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Prologue

The Cairo Room

1932, Twenty-Two Years Before the Voyage

"A contract signed in haste is a letter sent to the future.

The future always reads it."

-Hakim El-Rashid, in a letter to his daughter, 1949

The room in the Cairo hotel was not an especially remarkable room. It was the kind of room that business hotels in cosmopolitan cities provide for the conduct of affairs that require a table, four chairs, a degree of privacy, and the reasonable certainty that nobody of consequence will enquire too closely into what took place at that table, in those chairs, behind that door. The ceiling fan turned with the lethargic conviction of something that has been turning for years and expects to turn for years more, generating a circulation of air that was technically cooler than no air at all but which the August heat of Cairo absorbed and neutralised within the time it took to cross the room.

Four people sat at the table. They had been sitting for two hours, which was long enough that the formal courtesies of the meeting's opening had been dispensed with and they had arrived at the part of the negotiation that all four of them understood to be the real one, the part where numbers were named and positions were adjusted and the final shape of the arrangement was determined.

Three of the four were English. One was not.

Hakim El-Rashid sat at the far end of the table with his back to the window, which meant that the afternoon light came in behind him and fell across the faces of the three English people, which was not accidental. He was thirty years old and had the face of a man who has earned everything he possesses through a quality of attention that most people apply to perhaps two or three areas of their lives and that he applied to all of them. His hands, resting flat on the table, were the hands of someone who had worked physically in his youth and who had retained the knowledge of that work in the specific calluses and the particular relationship with objects that physical labour produces, an intimacy with the material world that purely theoretical intelligence does not.

He had been watching the three English people for two hours with the quality of attention he brought to everything, which was total. He had noted, at the meeting's opening, the specific way that the largest of the three, the heaviest, most confident, the one who had been introduced as Mr. Randolph Cavendish, distributed his papers on the table: with the proprietary ease of someone who considers the table his. He had noted the way the young woman, Miss Armitage, who had been presented as a business associate though her role in the proceedings was not entirely clear to him, watched the other two men with a sideways attention that was neither casual nor innocent. He had noted the anxious quality of the banker, Hartwell, who was on his third cigarette and who kept returning to a specific clause in the draft contract with the focused anxiety of someone who is worried about a specific thing and is not yet certain how to raise it.

He had also noted, with the calm precision that was his primary professional quality, that the contract as presented was not the contract he had been invited to sign.

The original proposal, the one that had brought him to this room, this table, these three people, this August afternoon, had described a partnership. A joint enterprise. His trading company and their capital, operating in combination, sharing the Nile delta distribution routes that he had spent seven years building, expanding into the European markets that they had access to and he did not. The proposal had been attractive and he had been interested and he had asked for time to consider it and had given it the consideration it deserved, and he had concluded that it was a reasonable arrangement, correctly structured, and that the people behind it were ambitious in the ordinary way of ambitious people, which was to say aggressively but not dishonestly.

He had been wrong about the dishonestly part.

The contract on the table was not a partnership. It was dressed as a partnership, it used the language of partnership, the vocabulary of mutual enterprise and shared risk and collaborative development, but the specific clauses that governed the event of a material breach, and the specific definition of what constituted a material breach, and the specific mechanism by which the determination of breach was to be made and by whom, were the clauses of a document designed to look like one thing and do another. He had read contracts for seven years. He knew what these clauses meant. They meant that control of his company, under circumstances sufficiently elastic to be arranged at will, would transfer entirely to the English group.

He had been sitting with this knowledge for forty minutes, deciding what to do with it.

The simplest response was to say: this is not what was agreed, and I will not sign it. This was the honest response and the correct one and it was available to him and he was on the point of making it.

Cavendish spoke first. "We had hoped to resolve this today," he said. He had the voice of someone who expects resolution on his preferred terms and has not yet encountered evidence sufficient to suggest otherwise. "The arrangement is straightforward. The figures are generous. I think you'll find, when you look at the long-term projections,"

"I have looked at the long-term projections," said El-Rashid. "I have also looked at clauses seven, eleven, and nineteen." He laid his hand on the contract with the flat, deliberate pressure of a man placing a fact on a table. "These are not the clauses of a partnership."

A silence. The ceiling fan turned. The heat pressed at the window.

What happened next took seventeen minutes. In those seventeen minutes, through a process that Hakim El-Rashid would spend the next seventeen years examining in the reconstructive detail of someone who needs to understand where the error was, the conversation moved from his correct identification of the problem to his signature at the bottom of the page. It moved through reassurances that were technically not lies and substantially were. It moved through the specific application of the kind of social pressure that well-funded, well-connected English people in 1932 could apply to an Egyptian businessman in a Cairo hotel room with a precision that left no individual mark but produced a cumulative weight he had not, in the moment, been adequately prepared to resist.

He signed.

He signed because he was thirty years old and had built something extraordinary and was afraid of losing it to less capable hands, and the contract, even this contract, represented the possibility of growing it into something larger still. He signed because Cavendish was persuasive and the young woman, Armitage, was charming and the banker, Hartwell, said quietly that the clause in question was standard language, entirely standard, nothing to concern himself about. He signed because Forsythe, the fourth, the soldier, who had said very little throughout, looked at him with an expression that was not quite a threat and was not quite a reassurance and was something in between, something that said: this is the arrangement, and the arrangement is made, and the alternatives are less attractive than you currently appreciate.

He signed, and the ceiling fan turned, and the afternoon light moved across the three English faces, and the contract became a fact.

* * *

Eight months later, in the spring of 1933, a material breach was identified. The identification was made by a paid intermediary who produced documents that Hakim El-Rashid had not seen before and would subsequently argue were fabricated, which they were, though the arguing of it in the legal arena available to him proved insufficient. The British consul, to whom he made representations, was in the process of being persuaded, the precise mechanism of that persuasion was financial and would not become fully documented for thirty years, to limit his involvement. The Egyptian courts, operating in a judicial environment in which the weight of English capital had a specific and measurable gravity, proceeded as Egyptian courts of that era tended to proceed when English capital was present and applying pressure.

Hakim El-Rashid was convicted of financial fraud in November 1933. He was sentenced to twenty-five years, subsequently reduced on appeal to nineteen, and he entered prison at the age of thirty-one with a wife, a daughter of four, and a company that had been redistributed to four English shareholders who divided its value among them with the brisk efficiency of people who have been waiting to do so and are glad the waiting is over.

His wife died in 1938. His daughter was informed of this by a neighbour, because the prison authorities were not efficient about such notifications. His daughter was nine years old.

He was released in 1950. He was fifty-one years old and his health had been comprehensively reduced by nineteen years of imprisonment, and he died in 1951 of causes that the medical certificate described as general organ failure and that his daughter, who had by then the medical training to read such certificates with professional accuracy, understood as the body's conclusion that it had been required to endure more than it had been designed to endure.

He was fifty-two years old. He had been thirty years old when he signed the contract in the Cairo hotel room on an August afternoon in 1932, with the ceiling fan turning and the heat at the window and three English people across the table who had smiled at him with the warmth of people who have already decided what is going to happen and are simply managing the interval before it does.

* * *

The four people who had been in that room dispersed, after 1933, into the generous futures their arrangement had purchased. Randolph Cavendish built his business empire and was knighted in 1951 for services to British commerce, which was an award that contained a specific irony visible only to those who knew what specific commerce he had conducted in Cairo in 1932. Gerald Forsythe continued his military career and retired as a colonel and married well and kept his involvement at a careful distance from anything that might require official acknowledgment. Desmond Hartwell rose to senior partner in his father's bank and married a woman sixteen years his junior and paid, for a period of three years, blackmail to a person who had found the relevant documents in a family archive and had drawn correct conclusions from them. Vivienne Armitage married a man named Lisle and was widowed and married again and was widowed again and became, over thirty years, a figure of considerable social consequence in several European capitals, and told no one what had happened in Cairo, and told herself that the not-telling was self-preservation rather than cowardice, and believed this for approximately fifteen of those thirty years before ceasing to examine the question.

None of them discussed it with each other. They had a specific, unspoken understanding, the understanding available to people who have done something they cannot undo and have decided that the best strategy is to act as though it has been thoroughly undone by the passage of time, that the Cairo room and the contract and the man who had signed it and the things that had happened to that man were a closed chapter. The chapter was not closed. Closed chapters in human lives are rarer than people suppose, which is something that anyone who has spent thirty years in the company of other people's secrets comes to understand with the certainty of professional experience.

Twenty-two years after the Cairo afternoon, the four of them accepted an invitation to board a private yacht in Southampton harbour, bound for the Mediterranean. There were, at the time of their boarding, several things they did not know.

They did not know that the ship's doctor was not who she said she was.

They did not know that a Belgian detective, small, precise, and possessed of moustaches of architectural perfection, was aboard for reasons that had nothing to do with the celebration he had been told he was celebrating.

They did not know that the chapter they had considered closed for twenty-two years was about to be opened, in the most complete and irreversible way available, by the only person who had the right to open it.

They did not know any of these things.

The ship, however, knew. Or if ships do not know things in the way that people know things, the SS Celeste Royale had at least the quality of a well-built vessel that carries what it carries without judgment and without commentary and without any intention of forgetting.

She moved out into the Channel.

The voyage began.

 

 


Chapter One

All Aboard at Southampton





The SS Celeste Royale sat in Southampton Harbour on the morning of the fourteenth of October like a duchess who has been asked to wait and finds the experience educationally beneath her. She was three hundred and forty feet of teak and brass and Edwardian excess, with two funnels that were more decorative than functional and a promenade deck broad enough to stage a moderate theatrical production, which, as events would prove, was not an entirely inappropriate comparison.

    Monsieur, Hercule Bouvard arrived at the dockside at nine forty-five, which was fifteen minutes before he was expected and forty-five minutes before most of the other guests, because he held the firm conviction, confirmed by thirty years of professional practice, that the person who arrives first to any gathering sees the thing as it actually is, before everyone has had time to arrange their faces.

    He was small, immaculate, and possessed of moustaches of such architectural perfection that the customs officer, upon seeing them, momentarily forgot to ask for his papers. He carried two leather cases, one umbrella, a tin of his particular Belgian tisane, and an expression of mild, pleasant, entirely deceptive serenity. Georges, his manservant, followed with the remainder of the luggage and the air of a man who has been accompanying his employer into dangerous situations for eighteen years and has ceased to find this remarkable.

    "Tell me, Georges," said Bouvard, pausing at the foot of the gangway and looking up at the ship with his head slightly tilted, the way a watchmaker looks at a timepiece he suspects of concealing something interesting, "what do you make of a man who charters a yacht of this specification to celebrate fifty years of commerce, and invites to the celebration only the four people who have spent most of those fifty years wishing him various degrees of ill?"

    "I make of him," said Georges, shifting the luggage, "either a man of extraordinary confidence or a man who has recently made a very serious miscalculation."

    "Both," said Bouvard cheerfully, "are possibilities. The third possibility, that he knows exactly what he is doing and has assembled everyone on one ship for a purpose that has nothing to do with celebration, is the one I find most interesting. Shall we go aboard?"

    They went aboard. The ship's chief steward, a bristling Scotsman named McTavish who had the posture of someone permanently prepared to deliver bad news and the voice of someone who had delivered a great deal of it, showed Bouvard to his stateroom, which was on the port side of the Promenade Deck and had a window of dimensions suggesting the decorator had confused luxury with panorama. It was, by any measure, a very fine room. Bouvard inspected it with the thoroughness he gave all new spaces: the door lock, the position of the window relative to the neighbouring stateroom, the desk, the ventilation, and finally, on the inside of the wardrobe door, a small scratch mark at precisely eye-level for a person somewhat shorter than himself, which was either a previous occupant's measurement of their own height or something else entirely.

   He said nothing about the scratch mark. He noted it in his small leather notebook and went to unpack his tisane.

   The other guests arrived over the following two hours, and Bouvard, installed in a deck chair on the Promenade with a cup of coffee and a copy of a Belgian newspaper he had no intention of reading, catalogued them with the quiet efficiency of a naturalist recording species.

   Sir Randolph Cavendish came aboard first among the guests, which was appropriate since it was his ship, and stood at the top of the gangway for a full thirty seconds surveying the dock below him with the expression of a man who has won and wishes this to be visible. He was seventy-four and looked sixty-five, which was the achievement of considerable money applied to the problem with professional assistance. His wife, Lady Millicent, came behind him, a woman of fifty-eight with silver hair and the particular quality of stillness that belongs to people who have spent decades observing rather than being observed. She looked at the ship, and then at the horizon, and her expression was one Bouvard classified immediately as: a person who has agreed to something and is now examining the full cost of the agreement.

    "Lady Millicent," he murmured to himself, making a note, "knows something she has not told her husband. Or possibly something she has told him and he has ignored. Either is informative."

    The Forsythes arrived next, Colonel Gerald Forsythe with the gait of a soldier who has been carrying something heavy for too long and has simply decided to keep carrying it, and his wife Agnes, who smiled at everything with the determined warmth of a woman who has constructed cheerfulness as a form of self-defence and is rather proud of the workmanship. Their son Rupert came slightly apart from them, in the manner of a man who loves his parents and is currently professionally concerned about them, which is its own category of distance.

   The Hartwells materialised as a unit and then immediately separated, which Bouvard found more informative than if they had stayed together. Desmond Hartwell went directly to the bar, it was not yet eleven o'clock, while his wife Celia stood at the rail and looked at the ship with calm, assessing eyes, the way a surveyor looks at a property. Their daughter Diana bounced up the gangway with the energy of someone who is twenty-two and has not yet been told how the world actually operates, saw Hugo Cavendish at the top and coloured slightly, and then very deliberately looked elsewhere.

      Hugo Cavendish, Sir Randolph's son, was thirty-two and handsome and frightened, which was a combination that interested Bouvard considerably. A man who is handsome and knows it and is frightened is generally frightened of being found out about something specific, because beauty rarely induces generalised anxiety but guilt does so reliably.

      Vivienne Lisle arrived in a cloud of Chanel No. 5 and exceptional luggage, with her son Alaric at her shoulder carrying the air of someone who has complex feelings about his mother and has decided that the Mediterranean is as good a place as any to examine them. She was fifty-five and magnificent in the manner of a woman who has been magnificent for thirty years and has seen no reason to stop. She looked at Sir Randolph as she came up the gangway, and the look lasted precisely one second, and contained in that second a history that Bouvard could not yet read but was extremely interested to learn.

      "Five families," said Georges, who had materialised at his elbow with the silent efficiency of long practice, "or rather four families and a widowed woman and her son. Plus a journalist, a singer, and ourselves."

       "The journalist interests me," said Bouvard. "Frederick Vane. Do you know what he has written?"

   "Several pieces on financial irregularities in colonial-era business ventures. One rather prominent series on the Cairo banking scandals of the nineteen-twenties."

       Bouvard's moustaches did not twitch, but it was a near thing. "Sir Randolph invited a man who writes about Cairo banking scandals to celebrate his business empire. That is either magnificent arrogance or, no, I think it is magnificent arrogance. The question is what Vane intends to do with the opportunity." He rose. "And the ship's doctor. Dr. Rashid. Have you seen her?"

     "Briefly. She is thirty, I should think. Very composed. She watched everyone come aboard from the medical bay doorway without appearing to watch them."

     "Without appearing to," said Bouvard. "Yes. That is the interesting part."

  The cocktail reception was held on the Promenade Deck at six o'clock, as the Celeste Royale moved out of Southampton Water into the Solent, and the English coast began its long, grey, melancholy recession. The evening was clear, the sea calm, and the assembled company were gathered with drinks in their hands and smiles of calibrated warmth, performing the particular social ritual of English people who have not seen each other for a long time and are uncertain whether they are pleased about it.

      Bouvard circulated. This was his primary investigative technique at gatherings of this kind, not asking questions, not examining evidence, but circulating, the way a current circulates through water, touching everything without appearing to.

       He spoke to Vivienne Lisle about the Mediterranean, and she told him she had not been to Monte Carlo since 1938, and her eyes said she was thinking about something that had happened in 1938 that was not Monte Carlo.

      He spoke to Colonel Forsythe about military matters, and the Colonel was expansive and hearty and his hands, wrapped around his glass, were very slightly unsteady.

      He spoke to Desmond Hartwell, who was on his third drink and who told Bouvard that he had always wanted to visit the Mediterranean and who had the look of a man who is telling truths as a way of avoiding larger ones.

      He spoke to Frederick Vane, who was circling the room with his journalist's eyes and who said, when Bouvard introduced himself: "Bouvard? The Belgian detective? What on earth are you doing here?" and then, when Bouvard said he was an old friend of Sir Randolph's, produced the expression of a man who knows a lie and is politely deciding not to say so.

      Sir Randolph gave his toast at seven o'clock. It was long, self-congratulatory, and contained, near its end, the following passage, delivered with a smile that did not reach the upper portion of his face: 

    "To the people who made all of this possible. You know who you are. I know who you are. And I think, after fifty years, it is perhaps time to acknowledge that more openly." He raised his glass. Several people raised theirs. Colonel Forsythe took a very long drink. Vivienne Lisle did not drink at all. Lady Millicent watched her husband with an expression that Bouvard could only describe as braced.

   "Georges," said Bouvard, at dinner that evening, speaking very quietly under the cover of the string quartet, "tomorrow morning, before anyone else is up, I want you to look at the ship's medical bay."

   "Specifically?"

   "Specifically the medicines cabinet. Specifically anything that is unusual in composition for a standard ship's dispensary but consistent with the pharmacological requirements of someone who intends to commit several murders and make each of them look natural."

   Georges received this without visible disturbance. "Shall I find a pretext, or simply go?"

   "Find a pretext. You have a persistent digestive complaint. You have had it for eighteen years, which makes it entirely credible."

   "Very good," said Georges. "What is my complaint called?"

   "I leave that to your discretion," said Bouvard. "You have always been more creative than me about the details." He looked at the dinner table, at the nine faces arranged around it in the candlelight, each carrying its history like a steamer trunk, each smiling its particular smile. "Sleep well, if you can. Tomorrow, I think, becomes interesting."

      The ship moved out into the Channel in the dark. The lights of England faded. Somewhere in the depths of the vessel, in her small and meticulously ordered medical bay, Dr. Leila Rashid sat at her desk and looked at a list of four names, and drew a single precise line through the first.

      Above her, on the Promenade Deck, Bouvard stood in the dark and looked at the sea and thought about thirty-year-old contracts and the extraordinary patience of people who have decided that justice, being unavailable, must be manufactured.

      Neither of them slept.

 


Chapter Two

The Bay of Biscay,

and a Confession Almost Made




The Bay of Biscay, in October, has a personality. It is not a pleasant personality, it is the personality of a large, irritable entity that has spent centuries being crossed by people who would rather be somewhere else, and has developed views about this. The Celeste Royale entered it in the small hours of the second day and the Bay expressed its opinions with a long, rolling swell that reduced the breakfast sitting to approximately a third of its expected complement.

    Bouvard was at breakfast at seven-thirty. This was not bravado, he was genuinely immune to seasickness, which he attributed to the quality of his tisane and which Georges attributed to a constitutionally contrary digestive system that refused to be inconvenienced even by the Atlantic Ocean. 

He had eggs, toast, and coffee of the required strength, and he sat at a table for four at which only two places were occupied, his own and, at the opposite corner, the place of Vivienne Lisle, who had arrived at seven-fifteen and was managing a cup of tea with the careful concentration of a woman who is not going to be sick but is keeping the option open.

   "Madame Lisle," said Bouvard pleasantly. "You have good sea legs."

 

   "I have been on many ships," she said, without specifying why, though her tone suggested the reason was not always recreational. She looked at him across the white tablecloth with the direct, assessing gaze that was, he was deciding, her most characteristic quality. "And you, Monsieur Bouvard, you are truly an old friend of Randolph's? Because I have known Randolph for thirty years and he has never once mentioned you."

   "We move in different circles," said Bouvard. "Sir Randolph is principally commercial in his friendships. I am principally, investigative. The overlap is occasionally useful."

   "Investigative." She said the word as one turns over a stone to see what is underneath. "You mean he has hired you."

   "I mean nothing of the kind. I am here as a guest, enjoying the hospitality of a generous host." He buttered his toast with precision. "Tell me, Madame, how long have you known Sir Randolph?"

   "Since 1932. We were in Cairo together, a group of us. Young and foolish and, full of ambition." Something moved behind her eyes. "Cairo changes people. The heat, I think. Or perhaps the distance from the constraints one grows up with. People do things in Cairo that they would never do at home."

    "And did you do such things?"

    She was very still for a moment. The ship rolled, gently, and the tea in her cup made a slow circle. "Monsieur Bouvard. I am going to say something to you, and I am going to say it because you are, I have a sense about people, I always have had, you are the kind of man who can be told things, and who understands that being told a thing does not require him to do anything immediately with it. Do you follow me?"

   "Perfectly."

   "In Cairo, in 1932, the four of us, Randolph, Gerald Forsythe, Desmond Hartwell, and I, we did something. Something that was technically legal but was not…" She paused. "It was not right. There was a man. A businessman. Egyptian. Very clever. He had built something extraordinary from very little, and we…" She stopped again, more completely this time. Her eyes had moved to the doorway.

   Frederick Vane had entered the dining room. He moved to the breakfast buffet with the casual, unhurried walk of a man who is accustomed to appearing in places unexpectedly and who has made a study of looking as though he belongs there. He did not look at Bouvard and Vivienne, which meant he had seen them immediately.

   Vivienne set down her teacup. "Another time," she said quietly.

   "Of course," said Bouvard. "Though I should mention, whatever you were about to tell me, Madame, I am fairly certain I can complete the sentence myself. Cairo, 1932, a man whose business was taken from him through means that were technically legal but substantially dishonest. His name, I believe, was Hakim El-Rashid."

   Her face did something complicated. "How do you know that name?"

   "I know a great many names," said Bouvard pleasantly. "It is rather the nature of my profession. But I would very much like, when you are ready, to hear it in your own words. The names one hears from someone who was there have a different quality from names one finds in a file." He poured himself more coffee. "Take your time. We have, after all, ten days."

   She looked at him for a long moment, and what was in her face was something that Bouvard carefully noted: not fear, and not guilt, but something older and more corrosive than either. It was the expression of a person who has been carrying something for thirty years and has just, for the first time, felt its weight accurately.

   After breakfast, Bouvard walked the decks, the promenade, the boat deck, the observation bow, where the sea came at the ship in long grey walls and the wind had opinions. He was thinking about the architecture of the crime he had not yet witnessed but was fairly certain was underway.

   On the starboard side of the promenade, sheltered somewhat from the wind by a lifeboat housing, he found Desmond Hartwell and his wife Celia in a conversation that had the compressed energy of people who have been arguing and have arrived at the stage where the argument has become too large for words.

   Bouvard did not slow his pace. He passed them at a distance of twelve feet, which was enough to catch the following: Celia Hartwell saying, in a voice of perfect low control, "… before we reach Monaco, which gives us eight days, which is sufficient…" and Desmond responding with something indistinct but emphatic. Then Celia's voice again, even lower: "You should have thought of that before."

   Bouvard rounded the deck and did not look back. He was thinking that "before we reach Monaco" was a phrase with a deadline in it, and deadlines, in his experience, were the most reliable precursors of violence.

   At noon, Georges materialised at his shoulder with the timing of a man who has been waiting for the right moment. "The medical bay," he said. "I went at eight-thirty with my digestive complaint. Dr. Rashid was very kind. Very thorough. She asked me a great many questions about my health history."

   "And you answered them?"

   "Selectively. I have had sufficient experience of doctors to know which answers produce prescriptions and which produce further questions, and I steered accordingly." A pause. "The medicines cabinet is locked with a standard ship's dispensary lock. However, through the glass I was able to observe that it contains, in addition to the standard preparations one would expect, two items that struck me as unusual."

   "Tell me."

   "A bottle labelled 'Cardiac Glycoside Preparation, Research Grade.' And a second, smaller bottle with no label, which is contrary to dispensary regulations."

   Bouvard was very still for a moment. Cardiac glycosides. Digitalis family, fast-acting, capable of inducing cardiac arrest in the correct dose, extremely difficult to detect without specific testing. "And Dr. Rashid herself. What do you make of her?"

   Georges considered this with the care he always brought to character assessment. "She is the most controlled person on this ship. Which on a ship full of people with things to hide is a meaningful distinction."

   "Yes," said Bouvard. "It is." He looked at the grey sea. "There is something else I need you to do. When we next have a port call, Gibraltar, I believe, tomorrow evening, I need you to send a telegram to my friend Beaumont in Cairo. The question is simple: what became of the family of Hakim El-Rashid, who died in an Egyptian prison in 1951? Specifically, did he have children? And if so, where are they now?"

   "You already know the answer," said Georges, who after eighteen years could read Bouvard with the accuracy of a man reading a book he has committed to memory.

   "I have a very strong hypothesis," said Bouvard. "I prefer confirmation before I act on it. The consequences, in this case, of acting on an incorrect hypothesis are, significant." He paused. "Also, find out who occupied the position of ship's doctor on the Celeste Royale before Dr. Rashid, and why that person is no longer in post."

   That evening, under the cover of a rather good dinner, Sir Randolph's chef was French and committed, a note was slid under the door of the host's stateroom. Bouvard, whose stateroom was adjacent, heard the soft sound of paper on thick carpet and was in the corridor within forty seconds.

   There was no one there. The corridor was empty in both directions.

   He picked up the note, he had a handkerchief in his pocket, as always, and read it in the corridor's dim light. The handwriting was angular, precise, left-handed, and the message was eight words:

   I know what you did to my father.

   Bouvard stood very still for perhaps thirty seconds, then photographed the note with the small camera he carried for such purposes, replaced it precisely as he had found it, and went back to his stateroom. He sat at the writing desk and made two columns in his notebook.

   In the first column he wrote: Leila Rashid.

   In the second column he wrote: ?.

   He sat looking at the second column for some time. The handwriting had been left-handed. Dr. Rashid, he had observed, was right-handed, she had taken his pulse at the mandatory health check on boarding, and had used her right hand with the instinctive ease of the natural dominant.

   Someone else had written this note.

   There were, then, at least two people on this ship with reasons to address themselves to Sir Randolph on the subject of his Cairo past. This was, from a purely investigative standpoint, inconvenient. From a human standpoint, he reflected, it was entirely logical, the fruits of a thirty-year injustice, ripening all at once in the sealed environment of a luxury yacht.

   He did not sleep immediately. He lay in the dark listening to the Bay of Biscay having its say against the hull, and thought about the remarkable proliferation of grievances that could accumulate in thirty years, and about a man named Hakim El-Rashid whom he had never met and who had been, by all accounts, extraordinary.

   Outside, the
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