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Part One



ARRIVAL

Que dites vous? … C’est inutile? Je le sais.

Mais on ne se bat pas dans l’espoire du succès.

Non, non. C’est bien plus beau lorsque c’est inutile.

—Je sais bien qu’à la fin vous me mettrez à bas;

N’importe: je me bats! je me bats! je me bats!

ROSTAND: Cyrano de Bergerac
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‘HERE WE GO’, thought the young man and, leaning his body forward, in an awkward movement which looked more as if he had lost his balance than a deliberate act, jumped.

The height from the deck to the dark surface of the water was about sixteen feet. He had worked out, prompted by his curiosity and devotion to detail, that the fall would take him one and a fifth seconds, but it seemed shorter. All he could consciously think while, with knees pulled up to his belly, he fell, was the phrase, ‘here we go’, twice repeated, until the hard water-surface hit him, first on the soles of his feet and then, more painfully, between his straddled thighs. His face struck the oilskin bundle which he had tied on a string round his neck; he heard the dark water rushing past his ears, swallowed its bitter foam mixed with blood from his lip which the bundle had cut open, seemed to sink deeper and deeper for a long time, remembered the light of a porthole which he had passed in falling and came back to the surface, about three yards from the black, motionless hull.

A short way ahead the anchor-chain emerged from the water and rose, tight and almost vertical, to a round hole in the ship’s side high above his head. He swam a few cautious strokes, got hold of the cable, and listened. All was quiet on the ship. The shore, about a quarter of a mile away, was equally quiet and lit up by a row of electric lamps. The lampposts alternated with palms, both lining a straight road with a smooth, shining surface, which ran parallel to the beach. The palms were very tall and looked, with their slim slightly arched trunks, like giant feather-brooms stuck into the earth at regular intervals. A car with dimmed lights was parked at the roadside; from time to time other cars with blazing headlights drove past, smooth and soundless. The only sign of the town, a couple of miles away, was a pink glare on the sky.

Holding on to the chain, the young man with his free hand shoved the bundle round to his back and looked out for a suitable hiding place on the shore. In a small bay, a few hundred yards off, he saw the dark silhouettes of a group of bathing-cabins. He let the chain go and began to swim with slow, quiet strokes towards the coast of the neutral country. It was about three o’clock in the morning and a moonless night, in the spring of the year nineteen-forty-one.
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Thirty yards from the shore his feet touched ground. He stood up; the water reached just to his neck. He looked back and saw the ship, motionless against the stars. The muddy ground under his feet mounted rapidly. He moved with a cautious stoop and tried to avoid any splashing noise; after a while he had to crawl on hands and knees. Then he stopped and listened.

The bay was quiet and deserted. The bathing-cabins stood in a row, like pill-boxes, and looked strangely pointless. Near the water children had built elaborate castles in the sand; the tide had swept over them and they now looked like soaked molehills. In one of them a tiny flag stuck obliquely, its shaft not much thicker than a toothpick. The only sound was the sighing of the surf as it gently swept over the no-man’s-land between the dry sand and the sea, and withdrew again.

He waded ashore, his body still instinctively bent though there was nobody to see him, and ran into the nearest cabin.

It was a simple square box of rough boards, with no roof and with a curtain of bright calico, striped in red and blue, instead of a fourth wall. On the wall opposite the curtain, there was a board serving as a seat; to its right a shelf with hooks and to its left a mirror with an advertisement for a tooth-paste in gold lettering. The sand sifted through the chinks in the flooring and there was a smell of dry wood and decaying shells.

The young man drew the curtain, took the bundle off his neck and put it on the shelf. He took his wet shirt off, then his trousers, his pants and socks, and hung them on the hooks. He opened the bundle, groped for his handkerchief and dried himself as well as he could. The night was warm and the air in the cabin stuffy with the exhalation of the fibrous boards, releasing the heat they had soaked in during the day. He took his watch from the bundle and listened to it; it ticked regularly. He took out a slab of chocolate and a biscuit and munched them slowly, standing naked in the narrow cabin, his ears still strained for a suspect sound from outside. But the night was still, without even the stirring of a breeze. He groped in the bundle, got the lighter to work and, with a slightly trembling hand, lit a cigarette.

After two or three deep pulls he got active again. He rolled up his jacket as a pillow, stood his boots, heel to heel, on the floor, and laid his remaining possessions—a wallet, a penkife, and a pencil—on the shelf. Then he tried the bench; it was all right if he lay on his back and pulled his knees up as in a too short bath. He spread the oilskin over his body and performed his evening ritual touching with his forefingers the three burn-scars on his right heel, thigh, and in the bend of his knee, to forestall the Evil Dream; then he finished his cigarette. With each pull its glow brightened for a second and his image appeared dimly in the mirror, with cavernous shadows in the eye sockets.

He put the cigarette out. The stars above him were brighter than he had ever seen them before and more alive. He lay quietly on his back and felt the tension gradually leave the muscles and sinews of his body. His ears no longer strained for the sound of approaching steps; his mind gave way to the hypnotic rhythm of the advancing and receding surf, the slow heart-beat of space; he closed his eyes and, for the first time since the days of his childhood, wept. He felt the warm moisture trickle down the shallow grooves along his nose with the broken saddle, and through the gap between the lips past the stumps of knocked-out teeth, into his tortured mouth.
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The sun had not yet risen above the top of the cabin, but the air was steaming hot. He woke with a start, his body under the oilskin covered with sweat. The Evil Dream had not come back, but just before waking he had dreamt that he was still hiding, down in the dark, stifling hold of the Speranza, between the coils of tarry ropes, the heaped bales of rice and coffee, and the crates of dried raisins. The hold smelled of all the spices of a grocer’s shop, its enormous height was oppressive as a cathedral’s nave when the sexton has extinguished the lights and locked the doors; for fifteen undistinguishable nights and days he had crouched on those bales and smelled their smell, had vomited and listened to the hammering of the engine, the cracking and groaning of the cargo; had tried to calculate the ship’s position, and waited for the moment when the engine would stop and the anchor rattle down, and when his fate would be decided in a few short minutes. And now it was over. The space of sky above the cabin was of a flamboyant blue such as he had never seen at home; and this time it was not a dream.

He jumped from the bench and, forgetting all caution, opened the curtain with a jerk. The beach was blazing with sunshine and the row of cabins with their striped curtains looked bright and gay. It was eight o’clock, and as yet there was no one about.

He ran down the beach and waded, splashing through the shallow water. If people saw him they would think he was just an early bather, so there was nothing to worry about except that he had no bathing suit. He swam parallel to the shore, avoiding the direction where the Speranza lay at anchor waiting for the tide to take her into port—a black and hostile spot in all that radiance. He turned on his back and floated, with hands folded behind his neck. The current slowly turned him round, feet towards the sun, so that he had to close his eyes; but the shrill light made his lids glow in a transparent pink. He felt again the wave of emotion which last night had swept through him. It started near the diaphragm like a sob and rose towards his throat; but this time he checked it. He turned over and made a somersault in the chilly water; then he swam back.

As he ran across the wet sand, past the molehills the children had built, he saw floating in a shallow pool left behind by the receding tide, the toy-flag he had seen yesterday on one of the decaying castles. He picked it up and with a start realised what flag it was. He looked hurriedly round and, carrying the tiny flagstaff between index and thumb as if it were some rare and fragile beetle, he ran back to the cabin.

His clothes on the hook were dry. While he dressed he looked at the flag which he had stuck into the mirror-frame over the toothpaste advertisement. Where he had come from the possession of this flag meant high treason and death; here children were allowed to stick it into their castles. They could of course do the same with the other flag, but it was none the less fantastic to have it before one’s eyes.

It amused him to dress once again in front of a mirror. He had a clean collar in the inner pocket of his coat, and he knotted his tie with care. On the whole he did not look conspicuous. His shoes were all right, his trousers crumpled, but with this kind of dark flannel that didn’t matter—in the hold of the Speranza he had lived in his pants to avoid getting them soiled. His coat was threadbare, his shirt torn at the armpit and rather grey, but the clean collar made up for it. As for his face, that was another matter; it was an all too conspicuous face and a policeman who saw it once would know its description by heart:


  
    
      	
        Shape:

      

      	
        Long oval.

      
    


    
      	
        Hair:

      

      	
        Ginger, of wiry texture.

      
    


    
      	
        Forehead:

      

      	
        High, freckled.

      
    


    
      	
        Eyes:

      

      	
        Large, brown.

      
    


    
      	
        Nose:

      

      	
        Broken bridge, otherwise normal.

      
    


    
      	
        Mouth:

      

      	
        Full; upper lip usually drawn up, baring gum and prominent teeth, two of which missing in front.

      
    


    
      	
        Age:

      

      	
        Twenty-two.

      
    

  

  
Now he was ready to start. He stuffed his various possessions into his pockets, lit a cigarette and, after a short hesitation, stuck the flag into his buttonhole. It looked quite natural. If chilren were allowed to fly it on top of their castles there could be no danger in it. This was Neutralia, the land without blackout.
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He marched along the broad macadam road which led to the town, between the monotonous rows of palms and lampposts. The first native he caught sight of was an old road-sweeper, a shrivelled relic from the horse-age, tenderly scooping the rare horse-droppings into his pail. As he came nearer he felt a pang of anxiety, but it was too late to hide the flag. When they were almost level the sweeper looked up, saw the flag, smiled and touched his cap. The young man smiled back, baring his teeth in embarrassment. Obviously the other had assumed that he was already entitled to wear that flag.

Traffic now became denser; there were peasants driving their mule-carts to the town, laden with fruits and exotic looking vegetables; there were cars, streamlined and painted in flashy pink, yellow and cream. At a bend of the road he suddenly saw a policeman. The policeman, clad in white linen, with a white helmet, a black moustache and black boots, stood on a wooden dais under an umbrella and directed the traffic with the gestures of a ballet master, while a little boy, kneeling in the middle of the road, was polishing his boots. The young man walked on, reassured.

He reached the suburbs and walked through the tortuous, narrow streets, between stands stacked with oranges, bananas, and grapes. Drying linen hung from the iron railings of balconies and windows, like flags in a Chinese town. The sunshine, the fruits and the display of female linen combined to produce in him a single expectant craving. He discovered a springy elasticity in his walk which he had not felt for a long time. The burns on his leg, though healed, had in some way affected his gait; for years he had dragged his scars like hidden stigmata through the streets. Now, passing a tailor’s shop with mirrors in the window, he discovered a lost image of himself: a lanky undergraduate pushing along with the ostrich-stride of a too quickly grown, awkward body, now and then risking a glance at passing women and hurriedly lowering his eyes when caught.

A few steps further on he found an exchange bureau. Its glass-door stood open. He crossed to the other pavement and waited a few minutes until a customer walked in, watched him change a foreign note and walk out again; no passport or paper had been produced. Reassured, he entered the shop and laid the contents of his wallet on the counter. A clerk with black glossy hair counted out to him a number of the country’s picturesque notes. There were galloping horses on them and stern looking maidens in antique draperies. He had calculated that they would assure him a fortnight’s living; and within a fortnight his business in Neutralia would be finished and he would already be far from here, across the water, in a tidy uniform with a tilted cap. The transaction finished, the clerk offered him lottery tickets with more horses and draped women on them. He choose a blue one with a number ending with seven and hurried on, in search of a substantial breakfast, before he presented himself at the Consulate to enlist.

By now he was approaching the centre of the town. The roads had become avenues, with rows of even statelier palms on both sides and white, cubic blocks of buildings which reflected the glaring hard light. The shops were of a provincial luxury and seemed mostly to concentrate on men’s silk shirts and panama hats. Queer looking trolley-trams, hooting like motor cars, jingled over rails warped by the heat, while nimble ice-cream coloured taxis crossed and recrossed the rails and caught their tyres in them, as if engaged in a gymkhana race.

He reached a large, open square with a fountain in the middle. It was surrounded by cafés, and the pavement in front of them was packed with tables and cane chairs, protected from the sun by bright canvas awnings. Most of the tables were occupied by men, the swarthy natives of Neutralia, with butterfly-ties and padded shoulders, sipping black coffee from tiny cups; they smoked cigarettes which they lit and relit with firework-producing wax matches, or basked in a quiet stupor like solemn lizards on a rock. Some of the tables were occupied by mixed groups of men and women, but those were obvious foreigners, exiles in transit from countries overrun by the war. They talked in low voices with little nervous ticks in their faces, putting their heads together over the table like crows in a thunderstorm.

The young man passed two cafés and sat down on the terrace of a third, where the tables had glossy blue tops and the chairs soft leather cushions. As soon as he was seated one of the dirty little boys who swarmed like cockroaches amongst the tables began to polish his boots. He tried to pull his foot away, but the boy caught the other one and placidly went on with his job; the young man had to submit, while, feeling rather foolish, he explained to the waiter that he wanted coffee with cream, two boiled eggs, ham, butter, honey, and fruit.

The waiter, an elderly flat-footed man, who had addressed him in French, became respectful at the importance of the order and wrote it all down on a little pad. When he had gone, the young man handed a coin to the shoe-cleaner, which was apparently too big, for the boy performed three solemn bows and ran away, giggling.

The young man glanced covertly at the neighbouring table, separated from his only by a few feet, and occupied by foreigners—a thin, middle-aged man, a worried-looking elderly woman and a bored-looking young woman or girl. They had been watching his antics with waiter and boy and the elderly woman, who was obviously French, gave him a sympathetic smile.

‘You have just escaped from there?’ she said. ‘There’ apparently meant any country conquered by the enemy; it embraced the whole Continent.

He assented, feeling grateful for the French governess his parents had kept for him in those long bygone days. His glance shifted to the younger woman or girl, and he decided that she was a girl. She was sipping orangeade through a straw, her eyes looking straight over his head.

‘Have you been here long?’ he asked in his turn, addressing himself more to the girl, who sat opposite to him. She lifted her eyes for a second, but it was the elderly woman who answered; it appeared that both she and the girl, whose name was Odette, had been waiting for their American visas for the last three months. The young man realised that this quick way of getting acquainted was nothing unusual in Neutralia, that the exiles here were tied together by their common fate—travellers on the same caravan path huddled around the oasis well.

‘Have you been to your Consulate?’ asked the thin man. He looked tired and ill, and his yellow, protruding eyeballs were fixed with an envious gaze on the flag in the young man’s buttonhole.

The young man began to feel like an impostor. ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘I shall go after breakfast.’

‘Take your time,’ said the ill man. ‘They are in no hurry there.’

‘They say they need doctors in your army,’ explained the French woman, ‘and Dr. Huxter has offered his services, but they keep telling him at your Consulate that his permit has not yet come through.’

The arrival of the waiter, solemnly carrying his tray, saved the young man an answer. While the waiter arranged the coffee and milk pots, the eggs, the ham, the butter, the honey, and a big bowl of fruit on the table, he almost forgot his hunger in his embarrassment. The other people on the terrace had only tiny cups of black coffee before them, or glasses with iced drinks; he caught curious glances from other tables. The French woman had tactfully started a conversation with Dr. Huxter.

The young man firmly set his teeth, thought ‘Here we go’, poured, with careful and deliberate movements, coffee and milk into his cup, put two lumps of sugar into it, stirred and took a first sip. The hot, sweet liquid came as a revelation to his palate. His attention became focused on the liquid warmth and followed its downward journey, the spreading of comfort and joy through his body. ‘This is happiness,’ he thought, ‘and it would be complete if one could guzzle all alone with nobody staring.’ He put one of the eggs into the egg-cup, broad end on top, and with a precise stroke of the knife beheaded it. He lifted the cap of the egg and excavated with the teaspoon the white stuff from the cavity. He broke a piece off the roll, wiped with it the liquid yolk trickling down the beheaded shell, salted and swallowed it. He buttered half a roll, took a spoonful of the egg, a bite from the roll, a sip of coffee, and then, with a considerable effort of will, lifted his eyes from the plate.

He was not mistaken: the girl, Odette, was watching him. Caught by surprise, she did not avert her eyes but smiled, a smile of admission or complicity as it were. It consisted in pushing her lower lip forward, in a little mocking grimace. Her lips were the lips of a sulking boy, full and dry with little cracks, and no lipstick on them. The colour of her eyes was a light grey of transparent nudity.

‘You seem to be enjoying yourself,’ she said. Her voice was husky, like a soft fabric with a slightly rough surface. He nodded and grinned. But the next time he lifted his eyes she had resumed her bored expression and was absently staring at the fruit-bowl. He shifted the bowl and she looked up.

‘Won’t you have an orange?’ he asked, his heart beating violently.

‘I thought you were going to eat everything, even the cups and dishes,’ she said.

‘I can spare you one,’ he said, picking up an orange and holding it over the bowl. She joined her hands in front of her face as if playing ball, and with a swift jerk he threw the orange across the two tables. She caught it, her lower lip pushed forward in the same ironic pout. The elderly woman, interrupting her chatter, turned her head. ‘You seem to be in a generous mood,’ she remarked dryly.

He finished the ham and spread honey on his buttered roll, intent on not letting it drop over the edges. He now looked almost constantly at the girl. Her shoulders too were boyish and slim; she wore a tightly fitting jumper on which the points of her breasts could be discerned. He thought that she probably wore no brassière and the image of her breasts, white, young and pointed, became connected with the taste of the honey he was eating. She was peeling her orange and her look had become vacant once more.

He finished his meal in silence. He suddenly felt impatient to reach his journey’s aim, that Consulate which, in the dark hold of the Speranza and in the months before, had stood out in his thoughts as the only promise of salvation. Within the next hour his fate would be decided. He called for the waiter and paid his bill. It was surprisingly cheap. His money would certainly last a fortnight; and by then he would be gone.

While he pushed his chair back he looked again at the girl; but she paid no attention to him. ‘Good luck,’ said the French woman. ‘I hope we shall meet again,’ he said, addressing himself half to her and half to Odette. ‘Certainly,’ said the woman, ‘in this town we all run into each other at least once a day. In what hotel are you staying?’

‘I am staying with friends,’ said the young man.

‘Friends? I wish I knew some of the natives. They are nice and polite, but they live in another world.’

‘Can you tell me how to find the Consulate?’ he asked.

‘Your Consulate? Everybody will tell you. Walk down the Avenue, past the Post Office, and take the second street to the right; the narrow, steep one which leads downhill and smells of fish. Then you will see the flag.’

The young man thanked her, squeezed his way awkwardly between the tables and hurried away, as if to make up for the lost time. The French woman, the Doctor and the girl followed him with their eyes as he pushed along the pavement with his long stride—tall, hands in pockets, his ginger hair shining amidst the white blaze of the Square.

5

Madame Tellier, the French woman, had been right in saying that in this town, where all the exiles frequented the same cafés, committees, consulates, and promenades, people could not help running into each other. Even on his way across the Square and down the main avenue the young man, without noticing them in his intent hurry, had been recognised by certain persons who, independently of each other, had crossed his way in the past and knew all about him—or at least thought that they did.

One of them was a man of about thirty, short and disproportionately broad-shouldered, who stood in a queue leading into the Central Post Office. At his side stood a lanky, insipid young woman with untidy hair and glasses. The queue was working its way towards the window in the hall where the poste restante letters were handed out.

‘Did you see him?’ asked the short man.

‘See whom?’ said the woman.

‘Peter Slavek.’

‘Is he here?’ the woman asked excitedly.

‘I just saw him pass,’ said the short man. He spoke through thin lips in a quiet, toneless voice, the result of long experience.

‘I am glad he got away,’ said the woman. The queue moved and they had to take a step upward.

‘You know, I never met him,’ she continued. ‘When I joined the Party he was at the head of the University caucus and had just been arrested. He was terribly popular.’

The short man shrugged. ‘He had courage, but he could not adapt himself to changes in the tactics of the movement. That’s why he had to leave the Party.’

They took a further step up the staircase, and the woman said timidly:

‘It was riot easy to understand why we remained neutral after having preached the crusade, and even made a pact with them.’

The short man’s lips twitched. ‘What we need are people with a cool scientific approach. In a war you may have to back first one side then the other side, like a gambler on a stock exchange.’

‘I remember …,’ began the woman.

‘One might remember things at the wrong moment and in the wrong context,’ said the short man.

They advanced in silence with the queue. The woman held a handkerchief crumpled into a ball in her palm. It was damp and she went on kneading it nervously between her fingers; after a while she said:

‘We heard all the details of what they did to him. They broke his nose and knocked his teeth out and extinguished burning cigars on his body, but he didn’t spill. He was the hero of our generation.’

They were inside the hall now.

‘What the revolution needs is not heroes but iron civil servants,’ said the short man, and his voice evoked the image of closing a file and putting it away into a locker, to rest among other closed files.

* * *

The second person who had recognised Peter Slavek was a woman of tall and imposing build; she was sitting with a blond young man on the terrace of a café on the opposite side of the Square. She wore a tailored suit of white linen-tweed which emphasised the well-preserved youthfulness of her body: the lavish but long and shapely thighs, the copious bust with breasts massive but erect. She wore no hat; her smooth hair was brushed back denuding the ears from which hung a pair of heavy earrings; her face had the faint lasciviousness of the experienced woman with girlish features.

She was a doctor and her name was Sonia Bolgar. She had watched with an amused smile Peter’s hurried departure from the café and followed him with her eyes across the square until he turned the corner behind the Post Office.

‘Who was that?’ asked the blond young man whose glance had followed hers. He was sitting with legs stretched out, hands in his pockets, balancing on the back legs of his chair.

‘A neurotic case,’ said the woman in white. ‘His mother was a friend of mine. I thought they had shot him.’

‘Who is “they”?’

‘Your people. We have all got into the habit of referring to you as “they”.’

‘Where does he come from?’

‘From where I come—somewhere between the Danube and the Balkans.’

‘Then why did he wear that flag in his buttonhole?’

Dr. Bolgar looked amused. ‘Did he wear a flag? That is just like little Peter.’

The blond young man ordered drinks. He was tall, well-dressed, and slim, with the nervously intent face of a crack tennis player or motorist. His movements were swift and rather jerky; from time to time he raked his long, supple fingers through his hair.

‘Aren’t you afraid of compromising yourself by sitting in cafés with me, Dr. Bolgar?’ he asked. ‘After all I am one of “them”.’

She met his eyes with quiet mockery. ‘I am always polite to my patients, Bernard, and I enjoy scandalising my friends.’

‘Won’t you tell me more about your little compatriot?’

‘There isn’t much to tell. He is a clinical text-book case. When he was about five an accident happened in his family through his fault; his people were quite sensible about it, but the boy had suffered a shock and all he has done since follows from it, though of course he does not know it. At the University he joined the revolutionary student organisation; he was beaten up by the police and clapped into jail once or twice, the last time when we were already occupied by you. There was a rumour that he had been shot—and now he turns up with a flag in his buttonhole, obviously itching to get himself into a new mess.’

Bernard lit a cigarette.

‘A pity,’ he said. ‘He looked quite a nice boy. He should be with us.’

‘He never will,’ said the woman in white. ‘He will always be on the losing side.’

‘What an anachronism,’ said Bernard.

The woman shrugged. ‘He wrote one or two quite good poems as a student,’ she said. ‘They were published in some radical magazine.’

‘That completes the picture,’ said the blond young man.
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About midday Peter again strolled through the Avenue. The interview at the Consulate was over.

On entering the building with the flag and the heraldic emblem over the gate he had experienced the dreamy feeling that this had already happened once before. He had mounted the stairs in a faint haze, rubbed his shoes on the mat and rung the bell. A commissionaire, decorated with many medals of past campaigns, had opened the door and shown him into a waiting-room where two or three other people were sitting. He had filled in a form and after a while his name had been called out and he had entered another, larger room divided by low wooden partitions. He had been directed to one of them, in which a pale woman who seemed to be suffering from a headache had talked to him in a colourless voice. She had told him about travelling restrictions and about the necessity of producing a passport, certain papers stamped by the local police, references in the country of destination and evidence of his means of support. When Peter, believing that there was some misunderstanding, had tried to explain that he was not a tourist but wanted to join the country’s army, she had repeated with an expression of polite patience that he would have to produce a passport and then await further developments; and as Peter, in growing agitation, had gone on trying to explain what he wanted, she had added with a glance of slight annoyance from her lashless eyes that her time was limited as her country was fighting a war.

After that Peter had remained silent for a moment and then, flushing, blurted out that this was precisely the reason for his coming. He had become rather agitated and had raised his voice, and the other girls in the room had turned their heads from their typewriters and looked at him with expressionless faces. The pale woman had pressed her lips together; she had risen and, without a word, disappeared through a door. Peter had not known what was going to happen next and had not cared very much; but after a few minutes the
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