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    PART ONE
  


  
    
CHAPTER 1
  


  
    I
  


  
    WHEN I think of all the grey memorials erected in London to equestrian generals, the heroes of old colonial wars, and to frock-coated politicians who are even more deeply forgotten, I can find no reason to mock the modest stone that commemorates Jones on the far side of the international road which he failed to cross in a country far from home, though I am not to this day absolutely sure of where, geographically speaking, Jones’s home lay. At least he paid for the monument – however unwillingly – with his life, while the generals as a rule came home safe and paid, if at all, with the blood of their men, and as for the politicians – who cares for dead politicians sufficiently to remember with what issues they were identified? Free Trade is less interesting than an Ashanti war, though the London pigeons do not distinguish between the two. Exegi monumentum. Whenever my rather bizarre business takes me north to Monte Cristi and I pass the stone, I feel a certain pride that my action helped to raise it.
  


  
    There is a point of no return unremarked at the time in most lives. Neither Jones nor I knew of it when it came, although, like the pilots of the old pre-jet air-liners, we should have been trained by the nature of our two careers to better observance. Certainly I was quite unaware of the moment when it receded one sullen August morning on the Atlantic in the wake of the Medea, a cargo-ship of the Royal Netherlands Steamship Company, bound for Haiti and Port-au-Prince from Philadelphia and New York. At that period of my life I still regarded my future seriously – even the future of my empty hotel and of a love-affair which was almost as empty. I was not involved, so far as I could tell, with either Jones or Smith, they were fellow passengers, that was all, and I had no idea of the pompes funèbres they were preparing for me in the parlours of Mr Fernandez. If I had been told I would have laughed, as I laugh now on my better days.
  


  
    The level of the pink gin in my glass shifted with the movement of the boat, as though the glass were an instrument made to record the shock of the waves, as Mr Smith said firmly in reply to Jones, ‘I’ve never suffered from mal de mer, no sir. It’s the effect of acidity. Eating meat gives you acidity, drinking alcohol does the same.’ He was one of the Smiths of Wisconsin, but I had thought of him from the very first as the Presidential Candidate because, before I even knew his surname, his wife had so referred to him, as we leant over the rail our first hour at sea. She made a jerking movement with her strong chin as she spoke which seemed to indicate that, if there were another presidential candidate on board, he was not the one she intended. She said, ‘I mean my husband there, Mr Smith – he was Presidential Candidate in 1948. He’s an idealist. Of course, for that very reason, he stood no chance.’ What could we have been talking about to lead her to that statement? We were idly watching the flat grey sea which seemed to lie within the three-mile-limit like an animal passive and ominous in a cage waiting to show what it can do outside. I may have spoken to her of an acquaintance who played the piano and perhaps her mind leapt to Truman’s daughter and thus to politics – she was far more politically conscious than her husband. I think she believed that, as a candidate, she would have stood a better chance than he, and, following the pointer of her protruding chin, I could well imagine it possible. Mr Smith, who wore a shabby raincoat turned up to guard his large innocent hairy ears, was pacing the deck behind us, one lock of white hair standing up like a television aerial in the wind, and a travelling-rug carried over his arm. I could imagine him a homespun poet or perhaps the dean of an obscure college, but never a politician. I tried to remember who Truman’s opponent had been in that election year – surely it had been Dewey, not Smith, while the wind from the Atlantic took away her next sentence. I thought she said something about vegetables, but the word seemed an unlikely one to me then.
  


  
    Jones I met a little later under embarrassing circumstances, for he was engaged in trying to bribe the bedroom steward to swop our cabins. He stood in the doorway of mine with a suitcase in one hand and two five-dollar bills in the other. He was saying, ‘He hasn’t been down yet. He won’t make a fuss. He’s not that kind of a chap. Even if he notices the difference.’ He spoke as if he knew me.
  


  
    ‘But Mr Jones...’ the steward began to argue.
  


  
    Jones was a small man, very tidily dressed in a pale grey suit with a double-breasted waistcoat, which somehow looked out of place away from lifts, office crowds, the clatter of typewriters – it was the only one of its kind in our scrubby cargo-ship peddling the sullen sea. He never changed it, I noticed later, not even on the night of the ship’s concert, and I began to wonder whether perhaps his suitcases contained no other clothes at all. I thought of him as someone who, having packed in a hurry, had brought the wrong uniform, for he certainly did not mean to be conspicuous. With the little black moustache and the dark Pekinese eyes I would have taken him for a Frenchman – perhaps someone on the Bourse – and it was quite a surprise to me when I learnt that his name was Jones.
  


  
    ‘Major Jones,’ he replied to the steward with a note of reproof.
  


  
    I was almost as embarrassed as he was. On a cargo-steamer there are few passengers and it is uncomfortable to nourish a resentment. The steward with his hands folded said to him righteously, ‘There’s really nothing I can do, sir. The cabin was reserved for this gentleman. For Mr Brown.’ Smith, Jones and Brown – the situation was improbable. I had a half-right to my drab name, but had he? I smiled at his predicament, but Jones’s sense of humour, as I was to find, was of a simpler order. He looked at me with grave attention and said, ‘This is really your cabin, sir?’
  


  
    ‘I have an idea it is.’
  


  
    ‘Someone told me it was unoccupied.’ He shifted slightly so that his back was turned to my too obvious cabin-trunk standing just inside. The bills had disappeared, perhaps up his sleeve, for I had seen no movement towards his pocket.
  


  
    ‘Have they given you a bad cabin?’ I asked.
  


  
    ‘Oh, it’s only that I prefer the starboard side.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, so do I, on this particular run. One can leave the porthole open,’ and as though to emphasize the truth of what I said the boat began a slow roll as it moved further into the open sea.
  


  
    ‘Time for a pink gin,’ Jones said promptly, and we went upstairs together to find the small saloon and the black steward who took the first opportunity as he added water to my gin to whisper in my ear, ‘I’m a British subject, sah.’ I noticed that he made no such claim to Jones.
  


  
    The door of the saloon swung open and the Presidential Candidate appeared, an impressive figure in spite of the innocent ears: he had to lower his head in the doorway. Then he looked all round the saloon before he stood aside so that his wife could enter under the arch of his arm, like a bride under a sword. It was as though he wanted to satisfy himself first that there was no unsuitable company present. His eyes were of clear washed blue and he had homely sprouts of grey hair from his nose and ears. He was a genuine article, if ever there was one, a complete contrast to Mr Jones. If I had troubled to think of them then at all, I would have thought that they could mix together no better than oil and water.
  


  
    ‘Come in,’ Mr Jones said (I somehow couldn’t bring myself to think of him as Major Jones), ‘come in and take a snifter.’ His slang, I was to find, was always a little out of date as though he had studied it in a dictionary of popular usage, but not in the latest edition.
  


  
    ‘You must forgive me,’ Mr Smith replied with courtesy, ‘but I don’t touch alcohol.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t touch it myself,’ Jones said, ‘I drink it,’ and he suited the action to the words. ‘The name is Jones,’ he added, ‘Major Jones.’
  


  
    ‘Pleased to meet you, Major. My name’s Smith. William Abel Smith. My wife, Major Jones.’ He looked at me inquiringly, and I realized that somehow I had lagged behind in the introductions.
  


  
    ‘Brown,’ I said shyly. I felt as though I were making a bad joke, but neither of them saw the point.
  


  
    ‘Ring the bell again,’ Jones said, ‘there’s a good chap.’ I had already graduated into the position of the old friend, and, although Mr Smith was nearer the bell, I crossed the saloon to touch it; in any case he was busy wrapping the travelling-rug around his wife’s knees, though the saloon was well enough warmed (perhaps it was a marital habit). It was then, in reply to Jones’s affirmation that there was nothing like a pink gin to keep away sea-sickness, Mr Smith made his statement of faith. ‘I’ve never suffered from mal de mer, no sir... I’ve been a vegetarian all my life,’ and his wife capped it. ‘We campaigned on that issue.’
  


  
    ‘Campaigned?’ Jones asked sharply as though the word had woken the major within him.
  


  
    ‘In the Presidential Election of 1948.’
  


  
    ‘You were a candidate?’
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid,’ Mr Smith said with a gentle smile, ‘that I stood very little chance. The two great parties...’
  


  
    ‘It was a gesture,’ his wife interrupted fiercely. ‘We showed our flag.’
  


  
    Jones was silent. Perhaps he was impressed, or perhaps like myself he was trying to recall who the main contestants had been. Then he tried the phrase over on his tongue as though he liked the taste of it: ‘Presidential Candidate in ’48.’ He added, ‘I’m very proud to meet you.’
  


  
    ‘We had no organization,’ Mrs Smith said. ‘We couldn’t afford it. But all the same we polled more than ten thousand votes.’
  


  
    ‘I never anticipated so much support,’ the Presidential Candidate said.
  


  
    ‘We were not at the bottom of the poll. There was a candidate – something to do with agriculture, dear?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I have forgotten the exact name of his party. He was a disciple of Henry George, I think.’
  


  
    ‘I must admit,’ I said, ‘that I thought the only candidates were Republican and Democrat – oh, and there was a Socialist too, wasn’t there?’
  


  
    ‘The Conventions attract all the publicity,’ Mrs Smith said, ‘vulgar rodeos though they are. Can you see Mr Smith with a lot of drum majorettes?’
  


  
    ‘Anyone can run for President,’ the Candidate explained with gentleness and humility. ‘That is the pride of our democracy. I can tell you, it was a great experience for me. A great experience. One that I shall never forget.’
  


  
    II
  


  
    Ours was a very small boat. I believe that a full complement of passengers would have numbered only fourteen, and the Medea was by no means full. This was not the tourist season, and in any case the island to which we were bound was no longer an attraction for tourists.
  


  
    There was a spick-and-span negro with a very high white collar and starched cuffs and gold-rimmed glasses who was bound for Santo Domingo; he kept very much to himself, and at table he answered politely and ambiguously in monosyllables. For instance when I asked him what was the principal cargo that the captain was likely to take aboard in Trujillo – I corrected myself, ‘I’m sorry. I mean Santo Domingo,’ he nodded gravely and said, ‘Yes.’ He never himself asked a question and his discretion seemed to rebuke our own idle curiosity. There was also a traveller for a firm of pharmaceutical manufacturers – I have forgotten the reason he gave for not travelling by air. I felt sure that it was not the correct reason, and that he suffered from a heart trouble which he kept to himself. His face had a tight papery look, above a body too big for the head, and he lay long hours in his berth.
  


  
    My own reason for taking the boat – and I sometimes suspected that it might be Jones’s too – was prudence. In an airport one is so swiftly separated on the tarmac from the crew of the plane; in a harbour one feels the safety of foreign boards under the feet – I counted as a citizen of Holland so long as I stayed on the Medea. I had booked my passage through to Santo Domingo and I told myself, however unconvincingly, that I had no intention of leaving the ship before I received certain assurances from the British chargé – or from Martha. The hotel which I owned on the hills above the capital had done without me for three months; it would certainly be void of clients, and I valued my life more highly than an empty bar and a corridor of empty bedrooms and a future empty of promise. As for the Smiths, I really think it was love of the sea which had brought them on board, but it was quite a while before I learnt why they had chosen to visit the republic of Haiti.
  


  
    The captain was a thin unapproachable Hollander scrubbed clean like a piece of his own brass rail who only appeared once at table, and in contrast the purser was untidy and ebulliently gay with a great liking for Bols gin and Haitian rum. On the second day at sea he invited us to drink with him in his cabin. We all squashed in except for the traveller in pharmaceutical products who said that he must always be in bed by nine. Even the gentleman from Santo Domingo joined us and answered, ‘No,’ when the purser asked him how he found the weather.
  


  
    The purser had a jovial habit of exaggerating everything, and his natural gaiety was only a little damped when the Smiths demanded bitter lemon and, when that was unavailable, Coca-Cola. ‘You’re drinking your own deaths,’ he told them and began to explain his own theory of how the secret ingredients were manufactured. The Smiths were unimpressed and drank the Coca-Cola with evident pleasure. ‘You will need something stronger than that where you are going,’ the purser said.
  


  
    ‘My husband and I have never taken anything stronger,’ Mrs Smith replied.
  


  
    ‘The water is not to be trusted, and you will find no Coca-Cola now that the Americans have moved out. At night when you hear the shooting in the streets you will think perhaps that a strong glass of rum...’
  


  
    ‘Not rum,’ Mrs Smith said.
  


  
    ‘Shooting?’ Mr Smith inquired. ‘Is there shooting?’ He looked at his wife where she sat crouched under the travelling-rug (she was not warm enough even in the stuffy cabin) with a trace of anxiety. ‘Why shooting?’
  


  
    ‘Ask Mr Brown. He lives there.’
  


  
    I said, ‘I’ve not often heard shooting. They act more silently as a rule.’
  


  
    ‘Who are they?’ Mr Smith asked.
  


  
    ‘The Tontons Macoute,’ the purser broke in with wicked glee. ‘The President’s bogey-men. They wear dark glasses and they call on their victims after dark.’
  


  
    Mr Smith laid his hand on his wife’s knee. ‘The gentleman is trying to scare us, my dear,’ he said. ‘They told us nothing about this at the tourist bureau.’
  


  
    ‘He little knows,’ Mrs Smith said, ‘that we don’t scare easily,’ and somehow I believed her.
  


  
    ‘You understand what we’re talking about, Mr Fernandez?’ the purser called across the cabin in the high voice some people employ towards anyone of an alien race.
  


  
    Mr Fernandez had the glazed look of a man approaching sleep. ‘Yes,’ he said, but I think it had been an equal chance whether he replied yes or no. Jones, who had been sitting on the edge of the purser’s bunk, nursing a glass of rum, spoke for the first time. ‘Give me fifty commandos,’ he said, ‘and I’d go through the country like a dose of salts.’
  


  
    ‘Were you in the commandos?’ I asked with some surprise.
  


  
    He said ambiguously, ‘A different branch of the same outfit.’
  


  
    The Presidential Candidate said, ‘We have a personal introduction to the Minister for Social Welfare.’
  


  
    ‘Minister for what?’ the purser said. ‘Welfare? You won’t find any Welfare. You should see the rats, big as terriers...’
  


  
    ‘I was told at the tourist bureau that there were some very good hotels.’
  


  
    ‘I own one,’ I said. I took out my pocket-book and showed him three postcards. Although printed in bright vulgar colours they had the dignity of history, for they were relics of an epoch over for ever. On one a blue tiled bathing-pool was crowded with girls in bikinis: on the second a drummer famous throughout the Caribbean was playing under the thatched roof of the Creole bar, and on the third – a general view of the hotel – there were gables and balconies and towers, the fantastic nineteenth-century architecture of Port-au-Prince. They at least had not changed.
  


  
    ‘We had thought of something a little quieter,’ Mr Smith said.
  


  
    ‘We are quiet enough now.’
  


  
    ‘It would certainly be pleasant, wouldn’t it, dear, to be with a friend? If you have a room vacant with a bath or a shower.’
  


  
    ‘Every room has a bath. Don’t be afraid of noise. The drummer’s fled to New York, and all the bikini girls stay in Miami now. You’ll probably be the only guests I have.’
  


  
    These two clients, it had occurred to me, might be worth a good deal more than the money they paid. A presidential candidate surely had status; he would be under the protection of his embassy or what was left of it. (When I had left Port-au-Prince the embassy staff had already been reduced to a chargé, a secretary, and two Marine guards, who were all that remained of the military mission.) Perhaps the same thought occurred to Jones. ‘I might join you too,’ he said, ‘if no other arrangements have been made for me. It would be a bit like staying on shipboard if we stuck together.’
  


  
    ‘Safety in numbers,’ the purser agreed.
  


  
    ‘With three guests I shall be the most envied hôtelier in Port-au-Prince.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not very safe to be envied,’ the purser said. ‘You would do much better, all three of you, if you continued with us. Myself I don’t care to go fifty yards from the water-front. There is a fine hotel in Santo Domingo. A luxurious hotel. I can show you picture-postcards as good as his.’ He opened the drawer and I caught a brief glimpse of a dozen little square packets – French letters which he would sell at a profit to the crew when they went on shore to Mère Catherine’s or one of the cheaper establishments. (His sales talk, I felt certain, would consist of some grisly statistics.) ‘What have I done with them?’ he demanded uselessly of Mr Fernandez, who smiled and said, ‘Yes,’ and he began to search the desk littered with printed forms and paper-clips and bottles of red, green and blue ink, and some old-fashioned wooden pen-holders and nibs, before he discovered a few limp postcards of a bathing-pool exactly like mine and a Creole bar which was only distinguishable because it had a different drummer.
  


  
    ‘My husband is not on a vacation,’ Mrs Smith said with disdain.
  


  
    ‘I’d like to keep one if you don’t mind,’ Jones said, choosing the bathing-pool and the bikinis, ‘one never knows...’ That phrase represented, I think, his deepest research into the meaning of life.
  


  
    III
  


  
    Next day I sat in a deck-chair on the sheltered starboard side and let myself roll languidly in and out of the sun with the motions of the mauve-green sea. I tried to read a novel, but the heavy foreseeable progress of its characters down the uninteresting corridors of power made me drowsy, and when the book fell upon the deck, I did not bother to retrieve it. My eyes opened only when the traveller in pharmaceutical products passed by; he clung to the rail with two hands and seemed to climb along it as though it were a ladder. He was panting heavily and he had an expression of desperate purpose as though he knew to what the climb led and knew that it was worth his effort, but knew too that he would never have the strength to reach the end. Again I drowsed and found myself alone in a blacked-out room and someone touched me with a cold hand. I woke and it was Mr Fernandez who had, I suppose, been surprised by the steep roll of the boat and had steadied himself against me. I had the impression of a shower of gold dropping from a black sky as his spectacles caught the fitful sun. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes,’ smiling an apology as he lurched upon his way.
  


  
    It seemed as though a sudden desire for exercise had struck everyone except myself on the second day out. For next it was Mr Jones – I still couldn’t bring myself to call him Major – who passed steadily up the centre of the deck adjusting his gait to the movement of the ship. ‘Squally,’ he called to me as he went by, and again I had the impression that English was a language he had learnt from books – perhaps on this occasion from the work of Dickens. Then, unexpectedly, back came Mr Fernandez, skidding in a wild way, and after him, painfully, the pharmacist on his laborious climb. He had lost his place, but he stuck the race out stubbornly. I began to wonder when the Presidential Candidate would appear, he must have had a heavy handicap, and at that moment he emerged from the saloon beside me. He was alone and looked unnaturally detached like one of the figures in a weather-house without the other. ‘Breezy,’ he said, as though he were correcting Mr Jones’s English style and sat down in the next chair.
  


  
    ‘I hope Mrs Smith is well.’
  


  
    ‘She’s fine,’ he said, ‘fine. She’s down there in the cabin getting up her French grammar. She said she couldn’t concentrate with me around.’
  


  
    ‘French grammar?’
  


  
    ‘They tell me that’s the language spoken where we are going. Mrs Smith is a wonderful linguist. Give her a few hours with a grammar and she’ll know everything except the pronunciation.’
  


  
    ‘French hasn’t come her way before?’
  


  
    ‘That’s no problem for Mrs Smith. Once we had a German girl staying in the house – it wasn’t half a day before Mrs Smith was telling her to keep her room tidy in her own language. Another time we had a Finn. It took Mrs Smith nearly a week before she could get her hands on a Finnish grammar, but then there was no stopping her.’ He paused and said with a smile that touched his absurdity with a strange dignity, ‘I’ve been married for thirty-five years and I’ve never ceased to admire that woman.’
  


  
    ‘Do you often,’ I asked disingenuously, ‘take holidays in these parts?’
  


  
    ‘We try to combine a vacation,’ he said, ‘with our mission. Neither Mrs Smith nor I are ones for undiluted pleasure.’
  


  
    ‘I see, and your mission this time is bringing you... ?’
  


  
    ‘Once,’ he said, ‘we took our vacation in Tennessee. It was an unforgettable experience. You see, we went as freedom riders. There was an occasion in Nashville on the way down when I feared for Mrs Smith.’
  


  
    ‘It was a courageous way to spend a holiday.’
  


  
    He said, ‘We have a great love for coloured people.’ He seemed to think it was the only explanation needed.
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid they’ll prove a disappointment to you where you are going now.’
  


  
    ‘Most things disappoint till you look deeper.’
  


  
    ‘Coloured people can be as violent as the whites in Nashville.’
  


  
    ‘We have our troubles in the U.S.A. All the same I thought – perhaps – the purser was pulling my leg.’
  


  
    ‘He intended to. The joke’s against him. The reality’s worse than anything he can have seen from the waterfront. I doubt if he goes far into the town.’
  


  
    ‘You would advise us like he did – to go on to Santo Domingo?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    His eyes looked sadly out over the monotonous repetitive scape of sea. I thought I had made an impression. I said, ‘Let me give you an example of what life is like there.’
  


  
    I told Mr Smith of a man who was suspected of being concerned in an attempt to kidnap the President’s children on their way home from school. I don’t think there was any evidence against him, but he had been the prize sharpshooter of the republic at some international gathering in Panama, and perhaps they thought it needed a prize marksman to pick off the Presidential guard. So the Tontons Macoute surrounded his house – he wasn’t there – and set it on fire with petrol and then they machine-gunned anyone who tried to escape. They allowed the fire-brigade to keep the flames from spreading, and now you could see the gap in the street like a drawn tooth.
  


  
    Mr Smith listened with attention. He said, ‘Hitler did worse, didn’t he? And he was a white man. You can’t blame it on their colour.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t. The victim was coloured too.’
  


  
    ‘When you look properly at things, they are pretty bad everywhere. Mrs Smith wouldn’t like us to turn back just because...’
  


  
    ‘I’m not trying to persuade you. You asked me a question.’
  


  
    ‘Then why is it – if you’ll excuse another – that you are going back?’
  


  
    ‘Because the only thing I own is there. My hotel.’
  


  
    ‘I guess the only thing we own – Mrs Smith and me – is our mission.’ He sat staring at the sea, and at that moment Jones passed. He called at us over his shoulder, ‘Four times round,’ and went on.
  


  
    ‘He’s not afraid either,’ Mr Smith said, as though he had to apologize for showing courage, as a man might apologize for a rather loud tie which his wife had given him by pointing out that others wore the same.
  


  
    ‘I wonder if it’s courage in his case. Perhaps he’s like me and he hasn’t anywhere else to go.’
  


  
    ‘He’s been very friendly to us both,’ Mr Smith said firmly. It was obvious that he wished to change the subject.
  


  
    When I knew Mr Smith better I recognized that particular tone of voice. He was acutely uneasy if I spoke ill of anyone – even of a stranger or of an enemy. He would back away from the conversation like a horse from water. It amused me sometimes to draw him unsuspectingly to the very edge of the ditch and then suddenly urge him on, as it were, with whip and spurs. But I never managed to teach him how to jump. I think he soon began to divine what I was at, but he never spoke his displeasure aloud. That would have been to criticize a friend. He preferred just to edge away. This was one characteristic at least he did not share with his wife. I was to learn later how fiery and direct her nature could be – she was capable of attacking anyone, except of course the Presidential Candidate himself. I had many quarrels with her in the course of time, she suspected that I laughed a little at her husband, but she never knew how I envied them. I have never known in Europe a married couple with that kind of loyalty.
  


  
    I said, ‘You were talking about your mission just now.’
  


  
    ‘Was I? You must excuse me, talking about myself like that. Mission is too big a word.’
  


  
    ‘I’m interested.’
  


  
    ‘Call it a hope. But I guess a man in your profession wouldn’t find it very sympathetic.’
  


  
    ‘You mean it’s got something to do with vegetarianism?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not unsympathetic. My job is to please my guests. If my guests are vegetarian...’
  


  
    ‘Vegetarianism isn’t only a question of diet, Mr Brown. It touches life at many points. If we really eliminated acidity from the human body we would eliminate passion.’
  


  
    ‘Then the world would stop.’
  


  
    He reproved me gently, ‘I didn’t say love,’ and I felt a curious sense of shame. Cynicism is cheap – you can buy it at any Monoprix store – it’s built into all poor-quality goods.
  


  
    ‘Anyway you’re on the way to a vegetarian country,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘How do you mean, Mr Brown?’
  


  
    ‘Ninety-five per cent of the people can’t afford meat or fish or eggs.’
  


  
    ‘But hasn’t it occurred to you, Mr Brown, that it isn’t the poor who make the trouble in the world? Wars are made by politicians, by capitalists, by intellectuals, by bureaucrats, by Wall Street bosses or Communist bosses – they are none of them made by the poor.’
  


  
    ‘And the rich and powerful aren’t vegetarian, I suppose?’
  


  
    ‘No sir. Not usually.’ Again I felt ashamed of my cynicism. I could believe for a moment, as I looked at those pale blue eyes, unflinching and undoubting, that perhaps he had a point. A steward stood at my elbow. I said, ‘I don’t want soup.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not time for soup yet, sah. The captain asks you kindly to have a word with him, sah.’
  


  
    The captain was in his cabin – an apartment as bare and as scrubbed as himself, with nothing personal anywhere except for one cabinet-sized photograph of a middle-aged woman who looked as if she had emerged that instant from her hair-dresser’s where even her character had been capped under the drying helmet. ‘Sit down, Mr Brown. Will you take a cigar?’
  


  
    ‘No, no thank you.’
  


  
    The captain said, ‘I wish to come quickly to the point. I have to ask your cooperation. It is very embarrassing.’
  


  
    ‘Yes?’
  


  
    He said in a tone heavy with gloom, ‘If there is one thing I do not like on a voyage it is the unexpected.’
  


  
    ‘I thought at sea... always... storms...’
  


  
    ‘Naturally I am not talking of the sea. The sea presents no problem.’ He altered the position of an ash-tray, of a cigar-box, and then he moved a centimetre closer to him the photograph of the blank-faced woman whose hair seemed set in grey cement. Perhaps she gave him confidence: she would have given me a paralysis of the will. He said, ‘You have met this passenger Major Jones. He calls himself Major Jones.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve spoken to him.’
  


  
    ‘What are your impressions?’
  


  
    ‘I hardly know... I hadn’t thought...’
  


  
    ‘I have just received a cable from my office in Philadelphia. They wish me to report by cable when and where he lands.’
  


  
    ‘Surely you know from his ticket...’
  


  
    ‘They wish to be sure that he does not alter his plans. We go on to Santo Domingo... You have yourself explained to me that you have booked to Santo Domingo, in case at Port-au-Prince... he may have the same intention.’
  


  
    ‘Is it a police question?’
  


  
    ‘It may be – it is my conjecture only – that the police are interested. I want you to understand that I have nothing against Major Jones. This is very possibly a routine inquiry set on foot because some filing-clerk... But I thought... you are a fellow Englishman, you live in Port-au-Prince, on my side a word of warning, and on yours...’
  


  
    I was irritated by his absolute discretion, absolute correctness, absolute rectitude. Had the captain never slipped up once, in his youth or in his cups, in the absence of that well coiffured wife of his? I said, ‘You make him sound like a card-sharper. I assure you that he hasn’t once suggested a game.’
  


  
    ‘I never said...’
  


  
    ‘You want me to keep my eyes open, my ears open?’
  


  
    ‘Exactly. No more. If it were anything serious they would surely have asked me to detain him. Perhaps he has run away from his debtors. Who knows? Or some woman business,’ he added with distaste, meeting the gaze of the hard woman with the stony hair.
  


  
    ‘Captain, with all respects, I’m not trained to be an informer.’
  


  
    ‘I am not asking anything like that, Mr Brown. I cannot very well demand of an old man like Mr Smith... in the case of Major Jones...’ Again I was aware of the three names, interchangeable like comic masks in a farce. I said, ‘If I see anything that merits a report – I’m not going to look for it, mind.’ The captain gave a little sigh of self-commiseration. ‘As if there were not enough responsibilities for one man on this run...’
  


  
    He began to tell me a long anecdote about something which had occurred two years before in the port we were coming to. At one in the morning there had been the sounds of shots and half an hour later an officer and two policemen had appeared at the gangway: they wanted to search his ship. Naturally he had refused permission. This was sovereign territory of the Royal Netherlands Steamship Company. There had been a lot of argument. He had complete belief in his night-watchman – wrongly as it turned out, for the man had been asleep at his post. Then on his way to speak to the officer of the watch the captain had noticed a trail of blood spots. It led him to one of the boats and there he had discovered the fugitive.
  


  
    ‘What did you do?’ I asked.
  


  
    ‘He was attended by the ship’s doctor and then, of course, I handed him over to the proper authorities.’
  


  
    ‘Perhaps he was seeking political asylum.’
  


  
    ‘I do not know what he was seeking. How could I? He was quite illiterate, and in any case he had no money for his passage.’
  


  
    IV
  


  
    When I saw Jones again, after the interview with the captain, I felt a prejudice in his favour. If he had asked me to play poker at that moment I would have consented without hesitation and gladly have lost to him, for an exhibition of trust might have removed the bad taste which remained in my mouth. I took the port-side route around the deck to avoid Mr Smith and was slapped with spray; before I could dive down to the cabin I met Mr Jones face to face. I felt guilty, as though I had already betrayed his secret, when he stopped his walk to offer me a drink.
  


  
    ‘It’s a bit early,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘Opening time in London.’ I looked at my watch – it read five minutes to eleven – and felt as though I were checking his credentials. While he went in search of the steward I picked up the book he had left behind him in the saloon. It was an American paperback with the picture of a naked girl sprawled face down upon a luxurious bed and the title was No Time Like the Present. Inside the cover in pencil was scrawled his signature – H. J. Jones. Was he establishing his identity or reserving this particular book for his personal library? I opened it at random. ‘“Trust?” Geoff’s voice struck her like a whiplash...’ And then Jones came back carrying two lagers. I put the book down and said with unnecessary embarrassment, ‘Sortes Virgilianae.’
  


  
    ‘Sortes what?’ Jones raised his glass and turning the pages of his mental dictionary and perhaps rejecting ‘mud in your eye’ as obsolete brought out a more modern term, ‘Cheers.’ He added after a swallow, ‘I saw you talking to the captain just now.’
  


  
    ‘Yes?’
  


  
    ‘An unapproachable old bastard. He’ll talk only to the toffs.’ The word had an antique flavour: this time his dictionary had certainly failed him.
  


  
    ‘I wouldn’t call myself a toff.’
  


  
    ‘You mustn’t mind me saying that. Toff has a special sense for me. I divide the world into two parts – the toffs and the tarts. The toffs can do without the tarts, but the tarts can’t do without the toffs. I’m a tart.’
  


  
    ‘What exactly is your idea of a tart? It seems to be a bit special too.’
  


  
    ‘The toffs have a settled job or a good income. They have a stake somewhere like you have in your hotel. The tarts – well, we pick a living here and there – in saloon bars. We keep our ears open and our eyes skinned.’
  


  
    ‘You live on your wits, is that it?’
  


  
    ‘Or we die on them often enough.’
  


  
    ‘And the toffs – haven’t they any wits?’
  


  
    ‘They don’t need wits. They have reason, intelligence, character. We tarts – we sometimes go too fast for our own good.’
  


  
    ‘And the other passengers – are they tarts or toffs?’
  


  
    ‘I can’t make out Mr Fernandez. He might be either. And the chemist chap, he’s given us no opportunity to judge. But Mr Smith – he’s a real toff if ever there was one.’
  


  
    ‘You sound as though you admire the toffs?’
  


  
    ‘We’d all like to be toffs, and aren’t there moments – admit it, old man – when you envy the tarts? Sometimes when you don’t want to sit down with your accountant and see too far ahead?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I suppose there are moments like that.’
  


  
    ‘You think to yourself. “We have the responsibility, but they have all the fun.”’
  


  
    ‘I hope you’ll find some fun where you are going. It’s a country of tarts all right – from the President downwards.’
  


  
    ‘That’s one danger the more for me. A tart can spot a tart. Perhaps I’ll have to play a toff to put them off their guard. I ought to study Mr Smith.’
  


  
    ‘Have you often had to play a toff?’
  


  
    ‘Not too often, thank the Lord. It’s the hardest part of all for me. I find myself laughing at the wrong moment. What, me, Jones, in that company, saying that? I get scared sometimes too. I lose the way. It’s frightening to be lost, isn’t it, in a strange city, but when you get lost inside yourself... Have another lager.’
  


  
    ‘This one’s mine.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not sure I’m right about you. Seeing you there... with the captain... I looked through the windows as I went by... you didn’t look exactly at your ease... you aren’t a tart by any chance pretending to be a toff?’
  


  
    ‘Does one always know oneself?’ The steward came in and began to distribute the ash-trays. ‘Two more lagers,’ I told him.
  


  
    ‘Would you mind,’ Jones said, ‘if I made it a Bols this time. I get blown up and sort of windy with too much lager.’
  


  
    ‘Two Bols,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘Do you ever play at cards?’ he asked, and I thought that after all the moment had come to purge my guilt; all the same I replied with caution, ‘Poker?’
  


  
    He was too frank to be true. Why had he talked to me so openly about the toffs and the tarts? I got the impression that he guessed what the captain had said to me and was testing my reaction, dropping his candour into the current of my thoughts to see if it changed colour like a piece of litmus-paper. Perhaps he thought that my allegiance in the last event would not necessarily be to the toffs. Or perhaps my name Brown had sounded to him as phoney as his own.
  


  
    ‘I don’t play poker,’ he retorted and twinkled his black eyes at me as much as to say, ‘I’ve caught you there.’ He said, ‘I always give away too much. In friendly company. I haven’t got the knack of hiding what I feel. Gin-rummy’s my only game.’ He pronounced the title as though it were a nursery game – a mark of innocence. ‘You play it?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve played it once or twice,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘I’m not pressing you. I just thought it might pass the time till lunch.’
  


  
    ‘Why not?’
  


  
    ‘Steward, the cards.’ He gave me a little smile as much as to say, ‘You see, I don’t carry my own marked packs.’
  


  
    It really was, in its way, a game of innocence. There was no easy means of cheating. He asked, ‘What shall we play? Ten cents a hundred?’
  


  
    Jones brought to the game his own special quality. He noticed first, he told me later, in what part of his hand an inexperienced opponent kept his discards and by that means he judged how near he was to a gin. He knew by the way his opponent arranged his cards, by the length of his hesitation before playing, whether they were good, bad or indifferent, and if the hand were obviously good he would often propose fresh cards in the certainty of refusal. This gave his opponent a sense of superiority and of security, so that he would be inclined to take risks, to play on too long in the hope of a grand gin. Even the speed with which his opponent took a card and threw one down told him much. ‘Psychology will always beat mere mathematics,’ he said to me once, and it was certain that he beat me nearly always. I had to have a hand ready made to win.
  


  
    He was six dollars up when the gong went for lunch. That was about the measure of the success he wanted, a modest win, so that no opponent ever refused him the chance to play again. Sixty dollars a week is not a big income, but he told me that he could depend on it, and it kept him in cigarettes and drink. And of course there were the occasional coups: sometimes an opponent despised so childlike a game and insisted on fifty cents a point. Once in Port-au-Prince I was to see that happen. If Jones had lost I doubt whether he could have paid, but fortune even in the twentieth century does sometimes favour the brave. The man was capot in two columns and Jones rose from the table two thousand dollars the richer. Even then he was moderate in victory. He offered his opponent his revenge and lost five hundred and a few odd dollars. ‘There’s another thing,’ he once revealed to me, ‘women as a rule won’t play you at poker. Their husbands don’t like it – it has a loose and dangerous air. But gin-rummy at ten cents a hundred – it’s only pin-money. And of course it increases one’s range of players quite a lot.’ Even Mrs Smith, who would have turned away, I am sure, with disapproval from a game of poker, sometimes came and watched our contests.
  


  
    That day at lunch – I don’t know how the conversation arose – we got on the subject of war. I think it was the pharmaceutical traveller who began it; he had been, he said, a warden in civil defence and he had an urge to recount the usual bomb-stories, as obsessive and boring as other men’s dreams. Mr Smith sat with a fixed mask of polite attention and Mrs Smith fidgeted with her fork, while the chemist went on and on about the bombing of a Jewish girls’ hostel in Store Street (‘We were so busy that night no one noticed it had gone’) until Jones broke brutally in with, ‘I lost a whole platoon myself once.’
  


  
    ‘How did that happen?’ I asked, glad to encourage Jones.
  


  
    ‘I never knew,’ he said. ‘No one came back to tell the tale.’
  


  
    The poor chemist sat with his mouth a little open. He was only half way through his own story and he had no audience left: he resembled a sea-lion which has dropped its fish. Mr Fernandez took another helping of smoked herring. He was the only one who showed no interest in Jones’s story. Even Mr Smith was intrigued enough to say, ‘Tell us a little more, Mr Jones.’ I noticed that we were all reluctant to give him a military title.
  


  
    ‘It was in Burma,’ Jones said. ‘We had been dropped behind the Jap lines to make a diversion. This particular platoon lost touch with my H.Q. There was a youngster in command – he wasn’t properly trained in jungle fighting. Of course in those conditions it’s always sauve qui peut. Strangely enough I didn’t have a single other casualty – just that one complete platoon, nipped off our strength like that,’ he broke off a portion of bread and swallowed it. ‘No prisoners ever came back.’
  


  
    ‘Were you one of Wingate’s men?’ I asked.
  


  
    ‘The same kind of outfit,’ he replied with his recurrent ambiguity.
  


  
    ‘You spent a lot of time in the jungle?’ the purser asked.
  


  
    ‘Oh well, I had a kind of knack for it,’ Jones said. He added with modesty, ‘I’d have been no good in the desert. I had a reputation, you know, for being able to smell water like a native.’
  


  
    ‘That might have been useful in the desert too,’ I said, and he gave me a look across the table dark with reproach.
  


  
    ‘It’s a terrible thing,’ Mr Smith said, pushing away what was left of his cutlet – a nut-cutlet, of course, specially prepared, ‘that so much courage and skill can be spent in killing our fellow-men.’
  


  
    ‘As Presidential Candidate,’ Mrs Smith said, ‘my husband had the support of conscientious objectors throughout the state.’
  


  
    ‘Were none of them meat-eaters?’ I asked, and it was the turn now of Mrs Smith to regard me with disappointment.
  


  
    ‘No laughing matter,’ she said.
  


  
    ‘It’s a fair question, dear,’ Mr Smith gently reproved her. ‘But it isn’t so strange, Mr Brown, when you think of it, that vegetarianism and conscientious objection should go together. I was telling you the other day about acidity and what effect it has on the passions. Eliminate acidity and you give a kind of elbow-room to the conscience. And the conscience, well, it wants to grow and grow and grow. So one day you refuse to have an innocent animal butchered for your pleasure, and the next – it takes you by surprise, perhaps, but you turn away in horror from killing a fellow-man. And then comes the colour question and Cuba... I can tell you I had the support of many theosophist groups as well.’
  


  
    ‘The Anti-Blood Sports League too,’ Mrs Smith said. ‘Not officially, of course, as a League. But many members voted for Mr Smith.’
  


  
    ‘With so much support...’ I began, ‘I’m surprised...’
  


  
    ‘The progressives will always be in a minority,’ Mrs Smith said, ‘in our lifetime, but at least we made our protest.’
  


  
    And then of course the usual wearisome wrangle began. The traveller in pharmaceutical products started it – I would like to give him capital initials like those of the Presidential Candidate, for he seemed truly representative, but in his case of a baser world. As a former air-raid warden he regarded himself as a combatant. Besides, he had a grievance; his bomb reminiscences had been interrupted. ‘I can’t understand pacifists,’ he said, ‘they consent to be protected by men like us...’
  


  
    ‘You do not consult us,’ Mr Smith gently corrected him.
  


  
    ‘It’s hard for most of us to distinguish between a conscientious objector and a shirker.’
  


  
    ‘At least they do not shirk prison,’ Mr Smith said.
  


  
    Jones came unexpectedly to his support. ‘Many served very gallantly in the Red Cross,’ he said. ‘Some of us owe our lives to them.’
  


  
    ‘You won’t find many pacifists where you are going,’ the purser said.
  


  
    The chemist persisted, his voice high with his own grievance, ‘And what if someone attacks your wife, what then?’
  


  
    The Presidential Candidate stared down the length of the table at the stout pale unhealthy traveller and addressed him as though he were a heckler at a political meeting, with weight and gravity. ‘I have never claimed, sir, that with removal of acidity we remove all passion. If Mrs Smith were attacked and I had a weapon in my hand, I cannot promise that I would not use it. We have standards to which we do not always rise.’
  


  
    ‘Bravo, Mr Smith,’ Jones cried.
  


  
    ‘But I would deplore my passion, sir. I would deplore it.’
  


  
    V
  


  
    That evening I went to the purser’s cabin before dinner, I forget on what errand. I found him seated at his desk. He was blowing up a French letter till it was the size of a policeman’s truncheon. He tied the end up with ribbon and removed it from his mouth. His desk was littered with great swollen phalluses. It was like a massacre of pigs.
  


  
    ‘Tomorrow is the ship’s concert,’ he explained to me, ‘and we have no balloons. It was Mr Jones’s idea that we should use these.’ I saw that he had decorated some of the sheaths with comic faces in coloured ink. ‘We have only one lady on board,’ he said, ‘and I do not think she will realize the nature...’
  


  
    ‘You forget she is a progressive.’
  


  
    ‘In that case she will not mind. These are surely the symbols of progress.’
  


  
    ‘Suffering as we do from acidity, at least we need not pass it on to our children.’
  


  
    He giggled and set to work with a coloured crayon on one of his monstrous faces. The texture of the skin whined under his fingers.
  


  
    ‘What time, do you think, we’ll arrive on Wednesday?’
  


  
    ‘The captain expects to tie up by the early evening.’
  


  
    ‘I hope we get in before the lights go out. I suppose they still go out?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. You will find nothing has changed for the better. Only for the worse. It is impossible to leave the city now without a police-permit. There are barricades on every road out of Port-au-Prince. I doubt if you will be able to reach your hotel without being searched. We have warned the crew that they leave the harbour only at their own risk. Of course they will go just the same. Mère Catherine will always stay open.’
  


  
    ‘Any news of the Baron?’ It was the name some gave to the President as an alternative to Papa Doc – we dignified his shambling shabby figure with the title of Baron Samedi, who in the Voodoo mythology haunts the cemeteries in his top-hat and tails, smoking his big cigar.
  


  
    ‘They say he hasn’t been seen for three months. He doesn’t even come to a window of the palace to watch the band. He might be dead for all anyone knows. If he can die without a silver bullet. We’ve had to cancel our call at Cap Haïtien the last two trips. The town is under martial law. It’s too close to the Dominican border, and we aren’t allowed in.’ He drew a deep breath and began to inflate another French letter. The teat stood out like a tumour on the skull, and a hospital smell of rubber filled the cabin. He said, ‘What makes you go back?’
  


  
    ‘One can’t just leave a hotel one owns...’
  


  
    ‘But you did leave it.’
  


  
    I wasn’t going to confide my reasons to the purser. They were too private and too serious, if one can describe as serious the confused comedy of our lives. He blew up another capote anglaise, and I thought: Surely there must be a power which always arranges things to happen in the most humiliating circumstances. When I was a boy I had faith in the Christian God. Life under his shadow was a very serious affair; I saw Him incarnated in every tragedy. He belonged to the lacrimae rerum like a gigantic figure looming through a Scottish mist. Now that I approached the end of life it was only my sense of humour that enabled me sometimes to believe in Him. Life was a comedy, not the tragedy for which I had been prepared, and it seemed to me that we were all, on this boat with a Greek name (why should a Dutch line name its boats in Greek?), driven by an authoritative practical joker towards the extreme point of comedy. How often, in the crowd on Shaftesbury Avenue or Broadway, after the theatres closed, have I heard the phrase – ‘I laughed till the tears came.’
  


  
    ‘What do you think of Mr Jones?’ the purser asked.
  


  
    ‘Major Jones? I leave such questions to you and the captain.’ It was obvious that he had been consulted as well as I. Perhaps the fact that my name was Brown made me more sensitive to the comedy of Jones.
  


  
    I picked up one of the great sausages of fish-skin and said, ‘Do you ever put one of these to a proper use?’
  


  
    The purser sighed. ‘Alas, no. I have reached an age... Inevitably I get a crise de foie. Whenever my emotions are upset.’
  


  
    The purser had admitted me to an intimacy and now he required an intimacy in return, or perhaps the captain had demanded information on me too and the purser saw an opportunity of providing it. He asked me, ‘How did a man like you ever come to settle in Port-au-Prince? How did you ever become an hôtelier. You don’t look like an hôtelier. You look like – like...’ but his imagination failed him.
  


  
    I laughed. He had asked the pertinent question all right, but the answer was one I preferred to keep to myself.
  


  
    VI
  


  
    The captain honoured us the next night with his presence at dinner, and so did the chief engineer. I suppose there must always be a rivalry between captain and chief, as their responsibilities are equal. So long as the captain had taken his meals alone the chief had done the same. Now one at the head of the table and the other at the foot, they sat with equality under the dubious balloons. There was an extra course in honour of our last night at sea, and, with the exception of the Smiths, the passengers drank champagne.
  


  
    The purser was unusually restrained in the presence of his superior officers (I think he would have liked to join the first officer on the bridge in the freedom of the windy dark), and the captain and chief were a little bowed under the sense of occasion, like priests serving at a major feast. Mrs Smith sat on the captain’s right and I on his left, and the mere presence of Jones precluded easy conversation. Even the menu was an added difficulty, for on this occasion the Dutch feeling for heavy meat dishes was given full rein and Mrs Smith’s plate too often reproached us with its bareness. The Smiths, however, had carried with them from the States a number of cartons and bottles which like buoys always marked their places, and perhaps because they felt they had surrendered their principles in drinking something as doubtful in its ingredients as Coca-Cola, they mixed their own beverages tonight with the aid of hot water.
  


  
    ‘I understand,’ the captain said gloomily, ‘that after dinner there is to be an entertainment.’
  


  
    ‘We’re only a small company,’ the purser said, ‘but Major Jones and I felt that something must be done on our last night together. There is the kitchen-orchestra, of course, and Mr Baxter is going to give us something very special...’ I exchanged a puzzled glance with Mrs Smith. Neither of us knew who Mr Baxter could be. Had we a stowaway on board?
  


  
    ‘I have asked Mr Fernandez to help us in his own way, and he has gladly consented,’ the purser went happily on. ‘We shall end by singing Auld Lang Syne for the sake of our Anglo-Saxon passengers.’ The duck went past a second time, and the Smiths to keep us company helped themselves from their packets and bottles.
  


  
    ‘Excuse me, Mrs Smith,’ the captain said, ‘but what is that you are drinking?’
  


  
    ‘A little Barmene with hot water,’ Mrs Smith told him. ‘My husband prefers Yeastrel in the evening. Or sometimes Vecon. Barmene, he thinks, excites him.’
  


  
    The captain gave a scared look at Mrs Smith’s plate and cut himself a wedge of duck. I said, ‘And what are you eating, Mrs Smith?’ I wanted the captain to taste the full extravagance of the situation.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know why you should ask, Mr Brown. You have seen me eat it every evening at the same hour. Slippery Elm Food,’ she explained to the captain. He put down his knife and fork, pushed away his plate and sat with his head bowed. I thought at first that he was saying a grace, but I think in fact he had been overcome with a feeling of nausea.
  


  
    ‘I shall finish up with some Nuttoline,’ Mrs Smith said, ‘if you cannot supply a yoghourt.’
  


  
    The captain cleared his throat harshly and looked away from her down the table, flinched a little at the sight of Mr Smith, who was shovelling some dry brown grains across his plate, and fixed his eyes on harmless Mr Fernandez, as though he might be in some way responsible. Then he announced in a duty voice, ‘Tomorrow afternoon we arrive, I hope, by four o’clock. I would advise you to be prompt at the
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