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  Ode on Celestial Music

  (or It’s the Girl in the Bathroom Singing)


  It’s not celestial music it’s the girl in the bathroom singing.


  You can tell. Although it’s winter


  the trees outside her window have grown leaves,


  all manner of flowers push up through the floorboards.


  I think – ‘what a filthy trick that is to play on me,’


  I snip them with my scissors shouting


  ‘I want only bona fide celestial music!’


  Hearing this she stops singing.


  Out of her bath now the girl knocks on my door,


  ‘Is my singing disturbing you?’ she smiles entering,


  ‘did you say it was licentious or sensual?


  And excuse me, my bath towel’s slipping.’


  A warm and blonde creature


  I slam the door on her breasts shouting


  ‘I want only bona fide celestial music!’


  Much later on in life I wear my hearing-aid.


  What have I done to my body, ignoring it,


  splitting things into so many pieces my hands


  cannot mend anything? The stars, the buggers, remained silent.


  Down in the bathroom now her daughter is singing.


  Turning my hearing-aid full volume


  I bend close to the floorboards hoping


  for at least one song to get through.


  Brian Patten, Notes to the Hurrying Man, 1969
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  Prologue


  
    DECEMBER 1962


    NEW YORK

  


  Not once had it occurred to her to think of him as the kind of man who would bring down a government and close off an era. But at that time – in those days – to
  whom had it occurred? If she had thought about it, then, of course, he was no revolutionary – he was a sybarite. She knew revolutionaries. Short men, serious men, men who marked their
  seriousness physically by being bald or mustachioed, or both. She knew. She’d been introduced to Lenin before she was ten years old – in much the same way the devout took their children
  to be blessed by the Pope. She’d been blessed by Lenin. Fat lot of good it did her.


  He was heading for her now. Picking his way through this well-heeled Park Avenue party crowd, intent on her, smiling, charming, exchanging the odd word, the odder kiss, with half a dozen
  socialites en route to her.


  ‘Signora Troy!’

  Always addressed her in Italian.


  ‘Bella, bella.’


  Then he kissed her.


  ‘Dr Fitzpatrick. What brings you back so soon?’


  He’d been over in August, or was it July?


  ‘The war, m’dear. The war. Had to see if the pavements of New York had cracked or its buildings crumbled.’


  ‘What war?’


  ‘Cuba.’


  ‘You mean October? You call that a war?’


  ‘Missiles piling up among the sugar cane, battleships squaring off in the Atlantic, half England in tears because the world is about to end before they’ve even lost their virginity.
  What would you call it?’


  ‘I’d call it diplomacy. I’d call it politics.’


  ‘Well you know what Churchill said about politics and war.’


  ‘War is politics by other means, and I think it was Thucydides.’


  ‘I meant the other way around. Politics is war by other means.’


  ‘No, that we call brinkmanship.’


  ‘Can I get you another drink?’


  When he got back with her Martini, she’d make damn sure they changed the subject. She’d all but ignored Cuba. It could not scare her. The panic that had seemed to grip everyone she
  knew had passed her by. She’d spent her whole life trapped between the USA and the USSR. Bound to get her one day.


  ‘What really brings you here?’


  ‘Can you keep a secret?’


  ‘Absolutely not.’


  ‘Work.’


  ‘Work?’


  ‘I treated the American ambassador in Harley Street last spring. He was kind enough to recommend me to the President.’


  ‘Jack Kennedy’s flying in doctors from England?’


  ‘I’d keep it quiet. It’s hardly a vote-winner, is it?’


  ‘Is he that ill?’


  ‘Addison’s is very wearing. In that sense it’s deadly. If he wins next November don’t bank on there not being a President Johnson by 1966 or thereabouts.’


  Now, that did scare her.


  ‘You know,’ Fitzpatrick said, ‘we took it very seriously in England.’


  ‘We back on Cuba?’


  ‘We’re sort of in the middle. I don’t just mean geographically. We none of us, none of the English, think of the Russians as bogeymen. I know some of the London Russians.
  Perfectly decent people.’

  So did she. She’d married one.


  ‘I have a friend works at the embassy. Thoroughly decent chap. Matter of fact I tried telling the powers that be that the Russians are human just like you or I. I wrote to one of the
  rising lights of the Labour Party to say as much during the Missile Crisis. If I can talk to the Russians, why can’t they?’


  She could scarcely keep the incredulity out of her voice. ‘You didn’t write to my brother-in-law?’


  ‘What? To Rod Troy? Good Lord, no. Rod’s not rising, he’s risen. He’s got as far as he’ll ever get while Gaitskell’s still alive. No, I wrote to Harold
  Wilson. He might be Prime Minister in nine or ten years’ time. Just wanted to drop the thought.’


  ‘Did he catch it?’


  Fitzpatrick shrugged.


  ‘Politicians,’ he said simply.


  Half an hour later she found herself on the front steps of the building watching packed cabs flash by – up and down Park Avenue. Fitzpatrick followed only minutes later, turning up his
  collar against the cold, looking up at the rich cobalt blue of a cloudless New York night sky.


  ‘Share a cab?’ she said, hoping he would dash out into the throng and find the last free cab in the city. He pointed down the street towards Grand Central.


  ‘I’m at the Waldorf,’ he said. ‘It’s only a short walk. Look, I’m in town for a couple of days. Why don’t you give me a call?’


  ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Sure.’


  He walked off down Park Avenue. She looked again for the elusive yellow cab. Then a voice behind her, calling her name.


  ‘Clarissa. Clarissa.’


  She usually had to remind herself that this meant her. She’d added the C years ago as the simplest way of changing her name – Tosca by marriage to Troy, Larissa to Clarissa, a name
  she’d found on a bogus passport she’d used years ago – but it still sounded odd on anyone else’s lips.


  A tall young man in a black cashmere overcoat was coming down the steps towards her. It was Norman Somestein – Feinstein or Weinstein, one of the steins – one of the London
  publishers she worked for from time to time.


  ‘Share a cab?’ he said, exactly as she had done to Fitzpatrick. ‘I’ve a room at the Ansonia.’


  ‘Sure. I’ll get out the other side of the park, then you can take it on to Broadway.’


  Feinstein-Weinstein had better luck than she had had. He flagged down a checker cab and told the driver to take them to 72nd and Central Park West.


  Seated in the back, he said, ‘I didn’t know you knew Fitzpatrick.’


  ‘We ain’t exactly bosom buddies . . . but he comes over from England a lot . . . and we always seem to be at the same parties. Asks me to look him up if I visit London. But I
  ain’t been since 1960, so I haven’t. Maybe next time.’


  ‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ said Feinstein-Weinstein. ‘He’s trouble.’


  ‘What kind of trouble? I mean. He’s very well regarded here. Did you know he’s here to see if he can prescribe for Jack Kennedy’s problem?’


  ‘Which one – his bad back, his roving cock or his Addison’s disease?’


  ‘The last – Fitz is some kind of expert in homeopathy.’


  ‘I’m sure he is – but this is America. The English aren’t so tolerant.’


  ‘Of what?’


  Feinstein-Weinstein had to think for a second. And when he spoke his tone had changed. He was spinning out something far less tangible.


  ‘Fitz mixes it. Mixes everything. Class and race, sex and politics, perfume and passion, you name it. He’s a mixer.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘This time he’s concocted too rich a blend. It’s volatile. It’ll blow up in his face. There’ll be blood on the streets, mark my words.’


  ‘Blood on the streets?’


  She assumed this was just an image, nothing more. Tears before bedtime.


  ‘And’, he added, ‘the English can be so unforgiving of a good scandal.’


  ‘Y’know. I think that’s kind of why I left them.’


  Two days later she phoned the Waldorf.


  ‘Ah,’ said Fitzpatrick, ‘I thought you’d given me up. I’m leaving for the airport in an hour.’


  ‘I just wanted to ask. Do you ever see my husband?’


  ‘Time to time – perhaps three or four occasions a year. I usually manage to contrive at least one. Freddie’s not the most sociable of beasts at the best of times.’


  ‘Could you give him a letter from me?’


  ‘Of course, but you might find the US mail quicker, or a telegramme perhaps?’


  ‘No – seems so impersonal – and he hates telegrammes . . . but a note you could deliver personally . . .’


  ‘Fine. I understand. Now why don’t you hop in a cab. We can have one last drinkie before I dash to Idlewild.’


  
 



  JANUARY 1963


  ENGLAND


  
  § 1

  


  When the snow lay round about. Deep. And crisp. And even. England stopped.


  First the roads, from the fledgling six-lane autobahns, known as ‘motorways’ – a word used as evocatively as ‘international’ or ‘continental’ – to
  the winding, high-hedged lanes of Hertfordshire, disappeared under drifting snow. Then, the telephone lines, heavy with the weight of ice, snapped. Then the electricity supply began to flicker
  – now you see it now you don’t. And lastly, huffing and puffing behind iron snow ploughs as old as the century and more, the railways ground to a halt at frozen points and blocked
  tunnels.


  It was the worst winter in living memory, and when and where did memory not live? It squatted where you did not expect it. And where you did. Not-so-old codgers would compare the winter of 1963,
  favourably or not, to that of 1947. Old codgers, ancient codgers, codgers with no calendar right even to be living at all, would trounce opinion with a masterly, ‘’T’ain’t
  nothin’ compared to 1895.’


  Rod Troy, Home Affairs spokesman in Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition, a Labour MP since the landslide of 1945, had reason to be grateful to his father, the late Alexei Troy. When refitting
  the stately Hertfordshire pile he had bought in 1910, as a final refuge after five years a wandering exile from Imperial Russia, he had installed electricity and the telephone – the first in
  the village – and omitted to remove the gas lamps. Gas was a hard one to stop. It wouldn’t freeze and it had no wires to snap. So it was that, in the middle of a blanketed white January
  Rod found himself cut off in Mimram House, marooned in snow, stranded in a post-Christmas limboland, bereft of wife and children, hunched over a traditional English pastime, by the romantic glow of
  gaslight, facing a short, dark, irritating alien he ruefully acknowledged as his younger brother Frederick.


  ‘How can you?’ he yelled. ‘How can anyone cheat at Monopoly?’


  ‘That’s what it’s for,’ Troy replied. ‘If you can’t cheat, I can’t see the point in playing.’


  ‘Grow up, Freddie. For God’s sake grow up. That’s just the sort of attitude you had as a child.’


  ‘It’s a childish game, Rod.’


  ‘It’s about rules and trust and codes of conduct. All games are!’


  Rod should have known better. Such argument had never cut mustard with Troy when they were children and in middle age it was inviting the pragmatic scorn he seemed to store up in spades.


  ‘No it’s not, it’s about which bugger can be the first to stick a hotel on Park Lane.’


  Rod swept the board to the floor. ‘Sod you then!’ And walked out.


  Troy passed an hour in his study, staring at the unchanging landscape, the monotony of white. He put John Coltrane’s ‘Giant Steps’ on the gramophone, but was not at all sure
  that he was not kidding himself that he had a taste for the music, and he was damn sure it didn’t go with England in January. Did Delius write no Winterreise? Had Elgar left no
  Seasons?


  It occurred to him that he should go and look for Rod before Rod found him. He would only want to apologise and Troy could not bear his apologies. It seemed wise to head him off at the pass.
  They might, after all, have to spend days cooped up like this, and while the house was big enough to lose a small army within, they would inevitably end up together and if Monopoly brought them to
  grief, God help them when Troy started to cheat at pontoon.


  The cellar door stood open, a gust of icy air wafting up from below stairs.


  Troy called out his brother’s name and waited.


  ‘Down here in the wine cellar!’


  Troy moved cautiously down the stairs, the light dimly orange in the distance as Rod waved his torch beam around.


  ‘I think I’ve made a bit of a find.’ Troy could not see him, only the dancing end of the torch. Then the beam shot inwards, and Rod’s face appeared, pumpkin-headed, in
  the light.


  ‘Hold this a mo’. I’ll get the gas lit.’


  A rasp of match, a burst of flame, and Rod reached upwards and lit the gas jet. In the flickering hiss of gaslight Troy found himself framed by vast dusty racks of wine, countless bottles in
  long rows stretching away under the house. Rod stood facing him, absurdly wrapped up against the cold in the eiderdown off his bed, belted around his chest and waist, looking like the rubber man in
  the tyre adverts. He appeared to be clutching a solitary bottle of wine.


  ‘What have you found?’ Troy asked.


  Rod wiped the label with his sleeve.


  ‘The paper’s a bit perished, but it says 1928 and I’d lay odds of ten to one it’s Veuve Clicquot.’


  ‘Does champagne keep that long?’


  ‘Haven’t the foggiest. But there’s only one way to find out.’


  He unhooked two glasses from the side of a wooden rack, where they had sat untouched since before the war and wiped the dust from them.


  The champagne burst into the glass in a healthy stream of bubbles. Troy swigged some of his and pronounced it ‘OK’. Rod sipped his gently and said, ‘OK? It’s bloody
  marvellous.’


  Then the pause, the reflective stare into the glass. The thought so visibly running through his mind and across his features that Troy grew impatient and wished he would speak.


  ‘Whenever I pull the cork on one of these . . .’


  Troy knew what was coming. He could see the curve of Rod’s illogic arcing between them like static.


  ‘Or whenever I watch you . . .’


  He sipped and stared into his glass a little more.


  ‘I think of the old man. Every time. Never fails. No matter what is on my mind or whatever shit you are giving me, as you are so wont to do – and age does not diminish it – it
  gives me pause. I think of our father.’


  ‘Sort of like unholy sacrament. An atheist communion?’


  ‘Don’t piss on it, Freddie. I’m serious.’


  ‘So am I. Has it ever occurred to you that’s why he left us this lot, so that we should think of him from time to time?’


  ‘I didn’t say from time to time, I said every time. And who else would he have left it to? And I wonder, what else did he leave us of himself? If this is blood of his blood, where is
  flesh of his flesh?’


  Troy was not sure he could follow this.


  ‘Come again?’


  ‘Who the hell was he? Was he the same man he was to you that he was to me?’


  ‘Doubt it,’ said Troy.


  ‘I mean . . . I’m his first born, you’re his last, the child of his dotage—’


  ‘Hardly dotage. He wasn’t that old.’


  ‘There, there’s my point. How old was he? Did you ever know? When was he born? Did he ever tell you? Or where?’


  ‘Must’ve done. Moscow, Tula, I don’t know. And if he didn’t, his dad lived with us for fifteen years. He must have mentioned it. God knows he rambled on
  enough.’


  ‘Quite. He rambled. His stories never went anywhere. But the old man was a master of precision. He told us everything – at least it seemed like everything – yet when I come to
  look back on it there are gaps you could drive a tram through.’


  Again the pause, long enough for Troy to refill both their glasses. Troy could see his brother’s point even if he could see neither the gap nor the tram. Personally he was sure such minor
  details as the date and place of his father’s birth were simply and temporarily lost in his memory; it was not that he didn’t know, it was not that he had not been told. But at the
  heart of the matter, the man was an enigma.


  ‘You’re right, of course,’ Rod resumed his musing. ‘He wasn’t the same man to both of us. I got sent away to school before you were so much as a toddler. You hung
  around the house almost till adolescence—’


  ‘I was at home because I was a sickly child, Rod, they weren’t doing me any favour.’


  ‘Nonetheless you were there. He talked endlessly to you. You were his favourite.’


  ‘Rod, this is bollocks. I was the youngest, that’s all.’


  ‘Youngest. Hand-reared. Privy to his wisdom.’


  ‘Recipient of all his gags and anecdotes, if that’s what you mean?


  Child corrupted by his view of history and politics, if that counts for anything.’


  ‘Corrupted?’


  ‘OK. That’s a bit steep. Let us say I was nurtured into an unfortunate precociousness by prolonged exposure to his didactic asides. He taught me the Theory of Surplus Value when I
  was seven. Had me on the Second Law of Thermodynamics before I was ten.’


  ‘Bugger me! More booze, I think. I cannot listen to sentences like that and stay sober.’


  Rod stuck out his glass again. It seemed a daft thing to be doing, sitting on beer crates in a dark cellar, scarcely above freezing, getting pissed on vintage champagne and pretending not to
  mind the cold. Rod might not be feeling it, but Troy had on nothing thicker than his Aran sweater. Still, if this was how Rod wanted to spend the last hour of daylight, Troy would humour him.


  ‘Think of it,’ Rod went on. ‘I mean, think of him. Of what he did for us. I always felt secure in the world as he made it for us. I can’t help but wonder if my kids can
  ever feel what that means. Wonder if they’ll ever feel the same security. The world he built around us.’


  ‘Troy Nation,’ said Troy softly.


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘That’s how I used to think of it. So often I ended up housebound, one damned ailment or another. The house was the world for a time. I used to think of it as Troy Nation. A country
  entire unto itself.’


  Rod looked up at the ceiling. Troy knew what he was thinking. In the mind’s eye, he was looking through the ceiling. Stripping away the layers in time and putting them back on in an order
  of his own choosing. This house, these five storeys of junk-packed, book-lined, history-ridden rooms, looming above them like the edifice of memory, a world of its own through which the old man
  moved mysteriously even now. The house ought to be haunted. It was made to be haunted. Yet they conjured him in words not spirit; he haunted not the structure of their house, but the structure of
  their minds. Most of the time Troy could take him or leave him. He had long ago got used to being Alex Troy’s boy. At forty-seven, Commander of CID , Scotland Yard, half a dozen commendations
  and an ex-wife to his name, he was still ‘Alex Troy’s boy’. Doubt caused him little conscience, but such conscience all but made a coward of Rod. Doubting the old man would nag
  and nag at him, and he could not dismiss it. If there was one gift Troy would have given his brother, it was to free him from such doubt. He had, he knew, probably sown the seed himself.


  Away over their heads Troy could hear a bell ringing. It seemed an impossible noise. Logic ruled it out as being simply the doorbell. In households such as this someone else usually answered the
  door and told the caller whether or not you were at ’ome, regardless of whether you were. And no one had fought their way up the drive from the village in days. Clearly Rod was not going to
  answer, half-pissed, wrapped up too cosily in his eiderdown, the Michelin man, still sipping the last of the Veuve Clicquot.


  ‘You’d better go and see,’ he said, smiling faintly. ‘It’s probably Titus Oates or Captain Scott.’


  It was Driffield the postman. The surliest bastard alive, as far as Troy was concerned. Or – to be precise on the matter of titles – the surliest sub-postmaster, a man in whose eyes
  Troy was still twelve and simply his father’s son, requiring no more in the way of courtesy than a clip ’round the ear ’ole from time to time. He was attired much after the
  fashion of Rod: at least two overcoats had been added to a layer or more of pullovers and onion rings of collars and scarves obscured most of his face. All the same, Troy could see from the eyes
  that it was him, and from the expression in them he was, as ever, not best pleased to have trudged up the hill. To do so in several feet of snow had merely refined what was fundamental in his
  nature. No doubt he missed the days, long gone, when Troy’s father would send a donkey and cart to the village to collect the mail.


  ‘I don’t know why I does this for you buggers, but I does,’ he said. ‘Tel’grammes it is, you hev got tel’grammes, the blarsted pair o’ ye. Why ye gaht
  to hev tel’grammes on a day like this, Gahd knows.’


  It was, it seemed, deeply inconsiderate of the Troys to be in receipt of tel’grammes of which they knew nothing.


  A mittened hand shoved two envelopes at Troy, and then returned to sink into its pocket once more as its owner set off back down the drive, ploughing the trench in the snow he had cut on the way
  up.


  ‘Aren’t you going to wait for the reply?’ Troy yelled after him. More often than not the man would tell you what was in a telegramme before you could open it, would stand on
  the step and recite it to you before you could so much as break the seal, but now nothing, it seemed, would keep him a moment longer.


  ‘Phone it through,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘There’s two blokes from the GPO up a pole in the lane. Ye’ll hev phones again in half an hour or so they
  reckon.’


  Rod appeared behind Troy. Troy handed him the small brown envelope and tore open the one with his own name on it. The telegramme meant nothing to him.


  
    
      hugh turn for worst stop fear he may not last stop suggest come soonest stop bill stop

    

  


  Troy read it again, wondering if the author’s economy with language and cost had left him to guess at a vital aspect of its meaning.


  Rod snatched it from his hand. Stuck another in front of him.


  ‘Dozy sod’s put them in the wrong envelopes. You’ve got mine and I’ve got yours.’


  The new telegramme scarcely made more sense than the last. But at least it was written with scant regard for cost in fully grammatical sentences.


  
    
      dear freddie stop long time no see stop i wouldn’t be writing to you out of the blue if it weren’t important stop
      i don’t think i have much time left stop i’d like to see you one more time before the end stop i’d like to think that our friendship survives on that level and that i can ask
      this of you stop could you come to beirut? stop now? stop i’ve reserved a room for you at the st georges stop come as soon as you can stop i’ve no idea how long i’ve got stop
      charlie stop

    

  


  It felt as though a ball and chain had tipped softly from the envelope in some sleight-of-hand magician’s trick and wrapped itself around him. The old weight, the old friend, the old lie.
  Was he dying? Could Charlie be dying? Why couldn’t he just say so? Troy had not seen Charlie since 1957. He had asked much the same of him then. ‘I’ve taken a job in the Middle
  East. See me off. Just for old times’ sake. It’ll be the last time.’ Now this was the last time. The last time for what? Could Charlie be dying?


  ‘Gaitskell’s dying.’


  Rod’s voice cut through his reverie. Troy looked up from the telegramme to see Rod suddenly sober, casting off the Michelin outfit.


  ‘I have to get up to London. God knows how, but I have to.’


  Gaitskell was the ‘Hugh’ of the telegramme Rod had just read. Leader of the Opposition and, since it was received wisdom that 1963 would be an election year, the next Prime Minister.
  He and Rod, of much the same age, class and education, fought like cat and dog and were stubbornly loyal both to each other and to the party. For Gaitskell to die now would be a political
  inconvenience and a personal tragedy for Rod.


  ‘The phones will be on soon,’ Troy said. ‘Driffield just told me.’


  ‘Did he say how the roads were?’


  ‘See for yourself,’ said Troy, pointing out through the open door at the snowbound drive and the three-foot-deep trench Driffield had carved in it.


  Around the corner at the end of the drive, where the curving line of beech trees – resplendent green in summer, crisp brown in winter – shielded the house from the road, a
  petrol-driven vehicle – Troy could on first sight be no more precise than that – appeared. Preceded by the peristaltic grunt of its engine, it rounded the curve, entered the trench and
  chugged towards the house in a shower of obscuring and enveloping snowdust, ripping out the slender tracks of human feet into a wide chasm in the white wilderness of Mimram. It was a motorbike. A
  motorbike with sidecar. A motorbike with snowplough. A motorbike with sidecar and snowplough driven by an extremely fat man in a leather helmet and an old Second World War London County Council
  Heavy Rescue Squad navy-blue greatcoat.


  The motorbike sliced through the drift immediately in front of the porch, and the snowploughing contraption deposited a pile of snow almost six feet high in a V-shape to either side.


  The Fat Man pushed up his goggles.


  ‘Wotcher cock,’ he said to Troy.


  Troy looked down at the contraption from the safety of the porch. He had never seen anything like it. The blades of the snowplough bolted neatly to the front forks of the bike and shot off at a
  tangent to bolt themselves to the front of the sidecar. A large, round-knobbed lever on the handlebars appeared to raise or lower the device at the Fat Man’s whim via a pantograph. He had
  even put snow chains on the tyres, attached an army-surplus five-gallon jerry can of petrol to the back end, and seemed to be transporting a large hessian sack of something in the sidecar. It was a
  bike for all seasons, this one in particular.


  ‘What’s in the sack?’ said Troy.


  ‘Pignuts. I thought you’d be low on pignuts by now.’


  ‘We’re low on everything. You wouldn’t happen to have a loaf of bread or five pounds of spuds in there too?’


  ‘I’m ’ere to feed the pig, not you lot. You can fend for yerselves. But the pig – she needs lookin’ after.’


  The Fat Man set his sack on the ground and from the depths of the sidecar produced a pair of snowshoes. The postman had looked like a lone idiot, stepping outside, quite possibly for some time,
  but this was the full-blown expedition. The Englishman abroad. Man equipped, man kitted out with the best that an army-surplus store could provide. With such pluck and stuff as this, the British
  had climbed Everest and chugged their way across Antarctica, and that in the last ten years alone. Troy never knew why it was that the army amassed such surpluses and in such quantities – and
  perhaps mountains were climbed and wildernesses crossed just to diminish the stockpiles – but they did, and without them Sir Edmund Hillary might stand atop Everest in a string vest and half
  the working men in Britain would be left khakiless and wondering what to wear for the messy jobs or, in this case, how to wade through three-foot snowdrifts down to the pigpens lugging half a
  hundredweight of compressed dry pig fodder.


  ‘When was you last down there?’


  ‘Yesterday.’


  The Fat Man regarded him sceptically.


  ‘Honestly,’ said Troy. ‘I took her fresh water, a huge bundle of cabbage leaves and a bucket of last year’s windfall apples I’ve been saving.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And what?’


  ‘And how was she?’


  ‘Fine,’ said Troy. ‘Happy as a pig in . . .’


  He could not quite think of the word. But it was straw. His Gloucester Old Spot sow, the third such he had bred in the last ten years, was happy as a pig in straw, if only because he and the Fat
  Man had had the foresight to build an insulating wall around her sty late last autumn with twenty-odd bales of straw. Whatever the Fat Man thought, and it was his usual banter to deride
  Troy’s pigmanship, he had looked in on his pig and had thought her sty somewhat warmer than his own house.


  The Fat Man hoisted his sack, slipped his feet into the leather loops of the snowshoes and set off for the pigpens under the oaks.


  ‘I’ll be back,’ he said.


  Troy did not doubt it. He had known him on and off the best part of twenty years, and, apart from an increase in his girth, he had changed very little. He was still the committed cockney,
  determinedly unpredictable, quite the most secretive man he had ever met, and utterly, totally reliable. He had minded Troy’s pig, and pigs plural when she had farrowed, at no notice on
  countless occasions. It had occurred to Troy that perhaps he read minds, for, whilst one could never be at all sure when he would turn up, or from where, he did so exactly when one needed him. Not
  that Troy needed a pigsitter right now, that went without saying; what he needed the Fat Man had provided almost inadvertently. Transport. A vehicle that could get through snow and ice, something
  that could get him to London. Something with wheels that did not spin pointlessly on the spot as Troy’s Bentley had done when he had tried her a couple of days ago.


  He rushed upstairs and began to pack. From his bedroom window he caught sight of the Fat Man cresting a humpbacked ridge of snow like Ahab astride Moby Dick, the snowshoes stuck to his feet like
  giant leaves miraculously letting him walk on water.


  He had no idea what to pack for Beirut and threw an assortment of clothes together. Across the other side of the house he heard the phone ring. The first time in days. Heard the urgent tones in
  Rod’s voice without actually hearing any of his words. Clutching his suitcase, he almost knocked Rod down on the stairs. He was dressed for a journey. Overcoat, trilby, gloves. He was
  carrying his briefcase.


  ‘I have to get up to London.’


  It seemed to be a remark hovering between apology and explanation.


  ‘I heard you the first time.’


  ‘He has to take me, Freddie. Hugh’s dying. Unless you can tell me it’s a matter of life and death I’m getting in that sidecar and he’s taking me as far as that
  piece of Heath Robinson machinery will get us.’


  Troy did not know what ‘it’ was – a matter of life and death? A matter of life and lies? It was half-formed or less in his own mind. He would not have dreamt of discussing
  Charlie with Rod at this point. He said nothing. Just followed Rod down to the front door.


  ‘Are you going to tell me?’ Rod said, pulling on his wellies.


  ‘There’s nothing to tell. But I do need to get up to town.’


  ‘Secrets, Freddie. Secrets. You’re worse than the old man. You play every damn card so close to the chest. Well, I’m telling you now that if you can’t tell me honestly
  that your business is more important than mine, I say sod you for your secrets. I’m commandeering the Fat Man and his motorbike and I’m going.’


  Troy said nothing. The very word ‘commandeering’ made him wince inwardly. This was Wing Commander Troy in fully operational mode. Playing by the Queensberry Rules. Rules that let him
  hijack the bike, but did not permit him to read a telegramme addressed to someone else.


  ‘Quite,’ said Rod. ‘Silence.’


  When the Fat Man trudged back to his bike Rod made his pitch, plain and simple. A fiver to get him, as he put it, ‘to civilisation’. The Fat Man looked to Troy. Troy nodded almost
  imperceptibly and, as Rod made a racket clambering into the sidecar, leant over and whispered.


  ‘Dump him at the nearest station and get back here. I may need you for a few days.’


  The Fat Man tapped the side of his nose.


  Rod looked ridiculous sitting in the sidecar. Knees tucked almost to his chin, hat rammed down to his ears, goggles over his eyes, briefcase pressed to his chest. He looked like an owl.


  ‘There is one thing,’ he said from his preposterous perch.


  ‘Of course,’ said Troy.


  ‘What’s the Second Law of Thermodynamics? Is it Einstein or one of those blokes?’


  ‘It’s Kelvin.’


  ‘Never heard of him. What did he say?’


  ‘Entropy. Everything expands into . . . nothing.’


  ‘Don’t quite follow . . .’


  ‘Everything turns to shit in time.’


  ‘And we need a “Theory” to tell us that?’


  The Fat Man raised a giant’s foot off the ground, slamming down on the kickstart, and brought four 250cc cylinders spitting and roaring into life. He was back in less than an hour.


  
 



  § 2


  He had not thought Beirut would be cold. It wasn’t – it just wasn’t warm either. He had so looked forward to being warm. He had somehow seen himself in
  shirtsleeves, a white sea-island cotton shirt clinging to him loosely as a gentle breeze blew in from the Mediterranean to ruffle his hair. It had been a dream conjured up after a night in a
  run-down hotel on the Great North Road – where he had finally abandoned the Fat Man’s motorbike – another on a bench at Heathrow as his flight was postponed in half-hour chunks
  – permitting the runways to be swept clear of snow just in time for the next storm, and permitting no one the resolution of checking into a hotel – and a third night on a bench at Orly
  as his plane was grounded in a blizzard by French air traffic control and much the same stop-go, go-stop policy ensued.


  The best part of four days had passed by the time he landed in Beirut. It was pitch dark and the less than gentle sea breeze, whilst hardly a howling North Sea gale that could cut through
  clothing, was wind enough to cut through expectation, to chill the spirit if not the flesh. It blew across the runway, chased him through the terminal, pursued him to a taxi, raced him the length
  of the city out to the Ra’s Beirut promontory, and was waiting for him fifteen minutes later when he got out. All that could be said was that it was warmer than England.


  The taxi dropped Troy in front of the Saint-Georges Hotel, a squat block looming featurelessly over him in the darkness. Sleepless, exhausted, unshaven and unwashed, he felt sure he must stink
  to high heaven after four days in the same clothes.


  ‘Yes,’ said the white-jacketed clerk at reception. ‘Mr Charlie instructed us to keep the room exactly one week. Everything is ready for you, Mr Troy.’


  All Troy wanted was a bath and a bed, and he was not at all sure he would even bother to take them in that order.


  ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Would you get a message to Mr Leigh-Hunt, tell him I’m here and that I’ll see him at breakfast?’


  ‘Mr Charlie has gone, sir.’


  ‘Gone?’


  ‘Gone, sir.’


  For a moment the same thought passed through his mind that had first surfaced when he read Charlie’s telegramme – gone meant dead. A blunt, ineffectual euphemism. But from the look
  on the man’s face that was clearly not the case. There was not a flicker of meaningless public display of regret.


  ‘Gone where?’ he said.


  ‘We never know, Mr Troy.’


  The man was alone at his post. The use of ‘we’ was little short of regal. Troy looked out of the corner of his eye and saw that two men had approached him from the right as he
  talked. One of them coughed politely and he turned. A short, stout man, well past middle age, who clutched a smouldering cigar between fat fingers, and whose recent meals seemed displayed down the
  front of his shirt as liberally as the dandruff on his shoulders; and a tall, handsome young Arab with thick black hair and finely chiselled features, wearing a neat Italian black suit and the
  clean white cotton shirt Troy had seen in his dreams of himself.


  ‘Troy?’ said the old one. ‘Did I hear him say Troy?’


  Troy stared at him and said nothing.


  ‘Would you be one of our Troys, if you don’t mind me asking?’


  ‘I don’t know. What are your Troys?’


  The old one stuck out his hand.


  ‘Arthur Alliss. Sunday Post. I used to work for your father. I’m the Post’s Middle East correspondent. We’d no idea you were coming out. Nobody told us.
  We’d’ve met you at the airport if we’d known.’


  The penny dropped. These men worked for his father’s Sunday paper. Since his father’s death twenty years ago it had been run by his brother-in-law, Lawrence. Troy had next to nothing
  to do with the family business, with its small empire of newspapers, magazines and publishers. What little responsibility remained for the family, Rod usually handled. It had not occurred to him
  that there could hardly be a capital city on earth in which he would not find an accredited correspondent or a freelance stringer on one or another of the Troy newspapers.


  Troy took the proffered hand, then shook with the young Arab.


  ‘I’m Frederick Troy,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, I hadn’t thought about it – I mean, I hadn’t realised you’d be here.’


  Foolish, he thought. Of course they’d be there. Simply hacks doing their job. Why else was Charlie there? When MI6 had discreetly demanded his resignation in 1957, Charlie had asked Rod
  for a job and Rod had packed him off to Beirut as roving Middle Eastern correspondent for the family’s almost defunct journal American Week. It had seemed appropriate. Charlie spoke
  Arabic, and it kept him active and paid, kept him out of England, out of the English papers, and out of harm’s way. Only now he wasn’t there. These two were, and looking upon him as
  some representative of the family firm, which he wasn’t and would never be.


  The old one ruminated a moment on the name.


  ‘Frederick?’ he said with a hint of inflection, a question posed more at himself than at Troy.


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy.


  ‘The policeman?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy.


  ‘You’ve come for Charlie?’


  ‘Yes – he’s a very old friend.’


  ‘I think you’d better join us for a snifter, Mr Troy. Said!’


  The mere mention of his name seemed enough to convey a simple, singular meaning to the young Arab. He headed for the bar and Alliss led the way back to their table. Troy wondered where
  he’d find the energy to talk to them. He hoped to God all they wanted was to pay their respects and then he could bugger off to bed.


  Alliss relaxed into his chair and, finding his cigar out, stuck the wet end back in his mouth and put a match to the other. For a few seconds he vanished into a haze of sucking and puffing. Troy
  saw the Arab making his way towards them with a tray and three very large Scotches. He’d have one drink with them and ditch them.


  ‘We both worked with Charlie, y’know,’ Alliss said. ‘Truth to tell I never thought the old firm needed two blokes out here, but there you are, your brother thought
  different. I file for the Post, Said here – this is Said Hussein – he’s the local fixer . . .’


  Hussein smiled politely at the belated introduction, a cold light in the shining black eyes, enough to tell Troy that at best he was bored by Alliss, at worst probably despised him.


  ‘He’s got the local knowledge. Speaks the lingo. And Charlie, Charlie filed for the Yanks.’


  Troy noted through the haze of tiredness, and the acrid, repulsive smell of Scotch – he had put the glass to his lips and put it back untouched – Alliss’s use of the past
  tense.


  ‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’


  Alliss looked puzzled by this, glanced at Hussein, and then continued the same puzzled scrutiny of Troy as if the key were written in his face.


  ‘Have ye not seen the papers Mr Troy?’


  ‘No. I had one hell of a time getting here. I feel as though I’ve spent four days in a vacuum.’


  ‘He’s gone.’


  ‘So everybody keeps telling me. But he’s expecting me. I can wait, but it would be useful to know how long.’


  ‘No – I mean gone gone. Defected. Charlie’s crossed over.’


  On what level had this rippled through his brain to find instant suppression? The telegramme lay crumpled at the bottom of his inside jacket pocket. He had read it over and again a dozen times
  in the last four days – ‘I don’t think I have much time left.’ Somehow it had been easier – dammit, reassuring – to believe that Charlie’s last cry had
  been a cry of help, that he was in mortal peril, that he had cancer, angina, cirrhosis of the liver. Troy found himself acknowledging for the first time that he had been prepared, had actually
  preferred, to believe that Charlie was dying rather than believe that his past, and with it Troy’s own, had finally caught up with him.


  ‘When?’ he said simply. ‘Four days ago. Just vanished. Clothes in his room. An article on Moshe Dayan half-finished, still in the typewriter, cold cup of coffee next to it.
  Razor and toothbrush on the washstand. He came in here, sent a telegramme from the press room and vanished. We usually lunched together. First I knew was when he didn’t show. I asked the boys
  here, but all they knew was the telegramme and they won’t say what was in it or who it was to. Five hours later he boards a Russian freighter in the docks. I reckon all he had was the clothes
  on his back. Took me till yesterday to find out that much. Bloke in the dockyard recognised him. Came to me for a bit of the old backshish. I filed it, of course. Had to. It’s news. Front
  page of the dailies back in Blighty this morning. If Hugh Gaitskell hadn’t died last night it’d be the lead. You can’t have a career like Charlie’s and not be
  news.’


  Alliss was a pig. The mixture of professional greed and personal pique made for a distasteful fool. Troy was beginning to share Hussein’s silent contempt. He feared it might find its voice
  very soon. Alliss showed no sensitivity to what Troy might be feeling.


  ‘O’ course if I could find out who that telegramme was to, I’d really have a coup. That’d stick it to those dozy buggers on the Sunday Times. Insight Team my left buttock
  – more like Shortsight Team.’


  He chuckled at his own wit, jowls jiggling, mirth rippling down to his fingertips, Scotch in his glass splashing over onto his trousers. He rubbed it into the fabric with the thumb of his free
  hand. Seemed not to mind. One more stain on a suit of boozer’s motley.


  ‘O’ course, I can’t say I’m surprised. I mean, is there anyone half sane who really believes Charlie was innocent? I don’t care how many times the government set
  some pillock on his hind legs in the Commons to clear his name. Charlie was one of them – Burgess, Maclean, Leigh-Hunt. It all fits. If the government didn’t know our Charlie was
  a spy, then they’re the last ones who didn’t.’


  Troy had been the first to know. 1956. While the Suez débâcle rumbled on. He had told no one. It was no one else’s business. It was between Charlie and him. And how dearly and
  how often had he wished there had been nothing between Charlie and him. That they should be like children, schoolboys again, when they had had no secrets. He had packed Charlie off to live with his
  lies one autumn day, one Indian summer’s afternoon, seven years ago, knowing they would not meet again. A year later, somehow, MI6 had learnt the truth. Charlie had made too many mistakes, or
  some recently defected Russian had pointed the finger – Troy neither knew nor cared which – and Charlie had retired from the Secret Service in a flurry of corridor speculation and to a
  wishy-washy Commons denial, so limp and unconvincing it had fallen not to the Foreign Secretary, but to the most junior of his ministers, a rising starlet of the Conservative Party, Timothy
  Woodbridge. Woodbridge had exonerated Charlie, gently berated the press for their gossip and cornered his little piece of history as author of what the same press had dubbed ‘the Woodbridge
  Statement’. The last Troy had seen of Charlie was a farewell drink in a pub in St Martin’s Lane. He seemed grateful to Troy that Rod had come to his rescue – and Troy had said
  nothing to this, because Rod had done so without telling him. He had done exactly what he thought Troy required of him without even mentioning it. And for that Troy was grateful. Charlie would not
  have come to him.


  Each time was the last time. A slapdash sequence of partings, each potentially riddled with finality. Now this was the last. Now he really had gone.


  ‘Why now?’ said Troy, more to himself than to the two journalists.


  For a second he thought Hussein was going to speak, but Alliss stubbed out the remains of his cigar and sounded off.


  ‘Had enough,’ he said bluntly. ‘If you ask me he never much cared for the job. After all, if he really has ended up in Russia, then it was only a cover, wasn’t it? I
  think he just got tired of it. It’s a big territory. You can find yourself in Jerusalem one day and Aden the next. It takes belief. It’s the only thing that’ll keep you at it.
  Personally, I never thought Charlie had that belief. More often than not we’d cover for him, wouldn’t we, Said? He couldn’t be arsed half the time. He was lucky. Without us
  he’d’ve gone under. Mind you, he was good company – you get Charlie in the bar with a few drinks inside him. Talk about laugh!’


  Troy heard his cue and knew his exit. Arthur Alliss was decidedly not good company. He had heard enough of Alliss’s vision of Charlie. If it turned out he really had seen the last of him,
  then he wanted his vision of Charlie, warts and all, not the spiteful, sentimental vision of a drunken hack who scarcely knew him.


  Troy pushed his untouched glass towards Alliss and got to his feet. ‘Forgive me, but I’m flagging badly. I really do need to sleep now.’


  Alliss bustled and missed the hatred in Troy’s eyes. Prised himself from his chair with some loss of breath, stuck out his hand again and said, ‘But you’ll join us for
  breakfast? It’s not often we . . .’


  Perhaps he had read the look in Troy’s eyes after all. The sentence dwindled down to nothing.


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy. ‘Delighted.’


  
 



  § 3


  He kicked off his shoes, tore off his jacket and tie and lay on the bed beneath the motionless punkah. He decided he’d give it fifteen minutes and then hang out the
  ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign. In less than ten there was a gentle tap at the door.


  Hussein stood in the corridor, one hand oh-so-casually in his trouser pocket, the other poised to knock again. ‘Do you really want to have this conversation now?’ he asked.


  ‘If it’s the only time you’re free of Alliss, yes,’ said Troy.


  Hussein carefully hung his jacket on the back of an upright chair and sank slowly into a deeply upholstered armchair. He loosened his tie, stuck a fat Turkish cigarette in his mouth, crossed his
  legs with a fastidious tug at the knee of his trousers and lit up. Troy flopped into the chair opposite, feeling as creased as his clothes.


  Hussein could be no more than twenty-two or three, his eyes were bright, his skin shone with health and at the end of a working day he seemed not have a single close cropped hair out of place.
  The tie at half-mast was a concession to after-hours occasion. He looked like Madison Avenue man launching into a difficult pitch. Compared to him, Troy felt ancient.


  ‘Arthur is colouring the story. You must forgive him. He is an old man. Out of his time.’


  The preamble over, what they both knew so succinctly stated, he inhaled deeply and savoured his smoke a moment.


  ‘No one carried Charlie.’


  A hand batted the smoke away from his face, the gesture cutting, absolute, to reinforce his words.


  ‘Far from being unsuited to the job, I’d say Charlie was a natural. Arthur got here just after Suez, less than a year before Charlie – just long enough for his nose to be out
  of joint when your brother hired Charlie. I suspect they were both sent for much the same reason. Suez put us back on the map. Every newspaper on earth increased its Middle East coverage, simply
  waiting for the next skirmish or the start of Armageddon. I joined them in 1961. My first job when I graduated Yale. I’m the new boy, but being from Jerusalem I’m near enough a native,
  and I know the lie of the land, and I think I know my job. I’ve seen enough to know that Charlie loved the job, and rather than letting Arthur carry him, he carried Arthur. After seven years
  Arthur has only a smattering of Arabic – good French; he’d have been OK here before the war, in his element in the time of the Beiks, but that’s another age. I rather think Arthur
  hasn’t acknowledged that.’


  ‘England is full of men like Arthur,’ said Troy.


  ‘I’ve never been there,’ Hussein replied with an almost imperceptible shrug. ‘But I can quite believe it. He’s right when he says you can find yourself in Aden one
  day and Jerusalem the next. That’s the nature of the job. But it was Charlie who made those journeys; it was Charlie who gathered enough information to support his own column and
  Arthur’s news file. Most of the time you can’t prise Arthur out of the bar here. We don’t live here – even Troy Newspapers can’t afford that – but we might just
  as well. It has its pluses – anyone who’s anyone passes through here eventually – and its minuses, in that you can delude yourself that the Saint-Georges Hotel bar is the world.
  Until very recently Charlie never fell for that. There was always a world elsewhere for Charlie. True, he drank like a fish, I’ve never met an English reporter that did not, but until last
  autumn it never interfered with his work.


  ‘Last October he was due three weeks’ home leave. He never went home. Charlie’s idea of leave was Spain or Morocco – I never heard of him taking home leave to go home to
  England. Perhaps you will say this is just as well – a man living under a cloud. Perhaps he did pick places where no one gave a damn whether he’d spied for Russia or even whether he
  still spied for Russia. Last year he chose to go home. He spent his usual ten days in Morocco and then he flew on to England. He visited his mother in Dorset – I gather they had not met in
  years – and he spent a weekend in London – I think he might have done the round of his old haunts, but the look on your face, Mr Troy, tells me that you did not see him. Whatever, he
  came back a changed man, dejected, angry, less willing to humour the insufferable Arthur, and his interest in the job vanished. I saw it evaporate like a dish of water put out in the noonday sun
  for the dog.’


  The image seemed a suitably Levantine one on which to pause, inhale deeply from his cigarette, and let the words sink in. He blew a billowing cloud of aromatic smoke at the ceiling and levelled
  his eyes on Troy.


  ‘And I heard the will to go on snap in him like a rubber band coiled too tight or a bowstring stretched too far. Something in Mr Charlie snapped.’


  Troy sat in silent awe of the man’s command of a language not his own, startled by his own recognition of this final metaphor. Years ago – in the 1920s – his father had taken
  him to France to one of those damningly nostalgic cultural get-togethers, organised by the then vast body of Russians in exile – Russians in hope – of Russian arts. Such were their
  numbers so soon after the Revolution they even ran their own émigré magazine, Teatr i Zhizh, and under the auspices of the Teatr crowd the then less than fashionable Le Touquet
  had staged Chekhov in the original. He had sat in the stalls through The Cherry Orchard, aged thirteen or so, enraptured by the play of ideas he soon learnt were wasted on more than half the
  audience – who surely were those cherry trees? – beautiful, useless. And then as the curtain fell, then rose again for the bows of the cast, his father rose too. ‘Where was the
  breaking string?’ he said. Cast and audience stared at him. No one answered. ‘Where was the bloody breaking string that comes with the sleep of Feers?’ he yelled. ‘Chekhov
  is quite clear: “My life has passed as though I’d never lived. I will lie down now . . . nothing . . . nothing . . .” a distant sound, as though coming from the sky, like the
  breaking of a string! Where was the breaking string? What do you think the play means without the sound of that string snapping?’ Troy had fled up the aisle to escape his father. Even then he
  was too important to the émigrés to be thrown out. They would have to reason with him, and Troy knew damn well that was nigh impossible. But in the ear of the mind he had heard that
  string snap even as his father launched full rant on the unfortunate players. He read the play on the train on the way back from Paris Plage to Calais and finished it on the Channel crossing. He
  could hear the sound of the breaking string and the life that broke with it. ‘Something snapped in Mr Charlie,’ Hussein said. Yes, thought Troy, of course it did.


  ‘Why is Alliss so convinced that Charlie has defected? Why can’t he just have vanished?’


  ‘He did board a Russian ship. Of that there is no doubt. Charlie was well known. A man from the dockyard did come to us with the story. Charlie boarded that freighter without so much as a
  briefcase, not even a hat or topcoat. I went to his room. It was as Arthur described it to you, the way I had described it to him. If he was setting out on a journey, he did not know it.’


  ‘Passport,’ Troy said. ‘Did he take his passport?’


  ‘It wasn’t in his desk. I looked. But then not to have a passport on you at all times is a sackable offence in this business. On the other hand, if he really was defecting I doubt it
  would be an issue. Who asks a defector for a passport? The real issue is this – where was he between eleven in the morning and four o’clock, between his sending of that telegramme
  – which of course was to you, although Arthur cannot figure that out—’


  ‘Said, please,’ said Troy, ‘please don’t tell him.’


  ‘Of course. It is your secret. The issue remains, where was Charlie between sending that telegramme and his boarding the ship at about four in the afternoon?’


  ‘The telegramme said he didn’t have much time.’


  ‘But hours, only hours?’


  ‘No,’ said Troy. ‘He meant days. He sent for me. He held this room for me for a whole week.’


  ‘Then something changed his mind. And changed it in less than five hours.’


  ‘He knew the game was up or he’d not have written to me. We’d kept our distance. He’d no more seen me these last few years than he’d seen his mother.’


  Hussein stubbed out his cigarette, leant across to his jacket, pulled out the packet and lit up another straightaway. He picked a flake of tobacco off his tongue and played with a phrase.


  ‘The game was up. The game was . . . up.’


  He smacked his lips over the ‘p’s. Rendered this lost fragment of Cymbeline as if into a foreign language for Troy. ‘How very English.’


  Another billow of smoke blown at the punkah, another wellconsidered phrase.


  ‘Whose game?’


  ‘That rather depends on where he was, don’t you think?’ Hussein nodded slowly.


  ‘Can you find out?’ said Troy.


  ‘What do you think I’ve been doing for the last four days?’


  Hussein was right. It was an utterly stupid question on Troy’s part. The man was a journalist. It was as though someone had read him lesson one of Teach Yourself Detection.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said faintly.


  ‘But – it may well take another day, possibly two. Can you stay that long?’


  He couldn’t, but it looked as though he would have to, or return home without a clue as to Charlie’s whereabouts – and to be clueless was, after twenty-seven years a-coppering,
  the condition he hated most; insomnia or impotence would be preferable.


  ‘A day in Beirut wouldn’t hurt,’ Hussein was saying. ‘You have not been before?’


  Troy shook his head.


  ‘There are many ways of passing the time. Beirut is . . .’


  Hussein paused for reflection but came up with only a cliché.


  ‘. . . It is the crossroads of the world. The great bazaar. Lemons from Antilyàs out, Citroëns from France in. Everything passes through the port. Everything. Everything from
  anywhere. It is the city that proves Kipling wrong. East really does meet West in Beirut.’


  He rose, stubbed out his cigarette and reached for his jacket.


  ‘If the weather turns, you could drive out to Bayt Mirí for lunch – the view will take your breath away – or you could catch a tram into the Suq and buy silk for your
  wife, or get a pair of sandals made. God knows, everyone does. Or if the weather really cheats the season, you could just stand on your balcony and watch the harbour life. I’ll be back
  tomorrow evening or the morning after.’


  
 



  § 4


  The weather turned. Troy cheated Alliss of his breakfast à deux and hung out the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign until almost noon. When he emerged the clouds had
  cleared, the wind had dropped and there were the makings of a tolerable day.


  He rode a rattling red tram down the Rue Georges Picot. He loved trams. They’d been gone from the streets of London ten years or more. He missed them. The tram stopped at the upraised hand
  of a gendarme in the Place des Martyrs. Troy got off and walked back up the Georges Picot, a cobblestoned street of tiny shops, open to the street, topped by rusting iron balconies, selling
  everything, silk and sandals included. Corny though it was, Said Hussein was right, East encountered West in its bit of everything. The sense of a black market, of an illicit trade, hung about the
  place for all its legality. Not so much Kipling as Masefield, thought Troy. What could be more fitting to the sense of place than that Quinquireme of Nineveh, bound for sunny Palestine in the
  precise beating metre of Masefield? Ivory, apes and peacocks; sandalwood, cedar and wine. Lemons out, Citroëns in – citron, Citroën. In this bazaar the twain did indeed meet. Young
  men in sharp suits like Hussein’s moved quickly up and down, almost oblivious to the bustle. Troy all but expected one of them to come up to him and offer to sell him what was left of the
  British Empire. A man in half and half – baggy pants, the frayed jacket of a discarded blue suit, topped off by a traditional kaffiyeh headdress – laboured under the burden of a huge
  block of melting ice wrapped in sacking and precariously perched upon his back. And a man with no concession to several thousand years of cultural crossing, in full Arab dress, herded sheep between
  the tramlines.


  Troy looked from the shepherd to the shops, gazing, he thought, at the future – symbolised on the wall of a food shop, where a bunch of ripening bananas hung between signs advertising
  Coca-Cola and Pepsi. Slurping the world level. Once all the world was wilderness; one day it would all be cola.


  He stared a moment too long. A hand pulled him sharply backwards and a donkey saddled with wooden crates of oranges blundered forward and missed him by fractions of an inch. Troy turned to see
  who had pulled him clear, and found himself facing three women. Mother, daughter and granddaughter, it seemed. The mother wore black from head to foot. All he could see of her were dark eyes above
  the veil. The daughter, a woman of thirty-something, was dressed conservatively western, rather like a French woman of modest means ten or twelve years ago might have done – a longish skirt,
  a sleeveless blouse. But the granddaughter wore the uniform of ubiquitous youth, the teenage costume that could be found on the streets of London or New York, or it seemed, Beirut – T-shirt,
  blue jeans and sneakers. Which had saved him from going under the hoof of a determined donkey? The mother was the nearest. It had, he concluded, been her. He thanked her politely in French.


  The granddaughter replied.


  ‘Ce n’est rien, Monsieur. Ma grandmère ne parle pas le français.’


  They vanished after the donkey. Walking abreast down the cobbled street, leaving Troy thinking that he had seen colonialism in miniature, history compressed into half a century of a single
  family.
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  When Troy got back to the Saint-Georges, before he could even ask for his key the concierge told him that a man was waiting to see him. Simultaneously he gestured over
  Troy’s shoulder. Troy turned, expecting to see Hussein, but there sat a man with a face like a walnut, perched nervously on a plush red chair, wearing a multicoloured shirt in the Hawaiian
  style, sharply pressed black trousers and an expression that told Troy he was deeply unhappy at being there at all. A small man in his late fifties with short grey hair, and a bushy grey moustache
  hiding most of his top lip. He got up as Troy approached. He was even shorter standing up, no more than five foot two.


  ‘You are Misterfred?’ he said, rolling name and title into one to produce an appropriate near-homonym of ‘mystified’. Pretty much what Troy had felt for days now.


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy to both.


  ‘Please, sir, could we go to your room?’


  They rode up in the lift in silence, and when Troy had closed and locked the door behind them, the man pulled his shirt from his trousers and removed an envelope hidden in the waistband.


  ‘From Mr Charlie,’ he said. ‘Mr Charlie.’


  Troy opened it. The letter was written in biro on the back of a receipt for dry cleaning. Troy turned over from ‘T b cllcted Tues 5pm 2 pr gents trsrs 1 drss Shrt’ and found,
  ‘Freddie. Stay put. I’ll get a message through as soon as I can. Tell nobody. Charlie.’


  ‘Where did you get this?’


  ‘From Mr Charlie, last Tuesday.’


  ‘You saw him the day he left? When?’


  ‘It would be about half past two, sir. In the afternoon. Perhaps a little later.’


  ‘Where?’


  The man regarded Troy blankly as though each of a series of rather simple questions must mean more than it appeared to.


  ‘At my place of work.’


  ‘And where do you work?’


  The dark eyes lit up. At last it seemed he and Troy were on the same wavelength.


  ‘Oh, sir. Did I not say? I am Abu Wagih. Head doorman at the British Embassy. I am a Druze, sir. All we servants of Her Majesty are Druze.’


  He smiled, beamed at his own forgetfulness, and the pleasure of revelation and understanding. All the same, Troy could hardly believe this. Would rather not believe this. It put wheels within
  wheels.


  ‘Charlie was at the embassy?’


  ‘Oh yes, sir. From just before noon until just after two thirty. Almost three hours. He came for his meeting with Mr Smith. On his way out he wrote this letter and said I was to give it to
  his good friend Misterfred at the Saint-Georges. My son is bar-waiter in the hotel, sir. Every evening I ask, “Did Misterfred come today?” and every evening he say, “No,
  Misterfred did not come today. Perhaps he will come tomorrow.” Until last night. Last night I came and saw you with the fat English one, and so I went away. Mr Charlie was most anxious that I
  give you his letter alone.’


  ‘Smith?’ said Troy.


  ‘Beg pardon, sir?’


  ‘You say Charlie saw a Mr Smith.’


  ‘Yes sir.’


  ‘An Englishman?’


  ‘I know no Arabs called Mr Smith, sir.’


  Touché, thought Troy.


  ‘An Englishman you knew?’


  ‘No sir. Each year a Mr Smith would come to see Mr Charlie. But always a different Mr Smith. The family of Smith is very big I think, sir. Perhaps it is a tribe?’


  Big? It was infinite. The nom de plume of the dirty weekend for three generations.


  Unsure of the protocol in the matter, Troy rummaged in his pockets and came up with two five-pound notes. Somehow offering a man sterling rather than the local currency made the transaction seem
  less like a bribe and more like a reward. As though he might frame the notes rather than spend them.


  Protocol seemed satisfied. Abu Wagih smiled and trousered the loot.


  ‘Not a word to anyone,’ said Troy.


  ‘Indeed, sir. “Mum’s the word,” as Mr Charlie used to say.’


  ‘I don’t suppose’, Troy said, pushing his luck, ‘that Charlie said what the meeting with Smith had been about?’


  ‘Yes, sir. He did say something about it being “a bollocking waste of time”. Then he said, “Goodbye, old chap.” Most odd. Usually he would ask after my sons, and
  after several minutes as I recited who was where and doing what, he’d say, “Don’t let the bastards grind you down,” and then he would walk away. Always the same, asking
  after my sons, and in the proper order of their birth, then the same phrase, “Don’t let the bastards” . . .’


  Abu Wagih stopped. As though he had realised for the first time the full meaning of Charlie’s words, that he would not be back, that the bastards had, at long last, ground him down.


  An hour or so later, the sun was setting. Troy sat on the terrace beneath a vast red parasol, sipped a citron pressé, and watched the sun sink into the Mediterranean. The last hardy
  hearty roared by on waterskis, rubber-suited against the January day. Small boats and big boats dotted the seascape all the way to the horizon. He knew next to nothing about boats and ships. The
  little ones, the ones with single masts, he was pretty certain were sloops. The bigger ones sailing into the network of wharves and warehouses on the north side could be anything – he could
  not tell a bark from a barquentine, a square-rigger from a schooner.


  A day without the cutting wind, a day albeit far from his fantasy of floating around in shirtsleeves, had warmed him, literally, to the Mediterranean. He was, he had always thought, ‘not a
  Med person’. He had been dragged uncomplainingly on several grand tours as a child; he had seen towers lean and heard bridges sigh, and gazed unimpressed on the dug-out ruins of a city that
  bore his own name; but had never seen himself as a man to laze away his days on a Greek island, or become one of those Englishmen in exile, Graham Greene in Antibes, D. H. Lawrence on Sardinia, or
  Robert Graves on Majorca. He took holidays, when he took them, in England. With his pigs and his long-playing records – though he had yet to get around to the joys of stereophonic sound
  – and his books.


  A waiter coughed politely to drag Troy back to the real world and the present day.


  ‘A package for you, M’sieur. Delivered by hand.’


  It was one of those padded envelopes, bulky and heavy. Charlie. It had to be from Charlie.


  Troy ripped it open. Inside the package was a second envelope and a short, typed, unsigned message.


  ‘Sorry. Change of venue. Still, you always did want to visit the old place, didn’t you?’


  In the second envelope was a Soviet Foreign Ministry letter of authorisation in lieu of a visa, stamped and signed and counter-stamped and countersigned, made out in Troy’s name, and four
  airline tickets – Beirut to Athens by Zippo Charters, Athens to Moscow by Aeroflot, Moscow to Zurich by Aeroflot and Zurich to London by BOAC. He checked the itinerary. He had two days in
  Russia. Two days in Russia. The old country. Land of his father, land of his grandfather and all their fathers before them. It was the last place on earth he wanted to be.
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  Said Hussein found him, checking out of the Saint-Georges in the morning. He looked at the suitcase, he looked at Troy and drew the obvious conclusion.


  ‘You know where he was.’


  It was not a question.


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy.


  ‘You’re not going to tell me.’


  ‘I can’t. Believe me, I can’t.’


  ‘You’re not playing the game, Mr Troy. If I had been the one to find out, I would tell you.’


  ‘What I know you cannot use. If you do, it’s Charlie’s life on the line. I admit it’s not fair on you as a journalist, but that’s the way it is. If it’s any
  consolation to you, I’d be happy to talk to the family when I get back. You can have Charlie’s job. Dammit, you can have Alliss’s too.’


  ‘Which I won’t refuse.’


  ‘Glad to hear it.’


  ‘There’s a war coming. Israel and the Arabs again. Perhaps two or three years from now, but coming nonetheless. Arthur’s not up to a war. He’d have to be replaced sooner
  or later.’


  Hussein paused as he so often did in consideration of his next remark.


  ‘But’, he continued, ‘don’t you think it’s a bit ruthless?’


  ‘No,’ said Troy. ‘No I don’t.’ Now he too searched for the considered phrase.


  ‘He’s had his day.’


  Hussein did not seem to disagree with this.


  ‘There is one thing. I will have to continue to look for Charlie and, worse from your point of view, look into Charlie. My employers will expect that of me. Supposing it turns out that
  Charlie was a spy?’


  ‘I think that’s a foregone conclusion,’ said Troy.


  ‘I meant a spy while he was here. Suppose the journalism was merely his cover. What then? Suppose that even now he is a spy. What then?’


  ‘Then you publish what you find. I’m not even going to ask those questions. I don’t want to know.’
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  At Athens he changed planes and bought a bottle of ouzo – he’d never tasted the stuff and, besides, it would be a beakerful of the warm south to take into the
  Russian winter. He also bought the Sunday Post. An outrageous price and nearly two days old, but he desperately wanted an English paper.


  ‘Where is Leigh-Hunt?’ ran the headline, and underneath it was another version of what Said had told him, bylined to Arthur Alliss, ‘our Middle Eastern correspondent’.
  The piece concluded that Charlie was in Russia. Troy turned to the inside pages. A leader, the work of his brother-in-law Lawrence Stafford, called upon the Foreign Office to clarify the matter
  – had Leigh-Hunt defected or not? ‘Mr Woodbridge was forthright in his denial of rumours alleging that Charles Leigh-Hunt was a Soviet agent some six years ago. It is not for him to
  remain silent now. Where is Leigh-Hunt? Who is his paymaster?’


  Troy thought ‘paymaster’ a bit histrionic, but then writing about spookery brought out all the clichés.


  Under Home News, eclipsed by the Charlie scandal, was an item on the Labour Party leadership. The chief contenders to replace the late Hugh Gaitskell were Harold Wilson and George Brown –
  both of them politicians swept into the Commons in the great tide of 1945, just like Rod. But Rod’s name was nowhere.
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  He had always known Moscow would be cold. Family history, War and Peace and School Certificate geography told him that – but this cold? He could scarcely believe
  thermometers were made that would record temperatures this low. He was wearing every scrap of clothing he had with him, and dearly wished for his Aran sweater or one of those sheepskin things
  ex-RAF types wore for tearing round the English countryside in little MGs and boring the arse off village pubgoers with their version of the Battle of Britain. At a pinch he’d settle for an
  extra pair of socks or reinforced Y-fronts. Or a hat, he thought, God send me a hat.


  The Russians had not set up one of those flexible tubes that conveyed passengers from plane to immigration like dust up a hoover without ever touching ground, without the literal sense that
  ‘landing’ implies and ought to imply. Troy touched ground, or touched tarmac, as near as he would get to the soil of Mother Russia, feeling little or nothing and wondering what it was
  he should feel. Perhaps wonderment was all and perhaps wonderment was enough? He was the first Troy to return to Russia in fifty-eight years. His father had never set foot east of Berlin, nor had
  his Uncle Nikolai and neither had ever expressed any desire to. His brother Rod had tried time and time again to wangle his way onto Labour Party or trade union official visits, and failed time and
  time again. Troy had never wanted to visit the old country. He much preferred it to exist in the fanciful yarns and fables of his grandfather Rodyon Rodyonovitch – or in the precise,
  near-scientific accounts of his father Alexei Rodyonovitch, which in the end served to foster the mythical status of Russia as surely as his grandfather’s highly unreliable tales had done.
  All in all, Russia, the Russia of his boyhood, the Russia of the nursery, the Russia imbibed at his mother’s knee and his father’s dinner table, did not exist except as a country of the
  mind. As he stood on the windblown tarmacadam, beneath an invisible sky, between the Tupelov jet and the vast blankness of the concrete buildings, blinded by arc lights, frozen to his fingertips,
  surrounded by the sibilant babble of the language of childhood, his sense of wonder amounted to one simple, inadequate question: ‘Is this it?’


  Troy followed the snaking Russian susurrus into the blockhouse. A lazy silence overlay an intimidated whisper. No jets roared, no propellers thrashed, and the Soviet apparatchiks yawned their
  way through the routine like men sleepwalking. It seemed too casual, too informal quite to be the Soviet Union. It was Ruritania – anywhere east of the Danube, anywhere they wore outlandish
  uniforms and looked like chorus boys from the Student Prince. He changed that. As soon as he presented his passport and papers the uniformed officer diverted the half-dozen people behind him
  to a separate table. Troy looked at the uniform. Blue collar flashes with red piping – KGB. He stood several minutes in silence while the officer in front of him looked at every page of his
  passport, turning it this way and that to see the blurred stamps of countries he had visited, and read the letter from the Foreign Ministry. When the man had finished a second man appeared and he,
  too, took several minutes to reach the obvious conclusion.


  ‘It’s him,’ he said to the first.


  It occurred to Troy that Charlie would undoubtedly have omitted to tell his Russian masters that he, Troy, spoke Russian. He would probably have told them just as much of the truth as he needed
  and no more.


  The first man looked at Troy. A handsome face. Mediterranean blue eyes, at least the blue of the Mediterranean in January, beneath the low brim of a fur-lined hat. Troy envied him the fur hat.
  Troy could kill for the fur hat.


  ‘Baggage,’ he said simply, and for a second Troy thought it was an insult rather than an instruction. The man gestured upward with his hand and Troy plonked his suitcase on the
  counter between them. He flicked the catches and turned the case towards the two immigration officers.


  They rummaged through, found only the Sunday Post, Troy’s last clean shirt and his washbag. They felt the lining of the suitcase, tapped the bottom, took apart his razor, gazed
  oddly at the black-and-white badger-hair shaving brush, sniffed at the styptic pencil that stemmed the flow of blood every time Troy cut himself shaving, and at the end seemed more than slightly
  incredulous.


  ‘Is this all you’ve got?’


  ‘I’m wearing everything else,’ said Troy.


  All the same, the second man patted him down, arms in the air, took his fountain pen from his jacket pocket, unscrewed the top, put it back, and pronounced him ‘clean’.


  The first man shrugged, the second man responded like an imitative monkey and they got on with the routine.


  ‘Commander Troy. This permits you entry to the Soviet Union for forty-eight hours. It permits you entry only to the city of Moscow and to the airport. You are forbidden to travel outside
  the city limits. Do not attempt to travel outside the city limits, and be back here in time for your flight the day after tomorrow. If you’re not, we’ll come looking for you.’


  ‘Of course,’ said Troy. ‘Thank you.’


  The man held out the passport and papers to Troy, and as Troy took them he turned to the second man and said, ‘Tell her he is leaving now. And if she loses him she’ll spend the rest
  of her life directing traffic in Novaya Zemlya.’


  No – they definitely didn’t know he spoke Russian.


  He caught up with the tail end of the crowd. A barn-like lobby, drab and makeshift – two styles, as he would soon learn, that the Soviet Union did rather well – and fifty-odd people
  milling around under the watchful eye of a dozen uniformed militia and God only knew how many out of uniform. The crowd thinned as people made their way out through a wall of swing doors and into
  the freezing night, and suddenly one door swung inwards with a mighty push and there was Charlie.


  ‘What would you like first,’ he boomed, ‘The riddle, the mystery or the enigma?’


  This was not the man he had known, not the man with whom he had shared the permanence of boyhood and adolescence. Here was a man bloated by booze, elephantine with indulgence. Allowing for the
  bulk of his heavy fur coat, he was still fat. The chin had quadrupled and was now better referred to in the plural; his nose was a shining red beacon to any stout-hearted fellow boozer in search of
  a good, miserable time getting to the bottom of another bottle, and as they peeped out from under his fur hat, it seemed to Troy that even his earlobes were fat. How could anyone have fat
  earlobes?


  Charlie crushed him in a bear hug.


  ‘Bugger the enigma,’ Troy said. ‘I want a coat like yours and I want it now.’


  ‘Trust me,’ said Charlie. ‘I’ve thought of everything.’


  He usually did.


  He stuck his own fur hat on Troy’s head. His blond mop had thinned at the crown, his forehead had creased into a hundred furrows, though the blue eyes twinkled still in the falling ruin of
  what had been a beautiful, heart-shaped face.


  ‘Back of the car,’ he said. ‘Keeping warm for you.’


  Charlie led Troy to his car. A Soviet-built, Soviet-issue, sixseater Zim saloon – defectors for the use of – looking like a poor man’s Studebaker from ten or twelve years ago,
  with a front end like a set of mocking false teeth. An ugly car conforming precisely to the maxim of the late genius of capitalism, Henry Ford, in being available in ‘any colour you want so
  long as it’s black.’


  Charlie opened the back door, picked up a coat so dense it looked to Troy like a dead mammoth. He wrapped Troy in it as though he were a helpless child, grinning all the time as if they were
  sharers of some silent, exclusive joke. The grin became a laugh. Troy felt huge arms embrace him once more, the bear’s paws clapping him on the back, then pushing him away to arm’s
  length in a gesture that said ‘Let me look at you.’ He had not changed, he knew. Hardly a grey hair, not an extra pound of weight nor inch of girth since he was twenty-five. They were
  the same age. They had matched each other step by step throughout their lives until a few years ago, big man and little man, twins of adversity. At forty-one they had parted, divided lives and
  ideologies. Not that Troy knew for a moment what his own ideology was. It just wasn’t Charlie’s.


  ‘Can we go,’ he said. ‘I’m freezing.’


  Charlie put the car into gear and lurched off. He was an even worse driver than Troy.


  They tore down a tree-lined road, so thick with trees it struck Troy that they had entered some mythical Russian forest, been sucked effortlessly into the plot of Peter and the Wolf, not
  the outer suburbs of a capital city.


  ‘Y’know,’ said Charlie, ‘I have one hell of job remembering which side of the road the Russkis drive on.’


  Troy had noticed this.


  ‘We’re being followed, by the way.’


  ‘I keep forgetting you’re a detective. Yes, Freddie, of course we’re being followed. Give me half a chance and I’ll spot the bugger and we can lose him.’


  Charlie peered into the rear-view mirror. Troy felt the car meander across the lanes, heard the honks of protest.


  ‘It’s not a him, it’s a her.’


  ‘How do you know? You’ve spotted her already?’


  ‘No, I heard them talking about her. Indiscreet because they don’t expect foreigners to speak the language. And I don’t think we should lose her. They’ll find us petty
  damn quick anyway. Far better a tail you know about than one you don’t. Or am I teaching my spymaster to suck eggs?’


  ‘Touché, old chap, touché.’
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  It was a truly dreadful place. A gin house from a Hogarth plate. A joyless hole in which to drink and smoke and smoke and drink. A place with but one purpose, to quench the
  committed. A brown study of a brown room, a room of worn and peeling paintwork, of years of encrusted dirt, of woodwork shaped and worn with elbows, of floors patterned in spittle, with but a
  single piece of decoration, a tiny touch of red and gold among the shades of brown – a cobwebbed, foxed portrait of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin on the wall behind the bar. Heroic of posture, caught
  in a media moment at the Finland Station, making his first speech in many a year on Russian soil. He had to make a speech – how else would he have passed the time in that sealed train except
  by writing a speech?


  ‘Don’t tell me it’s a dive, Freddie,’ said Charlie, reading his mind. ‘It’s this or nothing. Or to be precise, it’s some other place exactly like this
  or one of the hard-currency joints in the hotels which are strictly for the tourists. I can’t play the tourist. I’m here for life. Begin as you mean to go on, Isay.’


  Dark eyes under beetle brows occasionally glanced at them as Charlie forced a way through to the bar. Miserable men, working men, heavily wrapped up against the winter cold, heavily wrapped
  upagainst the working life, their heads in clouds of tobacco fug, their feet in puddles on the floor, streaming from their boots. Two toffs, two foreigners, in good clothes, but scarcely meriting
  enough attention to detract from the serious business of getting seriously drunk.


  Charlie got both elbows on the bar and seized the attention of the barman. He was a dead ringer for the late Maxim Gorki, a face consisting largely of open pores, a nose like a ripe strawberry
  and a moustache the size of a yard brush.


  ‘Now we get to the heart of the matter. Four fucking days in this utter fucking igloo of a country and I still can’t muster enough of the lingo to ask this bugger for a drink. I got
  you here just to order the booze. Tell him I want a whisky, and make damn sure he pours at least three fingers.’


  This struck Troy as innocent, but he asked anyway.


  ‘Where do you think you are?’ said the barman. ‘What do you think this is? Order vodka or piss off the pair of you.’


  Troy translated loosely for Charlie.


  ‘It’ll have to be vodka. That’s all they serve.’


  ‘If your English pal wants whisky he’ll have to use his privileges. In this place there are no privileges. We’re the scum of the earth. Vodka or vodka. And none of that fancy
  shit with bison grass or red peppers in it. Take it or leave it.’


  ‘Fine,’ said Troy. ‘Two large ones.’


  ‘Not so fast,’ said Gorki, and pointed over his shoulder to a small blackboard and the chalked entries under the heading ‘menu’.


  ‘First you order a meal.’


  The kopeck dropped for Troy. It was not a bar; there was no such place as a bar. In a nation of drunks there were only two places to get drunk outside the privacy – or not – of your
  own home. In the street or in a café. An approximation of which this place seemed to be.


  ‘Charlie – you have a choice. Sausages, fish dumplings or soup.’


  ‘Sausages,’ said Charlie. ‘Anything as long as the bugger pours me a drink.


  Troy ordered for them.


  ‘Nah,’ said Gorki. ‘Bangers is off.’


  ‘Dumplings then.’


  ‘Nah, dumplings is off too.’


  Troy looked around the room at the pack of miserable boozers. Each one of them had in front of him a bowl of yellowish gruel. Not one of them seemed to have touched it.


  Another kopeck dropped.


  Nobody ate a damn thing in this satanic hole; the pretence of food, the utterly ‘off ’ menu, was just a front to keepa fraction the right side of the law. If a militiaman – the
  Soviet version of a copper – walked in, doubtless a few elbows would ply a few spoons, but that was it. A bar by any other name in a country where there were no bars was a caff.


  Just for the pleasure of the hunt, he said, ‘What’s the soup?’


  ‘Yeller soup,’ said Gorki.


  Troy could see that.


  ‘Yellow what?’


  ‘Yeller taters and yeller cabbage, bit o’ this, bit o’ that.’


  ‘Sort of like saffron?’


  ‘If you like.’


  Then a kopeck dropped for him too.


  ‘Bloody good idea.’ He turned to a fat man in a greasy apron lounging behind him. ‘Andrei, change the menu. From now on its soupe au saffron.’ He stuck two bowls
  in front of them and ladled out the yellow mess.


  ‘Good bloody grief,’ said Charlie. ‘Crambe repetita. School dinners.’


  ‘You don’t have to eat it,’ said Troy. ‘No one else is.’


  ‘Water?’ Gorki was asking. ‘You want water?’


  ‘Water,’ said Charlie through Troy’s interpretation. ‘We don’t want fucking water.’


  ‘Yes you do,’ Gorki said. And he winked hammily at Troy.


  ‘Yes,’ Troy replied. ‘Two large waters will be fine. Doubles.’


  Gorki set two far from spotless tumblers on the bar, splashed vodka generously, but without any sense of measure, into them and shoved them over. He did not ask for money. It looked to be the
  kind of place that did most of its business on the slate, and Gorki looked to be the kind of man who would never forget your face or what you owed him down to the last kopeck.


  Charlie was staring at the disparity in their glasses. Troy swapped his huge one for Charlie’s lesser and they touched glass together.


  ‘About bloody time,’ said Charlie. ‘Cheers.’


  He knocked back half the glass in a single swallow. Troy sipped at his.


  ‘Jesus, that’s strong. Bloody hell, they certainly mean you to get pissed, don’t they?’


  ‘Sole purpose of visit,’ said Troy. ‘It’s probably about 120 degrees proof. You could run a car on the stuff.’


  ‘Good,’ said Charlie. ‘I can die happy.’


  Troy doubted this very much. All the same, he wondered at the shred of truth buried in the statement. That death was the only thing left to look forward to. It did not need to be said that
  Charlie had no idea what he was getting into, little idea of what kind of a country he had come to. But he felt sure it would be said, and equally sure of its finality. Charlie might live ten or
  twenty or thirty years, but Russia, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, would be home for the rest of his days. And die happy he would not.


  Charlie dragged him to a newly vacated table by the window. They sat with two bowls of gruel and two large ‘waters’ between them. Condensation ran down the glass and the walls to
  mingle with the sawdust on the floor. He could see nothing out, only the muddied reflection of the room within. As they crossed the room he picked up snatches of the dozen or more conversations
  taking place within the hubbub.


  ‘So I says to him, I says, you want it doing you can bloody well do it . . .’


  ‘Meat and potater pie? Meat and potater fuckin’ pie? I said to ’er. Where’s the fuckin’ meat? I spend all day in a fuckin’ foundry and you serve me meat
  an’ potater fuckin’ pie with no fuckin’ meat? I clouted the silly mare, didn’t I?’


  ‘. . . Commissar or no bloody commissar. If he comes that one with me again I’ll do the sod. I don’t care if I spend the rest of me life in a fuckin’ gulag. It’d be
  worth it.’


  ‘. . . Women? Women? They’re just cunts, aren’t they? I never met a one that was anything more than a cunt and that includes the bitch I married.’


  A place to drink and a place to curse. It struck Troy that there was not a woman in the room, and that there could not be a conversation taking place – ‘the fuckin’ wife, the
  fuckin’ boss’ – that, with slight variation, could not be heard in the pubs of Liverpool or Newcastle or Glasgow. He hoped Charlie did not mean to stay long, but knew that if he
  once got a taste for vodka he might stay for ever.


  ‘Where have they put you?’ he asked.


  ‘In the Moskva Hotel. The same one Burgess was in. Poor bugger. Nothing permanent. They’re being completely coy about that. Not even guaranteeing that I get to serve out my days in
  Moscow. Bastards. They’ve had me in a couple of times for debriefing. I think they’re as surprised by the speed of all this as I am.’


  ‘Not as surprised as I was.’


  ‘Yes, I’m sorry about that. You slogged it all the way to Beirut for nothing. When I wired you I knew things were getting pretty final. Mr Smith did not usually turn upin January. He
  came for a summer outing. The linen suit, the panama hat and the chance of getting his knees brown. I sort of had the feeling they were going to pull something out of the hat. When I saw who Mr
  Smith was, I knew they were going to pull everything.’


  ‘Who?’ said Troy. ‘Who did they send?’


  ‘As a rule it would be some anonymous bugger from the Secret Service. I think they got to think of it as an office freebie – “Who’ll be lucky this year and get a long
  weekend in sunny Beirut giving old Charlie the once over?” Just reviewing my case, they’d call it. Making me sweat a bit, letting me know I wasn’t off the hook yet. Different
  bloke every time. For all I knew they really could have been called Smith. They were none of them very important, because they were none of them very good at it. I think the point should have been
  to screw more out of me, at which, to a man, they were useless. This time. This time, they rolled out the big gun. Tim Woodbridge MP, Minister of State. Number two at the Foreign Office. As soon as
  I saw him I knew I was a busted flush. Good old Tim. Lied through his teeth for me and the honour of the Service in ’57. Cleared me in the House when everybody knew I was guilty as sin. Made
  the London Globe print an apology. God, it was rich. I was grinning from ear to ear even as they booted me out. Lies, lies and more lies. But here’s the rub – prove it or not,
  old Timbo knew everything. For them to send him instead of one of the spooks meant trouble. I thought he was going to sit me down and tell me they’d finally got all the evidence they needed.
  I thought I’d find my life and treasonable times laid out neatly in one of those colour-coded foolscap folders they have depending on the nature and degree of one’s treachery –
  yours was buff as I recall, which means they’re pissing in the wind. I should think mine was dick-end purple by now. Not so, not so. Tim and I have a fairly decent lunch for two laid out on
  one of the upper floors of the embassy, away from prying eyes. No folder, just a fairly simple statement. “Something new has come to light,” he says. “What?” I say, and
  I’d genuinely no idea what he’d come upwith. “A body,” he says, “we have found a body.” At first he was tacking so slowly I thought he was using a metaphor
  – you know, along the lines of “know where the body’s hidden”. That sort of thing. But he wasn’t. “Whose body?” I said. And then you could have knocked me
  over with a fan dancer’s fanny feather. “Norman Cobb,” he says. “We have found the body of Inspector Cobb. We know you killed him.”
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