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Money is a protection, and those who are protected should extend their arms to enfold others. Not fewer private elevators, but more people in them.

–ELEANOR BURTON
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Money, Minds and Looks

MRS. REVERE TOOK THE STEPS one at a time, down from the hotel to the terrace, mauve hair floating above her in a baroque cloud. Only the Holy Ghost and a host of angels were lacking. Her fingers, two stones on each hand, gathered up the painted gandura lest it catch in the gold of her sandals. Italian sun overlit the way, casting shadows beneath each line on her face and reflecting off the stones.

“What a surprise, dear! What a surprise.” It was the voice of a trumpeter swan, not without vibrations of sexual warmth. “But what in God’s name are you doing here?” The words seemed to be a comment on the guests at the other tables. The hotel was considered by some to be the finest in Italy.

I rose to give the old woman an affectionate kiss. There was something in the way, a second later, she both ignored the waiter, who manoeuvred a chair to meet her descending backside, and yet accepted the wicker with enough pleasure to imply gratitude that revealed beneath her Upper East Side exterior the hint of origins not unlike his own.

“I was passing this way. A friend mentioned you were staying here.”

“Oh, you’re always passing, dear boy. Always on the way somewhere. What friend? That pretty girl staying with the Franklins, I suppose.” She tidied the floating cloth about her. “But then, why stop? Better to pass on by. You’re so young, you can afford to. So long as you stay lean.” She ran a hand over my thigh with feeling, then twisted up to the waiter. “Portami un bicchiere de Prosecco, caro. Freddissimo!” And back to me. “What’s her name?”

“You don’t know?”

She was momentarily caught out.

“The love of my life,” I added.

“Ha!” Her hand went back to my thigh. “How many loves of your life are you up to?”

I shrugged.

“Tell me about her.”

I shrugged again. “She has everything.”

“Everything. What’s everything?”

“Poreless skin, eggshell colour. Small wrists and feet. Likes writers. Speaks French but isn’t impressed by the French. Shivers when I touch her.”

“You’re fantasizing. Men are always fantasizing. I promise you, dear, it’s very tiring for girls. We hate men’s expectations.”

“As to passing by …” There I stopped. I was on my way to Somalia via Rome to slip into the Eritrean war from the side, although it was beginning to look as if I might have to switch and fly to Addis in order to reach the Somali war. If the confusion increased, I could simply fly to Nairobi and head north to one of the other disaster zones. It was my story for the year, taken on to maintain my press card. The result would be time wasted while I was being escorted around the official part of the war. I’d try to get an interview with the president, a Marxist general who seemed to be caught in a nihilistic time warp. Of course, it wouldn’t really be an interview. I’d ask questions. He’d make statements. You don’t have conversations with dictators. There would be words, atmosphere, impressions. Then with a bit of luck I’d be able to get away from the political commissars and play at that vaguest of things – the writer nosing about for reflections of other people’s reality.

If I had stopped in mid-sentence with Mrs. Revere, well, Eritrea, it occurred to me, wasn’t a subject she would care to hear about.

“I used to come here in June,” she volunteered. “Ercole is much quieter then. The whole coast is.” Her eyes wandered along the cliff line to the sea, where speedboats marred the blue. “But, you know, I found it depressing. Only the rich are here in June. They’re so ugly, dear. Emaciated. So many diets. So many paunches. Such meagre conversation … and all those scars.” She folded forward a lobe to prove that she herself had none and laughed. “So you see, I’ve gone back to the busy months of my youth.” She adjusted her chair to avoid a ray of sun squeezing past the umbrella. “Of course, it is a bit hot. But I like the heat.” Mrs. Revere picked the napkin up from her plate, looked down to the side of her chair as if avoiding a painful scene while she spread the cloth over her knees, her mouth puckered as if with concentrated effort. “It’s such a pity that looks don’t come with money.”

“They don’t need to,” I offered. “Money can always buy looks.”

An awkward silence fell. Why does the heat dull my sensibility? Her Prosecco arrived and she emptied half the glass with a thirsty little swallow. A swallow so full of life, of something that made her different from the others. Mrs. Revere giggled. She was a very young eighty. She had been a very young seventy when I first met her in Bhutan, where she had been a guest of the king.

“Of course it can, dear. It bought me … I don’t know much genetics. I don’t really know what it is, but there’s a rule nobody ever writes about: when it comes to the rich, one generation is enough to breed out the looks. So I guess ugly genes are dominant, provided they’ve got money.” She shifted her chair again and looked distracted. Distressed. I suppose she was thinking of her own children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren – all of them apparently of another race. “It’s the money, dear. Not the genes. The power’s in the money. I figured it out. They start by buying looks. Wonderful looks, if they can afford it. Mine, dear! Mine were wonderful. Ten years later it’s all gone. Age doesn’t matter. The destructive decade. That’s what I call it. Mr. Revere elevated me at seventeen – in the social sense only, I can assure you. As a family they were all sweet of tooth and slack of haunch. And stolid in the sack, dear, though I can only speak for Mr. Revere on that account. My looks were gone at twenty-seven. Oh yes, dear. Ten years of decorating myself like every day was Christmas … after a while it got to be a masquerade. That’s all, dear. Just the trappings of beauty hung out on good bone structure. So now I come here in August and go to the public beach once a day,” she hesitated, then finished with a joking air, “to be part of the real flesh.”

“Come on. There are as many paunches there as anywhere. It’s no worse up here.”

“It’s not that we’re worse, dear. It’s just that our money doesn’t seem to make us look any better. If you should be better and you aren’t, well, then you’re worse. That’s all.” She put a finger to her lips. “Never knock an American dream.” She said “knock” with a little electric jolt. “Money is on the side of good. That’s why they want it. To complete the Holy Trinity. Them in the centre, moral value on the left, cash value on the right. That’s all there is to it. You should know, dear, with your profession.”

Mrs. Revere still believed the professions to be the ultimate masculine role and so intended a compliment when she spoke of writing in that way. I felt a little stab at my self-esteem. What I did or didn’t do and whether it was worth my life were doubts that lurked in the background. Mrs. Revere’s compliment brought them out dancing.

“I say, dump the Trinity!” She ignored the stares from the next table. “What we’re really talking about, dear, is a weigh scale. Now, looks are a moral quality, like everything on the surface. What you do with them shows what you’ve got inside. Look!” She stared baldly around at the other guests. “All they ever talk about is Maseratis and good hotels. Always the last hotel and the next one. Never where they’re staying.” She started, “There’s Nicola.”

I glanced up to see a young man peering about from the top of the steps. His haunches weren’t slack. The profile was Renaissance. Mrs. Revere turned away from him.

“He’ll find me. I don’t worry about Nicola’s looks. He won’t get a decade out of me. Oh, no, dear. The bone structure will be bones by then. He is what you find on the public beach in August.” She gave a snort of pleasure, then turned to me seriously. “Now look. Fifty years I’ve been one of them, playing my role, listening to their conversation, and,” she leaned forward, her voice dropped, “I still don’t understand. There’s nothing in it. Nothing. You know them. It’s your job to observe. I’ve seen you watching. But what do you see? That’s what I’d like to know.”

“I’m just the court fool.”

“Well, the fool sees best. So you tell me. What have you ever seen or heard that makes them stand out? What? I’d like to know.”

“Ciao, Paula.” The voice sang out from behind us.

“Ciao, Nicola.”

“Ottima!” he exclaimed, pointing to her sandals, and pulled up a chair close by her side.

“What?” She turned back to me. “I’m waiting.”

It was close to five weeks before I got out of Eritrea and back to Rome. There I found the love of my life, who seemed less pleased to see me than I had been imagining she would be. Of course, thirty-five days of dirty clothes, political commissars, unfriendly heat and the company of men does swell delusions about women. I think she had difficulty understanding my disappearance while she was on holiday and available. In another two days she was flying back to New York. I also had the feeling there was a male shadow hanging over our evening; not mine.

To avoid talking about us, she spent most of the time telling me about Mrs. Revere, to whom I’d introduced her. A week after my visit to Porto Ercole, Mrs. Revere had flown home. “Driven by boredom, my dear,” she had told someone. “At my age sex is so repetitive. A young man thinks it’s all new. Thinks he’s being original. The last new thing in sex, dear, was when human beings, or whatever we were, climbed out of the sea to live on land. Doing it dry, dear. Now that was new.”
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Conversations with Dictators I

THE KING’S COUSIN insisted that I have lunch with a couple of colonels. They weren’t even Moroccan colonels. Why he was being so insistent wasn’t clear to me. Perhaps it had to do with a Moroccan campaign to undermine Algeria by supporting the enemies of the officers who were then running Mauritania. Moulay Ahmed – the King’s cousin – was probably hoping I would write something about the evils of Algeria. My attitude is that I don’t refuse lunch with people who want to influence me. You never know when you’re going to be surprised, and whoever ends up paying the bill, you still own your digestion.

I met Salem and Kader at the Rabat Hilton poolside restaurant. A cheery place. A holiday place, filled with flowers and large umbrellas. Colonel Salem was the ex-vice-president of Mauritania. Recently ex. He had fled three weeks before our lunch. Colonel Kader had been out for three months. He was the ex–minister of communications. They both wore seersucker jackets, Kader’s bright green, Salem’s light blue. Very festive. With assorted ties. They resembled foreign graduates of some Ivy League school, which it turned out they weren’t. They were also physically assorted – Salem tall, pale, relaxed; probably a Northerner, a dissident R’gibat. Kader was short and dark; probably a Southerner. That was where the blacks and the Arabs had intermarried. He whispered like a stage plotter. Of course, we were sitting in public in a country addicted to conspiracy. And they were indeed plotting the overthrow of the colonels – the other colonels – who had deprived them of power.

In summary, the colonels currently in office were left-wing and pro-Algerian. My hosts were right-wing and pro-Moroccan. What left-wing and right-wing actually meant in a country populated by nomads and marginal farmers wasn’t terribly clear. Tribal and regional differences were probably the real source of rivalry, and Mauritania had the added complexity of being a non-country, invented abruptly by the French as a separate colony for the sole purpose of holding on to an iron ore mine out in the middle of the desert. Then the Empire came to an end and the colonels made their entry.

Once we’d got the political talk out of the way we had a nice lunch. We laughed a lot, which made us stand out less from the tourists and diplomats at the other tables. A waiter brought around a tray of fresh fish. I ordered red snapper. They did the same, and a dry white wine. Not Moroccan, if I remember correctly.

All three of us had studied in France, so we talked about that. In fact we had overlapped one year, although in different residences, at the Cité Universitaire on the south edge of Paris. We’d never met, and I suppose we were escaping from different things. I spent a lot of time lying about in the park reading and talking about Proust with other students. Kader and Salem had been amazed to find themselves in that cool, wet, urban world and couldn’t get enough of the streets. Like northerners with the sun, they were drawn to the tepid humidity. None of us had any money, so we’d eaten in the same student halls the same bad food. Lentils were served like a crusted milkshake. Pieces of horsemeat dark and dry, as if from some unnamed animal. But it was all cheap. It hadn’t killed us. And we’d had a good time. Doing what, was no longer clear, but it had been an indolent time in a city where everyone except the university students seems to work very hard. That indolence is the key to Paris’s reputation as a student’s city. Kader paid for lunch with cash which I suppose had been supplied by the King’s cousin.

About six months later I was picking my way through the racks of a newsstand in Paris – the one just in behind the Odéon. A headline on the cover of Jeune Afrique caught my eye: “Coup Failure in Mauritania.” I flipped through the magazine. It was a two-page spread in the centre, half taken up by an amateurish snapshot of Kader and Salem. The camera hadn’t even been held straight. The two colonels had their hands half held up in a disordered sort of way. Salem’s head was roughly bandaged. It was a black-and-white photo, which made it seem out of time and place. But you could see they were unshaven and filthy. You could also see, or rather sense, that they were terrified – not really standing but crouching, as if trying to spirit themselves away by force of will or fear. The cutline under the photo said it had been taken just as an emergency firing squad had taken aim.

Apparently the two had swum across the Senegal River to the southern edge of Mauritania and raised about five hundred men from among Kader’s old friends. They got all the way up to Nouakchott, the capital, undetected and in time to surround the Presidential Palace during the weekly Cabinet meeting, cut all the telephone and electrical lines, then attack. Except that there was no Cabinet meeting that day. Why? No particular reason. Government troops soon surrounded and overwhelmed them. The two colonels were executed on the spot, in the ditch that ran around the palace. That explained part of the disoriented aura in the photo. They were standing on a rough incline staring up at the summary firing squad. How would you keep your balance in those circumstances? And where would the various parts of your mind be – part on death, part on the basic mechanism of keeping a dignified stance? It must have been a fluke that someone had a camera handy. I began to retch. Speckles of vomit spattered onto the magazines – the Automobile section, just above International Politics.

But that isn’t the point of what I am telling you. I had been sent off to lunch with them by the King’s cousin in order to distract me from my persistent requests for a meeting with General Dlimi, the King’s strongman. According to most stories, it was Dlimi who had wrestled General Oufkir, the preceding strongman, to the floor in the Rabat palace throne room in the middle of the night and held him there so that the King could put several bullets through his head. It was publicly described as a suicide. Humorists had it that the general had committed suicide by shooting himself three times in the head. Dlimi was seen more as a loyal servant, less as the grand inquisitor and backstage manipulator that his predecessor had been. But then Oufkir had spent the second half of his career serving what was then a young and inexperienced King. Dlimi inherited a wily, scarred monarch.

So when I saw the King’s cousin the next day, I thanked him for setting me up with his charming Mauritanian rebels. Then I brought up the matter of Dlimi. The problem was the war in the Sahara. It wasn’t going well. Dlimi was in charge and therefore preoccupied. One of his difficulties was that – court politics being what they are – he had to stick close to the King and the King was in Marrakesh at the moment. Were he to leave Marrakesh and head farther south to command his army, one of the other courtiers might get to the King. In fact, the more battles he lost, the less Dlimi could afford to leave the King’s side. It was an awkward way to fight a war. The King’s cousin was driving to Marrakesh the next day and offered to take me along on the off chance that Dlimi might find a free moment. We had reached that peculiar stage in the relationship between a fixer and a supplicant when the fixer’s inability to deliver diminishes his reputation in his own eyes. No doubt that was why he came right to the Mamounia with me and strode in to make certain I was given a room on the garden. He had a curious way of moving in his djellabah, as if he might suddenly break into a run. The speed was in part to discourage citizens from grabbing his hand and kissing it as he passed. He did a lot of shouting at the front desk; that was his way. It was all quite good-natured. People liked being shouted at by a descendant of the Prophet and a cousin of the King. It was proof that they had been noticed.

Abruptly he turned and shouted across the lobby – “Ben Ali!” A sleek young man glided up to us. He was fixed into one of those French suits that are worn like armour – the style relentlessly deforming the man. Moulay Ahmed introduced him as one of Dlimi’s aides – a major I believe – then dragged him away to insist privately that I be given an interview.

Ben Ali called at nine the next morning to say he’d pick me up in an hour. We rode in the back of a black Peugeot. The major was in uniform. It was beautifully cut, although he had only a single short row of ribbons. He’d been with Dlimi for six months, and for the preceding five years he’d been military attaché in Brussels. He was a concrete example of the rumour in the streets – that well-born officers were able to avoid the war zone.

The major couldn’t remember how to get to Dlimi’s villa. It was new and lay out in a district called La Palmeraie, where the rich were building their winter residences. Ben Ali had been there once and the driver never. There were no signs on the winding dirt tracks. Periodically there would be a grand gateway, then more brush and palm groves. No houses were visible. It was all very discreet.

Discretion was a complex business in Morocco. It was part of a mediaeval tradition, but then so was splendid generosity. The key point was to have as good a time as possible without attracting the King’s attention. If he focused on someone’s opulence he might think they had stolen too much and so abruptly strip them of everything.

The major was getting nervous by the time he recognized an unfinished archway off a dirt track to the right. He’d given up his easy military-attaché banter and so we bumped under the arch in silence and wound on for perhaps two hundred metres to the villa. It was clearly only just finished. Apart from a zigzag pattern of glazed blue-and-white tiles as a walkway, the grounds hadn’t been touched. Inside there were boxes strewn about, half unpacked. We trailed from the small hall through a series of ordinary rooms. It was a big place, but with a suburban feel about it. There was none of the finesse or style of the ruling class. But then Dlimi was the King’s man precisely because he had risen out of the lower middle class and had no friends in the elites. It followed that he had no powerful friends to help him betray the King.

Although little furniture had been brought in, there were ornaments – trinkets really – laid out on glass shelves here and there. They were the objects senior officers are given or pick up as they move around the world graduating from academies, visiting regiments, attending foreign staff colleges and, of course, consulting with the commanders of friendly armies. Silver tankards, inscribed. Painted porcelain statuettes of soldiers. Miniature drums with mottoes. That sort of thing.

We came to a room where three staff officers were hanging about. They looked very hot. The air conditioning wasn’t yet hooked up and Dlimi’s villa had been built in the modern mode so that no allowance had been made for natural cooling by means of high ceilings and cross drafts between windows. Ben Ali nodded towards the next door. One of the staff officers nodded back and we went on in. There were four steel-and-white-leather armchairs in a conventional modern style; ashtrays on glass tables; a door open onto the palmeraie. Dlimi was talking to another officer. The moment he saw me, he sent the man out and stood waiting where he was until I came across the room to shake his hand. It was very soft. The fingernails were carefully trimmed and shone.

“Alors, vous vouliez absolument me parler.”

How was I to respond? I thanked him for taking the time at such a difficult moment in the war. He waved a hand – the one holding a cigarette – as if to say don’t worry, then sat on the edge of the leather chair closest to the door opened to the outside. He gestured again, indicating the other chairs. Ben Ali perched on the one farthest away from his boss. Dlimi was tall. You could see he had once been fit. Now he carried an evenly distributed layer of fat, even on his face. He had a closely clipped policeman’s moustache and was tanned in a manner looked down upon by the ruling class. In spite of the heat he wore a grey silk suit, white silk shirt and polka-dot tie. It was already about thirty-five degrees in the room and there was a film of sweat on his forehead.

I questioned him about the war, then about himself and finally about the old Ben Barka assassination business. It was in the 1960s, when there was still a lot of cooperation between the French and Moroccan secret services. Most of the individuals involved had served together in the colonial days. Ben Barka, the Moroccan opposition leader, had been kidnapped coming out of the Brasserie Lipp on Boulevard Saint-Germain in Paris and reportedly killed. Actually, his body never turned up. Then information began to leak out indicating high-level collusion between the Moroccan and French governments. The only way to stop the growing political damage to both the King and General de Gaulle was to offer up a sacrificial victim. Dlimi was at that point number two to the King’s strongman. He volunteered himself and flew over to surrender to the French authorities. They kept him for eight months in La Santé Prison. There was a hint of self-satisfaction in the way Dlimi pointed out that he had been given the cell of General Salan, the leader of the military rebels during the Algerian War. An historic cell. It was a sort of honour, I suppose. In any case, the end result was that he had proved his loyalty to the King, and the French justice system was prevailed upon to find him innocent.

From my point of view, there was the sheer delight of hearing him go through the whole scandal with such caring detail. It was a story he had told dozens of times – the protestation of innocence; the unfortunate coincidences of time and place which led to suspicions. There is nothing like the recital of a big lie long after it has ceased to matter; there’s something erotic about it. The more often it’s repeated, the more it belongs to the titillating imaginary world of myth. The pornography of violence.

Dlimi chain-smoked. As he finished each cigarette, Ben Ali jumped up and lit him another. Altogether, he told me nothing of interest in the frankest possible way. There was a sense of careful – not thoughtful – consideration which enveloped the movements of his hand and his glances. Most of the time he avoided eye contact, then abruptly he would stare straight at me. It was perhaps an old police interrogation technique. The careful precision was at first surprising. But he had once been a man on the make; now he had made it. In the process he had been converted into a survivor. For every ambitious man in the kingdom Dlimi was the single obstacle between him and the King. We talked for about two hours. A patch of sweat appeared on his suit under each armpit and gradually spread in a great circle. I was increasingly ill at ease. Why didn’t a man who was losing a war, had public order to keep and a King to humour just throw me out? Eventually it was Ben Ali who interrupted us.

The general appeared surprised, as if he had expected to talk to me all day. I suppose, given the insistence of the King’s cousin, that Dlimi had imagined the King himself was involved and that in some unexplained way I mattered. However, he took me by the arm and we walked back through the house. On the tiled walkway outside we posed for a photo. Ben Ali took it. I looked at it the other day and it remains a curious image. We’re staring at each other as if something serious had happened. In fact he must have been bored out of his mind and I was trying to concentrate on him – looking for any interesting detail. In most cases after an innocuous meeting with power I would walk away with a few meaningless glimpses of the way it was held and presented. The effects it has on people are reasonably predictable. The general, for example, was entering into the comfort stage – a little fat, a little too much property, silk suits. On the surface there wasn’t much evidence of the talents that had got him where he was and that kept the army in order and the prisons full. In the car Ben Ali said his boss would never have ended the meeting. He was far too polite.

Two years later Dlimi was run over. Apparently he had just come from a meeting with the King. They were again in Marrakesh. As he came out of the palace he met a businessman who was close to the royal family and who was also waiting for his car. The businessman said he wanted to talk over some project with the general. They rode out together to Dlimi’s house with the businessman’s car following. Just before they arrived at the villa, a truck came careening down the track out of control. Dlimi threw himself from the car to avoid the collision and the truck ran over him. I had difficulty imagining a truck getting up enough speed to careen on that winding dirt track.

It was only a matter of hours before more detailed reports began to leak out. People living in the area had heard heavy machine-gun fire and explosions. It seems that there was an ambush. Dlimi made a run for it, perhaps hoping that if he could get into the brush he could make it to his house, where there would be loyal soldiers. It must have been one of those moments when a layer of fat and a silk suit were not helpful. But in a physical crisis the state of mind is usually more important than the body. Dlimi’s state of mind had always been one of careful consideration; the slow consideration of the interrogator and torturer. Had there been something wild and desperate about him he might have survived. I don’t think Dlimi was genetically conceived to make a break for it. He was an exotic manager. His character was focused on being there, not on running away. Apparently they shot him so many times that he was almost unrecognizable. Then they doused him with gasoline and burnt the body to simulate the effects of the exploding runaway truck, but also to disguise the bullet wounds.

His family was not allowed to see the body. The coffin arrived at the official funeral with the lid screwed down and under guard. Most of his staff were arrested, a number of them executed – I’m not sure about Ben Ali. The King’s businessman friend went on an extended holiday. Rumour had it that the whole thing was caused by a helicopter deal in which Dlimi was taking too large a rake-off. But my guess is that the King, with his superior sense of self-preservation, simply felt that it was time for a change.
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The Filth of July

SUNNY AND DAVID SPENSER spend a good part of each year at Cuernavaca. In general they choose the winter, when the weather is perfect; that leaves Paris for both the spring and the fall and California for the crack between fall and winter. Only summer remains, which always presents a problem. Most places are too hot and too crowded. The others are too cold and too empty. Their tendency, as the years have eased by, has been to embrace facility – to hide away in Cuernavaca and summon friends one or two at a time to provide private signs of life.

As for myself, I have always accepted the summons. Little sacrifice is involved. They are a perfectly happy couple. They both have one unfortunate marriage behind them. Children were produced in each case, none since. The children have come of age and gone their way without great disaster. And both of my friends brought to their second contract approximately equal amounts of money and taste. Their house is precisely what money can buy if reasonably spent: no bright colours; no imitation or, for that matter, real pieces of furniture; no sense of longing for other cultures or standards. Merely a number on a street, a discreet wall stuccoed in aged peach hiding a large, simple, old house and a much larger garden; all of which is filled with enough servants to make it effortless.

The only difference between Sunny and David is that she has always liked a bit of what she calls “life,” while he is quite happy to read or doze or paddle up and down his pool between meals and Scotches. She invariably seems younger than the youngest person present, thanks to her optimism added to her good bones added to good care. He, on the other hand, is quite content to look sixty-odd; a healthy, plump, pink figure.

Last June I was hiding away in a village in Corsica, writing. On the twenty-fifth or -sixth the telephone broke a week’s silence. It had taken Sunny eight calls to track me down and the urgency of this search was confirmed by the urgency of her invitation. There was a certain imperative, defenceless tone to her voice. She needed me to come. To come immediately. Why was not clear, which meant she was bored, and saving friends from boredom is at the heart of friendship. That was what Sunny always said.

I left two days later. Cuernavaca was as good a place as any to hide away. David left me alone and Sunny’s need for “life” never took up more than two hours a day of good-humoured gossip over meals. The rest of the time I placed myself deep in the garden under a jacaranda tree and reminded the boy that he wasn’t to bring me a beer before noon and then after 5:30 every ninety minutes until dinner was served.

On the night of the Fourth of July, Sunny gathered up the least objectionable of the other Americans in hiding and put on what she called a “typical Yankee dinner” – a corn soufflé, hot dogs stuffed with wild duck meat and tied together to make little dogs with legs and heads. The teeth and eyes and sexual parts had been put in with bits of vegetable. When Sunny saw an uncomfortable look on David’s face, she leaned across the table, ran her palm along his cheek and half-whispered, “Poor darling. I know it’s in bad taste. It’s meant to be.” And laughed. As long as the intent was clear, David didn’t mind, so he chose the biggest one for himself and cut off its head. There was a blueberry charlotte after that and a particularly heavy Californian wine as liquid. Its production was so small that you needed an introduction to buy. We drank a great deal and stayed up until the air was cool.

The next morning I staggered down to find breakfast waiting in the shade beside the pool, the servants looking a little weary and David swathed in white towelling, his skin more yellow than pink, hung low over a plate of poached eggs as if he himself had been poached and really didn’t mind.

“Good morning,” I said, dropping into a seated position.

“Hey, Ding Dong.” He attempted a smile, then slumped back to his eggs.

I heard the phone ring. David stirred with agitation, leaning forward from within his egg-white to say out loud, “Filth of July.”

“What?”

“Filth of July.” It was said with resignation. “Same every year.”

I poured myself some coffee and emptied the cup before glancing back at David. His eyes were frozen on the open door leading into the house, not more than twenty feet away. I heard Sunny’s steps clicking towards us from within.

“Wait,” David whispered.

The pitch of her voice was enthusiastic, perhaps a little forced. “I have the most wonderful surprise. David, do you remember Patty … Patty … oh, you remember, she came to dinner in Paris at Diane’s. Pretty, blond. A clever little thing.”

David had been listening with a negative cast to his face. “No.”

“You must.”

“I don’t.”

She wiped this away with a quick smile. “Well, I do. She’s just called from Acapulco. She’s been staying there with her husband.”

“The malarial plains. The heat. They happened to think of us.” His pink colour had surged back.

“They’re coming for a few nights.”

“No.”

“David!”

“I don’t remember her and I’ve never met him. No.”

Sunny adopted a momentary quizzical expression. “Well, it’s too late. I’ve sent the driver down to pick them up. He’s gone.” David reverted to yellow. “I had no choice. She’s got some problem with him. She had to bring him down to Mexico. Had to get him away from Los Angeles and at the wrong time of year.”

“There or here?”

She ignored him. “And they were going crazy in Acapulco.”

“In the heat.”

“In the heat. So I really had to –”

“Get them up here to find out what their problem is.”

I looked away and caught a servant’s attention. “Coffee. In five minutes, down in the garden.”

I MISSED LUNCH and didn’t stir from under my tree until nearly six. My own name, repeated in a plaintive way by the voice of Sunny, broke the spell. I found her waiting on the edge of the garden, as if the plants were not to be trusted.

“They’re here and David’s upstairs asleep, so you must come and help me. Now don’t worry about family names.”

I put an arm around her. “Because you can’t remember theirs?”

She laughed and pinched me. At which point the Pattys appeared on the terrace. She was indeed a blonde, in a California way – with careful, even rigorous, abandon. And not so little as Sunny had suggested. She was leggy, almost elegant, with just a hint of the stringiness to come in future years. But there was definitely something more to her than the Pacific standard model. A light shone through her eyes, though it was partially obscured by a wild look. At first I thought it was just uncertainty after forcing an invitation. But no, there was something else. There was also a small cast on her right ankle. A vision materialized beside her. He was six-three or -four; six-eight if you included the powder-blue Stetson on his head. Below that, a large, solid, once-muscular body was tightly sheathed in a powder-blue shirt with metal buttons. Powder-blue trousers in the form of a second skin were tucked into a pair of powder-blue snakeskin cowboy boots with rider’s heels. His eyes were shaded by two mirrors. Behind him was a huge pile of matching luggage and the driver, exhausted after the eight-hour round trip.

Even Sunny was astounded. The silence was broken by the man in blue.

“Hi.” The voice was intriguingly husky. “I’m Jack.”

Sunny was shocked back into action. I knew immediately what was going through her mind. She had to get the man in blue out of those clothes before David wandered downstairs.

“A swim is what you need!” It was said in a tense of her own invention – the social imperative. “Introductions later.” I felt myself being pushed forward. “Go on, lazy, help these hot people up with their luggage.”

When I came back downstairs, David was swimming slowly in the pool. Sunny was sitting in the shade as if nothing had happened. She looked at me with a smile.

“Well, what do you think of Mr. Blue Boots?” We both laughed until coughing from the pool stopped us. We turned to see David trying to retch out a mouthful of water. His eyes were on the house door. We turned again. Patty was limping towards us, the two small straps which constituted her suit confirming everything I
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