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Twelve hours out from Istanbul and Jesus has just served us breakfast. Bernard feels we should have been allocated a balcony suite but an inside stateroom can be quite acceptable. Actually, I find it rather snug. After all, one hardly spends much time in one’s quarters, except to sleep, and with my earplugs in I heard hardly any noise from the funnel uptake.

We sailed at seven yesterday evening from the Karakoy Pier, Bernard having cut things pretty fine. He’d been over Asia-side most of the day, in Uskudar, mugging up on Florence Nightingale ready for the Jewels of the Black Sea cruise in September. I’d passed my time having a good old solitary mooch, as per. I took the Beyazit tram up to the Grand Bazaar and bought Bernard an adorable letter opener with a rooster head carved from meerschaum. I lunched on the hoof, scrummy grilled sweetcorn followed by a salep rose petal ice cream, then collected our luggage from the hotel and took a taxi to the Dolmabahce Palace where we were supposed to rendezvous. Bernard, however, failed to materialize. As I later discovered he’d decided to make a mad dash along to the Phanar to drop off a bottle of single malt for Archimandrite Stefanos.

Bernard isn’t at all a spiritual person but he seems always to have gravitated towards monastics and clergy, especially those of the more exotic persuasions. I once heard it suggested, rather uncharitably I thought, that it was because he admired their vestments and hung around in the hope of picking up some cast-offs. And though it’s true he does own a modest collection of antique dalmatics and birettas I can personally vouch for the fact that he never actually tries them on, even behind closed doors.

I waited and waited for him until I dared wait no more, then proceeded to the passenger terminal without him, checked in and went aboard. When Bernard dices with sailing times I find the best thing to do is to keep myself occupied. But our bags had been delivered, I’d unpacked, laid out his clothes for dinner, read and reread the safety procedures and the evening’s entertainment schedule and still there was no sign of him. I was on deck, pacing back and forth, when he came careering along the waterfront in a taxi with barely half an hour to spare. He can be so naughty about time. He said they wouldn’t have dared sail without him but he hadn’t had the Cruise Director berating him as I had. The dreaded Gavin Iles.

‘If you’ll pardon my spelling, Lady Enid,’ he said, ‘I don’t give the slightest fuck about the Cultural Enrichment Programme. If Professor Finch doesn’t turn up, it’ll be no skin off my nose. His lectures will be cancelled and my clients will have all the more time for on-board shopping. Parting the passenger from his money, your ladyship, that’s the name of the game.’

Mr Iles is a man who has sailed around the cradle of civilization for ten cruising seasons and managed to emerge quite untouched by culture. He reduces everything to pounds, shillings and pence and is fearfully ruthless, I’m sure. Not only would he have been willing to sail without Bernard last night, I believe he would have relished doing so. Then most probably I’d have been put ashore at Izmir and one would have had to make one’s own way home.

It wasn’t a good start. And I’d so looked forward to standing together at the rail, watching Istanbul recede with the sun going down behind the Topkapi and the Hagia Sofia. Aside from Venice it’s my favourite view in the whole world. But Bernard refused to join me. He was in a massive sulk because the stewards had insisted on his attending muster drill along with everyone else. He always says that in the event of an emergency I must simply do as he instructs me because he has photographic recall of the layout of every ship he ever sailed on and is blessed with powerful survival instincts. But we’ve never sailed on the Golden Memories before, and though one has done lifeboat drill a million times one must see the stewards’ point of view. There are three thousand passengers on board and at least another thousand crew members. If anything should go wrong, one shudders to think.

So he sat very resentfully in his lifejacket with his nose in an abstract on Homeric Troy while everyone else was being terribly jolly, and then his dark mood continued when he saw the seating plan for dinner. I really don’t know why. It’s only the first night of many, after all, and the Junior Assistant Accommodation Director is a perfectly agreeable young man to have as one’s host. We’re sure to have our turn at the Captain’s table later in the voyage.

Of course Bernard is better suited to the more exclusive, serious cruises, where the guest lecturer is treated with reverential respect, but with stocks in the doldrums and a new roof to pay for one really has to take work where one can find it. Frankly, I’m not sorry he won’t be presiding over his own table every evening. He collected an uncomfortable number of acolytes on the Treasures of Croatia voyage in April and as mere Wife of Guest Lecturer I can’t say that ten nights of slavish adoration are always good for a man.

I was relieved to find we were dining with a pleasant group of English passengers last evening. The next table was all American and one husband and wife were making such an exhibition of themselves. They had apparently flown from the States to Paris and then travelled on to Istanbul by the wildly expensive Orient Express train.

‘No air-conditioning,’ he was yelling, ‘no closet space, no hot tub. Matter of fact, you don’t even get a shower. They expect you to shave in the same basin you pee in. You know how much I paid for that? I’ll tell you how much I paid.’

So vulgar, and the wife was no better. She’s one of those bosomy frights with teased hair and scarlet nails.

‘Don’t listen to him,’ she was screeching. ‘He bellyaches about the price of everything. It was worth it. It was beautiful. Fresh table linens every meal. French soap. Anyhow, he can afford it, and I love a train ride. Frankie’s not so keen. He reckons he feels cooped up. But he enjoyed it when we did the Royal Canadian Pacific out from Calgary. Every day they stopped some place different so the guys could fish. There wasn’t much up there in the way of shopping but they put on an auction every day. Paintings and little antique doodads. We got a numbered Chagall. I don’t really like his stuff. Kinda weird if you ask me. But we put it in the downstairs john so nobody has to look at it for long.’

Bernard imitated her perfectly as we were getting ready for bed.

‘“Now what I want to know is, on that Orient Express train, how’d they ever get a grand piano through the door of the bar car?”’

He’s a wonderful mimic. He really could have been an actor.

I said, ‘Darling, you may mock them but they’re your people.’

He said, ‘They are, and I can only apologize. Another reminder, though God knows I don’t need one, why I fled the land of the deep-fried Twinkie.’

How we laughed.

A feature of the Golden Memories cruises that everyone seems to be talking about is the dance contests. Every day there’s something called Ballroom Boot Camp, for those who feel a little rusty and would like to improve, and there are daily demonstrations by professional dancers who are also available for private lessons. The whole thing culminates in a Grand Dance-Off on Gala Night, The Ballroom Blitz. First prize is a ten-day Oyster Line cruise for two. Bernard jested that second prize might appropriately be a seventeen-day Oyster Line cruise. All very humorous but as I pointed out, every time he gives a lecture he’s going to be vying with dance fever. Today, for instance, his opening lecture, Izmir, Three Thousand Years in Forty Minutes, clashes with the Rumba Showcase. It’s jolly bad luck.

Jesus says this morning’s forecast is for high winds and overcast skies, which will at least bring in people who might otherwise be out on the tennis courts.
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Bernard was magnificent, as ever. His hair was looking particularly leonine this morning and he wore his charcoal seersucker with a canary-yellow bow tie. He gave them one of his masterly sweeps through history: Greek Smyrna, now the city of Izmir, the birthplace of Homer and once a vital presence on the great trade route from Anatolia to the Aegean. Sacked by the Lydians, rebuilt under Lysimachus, cultivated by the Romans, superceded by Constantinople, razed by the Mongols.

I’m afraid it was all quite over their heads. Bernard read to them from Tertullian and what did his first questioner ask? ‘Where will be the best place to buy a leather jacket?’

Upon which an elderly blonde called out, ‘Oh I can answer that. We’ve sailed this route before. Where we dock, at the Konak Pier, there’s a very good mall. They have all the labels.’

Somebody else wanted to know whether there’d be a decent beach. The same blonde said, ‘No, but if you’re into scuba-diving and stuff like that you can easy get a cab to Dolphinland.’

Bernard and I have a little arrangement for these lectures. If things start to go awry during question time or he has a particular reason for wanting to wind things up quickly, he takes out his pocket silk and polishes his specs. That’s the signal for me to raise my hand. Which I duly did, and asked about Chios’s rival claim to be the birthplace of Homer, giving him the perfect cue to say a few words about the bardic guild of the Homeridae and then turn off the microphone.

The lounge emptied very quickly except for a couple I recognized as the loud Americans from the next-door table last evening. He, short and rotund and bald. She taller, with piled-up hair and an intrusive Easter lilies’ scent.

She said, ‘Hey, Professor, I have to tell you a funny thing. My hubby’s middle name is Homer. Francis Homer Gleeson. Isn’t that wild?’

As Bernard remarked, Homer isn’t so very unusual a name in the United States but the woman was determined to make something of it. One has to be very guarded the first day of a cruise. There are people who will use anything to try and forge instant familiarity. Allow them an inch and they can then become pests for the duration.

She said, ‘Frankie wasn’t named after your guy, of course. Know why his folks gave him Homer? You’ll love this. Because the day Frankie was born his brother hit a home run for Painted Post Little League. Isn’t that cute? I’m Nola Gleeson, by the way. That was a very nice talk you gave. And I just adore your tie. It really makes you look the part. Like one of those TV professors. And we hear your wife is an English Lady! That is so exciting! We never met a Lady before.’

One is so thrown together with strangers on a cruise. The boundaries of intimacy can be hard to maintain, particularly for a man as charismatic as Bernard, and when people fail to breach his defences they’ll often try to get to him through me.

He began shuffling his papers. Bernard doesn’t actually need them, of course. He can talk for hours without recourse to notes. But they can be a useful prop. When people close in on you, concentrating on one’s papers can send out the message that you are a busy and serious man who doesn’t have time for idle chitchat. For me it signalled that the time had come to effect a swift exit. I know my role at such moments and I certainly didn’t need Bernard to remind me by stepping on my toes so brutally. I can only think it was because Mr Gleeson was staring at him so rudely. He didn’t say a word. He simply stared, as though Bernard were an exhibit in a glass case.

When we got back to the cabin Bernard was in such a peevish mood.

He said, ‘Why did you linger? Why did you encourage those awful people?’

But I hadn’t lingered. I’d returned at a normal pace, unlike Bernard who must have sprinted. And I’m quite sure I didn’t encourage them. I never encourage people.

I said, ‘I think Francis Homer Gleeson was bowled over by your lecture. Did you notice how he was studying you?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I didn’t give the man a second glance.’

I said, ‘I think he was rather taken with your dickie bow.’

‘Please, Enid,’ he said, ‘don’t call it a dickie. You know better than that.’

Bernard is such a perfectionist. I’m much more careful about what I say and how I say it since we’ve been together and I can understand how hard he finds it to face the day’s work when the audience is clearly of limited education. One does feel for him. But it was either this or a three-night mini-cruise out of Harwich, and versatile though he is, the Hanseatic League is hardly Bernard’s forte, so one must simply make the best of things and soldier on.

No port of call today. I love a day at sea. There are hundreds of things one might do to fill the hours but sometimes I rather enjoy doing nothing. I suggested we nab some deckchairs and snuggle under blankets, but Bernard said he needed to go through his lecture notes on Rhodes and the breeze would blow his papers about if he did it out of doors.

I said, ‘Darling, you absolutely do not need to revise Rhodes. You could give that lecture in your sleep. Indeed I think I’ve heard you do so.’

A weak smile.

‘Nevertheless,’ he said, ‘I shall revise Rhodes. One can always find something new to say.’

I said, ‘I think you’re avoiding the Francis Homer Gleesons.’

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘But I certainly don’t intend to make myself an easy target, which I would be, lounging in a chair for all to see. Please bear that in mind, if you insist on going into public places. One can spend an entire voyage trying to undo the work of a few minutes of ill-considered familiarity on Day One. You must be on your guard. In fact I wish you’d run along and make sure we’re not going to be stuck with them at dinner.’

This evening is the first of the Formals. We’re at the Second Officer’s table, eight-thirty seating.

I said, ‘But what am I to do if they are at our table? I can hardly have them bumped.’

‘Of course you can,’ he said. ‘Having them bumped is precisely what you can do. I won’t sit with them, Enid, and that’s all there is to it. And I pray to heaven they haven’t signed up for my tour of Izmir.’

I said, ‘On that point I think you can relax. Those kind of people are only interested in one thing. Shopping.’

He said, ‘They came to my lecture.’

I said, ‘Darling, some people will go to anything.’

Which didn’t come out quite the way I meant it and was probably the cause of the ensuing sullenness. He refused to join me for a walk on deck and a spot of lunch.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll have Jesus bring me a sandwich.’

There were plenty of reclining chairs available. I could have had my pick. But an elderly lady caught my eye and beckoned me over.

She said, ‘I’m Virginia. Come and sit with me a while. I’ve been talking to myself this past hour.’

Virginia is travelling with her daughter.

She said, ‘Irene’s at the dance class. It’s a big day for her. If she doesn’t find a partner she won’t be able to go in for the contest. Then she’ll spend the rest of the cruise feeling depressed.’

I said, ‘It sounds rather hit and miss. Wouldn’t it be a better plan to bring a dance partner with her?’

Virginia replied, ‘Easier said than done.’

From what one could gather, Irene has had a long run of bad luck with men and is prone to attacks of the doldrums but is otherwise the perfect, considerate and attentive daughter.

Said daughter eventually arrived. Virginia just celebrated her eighty-fifth birthday, which by my reckoning must mean Irene is forty at the very least but she was dressed in a strikingly short, figure-hugging dress in mango yellow and she was chewing gum. It was apparent from her face that her morning hadn’t gone well.

Virginia said, ‘No luck, dear?’

It seemed there had been a tussle over the few available men.

Irene said, ‘They should open it up. Let some of the crew come up and dance. Some of those Latin types. But no, the only extra guys we’re allowed are the Gentlemen Hosts and half of them dance like stiffs. Don Harrington’s the best of the bunch and he’s kind of spoken for. There’s this pushy hag called Dorcas got her claws into him. God knows how. You should see her figure. Tits like tennis balls in a sock. But I haven’t given up yet. I reckon I can swing it with Don.’

Virginia said, ‘This is Enid. She’s been keeping me company. She’s English.’

I said, ‘I haven’t danced in years. It must be such fun.’

Irene said, ‘It’s not fun. It’s a competition. There’s a ten-day cruise at stake.’

Quite cut-throat, Virginia said.

I said, ‘Perhaps I’ll come along and give it a try.’

Irene said, ‘You got a partner?’

Sadly, Bernard never, ever dances. He won’t even join in one of those wild circle dances with his Greek chums.

I said, ‘No, but perhaps I could grab one of those spare Gentlemen Corpses. If no one else wants them?’

She said, ‘You don’t look like a dancer.’

What do I look like, Irene? A middle-aged wallflower, skin a little dry, hair not as thick as it once was, waistline not as slender? A woman whose only hope of a dance partner is someone who does it as a job of work?

She said, ‘You bring your gear with you?’

I said, ‘What is “gear”?’

‘Costumes,’ she said. ‘Proper dresses and dance shoes. You can’t do competition dancing in any old thing.’

She looked down at my feet, her scorn for my canvas deck pumps all too evident.

I said, ‘No, I didn’t bring anything.’

She relaxed.

‘Not much you can do about it then, is there?’ she said. ‘See, experienced dancers, we come prepared for a contest like this.’

With everything except a partner, apparently. What a desperate creature. And her mother is so sweet.

I went up to the Sports’ Deck. It was dry but the wind was still gusting and there were very few people about, just a few joggers and one determined soul out on the golf links. It was quite heavenly to be alone with the inky sea and the scudding clouds. I had a bowl of onion soup gratinée at the Sea Breezes Salad Bowl and then the sun began to break through so I decided to take another turn around the deck. It was quite by chance I looked up and noticed a figure on the Spinnaker Observation Deck training a pair of binoculars exactly in my direction. One instinctively looks away but then one has the strong compulsion to look back, and as I did so he lowered the binoculars and waved. It was the ridiculous Mr Gleeson, clearly identifiable by his white Bermuda shorts and garish Hawaiian shirt.

What to do? One hates to be impolite but Bernard is right, on a cruise ship, even one as capacious as the Golden Memories, it’s as well to draw the line from the very beginning. I simply nodded, rather crisply, and walked quickly out of range.

Bernard was still hunkered down in the cabin, books and papers all over the bed and the remnants of a toasted sandwich on the night stand.

I said, ‘You can relax. I checked the seating and Mr and Mrs Gleeson are at the Captain’s table this evening.’

‘Ha!’ he said. ‘Isn’t that just bloody typical. We get Second Officer’s table and they pull out the plum. They’ll have paid, of course. They’ll have slipped someone a little inducement. People like that always buy their way in.’

I really don’t think it’s anything to get upset about but Bernard has a very strong sense of entitlement and he’s in a particularly testy mood today. Normally, on the first full day of a cruise he’d be out and about, holding court, encouraging his claque to assemble. The Golden Memories isn’t that kind of cruise, though, as must have been brought home to him by his audience this morning. It’s unsettled him and when anything unsettles Bernard he has a tendency to prowl.

I said, ‘Dearest, do come and explore the ship. It’s a beautiful fresh day and there are all kinds of activities we might try. How about deck quoits? Or there’s a fashion show in the Verandah Lounge. We can get afternoon tea.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t think so.’

I said, ‘I know these aren’t our kind of people but we’re here and there’s no turning back so we may as well make the best of things.’

He said, ‘I’ll leave that to you. I’m afraid I lack your English stoicism. I don’t have your talent for getting along with the riffraff.’

I said, ‘Hardly riff-raff. Some of these people could buy and sell us many times over. Including, I imagine, Mr and Mrs Francis Gleeson who seem to have so rattled you. That was a considerable diamond ring she was wearing.’

‘The nouveau riche!’ he snorted. ‘They’re worst of all. But you’re mistaken, Enid. I don’t allow people like that to rattle me, as you put it. As a matter of fact, until you brought up their name I had quite forgotten them.’

I said, ‘What a pity you didn’t say. You might have saved me the trouble of poring over tonight’s dinner seating plans.’

I do my very best to shield Bernard from life’s irritations but he can be so thoughtless and sometimes he allows such silly little things to bother him. We’ve been together more than twenty years and yet there are times when I feel I hardly understand him at all.

*

Bernard and I met in 1980. At the time he was Clifford Dennis’s companion and amanuensis, a role which kept him very busy. I’d just moved to Rome having taken every possible Tuscan cookery course and grown rather bored with Florence. I didn’t know many people and so was glad to be invited into Clifford’s little coterie. They were all such interesting and creative people, not at all the kind of friends one might expect of a retired English cleric.

Clifford Dennis wasn’t universally popular. The Luxley-Greenwoods, who had been in Rome for centuries and were practically rooted in the foundations of All Saints church, had great reservations about him, even going so far as to suggest that he might have obtained his certificate of ordination from a Christmas cracker. And when Roger Joad saw me enjoying an aperitivo with Bernard one evening he called me the next morning and was quite hateful about it.

He said, ‘Enid, what can you be thinking, taking drink with that old fraud’s catamite?’

I said, ‘Bernard and Clifford are jolly decent friends to me.’

‘Of course they are, dear,’ he said. ‘You’re one of their obliging little smokescreens. Whenever Tommy Luxley-Greenwood cries “pederasts” Clifford tells Bernard to be seen with women. You’re not the first, believe me. I don’t know why they bother. As if anyone cares in this day and age. And Bernard is a positive chameleon. I remember when he first slithered across Clifford’s threshold; he was as American as apple pie. To hear him now you’d think he was Eton and Oxford.’

I think Roger Joad must secretly have carried a torch for me because I’m sure Bernard had never done anything to deserve his hostility, nor that of the Luxley-Greenwood faction. For two years he was perfectly sweet to me, though it was all quite platonic. He cut such a romantic figure, particularly in the winter months when he’d wear a wonderful swirling, hooded cloak or a long raccoon coat and a black beaver hat. He had the kind of presence that opened doors and secured good restaurant tables, even if he didn’t always have the jingle to pay for them. But poverty has never been a crime in my book and Bernard was clearly a treasure to Clifford, albeit an underpaid treasure. He did absolutely everything for him, from supervising two rather insolent houseboys to taming the torrent of dictation of Clifford’s memoirs, which sadly have never found the publisher they deserve.

All of us who knew them assumed that Bernard’s position was unassailable and though Clifford was quite elderly he was still very spry and an avid thrower of luncheon parties. It came as the greatest shock when he collapsed after a gentle game of mixed doubles and never regained consciousness. And poor Bernard, who had rather been given the impression that the house would one day be his, was disconcerted to discover a number of relatives, not least a sister Clifford had never mentioned, who flew in and landed with a vulturine thud on the roof of Villa Peruzzi. Which left him in a terrible fix. Both his home and his livelihood were gone, in the bursting of a capillary.

When I offered Bernard my couch for a week or two, I did no more than any friend might do, but we found ourselves thrown together, two single people, both a little lost. Then it so happened that around the same time Grandpa Lune visited on his way to Capri and Bernard, with his ever-enquiring mind, became fascinated by the whole history of the Lune marques-sate, created, as I now understand, thanks to Bernard, in 1815 for my ancestor Guy Tallentine-Conyers, Earl of Sedbergh, in recognition of his services at the Battle of Waterloo. Bernard ferreted out a great deal more about my ancestors than I had ever known.

So Grandpa Lune stopped off in Rome and sprung for dinner at the Hassler and he and Bernard had a jolly good natter, with Bernard asking many penetrating questions that I myself would never have thought to ask. Then, that night, made audacious by drink, I invited Bernard to abandon his bachelor couch and join me in my bed. As he often jests, limoncello has a lot to answer for.

We were engaged soon after but we didn’t marry for almost two years, first out of respect for Clifford and then because we were being harried this way and that by Mumsie’s solicitor who had put the idea in her head that Bernard was a gold-digger, though heaven knows, I had nothing to interest a fortune-hunter and I never hid my circumstances from him. Apart from a small house in Eaton Mews and our little pied a l’eau in Venice I have nothing to my name. And when Mumsie dies Lowhope Fell Hall will go to Cousin Andrew, as I hope her friend Bobbie Snape fully understands.

No, Bernard and I have had twenty-three basically happy years. We travel the world because Bernard is so much in demand as a guest lecturer, but we live very modestly. We see little or nothing of my people and Bernard has no people for us to see, an only child with parents long dead. It suits us. We have each other. And one truly hardly misses lunches at Peter Jones and chatting to one’s chums.

If Bernard snaps occasionally it’s because his vibrant intellect chafes against the limited range of some of his audiences. He should really be teaching in one of our great universities but he insists it was never what he wanted. He’s far too free a spirit to be tied down by academic term dates. Still, I do rather regret that his freedom of spirit doesn’t extend to becoming a member of the Blockbuster video shop or going to the kind of parties where there’s dancing.
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Bernard’s mood is always lifted by Formal Nights. He cuts such a fine figure in a dinner jacket and wing collar and he knows it. I joke with him that he was born a hundred years too late. Friends sometimes urge me to be a little more glamorous myself but I never quite got the hang of clothes. I suppose if one learns these things at all it’s at one’s mother’s knee, but Mumsie’s knee was always jodhpur-clad and I simply followed suit. When I was sent to board at Darnbrook it came as the greatest shock, being made to wear a serge gymslip. Apart from the annual torture of being squeezed into an ancient velveteen frock for a visit to Grandma and Grandpoppa Oakhanger, one had practically never worn a skirt.

Then in later years there was the whole nightmarish business of Coming Out which involved staying with the Aunt Oakhangers in Lennox Gardens and borrowing gowns from Cousin Tig. How much easier it must be nowadays with those marvellous charity shops. My faithful old evening skirt, only five pounds from Mencap, has seen me through hundreds of these Formal Nights. One can ring the changes with various little blouses and gay necklaces picked up cheaply on one’s travels. The American women fight for hair and nail appointments and then they pile on everything they have in their jewellery case. It quite makes one shudder.

At our table this evening: Second Officer Scott Davenport; a couple from Delaware called Chip and Cricket McCuddy; the cruise chaplain, Reverend Tudor Griffiths from Swansea; and my new acquaintances from this morning, Virginia and her daughter Irene, now making a play to be my friend.

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘Mom didn’t realize you were a Lady, not till we looked at the dinner seating. You shudda said.’

Why, Irene? Would it have made you less pathetically territorial about spare men?

I smiled.

I said, ‘I hope you found a dance partner.’

‘Sure I did,’ she said. ‘I always get a partner.’

Virginia whispered, ‘Don Harrington. There was another person hoping to get him but he chose Irene.’

Irene said, ‘No need to whisper, Mom. Winner takes all.’

Virginia said, ‘Don’s English too. I expect you know him.’

Only by sight. He has that Gentleman Host look, English edition. Thick silver hair, a little toothbrush moustache, navy-blue blazer and a cravat.

Bernard was seated between Mrs McCuddy and Irene, décolletage to the left of him, décolletage to the right. He looked like a remote granite peak flanked by two deep, lush valleys. Cricket McCuddy was already quite pink, though whether it was down to the second cocktail she ordered before soup was served or to her enormous pleasure at having bagged what she described as ‘a real live professor’, one couldn’t be sure.

‘Honey,’ she said, addressing Irene, ‘we better watch what we say tonight. The Professor here’s gonna be giving us marks outta ten.’

But Bernard’s thoughts were far away, one could tell, and Irene’s sights were firmly locked on Second Officer Davenport. One imagines she’s the kind of woman who prefers scalps that come trimmed with a little gold braid.

I was partnered by Mr McCuddy and Fr. Griffiths. Chip McCuddy was very successful in burglar alarms and is now retired, apparently from society as well as from business because he spoke only when spoken to. Yes, the weather had turned out better than we’d feared. Yes, lobster tails are a great treat. Yes, he has sailed with Oyster Line before. The wife is the live wire in the marriage. One imagines there is an age difference.

Fr. Griffiths, on the other hand, doesn’t stop talking even when he has a mouthful of bread.

‘Thirty-three people for Morning Worship. Not bad for a Sunday. I mean, what can you do? People are on their holidays. They like to sleep in, particularly when it’s a day at sea. And the liturgical duties – these days they’re a bit of a sideline. I’m really more of a welfare officer. Think of me as a human iceberg. The bit you see, the dog collar, that’s not the half of it. Most of me is below the waterline, if you see what I mean. I’m a roving social worker. Don’t call me Tudor, by the way. Everyone knows me as Taff.’

Bernard said, ‘Are you a Catholic priest?’

‘I am indeed,’ he said. ‘But the minute a ship is under way I think of myself as non-denominational. The spirit calls, Taff delivers.’

Bernard said, ‘But you say Mass?’

He began pronouncing it with the long ‘a’ after he met Mumsie. Around the same time he dropped the ‘l’ from golf.

Fr. Taff said, ‘As required. Below decks mainly, for the Hispanics. The passengers, they tend to be looking for something a bit lighter. A couple of hymns, a prayer for world peace and a little sermonette. See, you have to keep it short because you’re up against the lure of the other entertainments.’

‘Entertainments!’

Bernard turned away with a smirk of disgust. He’s not a church goer himself but his instincts are entirely traditional and he does prefer to see people taking their religion seriously.

Virginia said, ‘Well I think it’s wonderful. We’re all God’s children. The time me and Irene went to St Kitts they had a Seder two of the nights and anybody could go. They closed off the end of one of the dining rooms, white tablecloths, candles, a roast-chicken dinner. It was beautiful. Even the wine was Jewish.’

‘Kosher,’ the Reverend said. ‘Certified by the Chief Rabbi. I’ve tasted it myself. A most acceptable beverage.’

I said, ‘Do tell me, what’s it like below deck on one of these ships? I’ve always wondered.’

‘Like a pressure cooker,’ he said. ‘Very noisy, very hot. Cramped quarters, long hours, too many boys and not enough girls. You can imagine the problems. But I do the best I can.’

To which Mr McCuddy added, ‘You can’t do more.’

His conversational style seems to be to grasp someone else’s last remark and rework it.

I said, ‘I should love to see down there some time. Could one get a guided tour, I wonder?’

Fr. Taff said, ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. It’s a rough and ready old world. The language can get a bit colourful, if you know what I mean? It’s not the place for a lady.’

Second Officer Davenport laughed.

He said, ‘Come on now, Taff. You make it sound like the merchant marine.’

Taff said, ‘Well, I speak as I find. Let’s say I wouldn’t want to take my mother down there.’

Bernard began to thaw. By dessert the morning’s dark clouds seemed to have dispersed and he had the whole table in stitches with his Ancient Roman shipwreck joke. We were just starting on coffee and mints when Cricket McCuddy began waving her arms and called out, ‘Frankie, Nola, come on over and say hello. How’d you enjoy your dinner?’ and I caught the distinctive musky scent of Mrs Gleeson approaching from behind.

It turns out that the McCuddys and the Gleesons are acquaintances from previous cruises.

Cricket said, ‘We ran into this pair going from Fort Lauderdale to Cozumel and then gosh darn it if they didn’t turn up on the Empress of the Waves, Rio to Buenos Aires and now here we are again. Once you know Nola and Frankie you’ll never shake ‘em off. I’m just kidding, of course.’

‘She’s just kidding,’ confirmed Mr McC.

Bernard shot me a what-did-I-tell-you glance and both Gleesons moved into my field of vision. It appears they coordinate their outfits. This morning they were both wearing parakeets on a sky-blue background. Tonight their theme was green. She was entirely in dark aquamarine, from her high-heeled mules to her feathered hair ornament, he was in a mint-green dinner jacket and a strangely neat, brown, helmet-like wig.

Cricket McCuddy said, ‘Don’t look now, Frankie, but I think a seagull just dropped its nest on your head.’

She was in rather a merry condition.

Gleeson laughed. He said, ‘I’ve heard it all before, Cricket. Heard it all before. The way I look at it, you ladies get dressed up for a party, stick-on nails, stick-on eyelashes. I don’t see why a guy can’t do the same. Hey, guess how many lobster tails Nola ate? Four.’

Mrs Gleeson said, ‘Only because Frankie can’t do shellfish. Only because they’d have gone back to the kitchen untouched and I hate waste. Are you all coming up to see the show? The Silverados are playing tonight. We saw them in 2002 on the way to Grand Cayman. Best band we ever heard on a cruise ship.’

Cricket said, ‘Not tonight, Nola. Only eight days left till the Dance-Off. We’re working on our bossa nova.’

Something amused Irene. A sly little smile. Perhaps I was the only one to notice it.

Nola Gleeson said, ‘How about you, Professor? You and Lady Enid coming to hear the Silverados?’

But Bernard, suddenly absorbed in the subject of weather systems with Scott Davenport, appeared not to have heard her.

I said, ‘My husband’s taste in music is strictly classical. Anyway, no entertainment for us tonight. I’m afraid he has work to do.’

Which wasn’t a complete untruth because he has brought with him the essay he hopes to contribute to Gaetano Borin’s festschrift. Though Bernard never had tenure at Pavia he and Gaetano did share rooms and they’ve always stayed in touch. Bernard has reading privileges at heaps of universities. Besides, we never go to these evening entertainments. They’re not Bernard’s kind of thing at all. He prefers us to find a quiet corner, have a little nightcap or two and chat about his day.

She said, ‘Well I’m sure a night off would do him good. I know what these men are like. Frankie was just the same. I used to say, “Congratulations, any day now you’re gonna be the richest man in the graveyard.” Didn’t make a lick of difference, not till they told him he needed a triple bypass. That made him think. Soon as they wheeled him out of surgery I booked our first cruise. I’ve been telling him ever since, I’m gonna make him relax if it kills me.’

I was about to point out that as on-board lecturer Bernard’s not actually here to relax, but the Reverend Griffiths rather sabotaged my argument by offering to escort Virginia to the show.

She said, ‘I’d just love to. If you’re sure you can spare the time.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ he said. ‘I reckon I can be spared for an hour. All work and no play makes Taff a dull boy.’

Mrs Gleeson said, ‘See? Father here’s got the right attitude. So maybe we’ll catch you guys in the ballroom later, or we might give the casino a whirl. We might go play the slots for an hour. I’m feeling lucky tonight. What did you think of the dessert, Cricket?’

Mrs C said, ‘I don’t remember. What was it like?’

The charlotte russe had evidently been eclipsed by the glass of sweet vermouth she’d ordered to wash it down.

Nola Gleeson said, ‘I didn’t like the look of it. I asked our waiter to check with the kitchen that it was made with a non-animal gelling agent but I don’t think he understood. So I got ice cream instead. And you know, they only had vanilla or chocolate. You’d think they’d give you more choice. Frankie says what’s the odds, I cudda risked eating the mousse thing anyhow, seeing I’m a mad cow already. Did you catch CNN tonight? The Michael Jackson trial? They found him not guilty.’

The woman is a talking steamroller. I decided the only thing to do was to get out of her path. I stood up, but Bernard, infuriatingly, kept his face averted and failed to pick up my signal, leaving me to retrieve my wrap which had become tangled around the legs of my chair. Neither Chip McCuddy, who was busy reading the small print on a sugar sachet nor Fr. Griffiths who was tête-à-tête with Virginia stirred to help me. It was Don Harrington, approaching our table to speak to Irene, who noticed my difficulty and came to the rescue.

‘Let me get that for you,’ he said.

A Yorkshireman with a dark brown voice. I thanked him.

He said, ‘It’s that old boy-scout training kicking in.’

He jerked his head towards Bernard and Mr McCuddy.

‘Modern men, eh?’ he said. ‘I blame it on those women’s libbers.’

Irene said, ‘All set, Don? I’m ready when you are.’

She was half out of her seat.

Don said, ‘No, I just came to say, give me half an hour. I’ll do the rounds, make sure everybody’s happy, then I’m yours. Mustn’t neglect the ladies, must we now, gents?’

It was only when Scott Davenport got to his feet that Bernard picked up his cue.

‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Quite right. Time to go. I must make my excuses, ladies and gentlemen, and get back to the grindstone.’

But Francis Homer Gleeson was blocking his exit.

‘Professor,’ he said, ‘I gotta tell you a very funny thing. You remind me so much of an old pal of mine. I can’t get over it. You could be his twin, only Willy didn’t have a twin.’

I wasn’t at all sure Bernard was even listening to him.

Gleeson said, ‘Willy Fink. That was his name. You got any cousins called Fink at all? Fink, Finch, it’s not a big stretch is it?’

Bernard towered over him, head and shoulders, but Mr Gleeson is so solid that getting past him was impossible.

He said, ‘No. No cousins. The name means nothing to me.’

Mr Gleeson said, ‘Only Nola was reading to me what it says about you in the cruise brochure, how you were born in the States, even though you sound like you’re English. And you put me so much in mind of Willy, I can’t tell you. Even the way you run your fingers through your hair when you were giving your little talk. After I’d watched you this morning, well, I’d have bet the farm you were Willy Fink.’

Bernard said very evenly, ‘Then it’s a good thing you didn’t. Because I’m not.’

But still the Gleeson man wouldn’t let him pass.

He said, ‘And another interesting coincidence is, your name’s Bernard and my friend Willy’s middle name was Bernard. Wislaw Bernard Fink, only we always called him Willy. Lived on Brewster Street, Painted Post, Elmira, 1940 to 1958. That’s in New York State, by the way. Whereabouts are you from?’

Bernard hesitated.

‘New York,’ he said, eventually. ‘And now you really must excuse me.’

‘New York!’ Gleeson said. ‘Same state, even! Well I’ll be darned! You from the city?’

Bernard is from a town called Newburgh.

‘No,’ he murmured. ‘Orange County.’ He hardly opened his mouth wide enough for the words to escape.

Gleeson said, ‘Well then maybe you had cousins in Painted Post and didn’t even know it.’

I saw that little indentation that appears in Bernard’s cheek whenever he’s clenching his jaw. Always a sign that he’s running out of his very limited supply of patience.

He said, ‘New York is a very large state but I have no cousins there, nor indeed anywhere else. Good night.’

And still that awful little man barred his way. He just stood there, smiling at Bernard, until at last Mrs Gleeson said, ‘Frankie, stand aside. The Professor doesn’t know you.’

He moved, and Bernard hurried away, zigzagging between the tables. Gleeson called after him.

‘Pity though,’ he said. ‘I’d have loved to run into Willy. I’ve often wondered what became of him. Wouldn’t surprise me if he isn’t a professor some place too. Willy was a real scholar.’

Bernard never looked back. He strode out of the dining room, leaving me to extricate myself from a rather awkward moment.

Taff Griffiths said, ‘Well then. We’d best be getting up to the Show Room. Get a good seat for these Silverados.’

Mrs Gleeson said, ‘Most cruises you find the guest speakers are very friendly, very approachable. But sometimes people think they’re too important. They think they’re too grand. Who is it pays the piper though? The passengers, that’s who.’

‘Oh yes,’ Chip McCuddy said, ‘it’s the passenger pays the piper.’

Mrs Gleeson continued, ‘And the passenger doesn’t pay to be given the cold shoulder. I might just have a word to Gavin Iles.’

Chip McCuddy said, ‘Frankie, I’ll tell you where you should look up old friends. Your alumnus association. Did you ever think to get in touch with them?’

Gleeson said, ‘No, Chip, I never did. I didn’t feel the need. Most of us haven’t gone far. There’s some got businesses in Elmira and Binghamton, one I know of moved up to Utica, and few in the cemetery now too, and that’s about it. Not many unaccounted for. Willy’s the only one I can think of that’s disappeared off the map. You know, I even remember his date of birth. January twelfth 1940. Ain’t that something? Don’t matter how hard I try I never forget a date.’

And I felt a horrid spasm in my tummy that I’m afraid I couldn’t entirely attribute to the lobster tails.

Bernard was in the bathroom and he remained in there for so long that I felt compelled to tap on the door.

He said, ‘I’m using the lavatory, Enid.’

I said, ‘I know. But why are you taking so long in there?’

Silence.

I said, ‘Are you unwell?’

More silence.

I said, ‘I very much hope you’re not hiding in there, because A: I rather need to do a tinkle myself and B: I have something rather remarkable to tell you.’

After an eternity I heard the flush and out he came, wearing his noli me tangere face.

I said, ‘You left the dining room very abruptly. You might have waited for me.’

He said, ‘I had to answer an urgent call of nature.’

I said, ‘You gave a very churlish impression to the other people at our table. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mrs Gleeson complains about you. I imagine she’s a great complainer and she’s already on first name terms with Gavin Iles.’

‘First name terms with Iles!’ he said. ‘Then she’s clearly a woman of enormous influence.’

I said, ‘But the main thing is, you missed an extraordinary revelation from Mr Gleeson. His long-lost friend Willy Fink had exactly the same birth date as you.’

He said, ‘I thought you were in a great hurry to use the bathroom?’

I said, ‘But don’t you find it amazing that you apparently not only look very much alike but were born on the same day too?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t. And if you knew anything at all about probability theory, Enid, neither would you. It’s a well-known party trick.’

I said, ‘Then why are you so cross about it?’

‘Cross?’ he said. ‘I’m not cross. I’m merely exhausted by having to perform for all those idiotic people. You don’t realize how much it takes out of me.’

I said, ‘This evening wasn’t so very bad. We’ve had far worse. Scott Davenport is very pleasant and you had the bonus of gazing into the Grand Canyon of Mrs McCuddy’s cleavage.’

‘Ah!’ he said. ‘So that’s why you’re being so hostile. You’re jealous of my attentions to another woman.’

Such a silly thing to say. I’ve never once, in all the years we’ve been together, felt he had the slightest interest in other women.

I said, ‘I am not being hostile. I was just telling you about a remarkable coincidence.’

When Bernard has an important point to make he holds up his hand, to halt all other conversational traffic.

He said, ‘If we must talk about this idiotic subject may I offer another suggestion that doesn’t seem to have occurred to you: that this Gleeson chap has targeted me. He’s one of those insane people who stalk celebrities. Have you forgotten Funchal?’

It’s true we did have an alarming experience on a Gems of Iberia cruise in 2001, but that was a lonely woman who decided she and Bernard were destined to be lovers and took to lurking in corridors and popping out from behind pillars. It all came to a rather dramatic climax when she waited for me to attend a castanet demonstration and presented herself to Bernard at the door of our cabin wearing nothing but a pair of tights and a raincoat.

I said, ‘I hardly think Mr Gleeson has designs on your body.’

He said, ‘I’m not talking about my body. How obtuse you are, Enid. I’m talking about obsessive people with empty lives. The man has clearly researched my biography and decided to amuse himself by weaving this fantasy. If he approaches me again I shall be the one doing the complaining.’

I said, ‘You must do no such thing. Gavin Iles is no great fan of yours and the Gleesons are avid cruisers. I’m sure they’re the kind of favoured customers who get upgraded at the drop of a hat. And Mr Gleeson doesn’t look like a madman.’

‘They never do,’ he said. ‘Now I don’t want to hear another word about it, not from that idiot and not from you. I warn you, Enid. I’m in no mood.’

I said, ‘There’s no need to be so unpleasant. Good gracious, the way you’re behaving anyone would think that you actually were this Willy Bernard Fink. Anyone who didn’t know you could be forgiven for thinking you’re afraid of being unmasked by Mr Gleeson.’

He said, ‘I refuse to dignify that with a reply.’

And he slammed a drawer shut and tied his dressing gown so savagely I thought he might injure himself. I left him with his head buried in Bamford’s Knights of Malta while I tweezed a few chin whiskers and pottered for a while.

I don’t know so awfully much about Bernard’s background. He’d been in Rome for almost ten years by the time we met, and so many other wonderful places before that. Athens, Istanbul, Venice. I get in a fearful muddle about the dates. I sometimes wish I did know more but as Bernard says, our lives didn’t really begin until we met each other. We did talk of visiting Newburgh, New York, not long after we were married. I thought I should like to see where Bernard grew up, but both the Finches senior were dead and the house had been demolished so, as Bernard said, there seemed little point. I could understand. I don’t especially enjoy going back to Lowhope Fell Hall since Bobbie Snape brought her influence so very much to bear. It’s no longer my home.

Lowhope struggles to look welcoming even when the sun shines. Its architecture somehow militates against cosiness. But I have some fond memories. My room under the eaves with a groaning floorboard just inside the door and my height measured and marked on the wall, twice a year. Mrs Capstick’s damson jam that had to be poured onto one’s toast because it never set. A Christmas tree put up in the Long Hall and a fire lit so Poppa could roast lemons for his special hot toddy. But since Mumsie became a Free Thinker they don’t really keep Christmas any more and as for fires, Bobbie refuses to burn anything except the elms they’ve cut down, and elm is a hopeless, sulking kind of wood. Most of the year she and Mumsie huddle in the Yellow Breakfast Room with a paraffin stove and they make absolutely no effort vis-à-vis dog hair.

Bernard, though, is unusually forgiving of everything at Lowhope and nags me constantly for us to visit oftener. ‘A bastion of English eccentricity’ he calls it. I’ve even heard him refer to it as ‘our place in the country’ though not to anyone acquainted with the facts. Sometimes I think he’s a tad embittered that it will never be in my gift to make him lord of the manor. He would certainly carry it off more stylishly than Cousin Andrew, who to my knowledge hasn’t changed his pullover in years.

One can perfectly understand why Bernard left America directly after Cornell. He’s altogether so European. Sophisticated, widely read, and such an accomplished linguist. He’s quite lost his American accent and everyone mistakes him for an Englishman. Mr Gleeson is right on that point at least.

I begin to wonder about Mr Gleeson. He’s a comical little figure, with or without the bird’s nest on his head. There’s something almost childlike about him: the way he stared at Bernard after the lecture this morning; the way he barged up to our table this evening and made himself the centre of attention. Even when Bernard made it clear he had nothing to say, he still pressed on. And there was the lunch-time incident when he was looking at me though his binoculars. I haven’t dared mention that to Bernard. With the Gems of Iberia incident one definitely sensed something deranged about Bernard’s pursuer but Mr Gleeson seems so benign. I suppose he might be suffering from one of those diseases that make one revert to childish pranks, in which case, sad as these conditions are, he shouldn’t be allowed to wander unsupervised. We discovered this to our cost with Granny Lune’s forays into the Tesco supermarket wearing her poacher’s coat.

Bernard’s book was still open but he was snoring gently. I took his reading specs out of his hand and he opened his eyes.

I said, ‘Izmir tomorrow.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Wonderful, tragic Izmir. Smyrne est une princesse avec son beau chapel. L’heureux printemps sans cesse répond à son appel et, comme un riant de fleurs dans une coupe, dans ses mers se découpe plus d’un frais archipel.’

I said, ‘Darling, I’m so glad you’re not Willy Fink from Painted Post. I bet he wouldn’t be able to recite Victor Hugo in bed.’

He laughed and we snuggled up. Truce.
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