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Chapter One




Until five in the afternoon when Karel Kren arrived May 21st was a Saturday like any other. Georges Rivac, since his clients mostly observed what they called le weekend anglais, was free to attend to his office work without the distraction of his secretary and was about to get down to the unwelcome business of checking her statement of profit and loss. He was an active, young import agent, jumping with energy and switching back and forth between excitement and depression according to the prospects of new business and the state of his overdraft. He preferred to be out selling. Accounts bored him; they measured success but had nothing to do with it.


He had had no warning that Kren was coming to Lille and was surprised to see him. A trade delegate from Czechoslovakia of obvious importance could not be expected to call on a minor, provincial agent. Rivac had met him two months earlier and sensed a mutual sympathy. He had been impressed by this tall well-dressed man with white hair and moustache who would pass as an experienced diplomat or distinguished soldier rather than a factory director in a communist economy. Though a little too serious, Kren had been helpful on questions of foreign exchange and seemed as sound a business man as any capitalist.


Rivac received the unexpected visitor with a formal courtesy which owed more to early training in Spanish manners than the long line of enterprising French bourgeoisie on his father’s side. He had the impression that Kren was in a hurry, as well he might be if on his way to more important agents in Paris or Brussels. But even a hurried visit was to be commended; when a manufacturer needed reports and suggestions from buyers in a new market, direct contact with the grass roots of commerce was of more value than talking money in a glass-walled office on a statelier business street.


Karel Kren was full of a new model of the small four-stroke petrol engine which Intertatry of Prague was about to market. He produced from his briefcase two advance copies of the brochure, presenting them to Rivac with a pride which seemed to be divided between the lay-out and the actual product. The brochure was certainly a masterpiece all the way from illustrations to easy diagrams and a comprehensive list of spare parts. After discussing the improvements, Kren told him that Intertatry had several promising enquiries from government buyers. Rivac thought that very likely. The little engines for which he had found a ready market were rugged and cheap. A new model might well serve naval and military purposes as well as industrial. He asked if any of the official enquiries had come from Paris?


‘Yes, and London. But over there they have their own methods. By the way, I believe you yourself speak English?’


Rivac replied that when he was a three-year-old orphan at the end of the war his English grandmother had come to the rescue and brought him up. England had been home to him as well as France.


‘Did you like it?’


‘Of course! Of course! Who wouldn’t? But exasperating! Why the devil do they have to be so different from us?’


‘Us?’


‘I mean Europe.’


‘Yes. I noticed when I was here before that we shared certain ideals. What do you include in your Europe, M Rivac?’


‘The lot! Of course! Why not? We must make for you – you, our brothers behind what fools call the Iron Curtain – something you can look forward to, something worth serving.’


Rivac was an enthusiast for federal union. In his café circle he was tolerantly accused of lack of patriotism. They said it was because he did not know where he belonged with all that chattering over his office telephone in three languages. But he did know where he belonged. His allegiance to Europe was far from mere café talk, and his internationalism did not stop short at the long frontier from Lubeck to the Black Sea. He was a collector of agencies, one manufacturer recommending him to another, and acted as the local representative of several East European factories, among them Intertatry.


Remembering a little late that M Kren was a prominent figure in the trade of a communist country, Rivac cut short his excitable dissertation on ‘us’.


‘But I mustn’t talk to you like that. I apologise. Naturally you are a member of the Party and have your own Europe.’


‘Naturally,’ Kren replied. ‘But I understand your attitude. An internationalist does not have to be a communist. Remember always, M Rivac, if ever you have to suffer for your opinions, that our Europe still shares your blood and traditions.’


He dropped the subject and went on to explain that the import agency in London had no time to waste on generalities and sales promotion and wanted precise information from someone who could answer practical questions on the spot. The Ministry of Defence was interested.


‘I had hoped to call on them myself but I haven’t time. Would you like to do it? As our agent for the North of France you know quite enough of what we have to offer. Just fly over to London with these brochures. Charge us with all your expenses of course.’


Rivac, who was unmarried and could spare twenty-four hours from his rounds of the customers at any time, said he would be delighted. When should he leave and whom should he see?


‘The sooner, the better. Now you can’t just drop in and expect to be received by one of the Ministry’s experts. But I can help you there. A man I was at school with. I was going to start with him myself. He’s a government import agent and he’ll take you round to the right man. Show him the new brochures and tell him you come from Lukash. That was my nickname at school. Lukash. Write it down, M Rivac!’


‘And his name?’


‘Herbert Spring. Go straight to his office on the first floor at 48 Lower Belgrave Street. Ring the bell marked Bridge Holdings outside the front door!’


‘Should I suggest any – mettons – c’est à dire – token of gratitude for his assistance?’


‘Good God, no! You are not dealing with an official of the Lille town council!’


Rivac apologised, saying that he feared he had become accustomed to rather smaller deals. He then asked Kren if he would care to dine with him. Very kind, but he had to catch the flight from Brussels to Prague. Some other time with great pleasure.


‘Can I drive you to Brussels? We’ll be there by seven – or seven-thirty if there’s a jam at the frontier.’


‘No, no! All arranged.’


‘And your hotel?’


‘No hotel. I had time to waste between planes.’


‘You must be very tired.’


‘Oh, I am used to that. I can stand anything, M Rivac, but pain.’


He looked for a moment drawn and much older. Rivac said he hoped there was nothing wrong.


‘I meant – just an ulcer, you know.’


‘A curse indeed! You must find time to take care of yourself, M Kren. Now, shall I write you a report when I return from London?’


‘No, don’t bother! I’ll telephone you. And take care of these two brochures! It’s essential that Spring should study them at length before he accompanies you to the Ministry. If he wants to hang on to them for a day or two, let him do so. You can trust his advice.’


Kren left at once. He was evidently a busy man of few words, perhaps more used to giving orders than discussing them. Though there was a lot more that Rivac would have liked to know, he possessed the essentials and they were inviting. He had visions of transferring his office from Lille to London – not that Intertatry business itself could justify a move, but a visit might reveal what chances he had and how many agencies he could take with him.


From Lille the Calais – Dover boat was as quick a route, door to door, as flying to London from Brussels or Paris. The following afternoon he crossed the Channel, spent the night at a hotel and on Monday morning called at Lower Belgrave Street. When he rang the bell of Bridge Holdings, Registered Office, a voice spoke from the panel asking his business. He gave his name and said that he had called at the request of Mr Karel Kren of Intertatry, Prague, to see Mr Spring.


Admitted to the building, he went upstairs to an opulent front door – with a smart brass plate which suggested that Bridge Holdings was in the upper class of Law or Finance – and was shown in by a clerk or manservant, probably the latter to judge by his formal black coat. In front of him was a longish passage with three or four white doors on each side; from the farthest of them a casually dressed man, correct for country as well as town, announced himself as Herbert Spring and cheerfully asked Rivac to come in. The large room he entered, more comfortable than severe, could have been the office of some eminent and genial bank manager.


‘And now what can I do for you, Mr Rivac?’


‘I come on behalf of Mr Karel Kren of Intertatry, Prague.’


‘Prague, eh? I don’t think the Bridge Holdings representative has any dealings with Intertatry.’


Rivac explained exactly what was wanted, gave a short description of the new model engine, stopped himself abruptly when he found he was slipping into the enthusiasm of the salesman and presented the two brochures.


‘I see. Now who exactly are you?’


‘I’m their agent for the North of France. Mr Kren called at my office in Lille the day before yesterday and asked me to run over and see you. He meant to come himself, but hadn’t time.’


‘He had travelled from Czechoslovakia?’


‘Not directly. He had been doing a round of markets, I think, and was changing planes at Brussels. He had a whole day to spare, so he came down to Lille to show me these new brochures. I had been doing some very promising business for the firm, you see.’


‘And he said I knew him?’


‘Yes. He told me you had been at school together and would remember his nickname: Lukash.’


As soon as Rivac had said that, he saw the absurdity of it. Mr Spring was at least twenty-five years younger than Kren.


‘There must be some mistake,’ he exclaimed nervously. ‘Mine! Of course it’s mine! This is 48 Lower Belgrave Street?’


‘Yes. And I am Herbert Spring. I’ll try to clear it up, Mr Rivac, if you’ll have patience for a little. Here’s this morning’s Times. And a drink, perhaps?’


He opened a cupboard, full of bottles, and looked a question. Rivac, lost and unhappy, replied that he would like a whisky and soda. He did not really want it but it was something to do while he collected himself and tried to think how the devil he could have misunderstood Mr Kren.


In quarter of an hour Spring returned, saying that he had been on the telephone to the Ministry of Defence.


‘They know of Intertatry and agree with you that their miniature engines have some exceptional qualities, but there’s nothing British industry can’t do and no particular reason why they should be imported. It is quite certain, I am afraid, that nobody official has ever sent any enquiry to the firm.’


Rivac got up to go but was waved back into his chair. He could see that Spring was curious about him – and, good God, very properly! – but his sharp voice was still kind rather than accusing. Not for the first time he wondered what it could be that made people respond to him when they should have thrown him out.


‘Now, suppose you tell me the truth about this visit and I’ll see if I can help.’


‘But I have told you. That’s all I know.’


‘Are you English, Mr Rivac?’


‘No. French. Both my parents died in the last year of the war when I was three, and I was brought up by my English grandmother till I was fourteen.’


‘How did they die?’


‘My father was a hero of the Resistance. His name is on a plaque in the Rue Feidherbe at Lille. My mother died in Ravensbruck. She was Spanish by birth.’


‘Then where does the English grandmother come in?’


‘I admit that my descent appears complicated, Mr Spring. But that should be true of every European. My Spanish grandfather – we are clear so far? – married an English girl. They met upon a river in Asturias where they were both fishing for salmon and their casts became entangled – never to be separated, she told me, until he was killed in the defence of the Republic. She then returned to England.’


‘I see you have the blood of three stern nations, Mr Rivac.’


‘Thank you. I am very proud of it. One has to be proud of something.’


‘Business not doing well?’


‘I am content.’


‘Do you represent Spanish firms too?’


‘One or two. I like to use the language.’


‘You speak that as well?’


‘With a touch of the accent of León. My grandmother insisted that in honour of her husband we should speak Spanish together on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. You see, there was no one else she could speak his language to, and she did not want to forget.’


Mr Spring was silent, examining him with a cordial curiosity as if he were a new importation to the zoo.


‘This man Lukash, now. Suppose it wasn’t just a nickname?’


‘Oh, I am sure it was. He said so definitely. What else could it be?’


‘What does your Karel Kren look like?’


Rivac described him at length.


‘Well, I was hoping that I knew him, but I don’t. Give me your address in Lille, Mr Rivac, and I’ll get in touch with you if any explanation turns up. And Bridge Holdings might be able to put something your way so that your journey won’t be wasted. Goodbye and good luck to you! Don’t forget these brochures!’


Rivac returned to Lille in the afternoon, abandoning his dreams of a London office without any regret. Business in France was at least familiar and profitable. His instructions from Kren, now that he looked back on them, did seem inadequate. That was partly due to Kren’s very hurried visit, but more questions should have been asked before dashing off to London. Enthusiasm again – that damned impetuous, instinctive enthusiasm of his!


Before going home he dropped into his office and found a message asking him to call the police on arrival. He did so and was told that the Police de Sûreté would send an agent round at once to see him. Rivac’s startled imagination took off. Like any other self-employed business man he kept two sets of books: one for himself and one for the percepteur of taxes; but such small and traditional irregularities were not usually handled by the police. More probably it was a question of imports from Eastern Europe. Once or twice he had had friendly discussions with the Sûreté which took the form of warnings not to lay himself open to blackmail and in fact were tactful soundings of his political allegiance.


‘It’s about the suicide of M Karel Kren,’ the agent explained.


Rivac, having settled the visitor opposite his desk and himself about to sit down, shot upright and collapsed back into his chair like a spent rocket.


‘Suicide? Good God! When? Where? How? Impossible!’


‘You did not see the papers this morning?’


‘No. I was in London and came back half an hour ago.’


‘We identified him from his passport and advised the Czech Embassy in Paris through the usual channels who in turn telephoned Prague. His office had no idea what he was doing in Lille, but said that you represented the firm and that he had possibly called on you. Your secretary then confirmed that he had and that you were in London on some business of his.’


‘He did call on me – the day before yesterday.’


‘At what time did he leave your office?’


‘A little after six I should say.’


‘It was six-twenty when he threw himself under a bus in the Avenue de la République.’


‘Not an accident? You are sure?’


‘The driver, his passengers and passers-by all agree that it was deliberate. We should be grateful for anything you can tell us. First, where was he staying? We have been unable to find out.’


‘I asked him that. Naturally I was ready to drive him anywhere. I invited him to dine with me. This is quite appalling!’


‘Yes, M Rivac. Where was he staying?’


‘I am sorry. Of course! He told me he could not stop. No hotel, he said. I had the impression that he was changing planes in Brussels and had time to waste. So he decided to come over and see me.’


‘Any special business?’


Rivac explained. He merely said that the Ministry of Defence in London was not so interested as M Kren had hoped. He did not go into all the details. Being inclined to reproach himself rather than circumstances he was a little ashamed of having given up too easily.


‘Can you suggest any reason why he should commit suicide?’


‘He did say something about not trusting himself to endure pain and added that he had an ulcer. An autopsy – is there to be one?’


‘No need. The cause of death was plain. However, I will suggest it. Had he to your knowledge any enemies?’


‘I know nothing of his life, private or public. Why do you ask?’


‘A trifle. One of those witnesses we suffer from who cannot say what he saw, only what he thought he saw. He is sure that a man jumped out of a car which was waiting at the lights to turn into the Avenue and that he was at once closely followed by another man. When the lights changed the witness crossed the road and did not actually see the accident. He cannot state that the man who jumped from the car was or was not the suicide, and if others noticed the incident they have not come forward. Have you any comment on that, M Rivac?’


‘None. Detained against his will, you suggest? Competitors perhaps? But it is unthinkable! Intertatry was exploiting new ideas but so far as I know patents were not involved. Frankly, monsieur, I am sure it was an accident. Kren was overworked and in a hurry. With his mind on trade – you cannot imagine how export/import is frustrated by red tape – he stepped into the path of a passing bus. How nearly have I done it myself! And if you, monsieur, were then to examine these papers on my desk, you would conclude that it was suicide due to innumerable worries.’


The man from the Sûreté thanked M Rivac for his assistance. As soon as he had left, Rivac dashed out for the paper he had missed. It carried a short paragraph on Karel Kren’s death in Lille and mentioned Georges Rivac as a young and enterprising agent with international connections whom Kren had chosen to visit England on his behalf. He could not help being pleased. Such publicity was useful.


On Tuesday morning his telephone brought in compliments from casual acquaintances because they had seen his name in the papers. As well as these pointless inanities there was one call of interest from Prague telling him that one of the Intertatry managers, a Mr Appinger, would visit him in the course of the afternoon.


Appinger turned out to be a very different type from Karel Kren, thick-set and of no distinction. His French accent was harsh and his manners oily. After speaking of Kren’s business and personal attractions – almost a funeral eulogy – he passed on to the question of British sales. Could M Rivac tell them what the late Karel Kren had in mind? He had made some casual reference to it before leaving for Brussels but no correspondence could be traced. Perhaps he had taken it with him?


Rivac told him all he knew. The firm of Bridge Holdings was only an intermediary, so he again omitted his futile visit to Herbert Spring which could only show him up as inefficient or unenterprising or both. Yes, Kren had apparently had an enquiry from the British Ministry of Defence about Intertatry’s new engine; he had meant to follow it up in person but had found himself short of time. Rivac, asked to go over to London instead, had failed to get any good out of the Ministry which could trace no enquiry and thought it unlikely there had been any.


The manager from Prague put a few casual questions: which was the office he had visited and what were the names of the persons he had seen? Rivac replied that it was in Whitehall – he hoped it was – and weakly invented good English names for imaginary civil servants to whom he had talked.


His visitor abruptly stopped questioning him and became very complimentary over the impression that Rivac would make on any business man. Both the family and the firm were very grateful for what he had done. Would he care to spend a few nights in Prague, visit the factory and familiarise himself with recent developments? All expenses would of course be paid and it would be a pleasure to show him the restaurants and diversions of the city. He was returning himself in a couple of days, taking Kren’s body with him if the formalities could be completed in time, and would be delighted to get a visa and a seat on the plane for Rivac.


This was not a chance to be missed. Though Rivac could not see any reason for Kren’s family or firm to be grateful, he readily accepted the invitation. The unfortunate accident seemed to have aroused a lot of interest in him, and more agencies might come his way.


But the day’s excitement was not yet over. He dined more lavishly than usual – for it seemed permissible to anticipate future profits – spent an hour with friends at his customary café and walked home in a pleasant glow of optimism and Armagnac. His telephone rang. The musical voice was a woman’s, rippling and confident. She said she had failed to get him earlier and had then tried to calculate the half hour between his return and bedtime. She hoped she had.


Rivac was impressed by her air of youth and efficiency, at once deciding that this was not leading to any invitation to share an expensive bed. He had wide experience of receptionists, secretaries and private assistants who had let him in with a smile or turned him away with charm, and guessed that she was one of them. Her French was engaging but hesitant so he tried her in English. She turned out to be fluent.


‘I am speaking from Valenciennes,’ she said, ‘on behalf of Mr Kren’s English friends.’


Rivac allowed himself a cautious, ‘Oh, yes?’


‘They know him as Lukash – if that means anything to you.’


‘But damn it, they didn’t!’


‘Who didn’t?’


‘Mr Spring of Bridge Holdings,’ Rivac answered obligingly.


There was a noticeable silence before Youth and Efficiency replied:


‘Oh, but you ought to have talked to our Mr Thompson. When he heard of your visit he so much wished he had seen you.’


‘Is he in Valenciennes with you?’


‘No. I came over to deliver a draft contract and some completed forms to the EEC at Brussels, and Mr Thompson asked me to find your number and telephone you. He was very anxious that you should call again at Bridge Holdings at once.’


‘Well, I can’t go this week. I’m flying to Prague.’


‘Mr Rivac, put it off on some excuse! I can’t explain now, but you might lose an excellent opportunity. My firm really do want to talk to you, especially after Mr Kren’s sad end.’


Rivac said he couldn’t be expected to live on cross-channel boats. He was annoyed. It was a waste of time. If Kren’s old schoolfriend wanted to talk to him he could have done it the first time, and Spring might at least have brought them together. Anyway Bridge Holdings was not buying from Intertatry but simply a useful introduction to the Ministry of Defence. On the other hand it was silly to sulk. Spring had been very kind and in fact had said that his journey might not be wasted.


‘If you think it’s quicker to cross by sea, I could take the eleven o’clock boat tomorrow and brief you,’ she offered. ‘It’s more important for you than flying to Prague just to see a lot of old-hat machinery.’


He was pleased by that ‘old-hat’ in slightly foreign vowels and enchanted by her manner though his mind was on business rather than any dreamed-up affair. Rivac was very correct in his womanizing. He was excitably courteous to wives and daughters and only dropped this fidgeting – though retaining the courtesy – in the Lille brothel which he visited once a month.


There was really no reason, he decided, why he should not go. If this Mr Thompson did not object to talking business after hours he could be back in Lille next day and off to Prague in the evening or next morning or whenever suited Mr Appinger. He put this point to Mr Thompson’s able secretary. She replied that there would be no difficulty whatever. A meeting at the office and a working dinner afterwards would suit Mr Thompson very well.


‘And on the boat I shall be dressed in green and red,’ she added.


When Rivac got up on the morning of May 25th he was thankful that he was a good sailor. Grey squalls were sweeping over grey Lille, rattling shutters and overturning the deserted café tables. On arrival at Calais he could see that he was in for one of those legendary crossings which had impressed upon the French, more profoundly than war, politics or the perfidiousness of Albion, the belief that England was and must be for ever separate from Europe. The boat with no more welcome in her than a drowned white rat was fairly empty, the few passengers were crowded into the saloon and preparing themselves to pass lying down, if at all possible, the approaching hour of hell. He walked through them and then over the streaming deck but could see no one resembling his imagined picture of Mr Thompson’s secretary. He assumed that she had taken one look at the weather report and sensibly decided to fly.


The handful of passengers who preferred the deck to the saloon were congregated on the port side out of the wind so that he found his bench on the starboard side unoccupied. It was his favourite spot, protected from spray by a lifeboat and an angle of the superstructure and far enough aft to be out of reach of the cataracts sluicing down from the bows. There he settled down to watch the spectacular beastliness of the Channel. It attacked immediately. Outside the breakwater the ship corkscrewed over a sea and thudded into the trough, sending spray over the bridge as dense as the debris of an explosion. A few more passengers appeared, driven from the saloon by the debris of more human explosions.


This was probably the girl, staggering down the deck towards him. It was astonishing that she could still hold herself gallantly as if the crossing of feet, the quick sideways shuffle, the recovery were all part of a complicated minuet. She had a green cap over short, dark curls sparkling with spray and a green tweed cloak covering her as far as the high tops of red boots, and concealing arms and hands. He ventured a shy smile.


‘Good morning, Mr Rivac,’ she said at once. ‘I am Zia Fodor, Mr Thompson’s secretary.’


He had provided her in imagination with an English or Belgian face, pale, pleasant, with fairish hair probably long. That was far from the animated reality contained between the collar of her cloak and the cap pulled down over the forehead. Eyes were grey and steady, mouth smiling and complexion, heightened by the wind, a rich variety of the northern peach rather than the apricot of the Mediterranean.


‘Hungarian, aren’t you?’ he asked.


‘How did you know?’


‘The name partly. How did you know I was the right man?’


‘I think – experience in both cases, Mr Rivac,’ she laughed.


‘We also seem Channel-proof. Where did you get your sea legs?’


‘Someone once slapped my face very hard. He didn’t break the ear drum but he disturbed the little what’s-it that looks after balance. It doesn’t matter which way up I’m put. I ought to be a spacewoman.’


‘What do you hear from Hungary? How are things there?’


‘They are doing their best to make the system work.’


‘I wish we had something better than we have to offer you in the West.’


‘To offer us?’


‘A real Europe, I meant.’


‘And if you had what good would it do?’


‘Not much, I suppose. But you could look forward to it.’


‘Did you ever say anything of the sort to Mr Kren?’


‘Oh, yes! On his first visit when I took on the Intertatry agency I remember he asked me if I had any objection to selling for communists. I said I hadn’t and told him why. The closer our interests are, the nearer we are to peace. Europe, that’s what matters – a united Europe as far as the Russian frontier. Even in old days it went no farther.’


‘Now I know why Mr Kren chose you to represent him in London.’


‘Do you? The more I think about it, the more I don’t know.’


‘Impulse. A chance. You see, he knew he had no time.’


‘He killed himself, you think?’


‘I am sure.’


Rivac wondered how she knew so much about Karel Kren. Her boss must have had a continuing interest in his old school friend, Lukash, but never mentioned him to Herbert Spring.


‘Is it Kren Mr Thompson wants to see me about?’


The ship rolled so violently that they had to catch hold of the seat to avoid sliding off it. She only laughed as if they were on some dizzying machine in a fairground. With conversation momentarily broken off she did not reply to his question but asked another.


‘Didn’t he give you any particular message for Bridge Holdings?’


‘Only to tell Mr Spring to introduce me to the right man at the Ministry of Defence.’


‘So he didn’t ask you to deliver anything?’


‘Just two copies of the brochure describing the new Intertatry engine.’


‘And did you show them to him?’


‘Yes. He wasn’t interested.’


‘Of course. He mightn’t be at first sight. But I can explain.’


‘Nothing to explain. If I’d had a chance I could have answered questions myself.’


‘Have you got the brochures with you?’


‘No. No point in it. They were for the Ministry.’


‘Where are they, Mr Rivac?’


‘In my office somewhere.’


‘Oh God!’


‘You aren’t feeling sick, I hope?’ he asked. ‘That was a fierce one.’


Miss Fodor replied shortly that she enjoyed the sea. Her exclamation, Rivac decided, must have been a comment on his thoughtlessness.


‘But I cannot be expected . . . my filing system . . .’


She calmed him down with a dazzling smile.


‘Of course. So long as they are available.’


A few miserable passengers were trailing round the deck huddled in raincoats, one by one experimenting with wind, salt and fresh air as a last defence against the onset of the inevitable. A lonely figure, faceless behind dark glasses and filling a short cloth jacket, belted and furred, which marked him as a Central European, passed them a second time, then halted and made a dash for the rail.


‘It’s got him down at last,’ Rivac remarked.


‘How do you know? Are you sure?’ she asked eagerly.


‘He’s just put his false teeth in his pocket.’


‘You’re disgusting!’ she said. ‘Please get me a brandy, Mr Rivac, quick!’


Rivac slipped down to the bar. The only customers were two red-faced north countrymen talking loudly, swilling double whiskies and showing off to the prostrate forms around who were too sunk in misery to notice them. The steward had just served him when he heard the double clang of the engine room telegraph and shouts from up top. The ship shuddered and wallowed. By the time he had negotiated the steps of the companion without losing more than half the brandy, choosing the port side in case the wind blew out the rest, the ship had nearly stopped. The two white lines of the wake ended in a whirlpool and at one point where waves charged their masses against one another the hurled spray was pink. A lifeboat, already manned, hovered above the seas until it took its chance and cast off. Horrified, he saw it pick up one part of what the propellors had left and cruise for another.


He quickly regained the starboard deck. Miss Fodor was not on the bench where he had left her. The man in the dark glasses had also disappeared. He strained eyes to distinguish what was in the lifeboat. As it turned, the roll gave him a clear view of the well before a blanket was thrown over the body. It was red all right, but the background was grey not green.


Concentrating on the lifeboat he paid no attention to the cluster of almost motionless passengers beyond and around the empty davits. When he had time to look the crowd was opening up. Two, nauseated by the motion or the accident, had fainted. The French were exclamatory, blaming the ship; the British were silent and sullen, blaming the sea. Miss Fodor at last came into sight talking to an officer while a woman with a loud, pretentious voice was insisting:


‘But this lady can tell you. I saw her bump into him.’


Miss Fodor was calm, not even showing contempt. She explained quietly that she had been walking along the deck and had cannoned into the missing man, thrown against him by a violent roll. She didn’t think he had even noticed it, and he had certainly not fallen overboard.


‘But you, madam, did see him go overboard?’ the officer asked his witness.


‘Not actually. I was resting, you see, and the movement was so awful that I closed my eyes again.’


‘So you are not suggesting that the bump was deliberate?’


‘Good heavens, no! An unfortunate accident! But I thought it was funny.’


‘I may be able to help,’ Miss Fodor said. ‘I caught a glimpse of him as I turned away to the other side of the ship. He was leaning right over. I think he may have been trying to catch his teeth.’


Clever girl! An inspiration drawn from the earlier remark that the man had pocketed them. Rivac made up his mind at once to be a witness. Miss Fodor obviously was telling the truth about the passing bump, but the evidence of this wretched woman could lead to her being subjected to any amount of further questions when they landed, all of them pointless since the man in the dark glasses was heavy and the rail chest high. No accidental collision could have knocked him over.


‘But I can settle it at once,’ he said impulsively. ‘This lady was feeling ill and I went down to get her a brandy. When I was just coming on deck again she was not where I had left her and the fellow at the rail was still there. Couldn’t you spot from the bridge what happened?’


The officer replied shortly that they had enough to do without nursemaiding all angles of the deck, asked for his name and was of opinion that the Harbour Police would require a statement from M Rivac when they came aboard on arrival.


Miss Fodor thanked him very graciously as they returned to their seat. Rivac in a state of indignant excitement kept exclaiming against the irresponsibility of women who opened their mouths and shut their eyes. He had no hesitation at all, he yelled into the wind, in telling the necessary lie. She thanked him again, patted his arm and suggested that he should talk less loudly.


When the livid cliffs of Dover were just visible through the flung garbage of spray and rain Rivac was called to the captain’s cabin.


‘You stated to my officer that you were just coming on deck again when you saw this unfortunate passenger still at the rail and Miss Fodor was not there at all,’ the captain began.


‘That’s right.’


‘M Rivac, there must have been an interval of perhaps a minute between the time this gentleman fell overboard and the time the alarm was given. You say that you saw him still in his position at the rail; so you must have left the bar well before the ship stopped.’


‘I suppose I did.’


‘The bar steward confirms that he served you a brandy but is sure, I’m afraid, that you had only just left the bar when the ship went astern. That is a big difference.’


‘Oh, he’s mistaken! Nobody can trust their senses in this weather.’


A very awkward development and the sort of thing which sometimes happened when he was too eager. His account of his movements was far from criminal; but if exposed as a gallant lie the evidence of that detestable, resting, puking female might be taken more seriously. The steward’s statement must be challenged. With a sudden imspiration he thought of the two semi-drunks and asked if they could be interrogated.


They had returned to the bar and were easily produced.


‘Yes, we remember him,’ said Number One. ‘Yes, he’d gone topside before the ship stopped.’


That at least contradicted the barman, but Number Two broke in:


‘Seconds before, Fred. Only seconds.’


‘You’d just paid a round and we were ready for another.’


‘Ting-a-ling! Man overboard!’


‘Brandy he ordered. Not good for the stomach.’


‘Knocked your glass over when the ship stopped, Fred.’


‘Who did?’


‘Bloody ship did. He wasn’t there then. Must have gone out with his brandy before that.’


‘Seconds before, Fred.’


‘Sixty seconds one minute. Minutes before.’


Rivac jumped on that one.


‘Perhaps minutes,’ he said to the captain. ‘As I told your officer, I was just coming on deck and saw the man.’


‘Matter of second minutes,’ repeated the two judiciously. ‘Tha’s right!’


The captain thanked them and turned to Rivac.


‘Well, sir, for what it’s worth they seem to disagree with the steward. Apparently you could have noticed the man at the rail, yet never saw him go overboard.’


‘You see, I was trying not to spill the brandy and looking for Miss Fodor.’


‘Is she an old friend of yours?’


‘No. We met on the boat. Very natural! The only two choosing the starboard side in spite of the wind.’


‘And when did you rejoin her?’
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