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         Praise for Michel Déon


         

            ‘Remarkable … deserves a place alongside Flaubert’s Sentimental Education and Le Grand Meaulnes’ New Statesman


            ‘A big-hearted coming-of-age shaggy-dog story … [Déon’s] novel leaves you feeling better about life’ Spectator


            ‘It is shamefully parochial of us that this eminent writer has been so ignored by the anglophone world’ Sunday Times


            ‘Quiet, wryly funny prose … a delight’ Independent on Sunday


            ‘Michel Déon is a storyteller par excellence’ Irish Times


            ‘As witty as its English forebear [Tom Jones] but with French savoir-faire, The Foundling Boy may win new readers for books translated from French’ New York Times


            ‘I loved this book for the way, in its particularities and its casual narration, it admitted me to a world I knew nothing about and the many ways it made me care. It is not just a glimpse into the past, but the study of the heart of a man and his times’ Paul Theroux


            ‘This is a book to devour, savouring every last mouthful’ Pierre Moustiers
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         Per Augusta ad angusta


         

             


         


         ‘You’re going to Switzerland? You should go and see Augusta. She—’


         The lights turn green, unleashing a flood of cars that drowns out Getulio’s voice but fails to interrupt him.


         ‘… recognise her immediately. Quite unchanged, in spite of—’


         A cement mixer, its drum revolving as it chews gravel, slows in front of them.


         ‘… still awfully attractive … you know, I … her grace … her number …’


         He pulls a dog-eared visiting card from his coat pocket and reads out a Lugano phone number. Arthur tries to memorise it, unsure if he will remember it an hour from now.


         ‘Excuse me, must dash,’ Getulio says, raising an odd tweed hat perched on his sugarloaf-shaped skull.


         The lights change again, and in three strides he is on the far side of Rue des Saints-Pères. From the opposite pavement he waves a white handkerchief over his head, as if a train was already bearing Arthur away to Switzerland and Ticino. A bus drives between them. When it has passed, the Brazilian has gone, leaving Arthur alone with a phone number that has been so long coming, he isn’t sure he actually wants it any more. Especially not from Getulio.


         

            *


         


         As Arthur walks up Rue des Saints-Pères towards Boulevard Saint-Germain, his mind elsewhere (though not without looking back, half hoping Getulio will reappear behind him and carry on talking about Augusta), the phone number etches itself on his memory and he feels his chest gripped with anxiety. But why? To whom can he say, ‘It’s too late, too much time has passed. There’s no use reopening old wounds’? Not the hurrying Left Bank pedestrians, or the medical students queuing outside a pâtisserie who force him to step off the pavement, which he does, without looking out for traffic. A car brushes past him and its driver yells a volley of insults that make the students giggle. To get himself run over and killed … that would be bitterly ironic, wouldn’t it, twenty years later, when he would have done much better to have died back then, so that he didn’t have to drag around the burden of a failure that still haunts him as an adult, even now.


         He makes his way into the restaurant where two signatories from a German bank are expecting him. He likes business: it has taught him how to lie and dissimulate. Bit by bit, a sort of double has been born inside him, a made-up character who serves him remarkably well in his negotiations: a man of few words and a dry manner, who affects a careless inattentiveness while not missing a word of what’s being said, a sober figure, a non-smoker who, in the American style, takes his jacket off to talk in his shirtsleeves, always has a cup of coffee to hand, and switches to first-name terms the moment the deal looks done. ‘That’s not me. It’s not me!’ he says to himself, if he happens to catch sight of himself in a mirror behind the table where he’s sitting. But that ‘me’, his real self, is fading by the day. Does it still exist? If it does, it lies years behind him, a heap of fragments mixed up with the love affairs and illusions of his twenties. And if, very occasionally, in the heat of telling himself yet another lie, that self happens to rise from the ashes, it still carries the scent of Augusta.


      


   









   

      

         


         

             


         


         

             


         


         

             


         


         

             


         


         Twenty years earlier, in the autumn of 1955, the Queen Mary had been making ready to leave Cherbourg for New York. The crossing normally took no more than four days but on this occasion would take six, the liner calling first at Portsmouth, then at Cork to take on more passengers. The prospect delighted Arthur. At twenty-two, everything was brand new to him, including the touching surprise his mother had prepared for him. Without telling him, she had exchanged his tourist-class cabin (which he would have been perfectly happy with) for a first-class stateroom. He dreaded to think what it must have cost her, she who was so careful, always going without ever since his father had died, so that she could keep up appearances and give Arthur every possible opportunity to be the bearer of her maternal ambitions. His recent award, after a remarkably unchallenging competitive exam, of a scholarship to an American university that specialised in commercial law had made her nurse even more extreme hopes for his future. The first-class cabin had been her reward for his success, but it was way beyond her means, sheer madness really.


         There had been another such occasion, when he had been invited to the home of one of his classmates who lived in a big house in Neuilly, and his mother had sold a Japanese fan she had inherited from a distant aunt so that she could buy him a made-to-measure suit. She had silenced his protests, telling him sharply, ‘From now on you’re going to be with the great and the good, so you’d better know how to behave.’ When the day came he had been horrified to discover that the other birthday guests – all fifteen- and sixteen-year-old boys and girls – had come in jeans and sweaters. In his blue pinstriped suit, tie and starched collar, a stranger to the way people lived in the city’s smart neighbourhoods, Arthur had died a thousand deaths.


         This humiliating memory returned when, at the purser’s office, they handed him to a steward who swept him and his suitcases away to the upper decks while the neighbouring desk was besieged by a ruckus of shouting and swearing emigrants who elbowed their way forwards, stamping on each other’s feet: young Hasidim in frock coats and black felt hats, their faces hidden beneath reddish beards, ringlets in disarray; Italians, much noisier and more cheerful than everyone else; and refugees from central Europe with grey faces, eyes wide with worry, and saying little, mainly concerned to put an ocean between themselves and the hell they had left behind.


         How his mother afforded his first-class ticket he never found out, despite repeating the question in almost every letter he wrote her, at least for the first few months. When he insisted, furiously underlining the question, she just wrote back, ‘All I care about is that from now on, you’re among the great and the good.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         As soon as he had unpacked – the liner was still in port, with a six-hour delay that would extend its crossing time by as long – Arthur went in search of the bar. It was deserted. The barman told him he would not be serving drinks till the ship sailed, and Arthur was about to return to his stateroom to escape from the noise in the passageways when a tall American in his fifties with white hair, beetling inky-black eyebrows, and cheeks traced with broken veins sat on the stool next to his. He was wearing a rumpled tan silk suit. He ordered a dry martini.


         ‘The bar doesn’t open till the ship sails,’ the barman repeated.


         ‘Paddy, I can tell from your accent that you’re Irish. My father was from Dublin. My name’s Concannon. So get me a dry martini and perhaps one for this gentleman next to me whom you’re terrorising, which is only natural, given that all Irishmen are terrorists.’


         Resting his elbows on the bar and turning to Arthur, he introduced himself.


         ‘Seamus Concannon. Teaching modern history to a bunch of ignoramuses – who won’t retain a word of what I tell them – at Beresford. And yourself?’


         ‘Arthur Morgan. Student. On a Fulbright scholarship to study commercial law at Beresford.’


         ‘You’ll have me for two hours a week.’


         The barman placed two dry martinis in front of them.


         ‘Thank you, Paddy.’


         ‘The name’s not Paddy, Mr Concannon. It’s John.’


         ‘Let’s go with John then, or Sean, which is even better.’


         He raised his martini glass and emptied it in a single gulp.


         ‘Make me another, my good Paddy, and one for Mr Morgan too. I’m going to wash my hands, and that’s not a euphemism.’


         A few minutes later he was back, his jacket splashed with dark spots and holding a paper towel with which he meticulously dried each of his fingers in turn.


         ‘As soon as you open a faucet on these damn English boats you get deluged, every time.’


         He touched nothing without immediately wiping his hands with a paper tissue, a large supply of which bulged under the breast pocket of his jacket. When the tissues ran out, he darted to the toilet and washed his hands with a bar of antiseptic soap that he carried in a tortoiseshell box. Rubbed raw by washing, the translucent skin of his hands was peeling like puff pastry. It had a violet sheen that was stained with nicotine at his fingertips, and if he made a fist it looked as if the skin would split and reveal, like a motor whose casing has been removed, the disturbing mechanism of joints and network of veins, arteries and tendons that held together the fragile structure thanks to which Australopithecus had evolved into Homo sapiens, whose use of his opposable thumbs had delivered him from his ape-like state. Or a part of his ape-like state. Concannon used his hands only when it was impossible not to. He pushed swing doors open with his elbows and put gloves on as soon as he came into contact with the open air and sometimes even at table, which led to a heavily powdered American passenger in her sixties, who had served as a nurse during the war in the Pacific, saying, ‘I know what’s up with him. We had so many cases of scabies among the marines in the war. Sometimes you just can’t do anything for it. Professor Concannon must have been a marine. Don’t worry: after ten years it’s not contagious any more.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         But Concannon had not been a marine, and apart from his bactericidal fixation he was the most delightful of men, a professor of modern history with an independence of mind rare in American academic circles and a considerable dose of imagination, which, he said, he could exercise freely in the knowledge that not one of the fifty students who attended his classes would ever remember anything he had said. He was the first American friend Arthur made, and although there were plenty of others who came after him Concannon was inseparable from his earliest discovery of the United States.


         Had it not been he who was responsible for Arthur meeting Getulio, Elizabeth and Augusta? When the Queen Mary dropped anchor the following morning in a murky green sea, with a thick haze obscuring both the Hampshire coast and the entrance to Portsmouth harbour, the passengers gathered on the promenade deck to watch a chain of lighters pop out of the yellowish murk one after the other like jumping beetles, laden with new passengers and baggage balanced on decks that gleamed with rain. On board ship, passengers reclined on deckchairs as busy stewards kept them swaddled in rugs bearing the Cunard crest and passed around trays of hot soup, tea and coffee.


         A tall young man in a Prince of Wales-check Inverness cape, apparently unmoved by the general curiosity about the new arrivals, was striding up and down the first-class deck, arm in arm with two young women who were as alike as chalk and cheese. One, Elizabeth, was pounding the deck with the marching steps of a soldier, while the other, Augusta, tiptoeing like a dancer beside the man in the Inverness cape, seemed almost not to touch the ground. Elizabeth, wearing faded jeans and a sailor’s cap, her hands buried in the pockets of a canvas reefer jacket and her cheeks pink from the damp air, was talking twenty to the dozen in a way that clearly enchanted Getulio but left Augusta unimpressed, as if she was either lost in a dream or preoccupied with not catching cold, wrapped in a coypu coat and a cloche hat crammed down over her forehead and eyebrows and looking so fragile she might buckle at the first strong gust of wind.


         ‘They’re different from everyone else,’ Arthur said.


         ‘You’ll need to get used to them, old sport. They’re the new generation our continent has made, young, good-looking and rich. No one asks them where they came from any more, or whether their ancestors arrived on the Mayflower. Elizabeth Murphy, the blonde, is fourth-generation Irish American. Her ancestors landed on the Eastern seaboard starving and vermin-ridden. We put them to work building railroads in the Far West, where we treated them no better than coolies and they dropped like flies from disease, but the kids of the ones who survived went to school, and when the boys grew up they joined the cavalry and cut the Indians to ribbons. The third generation went into banking, or politics, and pretty soon they were part of the new American aristocracy. Read Henry James and F. Scott Fitzgerald, they’ll tell you everything you want to know about their snobbery and their money, though I dare say Elizabeth Murphy, despite creaking under the weight of her fortune, won’t ever strike you as a snob. She attended my classes for three months last year. Among the descendants of the Irish who arrived during the great hunger, there’s always a few hotheads ready to burn the place down wherever they go. Elizabeth’s a tornado, and although she might dress like a docker and cut her hair like a boy, nobody’s fooled: she’s a princess. You’ll soon learn: with us, money is holy … It’s never rude to discuss it, to say how much your house cost or your car, or the jewellery your wife’s wearing. The holy of holies … Well … maybe not always, but where the Irish are concerned, very often. Not the Italians. You want to meet them? You will anyhow, at college. Getulio will be in your year. Brazilian, born in Rio, educated in Europe and the States, in New York he’s American, in Paris French. I don’t think I ever met anyone so gifted and so unwilling to do a stroke of work. At a given moment, something always stops him seeing through whatever idea he’s dreamed up. To be perfectly honest, I find him a touch satanic, and at the same time incredibly naive. He claims that because he and his sister have been so lucky they’re both destined to screw up everything they do. Augusta has one career path in her sights, which is to be the wife of some very rich guy. The day it happens, I shall throw myself in the Charles River. I guess you should take that declaration of love with a pinch of salt: I only saw her maybe twenty times in my life, when I ran a class on American civilisation. But she can say a dozen words to you, and they can be something like “Pass me the salt and pepper” and they’ll still be unforgettable. Can you explain to me the mystery of the instant attraction that’s doomed – oh, believe me – to go nowhere? Augusta’s not really what you’d call beautiful, she’s got that prognathous chin, a little bit, that a lot of South American girls have, and those giveaway lips with their dose of Indian blood. In twenty years’ time, if she doesn’t look after herself she’ll be a big-hipped mama with coal-black hair like the Incas – she must have something from them too – and mysteriously blue eyes. She looks like she was put together from lots of bits of different races. When she comes to Beresford to see her brother, all the boys want to take her to the pool, but they’re out of luck because she hates water; in fact she loathes anything to do with the beach and is always scouring maps to find nice places to live a long, long way from the ocean. There was some drama in their childhood, some dreadful thing they can’t get out of their heads and that she still has nightmares about sometimes. Without her brother I think she’d burn up, real life would overwhelm her. If a fellow ever succeeds in making her fall for him, she’ll make him pay dearly for it, the first chance she gets.’


         

            *


         


         Concannon arranged matters. At lunchtime, as the Queen Mary put to sea again, Arthur found himself at the same table as Getulio and the two young women.


         Augusta spoke to him in French. ‘For a Frenchman, you’re lucky; your name won’t be hideously deformed. Ar-ture as Ar-thur with an English th won’t make you feel too alienated. Morgan will get feminised into the good fairy Morgann. You’ll find it very interesting, and you won’t suffer nearly as much as Getulio, who instantly turns into “Get … weelo” or poor me, who gets called everything under the sun because of that “u” in the middle that’s never pronounced the same in any Latin language. As for our surname, I’ll leave you to imagine what kind of mess Mendosa turns into as soon as the English language gets hold of it. Are you at all interested in onomastics, Mr Morgan?’


         Noticing Elizabeth’s amused expression, Arthur realised he was on the brink of having his leg seriously pulled. Professor Concannon, who did not speak French well enough to follow, was methodically wiping his cutlery with a square of disinfectant gauze.


         ‘Not only does it interest me passionately, I also happen to be the leading French expert in this relatively new area of knowledge, which has already collected its fair share of martyrs. A transatlantic crossing won’t be nearly long enough to do the subject justice. We’d need a round-the-world voyage.’


         ‘Oh … well, if we can’t do it justice, let’s stop there, shall we? Because I ought to tell you that I’m a perfectionist.’


         Elizabeth burst out laughing. Faces at neighbouring tables turned in their direction, to see where the laughter was coming from. Envy was mixed with disapproval in their expressions. In a voice loud enough to be overheard, one woman stated that the youth of today possessed no self-restraint and their fathers lacked all authority. Concannon swung in her direction and stared daggers at her. She studied her plate.


         ‘Oh what a shame, another lady in need of a good fuck!’ Elizabeth drawled, in unmistakable English this time.


         The waiter, who was in the process of respectfully setting down a truly wafer-thin slice of foie gras on Getulio’s plate, almost choked. He caught his tray just in time. Normally the dining room was a place where passengers hardly dared speak above a whisper, for fear of offending its neo-Victorian majesty and that of its bewhiskered head waiters, but Elizabeth’s laughter and shocking language shook them out of their stuffy gloom. It started with a low murmur, like the first cracking sounds of a thaw. By the time the cheese course had been reached it had turned, with some help from the port decanter, into a Babel-like uproar.


         ‘Miss Murphy’s laugh is the perfect painless antidote to boredom,’ Concannon said. ‘Look at all these people: bankers, businessmen, wealthy lawyers with their pasty wives dripping with jewellery, real and fake. At home, in their offices, they’re kings; everyone bows down in front of them, while here, where nobody knows them, they’re so shy and reverential they can hardly move their facial muscles. It’s as if they feel out of place, despite having paid for their staterooms with those handsome greenbacks they earned from the sweat off the workers’ backs.’


         Arthur remarked that if anyone should feel ill at ease among all these strangers, it was him, because he would have been back in steerage with the other migrants but for his mother’s surprise gift of a first-class ticket.


         ‘How interesting!’ Augusta said. ‘But you shouldn’t have accepted. You’re depriving yourself of one of life’s essential experiences. My brother and I have decided that next time we go across we’re going to share a cabin with a very poor family of emigrants. It’ll be so exciting, won’t it, Getulio meu?’


         ‘Fascinating, I’m sure.’


         ‘I’m coming too,’ Elizabeth said.


         The dining room was emptying. Professor Concannon, having drunk two or three dry martinis before lunch, a bottle of Château Margaux on his own, and several cognacs with his coffee, got to his feet, staggered a little, and regained his balance by grabbing the back of a chair.


         ‘Take my arm, Professor,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I’ll feel more comfortable among these idiots.’


         ‘What about you, Monsieur Morgan, how are you feeling?’ Augusta said.


         ‘Captivated.’


         ‘At last! Someone saying something nice. Makes a change from our usual backbiting and nastiness. Are you a sensitive soul?’


         ‘I’m afraid I am.’


         ‘You must harden yourself.’


         ‘Will you help me?’


         ‘Don’t count on me. I think it’s a very good thing for men to shed tears. A man who cries is touching. A woman who cries is ridiculous.’


         ‘You’ve never shed a tear.’


         ‘How would you know?’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         They walked out to the promenade deck. The Cunarder was making twenty knots out into the Atlantic. Out of a yellow and grey sky the afternoon sunlight brushed the white cottages of the Scilly Isles as it would soon, with its last rays, the Fastnet lighthouse. A trawler struggled against the swell, followed by a cloud of seagulls that twisted and whirled above its nets.


         ‘The sea is completely stupid,’ Augusta said. ‘I hate it, don’t you?’


         ‘I don’t really have an opinion. But why don’t you go by plane?’


         ‘No thank you! Not when one in two disappears somewhere over the ocean.’


         ‘If that was true, we’d have heard about it.’


         ‘They never find anyone, which is why they never talk about it. But it’s boring that you don’t have an opinion about the sea. You’re not really very interesting.’


         ‘I suppose you mean I don’t try to make myself interesting. Well, that’s true.’


         Elizabeth came back alone.


         ‘I put Concannon to bed and I left Getulio playing poker with three Americans. You don’t play cards, Monsieur Morgan.’


         She could have said, ‘Do you play cards?’, which would have required either an affirmative or negative response, or she could have given her sentence an interrogative emphasis, but said like that, her ‘You don’t play cards’ became a simple observation, no more or less than if she had casually mentioned that Arthur had blue or green or brown eyes or a nose that was straight or squashed or turned-up. Perhaps he didn’t play cards because he hadn’t had the opportunity, or because, absorbed in his studies, he had put off till later an activity that didn’t greatly attract him. The error – which he fortunately did not make – would have been to answer Elizabeth, to explain or even to invent, because neither Elizabeth nor Augusta was expecting him to say anything. Elizabeth’s ‘You don’t play cards’ had the simple merit of being clear, of situating the Frenchman in a different milieu from Getulio’s, without the slightest condescension, one might add, and even with some obvious sympathy for a young man who came from a different country and class from those they inhabited.


         Yet Elizabeth had no hesitation in describing a woman three times her age as ‘in need of a good fuck’ or walking through doorways ahead of elderly passengers who were unsteady on their feet or squeezed into unsuitable baby-pink or lavender-blue dresses, and her contempt for other Americans was boundless. As for Augusta, when she discovered that the wife of a Brazilian ambassador in Europe was on board, she repeatedly made sure that the woman was seated as far away from her as possible. Her stratagems surprised Arthur. His own upbringing had revolved around the family circle and arranged introductions and, being the son of an officer killed in the last war, he had always had the French presented to him as the most heroic and socially acceptable people on earth. Yet what many people take for granted is not enough for some sceptical souls, and Arthur already had his suspicions. The crossing from Cherbourg to New York was reinforcing them.


         ‘It’s icy out here,’ Augusta said. ‘I’m going in, before I die of cold. Arthur? As you’re dining with us …’


         This was news to Arthur.


         ‘… I must ask you at once not to wear a tuxedo. Getulio never wears one and he will feel awkward if he sees you turn up in a black tie. Professor Concannon will be at another table. If he makes it to dinner. Every crossing is an ordeal for him. All this water makes him so thirsty. But you’ll see … on dry land … What I mean is that before, during and after his classes, he’s a man of extraordinary intellect and originality … when he isn’t under the table. Elizabeth, don’t forget to tell me when we get to Cork, even if it’s dark.’


         ‘It will be dark.’


         ‘I want to see all those hundreds of little priests coming aboard.’


         ‘Not every Irish person is a priest.’


         ‘These are! I have my sources! The purser is … he pouts awfully, I know, but anyway, he’s an “adorable, absolument adorable” man, as you French say. And he explained to me that the country around Cork regularly sends parcels of little priests to America, which has a shortage, whereas Ireland, which is blessed by the gods, mass-produces them. Apparently it’s very good for regulating the balance of trade.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         Was Augusta really suffering from the cold, or was it all a pretence that she was some kind of poetical creature, doomed to hide indoors, sheltered from every storm, or cough consumptively like Marguerite Gautier? One day a man would expose her to cold reality, loving her with enough lucidity to detect what was real about her character and be just sufficiently intoxicated by the part she had invented about herself so charmingly and cleverly. From the way she muffled herself up, wrapping her arms tight across her chest and hunching her neck and chin deep down into her fur collar, she really made it seem as though the promenade deck was being buffeted by glacial winds, despite being sealed at both ends by sliding doors.


         ‘Anybody home?’ she said to Arthur. ‘You’re miles away.’


         ‘I was thinking about you.’


         ‘In that case you may carry on.’


         She kissed Elizabeth.


         ‘I’m leaving him with you. He’s a tiny bit odd. You’d better tell me what happens. And please behave: don’t get up to anything naughty. It’s very bad for your blood pressure in the afternoon.’


         She was gone by the time Elizabeth shook her head resignedly.


         ‘What does she know?’ she said to Arthur in French. ‘Nothing, I’ll bet. The man who manages to tie her down will never be bored. Unless, like a caged bird, she suddenly stops singing.’


         ‘Yes, I was thinking the same thing.’


         Elizabeth took his arm.


         ‘Come on. We’ll go and sit at the bar. There won’t be anyone there. You can tell me what you’ve been thinking about … we might as well call each other “tu”, it’s so much simpler. Do you think you’re already in love with Augusta, like every other man?’


         ‘I wouldn’t exactly put it like that. And anyhow it’s too soon. I mean, what I’m trying to say is, it’s not too soon because we’ve only known each other since this morning, just too soon in life, too soon because I don’t really know what love is, or what you’re supposed to do with it. I’m putting it badly, and I expect you think I’m an idiot or a sissy, but you understand French so well I’m sure I don’t need to spell it out.’


         Elizabeth stopped abruptly, tugging at his arm.


         ‘Yes, I do speak good French, and I like speaking it. My father and mother died in a plane crash. From what I remember of them, they were completely foolish. Though not totally, actually, because they gave me a French governess … Madeleine … I’ll tell you about Madeleine one day. She’s the person I go and see every year, at Saint-Laurent-sur-Loire: my real mother. She taught me to read very young, she made me go to the cinema and the theatre very young too. One day she said to me, “Now you know everything I know … now is the moment for you to fly away on your own, with a motto: believe nothing and everything.”’


         ‘Ha! The ghastliness of the happy medium.’


         ‘Oh you sweet boy, we shall make something of you! Now, I’ve had enough of pacing up and down in front of these mummies bundled up in their rugs. Not to mention the old women glaring at me and thinking that if I’m wearing jeans I must have horrible legs and I shouldn’t be wearing a man’s cap and it’s about time I put on some make-up … They give me the willies. I must know half of them, and they know damn well that I’m a Murphy, but they’re so plastered in make-up I find it impossible to work out who’s lurking behind which face.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         They walked to the bar past the smoking room. Getulio, sitting with three other players, winked as they went past. He collected the cards, shuffled, and dealt them again. Arthur had seen enough card games to know that the Brazilian did not have the dexterity that marks out the great players. As he dealt, he even dropped a card. One of the other players mocked him.


         ‘Come on! We’re putting him off.’


         In the bar Professor Concannon was teetering dangerously on a stool in front of the barman who was obstinately refusing to answer to the name of Paddy, his face pink with suppressed anger. Concannon kept insisting: ‘It would be so much easier for all concerned, not just on board the Queen Mary but on all the ships in the British merchant fleet.’


         Elizabeth did not want to wait for the barman to lose his temper.


         ‘After five minutes it stops being funny,’ she said to Arthur. ‘Now, a ship is a village. Suppose that, not knowing what else to do with ourselves, and notwithstanding Augusta’s explicit instructions, I go with you to your cabin or you go with me to mine: in five minutes the whole ship will know, and no one will talk about anything else at dinner. Better avoided.’


         ‘Won’t not spending the afternoon together make them gossip just as much? They’ll just start whispering that I’m queer or you’re a lesbian.’


         ‘Frankly I don’t much care, but I rather feel like watching a film this afternoon.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         They were showing, for the hundredth time, An American in Paris. Gene Kelly danced exuberantly. Leslie Caron’s legs were very shapely, if a bit short. Arthur dropped off to sleep for a spell, as doubtless did Elizabeth. The lights went up. The Queen Mary was rolling heavily in the swell outside Cork as it took on what Augusta had referred to as ‘the little Irish priests’. Little, however, they were not, but tall and blond or red-haired, their faces made pink by the wind and rain. Without their dog collars they looked more like members of a sports team, and many were in fact laden with tennis racquets, golf clubs or hockey sticks, clumsily tied to their cardboard suitcases with leather straps or string.


         Augusta had appeared from her cabin and posted herself at the top of the great staircase and was watching their arrival with a sparkling gleam of mischief in her eyes.


         ‘Couldn’t you just eat them up?’ she said to Elizabeth. ‘Do you think they really intend to resist the sins of the flesh for the rest of their lives? If I were you, I’d try to corrupt at least one of them this very night.’


         ‘Why don’t you try?’


         ‘Me? I wouldn’t know what to do. Nor him, I expect. Look at him, licking his finger …’


         Arthur was startled by her expression: he had never seen anyone look so innocent.


         ‘Why are you making that face, Arturo? What were you thinking about?’


         ‘Nothing. As usual. I’m just listening, and by the way, it looks to me as if that young priest’s wetting his finger rather greedily …’


         ‘Mmm. So he can find the bit in his instruction manual about unexpected meetings. You know they all have a little guide to love, to tell them what happens in case the Devil leads them into sin. Whereas you, Elizabeth, would be able to teach them everything without having to open a book. Such a practical girl!’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         The Queen Mary weighed anchor during dinner. A conspicuous number of passengers had succumbed to the Atlantic swell, and the dining room was no more than half full.


         ‘If I’d known,’ Augusta said, ‘I wouldn’t have bothered changing. My rose gets very discouraged when it’s not admired.’


         At the point of the V of her white silk blouse, cut lavishly low, she had pinned a rose of the same crimson as her lips. Its petals lay soft against the amber-coloured skin at the dip between her breasts, which were visibly unconstrained. When she spoke, she held her hand up to the flower, dropping it again when someone spoke to her.


         ‘What’s going on?’ Elizabeth said to Arthur. ‘You’re wearing a tuxedo.’


         Arthur took some pleasure in her surprise. He smiled at Getulio, who was wearing a blue velvet jacket with black silk lapels, far louder than his own altered black barathea jacket, which had been his father’s and was too short in the sleeves and too tight at the shoulders.


         ‘I rather thought Getulio would dress for dinner.’


         Getulio disputed this. He had merely forgotten what they had decided. He would never have dreamt of making his dear friend Arturo feel awkward, and besides, hadn’t everything turned out perfectly, since even Elizabeth, usually so unconventionally dressed, had come to the dining room in a Dior suit? Augusta frowned suddenly.


         ‘Are my ears deceiving me? Arturo and Elizabeth are calling each other “tu”.’


         ‘What’s so extraordinary about that?’


         ‘Nothing, except that you must have decided to pass the time by sleeping together this afternoon.’


         ‘Unfortunately not, I’m afraid,’ Arthur said with a deep sigh of regret.


         ‘Don’t treat me like a goose. I can tell; it’s as plain as the nose on your face.’


         Elizabeth threw down her napkin and stood up, pale with annoyance.


         ‘That’s enough, Augusta. You’re going too far. Say it again and I’ll go and eat at a different table.’


         ‘With your lover?’


         ‘All right, stop it!’ Arthur said. ‘Your suspicion is flattering … but sadly bears no relation to reality. Augusta, I swear on your rose that we did not do that naughty thing you mentioned after lunch.’


         ‘In that case, how bored you must have been! Darling, calm down … I take back my base thoughts.’


         Elizabeth sat down, picked up her napkin, and called the waiter. Getulio was oddly silent, his gaze distracted. Augusta revealed the reason.


         ‘He lost rather badly this afternoon. We don’t even know if we’re going to be able to carry on to New York. Perhaps they’ll throw us overboard before we get there.’


         ‘Can you swim?’


         ‘No. If the captain has any feelings at all, he’ll have to lend us a lifeboat. Getulio can row, he loves that.’


         ‘I hate rowing. I’d prefer to sink like a stone. With you, obviously.’


         Elizabeth spoke to the waiter. ‘Mr Mendosa is having a breakdown, or a tantrum, or perhaps both. Even the sight of the menu is likely to bring on a fatal allergic reaction. Would you be very kind and deliver our four dinners to some emigrants of your choice? Preferably some who have only ship’s biscuits and salt water to last them for the crossing.’


         ‘I didn’t know you were a communist,’ Augusta said.


         ‘You don’t know everything … The only cure for Mr Mendosa’s bad temper is caviar, several tons of it. Mr Mendosa will choose the champagne himself, if your sommelier will be good enough to bring him the list; I’m sure he will, because I can see him from here, yawning, with nothing to do but nurse his contempt for all the passengers who are drinking Coca-Cola with their oysters and scalding themselves with the hot chocolate they’ve ordered to go with their roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. We have a Frenchman with us, and he is beside himself with rage … You can put everything on my account, obviously. Cabin 210.’


         

            *


         


         When he left them Arthur made his way to the upper deck, where the lifeboats and life rafts were. Its superstructure flooded with light, the liner steamed blindly on into the ink-black night, maintaining its course through the long Atlantic swell. Shorter waves crashed against its bow, sending up spurts of iridescent spray that fell on the foredeck in soaking gusts. Leaning on the rail, Arthur contemplated the uneven line of foam as it curled away from the ship and disappeared into the depths of the night. At the end, the very end of the journey, the skyline of New York was waiting, still hidden. Oh, he certainly wasn’t on his way to conquer the New World, as so many passengers on the Queen Mary were, and nor had he ever had any ambition to settle there, but something else drew him, an intuition that there he would find the constituent parts of a future denied to a Europe exhausted by its five-year-long civil war.


         A hand was laid gently on his shoulder.


         ‘You’re not thinking of ending it all, are you?’


         Elizabeth had put her reefer jacket on over her suit. As she leant forward to gaze at the ship’s wake that was fascinating Arthur, the wind plucked her sailor’s cap off her head. They watched it skim away for a second across the breaking crest of a wave before it vanished from sight.


         ‘Adios!’ she said. ‘I liked that cap. Not my favourite, luckily. So when’s your suicide scheduled for?’


         ‘I’m not really very tempted. I read, I can’t remember where, that every would-be suicide, even the most determined, leaves themselves a chink of hope that they won’t succeed. Maybe no more than a chance in a hundred, but at least one, in the not entirely vain hope that some immanent intervention will erase everything – the cause or causes of their suicide – and grant them resurrection in a world purged of despair. If I were to throw myself into the ocean, those one in a hundred odds would become one in a million, particularly at night. No, I have absolutely no desire to commit suicide. What about you?’


         ‘Let’s go in, I’m freezing. The wind’s very boring. And I’ve drunk too much champagne. Yes, once or twice I’ve toyed with the idea. Last year. Not for a very edifying reason. A casual fuck, as you French put it so elegantly. I phoned Madeleine from New York and she burst out laughing when I told her, which made me laugh too. We never talked about it again … My cabin’s at the far end. I’m not going to ask you in, though I’d quite like to. But one shouldn’t do such things unthinkingly. I’m being honest. However, that doesn’t mean I’m ready to go all the way with you, particularly since you’ve already fallen hook, line and sinker for Augusta’s charms.’


         She brushed Arthur’s cheek with a quick kiss and headed down the passageway, her arms held wide to balance herself against the rolling of the ship. In front of her door she turned round and, before disappearing, gave him a little wave. Arthur’s own stateroom had no porthole, and the ventilation shaft carried with it, as if from some monstrous beast, the dull panting of machinery and, at irregular intervals, the shudders of the ship’s enormous steel hull whenever a wave made it pause in its rhythm. Sleep refused to come, or rather Arthur surrendered to a half-sleep visited by images and ripples of laughter and lulled by the sound of a falsely innocent voice that left him simultaneously clear-headed and on the brink of a dreamlike delirium. For no apparent reason he saw Getulio at the tiller of a lifeboat, counting out the rhythm (‘One, two, three, four’) to twenty or so octogenarian oarswomen dressed for a garden party and wearing panama hats decorated with flowers. Exhausted, they died one by one, and then Augusta appeared, standing tall at the prow, unfastened her sari, and let the wind fill it, speeding the lifeboat all the way to the port of New York where a fleet of hearses awaited the desiccated corpses of the old ladies, still clinging to their oars.


         The Queen Mary’s hull shook at the impact of another concrete-like wave, the sort that had once snapped in two her timber predecessors with their cargoes of gold ingots and china from the East India Company. Arthur switched on his bedside lamp and Augusta disappeared. She was unaware that she had this gift, but those who found her haunting their dreams or their waking reveries all marvelled at how she could be so present and so absent at the same time. Arthur put the blame on the champagne and the confusion Elizabeth had sown in his mind. In a less rational world he ought to have dived overboard to retrieve her cap before the liner’s wake carried it away; she would have run to the captain; the Queen Mary would have gone full speed astern; he would have been fished out of the boundless ocean, a block and tackle lifting him back aboard; Elizabeth would have comically replaced her cap on her head, water dripping down her face and neck; he would have been a hero. He got out of bed, drank tepid water from the tap, and tried to read a history of the United States that bored him so much he switched the light off again and let himself drowse in a half-sleep, rocked by the liner’s steady progress. After the last concrete wave, the Queen Mary seemed to be continuing on its course as if over a sea of oil. The crimson rose pinned to Augusta’s décolletage now irradiated the cabin’s darkness, haloed by a pale trembling light like that viscous ectoplasm supposed to emanate from the bodies of mediums during a trance. Arthur stretched out an arm and clutched at nothing, just as a puff of Augusta’s perfume exploded and vanished in the cabin. Or it might have been Elizabeth’s perfume. He didn’t know any more …


         

             


         


         Professor Concannon was rowing energetically, not because the ship’s turbines had broken down, he explained, but to detoxify himself from the excesses of the previous day. His face beetroot red, forehead streaming with sweat that pearled into glistening drops in his black eyebrows, a towel around his neck, wearing enormous leather gloves and disappearing inside a voluminous grey wool tracksuit top with ‘Yankees’ written on the back, he shot furiously backwards and forwards on the gym’s rowing machine. Pausing, he mopped his face with the towel and smiled at Arthur, who was pedalling gently on an exercise bicycle.


         ‘The great malaise of the civilised members of our species is that they are imbeciles and snobs in their avoidance of every opportunity to work up a sweat. Little by little they build up blood levels of arsenic, mercury, quinine and urea which eventually poison them. The first thing to be done is to clear the openings of the ducts from the sudoriparous glands. Always use an exfoliating glove, there’s nothing better. The day, dear Mr Morgan, you understand that sudoral excretion is an essential requirement for your physical, moral and intellectual health, your life will change completely.’


         Apart from themselves, at this early-morning hour, there was only a short, thickset and muscle-bound man in long leggings who was lifting weights with astonishing ease. Concannon winked at Arthur.


         ‘I’ll tell you about him later.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         They had breakfast together at the buffet. It was all extremely tempting.


         ‘Here,’ Concannon said, ‘is where we must show fortitude. These cakes and pastries are unworthy of a man. America has hardly suffered at all from the war, unlike Europe, which had to go on a diet lasting five years. In twenty years’ time we’ll be a nation of fatties.’


         ‘… and alcoholics!’ Arthur blurted out.


         ‘Might you be saying that for my benefit?’


         ‘For no one, or for all of us.’


         Concannon could have taken this badly. He slapped Arthur on the back.


         ‘You’re right! The consequences would be tragic if I didn’t eliminate the toxins regularly. Then a cold shower, to free the mind. I thought about you this morning. What an idea, to study business law in the United States! You’ll lose your European intuition and you’ll never acquire an American one. By the time you realise that all our virtues are learned, and in no way originate from some mystic and absolute source, it’ll be too late. In other words, those virtues – precisely because they’re codified – are rigid, and therefore easily circumvented. Consider our anti-colonialism: entirely manufactured to serve a political purpose. On that weighty matter, our so-called “sensitivity” is cause for a wry smile. Perhaps one American in a thousand is descended from somebody who fought in the War of Independence. The other nine hundred and ninety-nine are new blood. But just listen to them … they “drove the British out”, as your Joan of Arc put it, and the French into the bargain, because everyone’s so fabulously ignorant. What a wonderful opportunity to preach morality to everyone else! Give up your colonies that make you as powerful as us, the New Nation, Saviour of the modern world. Go home, leave Africa, leave Asia, take no notice of the vacuum left behind after your ignominious departure: never fear, we Americans are on our way, hands on hearts, with our crates of peaceful consumer goods. You’ll be hornswoggled, and it’s you who’ll be accused of being dishonest.’


         Concannon was in his element. The dining room was filling up, and a queue was forming in front of the buffet where two chefs in white hats were cooking eggs and bacon or pancakes and waffles with maple syrup.


         ‘Hornswoggled? Who by?’ Arthur asked sceptically.


         ‘Aren’t you one of those for whom personal experience, however dearly bought, is preferable to the experience of others?’


         ‘I haven’t decided yet.’


         Concannon placed his hands flat on the tablecloth. They were transparent, their skin glazed and dotted with bruises and red patches.


         ‘I guess you know the air we breathe is saturated with practically undetectable bugs, ready to attack us the moment we show the slightest sign of weakness. Open your mouth, and they’ll swarm into your body in their millions. Touch anything, and they’ll climb up your arms and legs, get into your debilitated organism, and block up your pores. Terrifying, don’t you think?’


         Arthur agreed that by comparison the two atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were pinpricks. He was starting to like this lunatic.


         ‘Yet however terrifying it is,’ Concannon went on, holding his hands in front of him as if he was working a pair of puppets, ‘it’s nothing compared to the machinations that await men of your age and the traps they fall into, yelling – too late – that they won’t be fooled again.’


         Arthur listened attentively, but could not help being distracted by the latecomers arriving, some still pale from the pitching and tossing they had suffered since leaving Cork the day before, others eyeing the buffet with a sparkling, greedy stare. Neither Augusta, Elizabeth nor Getulio deigned to appear.


         ‘They won’t come,’ the professor said, well aware of Arthur’s waning interest in him. ‘The entitled, brought up to a life of entitlement, they’ll be having breakfast served in their cabins. Such treatment is granted to very few. On the subject of Getulio …’


         Concannon paused, drank his coffee, and lit a cigarette.


         ‘I shouldn’t smoke, because of my throat … yes … my throat is extremely sensitive, but the first cigarette of the day is so good …’


         After the third puff he stubbed it out in the butter dish.


         ‘I’m listening,’ Arthur said.


         ‘What was I saying?’


         The crafty devil. He knew perfectly well.


         ‘You said, “On the subject of Getulio …”’


         ‘Oh yes, on the subject of Getulio … but really it’s nothing to do with me.’


         A horrified waiter cleared away the butter dish.


         Arthur said, ‘But if it was to save me from some kind of bad experience?’


         ‘Oh … nothing … It’s just a thought, you know. If I were you, I wouldn’t play cards with him.’


         ‘He lost heavily last night.’


         ‘He always loses at the start of the crossing. This is the third time we’ve taken the same boat. Suddenly there’s a moment when his luck changes. The day before we hit New York he’ll make it all back, and plenty more …’


         Arthur regretted having his eyes opened so soon: he had thought Getulio above such financial duplicity.


         ‘Oh, he is! At least I believe him to be, but maybe he also has some bad patches when his schemes don’t work out, or possibly he’s just amusing himself by testing his powers of attraction. Do you recognise that little fellow with the tanned face and the glistening pate?’


         In a bottle-green suit and pink shirt, the short man who had been hoisting enormous barbells in the gym with such ease was making his way towards the buffet, poked and shoved by a bony woman who was a head taller than he and wearing an Italian straw hat.


         ‘She treats him like hell,’ Concannon said. ‘Which is funny, when you realise the influence he has over President Eisenhower. He’s the President’s éminence grise in security matters and the entire White House quakes at his footsteps, but to his dear wife he’s a useless dummy who can’t even manage to sneak to the front and get the best sausages. Never get married, Mr Morgan. Not even as a joke.’


         ‘I haven’t been tempted in that direction yet.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         Arthur became convinced during the course of the morning that an Atlantic crossing on a liner like the Queen Mary would be unconscionably boring if you didn’t have the good luck to come across some eccentric personality like Professor Concannon or some delicious princesses like Elizabeth and Augusta. The passengers’ lives appeared to be ruled and dominated by the next tea or coffee service, the next bell announcing the opening of the dining room. Concannon, locked in his cabin, worked on his opening lecture and, knowing himself all too well, lived on mineral water and sandwiches until dinner. Arthur was looking forward to seeing the two young women and the Brazilian at lunch and was deeply disappointed when the maître d’hôtel stopped him at the entrance to the dining room with the words, ‘You are Monsieur Morgan, are you not?’


         ‘Yes. Why?’


         ‘Mr Allan Dwight Porter invites you to join him.’


         ‘There must be a mistake, I don’t know anyone of that name.’


         ‘Mr Porter says he knows you.’


         ‘I prefer to lunch with my friend Senhor Mendosa—’


         ‘Senhor Mendosa’s table is full … Albert, please show Monsieur Morgan to Mr Porter’s table. He is expecting him.’


         The waiter led Arthur to the table of the short man with the sunburnt face and the shining bald head, who stood up and held out his hand.


         ‘I very much wanted to meet you, Monsieur Morgan. Allow me to introduce you to my wife, Minerva.’


         From lunchtime onwards Minerva Porter had recourse, it seemed, to sacks of kohl to emphasise the shape of her eyes, darken her eyelids, thicken her eyelashes and apply a thick line across the place where her plucked eyebrows had once been. The light-hearted straw hat she had worn at breakfast had given way to a turban of Indian silk held in place by a large pin with a head of imitation pearl.


         ‘Sit on my husband’s left side,’ she told Arthur. ‘That’s his good ear. Within a year he’ll be completely deaf, and will have to wear one of those ghastly little devices that start whistling most inappropriately when you’re at a concert, a wedding, a funeral. Take no notice of me, by the way. I’m used to being ignored as soon as my husband starts talking.’


         ‘But, my dear, no one is ignoring you.’


         ‘A miracle! He heard me. I hope you don’t smoke, Mr Whateveryournameis. I hate it when people smoke between courses and with their coffee. There are smoking rooms set aside for that purpose. Let me also say at once that the smell of fish disgusts me. I have asked for us to be spared today’s turbot. In any case, one always eats too much.’


         ‘That’s a pity, I love turbot,’ Arthur said, surprising himself by his nerve in the face of this shrewish woman, who paid no further attention to him, having turned away to summon the maître d’hôtel and demand her table be served first.


         Mr Porter, like his wife, had changed for lunch. His bottle-green suit and pink shirt were breakfast attire. At lunchtime President Eisenhower’s special adviser dressed sportily: flapping golfing trousers over Argyle socks, a tweed jacket the colour of faded heather, a striped shirt, and a tartan tie. He would have looked clown-like but for his face, which regularly broke into bursts of unrestrained laughter, and the twinkle in his eye that revealed his appetite for life’s pleasures: wine, good food, and even attractive women, whom he studied openly whenever Mrs Porter was not watching. Initially disconcerted by the man’s self-assurance, Arthur was rapidly charmed and intrigued.


         ‘I had them look for you in tourist class, where you ought to be travelling,’ Mr Porter said, in excellent French, ‘and you finally turned up in first, which I’m obviously delighted about for your sake. The restaurant is very good. The chef ’s French. No one has ever seen – yet – an Englishman who knows how to cook. The gym where we saw each other briefly this morning is the best Cunard has. And this ship has plenty of space, which is good for someone like me, who needs to walk in order to think. Two and a half thousand years ago I would have been a peripatetic … One’s always behind in something. That old broad who just sat down opposite my better half is the wife of the mayor of Boston. They’re as mean as each other, and more snobbish than chamber pots – as you say in French – a comparison that always charms me.’


         ‘Excuse me,’ Arthur said, ‘but I can’t quite see why you particularly requested to have me at your table.’


         ‘I noticed,’ Porter said, ignoring the question, ‘that you very quickly made friends with Professor Concannon. Great mind. A little crazy … You know what it is: the drop of Irish blood that often makes the cup spill over. You’ll have him for two hours a week in your first year. Some original views on modern history, not very politically correct it has to be said, but interesting for their ability to stir up controversy. His coverage of the Nuremberg trials is his most polished performance. He describes the trials, then puts Stalin, Molotov and Beria in the dock alongside the other accused. To start with the three Russians are a little standoffish towards the Germans, but soon get pally with them. Beria and Himmler argue good-naturedly about which of them has killed the largest number of gypsies, Jews and Christians in their camps; Ribbentrop and Molotov, old acquaintances from the days when they signed risible treaties together, break open the sparkling wine that the German used to export before the war; Stalin and Göring exchange stories about broads. You’ll definitely have that class: it comes complete with his analysis of the indictments, dissection of the defence speeches, legality of the verdicts. It’s wacky, but as sharp as you like. One day I had it recorded, without Concannon’s knowledge, and the President thoroughly enjoyed it. He played it back three times. That said, Concannon’s not without his enemies in the university administration. Young Americans, who hardly know who Hitler was, have complained about his highly liberal interpretation of history. It all happened so far away from them already, in space and time too! Ten years! But as a native of the old, sick Europe, Arthur, I promise you, you won’t be bored. I’ll call you Arthur, okay? I know your file so well, I feel we’re like old friends.’


         Apart from his duties in Washington, DC, Allan Porter chaired the foundation that granted three-year scholarships to foreign students. To his considerable surprise, although other European nations had submitted large numbers of candidates, France had put forward only one: Arthur Morgan. This single candidature had appeared suspect, coming as it did from a country whose parliament contained so many Communists. Was Arthur Morgan some sort of propagandist, perhaps one of those spies the KGB ran under the guise of an intellectual rebelling against the injustices that were everywhere in the capitalist world? The inquiry carried out by their Paris embassy had reassured him.


         ‘I can even tell you your mother’s maiden name, the date of her marriage, the day your father was killed in action in Germany, your grades in your baccalauréat, your 800-metre time, the eye colour of the girl you went out with during your first year of law and the name of the man she married, to your considerable relief, the agency that employed you for two summers in a row, taking American tourists on guided tours around Paris and to Versailles. We appreciate such qualities, my dear Arthur. The world lacks men who are capable of lending a hand, when the day comes, to save a civilisation that’s sinking into horror and lies.’


         Arthur, who was instinctively wary, said guardedly, ‘Oh, I’m not at all a leader of men.’


         Mrs Porter interrupted them, tapping her crystal glass with her knife.


         ‘Mr Morgan, on your left you have a small plate on which your bread should be placed, bread which you have left on the tablecloth, disregarding all hygiene.’


         ‘There are many things you’ll have to teach me, Mrs Porter,’ Arthur said mirthlessly. ‘I’m relying on you. Bread on the tablecloth is an old French tradition which I realise must be left behind at the border, but I do have two excuses, one being that it’s French bread, and the other that we’re in the middle of the ocean, where borders are notoriously difficult to define.’


         ‘What did she say?’ Porter asked.


         His wife leant over and shouted in his ear, ‘The young man put his bread on the tablecloth.’


         ‘What the hell does that matter?’ Porter shouted back just as loudly, twisting his head left and right to make sure the neighbouring tables had heard, and were more amused than appalled.


         Disconcerted, Minerva hung her head, her facial muscles tensing and relaxing several times, as if slowly swallowing her husband’s rudeness and steeling herself for a deadly last word to end their disagreement.


         Porter, with an impassivity that was not entirely feigned, put his hand on Arthur’s forearm.


         ‘Do you know why the best Bordeaux are drunk on board Her Majesty’s ships?’


         ‘No I don’t.’


         ‘After two or three years of crossing the Atlantic, gently cradled in their racks, they have acquired, without losing their youth, a sort of suppleness and grace to which no wine aged in a cellar can ever aspire.’


         Three tables away, Augusta’s laughter was making heads turn. Arthur could see the back of her head, and Elizabeth and Getulio in profile. Opposite her was a young man with black curly hair that tumbled in waves over his left ear and eyes of a magnificent blue. The discreet cross pinned to the lapel of his black jacket identified him as one of the young priests who had embarked at Cork and vanished into the liner’s second-class quarters. Arthur decided that Elizabeth would have no difficulty in seducing him, if she decided to put her bet to the test. Augusta too was in her element, dressed to kill: her piled-up hair, held in place by a comb, uncovered a disarmingly slender neck that was emphasised by the movement of her hand to adjust the comb each time she laughed. The priest looked unsettled by the conversation of his three lunch companions, who were very likely his age but had a profoundly different way of looking at the world. To conquer his timidity, and the embarrassment that swept over him at each outburst of giggling from Elizabeth and Augusta, he drank too quickly from the glass that Getulio kept continuously filled and, with his face blazing, laughed automatically at jokes he could only have half understood.


         ‘Your two girlfriends are entirely charming,’ Porter said.


         ‘“Girlfriend” is slightly premature, as I’ve only known them since we left Cherbourg.’


         ‘It won’t be long before you get to know them better. If you intend to win the heart of one of them, I advise you to provoke a quarrel between them. They’re partners, and if you don’t divide them you’ll be caught between the frying pan and the fire, and find yourself cooked like that fellow, who looks as if he’s about to explode any minute.’


         ‘That’s one of the Irish priests who came on board at Cork.’


         ‘In which case his goose is certainly cooked. When they drop him, he won’t bounce back.’


         Minerva Porter was pretending not to be interested in her husband’s conversation but was listening with half an ear, looking for an opening that would let her go for his throat.


         ‘A priest, that pretty boy with the curls? I hardly think so. Where’s his white collar? It’s what I’ve been saying for years: the real fifth column isn’t the Communists, it’s the papists. If we don’t look out, America will be Catholic within a generation: we’ll have ourselves a Catholic president, a Catholic administration and Catholic representatives. I know what I’m talking about.’


         ‘Minerva’s always been very pessimistic,’ Porter said. ‘She’s a Seventh Day Adventist. You get my drift.’


         Arthur did not get his drift. All he got was that Mrs Porter was an appalling bigot and that he had been right to loathe her at first sight.


         ‘You’ll see. In a few short years, if we don’t make sure we defend ourselves, the Pope’s secret legions will have us under their thumb.’


         Porter settled for a heavy sigh: he had heard his wife’s speech a hundred times before and no longer even bothered to contradict it. Observing an ironic gleam in Arthur’s eyes, he lowered his voice.


         ‘Don’t take offence. Minerva’s a nut. The ability to let storms blow over is a great sign of wisdom in life. We’ll meet at Beresford, where I come from time to time to give a lecture on what’s happening in the world of diplomacy. I’d be happy to talk to you again. Young Europeans of your age need to understand the United States’ policies.’


         ‘And the United States needs to understand European policies.’


         ‘That’s more difficult when one’s in a superior position. But let’s not forget we’re all Europeans somewhere along the line.’


         ‘Not all of us.’


         ‘Yet another problem! We’ll talk about it, but not in front of Mrs Porter, whose mind is rather too closed on that particular subject. I hope you like desserts. That’s my innocent side coming out. There has to be one; I can’t just be the guy they say does all the President’s dirty work. Waiter! The dessert trolley, please.’


         

            *


         


         Arthur was never to forget Porter’s lustful indulgence when he had a plate overflowing with profiteroles put in front of him. Minerva’s derisive comments about her husband’s disregard of his diet were lost in the general clamour.


         That afternoon, when lunch with Porter was over, Arthur glimpsed Getulio in the smoking room with some bridge players, then discovered in his cabin that he could telephone Augusta, who, if she was there, would be alone.


         ‘Oh! It’s you!’ she said, feigning surprise.


         ‘Who else would it be?’


         ‘You have the same voice as Father Griffith.’


         ‘Aren’t you and Elizabeth ashamed of corrupting a man of God who has never come across the Devil’s children before?’


         ‘But that’s exactly the point! He has to be initiated before he sets foot on American soil, where his virtue will face the gravest tests.’


         What an actress she was! Yet, faced with an audience of more than three people, she closed up like a sensitive plant and her usually so expressive face, always on the verge of laughter or tears, lost its animation to the point where those who didn’t know her felt sorry for Getulio having a sister infinitely less brilliant than he was. By contrast, at the other end of a telephone, staring into someone’s eyes across a table, accompanying Arthur on the promenade deck (leaning so heavily on his arm that she almost let herself be carried) she deployed with rare vivacity such an arsenal of seductive wiles that even a man of considerable experience, or one who was merely blasé, rapidly found himself unable to resist her. Arthur did not yet know – and would only understand much later – that the attraction exerted by Augusta was the attraction of danger, a sensation that even a woman as attractive and intelligent as Elizabeth could never offer.


         ‘Arturo, are you there? Who are you dreaming about?’


         ‘You.’


         ‘In broad daylight! Wait … I need to pull the curtains.’


         ‘There aren’t any curtains.’


         ‘How do you know?’


         ‘I have the same cabin as you do. We live in a submarine.’


         She let out a long sigh, followed by a silence.


         ‘Is there something wrong?’


         ‘I don’t think you’re serious. What were you doing up on deck with Elizabeth at midnight? Her cap blew off and you didn’t even offer to dive in and get it for her.’


         ‘I hesitated for a couple of seconds, then it was too late.’


         ‘I have to go. Getulio’s coming back and he’ll be furious that I’m talking to you while he’s not here.’


         ‘Getulio’s playing bridge with three Americans in the smoking room.’


         ‘Not again! Oh my God, he’s going to ruin us!’


         Was she in the dark, or his accomplice? Uncertainty hovered over the relations between brother and sister (without the least ambiguity being imaginable), yet if, when no external force threatened them, their attitude to each other slid towards indifference, as soon as any sort of peril materialised they displayed the most brazen solidarity.


         ‘The worst thing is, he won’t be able to afford a rose for you to wear at dinner every night.’


         ‘I thought of that. Before we left I paid for five roses in advance. And I did the right thing. Do you know, last night I put my rose in water in my toothglass, and first thing this morning it had disappeared. Isn’t that extraordinary?’


         Her allusion to her rose revived Arthur’s confused memory of the previous night and the image returned of the flower pinned to Augusta’s blouse that had floated across the darkness of his cabin in a halo and vanished through the partition. Arthur had never believed in dreams and even less in apparitions, yet now these two stories, of the cap and the rose, had opened a void in front of him. Instinct urged him to step back, not to try to understand, to erase everything and put Augusta’s visions down to coincidence. Or to fear her the way he had learnt to fear, during the war, a friend of his mother’s called Émilie whose visits always preceded the news of someone else dying.


         ‘Arturo, you’re not listening to me!’


         ‘Yes, I am.’


         ‘Something’s changed in your voice.’


         ‘My throat’s hurting.’


         ‘Liar!’


         ‘I’ve made an important resolution.’


         ‘Tell me.’


         ‘Not over the phone, there might be spies listening in to us. Meet me in the salon. In any case, I hate using the phone. It gives me a sore throat.’


         Augusta laughed quietly.


         ‘You don’t often say funny things like that. You’d be much better if you were less serious. Arturo-my-love, we can’t see each other now. I always sleep for two hours in the afternoon. I’m in bed. In my nightgown.’


         ‘I’m on my way!’


         ‘Getulio will kill you if he finds you. No. Wait for tonight. I’ll be at the bar with Elizabeth at six o’clock. Then we’ll have dinner. Now hang up and don’t call again. I need to sleep.’


         

            *


         


         An ocean liner is a prison with imperious timetables, many prohibitions, drip-fed pleasures, a fixed population that goes round and round in circles in the cramped exercise yards, monitored by the stewards, and nowhere to be on your own apart from your cell-like cabin, assuming you are lucky enough not to share it with a stranger of either sex whose particular smell you are unlikely to like. News from the outside world – but does that world still exist beyond the horizon’s perfect circle? You very quickly start to doubt it, as soon as you’re out of sight of land and the despairing beams of the last lighthouse – is filtered through the on-board newspaper. The captain and his officers make sure that the four pages with their Queen Mary masthead mention no shipwrecks and restrict themselves to the mundane (‘We have the honour of having on board with us the Count of Thingamajig who is taking up his post at Washington’) and the social, some party or a recital by some diva singing for her supper, or in this case her first-class ticket.


         The captain is the ship’s spiritual leader. At dinner he gathers around him a list of guests who wait to be invited, not as a privilege but as a right, to his table. He is generally of a sportive disposition and over his career as a navigator he has perfected a number of anecdotes to entertain a new audience at each crossing. Unluckily – and fairly frequently – just as the roast is served, a midshipman appears with a whispered message. God’s representative at sea frowns, puts down his napkin, and asks his guests to excuse him: he is needed on the bridge. It’s nothing serious, but he’s not a man to leave important matters to anyone else. He disappears from the dining room, followed by the midshipman, who glances right and left to see if he can spot any good-looking women. The diners left behind experience a mild anxiety. The empty cover is whisked away by the maître d’hôtel himself, who simultaneously asks the guests to move up and fill the gap. No one says the word ‘Titanic’ which is in all their minds. There is always some well-informed idiot ready to tell his fellow diners that after a particularly hot summer the Arctic thaw has produced a steep increase in the number of icebergs in the North Atlantic. The rest of the dining room haven’t noticed the captain’s swift exit and go on talking loudly, suppressing their giggles, calling over each other’s heads, but at the top table an oppressive silence falls. The privileged scramble to finish their roast, to say no to cheese and dessert and the glass of champagne – from the captain’s own reserve – and disperse to their cabins, taking care not to show any hastiness that might provoke a sudden panic in which they would no longer be the first to save themselves. One man stuffs his pockets with jewellery; his wife dithers, unable to decide between her mink, her cashmere sweaters, and a sable-lined raincoat, finally grabs one at random and hurries out behind her husband to the upper deck, where the silent row of lifeboats sits, lashed under tarpaulins. It’s a superb evening. The Queen Mary is a picture as she steams ahead in the moonlight, and one can easily imagine her captain – having perfected his exit for whenever his guests are too dreary for words – relaxing in his cabin with the purser, sipping a brandy and water and smoking a Cuban cigar while he listens to something by Bing Crosby on the gramophone.


         Arthur was discovering that the liner was really a very big toy for grown-ups. He explored its secrets, stumbling across a companionway that took him down to the deck where he should have been, then climbing back up via B deck, where the Irish priests were reading their newspapers and smoking their pipes. This stratified world was a picture of order, health and peace. From his bridge the captain reigned like an unseen god over a happy subject populace whose only complaint was the quality of the coffee, which was truly ghastly. Modern societies would do well to follow its example, but nobody dares say so.


         Walking past the smoking room, Arthur glimpsed Getulio slumped in his chair, his legs extended under the bridge table, alone, the trolley at his side scattered with empty glasses, his face unpleasantly sullen. His fine hands played distractedly with the cards, shuffling, fanning them out, picking them up with the speed of an illusionist, then cutting the deck into two halves that he peeled back and released, pattering together, to shuffle them again. Arthur remembered Getulio’s pretended clumsiness with the three other bridge players the night before. The Brazilian’s dexterity when he thought no one was watching confirmed Professor Concannon’s warning. He was reeling in the dupes. But who could blame him? He was only cheating those who, seeing his feigned amateurishness, were aiming to cheat him. However skilled he was, the risk was no less great. As with all real players, the cards were his drug, and he needed his fix. Arthur put his hand on his shoulder.


         ‘You look more than annoyed.’


         ‘I don’t know anything more tedious than playing with idiots who take you for an idiot.’


         ‘You’ll get your own back before we get to New York.’


         ‘I damn well hope so! I’ve lost more than I’d like. And it’s madness staying shut up all afternoon with those creeps! I loathe these crossings.’


         ‘You’ll get another chance tomorrow.’


         ‘No, really, the whole thing’s just ridiculous.’


         ‘Your luck will change.’


         ‘When it doesn’t change, it’s like a pit in front of you. Don’t mention anything to Augusta.’


         ‘Come and stretch your legs on the promenade deck.’


         Getulio put on the Inverness cape that made him look so elegant and walked with Arthur to the upper deck, which was deserted at the end of the afternoon. They paced up and down for a good fifteen minutes without speaking. Getulio became breathless. A burning red scar yawned at the horizon. Behind the Queen Mary the ocean poured into a chasm of darkness under a long slab of clouds that trapped in their folds the last lingering gleams of daylight.


         ‘Perhaps we’ll see the green ray,’ Getulio said. ‘That would suit me. I’ve got a wish to make.’


         ‘Do you believe all that?’


         ‘There are things a thousand times more incredible on this earth. Why are we here, at this moment in our lives, you and I, talking to each other like old friends, when two days ago we didn’t know each other, we had no reason to have ever met, and we have very few reasons to see each other again after we finish studying at Beresford?’


         Arthur was easily hurt. He clenched his teeth, remained silent for at least a minute, allowing Getulio to savour his unfriendly remark, and then, in the most detached tone he could muster, looking out at the horizon, said, ‘I feel the same. Our meeting’s completely unnatural. Just imagine: one day, someone fingers you as a professional gambler who works the transatlantic liners and you’re banned from the tables of every shipping line around the world. Down you go, all the way to hell. You drop out of your studies, while I leave with a degree that helps me get a job in an investment bank. Our paths no longer have any reason to cross at all. Under various assumed names you eke out an existence in Europe’s second- and third-rate casinos; I travel in a private jet. Obviously I have you arrested as soon as your overdraft goes over three dollars …’


         ‘You should write novels.’


         ‘What for? We can pay people to do that.’


         Getulio gripped him by the shoulders and shook him.


         ‘Fifteen all,’ he said. ‘I can see why Elizabeth’s keen on you. She’s ready to eat you up, or for you to eat her up.’


         Arthur laughed out loud. By steering him in Elizabeth’s direction, Getulio thought he would divert him from his sister.


         ‘The feeling’s mutual. She’s terrifically attractive, despite the fact that she’s not my type.’


         ‘You’re hard to please. She’s a beauty.’


         Arthur decided to keep his thoughts about Elizabeth’s beauty to himself. He would never have said that she was beautiful or (if he was feeling worldly) charming. Only one adjective suited her. She was pretty, very pretty, with a sort of prettiness that since the advent of the talkies American cinema had popularised to the point of making it insipid: a profile you couldn’t fault in any way, which retained something of the purity of childhood; blond hair that wasn’t entirely natural; a slim, warm figure.


         ‘Blast, blast! The sun’s set. No green ray for us tonight.’


         ‘You can’t win at cards without the green ray?’


         ‘It wasn’t cards I had in mind.’


         Arthur knew perfectly well, but Augusta’s name was not to be mentioned. It was like a sacrament that imposed on the observer a duty to withdraw into the deepest part of himself, to deflect all questioning from outside. Scattered like little seeds, Augusta’s voice, the flecks in her eyes, the mischief in her fine features took possession of a man’s thoughts and would not let him go. Getulio’s arm, which he had left resting on Arthur’s shoulders, tempted him to speak but, stiffening, he refrained. On this territory he foresaw that Getulio would for ever be his enemy. If he got too close to Augusta, the brother with the illusionist’s fingers would declare war.


         ‘So what did you have in mind?’


         Getulio let his arm drop and gripped Arthur’s wrist with sudden force.


         ‘What on earth is it you’ve all got with her?’


         ‘It seems to me that you’re not talking about Elizabeth any more,’ Arthur said coldly, without attempting to free himself from the Brazilian’s grip.


         At the liner’s bow a grey shadow merged with the ocean and raced at dizzying speed towards the sunset, extinguishing its final blaze. Night still hesitated, confused by the sudden eclipse, not daring to banish the glimmers that lingered to the south and north. The Atlantic’s blue-green turned to a grey of molten lead and white crests whipped across the top of the majestic swell, parted with crushing indifference by the impassive Queen Mary.


         ‘Don’t you think it’s an extraordinary invention?’


         ‘The Queen Mary? Are you serious? It’s like being in Frankenstein’s castle. All that gilding, all those chandeliers make me feel sick. It’s so common!’


         ‘I’m not talking about the ship, I’m talking about human beings and their 1400 grams of brain who have taken over the world and will one day perhaps take over the solar system too. Don’t you feel intoxicated to be one of those conquerors?’


         ‘I must have crossed the Atlantic at least twenty times. I don’t enjoy it in the slightest any more. In fact, I couldn’t find it more boring. If flying didn’t frighten Augusta to death, we’d be there already instead of killing time in this tub, wallowing across this appallingly tedious ocean. No, to answer your question, I’m not a conqueror like you, or like my ancestors. I’m hardly even a survivor. Who’s this clown?’


         A short, stocky man, made fatter by a canary-yellow tracksuit and wearing a baseball cap, was jogging towards them, breathing noisily, his elbows tucked in. As he passed he greeted them with a ‘Hello Arthur!’, changed direction and jogged back the way he had come.


         ‘You keep interesting company! Useful, I suppose. The ship’s cook?’


         Arthur kept him waiting for a second or two, savouring the suspense and his answer.


         ‘No, he’s not the cook.’


         Getulio spotted the trap.


         ‘I didn’t mean to annoy you.’


         He had, but he had missed his mark.


         ‘I’ll admit it’s not quite the done thing to jog around the deck dressed as a canary. Does he wear that tracksuit when he has breakfast with Eisenhower? I wonder.’


         ‘You win. Unless you’re having me on.’


         ‘Not in the slightest! That was Allan Dwight Porter. I had lunch with him and his wife Minerva earlier.’


         Getulio gripped the handrail and shook it violently.


         ‘I nearly made the gaffe of a lifetime. I was about to ask him who let the canary out of its cage. How do you know him?’


         ‘He knew me before I knew him.’


         ‘Arthur, it seems to me that we’ve never talked properly. I need to hear what you have to say, and I’m freezing out here. The night is dark, and the bar is ours.’


         They arrived at almost the same time as Elizabeth and Augusta, who demanded, ‘Where have you been, Getulio? I’ve been looking for you for two hours. I even asked the captain to search the ship, all the way from the bridge to the coal bunkers.’


         ‘It’s been some time since transatlantic liners used coal. In any case, I have a right to a bit of freedom while you’re having your siesta. There’s no secret. I was with my friend Arthur and we were talking about the fabulous powers of human intelligence, were we not, Arthur?’


         ‘Almost exactly.’


         For the rest of the voyage, until the Queen Mary berthed in New York, the four of them were hardly ever apart. Concannon joined them at the bar, where he stayed while dinner was served, along with the barman, by now resigned to being called Paddy. One morning, seeing Arthur and Porter coming out of the gym together, Getulio managed to get himself introduced. Draped in a lavender-blue dressing gown, Porter, barely civil, said only, ‘I knew your father,’ and led Arthur away.


         ‘My dear young man, Providence, with its poor sense of justice and almost complete absence of discernment, has nevertheless granted to men a gift whose richness often goes unsuspected by them: friendship. If, sad to relate, they sacrifice that gift on the altar of social or professional ambition, or to vague passing interests or even – more foolishly still – to love, they’re cutting themselves off from the best of themselves or, more precisely, from what could make them better men than they are. Criminals know this: their friendships are more important to them than life and death itself, as they like to have tattooed on their chests. These beings, whom you would think abject specimens ready for all manner of depravity, keep hidden in the deepest recesses of their soul – yes, everyone has a soul – an inextinguishable flame, a rushlight that defies time, misfortune, all the vicissitudes of existence. Legend has not raised up Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid because they robbed banks under the police’s nose, but because their friendship placed them way above your ordinary highwayman. Experience teaches us that the friendship between two men is a lifeline, on condition of course that both possess the same moral outlook … or lack of moral outlook. Wait … let me finish … I’m not talking about just anyone … I did know Getulio Mendosa’s father, just after the war. He was Minister for Finance and Economy in Rio, a wonderful job if you wanted to get rich. I brought him a message from President Truman. He had immense charm. He also had no difficulty in accepting the message in question. Was he corrupt? You may well ask. In the Americas everything’s a question of degree. Allow me to maintain a little discretion. I prefer to remember his elegance, his lively political intelligence. What then happened probably went unnoticed in Europe: Europeans are weary of South America’s revolutions and assassinations; but a very few days after my visit His Excellency Senhor Mendosa was coming out of his splendid house in Ipanema and about to get into his armoured official car to drive to the ministry when “they” opened fire. I say “they” because it’s too complicated to be sure which shadowy faction wanted him dead. His children – your friends on this crossing – were standing with their mother on the steps of their villa. The killers turned their weapons towards them, but on their chief ’s shouted order they made do with emptying their magazines into the poor driver before calmly making their getaway in a van. Mendosa’s death traumatised Augusta and her mother for a long time; her mother moved to Geneva, where she’s lived for nearly ten years now. Her room in the Hôtel des Bergues has a view of the Rhône and the Île Rousseau: she’s passionately admired Jean-Jacques Rousseau since she was a girl. Once a month the general manager takes her to the strongroom and leaves her there, and a little while later she returns to her room carrying an old raffia bag stuffed with louis d’or and bundles of dollar bills wrapped in newspaper. From time to time she drops off a packet tied up with string at reception and asks them to let Getulio know it’s there. He turns up from who knows where, borne on the wings of hope, and for a few weeks, maybe even a few months, lives like a prince. When his mother forgets him he plays cards. With positive results, I’m told.’


         While he was talking Porter had been leading Arthur down a labyrinth of gangways, ignoring the lifts and climbing the companionways two steps at a time. At his last words the two men found themselves at the entrance to the breakfast room. The maître d’hôtel showed his astonishment with an exaggerated pout, and left his desk to block the doorway with his body. With an irritable hand movement Porter gestured him to move aside.


         ‘I’m sorry, Mr Porter, but I have no tables free.’


         ‘What are you talking about? My wife’s there and she’s waiting for me.’


         The man hesitated, deeply embarrassed.


         ‘Mr Porter, it is customary to dress, even somewhat, for breakfast in the morning.’


         Porter, suddenly realising that he had come straight from the gym in his lavender-blue dressing gown, laughed loudly. The maître d’hôtel did not know how to react.


         ‘I do apologise—’


         ‘No need! You have no idea how much pleasure it’s given me to see how absent-minded I am. I’ve always envied the naturally absent-minded. Please sit Mr Morgan at my table. He’ll keep my wife company while I put on something decent. Five minutes, no more …’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         Minerva, wearing a sort of red fez on her head that was attached to her jet-black hair with safety pins, merely gave Arthur a nod as he arrived.


         ‘Mr Porter said to me—’


         ‘I don’t care what he said to you. I detest talking at breakfast. And above all, no bread on the tablecloth.’


         Chunks of pineapple swam in the egg yolk on her plate and she spread mustard on her toast with childish gluttony. A giant Victorian teapot being pushed like a shrine between the tables passed close by them. In the waiter’s expansive movement to serve Arthur with tea, his elbow nudged the fez, tilting it dangerously to one side. Minerva, attempting to replace it, patted it, but too briskly, and the fez tipped onto her other ear, taking with it her wig and leaving a very bald temple in view. Failing to notice, she continued to munch her toast and mustard. The diners at the next table had difficulty stifling their giggles. Arthur too found it hard to keep a straight face. Porter’s arrival would have put an end to the grotesque sight, had he not been the sort of man to pursue an idea, to examine it from every angle, to extract its very marrow without paying the slightest attention to what was going on around him. If the Queen Mary had started to sink he would have carried on discoursing fluently, with the ocean rising around his ankles until his mouth finally filled with water and he could only emit a last tragic gurgle. To find himself so absent-minded that morning at the door to the dining room had filled him with delight. He had never in his life been absent-minded before, and he vividly remembered the irritation of his French mother when she had found him absorbed in one of the many puzzles that preoccupy small children: ‘Allan … come on … please try and just think about nothing for a while.’ It was impossible. How he had envied absent-minded people throughout his life! Because the mechanism of thought will wear out if it doesn’t, at some point, drift off into its own little world.


         Arthur avoided looking at Minerva, whose toast, spread with far too much mustard, had sparked a sneezing fit with disastrous consequences for both her fez and her wig, which it was threatening to dislodge entirely.


         ‘My dear,’ Allan Porter said, getting to his feet to pat his wife on the back, ‘your hair’s in a bad way this morning.’


         With a hefty tap on her fez, Minerva finally straightened it.


         ‘I don’t approve of personal remarks,’ she said acidly.


         Undeterred, Porter resumed his reflections on the attractions and advantages of absent-mindedness. He would so much have liked to be a poet, to write poems and ‘wander lonely as a cloud’. Poets are absent-minded, aren’t they? And if they possess genius people forgive them everything, doubtless because uncultured materialists suspect them of receiving secret messages from the Unknown that only they can decipher. A country has to look after its poets, or at least … if not its poets – that divine gift is unevenly distributed and a number of civilisations have fallen so far behind that they will never catch up – at least, if not its poets, then its pleasure-seekers, who enjoy life to the full and without thought of tomorrow. On condition, obviously, that it possesses an elite with sufficient self-denial to be willing to involve itself in politics and remain in the shadows: a quasi-monastic choice.


         ‘So where would you place Getulio Mendosa?’


         ‘Ah, you’ve surmised perfectly that his appearance this morning is what prompted my thoughts. I find it impossible to forgive him. He’s as intelligent as his father and he ought to be playing an important part in his country’s future, but instead he prefers to play cards and squander whatever scraps of fortune his mother puts his way, like a dog with its bone. She might die one day, just like that, without anyone knowing the code for her safe deposit box in Geneva, and then you’d need a thermal lance to get into it, and that only after a ruinous court case. And what if there isn’t anything left in the damn box? Men of great gifts who the fairies spoil from the moment they arrive on this earth are often drawn to commit a sort of moral suicide. A very bad example for a young man like you.’


         ‘There weren’t any fairy godmothers flitting over my cradle. Just my mother and for a very short time my father, before he was killed in the war. I run fewer risks than Getulio. But I’m very curious to know how you know everything about everybody?’


         Minerva, who had not deigned to listen to their conversation, wrinkled her nose.


         ‘There’s a smell of fish.’


         At the next table a middle-aged English couple were eating kippers.


         ‘You can’t tell people they can’t eat fish for breakfast.’


         ‘Allan, I know no one so slack as you. To hear you, no one should ever say anything to anyone else. And you’ve also got ketchup on your collar.’


         ‘I haven’t liked ketchup for years. It’s more likely to be lipstick.’


         ‘You’d be perfectly capable of something so vile!’


         ‘Sadly not. I’m afraid it’s just a dab of blood from where I cut myself shaving.’


         ‘In any case it’s of no importance … I’m going to the promenade deck now to join Philomena.’


         Porter drank his tea, lost in thought, his hand still raised. Arthur observed with surprise an unexpected finesse in his ruddy, thickset features. He must have been a charming baby and an attractive man in his prime, despite being short and having probably been completely bald since his thirties. He made use of his baldness: his shining, tanned, elegantly speckled head, framed by a horseshoe of white hair, was impressive. His face had one flaw: lips that were so thin you could hardly see them, a horizontal slit between his nostrils and dimpled chin. That apart, he had a handsome nose and vivid blue eyes that could suddenly, with an angry thought, turn iron-grey. Conscious of having been lost in contemplation for a full minute, Porter smiled with genuine humility.


         ‘Pardon me … I was just struck by a memory: of a slim, wonderfully attractive girl I met forty years ago with a name that knocked me out: Minerva. Never marry a woman whose name fires your imagination … but to answer your already distant question: out of the thousand passengers and four hundred men and women of the ship’s crew, I know three people: you, Getulio Mendosa, and Professor Concannon, who doubtless set you a deplorable example during this crossing but whose singular personality you’ll learn to appreciate when he sobers up at the start of term. Three people. Not many, you’ll admit. But Noah’s Ark didn’t contain many either, and if they didn’t manage to save the world – which from a purely spiritual point of view is unsaveable anyway, and doomed to every manner of sin – at least they kept it afloat. Arthur – and you call me Allan from here on in – I shan’t hold you up any longer. Go find your friends. Here’s my card with my telephone number in Washington. I’ll be at Beresford in a month’s time for a lecture on disinformation. To debunk it and – as you can guess – to give away the recipe … I don’t think you’ll be bored.’ 


         

             


         


         

             


         


         The Queen Mary was due in the Hudson at ten o’clock. The previous day Getulio had played a last game with the three Americans, who, becoming over-confident, had let their concentration slip. Arthur stayed for a while to watch the game. Getulio dealt and shuffled the cards with professional verve. Reassured of the result, Arthur went back to his cabin to pack. He had just started when the phone rang. It was Augusta.


         ‘Where have you been? I’ve been calling you for ten minutes! Do something for me … go and see if Getulio’s started playing yet.’


         ‘I’ve just come from there. He’s playing.’


         ‘I’m frightened to death. If he loses, we won’t even have enough for a cab to the hotel.’


         ‘He won’t lose … Anyway, you’ve got Elizabeth …’


         ‘I know … but in France we already … Let’s just say that, like the fabled ant, she’s little given to lending. I’m scared.’


         ‘Do you want me to come?’


         There was a silence. She was looking in her dressing-table mirror. He could see her gestures, her hand tousling the hair at her temples, her wet finger smoothing the line of her eyebrows, her tongue flicking across her lips.


         ‘I’m in bed, in my nightdress.’


         ‘Madame Récamier received visitors in her nightdress, reclining on her chaise longue.’


         ‘Listen … I’m horribly worried … someone has to hold my hand. But swear to me you won’t take advantage of me.’


         ‘With deep regret, I swear.’


         ‘And don’t let anyone see you. If a steward or a maid notices you, walk past my door as if nothing’s happening and wait five minutes.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         She had pulled the sheet up to her chin, leaving her arms and shoulders bare.


         ‘Did anyone see you?’


         ‘No one saw me.’


         ‘Bring the armchair over, hold my hand, and think as hard as you can, “Sleep, Augusta, sleep.”’


         She closed her eyes. Arthur openly studied the pure oval of her face, in which only her lips gave away the faint trace of her black and Inca ancestors. Across the olive skin of her cheeks and forehead and over her dark brown eyelids there passed brief shivers, like the ruffled surface of the sea, that reached her lovely shoulders and arms and the hand Arthur was holding. An unfamiliar emotion took hold of him. To take a woman in your arms is to deprive yourself of seeing her, to condemn yourself to know only fragments of her, which your memory will later reassemble like a puzzle to be pieced together from scattered images: her breasts, her mouth, that curving dip at the base of her back, the warmth of her underarms, the palm of her hand that you pressed your lips against. But because she lay in front of him like a statue, turned to stone but for those fluttering tremors beneath her skin, Arthur saw her as he felt he had not seen her before. He no longer saw the delicate figure with her unsteady walk on deck, her balance threatened by the rolling of the ship or the fierce gusts that flew into its gangways when you opened the deck doors into the wind. Instead of an Augusta who had fallen from grace in a world of dreadful, vulgar heaviness, he saw a defenceless woman lying in front of him whose body, as far as he could tell, radiated harmonious well-being. In short, she was also infinitely desirable, which was something he had thought very little about since their first meeting. Even more surprising was her rapid and complete descent into sleep, as if just the pressure of Arthur’s hand had released a torrent of dreams.


         In the minutes that followed, two Augustas occupied Arthur’s thoughts: one, the living Augusta who dazzled him and who, he knew perfectly well, whatever happened in future, would mark him for ever; and the other, the almost lifeless Augusta stretched out in front of him, her breath hardly perceptible across her half-opened lips, her body shuddering with those spasms that testify to the ferocity of nightmarish images, the other Augusta who was flying somewhere out in deep space, light years away. Like the shroud a sculptor throws over a still damp statue, the lightly draped sheet outlined her secret contours: her barely rounded stomach, the dip between her thighs, her flattened breasts. Her jugular veins beat at the rhythm of her heart, just beneath the transparent skin of her neck, paler than her face. Arthur leant over this impassive mask, as you would lean over an open book without being able to understand what it is saying. A terrible fear gripped him. Was she about to leave this world, which until this moment, by controlling her revulsion, she had confronted with all the panache of a pure and noble soul? Suddenly the idea that Augusta might die there, right in front of him, because he had heard her cry for help too late, made him throw himself onto her sleeping body. Clasping her in his arms, he would wake her and recall her to earth, drive away the cold that was overtaking her, before she cooled and stiffened for ever.


         But instead of an icy body he felt her deliciously warm cheek against his, her exquisitely cool neck against his lips.


         A thickly muffled voice murmured, ‘You swore. Let me sleep.’


         Straightening up, Arthur noticed a half-full glass of water and a box of antidepressants. Romantic compassion overwhelmed him. Nine years after her father’s assassination, she was still struggling with the horror of the event, the driver opening the car door, the minister waving to his wife and children standing on the steps, calling, ‘Adeus, ate sera!’ and at the word ‘sera’ his head exploding like an overripe pomegranate, its pulp and pips splashing the bodywork that had been carefully polished just an hour before.


         From close up, a woman’s forehead can seem like an impenetrable barrier, behind which are hidden anxieties and amazing acts of courage that take men by surprise. And in their surprise is the source of the fear women so often inspire in men and the reaction that fear brings in its wake, of scorn and cruelty, everything that is most cowardly in the male, faced with the threat of an absolute power that he must nip in the bud if he does not want to be its slave. These things are especially noticeable when a woman, giving herself over to sleep, lets down her defences and becomes a child again, capable of inspiring in the most hardened male an immense and urgent desire to protect her from the world’s savagery. Mendosa, the great and powerful Mendosa, who had been widely expected in international circles to be appointed to Brazil’s supreme court, believed he had provided everything his loved ones needed to be happy and perhaps even triumphant in his company, with his protective arms around them, hugging his wife to his chest, his hand resting on Augusta’s black curls, and Getulio standing at his side, straight-backed, arms folded, his gaze filled with extraordinary defiance in one so young.


         Arthur was not making any of this up: on a round table in the middle of the cabin there was a photo in a silver frame, a testament to happier days. In Geneva Mendosa’s widow barely remembered him. In Brazil his political colleagues had shared out his influence between them. He remained alive only in Getulio and Augusta’s memory. His murderers had overlooked that one eventuality: their crime, and its image, engraved for ever on the retina of a daughter who would never come to terms with it.


         Years later, during bouts of exhausting insomnia, Arthur would relive this scene. As so often happens when we dig deep into a memory, in the deluded hope of retrieving some stray detail that will illuminate and complete the puzzle, he began to feel less certain that he was not confusing his regrets and desires with reality. Every young man is a Faust who does not know himself, and if he sells his soul to the Devil it is because he has not yet learnt that the past no longer exists and he has entered into a fool’s contract. Later, when he wakes up to the truth, he will have no alternative but to lie to himself, which is generally easier than lying to others. A conversation, a meeting, a split-second image all stay in our minds with details and brightness that would not admit of any doubt if the person who had experienced them, or sometimes even made them happen, did not insist – with disconcerting insincerity, or with obvious truthfulness – that they have no recall of them at all. So in which of our previous lives did we live or dream that memory? In the here and now, no one knows or is willing to say. Yet Arthur could not have invented the surge of happiness that crashed over him when, instead of a body he had thought in a moment of panic was already cold, his cheek, lips and hands encountered Augusta’s calm warmth and delicious skin. With the brevity of a lightning flash, and just as blindingly, he knew he would never forget that moment, that no other woman would ever make him feel that particular emotion, unlike the more common experience of joy, unfollowed by anxiety. The memory stopped short then, and Arthur could not have said how long he held Augusta’s sleeping body in his arms: a second, a minute, an hour? Most likely a second, for he could still hear the voice that said, ‘You swore. Let me sleep,’ as the cabin door opened and a shocked Elizabeth cried, ‘Arthur! Arthur, leave her alone!’ while he, on his knees, watched Augusta bury her face in her hands and turn over, curling up in her bunk with her face to the wall, motionless and wrapped tightly in the sheet that was twisted like a straitjacket around her shoulders. The strangest part of the scene, however, was what happened next, when Arthur, despite his strength, found himself on the receiving end of Elizabeth’s fury as she grabbed his hair, dragged him onto his back, and proceeded to kick him energetically and repeatedly in the ribs. Later, when they were able to laugh about it, she insisted she only remembered a single kick and countered by accusing him of tripping her up and sending her flying onto the cabin floor, knocking her half unconscious by the corner of the dressing table. Meanwhile Augusta slept, in another world far away, and his fight with Elizabeth was brought to a sudden halt when they noticed that in turning towards the wall Augusta had uncovered her bottom half and revealed to both of them the sight not of what was most secret but what was most delicious: the dip at the base of her spine, the shaded crack between her generously rounded buttocks that continued into her neatly joined thighs, the pale creases at the backs of her knees, and her feet, which were warmed by a pair of Mickey Mouse-patterned socks. Nothing could have looked less like the sophisticated creature muffled in a coypu coat and cloche hat pulled down to her eyes, who had clung to Getulio’s arm on the promenade deck. It could not be the same woman, and Arthur believed it was a hallucination until Elizabeth rushed to the bed and pulled the sheet over her to cover her.


         ‘She’s crazy! Two pills after lunch! She’s not supposed to have more than one a day. She’s scared Getulio will lose. Why can’t she get it into her head that he never loses? Arthur, you’re a brute! I could have fractured my skull. What did you think you were doing?’


         ‘Don’t tell me it’s my fault.’


         ‘So what on earth were you doing here?’


         ‘She phoned me. She wanted me to hold her hand—’


         ‘Yes, her hand. Don’t you see that in this state anyone could rape her and she wouldn’t notice? Oh Arthur, I can’t keep watching over her all the time! I’ve got my own life and I need to do something with it; I don’t just want to be an idiot sitting on a fortune and looking like a dummy.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         ‘Looking like a dummy …’ The scene ended there. What followed was unimportant, not worth dwelling on years later. Elizabeth had a bump on her head, Arthur a bruised stomach. Getulio more than made good the losses of his first few days. He appeared at dinner looking bad-tempered, followed by Augusta in a white gown, a rose pinned between her breasts. As they walked to their table a hush fell in the dining room. Getulio enjoyed the attention. Arthur picked up several whispered comments.


         ‘Handsome couple.’


         ‘They aren’t married.’


         ‘Obviously not, they’re brother and sister.’


         ‘There’s definitely a dose of black or Inca blood there.’


         ‘They’re father and daughter.’


         To which Elizabeth replied, with a sweetly sarcastic smile, ‘That’s right. He had her when he was five. Brazilians get their first boners when they’re awfully young.’


         Arthur pulled her away. Professor Concannon joined them. He had not yet reached that distant frontier beyond which he became incomprehensible. It was always a surprise to see how at a certain moment a single glass would propel him over that ideal limit to a place where his power of speech was no longer reliable, but short of that point, what a marvellous chatterbox! Had he not, since the start of the crossing, written a whole class on the political consequences of Montcalm’s crushing defeat of the English at Quebec in 1759 and his appointment by Louis XV to the title of viceroy of Canada? In 1791 Louis XVI had wisely decided not to follow the advice of the traitor Fersen and, instead of fleeing via Varennes, gone in the opposite direction and taken ship for Canada at Brest. Montcalm was seventy-nine years old; he had relinquished his powers as viceroy and Louis XVI, in an unstoppable assault, had swept the French troops forward and kicked out of North America the only enemy France had ever had, Great Britain. Voltaire, in a pathetic mea culpa, had beaten his chest, regretted his unfortunate phrase about ‘a few acres of snow’, and composed a long, pompous poem to the glory of those acres.


         Arthur interrupted him. ‘If my information is correct, Voltaire had been dead for thirteen years when Louis XVI stepped onto Canadian soil …’


         At this hour Concannon was no longer a man to be halted by mere facts. He dismissed Arthur with a wave of his hand.


         What did Augusta think? She was certainly listening. There was merriment in her eyes, an amused smile on her lips, perhaps even a hint of indulgence, as though, already familiar with this speech, she accepted out of compassion for the charming and inventive drunk in front of her that he should go back to it, embellish it and, borne along by the enjoyment and goodwill of his young audience, supply an unceasing stream of new chapters pouring forth from his delirious imagination. Arthur followed the story intermittently, his attention repeatedly distracted by Augusta, sitting bolt upright on her chair like a perfect pupil, chin up, making sure with a nod to the waiter that everyone’s glass remained full and that when dinner was over champagne was served in flutes that bore the Cunard crest. Their eyes met again and again. She did not blink. Drowning in her gaze, shot through with flashes of mischief, Arthur was unable to reconcile his two images of Augusta: the glamorous creature who dominated the evening by her grace more than her exotic beauty and the other, pathetic creature who that afternoon had been stuffing herself with antidepressants to calm her fears. The natural, not to say guileless, way she had come back from that imaginary journey was profoundly baffling to him. She watched him move his lips in a clumsy and unsuccessful attempt to hear his own voice and reassure himself that dinner was real, and leant over to him to murmur in his ear, ‘Don’t you like my dress?’


         ‘I never said that! I like white. White is for the ghosts who come back to haunt us.’


         ‘I always come back.’


         As she spoke, Getulio was noisily rejecting the emblem of the Bourbons. The House of Braganza had repulsed the king of Canada and conquered North America.


         ‘Wrong, quite wrong!’ Concannon cried in a scandalised voice, pointing his finger at the offending pupil. ‘How can you forget the battle of September 1870? Unable to contain themselves at the spectacle of war being declared in Europe between France and Germany, two fraternal nations, ten million South Americans lay siege to the North, defended by three million North Americans. The two armies face each other across a perfect line bisecting the isthmus of Panama along the present-day path of the canal. The southerners, armed only with their machetes, are wiped out by their enemy’s bullets. The northerners do not enjoy their victory for long: mired in the swamps, eaten alive by mosquitoes, they fall in their hundreds of thousands. Dawn rises over a charnel house.’


         Concannon extended his arm, his transparent flat hand describing to his listeners the jumbled, billowing semicircle of piled-up corpses, disembowelled horses, overturned gun carriages and exploded cannons, their yawning muzzles releasing their final wisps of smoke. His audience was there, in the thick of it. However, he skated over the barking of the coyotes attracted by the stench of dead bodies and caked blood, and the sinister chuckling of the vultures as they tore indiscriminately at the flesh of northerners and southerners alike.


         ‘Capitalising on the shock and horror of the few survivors, the oppressed of the continent rise up, in the North as in the South: Incas, Aztecs, Olmecs form alliances with Sioux, Comanches, Mohicans. They massacre the black slaves or pack them off back to Africa. Very few reach their destination. Meanwhile the Indians of both Americas impregnate the forsaken white widows and found the greatest mixed-race nation on the planet. Can’t you see by my bright-red complexion that I’m the son of a Sioux? Like you, Getulio and Augusta, are little Incas.’


         ‘I rather thought we – you and I – were descendants of Irish pioneers,’ Elizabeth said.


         Concannon was brusque.


         ‘It’s one and the same! No thank you, no champagne. Carminative drinks don’t agree with me. We’ll move straight on to Armagnac if you’ll be so kind.’


         The frontier was approaching. As they left the table Concannon, staggering slightly, held on to Augusta’s arm.


         ‘You four go and dance. Dancing’s your thing. I’m thirty years too old to come with you. I was a great dancer once … back then. Think of the day when that will happen to you. Most importantly, I have an unfinished conversation of the greatest possible interest to wrap up with my friend Paddy at the bar. A very interesting fellow when all’s said and done, a sort of primitive intelligence. His uncharted brain is ideal territory for me to sow new ideas, which thrive admirably … I shall see you in the morning, my child.’


         

             


         


         

             


         


         Five musicians in dinner jackets glossy with age were onstage, playing jazz tunes from before the war. Blissfully happy women, a whisker beyond middle age and held at a perfect arm’s length by their partners, dreamt that nothing had changed since 1939: the same musicians, same tunes, same husbands. With an indulgence it usually refused to show, time had stopped. Six days on board the Queen Mary were six days out of time. Sheer fun. In the final reckoning they didn’t count. And what if we made everything go back to what it had been? What if that handsome Englishman over there, the one whose wife is holding him by the hand and a shoulder from which there hangs an empty sleeve, what if we gave him back his arm, lost in the landings in Normandy? What if we gave that one back the leg that was torn off at Guadalcanal, Minerva her luxuriant black hair that fell out after a tropical fever, her husband his slim midshipman’s figure? They might be dancing for the last time on this liner with its reassuring decor, its triumphant Art Deco style that made everything for ever young. After the great conflagration, the world in which they had lived before resumed its old rhythm, as if it had never tottered. The trumpeter who had once blown his horn almost hard enough to burst a blood vessel in the line’s early days, when the Cunarder had competed so fiercely for the Blue Riband with the Normandie, that same trumpeter, his hair now snowy white and his lips swollen from years of playing, was back onstage, impersonating Louis Armstrong all over again. Peace reigned: the captain inspired the same respect as God; society was divided into three classes: the chosen on A deck; the philosophical on B deck; the huddled masses on C deck who waited their turn impatiently, but feared the captain’s iron rule. The passengers could sleep easy. The revolution was not coming. Augusta danced with Arthur.


         ‘Will you come and see me in New York?’


         ‘As soon as I’ve made myself a bit of pocket money. Won’t you come to Beresford?’
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