive. Beyond her was a cloud ribbed evening sky and one of the red-brick cathedral towers. The stiffening went out of him, he crumpled and lay on his back looking into Elie’s anxious eyes.

         Either the girl then went off to another part of the beach or she was a vision because Townrow saw no more of her. Of the two possibilities the vision, he thought, was the likelier. The city quivered in her after-glow. The sun was low enough for those clouds to be red. Beyond the black palm trees the Casino Palace Hotel lost its colour, thinned and broke apart over the night rising quickly out of Asia. Concrete, steel, glass, sand and salt water belched a warm sexuality into his face. He could smell all Egypt, from the mud of the Nile to the roasting corn cobs on the De Lesseps breakwater. No ordinary girl could have done that to him.

         As he shaved a muscle twitched at the corner of his left eye and he put down his razor to look out at the north London roof tops. It was a grey day. Perhaps it would be no bad thing to be out of England for a couple of months.

         
            *

         

         At Rome there was a sixty-minute wait and Townrow spent it in the airport waiting room and the bar. A big man in an expensive-looking panama came over to him and said, “You English?”

         Townrow realised the man was younger than he looked. In spite of the weight, the stoop, and the quivering blue cheeks he was probably in his late twenties. He had a good vocabulary but a thick accent. “I am from Israel. I am a journalist. I’ve been in the States on a trip.”

         In addition to Townrow there was already one man sitting at the table. Over the tarmac there was a view of the control tower. Because of the heat the air rippled over the tarmac like water and the main buildings and the base of the control tower rippled too. This other man had been complaining to Townrow about the heat and saying it would be even worse in Athens. He was a Greek who worked for a travel agency in Paris.

         “What can I do for you?” Townrow said to the Israeli. He did not ask the man to sit down and as he himself remained seated the atmosphere was not friendly. The Israeli seemed to be in a rage. Perhaps he was drunk. But no, it wasn’t that.

         “In March, 1942,” said the Israeli, “I was living in Budapest with my father and my uncle. Now we listened to the B.B.C. of course. Why did your government not warn us about going on those trains?”

         “What trains?”

         “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” said the Israeli to the Greek who nodded pleasantly and indicated the vacant chair. Even so he did not offer to buy the Israeli a drink. He was smoking a cheroot and drinking whisky.

         The Israeli sat down and the chair creaked. He must have been twenty stone. He looked into Townrow’s eyes. “Whenever I see an Englishman I ask him this question. Never is there a good answer. I have vowed to put this question to every Englishman. It is what I owe to the dead.”

         “You’ll have to spell this out a bit.”

         “The Final Solution,” said the Greek, nodding his head rhythmically, as though in time with music audible to him alone. “If the Allies had agreed to exchange lorries millions of Jews would still be alive. I know this. I was in the Resistance. I was in touch with G.H.Q. Middle East, Cairo.”

         “I was in Budapest,” said the Israeli.

         “I may even have helped you to escape, no?”

         “No.”

         “I helped many Jews,” said the Greek.

         The Israeli was impatient. His eyes had not left Townrow’s face. “The question I put is this. We listened every night to the B.B.C. Very good. You know what would happen if we were caught listening to the B.B.C.? Death. We all listen. We sit in the dark, and so I sat in the dark with my father and my uncle. At no time, I tell you, did the B.B.C. warn us about those trains. It is useless to deny it. Why was there no warning? We Jews did not know. We were told the men went to Germany to work in factories and on the land. Why did the British not say,’ Stay away from those trains. Do not go on those trains. They are death trains. They will take you to the extermination camps.’? If the British had said this my father and my uncle, do you think they would have gone? They would have killed themselves first. They would have gone across the river into Yugoslavia.”

         “So that is how you escaped,” said the Greek. “Through Yugoslavia.” 

         “I was there when the war ended. I went to Israel when the war ended. Do you know what I think,” the Israeli said to Townrow. “This was British Government policy. What other explanation could there be? The British Government connived. What are the Jews of Europe to the British? They connived with the Nazis. It was part of their anti-Zionist policy.”

         “What date are you talking about?”

         “In March, 1942, my father and my uncle went on a death train.”

         “Maybe at this time the British Government didn’t know.”

         The Israeli laughed savagely and gestured with his open hand. “Yes they knew.”

         March 1942 was a time Townrow could remember because it was in the Easter of that year he was slung out of college and went into the army. But he just could not remember what was generally known about the concentration camps at that time. If there were stories in the papers people might have written them off as propaganda.

         “They didn’t know. Or if they did know they did broadcast these warnings and you didn’t hear them.”

         The Israeli laughed again.

         “Every time I meet an Englishman I rub his face in this connivance. When you are in England, ask about: why did the government not warn the Jews in Europe? I myself would never visit England because of this responsibility your government shares for the death of my father and my uncle and——”

         “I’m not listening to this.”

         “Why should I lie? Tell me that!”

         “No British Government would do this. You’re crazy. Look, I’m bloody sorry about your father and that, but you mustn’t say things like this. It’s mad.”

         “The British Government knew and said nothing. You think the British Government never do anything disgraceful?” 

         “You’re bloody mad.”

         “I’m not talking about you and the English people. I’m talking about the government.”

         “No British Government is like that.”

         They were attracting attention from neighbouring tables. Why should this Jew have pounced on him in this way? Perhaps it was the English clothes. Thank God, being an Israeli he couldn’t possibly be on the Cairo flight. Speaking for himself he’d always been pro-Jewish, especially pro-Jewish women, and it was maddening to have this fanatic come up and spit in his face. He could not get up and just walk away. For one thing, he suspected the Israeli would run after him, shouting; for another, he wanted to stay and ram the stupid accusation down the fellow’s throat.

         “The English,” said the Greek travel agent, “are not a grateful people. In spite of my services I myself was suspected. Can you imagine that? I didn’t expect too many decorations.” He shrugged. “I am a Greek. But I was sent for, to Cairo. I was accused of being a double agent. Can you imagine all this?”

         “When there’s a war on——” Townrow began.

         “That’s exactly what the British Government said in 1942,” the Israeli shouted. “This is our opportunity to get rid of the Jews.”

         “Aw, you’re just sick. No British Government——”

         “How do you know?” The Israeli seemed really amused now, as though Townrow had made a good joke. He dropped his voice to a conversational level. “You don’t know what goes on at government level in times of crisis.”

         “He is English,” said the Greek, “so he thinks he does.”

         “No British Government could do anything too obviously nasty. The system won’t let it.”

         “The system!” said the Israeli, sneering.

         The Greek snapped his fingers for a waiter and tried to order drinks all round but Townrow and the Israeli declined. So he ordered scotch for himself and lit another cheroot. 

         “I was two years at school in England. I understand the English. You sir, and I,” he said to the Israeli, “know that all governments are bad. In Greece, we have a corrupt government. I say this openly, here in Rome. I would say it in Athens. The French have a corrupt government. Any Frenchman will tell you. Americans, Russians, Venezuelans—I have been in Venezuela—will say they have crooked government. This is how it is. The Englishman is not like this. He thinks he is good and sincere himself and he believes he has a government that is good and sincere too. I don’t care whether it’s a Labour Government or a Conservative Government. He may disagree with it but he does not thing it is corrupt. This is what he understands about life. Every Englishman, when he is abroad, feels he can speak authoritatively for Whitehall. An illusion. They think, in Britain, that private life and public policy is one seamless garment. Every country has its special illusion. This is the British illusion.”

         “I don’t know Greece,” said Townrow. “Maybe you have got crooked government there. Maybe the French have too. And all the others. I don’t think they’re all honest men in Westminster, either.”

         “When our friend accused the British Government of being partly responsible for the death of his father you rejected the possibility. An American would have considered the possibility. And I as a Greek, would have considered the possibility. Here is the great difference between the English and the rest of the world. You live very smug.”

         “Snug?”

         “Smug. You are smug, like owls.”

         “Owls?”

         “Or missionaries.”

         “I tell you,” said the Israeli, “the British Government carry responsibility for the death of my father.”

         “Crap.”

         “Don’t say that.”

         Townrow thought the fellow was going to punch him. So he stood up with the intention of clearing off before a fight started.

         “You’re sick,” he said. “But everybody’s not sick. You want to remember that. We’re not all like you.”

         This amounted to a claim that he, personally, lived in a glow of spiritual well-being. He had not always. Until he got used to the idea of being a snake he used to punish himself. Those binges, those long walks, all that talking about himself whenever he found somebody who would listen! He liked to explain he had a misfortune in his life. A little, vital spring was broken. He was a mal-functioning machine and he liked kicking himself to see whether that made him go any better.

         It was a phase. He had been able to snap out of it. So far from punishing himself, most people would say he did himself rather well these days. He liked nice things: food, clothes, drink, women. The main thing was to be honest about yourself, be yourself, accept yourself as a crook, if that’s what you were, enjoy yourself.

         Townrow became aware that he and the Israeli had been standing and looking into each other’s eyes for some time now.

         Unexpectedly the Israeli put a hand on Townrow’s shoulder and said, “Just because you’re a nice guy yourself, it doesn’t mean you’ve got a nice government.” He even smiled.

         
            *

         

         The Immigration Officer was asking him questions in the airless heat of a summer night. Why was he visiting the United Arab Republic? How long did he plan to stay?

         “A friend of mine died and I’m here to marry his rich widow.”

         Townrow was at once marched off by a couple of soldiers to a small room furnished only with a couple of canvas seated chairs and a trestle table. There was a small barred window high up against the ceiling. Half an hour later one of the soldiers brought him coffee but refused to talk. Light had faded from the small window and a single electric bulb had been switched on before the door opened again and Townrow was escorted down the corridor by the same two soldiers. He stepped into an office and saw two civilians sitting behind a table with his passport open before them.

         “What was the name of the friend who died?” They were the leanest Egyptians Townrow had ever seen inside good suits and he assumed they were the New Men of the country, army officers. They were not smoking and they did not ask him to sit down.

         “I was making a joke. She’s sixty at least. She’s got a moustache.”

         “But if she is very rich?”

         “Colonel,” said Townrow to the man who had spoke, “if you were thirty-two next birthday would you marry a woman of sixty-odd?”

         “What is a Fund Distributor?” asked the other man who was now studying the passport.

         Townrow had thought this a real joke when he had filled in the application for his new passport; but now he was not so sure.

         “I distribute a fund which cannot be spent for the charitable purpose it was collected.”

         “Is this a profession, a Fund Distributor?”

         “Certainly.”

         “For what was the money collected?”

         “A lot of people were drowned. It is a complicated legal issue.”

         “Where does this rich woman live you are going to marry?”

         “I am not going to marry her.”

         “Why not, if she’s really rich? If I were not married already, I would marry a rich old woman,” said the Colonel, “but I have a good wife already, thank God. This widow lives in Cairo?”

         “Port Said.”

         “Ah!” The two officers spoke together. They were silent. “So, you wish to visit the Canal Zone.” The younger of the two had sorted this out for himself and the elder became excited. He threw a lot of questions. Was the widow still living in the house of the deceased? If Mr Townrow was not offering marriage to her what was the purpose of his visit? How did he come to meet the Khoury family in the first place?

         “So you are a soldier! You were stationed how long at Port Said?”

         He was marched back to his cell and spent another hour, in darkness this time, listening to the breathing of the soldier on the other side of the door. The interrogation had made him sweat. He slackened his tie, undid his collar and was trying to find a dry bit of handkerchief to dab his face with when the light went on, the door opened and the Colonel walked in with his passport.

         “O.K. Mr Townrow,” he said, “You can go and I hope you have a pleasant stay in the U.A.R.”

         “Go? Where to, now I’ve missed my train?”

         “There’ll be a train in the morning. There are plenty of hotels.”

         “I’ve no money for hotel bills.”

         The Colonel shrugged. They had already left the Immigration block and were walking over to the Customs where Townrow’s luggage presumably still was.

         “This fund,” said the Colonel, “when you have distributed it will you distribute another? If not, it does not seem to me a real career.”

         “There were anonymous contributions and collections and the papers were lost. It’s a big Fund. This is a life work.”

         “The money can’t be spent on the families of all these drowned persons?”

         “No.”

         “This is the law in England?”

         “Yes.”

         The Colonel thought about this. His mouth was bunched so that his moustache stood out aggressively. “There must be opportunities to put some of this money in your own pocket, then. After a time people get tired. They forget.”

         “What are you accusing me of?”

         “I should be very tempted if I were a Fund Distributor.” The Colonel shrugged. “It is human nature. When everybody has forgotten about this fund who would miss a thousand pounds, two thousand pounds? But I expect you are a very honest man.”

         “Do I have to answer that question?”

         “Good luck with the old woman,” said the Colonel when finally he handed Townrow over to a Customs officer. He marched off, probably thinking of rich old women and large charitable funds having no legal outlet. Patches of sweat that looked quite black in the arclights sprouted from the armpits of his silvery jacket.

         
            *

         

         Townrow’s only plan, once arrived in Port Said, was to go straight to Mrs K’s but the heat and smells of early afternoon struck him as soon as he walked out of the station. Foreign parts. These were foreign and stinking and overlaid with his own private military recollections. The army was all right. He’d never been very regimental but he’d enjoyed it. Better than life in the suburbs fiddling the accounts. He knew how to stalk and shoot a man. There must be some way of using skills like that. In a bar off the Edgware Road a man who said he was Major Bray tried to recruit him to guard a pipeline in South America for a hundred quid a week all found. He told Major Bray this sounded too soft and respectable. Bray said there were plenty of jobs for trained soldiers. Why couldn’t they keep in touch? Nothing had come of it but from time to time Townrow had fancied himself as a mercenary shooting it out in a tropical forest. He was fancying himself now but the only fight he found himself in was with a couple of porters. They wanted his two bags.

         A hot wind blew from the west, straight out of Arab Town. Townrow put on his dark glasses, fought off the two porters and climbed into a Ford cab of the early nineteen-thirties, with seats of cracked leather, smelling of hay and goat and petrol and jasmine. He decided he would not go straight to the old girl’s. She’d be asleep anyway. He would go to one of those places out of bounds to other ranks when last he had been in town. He would check in at the Eastern Exchange and show he was independent. Whatever happened Mrs K was to understand he was independent.

         While his bags were being taken up he had a double scotch in the bar. Off duty he used to come into this place in his civvies in spite of the “officers only” rule and it hadn’t changed. The three great fans twirled against the dun ceiling. The bar-tender was new but Townrow recognised the grey-headed man with one eye who had his gallabieh tucked up around his waist and walked around with a mop and pail of water. He almost greeted him. The room was up on the third floor, overlooking a courtyard. He took a shower and stretched out naked on the bed. The phone might be ringing for him at that very minute in the Hampstead flat but on the whole he thought it pretty unlikely. Liz wouldn’t ring him. The bloody office wouldn’t ring him because they thought he was on holiday. Well, he was on holiday, wasn’t he? He was on a month’s holiday. It wouldn’t matter if he took five weeks, six weeks. One good thing about the office, they let him run the fund how he liked. After a couple of months they might start something. It wasn’t exactly a nice feeling that was brought on by the realisation that even when he’d been away three months the only people to care would be the office. It was enough to make him think of Major Bray and wonder whether he was in the telephone book. What was wrong with being hired to kill? There was a chance of getting bumped off yourself, and that was good too, wasn’t it?

         He woke in the dark to find the mosquitoes biting him. The office didn’t know where he was, neither did Bray, and neither did Mrs K for that matter. He had not told her he was on his way. She might at that very moment be sitting down to write another letter to him. She might have deteriorated to the point she was actually handing in a cable. Or phoning.

         Somewhere at the back of the Eastern Exchange was a little park with rough grass and palm trees. You took the street leading north out of the north-east corner, once left into a much narrower street where the houses had huge wooden doors, grilles on the downstairs windows and verandahs on the first floor with a lot of fancy ironwork. Townrow put on his linen suit and made off in this direction.

         During the war-time black-out the only sure way of locating the Cyprus Bar was by remembering it was opposite the great white-washed portico of what looked like some religious institution, a convent maybe. It stood out in moonlight, starlight, or even the mild phosphorescence that seemed to hang in even the darkest summer night. If Christou still ran the place he might not remember Townrow after all that time.

         But he did. Townrow parted the fish-netting and stepped into the familiar den, lined with barrels, lit by a 50-watt electric bulb that swung inside a protecting cage. The light was so bad the place seemed larger than it was. The corners were pocked with deep shadows. There was the peculiar pickled-walnut reek of vatted alcohol. Christou rated friendliness pretty high so there was no bar-counter to separate him from his customers. They stood, or sat around on chairs, Maltese, Cypriots and Greeks mainly, drinking arrack or ouzo or Cyprus brandy, talking, smoking and spitting into a great china pot decorated with a green dragon that swallowed its own tail. Christou was drawing a measure from one of the sherry casks when Townrow came in. He looked up.

         The man had aged. His thin white hair looked almost lemon in that light. The rather heavy face had dropped. Instead of being hidden behind a lot of fat his eyes stood out like a bull’s. He had real dewlaps. Perhaps he’d been ill. He’d lost a good couple of stone but he looked as smart as ever in his white silk shirt and blue slacks.

         “You got any Greek brandy?”

         Christou spoke English with a good accent. Townrow remembered that he’d been a schoolmaster in Limassol before knocking somebody off (“It was a feud. Nothing dishonourable,”) and having to run for it. “I’ve got Greek brandy, certainly. But it’s just scented piss.”

         “Double Camba.”

         “Have this Cyprus brandy. It’s on me. British and best.”

         He drew a quarter of a pint into a tumbler, handed it to Townrow and disappeared through a door to come back a few moments later smoking a little cigar and carrying a garland of jasmine which he hung round Townrow’s neck. “The last Englishman I served with Cyprus brandy dropped dead in the street and I’d like you to have your flowers now.” He was busy for some time serving and wise-cracking, in Greek mainly but a certain amount of English for Townrow’s benefit. From time to time he took a swig from a blue jug. Men ducked through the fish-netting and asked for arrack or wine and a glass of water.

         “You ought to have a fan,” said Townrow. “Either that or take the roof off.”

         Christou stopped and looked at him. “I know you.” Sweat dropped from the end of his nose and collected like oil on the point of his chin. “I knew you the moment you came in. You’re Sergeant Townrow.”

         “My name’s Bray, Major Bray. Have one yourself.”

         “No thanks, major. I got a liver and two kidneys to support.” He took another swig out of his blue jug. “The last time I thought of you was when the British Army sailed out.”

         “But that was nine whole months ago!”

         “Well, I thought you’d abandoned me, sergeant. No letters, no perfume, no flowers. I had to exercise a real effort of will. I looked at all those Gyppo brass bands and said my farewell to Sergeant Townrow and the British Empire. You heard about the bands? They had the Salvation Army, the fifes and drums of the Camel Corps and the Zagazig Zither Band lined up to give the big musical raspberry as the troop ships sailed out. But for once the British got their information right. They’d sailed the night before. I looked at those frustrated Gyppo mugs and felt proud to be a British Protected citizen with permission to enter the U.K. without let or hindrance. What brings you back to Port Said, sergeant? It can’t be a cruise. You’d never have the money, you soak. So you’re either one of the advance party or spying.”

         “My name’s Bray,” said Townrow. “Major Bray.”

         By this time there were only three customers left and Christou was enjoying himself so much he told them to help themselves. He sat with Townrow in a corner drinking out of his blue jug. He rolled about in the English language like a colt in a dust bowl, legs in the air, so to speak, and whinnying. “All these men are spies. They don’t come in here for drink. They are trying to trap me. I tell them I have suffered under British imperialism. I am an exile from my country, and I poison British troops daily. Or did when there were any about. Sergeant Townrow!” He fetched another tumbler of brandy. “When I have poisoned you and presented them with the corpse maybe they’ll leave me alone.”

         “How did Elie Khoury die?” said Townrow.

         Christou put down his jug and began shouting at his customers in Greek and kitchen Arabic. He allowed them time to drink up, refused to take their money and when the last of them had gone, shut and bolted the door behind him.

         “Now we’re here,” he said to Townrow, “just the two of us with all this drink.” He produced a bottle of Votris out of a crate and set it on the table between them. “I had completely forgotten, dear sergeant, that Elie was a friend of yours. Well, here’s to him.” And they drank a couple of inches of Votris each.

         “This is all right,” said Townrow. 

         “Specially imported from Athens.” The sweat stood out on Christou’s forehead like little pearly blisters. “Poor Elie. I’d have gone to his funeral if he’d had one. I could have gone too.” His eyebrows shot up. He spread out his hands. “What an Odyssey. That woman must have some Greek blood in her.”

         “Why didn’t Elie have a funeral?”

         “He did. It was in Beirut. I couldn’t go. Did you know there was a law against taking bodies out of Egypt? Neither did I. Neither did anyone else. Maybe so many mummies got exported the Gyppos became neurotic about it. No, when your corpse is carried out of here, sergeant, they’ll bury you in the Protestant cemetery, down beyond the sewage farm. They told Madame her husband would have to be buried in Egypt. They were after his bones for ivory. You know what she did? She put the coffin in one of these little fishing boats and sailed out into the Med. In the middle of the day. The Harbour-Master saw her, and the Captain of the Coastguards saw her, and the Port Medical Officer, and the Inspector of Customs and the Garrison Commander and the Naval Officer-in-Charge and the Captain of the ferryboat. They all saw her. She was wearing a sheet tied round her head like a nurse. And she had big rubber boots. There were blankets and a crate of food and bottles. The coffin was in the bottom of the boat with nothing over it. The lieutenant in charge of the ack-ack battery near the De Lesseps statue saw the sun flashing on the handles of the coffin as she sailed past. I went on to the breakwater and waved. Maybe everybody thought she was going to drop him overboard once she got outside the harbour. That would be in territorial waters. It could be held the law was not mocked. But she sailed to Beirut. Alone! She took a week. Nearly three hundred miles! Then they wouldn’t let her ashore! There’s a law in Lebanon against bringing bodies into the country!”

         Townrow guessed this was all lies. “You said he had a funeral.” 

         Christou put the empty bottle back in the crate and pulled out a full one. “If I spoke harshly about Greek brandy I want you to remember it’s just a matter of style. Sergeant! I am a Greek and I have never been to Athens. We Cypriots are purer Greeks than the Greeks of Athens. All this makes one bitter. You can pay for this bottle. I’ll pay for the next one. Elie had his funeral. But first of all I have to tell you that Madame was intercepted by the Israeli navy! They made her open the coffin. Can you imagine it? The deep, rolling, blue water all around them, a Jew gunboat, and this mad old English woman with the skin peeling off her nose. You can see the coffin with the lid off and Elie’s face and crossed hands in the midday sun. The Jews took their hats off while Madame swore at them. They all bobbed up and down. There was a dolphin. They even asked her how she knew her course. She had the salt dried on her face and hands, so much white powder. Her father was a sailor. By night she kept the North Star well on her port. By day she’d recognise any landfall. She’d know Carmel. Beyond that Naqura. The truth is, the set of the wind this time of year you wouldn’t go far wrong if you just sailed with it. There’s a dolphin I know, goes that way too in the middle of June. He may have had something to do with it. Thirty miles out at sea you can see snow on Lebanon. She came back by air. I asked her what she did with the boat. She said she’d burned it on the shore.”

         Townrow tried to stand up. “You’re a liar. How did she get him through the Lebanese customs? Tell me that.”

         “If you were a customs officer and a flaming red stringy woman in a white hood sails out of the sunset with a corpse in an open coffin and a bag of Maria Theresa dollars and another bag of gold sovereigns what would you do? You’d see the plain wooden cross stitched to his shroud and know him for a fellow-Christian. And even if you were a Moslem customs officer you’d reflect he was no mere heathen, but a man of the Book like yourself, with discs of gold on his closed eyelids and silver on his mouth. Elie was buried under an umbrella pine in the cemetery on the road to Beit Meri. You have to cut the rock there. The soil is thin.”

         Townrow fell sideways off his chair and struck his head against a cask. Christou tried to help him up but Townrow said No, he’d like to lie there for a bit with his cheek against the cool concrete, thinking.

         “You’ve given me a lot to think about,” he said in a slow, deep voice, like a High Court judge on a hot afternoon. “Dolphin is an intelligent beast.”

         “One mustn’t exaggerate. It’s child’s play sailing one of those little boats. You wedge yourself against the tiller and hang on to the main sheet. At night you can tie it.”

         Christou turned Townrow over on to his back.

         “What are you calling yourself Major Bray for?” he asked, and dashed a jug of water into his face.

         “Dolphins are almost human,” said Townrow. “She’d talk to it as they swam along together. And it’d talk back. It’s wet in here, Christou. It’s coming through the ceiling,” he said. “Bray? Because I’m a hired killer. I’m shooting it out in a tropical forest.”

         Christou filled his pipe and sat on the floor at Townrow’s side with his back against a crate. “So now you know why Nasser took over the Suez Canal.”

         “Nasser couldn’t take over a——” Townrow cast about. “He couldn’t take over a——”

         “Didn’t you know? You’re not in a tropical forest now, son. As soon as Nasser knew Madame had sailed out of the Suez Canal with her husband’s body, the Maria Theresa dollars, the sovereigns and who knows what-else bullion, art treasures, antiques, the finest Arabian Myrrh for the corpse, bees-wax candles and incense, he got up in the largest square in Alex, Colonel Nasser did, and proclaimed he no longer recognised the international status of the Canal and Egypt was taking it for its own.”

         Townrow tried to lift his head. “You mean, just because that crazy woman——” 

         “‘She would never have dared,’ Nasser said, ‘if she’d known the Canal was Egyptian property.’”

         Townrow struggled to understand. “But she wasn’t in the Canal. She just sailed out of the harbour.”

         “Nasser said that before the Canal there was nothing here but a sandbank. Every brick and camel dropping in the twin cities of Port Said and Port Fouad is Canal. I am Canal. This boozer is Canal. You are Canal. The harbour is Canal. We’ve been nationalised.”

         “Major Bray wouldn’t have liked that,” said Townrow. Christou had to bring an ear down to catch the words because Townrow was speaking without moving his jaw. “She was only doing her duty as a wife.”

         “Being a Moslem country they’d have different ideas ideas what constituted wifely behaviour. It struck Nasser as imperialistic ruthlessness.” Christou breathed smoke out of his nostrils and sighed. “Anyway, you can understand why I thought you were one of the advance party, Major.”

         
            *

         

         Townrow was awakened by the warmth of the sun. He could not move. He was lying on treasure. All this gold dazzled painfully and he had to shut his eyes again. He was able to move the fingers of his left hand. They dabbled in sand.

         He could tell he was quite naked and that the top of his head had been smashed in. Even with his eyes shut he could not keep out the dazzle and this set off dull explosions to one side of his skull. He rolled over on to his face and felt the sun on his buttocks. A long time later he struggled to his knees and found it was quite true, he’d been stripped. Even his socks were gone. He put a hand to his head and found it was still covered with hair. The light amazed him.

         Because it hurt so much he had to squint about cautiously. Where was he? This wasn’t home. He was kneeling in a desert of fine sand. Straight ahead was a huge lake of straw-coloured water with islands in it that were little more than sandbanks though some of them had trees on. He could see sailing boats and white birds. The sun was still very low. The water, the sand, the boats, the trees, looked so fragile he fancied he could put his hand through it all, as though it were a painting on silk not a couple of feet from his nose.

         Not the place he remembered, not the Irish countryside. One minute he had been riding along in the back of the open car, gazing over the rocky walls and the stony hillside and wondering about that grove of trees. Why trees in this rock? Perhaps a stream had washed down soil from the hills and these trees had somehow got themselves planted, real wild trees, not Forestry softwoods.

         He knelt with his back to the sun and turned his head to the right. Here was more sand and, in the distance, a city made of small pieces of white and pink, with windows flashing in the sun. Townrow looked at his wrist but his watch was not there. He could see an ocean-going steamer with a red funnel propped up on the sand about five miles away, so he knew he wasn’t at home. There were a lot of flies about too. They made for his eyes.

         Hearing a regular, dry, clopping sound he set his teeth and slowly rose to his feet. The blood thudded about inside his skull. He saw a man on a donkey coming along a little metalled road and tried to shout. He had no idea whether he’d succeeded. His mouth felt as though it had been scoured out with quicklime.

         “AAh!” He found he was screaming. He ran over the sand and stood in the path of the donkey, waving. The rider had a nut-brown, cheerful, bearded face. He was wearing a grey gown tucked up to his waist, so that Townrow could see his white-pantalooned legs. But he appeared not to have noticed Townrow at all until at the very last minute he twitched the donkey’s head on one side, produced a heavy stick from nowhere at all and gave Townrow an almighty crack on the side of the head as he sailed past.

         Townrow had blood in his mouth and it was less disagreeable than he might have expected. He was in some foreign country and he could not remember how he had got there. After a while he was able to stand up again and talk in something like his normal voice. He spoke to the flies. They seemed to be settling all over him.

         He could see another grey donkey. Irish donkeys were brown. This one was pulling a little flat-topped cart on which there were two men in dirty drawers and rust-coloured jackets. At the sight of Townrow they shouted. One of them had a whip with which he gave Townrow a cut across the shoulders as they rattled past. They had a load of baskets and as one of them fell off about fifty yards up the track they had to stop and pick it up. Townrow was so crazy with pain and anger he tried to catch them up, but they were away again, jeering and cracking the whip before he could get anywhere near. Now he was set in that direction he thought he might as well keep on.

         He knew by the length of his shadow it was still early. Most of what he saw was empty, pale sky. The sand, the city and the sky were all bleached. It was the sort of morning you expected to see a good drenching of dew and, sure enough, when he turned and looked back towards the lake to discover whether any more traffic was on its way, he saw his own wet footsteps. He crouched. He touched his feet. He had cut them on the stones and they were bleeding. What stones? he thought. There was just sand and this tarmac. Perhaps he had walked on a tin or broken glass. He had blood on his feet. He was much too tired to stand up. He crouched in the middle of the road, watching the little khaki-coloured closed van bear down on him from the direction of town.

         A couple of men wearing tarbooshes and old army uniforms jumped out and grabbed him. He knew superior force when he saw it and made no resistance. He supposed the man on the donkey and the two men on the cart had lodged a complaint.

         “I am Irish,” Townrow said as soon as he was inside the van. “I’ve been robbed and beaten up. I want to go straight to my Consul.” 

         For by this time he knew damn well he was not in Ireland. He tried to remember why not.

         The policemen did not speak English. They produced a pair of pale blue cotton trousers, convict’s garb by the look of it. Townrow had just put them on when the van stopped. The door opened and he was levered out into a courtyard from where he could glimpse blue water through an archway. With one hand he had to hold up his pants. The other was grasped by one of the policemen who led him out of the sunlight down a white passage and into a cell where the door was immediately locked on him. An iron bedstead with wooden slats occupied one wall of the cell. He lay on this for some hours, watching the shaft of light from the one high, barred window, move across the floor. He shouted now and again but there was such a row going on, a radio being played very loud, bells ringing, orders shouted, women crying, men screaming, boots tramping on bare boards, the ferry and other canal traffic sounding sirens and hooters, that Townrow had to choose his moment carefully. He was in Port Said. He knew that. He could even remember the journey down from Cairo. The intellectual effort was so exhausting that he fell asleep.

         “Sir!” He woke to find a man with large, sad Pharaonic eyes bending over him and touching his shoulder.

         Townrow stared up at him, saying nothing, not because he did not want to. The sounds would not come. The man produced a glass of water and held it in front of Townrow’s face. At this Townrow found his jaw slackening and sounds emerging from some point very far down in his throat. Another man now lifted him into a sitting position.

         “You are English?” said the man with the big eyes. Townrow could now see his uniform. He was an officer of some sort.

         “I’ve been murdered,” said Townrow. He had drunk the glass of water and now asked for another. “They must have taken me out of town and dumped me.”

         “It’s not so bad,” said the officer who had been quietly looking him over. “You’ll need half a dozen stitches in that cheek. The officers say you were running about naked.”

         “They stripped me.”

         Townrow could hear somebody laughing. He could see now that the cell was full of policemen, so full he could not make out who was laughing. It must have been somebody at the back.

         “And when I tried to stop a man he hit me with a bloody great cudgel.”

         Even the officer began to smile at this. Townrow looked at him carefully. His mind was functioning more clearly. He knew these gentle, big-eyed, well-spoken Egyptians, from his Army days. One had been in charge of dock labour. Another used to give Arabic lessons. But it was the first time he had seen one, a Christian that is, dressed up as a policeman in Egypt. He was reconciled to being in Egypt now. He had come there for some purpose. But what?

         “What’s so funny?”

         “I expect this man hit you with the cudgel because he was frightened of you.”

         “Frightened? A naked man? Covered with blood? A couple of swine came along on a cart and they had a go at me with a whip!”

         Whoever was laughing must have understood English. Perhaps the intellectual cream of the Port Said police force was gathered to hear Townrow’s statement; at any rate they understood enough, after a certain amount of muttering between themselves, to crow with laughter. The officer drew a handkerchief out of his sleeve to wipe his eyes. Townrow could see he was trying not to laugh.

         “They were fishermen,” he explained. “They bring up baskets of prawns every morning.”

         “British Consul,” said Townrow. “Get me to the Consul.”

         “But if you were riding along,” the officer insisted, “and a wild man, all naked, jumped out at you, wouldn’t you hit him with your whip? Of course you would.’

         “I did not jump out. You a Cop?” 

         “Yes. I am the Legal Officer, Lieutenant Amin.”

         “If you’re a Christian you must know the story of the Good Samaritan.”

         “But in your case,” said Lieutenant Amin, more amused than ever, “the Levite did not pass by on the other side. He hit you with a cudgel. Don’t misunderstand us. We are not laughing because we are cruel men, or even because you are English and because you have been beaten. We are laughing because you were reduced to the essential human condition. You were naked and hurt. You were as any one of us might be if God decided. And then, in this, the classic situation, if I might put it so, you naturally and hopefully turn to a fellow human being for aid. And what does he do? He hits you. That’s what we find so funny.”

         The lieutenant shook with a suppressed laughing, or could it have been sneezing? He blew his nose and straightened his shoulders. “I daresay you were very drunk last night if the truth is known.”

         “What of it?”

         The Legal Officer gave an order and the mob tramped out of the cell, leaving a sergeant with a ball-point and sheet of paper clipped to a board.

         “Give all your particulars to the sergeant,” said the Legal Officer, “then we’ll run you down to the hospital.”

         
            *

         

         That evening Townrow was talking to Mrs K on the telephone. She did not know he had even left London.

         “Where are you?” She sounded cross.

         “I wanted to warn you I’ve got a damn great bandage round my head. I’ve had four stitches just under my left eye. No, it’s nothing. I just didn’t want you to be surprised.”

         The police had picked up the rest of his gear from the hotel and by the time Townrow had put it on in a cubicle in the Casualty ward his only reserves were three pairs of socks, two pairs of underpants and three vests, two shirts, three ties, handkerchiefs and a plastic raincoat. He had travelled light. This worsted grey suit and the brown shoes he now stepped out in were all he had in that line. Oh, there were the two pairs of pyjamas but he wasn’t wearing pyjamas in the street. Men did, of course, in Port Said but they were a special cut, with no flies. He hadn’t a piastre. Luckily, his passport was in the hotel office where they had been using it to fill in forms. No, he wasn’t reporting to the British Consul. That would mean more forms.

         The Khoury flat was the top floor of a building looking south over the Midan el Zaher. Townrow made it after five minutes hesitant walk. With only one eye functioning he could not judge distances. He seemed, if not actually floating, at least not quite in touch. There seemed altogether too much excitement, too many lights, too many big unshaven men in double-breasted suits rushing about and shouting. The cafés were full. Twangling music and throaty, rhythmical singing came from the loud-speakers slung up at all the corners. When the eye surgeon asked him what he thought the British Government would do about the nationalisation of the Canal Townrow had not answered immediately. The question, or it might have been the bright light, or the smell of anaesthetic, or the way his cheek had gone numb, made his stomach tremble. This question had been put to him before. He couldn’t remember where.

         “Get very nasty, I shouldn’t wonder,” he had said. “When did all this happen? Why don’t people tell me these things?”

         The surgeon had been surprised. “You did not know?” he said in the slightly W. C. Fields accent he had picked up at the American University, Beirut.

         Townrow did and he didn’t. He would have liked to see a newspaper to discover whether there was any mention of him in connection with the grab. He felt guilty about it.

         Townrow thought it was hard that when for once he had decided to do the decent thing and help this old trot settle her late husband’s estate, make a sensible will and see that no piastres fell through the grating, he should feel this check to his confidence. It was not true he did not know about the nationalisation of the Canal. Somebody had told him. Somebody had told him it was entirely his fault. He wished he could remember where he had been last night.

         The front door was opened by a Berber servant wearing a little round hat covered with glass beads that caught the light and made Townrow’s one eye ache. The lad had lips that reached very nearly from his nose to his chin. At the sight of Townrow’s bandaged head the rest of his face became eyes.

         Mrs K’s voice could be heard. “Is that you, Jack? Come on through, for God’s sake, and Hassan will get you some coffee. We shall all be dead in a fortnight.”

         She had been sitting in a basket chair on the verandah. Behind her the sepia fronds of the palm trees caught the light of the street market below. This door to the verandah must have been open all day because there was dust everywhere, quite grey on the dining table, and the smell of unrained-on streets hung in the air. In spite of the heat she had hanging from her shoulders what looked like a stole of white silk lace. She must have lost a lot of weight. It seemed a long way from the high, bony forehead to the sharp, prominent chin. And he had remembered it as a round face. The only roundness was now supplied by the small-lensed steel-rimmed spectacles. She looked at his bandage and said, “They’ve been after you already. How did they know you’d arrived? That’s what I find so frightening. Even I didn’t know you were in Port Said. But they discovered it.”

         “Who’s they?”

         “They murdered Elie, you know that surely? Your life isn’t worth fifty piastres.”

         The boy brought the coffee and they sat side by side on the huge, damask-covered Knole settee which Townrow remembered Elie telling him had been sent out from the Army and Navy Stores as a birthday present for his wife. He had to explain that he knew very little about what had happened. When he came to early that morning he was out in the desert, naked.

         “No clothes on at all? You couldn’t have brought a lot of stuff with you, so your wardrobe must be depleted.”

         Her Cockney accent and starched vocabulary would have served her well as some Labour councillor in an East End borough; and that, by God, was where she ought to be instead of inheriting all this money in a Levantine port and tying herself into knots about it. He would tell her she had a duty to relax and enjoy herself. That’s what the old man would have liked.

         “Elie wasn’t quite so tall as you and I expect you remember him as a well-built man but the last two or three years he lost stones and there must be clothes of different sizes because he was always buying new and he never threw any away.” She took Townrow into a bedroom and began pulling underclothes out of drawers and suits out of wardrobes, flinging them on the bed and telling him to take what he wanted.

         Townrow stood in front of a mirror, holding a silk shirt to his chest. It was broad enough across the shoulders but the sleeves came only half way down his forearm. Townrow remembered this oddity about Khoury, that he had arms that seemed about six inches shorter than they ought to be, though they were very thick and hairy. He used to joke about it. With hair on his arms like that he ought to be able to walk bolt Upright supporting himself on the ground with his knuckles but the truth was he had to reach down sideways even to undo a fly button. Townrow looked at the maker’s tab inside the collar. “Doucet, Rue de la Paix, Paris.” Made to measure and worth every bit of fifteen quid.

         He had white socks, white ties, white suits. Mrs K measured a pair of trousers against his leg and it didn’t look too impossible so she made him go into another room and change out of his London worsted. Townrow didn’t object to the shirts but there was something about wearing a dead man’s trousers that made him argue. She would have none of it. She pushed him through the door with the trousers, a complete change of underclothes, a shirt, a curious yellow silk waistcoat, and a snakeskin belt. He reflected that it was, from any sensible point of view, an emergency. He could not wear any of the jackets. The sleeves were too short. So if he fell in with her wishes that night he was not committed to inheriting Elie’s complete wardrobe to the exclusion of the properly fitting suits she would in all fairness have to buy him. Even so, he wished the clothes didn’t stink of camphor.

         “That looks very well,” she said, on his return. “What size shoes do you take?” She produced a tie-pin with an enormous pinkish pearl and said, “There, you might as well have that too. What would I be doing with a tie pin? Elie’d have been glad to know you were wearing it. He bought it in India.” And, without actually crying, and without, indeed, ceasing to talk about the cuff links and the gold cigarette lighter and the Rolex Oyster, she nevertheless produced tears that slid from under the little steel-rimmed spectacles and made her somewhat pinched cheeks and pointed chin glisten. “It’s so good of you to come all the way from England, just for an old woman.”

         “Did Elie have any Canal Company shares?”

         “Why do you ask?”

         “If Nasser’s taken the Canal over they won’t be worth anything.”

         “He’ll never get away with it. And even if he did he’d have to pay compensation. This country is propped up by the Americans, you understand that?”

         “As a matter of interest,” said Townrow, “how much did Elie leave?”

         “About fifty thousand Egyptian pounds.”

         Townrow could not see her eyes because her spectacles were catching the light but he guessed she was watching him as closely as he was watching her. “You mean in stock and cash?” 

         “The estate. He wasn’t a rich man. He was too lazy. There’s some gold in the bank in Beirut.”

         “Gold?”

         “A few bars.”

         “He was always going to Switzerland.”

         “He didn’t have any money in Switzerland.”

         “How many bars of gold?”

         “Four. Why?”

         “That’s a lot of money.”

         Mrs K said she had never been worried about money. When her father died he left her some slum property in Whitechapel and a house at Rickmansworth which was let, furnished. She sold the slum property to a development company and now there was a bank and a supermarket and a block of flats on the site. And what, legally, could she do with bullion? There it lay in the vaults of the bank. She was a British national, she had retained her nationality in spite of her marriage, and it was illegal for a Britisher—she used the word—to hold bullion. Elie was like her. He had never really been interested in money either. It was not having children.

         Townrow wanted a drink but he remembered that the old girl had been dead against it. Elie did all his drinking off the premises. She never allowed so much as a bottle of the stuff in the place. The left side of his face seemed even more numb than when he arrived so he said perhaps, now he had made his presence known, they had better put off any more serious talk until the morning. If she could lend him a few quid to be getting on with he would be trotting back to the Eastern Exchange for an early night.

         “It’s time for my evening walk anyway,” she said and sent Hassan for a white umbrella which had, as she pointed out to Townrow, an unusually long steel ferrule. This ferrule was no more than an eighth of an inch across at the tip. She said an attack was always possible. You could give an attacker a really nasty wound if you drove this umbrella at him with enough force. Elie had been found dead in the street at 9.30 in the evening. In spite of all the confusing rubbish talked by the police and the doctors and the lawyers she made a point of going to the spot every night at about 9.15 and hanging about. One night she would see his murderers, and, by a sign that had so far not been revealed, recognise them. “It’ll be on your way. If we walk together I can show you where Elie was found.”

         She gave Townrow a five pound note. She said that she would call at the Eastern Exchange the following morning to pay his bill. Hassan would transfer his belongings to the spare room where he would be comfortable and properly looked after. She would want to look at those stitches to see that the flesh was healing. Remember, she had been a nurse. Besides, there was no point in running up hotel bills.

         He saw he was not going to shake her off easily. She might accompany him back to the hotel and supervise his going to bed. This he would not stand for. He remembered a bar between the Eastern Exchange and the Hotel de la Poste where you could buy bourbon even in 1946 and this was what he felt he needed to combat the double vision that was now afflicting his one exposed eye. Two ghostly and overlapping women drew two stoles together over the breast with two cameo brooches showing the head of Queen Victoria. They put on white gloves, picked up the umbrellas and turned towards the door.

         In the square Townrow could smell the sea air. They were crossing one of those long, straight streets running due north and south. A clammy brininess swilled down the canyon from a remote tree with coloured lights on it standing against the blackness of sky over the Mediterranean. He could see better in the salt air. Maybe it was what his eye needed. He saw just this one tree and the red, blue and green lights slightly moving a quarter of a mile away. Except for the street market, and here there were gas flares and people shopping for vegetables, and pots of yoghourt kept warm under sacking, this was not a part of the town to draw the crowds. When Mrs K and Townrow turned west into an even worse-lit thoroughfare it was so quiet they could hear the siren on the Port Fouad ferry.

         “Do you know where you are?”

         Townrow recognised it from years back. There was the great white gateway and the row of low buildings opposite, a bit like the out-houses of a farm, where at one time he used to go drinking in a den called the Cyprus Bar. He wondered if it still existed. From where he stood the place seemed to be boarded up. There were no lights.

         “Elie was found in this gateway. Why they didn’t kill you too I can’t imagine.”

         “They want me to turn up in the rest of my clothes some time,” said Townrow.

         He was wearing the dead man’s silk underclothes, and his white silk shirt and his white cotton trousers. It occurred to Townrow that if anyone knowing how Elie Khoury came to pass on his equipment should emerge from the Cyprus Bar in some way that caused the light from the open door to fall on Mrs K’s face he might well think, this being the scene of the crime, that the dim figure at her side was Elie’s ghost. But the bar probably closed down when the British troops left. Christou was the man’s name. Perhaps he was dead too.

         “How was Elie attacked? I mean, what was it? A knife?”

         “There was not a mark on his body.”

         “I’ve been having dreams,” said Townrow. “Sometimes I think I’m home. My brain’s bent. I keep thinking my name is Bray.”

         She said she would walk him back to the hotel and he agreed on condition she went home in a taxi, but as luck had it there were no taxis free once they reached the main Sharia; they were charging about full of singing, cheering youths, some sitting on the roofs, waving flags. In one of the side streets leading to the Canal a public meeting seemed to be going on. A mounted police officer in a steel helmet was reaching down for a glass of water from a waiter at one of the pavement cafés. 

         Townrow said they had better wait until the excitement died down and edged her into Jack’s Bar where they still had the tartan-covered stools and sold a good bourbon. Mrs K took a pineapple juice.

         “My grandmother was a Miss Bray,” she said.

         The only other customers were a couple of German sailors drinking bottle beer. Townrow had another bourbon and still Mrs K did not complain so he reckoned she needed him too badly to run the risk of offending him; and, sure enough, she opened her handbag and produced a gold chain with a slim, handsome gold watch at the end of it, with Lemoine, Genève, inscribed in tiny black copperplate on its ivory face.

         “This was Elie’s. I know he’d have liked you to have it.”

         The watch was not going. Townrow wound it up, set it by the bar clock to 10.10, and held it to his ear. Either the night air or the bourbon had worked on his optic nerves because he could see everything clearly now and, what was more, his throat was cool and he could have sung if he’d thought the Huns would join in. But he did not know any German songs.

         He held the watch in his right hand and patted Mrs K’s arm with his left. “This is a fine watch and I’m proud to be its owner and in these circumstances. You know, I liked Elie. Do you dream much?”

         “I never dream.”

         “Do you ever dream the same dream twice?”

         “I don’t dream.”

         “There are dreams I have come again and again, like this one of Elie lying in his coffin at the bottom of a boat and me sitting there at the stern with the sail smacking. Never believe that you can’t dream in colour. This water is real blue. When the water breaks along the line of a wave it’s not just white, it’s dazzling. The coffin is open. You can see the little bird face.”

         Mrs K sat upright with her pineapple juice untasted before her. She began stabbing the floor with her umbrella. Townrow thought she might be annoyed, but he was only describing a dream and that is what the little bony mask had looked like.

         “There’s a boatload of Jews coming out to take a look at us. On the way out I had a row with an Israeli who said we didn’t warn the Jews.”

         “Dreams bore me.” Mrs K was preparing to leave. Townrow swallowed his drink and followed her out on to the pavement.

         “You’ve got to make allowances,” he said.

         The town was noisier than ever. An armoured car was being eased through a mob up from Arab Town, all excited and shouting. He wanted to walk all the way home with her but she said no, he could call at eleven in the morning. She would have something important to tell him.

         “You’ve got to make allowances for Jews,” he said. “It’s natural for them to be suspicious.”

         Mrs K was using her umbrella to clear a way. “In this town it’s everybody for himself. There’s no real law.”

         “If you say the British Government just doesn’t behave in that way, they ask,’ How do you know?’ We just know they don’t.” Townrow stopped Mrs K by putting a hand on her shoulder. “I ought to have taken his name and address so that I could write. I could let him know the facts. Dates and that.”

         She had to remove his hand from her shoulder. “Go to bed and get some sleep. You need a good sleep and then you’ll be better in the morning. Remember, I’ve got things to tell you.”

         Townrow just could not get through to her. Perhaps he had not explained very well. Governments made mistakes, O.K., but you had to feel they were doing their best.

         “It was in 1942,” he said. “Nobody knew about the gassing in 1942. There couldn’t have been any warnings.”

         “Goodnight, Jack,” said Mrs K. “I do make allowances. You had this bang. But you’ve changed, and that’s a fact, and not for the better.” 

         Townrow watched her go. After a while he wanted to run after her. In the U.K. you trusted people. In the main you took it for granted people acted decently. You made an assumption about the man who sat next to you in the Tube. You didn’t know for sure. You just assumed. Well, if you didn’t make assumptions like that how could you trust the government? Townrow wanted to tell Mrs K that trust in big things started with personal relations, he didn’t see why she should rough him up, but she was lost in the crowd. If he started running he might trip and fall. If he fell he might find it difficult to get up again and if he lay on the ground this mob would trample him flat. So he just stood there, waiting.
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