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"Something good." The old yacht woman had slowly uttered these few syllables as we sat around the table of the half-empty salon of the boat club. Something good. She had condescendingly pronounced these words after having eaten her fish stock while alluding to my references. Just like that: "Something good." Somewhat reminiscent of the dialog of an old black and white movie.

The train that brought me back to the damp cold of the Po Valley and that passed along the Adriatic shores was practically empty. I had decided to get a refund on my first class ticket. Given the type of people I was dealing with, I couldn’t have asked for anything else, but – for the time being - the charade was over. After the first phone conversation with the lawyer, Aristide Dos Passos, I was already convinced: "I better aim high." I never understood how he had managed to find me, through which list, insertion or recommendation... Not even at a later time. 

I sat there watching the establishments, narrow beaches, quarries and industrial areas, near that shallow and muddy water, pass by. The horizon was looking grim with its gray clouds. I couldn't see a single boat out in the water, but this was not unusual for November. 

Since I was alone in the compartment of the passenger car, I comfortably pulled up my legs on the opposite seat. I thought about that lunch with the young and rampant Dos Passos and the old shipowner woman from France or New York (I hadn't quite understood and didn't want to pry) as the taste of cockles and corky white wine made its way back into my mouth, causing me to belch. Then, I slept all the way to Padua. 

Once I arrived home, in that small and damp apartment in which I lived from time to time, I looked at myself in the matt bathroom mirror and thought, "do not fool yourself. Rich people are like that. They interview one hundred thousand candidates, choose one of them and discard the others".

Two days later, however, Dos Passos called me to say: "You managed to impress Judit! We can speak informally, right?"

"Yes, of course," I shrieked.

We had agreed to after Christmas. I would have met them for a weekend and we would have taken the blue sixteen-meter long J-Sea out for a field test. Exactly as the lawyer Dos Passos had said: "A field test". In the meantime, he sent me a bit of money for the trouble and to make me feel committed. "Don't worry," he finally reassured me, "it's just as if you’d just been hired by the Stantander Consumer Bank." 

I suspended my search for other possible boardings and devoted myself to doing absolutely nothing, besides loitering in the Haberdashery during the warm hours and having my terrestrial friends, whom I hadn't seen in a while, invite me out to dinner. 

After having spent six months anchored to the deserted atolls of Los Roques, I returned to Italy in August, barefoot and looking like a barracuda fisherman. After somewhat refining my appearance, I managed to land a contract to conduct a sixty-year old businessman from Milan, owner of a brand new and huge motorboat, on a vacation to Sardinia for a few months. His villa, which was located southwest of the island, stood just in front of a natural and protected oasis of flamingos and hoopoes. During the brief interview held in his office, which was miraculously suspended over the factory, he had explained that his guests would probably love to be conducted up and down the coast. My task would thus have been to grant their every wish. 

"So, you probably had fun too this summer," said Claudia while serving half a bowl of spaghetti with squid ink to her husband and I. Unfortunately, the boat, which had just been put in the water, was a long eagle-beak offshore boat, one of those that drives sailors crazy; with a convex and slippery cover on whose ends the fenders were to be hung and removed. 

I had replayed the scene, for her and her husband, of how hard it was to make the rope pass through the way too narrow fairlead every time we entered or left a harbor, each time risking to end up at sea, and they laughed. Then, that torpedo spun at an exaggerated speed, made so much noise that we had to plug our ears and provided an accommodation for the sailor that was as comfortable as the bucket of a galley. The latter had made me decide to throw in the towel well before getting started: a white mini niche with a toilet bowl at nose height on the end of the flatiron's bow. I never would have been able to use one of those four cabins, not even if I had been alone on board. This was the prescription. "Sorry, but that's how it is," had said Duilio, the shipowner’s handyman, when he saw me rolling my eyes over that mini grave. In short, after barely half a day, I was back on the train for Genoa without having refunded the deposit to the handyman of that reinforced rod's owner. "I will have to account for that money," he had tried to say to soften me up while he accompanied me to the station. "I'm sorry, but that's how it is," I blurted out as I left him in the middle of traffic to continue on foot.

"Well done," had commented Aldo at the end of the story, refilling my glass of white wine, "and now, I'll tell you about what happens to us metalworkers in the factory."

Now, I was really counting on that boarding with the old billionaire woman (or so I had understood), even if I preferred not to admit it to make sure it wouldn't turn sour. Two days before getting back on the train, I found myself happily evaluating my sea wear. The wax coat, which had originally been yellow, was now smeared in big dark oil spots and the internal seams had already let go in several spots, letting a bit of the padding hang out. The pants weren't in the best of conditions and I only had a few crew neck sweaters, all with holes on the elbows since I had, albeit sporadically, used them for too many years. No Goretex, no technical clothing, nothing. The shoes (which I managed to get into again), dried and shrunken by salt, were marked with traces of my passage through a few hundred greasy and dusty harbors. However, I convinced myself that it wasn't worth spending money on new apparel, at least not before having passed the field test.

When I got out of the taxi, it was raining and the coast was entirely deserted. On the harbor, the smooth stones were glittering under the streetlights that had just lit up. The sirocco was blowing strongly, striking the long dam with water and forcefully making the rigging of the boats on the docks sway back and forth. I couldn't imagine that anyone was actually waiting to welcome me on that boat at that time. Judit's J-Sea was indeed firmly sealed, swinging with its stern on the dockside and sharply being pulled on the berth. With my bag on my shoulders, I turned towards the yacht club, where I could see some lights. The entrance door was closed and I couldn't notice anyone behind the glass windows. At that point, my cell phone vibrated inside the pocket of my trousers. It was the lawyer, Dos Passos, who apologized for not being there with me under the storm and who gave me appointment at eight; practically an hour and a half later, in a renowned restaurant in the center of town that he was very familiar with. He suggested that I leave my luggage at the yacht club, saying that someone would certainly show up sooner or later. "Just take a taxi to come to dinner and don't worry," he said before hanging up.

At the restaurant, Judit greeted me with a million dollar and somewhat wrinkled smile. The manager of the Deucalione had held the best table for her and her guests, the one overlooking the rooftops of the old district. Dos Passos immediately tried to put me at ease by pouring a glass of champagne from a bottle he'd pulled out of a silver ice bucket. Judit reigned seated at the center of the set table, between the lawyer and another man, who appeared to be a little over fifty years of age, with little hair, a round face and a relaxed and playful attitude. Both were wearing a blazer and tie. In front of them, there was another gentleman, a little older and with a navy blue sweater and white shirt, whose collar was nestled in-between two deep wrinkles on his tan neckline. "Welcome," he smiled while shaking my hand, "I'm Anchise." Judit was dressed in a light blue silk blouse that was way too loose over her very skinny shoulders, and she had an unbelievably fluffy and voluminous hairstyle. She indulged herself in the smoke of a slim Mercedes, alternating this gesture to sips of champagne. The man with thinning hair and a round face leaned out of his chair: "But, city-town," he curiously asked a bit mockingly. "Of course, how many are there," I replied laughing. Judit perfectly understood Italian and Spanish, but we were all forced to address her in English or French. 

The conversations, mainly on the sea and its most frivolous anecdotes, lasted until the last course: a chocolate-lime mousse from an exotic country of the southern hemisphere. After coffee and a round of cognac, Rufus - as the others at the table had called the man with the round face - sighed in satisfaction while extracting a huge cigar from a box. He sheared its tip with a tiny guillotine he extracted from the pocket of his blazer and lit it with the long match that the obsequious manager had given him. "How will the weather be like tomorrow," he asked the others while making huge smoke clouds in the air. Everyone turned to face Anchise. He politely cleared his throat, turned to face me and said: "It should be nice, perhaps you could already leave for Agudas in the morning." I made a grimace of approval and thought, without daring to ask, which of them would be the lucky individual that I would have to accompany there.

The next morning, the rain had stopped. The wind, which had turned to a light northeastern breeze, had almost swept away the last heaps of now innocuous and distant clouds, while the air was becoming pleasantly clear and sparkling. I opened the latch and came out in Idillia's cockpit, right below the boom. The boat was no longer pulling on the rigging and there weren't any other boats moored next to it. I resisted a couple of minutes in the cold, but then went back below and filled the mocha with water and coffee before placing it on the small kitchen stove. We would most likely be leaving that same morning for the Agudas islands.

When Judit's phosphorescent Smart car pulled into the dock, I was ready to welcome my new shipowner on board since I had already checked the equipment and galley, as well as dried the cover with a chamois rag before arranging the boarding platform. 

She came out of the car, dressed in jeans and a soft fur jacket, greeting me with her hand. 

“Wonderful day! Let's go, come and have a cappuccino," she said before mockingly adding with a frown: "Fernando will only get here in two hours."

While having breakfast with her at the yacht club, which was just as deserted that Saturday morning, I discovered that the latecomer in question was her "boyfriend." Fernando Roja was Rufus Lorna's grandson. In fact, Rufus had adopted him after his parents had suddenly died. Fernando now lived in Barcelona and worked as an actor for commercials on private television. We waited for him for more than three hours. After a phone call, Judit had said that there were issues on the road that led to the coast in a neutral tone of voice. Shortly after, Anchise showed up on the quay. I checked the motor and board equipment with him again, while the shipowner carefully emptied and arragned the contents of the various bags we had carried from her Smart car to her cabin, which was on the bow. In the meantime, Dos Passos had called Judit to confirm the schedule and to apologize for not being able to come to lunch with us in view of some unfortunate and unavoidable legal issues he had to attend to. Shortly after, even Rufus called on the cell phone to say that the rude awakening of his unforgiving sciatica nerve pain would unfortunately prevent him from coming to say goodbye on the dock. 

We were able to loosen the rigging at three in the afternoon, after the usual plate of seafood spaghetti sautéed by the yacht club's cook. At the table, Fernando Lorna had proudly told us of his last spot for a car freshener before saying that he couldn't wait to try his new "camouflage" spearfishing suit, the one that Judit had bought him for his twenty-third birthday. During lunch, the shipowner had immediately pampered him with a constant smile of adoration. Then, suddenly - and even somewhat abruptly - she asked the waiter for the check. 

Anchise calmly retrieved the ground rigging and greeted us from the dock, barely raising his arm above his white head. His blue eyes soon disappeared behind the lighthouse's cement base. I dodged the shoal in the middle of the channel and Idillia slipped out of the harbor and into the sea towards the Agudas islands.

The sea's breath lifted the boat at almost regular intervals. The wind had almost completely vanished and the sun was beginning to warm the wooden bridge. When we anchored, near the island of St. Stephen, I was watching Fernando wandering nervously on the deck from the cockpit; he would occasionally lean over to scan the water roiled by the undertow. His young body, slightly rounder around the hips, was a bit too big for his new teal-colored - and way to tight - wetsuit. Judit was below, getting ready for the outing on the rubber boat. Towels, shoes for the rocks, baseball cap, a series of cream, wipes, Evian mineral water and some plums just for her. Mask, fins, lead belt, signaling buoy, serrated knife, gloves, a fish net, a long spear gun, an elastic and a harpoon just for him. I put everything in the small motorized dinghy with the two spare oars and a small anchor. I saw them vanish behind the tall rocks shortly after. The same ones that protected the small village that stood on the banks of the only inhabited island from the northeastern Storms.

I spent last night on the deck because, in the afternoon, I had envisioned two pale and intertwined bodies while going over the bow's hatch to adjust the sail. A milky arm had suddenly pulled the curtain and the vision vanished. At broad reach, driven by the bora, Idillia had quickly slipped on a dead wave and was illuminated by the moon for the entire night. I turned off the automatic pilot two or three times to handle the helm upwind, but only because I felt like doing so. At dawn, the sound of the anchor that dropped in the waters of a small archipelago did not wake them up, which allowed me to sleep a few hours in one of the comfortable cabins on the aft.

"Don't you like your fish," asked Judit almost apprehensively. 

Fernando was pocking at the grouper on his plate with his fork. The dining room of the Piratello restaurant, overlooking the sea, was half empty. Besides the three of us, the pop star Ricky Martin and a dozen of his friends and employees were also eating there, listless and tired. "They're recording an album in the studios of this island and they eat here every night," had told us the Italian restaurant owner without hiding his satisfaction.

"I'm tired," replied the young man. The sun had burned his neck and face. The red skin tensed his reconstructed cheekbones and nose. He'd soaked in the water for few hours, while Judit was floating like a stick under the midday sun. Every once in a while, she would remove her baseball cap from her forehead to raise her head to get a better view of the position of the traveling buoy.

"That damned gun," protested Fernando, "the elastic killed me."

"It isn't easy to control it," I agreed while refilling Judit's wine glass since she enjoyed this kind of attention. Indeed, his efforts were useless given he didn't even manage to catch an octopus that we could have used in a salad while navigating at sea.

"The fish run away at the sight of this suit." Fernando was blaming his failure on Judit, who ignored him. She then asked me something about Ricky Martin and offered a dessert before returning on board. Rowing, naturally. The small two-horse engine had broken down right behind the rocks that afternoon and there was no way to revive it. In fact, in the heat of things, Fernando had ripped the ignition string and had thus been condemned to row. 

As soon as he set foot on Idillia, the birthday boy disappeared on the bow, while Judit took out a bottle of cognac and two glasses from the central table, pushing the red box of cigars at a controlled humidity towards me. She poured us both drinks and lit up a Mercedes. The sun had also burned her skin, adhering to the silicone and bones, generating thousands of freckles on her hands, forehead and cheekbones, and transforming her golden hairstyle into a yellow and stringy clump. She didn't have time to put balm on and now only had the time to exchange a few words.

"He is a child", she even whispered. She seemed to struggle to maintain her balance. I tasted the cognac and tuned in on the weather channel. Over night, the eastern wind would have grown, but not too much. I excused myself and went up on deck. The boat wasn't on the right anchor line. The sea's currents, coming from southeast, prevailed over the wind and crossed the hull. Under these conditions, the anchor would not resist and we would end up on the rocks, or into the tall cliffs around us, if the wind would increase as expected. Furthermore, there is no secondary anchor on board. I returned to explain to Judit that it would be better to forget about the morning excursion on the dinghy and to anticipate our return by a few hours. Fernando and her would then be able to sleep during navigation or until we'd reach the harbor. She seemed to ponder over this for a minute before agreeing. "Something good," she said.

Towards two thirty, Fernando came on deck, as spiked as the Luna Rossa's De Angelis. I moved the sleeping bag and invited him to sit. He offered to replace me for a few hours, telling me he had lead Idillia from Spain to France. Judit and him had bought it after seeing it on sale in a shipyard, in Nice. It was love at first sight, the boat already had a few years, but it was in excellent conditions. They didn't even have to change its name, since it suited them like a glove.

"You mean to tell me that you bought it because of its name?"

"Well, you know how women are, don't you?"

"You mean, romantic?"

"No, crazy. She was confident in riding with me even though I had never held a hem in my hand. I don't even have a license." 

A wave struck under the hull and I shifted the boat by a few degrees. Fernando laughed and continued: "First, we bumped into a fishing boat over night, we couldn't see anything with all those lights. Then, the anchor's chain wrapped around the keel when we anchored, about forty meters down, so we had to call divers to come and unroll it. We ended up running aground and, one evening, we were sitting on the terrace of a restaurant and realized that the boat was moving away. The anchor had given up because we hadn't let the chain out enough. The rigging connections... What can I say..."

"You are very lucky and I'm not about to accept your proposal," I joked.

"Oh, come on," said Fernando, "there's a radar down there, I'll go to check it out every once in a while. This way, you can rest for a few hours. Besides, Judit needs a skipper and not a hero." Then, he added: "Do you know about the new boat that's coming?"

"No."

"A new eighteen-meter J-Sea. If you're good, this summer you'll have fun making money. In the meantime, perhaps you'll also go to France with Judit to stress out the credit cards between Saint Tropez and Monte Carlo."

I got up to check how the sails were arranged. I returned to the cockpit shortly after.

"I'm going under a couple of hours," I said exhausted, "call me when you want."

I removed the tarp and laid down on the bunk. I could perfectly hear the sound of the sea from there and I instantly fell asleep. After half an hour, I reopened my eyes and poked my head in the dinette. Fernando was sitting at the chart table in front of the radar: sound asleep. I put the tarp back and returned to the cockpit. The horizon was still dark, the stars endlessly spinning and I could see the white and silent wake of the blessed Idilia beyond the transom.

The return party was obviously held at the Deucalione: at the he same table and with the same view of the rooftops of this venerable city. However, Fernando had skipped the skipper's coronation dinner. I believe he was alluding to a spot he couldn't miss, the first rays of daylight in the middle of the Catalan countryside. One in which he should be interpreting one the many friends of the farm, who were very fond of bran donuts, had mockingly specified Dos Passos in-between a scallop and a portion of bass in a crust. Rufus and Judit would address him with lines such as: "In the Middle Ages, we would have followed you on horseback rather than by sailboat," or "in May, all in France to do away with our stinginess" and  even "Dom Perignon taste like cork!." Judit seemed to enjoy this intimate and somewhat coarse comedy. She laughed, drank with grace and asked everyone questions. She asked Anchise what he thought of the new skipper. "Better than this..." was his reply. At that point, Judit raised her glass and turned to face me as if she were Queen Isabella and I Christopher Columbus: "Welcome on board!" Then, in a softer tone of voice: "You will be the captain of great Idillia." I looked at Dos Passos, he was smiling like a shark in front of a plate of sardines. He also raised his glass: "Welcome on board," he repeated, "you will be in charge of the new boat, but you'll have to update your wardrobe." Everyone, with the exception of Anchise, laughed, even the people sitting at a nearby table.

I spent the following month in the lagoon, in an almost mystical and feverish state of mind. I'd wake up very late and would walk up and down from Sant'Alvise to Celestia in the afternoon, in a spurious state of excitement. In the evening, I'd slip into a movie theater or joined the mass of tourists in the taverns. At night, I'd read comics while thinking of Fatima, the most beautiful girl in all of Morocco. I spoke on the telephone with Dos Passos a few times and he updated me on my future plans. In May, I would have met Judit in Monte Carlo, where I would be her guest while waiting for the new boat and planning for the long summer vacation. "You'll see, you won't ever be bored with her," he promised, "and send me the signed agreement so that I can provide."

Aldo and Claudia also laughed a lot while I was telling them my story. In the end, they said that they were happy for me. Happy that I would be making a lot of money and that I had become the captain of a beautiful boat. "Isn't this what you wanted," had commented Claudia maliciously, while clearing the table at which she had invited me for the umpteenth time. Aldo had gathered the mullet bones in one plate. Then, he looked up at me with the grim face of a laid-off metal worker: "Take it easy with the old lady, she's helping a lot of people survive," he urged.

In the end, I decided. I had bought a blue admiral outfit with golden buttons and a pair of moccasins of the same color. In another store, I had bought a new tarp, boat shoes, some technical wear and a new multipurpose knife. I had also thrown a jacket and some trendy stuff in my luggage. I did this following the instructions of a friend that worked in a store and to whom I had to promise that I would send her at least two postcards from Monte Carlo.

"She will buy you the rest," Mary had said, her who had a lazy idle man who did nothing in the house for many years already.

Judit came to get me at the Nice airport on the first of May. She was as euphoric and as slim as an anchovy. I put the suitcase and bag in the trunk and sat besides her in her little red spider. She sped off like a rocket and I turned pale and anxious for the speed. After a while, she slowed down and introduced a William Robbins CD in the drive. We went up the windy coast towards Cap Ferrat and the pleasantly blasting music prevented me from having to maintain a conversation alive. In any case, Judit dosed all amenities with great elegance; later, there would be time to speak about my work calmly. 

Once on top of a high and isolated promontory, the car suddenly turned right. Judit got onto a narrow road that unwound between two rows of cypress trees and parked the car next to a large agave shortly after. 

"Just to show you," she said while urging me to follow her. After crossing a gravel path, we arrived to a spot overlooking the sea. The wind forced us to breathe in gusts of dry and red soil. When I raised my head again, after being immersed in another blurry cloud of dust, I found myself standing next to the crosses of an old cemetery and the cumbersome bronze statue of a crowned Madonna. She was holding a baby Jesus, who also had something similar on his head, in her arms; both of their clouded glances were facing the nervous waves of the Mediterranean Sea. 

"Mère de la mer, c’était un grand sculpteur italien qui l’a fait." Judit pointed to it, as if there was a need to do so, and moved on.

I continued to follow her up to the end of the path, where you could see the cliff below, but the wind was taking our breath away.

"Regardez," she ordered in a peremptory tone of voice while her hairstyle was being undone by the Sirocco.

I looked down towards the two adjacent steep bays that were separated by a strip of green palm trees, maritime pine trees and huge villas with geometric turquoise pools. The water was wild, striking the beaches and piers of Saint Jean, the ones most exposed to the wind. The more sheltered bay, however, reflected the calmness of the sea and the first swimmers were already tanning on its rocks.

"Voila, ça c'est ma maison," Judit said while pointing to a spot in the middle of the green area between the two. 

"Jolie," I softly commented. Then, I scanned the view: "Il y a un beau bateau blanc au port," I exclaimed. I had noticed a vintage boat with classic lines docked on an insulated concrete quay.

"C’était le voilier d'Errol Flynn, connaissez-vous cet acteur?," asked Judit.

"Oui, c'est lui le swashbuckling hero." 

"On a eu un tête-a-tête, vous savez?"

She had a private meeting with Errol Flynn? I made a few calculations, since we were speaking of an actor from the previous film century, but Judit beat me to it: at that time, she was sixteen and he almost thirty. The Hollywood star who spent all of his summers on the French Riviera, had noticed and invited her for a drink at the Rothschilds'. Then, he invited her to the great party planned on Babette that same evening. When she showed up on the ship, however, she found it oddly devoid of life. Around ten o-clock that night, the naive daughter of Bonneuf quickly discovered that the star of silent movies had lied to her.  They were the only ones on board of that three-mast vessel, along with a galley dinner that had already been prepared in the background. She was the only party guest that night.

"Et savez-vous une chose?," Judit said while restarting the spider and fixing some strands of her hair in the rearview mirror, "his mustache was fake and he couldn't hold his liquor, luckily for me." 

I was in a good mood for the rest of the way, until we reached the gates of the park around the ancestral home of the Bonneuf family. Beyond that threshold, time had stopped running a long time ago.

In the following days, I didn't have the time to think about the situation. Nor did I need to. From a creaky room on the third floor, I would make my way down the steep iron and marble staircase at eight every morning, heading to the old kitchen on the ground floor. From there, I would then head towards a summer tent surrounded by a tall and discreet hedge. I would eat breakfast with Judit, filling up on bran cookies and a coffee and barley blend. I'd never touch the kiwis or plums that regularly appeared in an oxidized silver fruit bowl every morning at that time. A couple of middle-aged French domestics, Didier and Laurine, would walk around us with an unhappy, although courteous air. They took care of everything in the lonely house of the Bonneuf family, from the kitchen to the cleaning, and to any small repairs or account and bill payments. The old August lived in an old cabin in the middle of that park. It seemed as though he had lived a good part of his ninety-seven years bent over the flowers and plants of what had once been a beautiful garden. Now, unfortunately and considering that such task is far beyond his strength, the ancient Eden of extravagant and joyous parties looked as dark and overgrown as a corner of the Amazon. 

The days were marked by elaborate and not deferrable events, such as lunches and dinners. After accompanying Judit to run her errands all morning, I returned to the Bonneuf villa with her, and Laurine would have set the table with boiled veggies for her, as well as an omelet or some cheese for me. Judit, which kept a hundred names in a special agenda, would invite me to the restaurant at night, or whenever we wouldn't eat the usual steaks and red wine in the art déco dinning room together and which was on the first floor of the family's mansion. We would mainly speak of the new boat and of this summer's navigation plans. For the rest, I watched Judit use the credit cards on numerous occasions and in various shops of the French Riviera, Monte Carlo included. Most of her purchases were for the great Idillia and planned on a daily basis, after having checked and consulted various magazines and manuals. Judit didn't think she was throwing away her money as she was using it for her projects, some dutiful luxuries and other desires.

Monte Carlo was one of her favorite destinations for spending money. She was a citizen of this nation and had a luxurious apartment there, on the top floor of a tower that overlooked the sea, almost at the mouth of the harbor. She bought sheets, towels, tablecloths, CDs, books, cigars, supplements, wines, liquors and everything that - according to Judit - would have made life more pleasant on board. Her expenditures were targeted and included in her daily program... A schedule there was no way out of. Then, we would go to her hairdresser's, in the basement of the Hotel Royal, and to her trusty Korean beautician's shop. In these cases, she parked the spider in some garage and I would get to enjoy a few hours of freedom during which I had no clue what to do. We would go to the market, in Beaulieu, twice a week. There, she bought broccoli, carrots and strawberries on a whim. The next stop was at an Italian's Coffee Shop. The latter was as dear as a mother and Judit reputed his bar as the only one on the French Riviera where one could drink a good cappuccino.

Practically, I was her director of Maritime Affairs and companion. I had become a part of what someone had called the court of Judit's miracles. Alright, it was just a joke made by one of my peers; someone who didn't know who I was, a creative mind who would've perhaps liked to have been part of this court, but who had failed. Dos Passos monitored us. Soon, with the arrival of the new boat, he would meet us here, in France, for a leisure and business trip, as Judit had appointed him as the director of entertainment. On the other hand, I was earning a living and could even afford champagne. Judit also owned Bien Cuit, a manageable offshore boat that was moored in the small harbor. Who could have taken care of it? An employee of the shipyard that considered it a poorly paid nuisance? No. I had readily accepted the task of getting the boat ready after winter. I never stayed alone for too long, however. In fact, Judit liked the lively atmosphere of the docks in the 

summer. So, after her errands, she would come here to have lunch with me in some charming restaurant overlooking the marina. I planned the first outing on that speedboat for when Fernando would arrive, thus for the following weekend. Unfortunately, he didn't come that weekend because of some unexpected event on the set. So I decided to cancel my solitary train rides up and down the French Riviera to go out to sea with Judit, on board of Bien Cuit. Once back, she argued on the phone with Fernando, while I was busy mooring the boat. He reproached her for the elephant trips in Botswana, for the hot air balloon flights over the Grand Canyon, for the Bora Bora huts, for the plastic surgeon’s bill, for the BMW and for the service on the promising actor of Latin origin (him) that had appeared on a film magazine commissioned by Judit and written by an impartial journalist of the industry. She was shouting and threatening him like an obsessed woman, while standing on the flying bridge with her cell phone pushed against her ear and in the middle of a marina full of people drinking at happy hour. 

That evening, we ate dinner in the best restaurant of Villefranche, in a historical monument of the haute cuisine and Resistance. After half a bottle of Jurançon and some mouthfuls of foie gras, Judit began to smile again, thus returning her optimistic self. When the lobster arrived, she asked me to order a bottle of dry white wine, the one I preferred. She went over her program for the summer again: Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Tunisia, Malta, Greece, Turkey... It was like listening to the spot of a travel agency, with an emphasis on the most renowned beauties of each place. I was afraid to tell her we would need a summer twice as long as the one coming to do everything she had in mind. I was hoping that she would realize that Idillia, no matter how fast, was a sailboat and not a Ferrari, like the one she kept in her garage in Monte Carlo. Sooner or later, she would have to resize that half odyssey planned in her agenda. This, however, as the result of a mere observation, without guilt or deceit. Later, while I was awkwardly lighting a round Cuban cigar she had gotten out of her purse, I heard her sigh, while softly whispering: "I wanna sail around the world," then, to my dismay, she added with a chuckle: "But, you'll drive the car tonight."

The following morning, as soon as I opened my eyes in that creaking room on the third floor, I thought about that playful and reckless road along the coast and on which two serious policemen stopped us; near the bay that visibly and silently stretched below us, parked on a curve right above a cliff, waiting to be released. The thought that Judit, while sipping on her cognac after dinner, had manifested the desire to sail around the world accompanied me under the shower and I wondered if she really wanted me to be her squire.

The parachute over the water swelled and deflated without being able to control the air that pulled and pushed it here and there. Fernando was hanging from its treads, swayed back and forth by the wind, while Judit fumbled with the dinghy that continuously went off and on. I watched them from a distance of a few hundred meters, while Bien Cuit swung on its anchor in the almost deserted bay. I could hear him curse and give orders, protesting for the way he was being treated. Suddenly, no longer supported by the wing that had crumpled, Fernando fell into the sea. It took him a while to get back on the dinghy with all that equipment, not to mention Judit's anxiety while trying to help him. His cuts and bruises were treated with the medicine on board. Miss Bonneuf Manson, almost lifeless on the sofa in the sitting room, was borderline between exhaustion and ecstasy, while Fernando was delicately brushing against the large bump on his forehead and drinking a redbull. Later, while eating a tray of oysters and brill fish with olives under a tangle of leaves, he acted rather pleasantly and, even, tenderly towards her. When the time came to light the cigars, Judit made him promise they would go on a wild motorcycle ride to Esterel the next day. Then, she slipped him one of her credit cards so that he could pay for the bill. It was the same one I had used a few times and it belonged to a bank account of modest lineage. Rufus had wittily nicknamed it the Mickey Mouse Card and, amused, Judit had promptly continued to refer to it as such. When we came back, the big house was silent and dim, surrounded by a breath of moist plants. I didn't wait for the lights of the second living room, where the cigars and brandy were kept, to turn on. Instead, I wished them both a good night. 

"Do not leave us alone at dinner tonight." While I was looking to fall asleep on my side, on a bed that was definitely too short for me, I thought back at what Fernando had asked me. The guy was clearly beginning to lose it. I indulged in imagining the both of them making love downstairs, in a tangle of flesh and bones. But, this thought didn't last long. The old Bonneuf home was silent, like the remains of the Parthenon, and I fell asleep soon after, thinking about Ipazia, the most beautiful girl in all of Greece.

The wait for the new boat was beginning to extend beyond the deadline established in the agreement. I was assisting, on a daily basis, to anxious phone conversations between Judit and the lawyer, Dos Passos, and during which she urged him to put pressure on the construction site to work faster, reminding him of the penalty involved in case of a late delivery. On the other hand, Dos Passos seemed to raise other questions. "You must," urged him Judit, "I want ..." 

I, however, did not agree with her and I even told her one afternoon.

"Why," she asked in astonishment, while I was washing her spider in the garden. It was not right to urge them to finish in a hurry and to threaten with the penalty, I explained. After all, it was only a matter of a few days. I tried to warn her about what could happen, but Judit thought otherwise: "I pay, they make," she said. And, that was the end of it.

In the meantime, Fernando had returned to Barcelona after having terrified her once more, causing her to become even more ecstatic. They had spend Sunday roaring left and right on the motorcycle, in the curves of Esterel while she clung to his back like an octopus in love. "Mission accomplished," he had winked at me like a top gun before hurrying to get into the BMW with which he raced back to the set of the old farm. I had greeted him with a thumbs up, certain that I wouldn't see him again very soon. 

There was no more room on the boat for any new purchases. One of the rooms on the ground floor of the villa was full of alcohol bottles, sleeping bags, towels, beach towels, bathrobes, pillows, sheets, mattresses, tableware, fishing rods, masks, fins, caps, t-shirts, paintings, prints, decorations, books, CDs, cigarettes, creams, soaps, detergents, canned foods and anything else aimed to make Idillia a floating home. Laurine and Didier would glance awkwardly at that merchandise, which increased by the day. However, they never dared to comment, except for when the first once let out: "C’est dur le bateau..." It was clear that they couldn't wait for us to start the cruise. We'd almost never see the old August around the villa. Sometimes, he'd walk by with a rake in his hand, like some sort of ghost. He'd stop, wave his hand and leave again. Every once in a while, I would go see him in his shed or porch, where he would play with the plants and insects, or simply fill his vases with dirt. We would barely say a few words before he'd point me in the hammock’s direction, while he would sit down on a wooden step, after having offered me a glass of lemonade. I couldn't understand everything he said to me, but this didn't seem to bother him. However, being able to sit and admire the plants under the veranda that sheltered us from the afternoon heat had become one of the few peaceful moments at my disposal.
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