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CHAPTER ONE




  ‘The Emperor Karl is a descendant of Jesus Christ,’ said Pennyweight with the confidence of the amiably mad. ‘I expect you know that, being a Varsity chap.’




  I make a point of not arguing with self-educated men. It isn’t that they stick to their opinions – though they always do – but that they’ve studied their subject and, likely as not, are right about meaningless details, which will defeat any attempt at opposition. The founders of the world’s great religions have been largely unlettered, and, whether as truth-sayers or charlatans, have turned their hard-won learning into messages of extraordinary potency. No, I don’t despise Pennyweight and his kind. They have mountains of corpses to their credit.




  We met on the Kildonan Castle, sailing to South Africa with a stop at Madeira. An outsider would have recognised a broad similarity between us: a resemblance more widespread among men of my generation – those who had served in the Great War – than any previous one. I mean that we were men in our twenties and thirties from middle class homes, who, from a passing familiarity with Latin, had become officers in His Majesty’s Armed Forces, and found ourselves at the close of hostilities without skills, hopes or convictions. In its declining years, the British Empire sent gangs of such loveless vagabonds to labour as white coolies in distant possessions. It was no surprise that two of us – three when one includes Fairbrother – should fetch up on a liner bound for the Cape.




  I’d noticed Pennyweight in the dining room but not spoken to him. Despite the general similarity of our type, we have no natural affinities. Some of us are clubbable and will scrape an acquaintance on the least occasion. Others, including myself, are by character or experience morose. One of my reasons for leaving England was that hostesses, seeing two of us together in the same room, would make introductions and leave us to chat over old times as if we’d been at the same jolly school.




  Contrary to what one may suppose, there is no common language among veterans of war, or perhaps we wish to turn language to an unintended purpose. For we have no message to convey, merely a burden to discharge.




  Pennyweight – he gave me the name like a guide naming a famous monument – had a lurking manner and wore a strange suit, part hairy and agricultural and part cut for the town, that looked as if it might have been fashionable in Yorkshire. At first I thought him middle-aged, but in fact he was only thirty-one. He was of average height, not definitely fat, but generally stout so that one would call him fat without thinking. His hair was ginger, his eyebrows invisible and his skin pale, turning to a vivid red with emotion or a touch of sun. His colourless eyes protruded in a manner that left one impaled, and I’d turned hurriedly away from him one night in the bar when he tipped his glass at me and winked.




  Matters might have continued in this way if the ship hadn’t hit heavy weather in the Bay of Biscay. The storms closed the decks and caused most of the passengers to retire to their cabins. A few, however – mostly men – had strong stomachs or a need for company or a belief that mal de mer could be overcome by exotic concoctions of alcohol and spices. They gathered in the lounge to chat about cricket or the war or play a hand at cards. I wanted none of these, but melancholy, to be enjoyed to the full, requires the presence of strangers with whose happy or sad condition one can compare one’s own.




  In London I’d bought a Celtic bracelet for Margaret, and now I was regretting it. I was unsure if she would welcome a present and had a vague feeling that the style had gone out of fashion. It was in front of me on a table when I heard Pennyweight speak.




  He said, ‘This is a turn up for the book! It isn’t often one comes across a fellow Druid.’




  I looked up and saw him, large and friendly and expectant. ‘I’m sorry…?’ I muttered.




  ‘Say no more.’ He looked around shiftily. ‘Not the place to talk about these things, I understand,’ he said. But, if there were a more appropriate occasion to pursue the subject, it never arose. He made only one other mention of the Druids that I recall, and that was to indicate that, while the Order possessed a portion of the Truth, he, Pennyweight, had meantime been initiated into Higher Things.




  ‘We were wondering,’ he went on, ‘whether you’d like to join me, Fairbrother and Doctor Crippen in a game. Don’t get the wrong idea,’ he added, ‘we’re not a gang of those sharper fellows one hears about on these boats. Strictly small stakes. Ha’penny a point, solo whist and jokers wild. Name’s Pennyweight – Captain, though I don’t like to use the rank; in fact scarcely ever mention it.’ He offered me a fleshy hand with close-bitten nails and I took it and agreed to join the game because the alternative was to brood over Margaret and my father.




  Doctor Crispin was the ship’s medical officer, a cool customer who spoke in an idle drawl. I fancy he’d passed a deal of time in the tropics, because he had the tanned, drawn look of someone who spent too long in the sun and whose blood was thinned with gin and quinine. With the passengers out of harm’s way on their bunks and the more sensitive souls duly drugged, he had time on his hands. Fairbrother was another former soldier, but I suspected he had caught only the end of the affair, having spent his time in training at Camberley. I doubt he was more than twenty-five, unselfconfident, tall and on the willowy side with blond hair and a faint narrow moustache that contrasted with Pennyweight’s ginger jungle.




  To digress a little, I knew the name Fairbrother in the conjunction Fairbrother & Cadogan, a firm of wine importers who supplied small hotels on the south coast. Charlie Fairbrother was a gentlemanly villain and my father was such another. Between them they’d passed off some very inferior wines and no doubt contributed to the English sense of wonder at what foreigners saw in the stuff. One of the reasons for my visit to England was to persuade Charlie to take some third-rate malmsey off my hands. We had stocks of it left over from wartime when the drinking of Madeira had declined while production continued. Alas, he died while I was on the ocean and no one else was in a position to agree to such a dubious transaction despite my equally dubious offers of financial encouragement. I didn’t suppose any connection between the present Fairbrother and dear dead Charlie.




  We played a few rounds, which were mostly won by Crispin. Fairbrother was an over-cautious player and revealed his cards in his anxious face. Pennyweight was superstitious and relied on inspiration. He kept a metal cigarette case by his right hand and I noticed the dent from a bullet.




  ‘My lucky charm,’ he explained. ‘The Hun put that dent on it. Saved a chap’s life.’




  It was unclear whether he was the chap in question. Whatever the truth, the charm was of no effect and, although he maintained his good humour, I saw that he couldn’t afford even his small losses.




  ‘A misfit,’ was Doctor Crispin’s verdict as we smoked a cigarette together that evening on deck during a lull in the storm. ‘And a dreadful cheat, though too incompetent to pull it off. I took fifteen bob off the pair of them and you must be half a crown up on the night.’ I remarked that his cigarette case bore the same tell-tale mark as Pennyweight’s. He turned it indifferently in his fingers. ‘They make ’em in Sheffield. I’ve got half a dozen in my cabin. I give ’em to the ladies, when I want to make an impression.’




  There had been little mention of females in our all-male company. Fairbrother revealed briefly that he had a fiancée. Pennyweight made passing references to “the womenfolk”, “the mother” and “the girlfriend”, but as if they were ranks in a foreign army to which he was allied but which he didn’t especially like.




  ‘I suppose you see all sorts,’ I observed. I suspected that the Doctor held his passengers in contempt but made exceptions since contempt was more perfect if one could express it to persons within its general purview.




  ‘A lot of fellows at a loose end after the war have gone out to the colonies, though I understand the bottom’s been knocked out of rubber and tin. Some of ’em come back, but not many, so I suppose they do all right.’ His tone was disbelieving. ‘Of course, drink, disease and les femmes do for a lot of ’em. Fairbrother looks as if he might manage, but I can’t see the life suiting Pennyweight. He’s the sort who’s never satisfied but always looking over the next horizon.’




  As it happens neither of my fellow passengers was going to the colonies. To our surprise we were all getting off at Madeira.




  ‘An omen,’ said Pennyweight. ‘We’re three of a kind. Like the Musketeers. All for one and each for the others, and all that. I don’t mind admitting I’ll be glad to have a couple of pals. Can’t say I know much about the place. I got out a pile of books, but was distracted by other stuff I was looking into. It’ll be rum, living among darkies.’




  ‘The people are Portuguese,’ I said; but my point passed him as most things did that failed to fit his preconceptions.




  ‘Much the same thing, I’ll warrant. I saw quite a few Chinese digging trenches in France and learned how to handle them, which should stand me in good stead.’




  ‘What is your business there?’




  Pennyweight gave an evasive response. ‘Engineering. Roads, bridges, that sort of thing.’




  ‘The island could certainly do with them,’ I said. ‘Would I know your firm?’




  ‘I’m not exactly with a firm, though I’ve talked to a few. I’m more in the way of a roving representative. We saw eye to eye on that – my talents lying in the freelance direction without all the red tape of being actually employed. Give me plenty of scope, that’s the idea. And it makes it easier if some funny business is needed to grease the way with the locals, if you take my meaning.’




  ‘And you?’ I asked Fairbrother.




  ‘I’m in the wine trade. My father has just died and I’m making a tour of our suppliers to familiarise myself with things.’




  ‘Not Fairbrother & Cadogan?’




  ‘Yes.’ Fairbrother was astonished. ‘Don’t say you’ve heard of us?’




  ‘I’m in the same line, though on the production side. House of Pinfold. I called on Charlie while I was in London – or, at least, tried to. Oh, sorry, I suppose I should express my condolences. Why is it I didn’t see you?’




  ‘I’ve just got back from the Médoc.’ He looked at me curiously and my heart sank that he knew the rumours which had recently sprung up. ‘Pinfolds? Oh, gosh! Now we’re both embarrassed. I didn’t think anything of your name either. The story I heard was that Pinfolds had gone bust.’




  *




  Once we were out of the storms, life on the Kildonan Castle resumed a more leisured pace, but, having got to know Pennyweight and Fairbrother, I couldn’t ignore them. In particular I had hopes that, if Fairbrother were as disingenuous as he seemed, I might sell him the quantity of doubtful malmsey that was among my many problems.




  Somewhere off the Portuguese coast the sun came out and we took the air. Fairbrother and I were in our semi-tropical ducks, but Pennyweight stuck to his stout woollen suit with its faint odour of Players. When I hinted at the unsuitability of his clothes, he said only, ‘Oh, there’ll be time to get kitted out later. In any case a good suit is never out of place. I had this one cut to my own design. Good for town or country, see?’




  A small party was playing quoits.




  Pennyweight said, ‘That’s the British Empire Exhibition Mission. They’re off to the Cape and all points east.’




  I’d heard of the planned exhibition. In the aftermath of war and depression, it was designed to make economic sense of the whole imperial venture. The result was a great affair at Wembley, though I wasn’t there to see it.




  ‘Lucky devils,’ Pennyweight added.




  ‘Why so?’




  ‘What! Off around the world on a jaunt paid for by someone else! That’d be just the ticket for yours truly.’




  ‘Well, I suppose they’ve got a job to do: finding exhibitors and so forth.’




  ‘Don’t you believe it. It’s chaps like me who drum up the trade that keeps the home fires burning – and precious small thanks we get for it. That little lot know damn all about working for a living. Spongers, the lot of them. It’s all a question of connections. Freemasons,’ he said, then relented. ‘Sorry, you don’t happen to be a member of the Craft, do you?’




  ‘No.’ I recalled that Pennyweather was a Druid and wondered if there were a mortal enmity between the two secret societies.




  ‘I tried to join,’ he resumed and shook his head. ‘In fact I did join briefly. I could see they’d got some notions of the Truth. I wanted to start a debate going, but they’re a snobbish lot and set in their ways. They’ve got no time for Advanced Thinking.’




  I didn’t want to hear any Advanced Thinking, so I drew his attention back to the quoits players. ‘Do you know any of them?’ I asked.




  ‘Not a one. I had a word with a steward – thought I might pick up a useful tip. That one – no, not the pretty one, Miss Torbitt-Bayley – the other,’ he pointed out a plain woman of thirty or so, dressed in white, ‘ is a writer. A writer, for God’s sake!’




  ‘Is she famous?’ I thought he might know. In one of those incidents that throw an unlikely light on others, I’d seen him at a table on deck with a pile of old books and yellowed pamphlets, which he guarded from closer inspection. It seemed he was pursuing a course of private study, but I didn’t know what it was except that it excluded acquiring any knowledge of his present destination.




  ‘I shouldn’t think so,’ he said. ‘At least I’ve never heard of her, and I’ve forgotten her name. She wrote something called The Mysterious Fairy Stiles. A book for kiddies, I imagine.’




  I didn’t recognise the book either and we turned to different things. The subject of Madeira came up and I gave some description of the island.




  At this point I recall an old adage that, if one spends enough time in Piccadilly, one will sooner or later meet everyone one ever knew. This was scarcely true of Madeira in those days, but, if the scope of enquiry is confined to the rich and famous, then it was approximately so. I give Churchill as an instance. He could be come across painting in odd corners of the island a few years after Hitler’s war. It was in this context that the subject of Karl von Habsburg came up. I remarked, as a piece of local colour, that the Emperor of Austria-Hungary, having been deposed for being on the losing side of the war, was in exile there. It was then that Pennyweight observed casually that the Emperor was a descendent of Jesus.




  I held no strong opinion as to the divine ancestry of the Habsburgs and would have thought nothing of it. Fairbrother, however, showed an unexpected side of his character. He said, apparently seriously, ‘Our own King George is a relative of the prophet Mohammed. One of his forebears married a Spanish princess, who got it from the Moors of Granada. Or so I’ve heard – I don’t say I’m an expert on the subject.’




  ‘It wouldn’t surprise me,’ Pennyweight said. He had caught a note of deference in Fairbrother’s voice. ‘And there’s a touch of Jew blood there, too.’




  ‘Steady on, old man. You’re talking about the King.’




  Pennyweight quickly retreated. ‘Only a touch, old man. Only a touch. There’s nothing wrong with a touch of Jew. It sharpens up the senses.’




  Seeing that Fairbrother was mollified, he built on his superiority by reciting various alleged facts to which I paid no attention at the time.




  However, as Fairbrother rightly summarised the matter, ‘It’s an awesome idea to think the Emperor Karl may carry the blood of the Son of God. It quite takes some getting used to.’




  Indeed it does. But the truth is that the larger themes of life get buried in the detail, though I say this cautiously since I am not certain it was so of Pennyweight. I lost interest in the conversation and directed my gaze again at the quoits players. The sun was playing on the dress of the woman who wrote children’s stories and it was dazzling. I thought of Margaret and wondered what on earth I was going to say to her.




  If I’d been granted a degree of foresight, I should have wondered, too, about Robinson, who in a special sense made up the fourth of our little party. It was poor Robinson who got himself murdered. One or two people thought that I killed him.




  





  
CHAPTER TWO




  From the ship’s rail I watched Madeira rise, green and improbable, out of the morning and a quiet sea. In much the same way, the original discoverers must have blundered into it: an island at a latitude and off a coast where islands did not exist; an error, an afterthought, a sketch for an abandoned version of creation.




  ‘Packed already?’ Doctor Crispin asked.




  ‘Nothing much to pack. A couple of suitcases.’




  ‘Only a short stay in England, then?’




  ‘A business trip.’ I nursed my glass of tepid gin and bitters and wondered whether to have another. ‘I’m surprised to see you here,’ I said. ‘Don’t you have any patients to unload when we dock?’




  ‘The passengers are a healthy lot. Lucky, too. The odd sprain or fracture are not unknown when we run into heavy weather in the Bay, but this time round we seem to have escaped ’em. On the return leg we’ll pick up cases of malaria or other unspeakable foreign fevers. Vastly entertaining.’




  We chatted a little. He informed me that the Kildonan Castle would be stopping over for a few days. ‘A chance for some sight-seeing,’ he added sceptically. ‘Speaking of which, you must know the place pretty well. Didn’t you mention that your family was in the wine trade? It rather brings to mind Shakespeare – Richard the Third and all that. Wasn’t his brother, the Duke of Clarence, drowned in a butt of malmsey? I don’t suppose your people put him there?’




  ‘Not that I heard of.'




  From the half deck we looked down to where other passengers were gathering for their first glimpse of the island. The lady novelist was standing at the rail with a man, her husband I supposed, another military type with a certain dash that suggested he’d come better out of the war than Pennyweight and I. I remarked on the oddity of her being with the British Empire Exhibition Mission. Crispin commented that her name was Christie.




  A little later Pennyweight, looking nervous and crapulous, emerged with Fairbrother. I drew back from the rail. The previous night we’d exchanged some sharp words on the subject of accommodation. He didn’t ask directly if I would put him up but told a sentimental story of bunking with fellow officers in a bomb-proof near Arras.




  ‘All pals together, sorting out the world’s ills,’ he said, and threw in, ‘Socialism – that’s the up and coming thing, mark my words.’




  I answered that I couldn’t understand how he had allowed himself to be in the situation of a strange land with no firm job, no knowledge of the country, no command of the language and no bed for the night.




  ‘God will provide –’ he said ‘– though sometimes it’d come in handy if He’d provide until He provides.’




  I felt a little ashamed but no more inclined to put him up. In any case he said, ‘I’m expecting a chum to meet me,’ which seemed to close the subject.




  Even so, the following morning he must have been on my mind because I said to Crispin, ‘Your remark about the Duke of Clarence reminds me of the way Pennyweight talks.’




  The Doctor gave me another of his cool glances and asked, ‘Really? How so?’




  ‘The knack of connecting stray facts into odd patterns. When you were a child did you ever play that parlour game, “Consequences”? I’ve rather forgotten how it goes, but I think the players write down sentences and then they’re read out in random combinations. The results are quite funny, but, at the same time, seem to be full of obscure meaning’




  ‘Is that how Pennyweight thinks?’




  In addition to theories about the Emperor Karl, Druids and Freemasons, Pennyweight had collared me in the bar with another concerning the Templars and Cathar treasure. One of his tattered pamphlets covered the subject. He was also interested in vegetarianism, which I mention only because he’d shown himself a hearty man for steak and kidney pie and bottled stout, and I was surprised when he said he thought there was something to a diet of salads and carrot juice. ‘Clears out the bowels no end,’ he said. ‘I imagine that in France you suffered terribly with…’ He didn’t finish. Nor did he elaborate on the virtues of vegetables. I was left to puzzle over his subscription to a doctrine he didn’t practice. Only later did I realise that Pennyweight believed theories to be true only in a partial and special sense, in much the same way that, I suppose, Christians believe in the imperfect testament granted to the Jews. His studies were directed at a further revelation when everything would be reconciled and all secrets made known.




  I hadn’t worked this out when I spoke to Doctor Crispin, so I confined my answer to the Duke of Clarence.




  I said, ‘When you mentioned that he drowned in a butt of malmsey, it occurred to me that, when Richard was around, the Portuguese had only recently discovered Madeira. Then I thought to myself that there must have been quite a rush to get the butt of malmsey back to England in the nick of time for him to murder his brother.’




  Crispin looked at me curiously, and I apologised. “Sorry. I’m doing what Pennyweight does and wandering off the point. Obviously I’m not making myself clear.’




  ‘No – it’s not that. I think I understand.’ He thought for a moment. ‘You do realize that that would give Richard an alibi for the murder? Because no one would be able to work out how he laid his hands on the malmsey.’




  ‘Now you’re getting the spirit of the thing.’




  Crispin grunted. ‘I can see how one can have fun with it. And here’s another oddity. It was Pennyweight who mentioned the business. I’m not much of a one for Shakespeare and had forgotten the story.’




  ‘The likes of Pennyweight don’t forget things like that. It’s their strength.’




  ‘Damned clever, though. And it rather confirms my suspicions.’




  ‘About Pennyweight?’




  ‘Yes. He’s a sight more intelligent and cunning than you’d give him credit for.’




  I was curious. I offered the Doctor a cigarette. He lit it and took the smoke in slowly. He said as if to test me, ‘I had a piece of bad luck last night. Someone broke into my cabin after dinner.’




  ‘Oh? Did you lose much?’




  ‘A hundred pounds.’




  ‘Good Lord. That is a lot of money to have in your cabin. Obviously you’ve reported it.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘It represents my winnings from the passengers at cards. Honestly come by, I should add. But the Old Man and the Company wouldn’t like it if they knew I was supplementing my income this way. They prefer to think of our games as a social activity; in fact the Captain gets an allowance so that he can lose a little and please everyone.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘The thief took my stock of cigarette cases, too.’




  ‘And you think it was Pennyweight?’




  ‘He slipped out for half an hour – oh, I forget, you weren’t there. He was complaining about something he ate and went to dose himself with one of those kaolin and morphine mixtures fellows like him are forever taking. I thought nothing of it at the time.’




  ‘I’d rather gathered you thought he was a fool.’




  ‘I did. But that’s how sharp characters like him operate. When he was cheating at solo, he was seeing how I’d react, and he spotted two things. The first was that I knew how to play, which meant that I was probably making money out of the business. And the second was that I wasn’t the type to make a fuss. Do you see?’




  ‘Yes,’ I agreed.




  *




  As we approached the coast, Funchal was in sunshine. The mountains, where eucalyptus and aboriginal laurel forest grew, were in mist. Below, the land fell sharply in a cascade of small terraces. The passengers, eager at the prospect of time ashore, pointed at them and debated the improbability that they could be cultivated.




  Since we were both leaving the boat, I could scarcely avoid Pennyweight. In any case he was with Fairbrother – the two had struck up a friendship – and I still had designs on old Charlie’s son.




  ‘I’m staying at Reid’s Palace Hotel,’ Fairbrother said. ‘Is it all right?’




  ‘The best in town,’ I said. When he looked doubtful, I added, ‘The Emperor Karl has been staying there.’




  ‘Watch your step, Ronnie,’ Pennyweight said. ‘The place is probably crawling with Hungarian assassins.’




  ‘Do you think so?’ asked Fairbrother.




  I said I didn’t. I told him I understood that the ex-Emperor had moved out of Reid’s to a villa in the mountains where the Hungarians might murder him without causing any general inconvenience.




  We moored in the roads. A flotilla of high-prowed row boats emerged like Maori war canoes from the shore bearing hotel agents, compradores from the trading companies, basket sellers and general nautical riffraff. Small boys stood at the bows and dived for coins thrown into the sea by the passengers, a point which didn’t escape Pennyweight. He commented, ‘If I were a few years younger, I’d give that a try myself. There looks as if there may be a few bob in it.’ This was another allusion to his straitened circumstances, which he made without any indication of rancour: rather with a sense of wonderment that he, Pennyweight of all people, should have come to such a pass.




  In the scramble, precedence was given to the pinnace despatched by Reid’s, who had a private landing below a rocky bluff. As far as I could tell, this was a purely customary right, granted by the complaisant authorities against the possibility that a king or dictator might be among the visitors. I pointed the boat out.




  Pennyweight disappointed me. I’d envisaged his owning some peculiar patent luggage, the kind that opened into a travelling commode for tropical climes. In reality he possessed only a plain worn suitcase and a battered steamer trunk, both perfectly respectable. Fairbrother, on the other hand, had brought more than seemed reasonable for his planned stay, but this was consistent with his lack of confidence and I imagined him paralysed by choices and deciding to bring everything.




  ‘You look as though you’re expecting to be met,’ he said.




  Quite unconsciously I’d looked for Margaret, though it was quite impossible that she had come. Indeed she couldn’t know for a fact that I was on the Kildonan Castle; I hadn’t written or cabled. I was hoping, I suppose, that she would know by instinct (or love, if you like) and do something wildly imprudent, but that was too much to expect and not at all a part of our arrangement.




  ‘Are you in a hurry?’ Fairbrother asked.




  ‘I thought Teddy might be here,’ I said.




  ‘Teddy?’




  ‘My father’s … you’d probably call him a “Man Friday”.’ I didn’t know what I’d care to call him.




  Surprisingly Fairbrother remembered our business. ‘You mentioned some malmsey you have in stock.’




  ‘Yes, if you’re interested,’ I answered.




  ‘There’s something of a glut at the moment,’ he said. ‘But I’m not against taking a look at it. After all, that’s why I’m here. If you really aren’t in a rush, why don’t you join Herbert and me for tea?’




  I asked Pennyweight, ‘Are you staying at Reid’s?’ He had been scanning the boats, presumably for sight of his chum. I saw only the usual crowd of porters, factors, and touts who would try to interest tourists in an overpriced ride into the mountains by carro de bois; and also Pouco Pedro, whom in general I preferred to avoid. The little man was presumably on the lookout for visiting celebrities whose names he could print in his weekly sheet and to whom he could sell dubious favours.




  ‘I haven’t decided,’ Pennyweight said. His tone implied a wealth of choices from which he would make a magisterial selection. ‘I was hoping my chum would be here to meet me, but it was difficult to arrange that sort of detail by the post. Ronnie’s agreed to let me park my traps with him while I look around for some digs.’ With dignity he added, ‘Reid’s isn’t excluded.’




  We took the pinnace and made the short distance to the landing then laboured to the top of the bluff past palms, hibiscus and a dramatic Norfolk pine. The exotic vista sparked something of the romance in Pennyweight's soul: a vision of islands in a tropical sea. Leastways he commented, ‘A swarthy lot, your natives, aren’t they?’




  I said, ‘I suppose so.’




  Then, as Fairbrother was checking his reservation, he came out with another of his strange observations. ‘The Emperor’s wife, Zita, is a Bourbon-Parma and related to the Braganzas, who are the Portuguese royal house. One could make something out of that.’




  ‘Could one?’




  ‘Blood is thicker than water, eh?’




  I agreed it was and waited, wondering where this would take us. Fortunately Fairbrother just then finished at the desk. He came over and asked, ‘Shall we have that tea?’




  We went into the lounge where high tea was being served and a string quartet was playing. Pennyweight’s eyes lit up. ‘Cakes!’ he said.




  *




  I am a creature of crowds. Loneliness suits me and there is nothing lonelier. That, at least, was something Margaret and I had in common and why, instinctively, she had picked me out on an earlier occasion at Reid’s when she had been with Mrs Talbot and the other British Wives. Talbot was a retired general practitioner whom my father consulted, though he no longer made any pretences about medicine. ‘Laxatives, bottles of brown mixture, and aqua. If they don’t set your average patient on his feet, then he’ll quite likely die of whatever it is that ails him.’ As to my father he diagnosed, ‘Nerves, aggravated by bad digestion. I’ve told him he shouldn’t let his man Teddy do the cooking. That spicy muck is all right for our brown-skinned brethren, but no good for the white man. It heats the blood and causes no end of trouble.’




  ‘Mrs Talbot disapproves of me,’ Margaret said as the British Wives drifted away.




  I was reminded of ducks swimming in flotilla. Mrs Talbot was at the head of them, delivering verbal cuffs to those who didn’t maintain formation. Although only a fortnight on the island, I knew her formidable reputation and had expected to meet a beefy, corseted woman. In fact, save for a bosom borrowed from a larger model, she was skinny and etiolated, her energy waspish and dissatisfied: a condition often affecting English women in hot climates much as scotch and bonhomie affects the men.




  ‘Why?’ I asked. I was curious as to what I’d done to invite a conversation. We were not in the lounge but on the terrace outside overlooking the gardens and the sea. Margaret had just stepped through the French window and was fanning herself. Identifying my clothes as English, she decided to speak to me, granting one of the confidences bestowed on people we do not know.




  ‘Because I’m married to a Portuguese,’ she said. ‘See? Even you look shocked.’




  ‘I don’t mean to be. I’m just surprised in a general sense. I don’t really disapprove. How did it happen?’




  ‘Johnny was an attaché in London.’




  ‘Johnny?’




  ‘My husband. He’s an Anglophile and prefers the name. Portuguese is impossible to pronounce: it sounds like speaking Spanish while eating whelks. We met at an embassy reception during my debutante year and I was swept away – much to my family’s disgust, though they appreciated his money.’




  She clicked her teeth to mimic the disgust, and waved a hand sharply across her forehead to catch a stray hair. Her complexion was fair, her eyes a watery blue. She was by any standards beautiful, but I thought her looks would fade early – were fading and would only get worse. Odd though it may seem, it was this imperfection that attracted my interest. A perfectly beautiful woman would have been unreal.




  I asked, ‘How long have you been here – in Madeira?’




  She found conventional questions annoying. ‘Two months. Already long enough to hate the life. And you?’




  ‘The same. My family has estates here.’




  ‘The House of Pinfold? I heard of you from Mrs T. She tells me your business has gone to ruin. But that may be malice on her part.’




  ‘I’m afraid it’s pretty much true.’




  ‘I see. And you’re going to salvage it?’




  ‘I don’t know. Probably not. My father still holds the reins, and, as you’ll have gathered from the Talbots, he’s a little … strange.’




  ‘I like “strange”,’ Margaret murmured.




  *




  My companions were reminiscing about the war. Fairbrother had been a Cavalryman. Pennyweight was an Engineer.




  ‘It was useful background,’ he said, ‘when I wangled my way into the Royal Flying Corps.’




  ‘You were a pilot?’ I asked.




  ‘Something like that.’




  I noticed his avoidance of detail.




  By degrees the other passengers from the Kildonan Castle had made their way to Reid’s. Some of them were debating whether to book into the hotel for a change during the brief stopover. Mrs Christie and her husband came in; I noticed them because I felt vaguely that I ought to recognise the names of authors. Two other groups in the lounge were the usual British Wives and those of the higher echelon of Portuguese officials and, alone and reading, was a tall, gaunt, elderly man with fair hair and a reddish beard who reminded me of George Bernard Shaw.




  I asked Fairbrother the time. I was reluctant to stay longer in case I didn’t make it home before the light failed. I told him I had to leave. I gave him my card, explaining, ‘We’re not on the telephone at the villa. I’m afraid you’ll find that Madeira doesn’t run to all the amenities, though Funchal is all right. You can leave messages at our shop and they’ll be brought to me. If you need a guide, the hotel can arrange one, but I can help if you have any difficulties.’ I held out a hand to Pennyweight, ‘I hope you find some suitable digs.’




  He broke off from scoffing his cake and enquired, ‘Can’t you stay, old man?’




  I shook my head. The musicians had just begun to play Borodin’s Quartet No. 2 in the palm court style. It was part of their stock repertoire, but was indelibly associated with Margaret. Without her it gave rise to a feeling of loneliness unbearable even for me.




  *




  My family had been in Madeira a hundred years. The senior branch continued to live in England as merchants in whatever products were profitable. The overseas estates were managed by younger sons who usually obliged by dying young or failing to marry, though there was a goodly number of fitz-Pinfolds sprung from illicit liaisons who provided clerks in various offices about Funchal, unconscious of their heritage.




  My Uncle Gordon was the last in this tradition and died relatively young with no heir. My father had come out some ten years ago and drawn me to him with the bait of his own imminent demise.




  I took the funicular railway up to Monte. My great-uncle, some time in the ’eighties, had bought an abandoned quinta as a speculation, grown fond of it and built a villa as a retreat from the summer heat of Funchal. With the vineyards sold to pay debts and everything gone except the shop and a stock of unsaleable wines, my father had taken up full-time residence there.




  It had something of the heaviness of a mill owner’s house in a provincial town, an expensive philistinism, save that a veranda had been added, a delicate structure with a sloping pagoda roof and fine wrought ironwork which was such an absurd contrast it achieved a whimsical style. In fine weather there was a lovely prospect, but in winter it was cold and damp and lacked modern amenities, even electricity and basic plumbing.




  By the time I arrived at the Estação da Fonte the evening mist had come on and the lamps were lit with a pale white light. Across the cobbled square stood a fountain under a stone cupola. It was dedicated to the Virgin and a carro stood by, with the bullocks licking water from the rock face. The driver was asleep, but his boy was waiting on errands.




  I gave him my bags and asked him to follow me in his own time.




  The boy didn’t ask where I was going. I was a Pinfold, and this, it seems, was my home.




  *




  I found Teddy in the kitchen. In England I’d missed his cooking. I smelled curried espada, and that and the lamplight, the moths and the scent of night stocks reminded me that my life wasn’t without its charms.




  ‘That smells good. Is there enough for me?’ I said. ‘Did you get my telegram? I’d rather hoped you’d meet me in town.’




  Teddy studied me unsmiling. ‘He’s in bed,’ he said and stared at his fish. ‘I am left always to do the needful, isn’t it?’




  ‘I’m sorry. Has he been like this since I went away? I did explain my reasons.’




  I put down my suitcases. Teddy’s sad brown eyes examined me with a note of scorn. ‘Same-same all the time. Now He calls me “boxwallah’s whoreson”, which is not nice, very impolite.’




  ‘No, it isn’t nice,’ I sympathised. ‘Is he in a state to see me?’




  ‘Maybe. I give Him his dinner and tell Him you are here, Mr Michael.’




  He served the fish onto a plate, leaving enough in the pan for later. He trotted off on bare brown feet to my father’s bedroom. I went to my own and washed. From the other end of the house came an angry racket.




  As well as being cook and general factotum, Teddy acted as my father’s secretary, which accounted for the idiosyncratic style of his correspondence during our years of separation. Back in the kitchen, he sat sullenly over his espada curry as I explained something of my business in London.




  ‘I’m afraid I haven’t had much luck,’ I said. ‘Charlie Fairbrother has died, and no one else has shown the slightest interest in our wine.’




  At the mention of Charlie’s demise, Teddy crossed himself. He cast a glance at the wall where a picture of the Blessed Virgin, draped in tinsel, hung on the bare plaster. His eyes wandered in the direction of my father’s room.




  ‘We should drown Him in it,’ he suggested.




  ‘Drowning people in malmsey seems to be a popular idea at the moment,’ I said, but relented of the joke. ‘The fact is, we can’t go on much longer. Already the bank is threatening to foreclose.’




  ‘What will happen to Him?’




  ‘I suppose he’ll have to come back to England with me,‘ I said, though God knew how we would manage.




  ‘And me?’




  ‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Poor bloody boxwallah’s whoreson,’ said Teddy without emotion.




  ‘Yes,’ I agreed.




  *




  After dinner I took a hurricane lamp and went for a stroll. Below the house several terraces had been converted to garden, but they were being slowly invaded by eucalyptus saplings. Further down the mountain a levada followed a line parallel to the contour with a sharp fall to one side. I walked beside it, keeping the path by watching the reflection of the lantern on the water. The air was scented with pine resin and eucalyptus oil.




  On my return, Teddy said, ‘He is ready now. All dressed and very beautiful.’ He looked tired. I wondered how old he was. He was one of the small thin men who retain a hideous appearance of youth as a doll will remain a doll no matter how battered.




  I said, ‘You can go to bed, if you like. If my father needs anything else, I’ll get it.’




  He nodded. ‘I shall pray that God sends us a silly fellow to buy our wine.’




  I thought of the younger Fairbrother. I said, ‘Yes, do that.’ Later, I heard him intoning extravagant prayers to the Holy Mother to bring us an abundant supply of the world’s fools. In the meantime I finished my cigarette; then, screwing up my courage, I went to face my father.




  His lair was on the upper floor of the house in a room my great-uncle had decorated in the French taste to please a mistress. The walls were painted a faded rose Pompadour and spotted with damp. The light came from a half dozen sconces with mirrors behind them, and several paintings of the Alma Tadema school conveyed an air that was chastely erotic. My father lay in a half-tester bed in a garnish of pillows like an elaborate chocolate confection. He was wearing a floral dressing gown and eyed me balefully.




  ‘Michael,’ he said.




  ‘Father.’




  ‘You are late.’




  ‘I took tea at Reid’s.’




  ‘Ah! I go there so infrequently: was it interesting?’




  ‘I saw George Bernard Shaw – or, more accurately, someone who looks like Shaw.’




  ‘I don’t care for Shaw. His style is far too didactic.’ My father closed the subject. ‘You are well, I trust?’




  ‘Tired.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And you?’




  ‘I am suffering from Kali’s Revenge.’




  ‘You’ve had a row with Teddy.’




  He nodded gravely, but smiled. ‘Still, you are here. You may kiss me. On the cheek, boy. On the cheek.’




  I advanced to the bed and kissed him dutifully. He laid aside the pair of silver hairbrushes with which he had been toying, sighed and groaned. ‘The light in here is so bad. Oh, don’t sympathize – don’t sympathize.’ He gave me an appealing look. ‘Tell me, Michael – I can’t ask that idiot, Teddy – tell me how you find me.’




  ‘You seem well,’ I said, which was true in that there was no discernible change. His skin was pink and smooth. His thin hair had been recently cut and was pomaded across his scalp. His eyes had their usual feverish glitter, though I didn’t blame him for this: it seemed to be an effect of heat and Atabrine.




  Isolated in the house, his melancholy was relieved only by petty delights, and these were transitory. Pleased at my compliment, his joy quickly faded. He picked up his mirror, examined his face and again appealed to me. ‘Michael, my boy…’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Is my lipstick smudged?’




  





  





  
 ELIZABETH MORRIS to GEORGE BERNARD SHAW




  5 Devonshire Grove




  Buxton




  28th September 1919




  


  





  Dear Mr Shaw,




  Let me state quite frankly that I wish to have your child. From your writings I believe that this proposal will not be repugnant to your feelings or beliefs. I am aged twenty-five, single, of personable appearance, and owner of an income sufficient to maintain both myself and our infant. I am employed as a teacher at an annual salary of forty-five pounds, and am beneficiary of an annuity in the sum of fifty pounds.




  My outgoings are as follows:




  Rent £26 0s 0d




  Fuel £13 6s 8d




  Dress £10 0s 0d




  Food £5 0s 0d




  Other £5 0s 0d




  Total £59 6s 8d




  


  





  You will note that I have a surplus after expenditure amounting to £39 13s 4d, which is enough for the feeding and clothing of a child. I have not made this proposal frivolously, and I trust that it will meet with your approval.




  Yours sincerely




  Elizabeth Morris (Miss)




  




  





  





  
 G. BERNARD SHAW to SIEGFRIED TREBITSCH (translator)




  Reid’s Palace Hotel




  Funchal




  20th March 1922




  My dear Trebitsch,




  What an importuning wretch you are: demanding that I write another play on the piffling excuse that it will save you from starvation. I know that I am a mere writing machine; but the ancient contraption has recently clunked out Back to Methuselah and a translation of your own Frau Gittas Sühne, and even a heartless piece of ironmongery must, from time to time, be taken apart, oiled and given a minimum of care. Hence I have been borne by boat to Madeira. It was either that or by bier to Westminster Abbey.




  Even so I am spared no peace. The Theatre Guild is trying Back to Methuselah in New York, and Heartbreak House is coming off in England. From all sides rise cries that the texts must be cut because the sixpenny public won't live with them. They don't like Shaw, it seems. Can't stand the fellow. My name on the bill is like that of Carpentier’s opponents in the boxing ring. The attraction is to see whether the producer (the world-famous So and So) will knock my silly head off.




  Charlotte sends her best wishes. She spends her days playing cards. I swim in the sea and try to bring my correspondence up to date. The management of the hotel has provided me with a writing table for this purpose. It is in the lounge where I can watch the world go by and listen to a palm court orchestra commit vile crimes against music, which they do with the artless charm of a six year-old performing pirouettes for her parents’ friends.




  The situation has its interests. I satisfy at once my vanity and my need for anonymity by going around shouting: ‘I am not George Bernard Shaw!’ The hotel owner has invited me to learn the tango with his wife. A lady writer has just arrived on the boat (her name is Christie and she has written Miss Terry Ferrat Steals, which I take to be a novel about the modern woman). Three ex-soldiers (I know the type) have arrived with her. It is time to lock away the spoons!




  Concerning the soldiers, it is evident that they are cads. The generality of private soldiers are in any case drunkards and malingerers – for which I don't blame them – but these men are former officers; and only seven or eight years ago they would have been models of honour and gallantry. One doesn't have to be an admirer of the system that produced them to feel the poignancy of their downfall. And, in a way, one respects them for it as one does Milton’s Lucifer.




  The truth is that theirs is a rational reaction to the war. All attitudes have undergone a revolution, and caddishness is the Bolshevism of disillusioned gentlemen who know they have been sold a false bill of goods but retain enough sense of caste to prevent their allying with the unwashed multitude. They are lone predators and we must watch them carefully, for they have a lean and hungry look.




  I share fame with an emperor – Karl von Habsburg of the old family firm, presently in the hands of receivers and squabbling creditors. The Great Powers have locked him up here like a decayed relative who may go mad and run naked through the establishment. In the meantime they try to decide whether to murder him or restore him to the throne. If consulted, I shall recommend an operatic compromise: namely that they kill him but soften the event by singing over the corpse; for the present situation has notes of absurdity, most unsatisfying to a dramatist. He was living, until recently, here at Reid’s; but without money, so that the bum bailiffs were called in. Now he resides in a damp villa somewhere in the mountains and remains in rude health. This is hardly tragic. It is simply the tale of a nice young man who has had a bit of bad luck.




  Oh, very well – you shall have your play. It shall be As You Like It – for I shall not like it at all. The elements are all to hand. What could be better than soldiers, emperors and tango? I have in mind a light, one act-piece: three scenes, four actors and a single set. It should be suited to sailors in dresses and provincial solicitors who fancy themselves as leading men




  One of the soldiers holds to an exotic musical theory which he explained by reference to my friend Elgar. I didn't defend him. He and I have become monuments and must expect our share of pigeons.




  yours ever




  G. Bernard Shaw




  





  





  





  Editor’s note: One of George Bernard Shaw’s idiosyncrasies was to dispense with apostrophes unless it would result in ambiguity. Most readers find this odd and so the present text has been amended to follow the normal practice.




  CHAPTER THREE




   I ran across Johnny Cardozo on my way to the Praça de Constituição where we had a shop selling wine and a few souvenirs to tourists. It lost money and I would have got rid of the place except that the manager, Senhor Pereira, was my cousin or my uncle – or my brother for all I knew and anyone could prove. Johnny was lounging on the running board of a new cream-coloured motor car, smoking. Ahead the street was blocked by a carro and people were running about or standing and laughing like spectators at a fire. I thought I caught a glimpse of Pennyweight and was about to shout his name when Johnny called me over and shook my hand.




  ‘I heard you were back,’ he said. ‘In yesterday on the Kildonan Castle, wasn’t it? I understand you had bad weather in the Bay.’




  Johnny’s English was so perfect that his slight accent seemed like an affectation. He was a slick, svelte little man from his dove-grey spats to his flat straw hat, a picture of spick and span elegance.




  ‘You’re well-informed.’




  ‘My business,’ he said, and I nodded though I had only the haziest notion of his business: some form of government service about which I didn’t care to speculate.




  ‘What’s going on?’ I asked. The confusion had stirred the old men dozing in wicker chairs outside the Grand Café and the soldiers slouching by the Paláço. A yellow dog, which at this time of day slept under the jacarandas of the central promenade, heaved itself to its feet, contemplated movement then collapsed again in the dust. Two bullocks harnessed to a carro shook themselves and began to complain.




  ‘An accident. A fellow has been knocked down.’




  ‘By a carro?’ If I sounded sceptical, it was because a bullock-sledge at the best of times struggles to match a man’s walking pace. The same consideration didn’t trouble Johnny.




  ‘Apparently so. It occurs once or twice a year, I’m told. Foreigners don’t believe it’s possible – and so it happens. Don’t you agree?’




  I agreed. With Johnny I was always agreeable. I observed the particular courtesy of adulterers towards abused husbands if they happen to know them. When he offered a cigarette, I accepted.




  Johnny pushed to the front of the crowd where a man lay on the ground. He was pale, fair-haired and wore a linen suit. There was negligible blood except a trickle from the mouth, but I knew it for a bad sign. The carro driver was beating his boy and it was this little drama that was attracting attention; people taking sides as to whether the boy was responsible.




  ‘A recent arrival,’ Johnny remarked.




  ‘What makes you think so?’




  ‘The trousers are creased at the knee from being folded in a suitcase. Take a closer look’




  ‘I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.’




  ‘Squeamish? Not what I’d expect in an old soldier.’




  I didn’t answer. The Portuguese had fought in the war, but it wasn’t a subject we’d spoken of. I wondered what he knew of soldiers: their delicacy in the face of death.




  ‘He looks English. That blond hair.’ Johnny’s hair was black. So were his eyes. His moustache was groomed like that of a matinée idol. The first time I saw him I was struck how easy he was, how perfectly suave, possessing qualities which the English habitually despise, though I noted them only from curiosity. Johnny went on, ‘It should be easy enough to establish. Do you know him? Perhaps he was on the boat. Take a closer look’




  ‘I can see well enough. I don’t recognize him. Perhaps he kept to his cabin because of the storms. For God’s sake…’ I said as he knelt by the body, opened the jacket and displayed the label of a Jermyn Street tailor.




  ‘That seems to confirm it. Rather a decent suit, but hardly new. It looks as though he’s come down in the world.’ He examined me thoughtfully. ‘Odd that you don’t know him.’ He closed the jacket, and the crowd, like film extras waiting on a director’s cue, resumed their jabbering.




  We agreed to take coffee and a brandy together as if there had been no accident and no one had died. On another occasion I’d noticed Johnny’s ability to switch moods. No doubt it was a useful quality in a diplomat, if that was what Johnny had been. Apparently the body no longer interested him. Instead he enquired into my affairs in England.




  ‘Not that it’s my business,’ he admitted, ‘but Margaret is bound to ask. She is well, by the way.’




  ‘Give her my regards,’ I said, detecting a constriction in my throat. I suspected I wasn’t alone in thinking that the capacity to lie convincingly was a talent unconsciously desired above most virtues.




  ‘I’ll let you do that,’ Johnny said. ‘You’ll be seeing her soon, after all.’




  *




  Margaret had written:




  


  





  Darling,




  No word from you. I’ve had to study the steamer timetables, asking myself each day which one would bring you back to me. Oh, I know you couldn’t write or cable directly, but was it really beyond you to get any message to me? Couldn’t you have used your man Teddy? I don’t want to reproach you. Reproaches are so ugly and so sadly revealing that love is a bad-tempered affair. Only indifference is serene. In your absence I am serene, so serene that Johnny, understanding nothing, believes I am in love with him alone.




  Come to me. Do! Come to me – come to me – come to me. I want you … how? Brutally! Disgustingly! I want you as an affront to everything! I want you as tenderly as a sick child!




  Come to me!




  I shall be at our usual place at our usual time, before my lunch with Mrs Talbot.




  Ever yours




  *




  My father appeared at breakfast in an indigo wrap decorated with cranes and chrysanthemums. His face was only lightly powdered. Teddy had prepared idlis and sambhar.




  Seeing my father fiddling with his rice cakes I asked for the sake of civility, ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’




  His expression became one of sweet affliction. ‘Gyppy tum. That and the bloody rats making a racket all night.’




  He added for Teddy’s benefit, ‘Excellent sambhar, I’m sure.’




  ‘No rats,’ Teddy said, softly and firmly. ‘I find rats’ nest and clear out.’




  ‘Cockroaches, then.’




  I enquired, ‘Have you taken Collis Brown’s Mixture?’




  My father regarded me as if I were an obtuse child. ‘No good for cockroaches.’




  ‘For your stomach.’




  ‘There’s nothing wrong with my stomach that some elementary hygiene wouldn’t cure. Last night I went down the garden to pay a visit to Kensington Palace and there was the most god-awful stink. Isn’t that so?’ He glared at Teddy before appealing to me. ‘We could have plague, I shouldn’t wonder. It’s a damned disgrace. I’d sort it out myself but…’ He didn’t finish. He remembered that this morning he was clad in saintly garb. He smiled beatifically at Teddy. ‘This fellow won’t have anything to do with it. He thinks Sahib’s thunderbox is bad karma. It causes him to lose caste, doesn’t it, my boy?’




  Teddy put down his spoon and glowered at his plate. ‘Unfair,’ he said. ‘Tell Him unfair, Mr Michael. I am not losing caste because of horribleness of Kensington Palace. I am Christian bloody boxwallah’s whoreson, not bloody heathen Brahmin devil-worshipper.’ He dragged back his chair, rose and fled the room. My father looked at me, affecting an air of incomprehension.




  This incident was typical of my father’s ghastly love and I believe he regretted it. It was difficult to tell. To preserve the remains of his self-esteem, his apologies had become coded. In the same way his previously mild vanity had become exaggerated.




  I went into the garden and occupied myself by cleaning the latrine. Teddy found me there a little later and excused a matter he had forgotten, namely the letter from Mrs Cardozo, which had been delivered the previous day.




  Three hours later I found myself with Johnny Cardozo in the Grand Café discussing his wife and an invitation to dinner that evening, while outside a body was being cleared from the street.




  *




  I glimpsed Margaret at the head of the stairs, flitting like Mrs Rochester as she fixed her courage and her face. Though I was a frequent visitor to the house – Johnny’s best friend, after all – the stairs led to reaches I’d never penetrated: to the confines of another man’s marriage, where Margaret lied to him. Or perhaps she lied to me. It was impossible to say, for the sincerity of an adulterous mistress naturally comes with reservations. And as for Johnny, who could tell what he knew? Margaret and I had never decided on the degree of public recognition we should grant to each other. As we shook hands, would a lingering heart’s beat as our fingers touched betray us? How long may a smile last and yet retain its innocence?




  I was feeling uncomfortable in my evening clothes. They smelled of camphor. The trousers were folded at the knee like those of the dead Englishman. Had we really been on board the same ship?




  Johnny asked, ‘Will you have a Martini? I’ve made up a jug myself, not left it to the servants.’




  Cocktails were modern: Johnny prided himself on being modern. It struck me that the same modernism, by a law of unintended effects, had led to Margaret’s and my affair; for an older generation of Portuguese wouldn’t have permitted a situation in which it might arise, nor tolerated it once it had arisen – though the last point was debatable: I couldn’t swear to what Johnny tolerated.




  It happened because Margaret wanted to learn to dance. She had taken lessons before her debutante year, but there was an instructor in Funchal, Senhor Agnello – ‘Positively the most wonderful man,’ she said – who could teach the tango. ‘Not the parody they dance in Europe, but the real Argentinian thing.’




  Johnny was willing, then found himself busy and offered the job of escort to an Englishman of his acquaintance, the owner of a failing wine establishment who had time on his hands. Such a gentleman.
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