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      All we have gained then by our unbelief
 Is a life of doubt diversified by faith,
 For one of faith diversified by doubt:
 We called the chessboard white,  we call it black. 
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        Introduction

      

      For France, perhaps more so than for any other country, the Second World War was a humiliating affair. After eight enervating months of the drle de guerre, the phoney war, the Germans invaded on 10 May, 1940. Within six short, traumatic weeks France was overwhelmed. For a population still reeling from the monstrous losses suffered during the First World War, it was without doubt the worst of times.

      Though national pride in the victory of 1918 was high, the French public was not keen to rush into another conflict. Indeed, in the months before the declaration of war against Germany in September 1939, there were many in France who enthusiastically espoused pacifism. Thus they were ill-prepared to confront Hitler and his brutish regime which had been sabre-rattling and re-arming for the best part of a decade. In the French forces, the emphasis  if such it can be called  was on defence. But in the words of one British eyewitness, the French perceptibly froze.

      Bullishly, Churchill urged them to make a last stand in Paris, but the stuffing had been knocked out of them. Divided about what they were meant to be fighting for, and desperate to avoid ruination, the French capitulated. It was left to 84-year-old Marshall Phillipe Ptain to call on his countrymen to lay down their arms and negotiate an armistice, first with Germany and then with Italy. Thus from June 1940 to the Allied invasions of 1944, France was subject to German occupation.

      Until November 1942, however, there was an unoccupied zone in the south, centred on the spa town of Vichy. From there, Ptain led a government which, as the war wore on, became increasingly identified with collaboration. When the Germans were finally evicted, many of those associated with the authoritarian Vichy State suffered retribution and were labelled traitors. Their legacy  known as the Vichy syndrome  is one of shame and guilt, and ambiguity laced with controversy.

      The questions persist to this day. To what extent were the supporters of Vichy complicit with the conquerors? Did they have any inkling of the atrocities carried out in Hitlers name, given that the Vichy government was responsible for sending back to Germany thousands of Jewish families who had fled to France for refuge? Or was the prime concern the preservation of France whatever the cost, a pragmatic decision taken in the hope of salvaging as much as possible from the dbcle of defeat?

      All of which is grist to the mill of a novelist such as Allan Massie, whose favourite stomping ground is the no mans land where bald facts leave chasmic holes in the historical narrative. For Massie, history is full of unlit corners and unwritten characters. It is not so much about events as individuals. In his authors note to A Question of Loyalties, he pays tribute to Richard Cobb, the maverick historian of the French Revolution, who wrote: I have never understood history other than in terms of human relationships. Massie aussi. For him, as for Cobb, history is human. It is not empirical or predictable or manageable but chaotic and inchoate, affecting people as individuals, each of whom is happy or unhappy in his or her own way.

      This is particularly true in a time of war, when none of us knows how we will behave. Circumstances differ. Old hierarchies are swept aside. Temperaments alter and past enmities re-surface. Fear is the great leveller, blighting everything in its path. Living constantly with its spectre can turn peacetime heroes into villains and vice versa. War complicates an already complex existence, turning things on their head; undermining definitions, demanding decisions, determining on which side we stand. Lucien de Balafr, the central character in A Question of Loyalties, a well-read man of refined tastes and sensitive disposition, understands better than most the dilemmas thrust upon us by war. We live, he says, unfortunately, in a time of categories.

      Lucien is a good man in a dire situation. An idealist with an ingrained sense of civic duty, he is the kind of character who appears often in the novels of Allan Massie. His avowed aim is to serve his country, which seems on the surface to be relatively straightforward. But in a war in which ones country has been subjugated, how best to achieve this? Unlike de Gaulle, who spearheaded the resistance movement from London, Lucien chooses to remain in France. Like so many of his countrymen, he remembers the First World War, in which he served at the Front albeit for only a couple of months. Theres no denying it, he says, war today, modern war, is simply an atrocity, an offence against God and a surrender to whatever is infernal in our nature.

      As a young man, maturing between the wars, he is determined to throw himself into a public life  because after all it is my duty, it is the duty of people like myself  in order to ensure there will be no more war in Europe. He studies at the Sorbonne then enters the Foreign Office and ends up in the embassy in Berlin, where he connects with a young German of noble birth and similarly high ideals, with whom he drinks to the fundamental integrity of Europe. Lucien is blind to the significance of the rise of Nazism. In hindsight, however, he realises that the 1918 Treaty of Versailles, which was designed to prevent future wars by redrawing Germanys boundaries and restricting her armaments, had actually spawned Hitler, who demanded that the Treaty be repudiated. His German friend tells him he all but joined the Party. Later he plots in vain Hitlers assassination with dire consequences for all concerned.

      It is an example of the cruel way in which war makes a mockery of individuals. The machine has no respect for doubters or prevaricators; it has no patience for those uncertain of their position. Decisions which in normal circumstances would be insignificant are exaggerated and become life threatening. The same is true of friendships and family background. In a world turned upside down Lucien flounders, serving in the Vichy government because he thinks he is a patriot. He loves the boulevard cafes of St Germain. He reads Balzac, Gide and Colette, Andr Malraux, Henri de Montherlant and Louis Aragon. In Provence, he even appreciates the icy gusts of the mistral rattling the naked olive trees. He is au fond an aesthete with dilettantish tastes. Before the war he edited LEcho de lAvenir, a literary magazine, which was his true mtier.

      Some forty years after Luciens mysterious death, his son, Etienne de Balafr, tries to reconstruct his fathers life, using journals, letters, official documents and personal memories. Now 55 years old and washed up in Switzerland, Etienne dovetails the account of his own pallid lifestyle with that of his father, talk of whom was forbidden territory for many years. As he delves, he discovers to his surprise that he rather liked him. I traced in my father a desire to succeed, but on his own terms. He returned time and again to the consequences for France of what he described as the abdication of the gens du bien  the well-born men of property. According to him, all the ills of the country  socialism, irreligion, the dominance of the Jewish interest and high finance  stemmed from the disinclination of men from families like ours to involve themselves in public life.

      In part, A Question of Loyalties is an exploration of the limitations and the possibilities of genres  fiction, biography and history. The plural in the title is profoundly significant. Massie has always been interested in ideas and in this book  arguably his best, certainly his most ambitious  he challenges many common perceptions and received opinions. It is a novel, like others in his oeuvre, which argues against rhetoric. Above all, he asks the reader to put himself in the shoes of a fallible, honourable man like Lucien, who desires to do his best in a world without absolutes, and imagine what it must have been like in those dark and desperate days. Doubt, for which war allows no room, is Massies governing emotion, as underlined in the novels epigraph, which is taken from Robert Brownings Bishop Blougrams Apology:

       			All we have gained then by our unbelief
Is a life of doubt diversified by faith,
For one of faith diversified by doubt:
We called the chessboard white,  we call it black.


      Eventually Lucien, a nervy man of fluctuating will and some imagination, realises that he is impotent in the face of fate. He is a pawn pulled every which way and is dragged reluctantly into politics. His instincts, like Massies, are literary, and A Question of Loyalties is a very literary book. To Lucien, thinking and dreaming are preferable to doing. He is one of lifes observers. Only one thing depressed him that first winter of the war, were told. This was the stream of people approaching him to beg that he should intervene on their behalf with the authorities, to procure a licence for this, a post for a son, a special concession of some sort. He did not yet admit that their importunity defined the regime to which he had given his heart and mind, but he was embarrassed to be seen as the fount of favour.

      To Lucien, loyalty to France is non-negotiable. But how to interpret that loyalty? How to respond to it practically in a war that does not respect borders? Questions like these hover over Massies novel like an albatross. Lucien, whose fallibility is almost painful, is a man overburdened by loyalty, to his wife, his family, friends, France, to himself. His journals, like Gides, are not concerned with his private life but the discussion of abstract, quasi-philosophical political matters. Etienne wonders if his father was a bore and concludes, perhaps correctly, that he was to some people. To others, however, including his meretricious wife Polly, he had charm. It is the curse of the diplomat who, in attempting to please everyone, ends up pleasing no one.

      Therein lies the tragedy at the heart of this engrossing, provocative novel. With a surefooted grasp of the period and ranging across England, Germany, Switzerland and South Africa, as well as France, it is epic in its embrace, encompassing almost the whole of the twentieth century. It is a learned book but imaginatively so. Indeed, Luciens lack of imagination may partly account for his inability to see the Vichy regime as others saw it. For all his agonising, he is no visionary. He is locked in a way of thinking that is suffocating.

      This is Allan Massies sixth novel in what has proved to be a remarkable and prolific career. In his earlier books, including Change and Decay in All Around I See and The Death of Men, the influence of Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene was apparent. A Question of Loyalties, however, has more in common with its immediate predecessor, Augustus, the first in his celebrated series of Roman novels, in which he reconstructs the lives of the emperors. Like Augustus, Lucien is a man at the centre of events. But unlike Augustus, he is unable to exercise any control over them. He is an ordinary man grappling with extraordinary circumstances, his sins  if such they be  magnified until they are blurred because of the context in which they are revealed. In war, Massie suggests, everyone is a loser, though some, like Lucien, have more to lose than others.

      Alan Taylor
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 			CHAPTER ONE

THE OTHER EVENING, for the first time since I came to live here two months ago, I crossed over into France. I took the little suburban train at the Gare des Eaux-Vives. I smoked a cigar as we clanked up the mountainside and then I descended at Monnetier, and strolled, still smoking, to the restaurant which the Baroness had recommended. It was, she said, in the country style, which has become ubiquitous, of course, but nevertheless this one is, I assure you, authentic. I didnt really care about that; I was interested rather in my own sentiments; what it would feel like to be again in France.
I live in Geneva now, because Switzerland is comfortable; you are valued simply according to the promptitude with which you settle your bills. And I am always prompt.
The restaurant was quiet. Only two other tables were occupied. There was an American couple and a stout Frenchman who exuded bourgeois respectability. He wore the ribbon of the Lgion dHonneur in his buttonhole. It was absurd that in that ribbon, which is awarded to every postmaster and to every clerk who has shuffled papers for thirty years in the Ministry of This or That, I should see something denied me. Yet I did.
The dinner was equally unremarkable. What they call mountain trout  justifiably since the fish-farm will be situated on the mountainside  a tranche dagneau in a sauce too sharp with too many peppers  which passes for peasant style  and then the choice between the inevitable flan, the peach or cheese which you can always buy in better condition in the market-place. The coffee was burned, and I sighed to think of the coffee, without chicory, which Hilda used to prepare for me at what I still think of as home.
Then, I asked the bored proprietor if he had a marc de Provence. Provence not Burgundy, I insisted, knowing that he would prefer to give me the supposedly superior and more expensive variety, and, when I tasted its harsh and fiery corruption, I knew my little excursion had been a failure, and went out into the night.
Of course it was ridiculous to imagine that I might exorcise ghosts in such a perfunctory manner. There was a wind coming off the lake as I walked from the station to my hotel, that nipping wind which never quite leaves Geneva, and which is nevertheless for me one of its attractions.
When I am asked my nationality nowadays I generally say I am South African. It is true I carry a South African passport, but I would not have any difficulty in replacing it with another. And I think I may have to do so, for it has become tiresome and even embarrassing to be marked South African. People are so often sympathetic. They assume that I have left the Republic because I disapprove of its policies. In fact I am indifferent to them. Apartheid is evil but I have no reason to think any politics other than evil; they are the clearest expression of the truth of the doctrine of Original Sin. Thats all. I detest all politics and all politicians. How could I do otherwise, being what I am?
And actually my heart is in South Africa. Whoever has once drunk Vaal water will always return, says a proverb which I take to be Bantu originally. It is an enchanted land, which, doubtless, is the reason it has been given over to its infernal politics. We can live only a brief season in Eden. Yet when I dream it is generally of the infinite spaces of the high veld or those rocky sun-baked hills of Cape Province which rise from vineyards, orchards, water-meadows and cool woods of chestnut. They are closer to Arcady than anything Europe has known since the Ancient World, and yet, spared Europes history which hammers on us its relentless message of mans cruelty, violence, fear and lust for power, there remains, even today in South Africa, an indefinable and empty remoteness. The land lives aloof from man. Nowhere that I know so firmly insists that man is and is not, while the land remains. It is splendidly and proudly impersonal, that landscape. It eats into my dreams and fills my heart.
I spent much of my youth there, important years, and were I to choose a moment of well-being I would place it there: I would take a summer morning when, rising before dawn at an hour in which the cold still nips the empty veld and mist hangs around the fringes of the sky, I would saddle my pony Ben, and with the boy Joshua mounted on his beside me, gallop, it seemed for ever, towards the sunrise. Oh, the sharp beauty of the air, the tang of the reek of dung fires rising from the kraals, the sour-sweet scent of mimosa, and then, the ride home, as mules and oxen cough in the dust, but the dew  and there is no dew like it, not even the Alpine dew that sparkles on the gentian  still shines iridescent. Joshua slips off to the kitchen quarters to chew biltong, or for his bowl of mealies, and I stand by the ponys heaving side, smelling its sweet flesh, before turning to breakfast on the terrace. Do you wonder that I rhapsodise? Do you wonder that it comes back to me in dreams as by the waters of Babylon the children of Israel longed for Sion?
But my mother and stepfather are already on the terrace, and, seeing them, I am at once dragged from my idyll into the all-too-personal. Who was it said When you go to heaven you can choose to be exactly what you like, and I shall be a child? He must have forgotten the grown-ups.
I have just remembered. It was Lord Alfred Douglas. How could he, of all men, have forgotten his father?
So, back to my hotel, through the old town, where, despite the immigrant workers, it is still safe to walk the streets. People tell me this is the great recommendation of Geneva and other Swiss cities, that you can still walk at night without fear of attack. In fact, when I have lived in cities, I have always enjoyed walking when the traffic is still and ghosts murmur at street corners, and have never been assaulted, or even experienced fear. Of course I am very solid, and that may act as a deterrent. On the other hand, I dont trouble to disguise my prosperity. I look what I am and am not, a fat burgher with an easy conscience and the fixed belief that the world is ordered for my convenience.
We went to South Africa in 1945 when I was fourteen. Polly, my mother, was only too happy to leave Europe at the earliest opportunity: she craved the sun and had no taste for the austerity promised post-war Britain. Besides, my stepfather, Roddy, was eager to be home. He was only a dozen years older than me, and so some ten years younger than his wife, and I think perhaps a little anxious as to how she would be received by his family. Being brave, in short bursts anyway, he wanted to get the meeting over. I dont mean to disparage Roddy, he had plenty of physical courage, as he had shown as a fighter pilot, but he hated rows; which was unfortunate for him, married to my mother.
I was pleased enough to go. England meant the thin cocoa and cold corridors of the preparatory school to which I had been consigned, and where I had been mocked for my French accent. Everyone knew that France has let us down. My Daddy says the Frogs were windy as anything. They jolly nearly lost us the war. I bet theyre as windy as the Italians. De Balafrs a windy Frog. Etienne de Balafr; what would I have given to be Stephen Scarface?
There was one master who tried to befriend me. He was a weedy young man, only nineteen or twenty, but debarred from military service because he was asthmatic or consumptive, something to do with his lungs; I cant remember. Despite his condition his fingers were stained yellow by the Goldflake cigarettes he smoked to the very tip. He was due to go to Oxford, but was doing his bit by teaching us seventy young savages English language and literature. How cruel we were to him! There was one boy, Tomkins, who could reduce Mr Fielding almost to tears by the contemptuous response he offered to the poems the poor man read us. Well, Mr Fielding was a Francophile, who used to carry copies of novels by Gide and de Montherlant around with him. I didnt know then that my father had been acquainted with both men. Mr Fielding had developed a cult for General de Gaulle, which, out of kindness, I suppose, he was ready to extend to me. Poor man; I wonder what became of him.
I hated England, and hungered for the sharp outlines of Provence. Its smell came back to me  when? In dreams? surely not  till it was stifled by the wet laurels and lush grass of the Home Counties. My father once said that the South of England was like a salad, without oil, vinegar or garlic, of course, and I repeated that line which was one of the few things I could positively recall that he had ever said, and held it to my heart as a talisman.
Then it was discovered that my Aunt Aurora had been in prison. I dont know how that came out. I cant imagine any of the boys had ever heard of Mosley. One of the parents, a mother most likely, must have said something. De Balafrs aunt used to dance with Hitler  Did you call him Uncle Adolf? they cried.
They never found out about my father. I wonder what Mr Fielding would have said. I feel sure he would have found something sympathetic. That certainly is a measure of my misery in those years. Of course you will say, rightly, that my sufferings were as nothing in comparison with what was happening to children in Germany, Russia and indeed France. They were trivial. Boys however have no objective standards, no means of measuring their pain against anyone elses. The life of youth is a sort of solipsism, and I was wretched. We are too fond perhaps of objective standards now, it is part of our obsession with statistics: Hamlet was a prince in Denmark, which didnt prevent him from self-torture.
I have often wondered, though not then, why they left me my name. Was it because, thanks to Aurora, my mothers name, Lamancha, was itself notorious? It had a foreign ring too, though in fact it is the name of a Border Parish whence my great-grandfather came south, to make a fortune in the China trade and then establish himself as a landowner in Northamptonshire.
When I was recently in England, after my Lamancha grandmothers funeral, I was approached by a young man who was writing a book about Aurora.
A thin subject, I said, surely.
He waved pale fingers at me, and smoothed the waistcoat he affected.
Fascinating, he said, a period piece. And a woman of rare quality.
Youre too young to have met her, I said.
Oh indeed yes, though she would only be seventy-two now, you know.
Yes, I said, Ive just buried her mother.
All that period, he said, and that set mean a lot to me. I would have chosen Unity, but shes been done, and Lady Mosley  is it my imagination, or did his slim fingers inscribe the sign of the cross over his dove-coloured waistcoat?  is still out of court, as it were. Though Ive had such a charming letter from her.
Perhaps I do him wrong; perhaps he was only brushing the crumbs from the cloth  he had constrained me to offer him tea in the hotel where he had run me to earth.
 		   

 		Roddy was, I am sure, eager to be back in South Africa, eager but anxious too: anxiety was at the heart of his character. Perhaps that was caused by the head wound which had ended his career as a pilot, I dont know, but I fancy it had always been there. There was something vulnerable about his beauty: so slim, so blond, so tawny-skinned, with deep blue eyes; had he married Polly, I came to wonder, to protect him from himself? Even approaching forty Polly retained that androgynous appearance so characteristic of her decade. Roddy was quick to be wounded, and Polly, I soon saw, now that I was released from my boarding school, and from holidays passed at my grandmothers, was discontented. With her this has always taken the form of an increased, a desperate sociability: and Roddy, who was in full retreat, even then, was anxious to cut himself and the wife and child he had acquired off from the surrounding life of those who would have to be regarded as equals. Then there was his mother, brisk, dominating, out of key: how she brooded on Polly, how she suspected her. So when Roddy, with that silent obstinacy which had in the first place taken him across the sea to fight for an England to which he had surely little reason to feel attached, now removed us after only a few months from Cape Town, where Polly was already, with her nose for society, acquiring as interesting a set  her own word, always  as might be found there, and settled us on the farm he had inherited from his grandfather, which lay some three hundred miles out of town, you might have guessed that the marriage was heading for the rocks: to the satisfaction of course of Roddys mother.
Yet it never quite arrived at that destination. Perhaps my own happiness on the farm helped to reconcile Polly. I used to believe that, but the illusion has faded. How could that have been the case? The truth, as I now see it, was that Polly herself, beneath the brisk carapace, was alarmed. Heaven knows, she had cause enough; she had looked into deep whirlpools; she had seen how even the most confident and the strongest could be broken, she had lived, after all, among those who never questioned their own immense superiority, who gloried in it indeed; and where were they now? Polly herself had never of course quite tempted fate in the same way. She had an English scepticism which served as a substitute for the Greek sense of hubris, something which had been denied to Aurora; she accepted that she was one of the fortunate ones in so many ways, and she knew that when you spin a coin it may fall either side. So now, instead of making scenes, she sat on the terrace, smoking her imported American cigarettes, those long Pall Malls from the pre-filter age, with the bottle of Cape gin to hand, gazed across the golden and green expanse of Roddys farming enterprise, and watched the lines creep down from the corners of his mouth and eyes, and watched his hand stray ever earlier in the day to the bottle of Cape brandy, which was set out on the wickerwork table beside her gin an hour after breakfast every day, and said little that was pleasant to him, but nothing that crossed the verge of disaster. Once bitten, twice shy.
We never talked of my father; that was forbidden territory for years. And we never, Polly and I, in those days discussed Roddy either. It wasnt until my last visit that, holding a photograph of him in his Air Force uniform, so young-looking, so afraid and so nerving himself to overcome his fear, she said, with a flicker of contempt, Strange the taste for men who are not quite strong enough. She took a sip of gin. And, when you can see so clearly just what they are, why do you prefer to pretend they are different? She has never thought, it has not perhaps even occurred to her, that she might have let them both down.
How extraordinary, in my fifty-fifth year, to be mulling over this dead stuff in this wayward journal. It is like a compulsion to turn out an attic room. Polly hated lumber. She would have thrown everything out. Yet now she finds herself turning back, with cool resentment. Life has not been as it was sold to her. I had a letter the other day:   its so murky, darling. Of course everything is going to pot here, and thats maybe why I find myself remembering what it was like then. Not happily, I assure you. Oh it was great fun when we were all young, but lets face it, your poor father was no good. And yet, except in the hunting-season when I was a girl, or on hunting mornings anyway, I dont suppose I have ever been really happy except in our years together when we lived in that little apartment off the Palais-Royal, and we still made love, and he still laughed at my jokes. Thats the really important thing in a marriage or an affair, and of course poor Roddy has no sense of humour at all. Perhaps if he had, I could have stood the fact that he doesnt really like women. But what on earth are you doing in Geneva? Dismal town I should have thought. Switzerlands all right for operations and for keeping money in, I suppose, if you have any, but then you do, dont you? Sarah came to see me the other day, and I was so sad, such a waste, silly girl. Id like to see you again, darling, before I pop off.
Which she is not going to do for years. Theres tenacity there, which Sarah, my only child, inherited.
She is wrong about Geneva and it is interesting that she is so mistaken. But then almost everybody misunderstands the Swiss  when they can be bothered to take an interest in them; which isnt often. I find this curious. Here after all we have possibly the only case of a successful political and economic system in the world, and were told its a bore. I daresay there are dark corners of Swiss life that I have not penetrated, reasons for shame  they are human, so there must be reason for shame; nevertheless, Switzerland, which used to be regarded as a bastion of liberty, and quite right too, is now viewed with a mixture of envy and contempt; very rum. Can it be that humankind cannot bear too much peace and prosperity? Do we dislike the Swiss because of the complacency with which they refuse the temptation of the abyss?
Certainly I think Sarah would say so. How I long for her, and how certainly I know that she would quickly make me miserable with her disapproval of me. For Sarah is everything that I have never been and could not be; she is a rebel with a cause. She believes in human rights, and I  well, inasmuch as I suppose that I am writing this for her, I am still trawling the past in search of any reason to believe in anything.
That is not quite true. Last week I went fishing. I took a little train which climbed up into the mountains and debouched me in a village which has somehow contrived to escape any tourist development. Then, in what was still the cool of a crisp mountain morning, I bought rolls at the bakery, cheese and wine at a grocers and tramped up a narrow hill path to cross the neck of the valley, and descended to a brisk stream. I put my bottle of wine in a pool under the shadow of a rock, and fished half a mile upstream and down the other bank. Larks cried overhead, and in the distance cowbells tinkled, and the air was rich with the scent of meadow flowers. The trout were eager and nimble, but I returned the first three I caught. I kept the fourth, which weighed three-quarters of a pound, and made a little fire, sprinkled the fish with rosemary, and when the fire died down cooked it in the ash: as I did so, I saw Joshua squatting by just such a fire beside the stream that rose in the hills behind Roddys farm, and I heard the muttered humming with which he accompanied all tasks that demanded care and precision. The two scenes came together; it was as if Joshua were there, a numinous and innocent presence. Tears pricked my eyes; but it may have been the smoke. Yet of course it wasnt. I knew that very well. It was an assurance of some sort of immortality, of our ability at the same moment to live in a delightful present, and to slip times halter; and what is such an experience but a confirmation of the goodness and reality of God?
Today it is raining. Mist obscures the lake, and I have been reading. Gides Journal. One keeps coming back to Gide; there is such a splendid mendacity, such an ignoble truth to his writing. I have been reading that section which deals with his time in Tunisia in 19423, when he was persecuted by the son of his hosts, a boy whom he calls Victor. I dont think many of the writers admirers can have read about this appalling young man without having had a strong impulse to kick his behind. His persecution of the distinguished and elderly writer seems merely malicious. At table he would grab the choicest cuts simply so that Gide wouldnt get them. He claimed to be a Communist, and Gide was convinced that this was only to emphasise his bullying, boastful and anarchic character. Of course some may have wondered why the boy  he was no more than fourteen or fifteen  should have behaved in this way, and concluded, naturally enough in view of what is known of Gides tastes, that the writer had probably made advances to him which the boy resented. (And indeed, years later, when the boy had grown up, he wrote and published his own memoir in which he confirmed such a suspicion, while nevertheless presenting himself as being at least as disagreeable a young man as the one Gide had portrayed.) Yet, without having any such suspicion myself when I first read Gides Journal, I recall how all my sympathy went to the wretched and in many ways despicable Victor. Why shouldnt he, I thought then, put this pretentious and sanctimonious old thing, this canting proser, so firmly and painfully in his place; if there was something malicious about it, well then, I thought, the old booby asked for it. What right had he to assume the airs of superiority he had; to insist that his standards were so much more admirable than poor Victors, who had after all his own life to live, his own way to make, in his own manner? My youthful sympathies went out to Victor, and the more evidence Gide accumulated of the boys vileness, the closer I felt to him. Wasnt he, even, in his assertion of a ridiculous and insincere Communism, making a very apt criticism of all ideologies, of all high-minded self-justification? So I thought then, and I wonder now if the strength of my partisanship wasnt occasioned by a memory, buried then, of that poor Mr Fielding who had tried to befriend me, and who had carried copies of Les Faux-Monnayeurs and other novels by Gide so ostentatiously about with him?
And reading it all again now, I find that my sympathies are absolutely and ridiculously divided. Victors vileness is very apparent, and yet I still find myself attracted by his farouche refusal to be anything less than himself. The cause of the estrangement, the occasion of the boys compulsion  for it was certainly that  to persecute the distinguished writer is unimportant. There is something fine as well as malicious in Victors behaviour. Why should he have accepted Gide at his own valuation?
We cannot be really damaged while our personal myth remains unimpaired. Who said that?
 		   

The last time I saw Sarah was in London six months ago, when she told me she was returning to South Africa to continue the struggle.
By the word or the gun? I asked.
Im not much good with guns, she said. All the same it will come to that in the end, theres no real question of that, Im afraid.
As she spoke she looked at me with candid eyes in which I could see no fear at all. We were sitting in the lounge of my hotel, and at one time she would have looked out of place there, in her dirty jeans, blouson jacket and sloganned T-shirt. But things have changed, and now it seemed to me that it was I myself in my herringbone tweed suit who did not belong.
Well, I tried to make a joke of it, at least you disdain revolutionary chic.
She paid no attention.
By all the rules, she said biting into a cheese sandwich, I ought to have no time for you. Fathers, some of my friends say, are always the enemy.
Isnt that rather old-fashioned?
Well, you are too, arent you?
Oh, I dont know, I said. In certain respects I seem to myself to be terribly, deplorably, modern. I dont believe in anything, and isnt that a characteristic of the coming age? It may be you who is old-fashioned. When I look around me, I can sometimes feel quite in tune with 99 per cent of humanity. Even those for whom you are ready to fight. Doesnt it ever occur to you that the age of ideology is dead, and very properly dead, and that we all ought to be grateful for that? What cause has ideology ever served but its own?
You dont understand, she said. Im not interested in ideology, only in peoples natural rights. Which they are denied. She stopped speaking and looked at me with exasperation. I would have liked to have been able to read love in that glance  and yet she had come to see me, making a point of doing so. There must be something there, I told myself. After all, innumerable girls do cut off their fathers.
 		   

Her name appeared in the press today  in The Times in fact  among the signatories of a letter demanding  do you know, I cant now recall just what they were asking for, though I am sure that I read the letter. Indeed yes, for I remember thinking how leaden and yet empty it sounded; how shop-soiled and ready-made the language; politics as Nescaf.
It was the Baroness who drew my attention to it.
Im surprised, I said, that you read the English newspapers.
Oh, she replied, one must keep in touch.
She is forty, with a metallic glitter, and an allowance from her estranged husband, and she has taken a fancy to me.
She must be a trouble to you, that girl, she smiled.
Ah well, I said, she does what she thinks is right.
So foolish. These people will not thank her. Why, it is like cutting your own throat. We know that, you and I, we old Europeans, and she shook her head as if measuring the imbecility of optimism.
Oh come, I said, youre post-war, you cant claim to be an old European any more than I am. And if we were we should have little cause for pride, dont you think? Old Europeans made rather a mess of old Europe, wouldnt you say?
I knew she wouldnt, for she makes a cult of the idea of Old Europe. Perhaps it is natural enough that she should. She is one of the dispossessed, the child of a Pomeranian Junker family which scuttled from its sandy Baltic estates before the Red Army. And yet she has done well enough for herself: a career as a model, and then marriage to the Baron von Ochsdorf, who has made a fortune as a magazine publisher catering admittedly for a fairly low common denominator. She accepts none of this however, though for some years she tolerated her husbands annual infatuation (her word) with some teenage girl willing to remove her clothes for his cameraman and her own future. But for all that Reineke (the Baroness) didnt leave him; he gave her her cong, I dont know precisely why.
Was it because he finally couldnt endure her sighs for a time lost that was in her case purely imaginary? The Baron, as far as I can see, wallows in the present like a pig in shit. But her nostalgia is even more self-indulgent, and perhaps disgusting. She wants me to make love to her, and the thought horrifies me. Even after a brief conversation I feel as if she had been biting my shoulder.
I looked at the rain mingling with the lake, and said, You will make yourself unhappy if you go on thinking like that.
She said: You cant draw a line under the past. You of all men ought to know that.
But it is not our past, I said.
I have formed the habit of going to bed after lunch. I generally sleep straight away and wake in a melancholy yellow light to the sound of car-horns. Then I turn over and read, to shut away the thoughts that come. Just now, Balzac is my narcotic: the enormous energy and gusto that do not exclude despair.
It was my wife Rose who said to me: If I didnt know you were half French your love of abstract nouns would still give you away. And it is true: abstract nouns are a sort of betrayal. But they are also a guard, they objectify feeling.
As the light dies, I take a shower and dress and go out. Usually I walk in the old town on the other side of the river, where the streets are shabby and the wind disturbs the complacency of the city. It kills time, and then I sit in a caf where I watch the coming and going, and can eye the girl behind the bar whenever she is occupied. She has a pale face and an ample throat  thyroid trouble, I suspect  and her movements are slow and heavy as her mane of auburn hair. She looks soft and lazy and pliable, and it is all I can do to take my eyes off her. But I have never spoken beyond asking for a caf crme or a third of a litre of white wine. What would be the point? I have no desire for an affair, and she is the sort of girl who would expect one. Or so I tell myself. For all I know she may go back to a husband and three children. But I dont think so. There is something about the hopelessness of her movement that suggests she is the type to find her approximation to fulfilment in a doomed affair.
To stop myself thinking about her  I have discovered that her name is Elise  I picked up a whore this evening. She beckoned from a doorway and without thinking I responded and followed her upstairs. There were posters of pop stars on the walls and the girl straightaway took off her cotton skirt, which was short and bright with poppies on a blue backcloth, and invited me to put my hands under the belt of her tights and slip them off. She smelled of almonds. She feigned eagerness but when I pushed my hands under her jersey to fondle her breasts, she thrust them away and said, Not that, I dont like that. I thought to myself, Whos paying? and let my hands drop. She sat on the narrow bed, her legs apart. She licked her finger and laid her hand on her pubic hair, curling the damp finger round. Her legs were thin and I looked at her smudged face and saw she was hardly more than a child, and, though I felt an enormous lust rise in me, I also felt disgusted. No, I said, and put my hand in my pocket and found a handful of fifty-franc notes and tossed them to her. No, I said again, Ive made a mistake, Im sorry, and I left her and descended the dark and rickety stair.
Outside in the street I found that I was quivering. I turned two corners and went into a bar and ordered a large brandy. All round me were people sitting in silence, and the only noise came from billiard balls being struck in the room beyond.
Is she still lying there, I wondered, letting her finger do what I did not dare? A novice, I thought. She really wanted it, poor girl, even from me. And I felt doubly ashamed, as if I had indeed provoked her lust and then insulted her.
 		   

I had a letter this morning from an American called, or calling himself, Hugh Challefray. I put it like that because it seems an improbable name, even for an American. I had never heard of him before, but he describes himself as a historian. I am slightly suspicious because he tells me of nothing which he has written, and such reticence is in my experience untypical of American academics. But I confess that I really know very little about such things and my impressions are probably drawn from lazily constructed stereotypes.
Anyway, young Mr Challefray would like to meet me. He is writing a book about the ideological ethos of Vichy, and would value my assistance and co-operation. I cant imagine how he has tracked me down, but the letter is addressed directly to me here in Geneva. He purposes to be in Geneva next week and, etc., etc.
I have no reason to call him young Mr Challefray, but I would wager he is not yet thirty. Only a young man could be interested in such cobwebby stuff.
 		   

There is a mist hanging about the lake obscuring the mountains. The cold penetrates even my overcoat of Donegal tweed, and when I returned from my walk I discovered that the cloth was damp, flecked with drops of liquid, though it had not been raining. The mist thickened all the time I was walking and as I crossed the bridge it was impossible to see the water below. In such moments the city feels like a prison where one is the only inmate. I stopped off in a caf and played chess with an opponent whose name I do not know. I came on him first a couple of weeks ago. He was sitting in the back room of the Caf de la Banque, with the chessboard in front of him, and a newspaper written in some language which I could not identify on the bench beside him. Seeing me look at him, he asked if I would like a game. I nodded and we played in an agreeable silence, while he drank tea and I smoked a cigar and had a glass of marc and a bottle of Evian. It was very still in the caf. There was only an old woman there, dressed in black with a pink flower in her black felt hat. She had a little dog on a pink lead and fed it the corners of her croissant. That day, I mated him on the twenty-fifth move after sacrificing my queen. But since then we have played five times, and the best I have achieved is a draw. The game is in danger of becoming a ritual. I think his newspaper may be Ukrainian, and am obscurely glad to have concluded this. He has three scars on his left cheek, and it might therefore amuse him to know my name. What would I have given to be Stephen Scarface? But we have not exchanged names, only pawns and other pieces. Today he produced a move with his kings bishop which took me by surprise. He is a man perhaps ten years older than myself, and the fingers of his left hand, with which he moves his pieces, are twisted as if they have been broken and badly set.
 		   

I spend less and less time in my hotel because whenever I am in the bar or one of the public rooms, the Baroness seems to have been lying in wait.
It was absurd, she said to me today, the life we used to lead. Truthfully it was absurd, dont think, my friend, I dont realise that. You would not believe the extravagances my grandfather used to commit. He would hire all the ladies of the chorus to dance at the supper-parties he gave his brother officers, to dance on the table, you understand. Then the officers and my grandfather would drink champagne from their slippers. I think they were mostly gypsies of course. That would explain why they were willing to do it.
And she smiled as if she had arranged the entertainment. It may be that she is going mad, because this conversation would have seemed  what?  more in keeping, more suitable, shall I say?  if she had been twice the age she is, and in reality a refugee from the Bolsheviks. I dont know if she expects me to believe her stories, which are palpably absurd, or if she just talks for her own amusement.
Today she also said: My husband used to say I fantasised, and he hoped I would go into a clinic for treatment when I came to Switzerland, but you and I, my friend, know differently. It is his life which is fantasy, and she pulled out a copy of a magazine, presumably one of her husbands, and showed me a young girl lying on the beach in the scantiest bikini looking over her shoulder at the camera.
You see, she said, and its not as if he takes them to bed. I could have stood that.
Well, I said, we must all find our reasons for living.
But why?
But why?
To have reached my age and be without achievement; to have reached my age and be without hope; to have passed fifty and never have known content; to be in sight of death, and still without faith. Waiting perhaps for that vecchio bianco per antico pelo who will cry out: I vegno per menarvi all altra riva, Nelle tenebre, in caldo e in gelo 
But I could not have spoken of that to the Baroness, so I left my question dangling in the air, like a noose. There are those in our time who have said, speaking with the assurance and succulence of a rose: I choose evil. But if we deny evil, if we explain and excuse choices, if we can always find some reason why the cork, that particular cork, should be drawn from the bottle, do we become accomplices? Or is that nothing but rhetoric? Isnt it rather our problem that evil presents itself as good? And that we are so easily deceived?
I turn these thoughts round in my mind, or my mind somersaults in these thoughts, and the jet deau rises from the lake, and loses itself in the mist.
When Arthur ordered Bedivere to throw the sword into the lake, and the hand rose to seize it and draw Excalibur under the dark waters, was that arm good or evil? Was it preserving justice  for Excalibur was the sword of righteousness and justice  or was it drowning it?
 		   

It is autumn turning to winter in the gardens that march by the lake where the steamer plies to and fro, to and fro, and I walk up and down, and draw on my cigar, and wait.
 		   

I am becoming a popular man. Three letters this morning, apart from another from my broker, and none except his pleasing. The first is from Mr Challefray, announcing that he will be in Geneva on Friday and proposing to wait on me at my hotel at eleven oclock on Saturday morning  perhaps if I am unavailable, I could appoint another time. Well, I am in the deepest sense unavailable, but Mr Challefray (who must, I think again, by the pomposity of his prose, be very young) is evidently determined in pursuit. I remember talking once with a friend who had spent two years in prison; he described the relief he had felt when he knew his arrest was certain. All that had been years before, but he still rediscovered the note of wonder when he told me of it; It was like being free of living, he said, and simply watching a movie of ones own life. And immediately he said that, I could feel the velour under my hands and sense the dimming of the light. One has no responsibility for an auto-movie. Such surrender of control is a way of escape, yet it may also be a trap, flight up a one-way street. For I find, like Flaubert, that as my body continues on its journey, my thoughts keep turning back and burying themselves in days past. Involuntarily; indeed with reluctance, and without hope.
I didnt recognise the name scribbled with the senders address on my second letter: Bendico Perceval, unconvincing surely. And then I remembered it was the rather too exquisite young man who had expressed his intention of writing about Aurora, and I tore the envelope across without opening it. I had only seen Aurora once since the war and then she had said, Well, I was silly, darling, but you cant imagine what awfully good sense it seemed then. And of course they made such a heavenly fuss of me in Berlin that any girl could be excused  but now you know I just run the village, and grow azaleas, much more satisfying, dont you think?
The third letter was from Sarah, and I had to read that. All the same I stuffed it in my pocket and kept it there till the middle of the afternoon; and I got myself a glass of brandy before opening it.
 		   

 		Dear Daddy,
Im going back, and I had to write to you first, because I dont know what will happen when I get there, and anyway Im fairly certain that my letters will be opened.
I would like you to understand me, and I know Mummy cant. But that doesnt mean much, and you two havent ever really been on the same wavelength, have you?
I was so depressed by our last talk in London, I even came away from it wondering if you were right when you said that 99 per cent of people dont believe in anything, so why bother? But its not true, and I have been trying to work out why you should say anything so untrue and awful. Its something to do with my grandfather, I know that, and then I realise that I really know nothing about him. Youve never talked of him to me. I did ask Mummy once, but  you know her way  she just waved her hand and said something about it all being so long ago. So I tried Granny because Im persistent by nature, I suppose, even though I knew she never talked about him either, and I realised Ive never even seen a photograph of him, but I put that down to Roddys being jealous of his memory, which makes sense. Anyway, I did ask her, and, to give her credit, she looked me straight in the eye, and do you know what she said, Kind of you to ask, child. He was killed in France, during the war. Id rather not talk about it if you dont mind. Pains me still you know. Oh, Im no good with words and I cant catch the way she speaks, but it was so offhand it made me ache. I mean I realised how much it did hurt and felt a brute for asking. Still, that makes it clear enough to me, and I suppose he was tortured by them, poor man. And thats why you flinch from commitment. But dont you see he was right? I mean, I do, and dont you see that its exactly the same Fascist mentality that Im fighting against? The people with power always believe and you have to have a belief to fight them. Now you have spent your life running away from this, and that is why you are unhappy. Because you are, and its no use pretending its just because of Mummy. I think actually shes done as much for you as any woman could for a man who is fundamentally unhappy because he keeps running away from the truth and shirking things. I daresay you will laugh and call this very pompous talking from a chit like me; pompous is one of your favourite words, isnt it, and Ive noticed that you use it when you want to escape having to take things seriously. But the trouble about refusing to do that is that you end by taking yourself too seriously, and I daresay thats why youre sitting in Geneva now  what a bloody awful city to choose  drinking too much brandy and feeling sorry for yourself. Oh dear, this seems to have turned into an angry letter, and it was meant to be a loving one, saying that I understand you better than you think. And still love you. Because I do, though you drive me nearly mad with your refusal to face up to things 

 		I have rarely read a more masterly analysis based on a false premise.
 		   

A vile dream last night which has made it impossible for me to eat any breakfast.
 	It began as an idyll. I was lying with Rose under an oak tree. It was a glorious summer afternoon, and a picnic was laid out on a white cloth before us. We had made love, though that was not part of the dream, only the consciousness that we had done so, and there was no sadness. It was as in the first weeks of our marriage. She spread herself on the grass and I leant over and popped a strawberry in her mouth. A little juice trickled from the corner of her lips, and she drew me down towards her and its sweetness delighted my tongue. So we lay for a long time in a happiness that seemed everlasting while doves cooed and in the distance I could hear a woodpecker hammer at a tree. Then Look, Rose said and pointed towards a clearing in the wood, and I saw that a ruined temple  three or four broken columns and a fragment of pediment  stood there, but it was not to the temple that she pointed, but beyond it to a vine-wreathed arch under which two boys stood with their arms around each other. One was blond with hair that curled into his nape like a Greek statue, and long honey-coloured legs, the other dark, with the sharp face of a fawn and a wide mouth; the blond boy wore a short white tunic, and the dark one, whose fingers now moved to the belt that encircled his friends garment, was naked to the waist and clothed in goatskin breeches cut off at the knee. They stood still a moment as if posing for a photograph that required a long exposure or waiting for time to stop, and then, wordlessly, embraced each other. A little wind blew up from the east, and all at once the blond boy was alone and
I saw him shiver. A white peacock shrieked from the broken temple and a voice called, Bubi, Bubi. The boy dropped to his knees, and the glade was transformed into a court full of men in uniform. At a word of command two of them seized the boy, and threw him across a bench. He screamed, and his legs twitched as he sank his head, and the bird answered his cry, as if in mockery. I thrust out my hand for Rose, but she was not there. My mouth was dry, and the wind blew hot and gusty from the east.
I was sweating, and switched on the lamp by my bedside. Three oclock and a well-mannered Swiss silence in the street without, and in the depths of my hotel. I was brought up to believe that dreams had a meaning. Any African will tell you that, and without believing that they crudely reveal the future, I have never doubted that they disclose a parallel world. Ones secret self forces itself through the veil of consciousness. The world of night is the same as the world of day; the same objects stand in the same relation to each other. Space is not altered by dark, and yet who in mans history has ever felt night not to be different?
The boys fear had excited me. Was that why Rose had slipped from my side?
I rose and put on a dressing-gown and opened the window, and stared through the wet street-lamps of Geneva. It had begun to rain and the drops leapt from the purple puddles. The setting of the dream was nowhere I knew, except in imagination. And Rose had not left me for that reason or for any cause that was equally serious. She had been bored and she had fallen in love, to speak loosely, and that was that. But I heard the boy scream and saw the shiver of his flesh and the peacock strut.
 		    

I have written nothing in this journal for three days, not since I recorded that dream (which, I think, if I ever come to showing this little school exercise book to anyone  or leave it behind me  I shall destroy), and in these three days I have felt myself more nervous and have experienced a certain horror of my own nature. Yet my nature is only human  the most pathetic of standard excuses  and humanity has shown such a relish for cruelty as exists in no other species. It is ironic that we also use the word humanity to describe a moral quality of which we approve. At this very moment a trial for war crimes is being held in Israel, and we read, over our croissants and apricot jam, of how the guards in the death camps would select prisoners for execution; any prisoner marked by a blow from the guards would be executed the same day.
And what is also horrifying: if I told my dream to the Baroness, she would seize my hand and cover it with eager kisses.
 		   

Young Mr Challefray will be here tomorrow. One thing is certain, and I suppose, some relief. Mr Challefrays book will never be written.
 		   

My certainty would surprise some, for he is a young man of very obvious energy and enthusiasm, with brush-like reddish hair, a pale freckled face, and a warmth of manner. He leapt to his feet as soon as he saw me, and bounded forward with a wide and, I think, genuine smile of welcome on his face. He at once transformed himself into the host, solicitous for my welfare.
I dont think I can help you, I said, if I read your letter right. I know next to nothing of these matters.
Its something in the way of a general discussion I want, he said. Im still at a preliminary stage.
And yet you have reached me  surely the most remote sources 
The preliminaries are taking a long time, he said, snapping his fingers for a waiter and ordering coffee when he obtained one. This took him a long time also, despite his energy. Perhaps it was then that I concluded that the book would be beyond him.
He began to outline the origins of his interest, giving me first of all a canter over his qualifications. I barely listened. His American accent was slight, as if it had been acquired late, and his voice pleasant. He came to an end just as the coffee arrived and then busied himself seeing that I had just what I wanted.
Your name suggests that your own family is French, I said.
Sure, he said, but not for a while back. Were French-Canadians in fact, but Ive never lived in Canada: or not much. My father was a diplomat, worked for the UN, Ive moved around a lot, and went to university first in England, Oxford actually. But you were Cambridge, werent you?
So, he said, I came to you this way. Your fathers essays interested me. One in the Nouvelle Revue Franaise in 1942, particularly.
Ah, I said, I doubt if Ive read it.
It was remarkable, he said. Remarkably logical and cogent. He argued that while there might have been a patriotic case for de Gaulle, or for opposing Ptain, in 1940, there was none in 1942, since by then a German defeat must result in a Russian victory. Communism, he argued, offered a more serious threat to France than Germany did, because it threatened the national identity.
History, I said, hardly suggests that his judgement is to be applauded. Where is Communism today?
Mr Challefray sighed. I take your point, of course, but you miss mine, he said. You have to consider the intellectual atmosphere in which I grew up to understand it perhaps. And I was struck also by what he called the morality of Macchiavelli, which really startled me. He said, more or less, Im awfully bad at quoting from memory, though Ive got it all on disc of course, that the only true difference between the Macchiavellian governor or statesman and the common run was that he understood that no politician could really be in sympathy with the people, and this realisation gave him a degree of consciousness that they lacked; he was the point of intelligence in the system of force. I found that persuasive. So straight away Lucien de Balafr seemed to me one of the more interesting minds I was dealing with. What sort of man was he?
Oh, I said, Id forgotten that he was to be taken seriously.
Mr Challefrays face assumed an air of incomprehension. I stretched out my hand for the coffee-cup.
Well, I said, I cant imagine that I can be of any help to you. Ive never been interested in my fathers ideas. All this stuff about Macchiavelli is way above my head. I dont suppose I have opened a book of philosophy since Cambridge. Im a businessman and wine-grower. Or was, till I retired last year. Im sorry to disappoint you.
Oh no, he said, I checked you out. I wasnt looking for this sort of co-operation from you. Like I say, Ive got all that on disc and I have a computer system to run it through which lets me evaluate it. It was something quite different I was looking for. Look, I dont know how much time you can give me, sir, but I observe that the suns coming out. Can we take a walk? Id like to see something of the city, and then you would perhaps allow me to buy you lunch.
 		   

Thats the Palais de Justice, I said, as we walked along. It ought to interest you.
Youre laughing at me, sir, but do you know that epigram, I cant remember whose 
(But youve got it on disc, I thought; will computers destroy memory? Is that the future? Does that way happiness lie? But then memory has charms too )
Treason doth never prosper: What the reason? For if it prosper, None dare call it treason. Dont you think that might be held to apply to recent French history?
And those who fail are traitors? Look, I said, Servetus was burned here.
Servetus? I cant recall who he was Im afraid. Was he significant?
Well, I said, it all depends on what you mean by significant. But you might rather call his history ironical. He was burned by a heretic, Calvin, on account of heresy. It should be rather to your taste.
He digested the matter and then said, Its not like that, exactly.
We walked for perhaps five minutes in silence. The sun had indeed emerged after days of concealment and now shone with a shy wonder, like a refugee who has passed a frontier post. Trams clanked by us. There was snow on the mountains, and a blonde girl at a caf table threw her coat open and leaned back, gazing at the peaks and imbibing the sunshine.
I like this city, Mr Challefray said, it has a good feel.
All you have to do, I said, to be comfortable here is pay your way. And the nice thing about modern Europe is that it seems to be tending to the condition of Switzerland. Theres a lot to be said for that.
We settled ourselves in a restaurant, and Mr Challefray quickly asked if they had lobster, to put me at my ease perhaps, and let me see that expense or expense account was no object. When I said that all I wanted was a sausage and a hot potato salad, he looked disappointed.
And how do you remember him? he asked, unfolding his napkin.
I never saw him after I was nine.
Tell me about him. What happened then?
Isnt this, I said, some way from  what is it?  the ideological ethos of Vichy sympathisers?
Its background, he said.
Well, I said, there would be no mileage in a book about him. I warn you of that. Nobody remembers him, and, as far as I know, there are no papers of especial interest. He wasnt of any great importance, you know.
But you must remember something?
 		   

You must remember something. Of course, yes: a thin and gentle man who was very anxious that I should speak correct French. Its all we have left, he said to my mother once as he corrected some inelegance. Its almost the only thing that holds France together. Even a Communist like Louis speaks and writes beautiful French. My mother of course, like many foreigners  but it was also natural for her  was in love with slang. That pained my father. But he also spoke and wrote Provenal. The strength of France is in the provinces; it was the heresy of the Revolution to try to impose uniformity on the nation. Of course, with a democracy, what can you expect?
 		   

It must have been a peculiar and unexpected marriage.
No doubt: but they fell in love. I have never had reason to question that. So many other things, but not that 
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 			CHAPTER ONE

IN THOSE DAYS the Golden Arrow still had some style, but we didnt realise it. Indeed, quite the reverse. All the way to Dover we sighed for the lost graces of pre-war Europe. Were we unfashion-able young men? I cant say. I am inclined to think we must have been, for I have never felt in tune with my generation. Perhaps that is why I drift round Geneva like a stateless person.
The engine hissed steam, and when I look back now, I see Victoria Station like an old black-and-white movie. We had porters, two of them for three undergraduates. It would be only a few years before denim became the uniform of a student generation, but all three of us wore suits. Did we travel first-class? We may well have done.
We aspired to nonchalance, as the approved mode in which to face life, but only Jamie Fernie at that moment achieved it. His father was on the staff of SHAEF and he had made this journey in the last two vacations, but both Eddie Scrope-Smith and I were lively with excitement. Eddie was nineteen and it was his first time out of England, and as for me I had not been in France since we decamped in 1939.
Do you know what Wilkie Collins said to Dickens? Eddie asked. And without waiting to hear if we did, said, The morality of England is firmly based on the immorality of Paris. I must say, I do hope so, and he rolled mischievous dark eyes and pushed a lock of hair off his left eye.
Jamie busied himself giving instructions to the porters. Our luggage was at last stowed aboard, and we settled ourselves in a carriage.
Do you think we should have some champagne? Eddie asked.
I wish you werent always so flash, Eddie, Jamie said.
Me flash? Im a perfect beau.
When Eddie used that word, which had become one of his favourites that summer term, he recalled not only the Regency, in which he delighted, but also the fiction of the Old South, and Tennessee Williams plays, the first of which had been staged in London. They enthralled him, and for several weeks the long vowels of the South invaded his speech.
The conversation of undergraduates can hardly seem other than banal in recollection. It may also appear impenetrable. So much of our talk was based on jokes that depended on secret allusions. You can find the same sort of thing in Byrons correspondence, and it requires footnotes to elucidate the meaning. But in our case the passage of time has effaced even the content of our talk, let alone its form. I cannot remember another word of that journey, and yet, as I sit in my hotel room, its mood enfolds me, sweet and momentary as evening honeysuckle in the summer garden.
We were all at the point of splendid and irresponsible possibility, when life seems a toy, fluid as mercury, malleable as plasticine. We could be whatever we chose, and what we chose first was to be in love, with ourselves, with each other, with existence and the immediate moment which we enriched by our absorption in a wholly, or almost completely, imaginary past. Our love was tender, nervous and evanescent; it survives as the most distant and faint of woodland melodies. This is why it is possible to gaze back on youth with longing, even while particular instances may remind us that in those days we were just as ready to weep and despair as to laugh and rejoice. All our emotions were merely garments in which the whim of a moment clothed us, and we shed them as easily as we hopped into a bath before preening in front of the glass in a new suit.
 			Quand il me prend dans ses bras 
Alors je sens en moi 
Mon coeur qui bat  

 	La Vie en Rose is the tune that sighs through those first days in Paris. And yet I cannot even remember where Jamies parents had their apartment. He was nervous before we met them, and they seemed an ill-matched pair. His father gave a good performance as the professional soldier, so good that I had no notion it was a performance. Eddie was more alert: the Poona Pathan, he called him. But I didnt see beyond the caustic teasing which he adopted towards Eddie; I saw only the Colonel. As for his mother, there I felt myself on firmer ground. Mrs Fernie looked like an exceedingly well-bred horse, and this struck me as quite suitable because I knew she had some reputation as a novelist. Its gone now of course, and when out of curiosity I got a couple of her novels from the London Library, they gave off an authentic, yet dead, smell of the forties. Her talent, I realised, lay in her ability to write like Elizabeth Bowen, so like Elizabeth Bowen that you were first surprised, checking back on the books spine, to see the name Laura Maudsley there. But thats all there was, this echo of a stronger writer. Yet with what admiration, amounting even to reverence on the part of some, her books were received then. She doted on Jamie. He was her only child, and she saw him both as an ally in the cold war she conducted with Colonel Fernie, and as someone who had to be protected from her husbands values; yet these were precisely the civilised standards she upheld in her writing, and in truth he embodied them in action far better than she did. All marriages have something of mystery in them to outsiders.
 		   

Terribly Oedipal, isnt it, Eddie said, lolling on my bed wrapped in a huge deep-piled yellow bath towel, and admiring his reflection in the glass. No wonder Jamie acts cold. As for the Colonel, its a case of he loves me,  he puffed out his lips and blew a kiss  he loves me not.
How vain you are. You think every Colonel loves you.
Well I do see I am rather a Colonels boy. I expect my National Service to be scrumptious.
Oh shut up, I said, and threw a pillow at him.
Dont fancy this dinner tonight, he said. My lousy Frog will be revealed. Its all right for you, ducky, speaking Frog like a native.
Dont let Cyril Connolly hear you call the language Frog.
Why not? My mama tells me his own Frog is something dreadful.
I began to shave.
I think Ill tell the Colonel my own papa was the wrong sort of CO. That might choke him off. He wont get it at first probably, like Hannay when he is just about to ask Marys aunts what regiment Lancelot Wake commanded, and then remembers what, in their language, the initials stand for. But if he says, And what did your dad do in the war, young fellow? what do I tell him? You must see my dilemma. He might after all find it exciting to think I am a conchys son. Perhaps  he examined his fingernails  perhaps Ill just say he was in the RASC. Nobody could find the RASC sexy, could they?
So you want to choke him off then, do you?
Oh, I think so, I ever so truly and really and sincerely think so.
*

 		 	And what did your dad do in the war, young fellow?
I had been embarrassed to find myself alone in the drawing room with Colonel Fernie, whom I had surprised mixing a Martini. He hesitated, uncertain whether he should offer me one, and posed this question instead.
I looked round the gilt and heavy mahogany furniture of the Second Empire room and said,
He was killed, sir.
Oh, he said, rotten luck for you. And your Ma lives in South Africa, Jamie tells me.
Thats right, sir. She married a South African pilot, and we went out there after the war.
Marvellous country. We called in there on our way to the desert in 42, and I went down with fever and spent three months convalescing. Marvellous country, I thought, and a great future. To tell you the truth Ive thought of settling there myself some time, but Laura wouldnt like it. Shes very cultured, moves in a narrow triangle.
He jerked his head backward, so that it passed into the shadow of the table lamp beside which he had been mixing his drink, and the movement, of which he was probably quite unconscious himself, suggested a rejection of his wifes standards, even a revulsion from them.
Martini? he now said, perhaps concluding that my assurance of a dead father and a mother domiciled in remote, if marvellous, South Africa made it proper for him to offer me one.
I warn you, he said, I make them strong. What our American friends irreverently and unfairly call Montgomeries, thirteen parts of gin to one of vermouth, that is. The Field-Marshals teetotal himself of course, which makes the description irreverent, and though he was reluctant to engage in battle till the odds were in his favour, he didnt demand that sort of superiority, which makes it unfair. In fact, its practically unattainable in war, and when it comes to superiority in material, well, I have to say that our American friends can give points to anyone. Theyve never in the history of American conflict fought a battle where they suffered material inferiority, not since Robert E. Lee handed over his sword to General Grant. Laura doesnt like me talking of military matters, no more does Jamie. Do you know what a soldier is, young man? Hes the chap who makes it possible for civilised folk to despise war.
I sipped my Martini. It was certainly strong, though it might have surprised him to learn that Jamie made them even stronger. The Colonel downed his, and poured another from the shaker.
Sorry about your dad, he said. I wont ask you about it, because Ive learned it doesnt always do to nose into these matters, here in France. Theres a very natural sensitivity. I dont know your politics either, or your familys. But just remember this. In a civil war, and it was just that in France, there is always right on both sides. And a soldier has to obey orders, which  some folk forget  in 1940 emanated from the Marshal, emanated lawfully. His trial stank. Was your dad a professional soldier?
No, sir. His father was. He was killed at Verdun. He was a regular Army officer and, I believe, was convinced till the day of his death that Dreyfus had been guilty. That sort of professional soldier.
We hardly have that sort in England  not that Im English  my familys Scots, but on my mothers side were Ulstermen, and thats the nearest to a military caste we have produced. Dont know if youre interested in these things. I am. Jamie tells me he wants to go into the Diplomatic. His mothers idea. Talk him out of it, if you get the chance, old man. No life for a chap, just a career.
He inclined the shaker towards me.
Jolly good Martini, sir.
Glad you like it. Sure you should be drinking it, are you? My Dad forbade me spirits till I was twenty-five, but when I came out of Sandhurst, my first Colonel said he wasnt going to have an officer in his mess who wouldnt down a glass of brandy in the evening. Hed spent his early service in the Indian Army, you see. I suppose, with a French father, your own French is pretty good, eh?
Well, my first language, sir.
And youve kept it up? Good. I spoke nothing but Hindustani till I was five. Or so they tell me. Cant put ten words together in the language now. Always regretted it. But at least that means that this evening wont be a trial to you linguistically. Well only be 50 per cent French at dinner, but Laura likes general conversation to be conducted in French. Out of courtesy, she says. God knows what shed demand if I was posted to Constantinople.
You might not invite Turks to dinner, sir.
Hadnt thought of that. You may be right. Are there any Turk novelists? Whats Jamies French like?
Good enough for the Diplomatic, sir, Im afraid.
Hells bells, all grammar and no idiom, eh? The only way to learn a language after youre a child is to get yourself a mistress, a girl from the streets, or what they call here the demi-monde. A little milliner. Thats what Puggsy Baker used to say. Wouldnt know myself. He laid his finger along the side of his nose. My own French is wooden.
In fact, it was more fluent, and far more racy, than his wifes. But the Colonel, as I began to see, was more than a bit of an actor.
This shakers getting dull. Wed better liven it up, he said. Glad you came down early. A man ought to get to know his sons friends. Its probably the nearest he can come to knowing his son.
And he smiled, looking like Mr Punch.
All fathers worry about their sons, I suppose, he said. That they cant talk to them. That they will grow up not to resemble them, that they will grow up to do so. Either prospect seems alarming, if we are honest. But its hard to be honest about family affairs.
As he spoke I saw how absurd Eddies fantasies were; how, even more than I, he lived in a world of make-believe. We were still in the nursery, playing at grown-ups.
But of course, you know what sons want to do, the Colonel said. Theres a German proverb I believe: Happy as the boy who killed his father. Sums up a lot, Ive always thought. I hear the bell. Gird up your French, oil your idioms.
And, very quickly, to assist me, he tipped the cocktail shaker in the direction of my glass.
 		   

I soon saw that Jamie was sulking. He had been placed opposite me, at a slight angle, between two Frenchwomen, one blonde and statuesque, as if she had risen from a marble plinth in the Louvre where she had been reclining since Canova gave her form, and the other slim, dark, bread-crumbling, and quicker to lift her glass of champagne than her fork. It was clear that Jamies diplomatic French wasnt up to dinner-table conversation. As for Eddie, his lousy Frog was proving no handicap, though it was a plump yellowish man sitting opposite him in a ruffled shirt, looking as far as features went in fact extremely like a frog, who had engaged him in conversation, rather than either of the unremarkable ladies who flanked him. I could see Eddie sparkle, as he did when people chaffed him, and three or four times the yellowish frog broke out in laughter. There wasnt in fact much laughter at the table, and this made Eddies success all the more remarkable.
The champagne and the foie gras were succeeded by a fish and some white burgundy. The fish  a sole  was cooked with a simplicity that I ignorantly thought of being defiantly English, but which was actually of the purest French. Situated as I was, near Mrs Fernies end of the table  we were, I think, sixteen  I found myself envying those at the other end where the Colonel presided and the frog laughed and Eddie displayed his naivety and charm. For Mrs Fernie kept things serious. Her conception of dinner-party conversation was lofty and old-fashioned. She had an elderly man with a goatee beard on her right, whom I identified to my own satisfaction as an Academician, and a very dark, very thin man with a pencil moustache on her left, who was laying down the law in precise terms about the relation of art to experience. It was not awfully exhilarating, and yet one couldnt help but listen. He was making it clear that though France might be in dire straits politically and economically, the French nation had already resumed the cultural dictatorship that was its due. I was bored, but most awfully impressed. It seemed to me that this was the authentic voice of France that had been buried under failure, defeat and recrimination; and I could see that Mrs Fernie thought so too. She was indeed lapping it up, while at the same time, every now and then at least, she stuck in a delicate and even fragile oar of her own; her line was that, although she came from a nation that could only be considered barbarian by those fortunate enough to be French, she had nevertheless somehow escaped contagion, and even, by her own efforts and the gift of her serene intellect and fine sensibilities, contrived to aspire to be treated as an honorary Frenchwoman. The thin man declined to admit that such a being was possible  not of course in so many words, but by his terse dismissal of her proffered wares; while, from the depths of his vast civility, conceding that, if the unthinkable could indeed have been thought, then, in that case  mutatis mutandis, as you, or rather he, might say  she would be wearing the white robe of a candidate.
If my language seems mandarin  and absurd  it is because I am trying exactly to reflect my sensations.
Their conversation was a little comedy, and these impressions of it which have remained with me could not have found just this verbal expression at the time. I was only conscious of the falsity of the conversation, and of its fundamental absurdity.
I had however plenty of occasion to observe, for I had, despite my proclaimed mastery of the demotic, had no more success than Jamie in arousing the interest of the ladies on either side. To my left, a woman with short spiky grey hair had first resolutely tried to engage the Academician in talk  a task in which she failed because he was fretting to supplant the thin man and capture Mrs Fernies attention. While on my other side I had been landed with a very tall woman wearing a monocle who told me only that her father had been the ambassador of the Austro-Hungarian Emperor to France and that she bred and showed Arab horses, an activity which the war had seriously and unforgivably disturbed. There wasnt much I could say to that. It would have been ridiculous to commiserate with her grievance; at the same time I didnt see how, at Mrs Fernies table, at which the sole had been succeeded by duckling so tender and tasty that it seemed an insult deliberately levelled at the starving people of Europe  which thought I do remember as a measure of my boredom and disaffection  how, as I say, at Mrs Fernies table, I could have told her that her complaint disgusted me. So I sat silent, and ate the duckling, which despite my moment of priggish repulsion was so delicious as to disarm any criticism, and drank the claret which accompanied it, and listened with rather more than half an ear to the thin man telling Mrs Fernie that the novel was finished, superseded by criticism and the journal; fiction had become impossible because the artificiality of the construct was now inescapable; reality had rendered the imagination superfluous, just as psychology had made the whole Victorian concept of characterisation an activity suited only to moral imbeciles and mental defectives.
But what is reality? Mrs Fernie advanced. Her eyes shone very blue, as Jamies did when he felt that he was not appreciated.
It is because you can still ask such a question, the thin man flung his hand out, perilously close to the rim of his wine glass, because you do not see that it is itself quite superfluous, 
And yet, Mrs Fernie pursued, we must surely have some framework within which 
My dear lady, the thin man said, all we have is experience. We are that, and nothing else. Our only knowledge is what happens to us, and what we feel 
The lady on my left sighed, and abandoned her attempt on the Academician.
I always think, she commanded my attention, that there is something sad about a mixing of generations. I like the seasons to be distinct.
In South Africa, I said, where I have been living 
But you live in England, she said, you are a friend of Jamies at Cambridge.
It was at that moment, more from a peculiar note of regret in her voice than from her accent, that I realised she was English herself; and it seemed to add to the absurdity of the evening that we should be engaged in French conversation, while a debate on the nature of reality went on around us. I asked her if she had lived long in France.
Oh dear me yes, she said, in English. Then, reverting to the house rules, she returned to French and told me she was a sculptor who had come to Paris in the 1920s to study under a pupil of Rodin and remained here ever since.
Even under the Occupation?
There were difficulties, but yes.
But they must have been enormous.
Well, she said, I had a brief marriage to a Frenchman. A mistake, but I was grateful. It meant I could get the right sort of papers. But yes, it was difficult, and yet, you know, what they are saying about experience being the only reality, well, we learned something of that. Do you know what I missed most during the Occupation: fish. It was impossible to get a sole or halibut. But you know people did the most surprising things, people really did surprise you, and thats why Philippe there is quite right about character. Helena, you know  the lady on your other side  she lowered her voice  she hates me to talk about it, and herself will speak of nothing now but her Arab horses, so that I could see, for I was listening with half an ear, that you thought her a tiresome and empty woman, she was a heroine of the Resistance, yes, a real heroine. Oh, I know  she leaned across me raising her voice  that you dont care for me to say so, but its quite true, you were a heroine.
And you, Judith, are a tiresome gossip. It is over and done with.
All this was embarrassing in a surprising fashion. We are of course usually wrong about other people. I knew that even then. All the same it is disconcerting when ones errors are so quickly and publicly exposed. I saw I could only make things worse if I admitted that I had indeed dismissed Helena as tiresome and empty. And yet why shouldnt I have done so? It was after all the impression that she sought to convey. I might have made things worse and added that I had been quite convinced that she was herself a Vichyiste, even a Fascist. So I muttered something and hoped the subject would pass away. I glanced across the table at Eddie, who, attracted by my attention, whisked up an eyebrow, before leaning over the table and addressing the yellowish frog ment. I wondered when this appalling dinner-party would end, and thought with longing of escaping with him  and, yes, I supposed, Jamie too  on a round of the bars and night spots.
There was a momentary silence: twenty to ten on the Louis Quinze ormolu clock, an angel was passing. Then from the void a harsh voice:
Helena is quite right. Her Arab horses are a great deal more important than her experience in the Resistance.
It was Jamies dark companion.
How can you say such a thing?
Because the war was odious.
Oh, how glad I am to hear someone say that.
It was Mrs Fernie who spoke, and for a moment the air seemed to hold those two voices, still and simultaneous, the one harsh and awkward, the double r of guerre rasped out, the other mellifluously low, and then the spell was broken.
If only we could forget it, Mrs Fernie said, her Englishness exposed.
Oh, my dear, but that is of course absolutely impossible, I find that sentimental, the thin man, Philippes, hand again flashed over the rim of his wine glass. We suffered of course, how we suffered is inconceivable for anyone with the innocence of islanders, we suffered treachery, which was worst of all.
And some of us, Philippe, benefited, the dark woman said. And we all know that what was destroyed in the war, in the Occupation, in the Resistance and in the puration  a word I must leave untranslated, because purge, which is its dictionary meaning, lacks the connotations with which history has now encrusted the French  what  what was destroyed was a trust in human goodness.
Oh, but this is naive, my dear. Im almost ashamed to listen to it. What after all is goodness?
Very well, Philippe, the woman lifted her glass and gestured to the butler, who proffered the bottle, but not before  I noticed  exchanging a quick glance with Mrs Fernie, whose nod seemed to suggest that the scene would be worse if he failed to comply with the womans request, Very well, Philippe  she knocked back the claret as if it had been the roughest pinard, and she in a low bistro  I dont expect you to know. After all, we are what we experience, thats right, isnt it, and so doubtless we are not what we would prefer to forget. But I dont forget that you were only a provincial schoolmaster back in 37, and would probably have remained that and nothing more, if Lucien hadnt seen a vestige of talent in a journal you submitted to him, and, with infinite care, brought it to some sort of birth. It was a thin thing even then in the end, but it offered you your escape and beginning 
No, but this is 
Be quiet 
Monstrous 
A good word. And he published my first poems too, or the first to be published, and encouraged us both. And everything you said, your whole tone of voice, was antipathetic to him, but he discerned talent. That was goodness. To put art above his own ideas of what was moral in ordinary life. Just as it was when  I never knew him other than good, a man of the highest and most generous sentiments, and now you trample on his reputation and spit on his memory and that is why I say war is odious.
Oh, but this is too ridiculous, hesaid; and if it wasnt just that, we all felt that it was inappropriate. Mrs Fernies eyes were opened to her own maladroit social behaviour, and I saw a flicker of pleasure cross Jamies face at the revelation. Then she, who was engaged in a long war with her husband, turned to him in appeal, and he rose; putting his arm round the dark woman, he escorted her from the room, as he might on another occasionand I saw he always would lead a mourning widow or deprived daughter from a graveside. And the door closed behind them, white, with gold embossed.
I am so sorry, Laura, said Philippe. That was painful and ridiculous. I did warn you about poor Mathilde. Her talent has quite gone, you see, that is why she is now unbalanced. It is sad, but we have to accept it. And as for the man of whom she spoke, Lucien de Balafr, he was of no account. It is true he published my first things, but to say he helped me is otherwise absurd. We had nothing, I am pleased to say, in common. No, I assure you, a madwoman would now conjure with his name as Mathilde does 
I think you should know, Monsieur, Jamies careful diplomatic French sounded from the doorway, that his son is my friend, and with us tonight. Thats right, Etienne, he said, in English, your father was Lucien wasnt he?
Yes, Monsieur, I said, my father was certainly Lucien de Balafr.
 		   

Eddie put his arm round me and squeezed.
That was brave of Jamie, he said. You know how he hates a scene. And he puked after, he really did. As for you, ducky, what you could do with is a stinger.
He snapped his fingers at the waiter and instructed him in the proper proportions of brandy and crme de menthe. Eddies French might be as lousy as he promised, but at this stage of life he could usually get what he wanted.
And I think Ill have one too, my dear, he said to the waiter.
Oh yes, I said, Im grateful to Jamie, it was brave of him. Sort of Jacobite. All the same Id rather he hadnt.
Jacobite?
Yes, a splendid and useless gesture.
We were in a bar in Montmartre. Jamie had declined to come with us. The dinner-party had ended, not exactly in confusion, but in some embarrassment. Mrs Fernie, I felt, regarded me with disfavour and suspicion. I had been transformed from a harmless, possibly even helpful, friend of Jamie into a disagreeable object. The Sicilians have an admirable expression: to swallow a toad. It means to accept an unwelcome fact. I rather felt that I was a toad in Mrs Fernies gullet, and that it wasnt at all certain that she could get it down. She hadnt known anything about my father, and she was not the sort of person who could bear with equanimity the finding of herself at a disadvantage at her own table. It was in one sense as simple as that.
But it was also much more, as indeed it was for me. We like, to put it at its simplest, to be judged for ourselves, as we would like, or think we would. Yet it never of course happens. Our reception is always coloured and distorted by associations, which we are  so often  powerless to protect ourselves against. I used, some twenty years ago, to be friendly with the widow of a famous poet, celebrated as much for his wild and self-destructive behaviour as for his verses. She was proud of him, and in memory had made their marriage perhaps into a finer thing than she had known at the time; and she was jealous to defend him. Yet at the same time she knew that she was diminished by it all too. People came to see her because of the man to whom she had been married. And it was a long time ago; in another country. All the recognition she got was a denial of her own reality. It was as if for so many people her own life had also ended in that New York hospital. Reflected fame subtracts from the identity of the person on whom the reflection falls.
I couldnt have elaborated this, as I sipped my stinger with Eddie and watched his eyes rove the little bar, but, looking back, these were the sentiments which disturbed me. And yet I was at the same time awfully curious.
Its not working for Jamie, Eddie said.
What?
Our being here. Its not working. He thought it would help, but it doesnt.
Did he actually say so?
He doesnt have to. I think we should go.
Because of this evening?
Not just that.
How do you know?
I just do.
Well, I dont understand. I dont mind going. In fact, I would like to, and anyway, as you know, I have my other plans. All the same, why?
Eddie picked up his glass.
The compartments have got mixed, he said. That gets on his nerves. Hes far more nervous and high-strung than you think.
You know him better. You probably know him better than he knows himself.
Oh yes. Much better. So shall we?
Yes, I said, and hesitated. Im going to my grandmothers. In Provence. I havent seen her in  well, since I was a child, before the war. But you know that.
Its all right, Eddie said, Im not suggesting that I should come with you. Compartments are important. Nobody knows that better than me. But I think we should get out soon. If youve got a definite date to go there, we could drift about first. That might be fun.
This evening, I said.
You dont have to talk about it. You dont have to at all.
No, I said, I dont, do I?
So now, he said, let us resume the having of the fun. Theres a bar Toby told me about I want to take a look at 
 		   

But we didnt go off together, though not because of anything that happened that evening, which led us through a succession of bars till we came to one where Eddie disappeared upstairs with a mulatto sailor, while I sat drinking pinard with his dancing-partner and declining more and more laconically the repeated, but half-hearted, suggestions that perhaps we should go upstairs too. It wasnt anything to do with that, and I was grateful to Eddie for his lack of curiosity or his self-restraint. But I wondered at my decision even as I boarded the train to the south, and sat back on the hard shiny green leather, and watched the suburbs of Paris slip by. Tears pricked my eyes, tears of loneliness and apprehension.  Compartments are important. I had locked one door behind me, and I have often wondered since how different my life would have been if I had not done so.
There were fewer suburbs then, and no high-rise apartment blocks on the fringe of the city. The train was soon passing through a miniature and scruffy landscape of canals and rivers, cottages crouching by the lines which were flanked with poplars under a heavy grey sky. It started to rain. The occasional clumsy lorry or chugging little car waited at level-crossings, a cur bicycling in his long cassock hung for a moment motionless on the hump of a bridge, a girl drove black-and-white cattle from a water-meadow. It was the landscape of the Impressionists, but diminished and meaner, with a suggestion of attenuation which is absent from their paintings. The rain streamed down the pale green willow that overhung the waters. I looked out of the window and avoided the gaze of my fellow-passengers, and when the call for dinner came made my way to the restaurant car.
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