

[image: ]








[image: alt]

















THE PARIS TRAP


Joseph Hone









[image: ]

























For Brenda

























In the fall the war was always there,


but we did not go to it any more.


 


     Hemingway, In Another Country






















Preface to the 2014 Edition





First published in 1977, The Paris Trap is a standalone spy novel by Joseph Hone, who I regard as one of the great spy novelists of the twentieth century. In the last few decades Hone’s standing in the field has been somewhat eclipsed by the likes of John le Carré and Len Deighton, but in his day he was widely seen as their equal. In 1972, Newsweek called The Private Sector the best spy novel since Deighton’s Funeral in Berlin, while in 1984 the New York Times’s Anatole Broyard’s called The Sixth Directorate ‘one of the best suspense novels of the last ten years’.


The idiosyncrasies of public taste are often unfathomable, but I sometimes wonder if more people don’t know of Hone’s work simply because it was neither fish nor fowl in the genre – rather, a less easily marketed combination. Spy fiction can be divided, very roughly, into two camps: ‘Field’ and ‘Desk’. James Bond is a field agent – we follow his adventures, not those of his superior M. In John le Carré’s novels, on the other hand, the focus tends to be on those back at headquarters – George Smiley is a senior officer at the Circus (he later, briefly, becomes head of it).


I enjoy both genres, but sometimes find myself wishing that the Field book I’m reading were as deft at characterisation and prose style as it is at the suspense. Similarly, I often find myself reading a Desk book and desperately hoping that something will happen. It’s all beautifully drawn, but is everyone going to be searching their filing cabinets for that manila folder for ever? In my own work, I’ve tried to have my cake and eat it: my character Paul Dark is a Desk man sent unwillingly back into the Field. In this I was partly influenced by Hone, who combined both camps in a way that leaves me breathless – and sick with envy.


Before I was a published novelist I interviewed Mr Hone about his work, and afterwards he sent me a very charming and touching letter, and enclosed copies of many of his reviews. While it was reassuring to see that others had also highly valued his work, I found the reviews depressing reading. When I see a quote from a newspaper on the back of a novel, I’m conscious that it may have been taken wildly out of context. But here were long reviews of Hone’s work from Time, the Times Literary Supplement, the Washington Post and other august publications, comparing him favourably with le Carré, Deighton, Eric Ambler and Graham Greene. Better still, the books live up to the praise.


Hone wrote four novels featuring British intelligence officer Peter Marlow, who is repeatedly being taken out of his grubby office in the Mid-East Section in Holborn and dragged into the line of fire. The plots come thick and fast, and feature ingenious twists, femmes fatales, high-octane action, Machiavellian villains – all the great spy stuff you’d want. But it’s wrapped up in prose so elegant, and characterisation so subtle and pervasive, that you put the books down feeling you’ve just read a great work of literature.


In The Paris Trap, Hone temporarily abandoned Marlow, but we are still in his world: our narrator, Harry Tyson, works for the same Mid-East Section. Tyson used to moonlight as a spy novelist under the name John Major (really), and one of his books, Hero, was made into a successful TV series. It is now being adapted into a big-budget film, starring Julie Christie, Jean-Paul Belmondo and the fictional film star Jim Hackett, who is an old friend of Tyson’s. The plot of the film: a group of Palestinian terrorists have taken Christie’s husband, a minister in the French government, hostage. Belmondo plays a cop reluctantly working alongside British agent Bill Summers, played by Hackett.


Matters are complicated when a real Palestinian terrorist cell, The Group, takes Tyson, his daughter, and Hackett’s wife hostage. Their demands are unusual, to say the least. They want Tyson to rewrite the script for Hero, restoring the original grittiness of Summers’ character (he was a kind of Harry Palmer or, well, Peter Marlow figure, but has become more like James Bond), and giving a more sympathetic depiction of the Palestinian cause.


After The Paris Trap Hone wrote two more novels featuring Marlow, The Flowers of The Forest (published as The Oxford Gambit in the US) and The Valley of the Fox, before hanging up his spy writer boots. All of these novels have now been reissued in Faber Finds. I find it hard to pick a favourite, as all of them are packed with beautiful writing, astute psychological insight and pace: Hone never forgot he was writing thrillers. It’s the melding of the prose style with the twists and turns of the plots that makes Hone so special – makes him, I think, one of the greats.


 


Jeremy Duns
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Nothing should ever really surprise us. The warnings were all there in the past, ignored or disbelieved, and so all the more devastating when they at last take effect – as a marriage will suddenly explode for the lack of something years before, some mild ghost not laid in bed then, which rises up one fine day and takes a brutal shape from the years of waiting.


It started last summer in the departure lounge of Riyadh airport where I had to wait three hours for a delayed flight back to London. I’d been in and out of Saudi Arabia for more than two months, moving around – Amman, Beirut, Cairo, the Palestinian refugee camps – and I was very tired and dirty and bored with it all that afternoon.


The world out there, that August, was splitting open at the seams; real cold beer weather and I longed for one. But there was no ease of that sort in Riyadh airport. There was nothing there in that razed, burnt landscape – except the end of a difficult job and the need to get back to London as soon as possible. There were only the English Sunday newspapers, the text of a world I’d almost forgotten, that had come in on an earlier flight from London.


I sat over endless sour little coffees in a corner of the departure lounge reading through them. A sweeper, in a white smock like a nurse, propelled the same little collection of cigarette butts and papers to and fro across the shiny floor every fifteen minutes or so. Three junior oil executives in shirt sleeves, quickly tiring of the Sunday Telegraph, fidgeted with expensive gas lighters and dreamed of Uxbridge, across the aisle from me. One of them eventually fell asleep, his head twisted grotesquely back over the headrest, as if his neck had been broken. The air shimmered over the concrete apron outside the window, dancing in spirals right away to the flat horizon. The lounge seemed to tilt and slide in the throbbing heat like a boat.


The coffee must have kept me awake, kept me involved in the long saga of Lord Goodwell’s violent demise which crowded out all the Sunday papers that weekend. The Times had the most comprehensive report: the whole ten-day story reconstituted, blow by blow, spread over four centre pages – from the moment the Group had taken the man from his estate in Leicestershire until they’d shot him in the back of the neck in a basement room off the Holloway Road the following Wednesday.


The ransom money had been fudged to begin with – marked notes or some such. The carrier bag with a fresh £100,000 in it had somehow never been picked up. Finally the terrorists spotted a police marksman on a nearby roof, had tired of the whole business, shot the man and escaped. The authorities appeared to have mishandled everything from start to finish. It was an appalling story.


I held no brief for Lord Goodwell. He was old, a little foolish, very rich – a castle, five thousand acres, a title – he’d once even been given a seat in the cabinet for a few months: Minister of Housing of all things. I don’t believe much in that sort of inheritance. It seems excessive nowadays.


But they’d taken him during the summer fête held in his castle grounds, and that annoyed me somehow – grabbing him with old nylons over their faces just after he’d left the clay pigeon shoot, on his way through the laurels down to the park by the river where he was to have taken part in the annual cricket match: The Castle versus The Village. He was a great sportsman, Lord Goodwell. And I felt they should have chosen another moment to take him out of the world. It was like shooting a man with his trousers down, having a crap in a war. Why take someone happy in the middle of life, between the merry-go-round and the coconut shy? You could wait until dark when the music stopped.


Of course, the Group were Continental – French and German for the most part, with an English woman amongst them – thought to be their leader – with a doctorate from the London School of Economics who had disappeared more than four years before. Pigeon clays and cricket bats could only have appeared to them as the cruellest emblems of privilege.


Whatever the rights and wrongs of it all, something moved viciously inside me that afternoon in Riyadh. It was more than objective distaste. Some sharp personal animosity rose in me against them, as though I’d been involved in the whole business myself, as one of Goodwell’s family or with the police. And at the time I identified the reasons for this surge of acid hatred: it was a vision of English summer parkland, green with laurel and chestnut, which they had desecrated, and which, that afternoon in the shaking desert, I suddenly longed for.


I had wanted a cold beer and instead the article had conjured up for me another more permanent sweetness: cool water, willow. After months in an Empty Quarter a man may see a mirage of home in the desert as easily as one of minarets – and the long fields of Leicestershire rose up for me as an oasis that afternoon out of the empty sands that ran away forever beyond the airport.


Half the lead blue dome of sky above the airport had turned to gold when my flight eventually came in, the big blue and white VC 10 dropping down against the sunset: a longed-for visitor in the evening, at last a happy release. We had wanted it so much – that big blue bird, a life-line home. We had prayed for it – until half an hour before, when the police had arrived everywhere in the airport and the military had surrounded the perimeter.


The engines roared halfway down the strip as the thrust was reversed. And then the aircraft taxied to a remote corner of the field and stayed there, permanently stalled, half a mile away, a huge tin bomb with a fuse ticking that no one dared approach. In an hour it was dark and the long line of cabin lights came on along the fuselage and twinkled in the night, as if some happy ship-board party had just got under way in some small liner moored beyond the dunes.


One of the junior oil executives said to me, ‘At least it’ll be cooler for them now. That air-conditioning – it doesn’t work with the engines stopped.’


‘What about tomorrow?’ his friend asked.


‘Let’s hope they keep some champagne for tomorrow – if they get that far.’


There were no more passenger flights in or out of Riyadh that night or the following day. So I stayed to watch events with a colleague of mine who had come out from London with a large British security team to do what they could for the sixty-two passengers and crew of the plane – which was nothing.


The VC 10 had been hijacked by an Arab cadre once affiliated with the Palestine Liberation Organisation. ‘The Movement of August 12’ they called themselves, which signified little to me then, though I thought how much the date would have meant on Lord Goodwell’s sporting calendar, had he been alive: the sweet smell of chamois leather and warm gun-oil and the rumour of heather and grouse on some Scottish moor.


The night passed without incident while the terrorists’ demands were considered. By morning the expected answers had arrived. The Israelis would not release any of the Palestinian guerrilla prisoners they held. The Saudis refused to pay a cent of the million-dollar ransom demanded. The British however – since the plane and most of its passengers were theirs – were willing to pay, but anxious to stall as long as possible, which they did, in case matters might be resolved otherwise, which they couldn’t be.


The terrorists gave the authorities until one o’clock that afternoon to settle their account. Failing that they’d drop a body from the plane – every hour, on the hour.


The morning went, one o’clock came, nothing happened and two corpses later the money was handed over. The bodies had fallen limply out of the back of the plane like excreta – a man, then a woman – her skirt billowing up around the carcase as it fell. Oh yes, the terrorists believed in Women’s Lib all right.


The other passengers were released then. The jet was refuelled. The engines roared briefly as the huge aircraft moved about in a tight circle to face the end of the distant runway. Then it stopped. A minute later two of the three terrorists, just in their underpants from the heat inside the cabin, jumped from the rear exit. One of them must have twisted his leg badly when he hit the ground, for he stayed where he’d fallen. The other started to run frantically away. But the blast got him before he’d gone five yards, bowling him straight over like a toddler running too fast for the first time down the garden path.


There were several small explosions first, which tore hunks of metal from the top of the fuselage. And then, quite silently, like a conjuring trick, the whole huge plane rose mysteriously in the air, until we heard over the half mile a great reverberating thunder as the fuel tanks exploded all along each wing. The tail-plane snapped seconds afterwards: an engine spun viciously away along the concrete like a flaming tar barrel. Debris burst into the sky, the little shrapnel of ash trays and lavatory pans, arms and legs and light fittings. One wing broke off as the aircraft lurched sideways and by then we could see nothing of the fuselage or the nose cone, wreathed in flame brighter than the afternoon, that rose upwards into a fierce spout of dirty black smoke.


There had been some sort of disagreement among the terrorists just before take-off. One of them had gone berserk, it was thought, scattering grenades like seeds down the aisle. No one ever found out exactly what had happened, for none of them, crew nor terrorists, lived to tell the tale.


We stood on the roof of the airport building and watched the huge tin cigar disintegrate in fire – and watched the useless ambulances and fire engines stalled a hundred yards away. We could feel the heat on our cheeks, hotter than the day, over the half-mile distance.


I got my cold beer eventually – later that night at the British Embassy, a consignment of export Tuborg, kept for special occasions, brought in the diplomatic bag, while they sent the death notices home to the Foreign Office on the Telex in the next room – messages that would get to Uxbridge in the end, and Farnham where one of the hostesses kept an old mother, and Camberley where the Captain lived.


And I thought I’d got the message then myself.
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Some time after I got back to London I met Sarah for lunch in Carlo’s. Sarah was my agent. She had once been my wife. Carlo’s was a small Ristorante on the outskirts of Soho, which we’d often used when we lived together and still usually went to whenever we met – or had to meet, for ours was a business relationship now. The emotion had all leaked away, and the anger which had replaced that was gone too, though both had taken a long time dying, so that for nearly a year we’d not met at all – exhausted with the thought or the sight of each other.


But now we were trying again – on a professional level. It seemed a waste of time, writing, phoning, avoiding each other – when there was so much we still had to deal with in common: our daughter Susan, the remnants of my previous work. We had got over each other at last and still liked Carlo’s. That’s all there was to it.


But was it? Perhaps we were attracted by the memory of each other – and the surprise we gave ourselves at each reunion when we silently compared the people we had become with what we had been. But we were detached enough now to look on that change with no more than an objective curiosity.


‘Ristorante,’ she’d said happily in the beginning, twelve years before when we’d first gone there, back from a honeymoon in Italy. ‘Can we afford it, Harry?’ she’d said that first time, before we’d gone in. I don’t really believe in inflation. Cost is so relative to mood. A tone of voice can make you spendthrift in a moment where the slightest hesitancy would bring a slump. Sarah’s voice was a goldmine then.


*


It had rained all the way down from my office in Holborn, the wind slanting viciously in my face, and it was very cold. The water had turned to a thin, icy sleet by the time I reached Soho, yet the leaves had only just started to turn in the square, still partly green, surprised and quite unwilling to fall. Something had gone wrong with the autumn, a miscalculation far north, so great that snow now seemed the only logical outcome to the folly.


Sarah had arrived before me and was at a corner table beyond the central food display of antipasti and fruit. There were others in front of me, and it took a little while to get out of my soaking coat and scarf in the narrow hallway of the place. And while I was there I could see her through the glass partition, leaning backwards against the velvet banquette, head and shoulders hunched slightly forward, reading something in her lap. I saw her that way only for a moment – the way you see a friend suddenly, totally self-absorbed, passing in a bus, where they display an essential characteristic never knowingly expressed, and which, if you can describe it, makes every other description superfluous.


What was it – this special mark of Sarah’s?


Sometimes she bent forward in an unusual way, in a dream of sorts, let her shoulders fall, her chest slump, as if to protect some valuable object in her lap: an invisible gift which she would share with you in a moment – when she woke, when you arrived. It was an attitude from which her real individuality flowed, where in every other stance the same spirit was slightly diluted by performance.


Sarah was nearly forty. But she could dress in the way of the young just as well as she could in something formal: some classic haute couture revival from between the wars. She had the slightly lanky figure, with long thighs, that would go with anything that was good and well made, no matter what the style or period. She could be modern or traditional – in her skirts, just as she could be in her ideas. In short, she had the whims of most women: the sudden reversals of thought and dress which charm for a season or two but do not wear well.


However, what did last in Sarah, and was an endless surprise, was the extremes she took her thoughts and clothes to, and the way both usually became totally opposed in her – so that when I’d first met her, at rather a formal cocktail party years before, in pearls and a Harrods’ twin-set, she had spoken vehemently of free love and suchlike, of women’s liberation long before the fashion in that, and latterly, in trendy flared cords, just before I’d left her, she had harped viciously about fidelity. Though that wasn’t the issue which had separated us, and she knew this.


Sarah was quietly obsessed with the contradictory. It had never been a flirtatious thing with her. She had the horror of the predictable and would go to any lengths to find the wrong reasons for a disaster where the right ones were glaringly obvious.


Perhaps because her profession was one of endless compromise, Sarah, in her personal relationships, pursued only the absolute. That had been her undoing: she kept a crucial part of herself completely out of touch with the mundane. And to begin with, when I was writing and living in the same way, I had followed her in this and we had been happy. Afterwards I had had to face and live reality and we lost each other.


Sarah and I were separated. Neither of us had wanted to re-marry, I think. I know I hadn’t the inclination. Certainly we both had demanding work; we shared our daughter’s many concerns. It seemed we lived a fuller life apart than we had done together. I had to suppose, like me, that she had sex or made love from time to time, in some shape or form, after a party or whatever. I say ‘I had to suppose’ because I was surprised she hadn’t taken up with someone else, yet I found it difficult to believe she lived a totally celibate life, for she had been passionate in that way and we had been a long time without it together before I’d left.


Some women, I know, have the capacity to lie fallow for years, as a result of some deep hurt or just through lack of opportunity or the right man. But Sarah had retained all the opportunity and men – through her work if nothing else – and the hurt between us was some time over now. And she remained an attractive woman – intelligent, yet with a way of smiling that made you feel she’d never read a book and had learnt everything she knew by looking clearly and steadily at things she loved. She was a good listener too. She could wait over a man – as she had with me in the beginning – with the patience of a great angler tempting a trout from a deep pool.


No, she had all the gifts. She could take as easily by waiting as by sudden storm. And while doing nothing, as I saw her now, she was unputdownable. I didn’t know then why she hadn’t had someone and she tempted me for the first time in years as I glanced at her that moment in the hallway of the restaurant.


*


‘Well, obviously, it doesn’t matter a damn whether you sold the film rights to Borneo or Timbuktu. It’s rather you – and Susan. My being here,’ I said over the first course.


‘To Trans World Entertainments. Not Borneo – though I’m sure they have a tin hut out there, with a man from Brooklyn chomping on a damp cigar inside. Ben Fischer has bought it, for Paul Hoffman to make. That’s why we’re here.’


‘The thing is written by half a dozen different writers now. It was just my idea.’


‘Yes. Yours. And you have ten per cent –’


‘In perpetuity? Or is it literature, and runs out after fifty years. Will I come into the public domain then? Like Hardy. And Shakespeare. Thanks.’


‘Christ …’


‘Yes. I am difficult. How’s the calamari?’


We’d met that afternoon to talk about the work I’d once done and that was sad. And she was wearing a rust cord trouser suit and a very fine, almost transparent voile blouse with a high collar, hand-stitched down the front: something perfectly modern so I knew I could expect some old-fashioned criticism from her.


‘You wrote so well.’


‘Of course. You’ve sold the rights – so many times. Under another name. And now they’re going to make a movie of it in France – and I’m having lunch with “my agent”. And this time it’s better than ever: wide screen, full colour, Paris, France – all that. Another ten thousand dollars for me. Sign on the dotted, initial each page. But I’ve not written anything for nearly ten years. How’s the calamari? In Italy we –’


‘But Harry –’


‘I haven’t written, Sarah.’


There was ice in my voice now and it got harder as I thought about it.


‘But I go on getting the money – from some bloody bright TV idea of mine ten years ago. I earn more from that now than I do from my real job.’


‘You chose to be a spy – or whatever it is you are, messing around in Holborn. You could have gone on writing.’


I picked up a TAM report she had given me earlier. ‘Hero – an audience of eight million, average, from ABs right down to C1s and 2s. And now they’re going to do it on the big screen in France – with our old friend Jim Hackett, of all people, as “Hero”. Do you remember?’


We both remembered. Before Italy, before we’d married, there had been Paris for all of us in the mid-fifties: Sarah and I; Hackett and Katy. Milk and Mendès-France and ‘Never drink more than a litre of wine a day’. And we hadn’t. The drink came later.


‘As long as Jim doesn’t know I wrote that stuff.’


‘He needn’t.’


‘No. It’s by that other old friend of ours, isn’t it? “John Major”. Invented by you.’


Sarah smiled now: the smile without any books in it, though she had probably read more than I had. She could be funny about books: that was the charm – she could bring the dull business of writing into life, so that you only remembered the ends, not the means.


‘You remember,’ I went on. ‘We were here – in the restaurant – and you said “Hero” – a new sort of agent: a failure, bad with women, can’t shoot straight, drinks light ale, bed-sitter in Earl’s Court – and an American, just to make it more difficult. And we invented an author together over the coffee: “John Major”. And you’re still paying me. You did everything.’


‘You wrote the first year of the series. You did work on it. Not just the idea.’


‘Yes. I sometimes watch it. When I’m drunk.’


‘Harry –’


‘Don’t, Sarah.’


She didn’t, lifting her glass instead, watching me and no longer smiling. I knew what she wanted to say – and knew she would say it too. It was one of the few answers she didn’t have about me. And Sarah, ever concerned with sudden reversals, kept on looking for a reason for this one absolute turnabout in my life.


‘Harry – why? I really don’t know. Why, when you wrote so well about the nonsense of spying – why didn’t you leave it at that? Why become one? It’s the only –’


It was my turn to smile now – the sage look full of tired experience. ‘Dark glasses and golden Dunhills, Sarah. I wanted the weakness to be real, not fictional. Don’t you think? That sort of phrase. It’s too easy – even now. Shall I pick my money up on the way out?’


‘You were so good at it –’


‘I need a holiday. How’s Susan?’


‘Fine.’


‘I’m seeing her, aren’t I?’


‘Yes. Her half-term break. Take her somewhere nice.’


‘I’d thought of going to Ireland. Ponies, the west.’


‘Be careful, Harry. She’s ours, Susan.’


‘All right. I’ll take her to Sidmouth instead,’ I said abruptly. ‘Walk her up and down the pebble beach. Safe, autumnal, Thomas Hardy.’


‘You still think about writing?’


‘No. All that goes into my work now. I got so bored behind a desk with myself.’


‘And with me.’


I looked at the menu. We were having poached salmon next. I thought I might have some dolcelatte to finish with.


‘Oh yes, and with you. I’d forgotten. If it had been as simple as that.’


We looked at each other. Something moved between us, brief and minute. It was gone in a second.


‘I threw it all away, didn’t I? You must think that. You, family, writing – all for the sake of cock-ups down back alleys with the lights off in Cairo.’


‘You did that. Yes, I think that. And I’ll never know. We were reasonably –’


‘Yes, we were reasonably good together. But there was a lie in it somewhere.’


‘Isn’t there always, with people together? When they last. A lie you live with.’


‘Failure, then. Shall I spell it out again? That was your way of winning in the old days. Is it still? I wasn’t going to make it with any real writing. You were right. But you were polite about it. The real things I did were lousy. But you made the pap magnificent – launched me into eight million Monday nights. That’s why we’re really here now; in memory of “Hero” – my little weakness. Pay up and I’ll go.’


I spoke lightly about the whole business. How else could one treat it? All those serious expectations had been a long time in the gutter, while “Hero” burnt as brightly as ever, to spite me, pay me. And what could I do but laugh at that as well, all the way to the bank?


We paused. It was a suitable interval. Half-time in the game. I squeezed some lemon on my salmon. We smiled. It was all perfectly friendly.


She said, ‘All right then. Sign on the dotted. Initial each page.’ She passed the thick contract across to me. I signed it. The gesture seemed quite unreal.


‘I’ll pick her up at ten tomorrow then,’ I said. ‘All right? Take her straight to Heathrow.’


‘Why Dublin? You’ve no connections.’


‘That’s why. I’m tired of connections.’


‘Always starting over?’


‘“Running away from myself” …’


‘Yes.’


We both laughed.


‘Eat,’ she said.


‘Yes. Let’s eat.’


‘The calamari was good…’


And it was a good lunch, with fine flavours and small ironies and jokes now and then, like spices – odd verbal traps built on phrases from our past which we fell into quite willingly now because we knew we could climb out of them easily and without pain. We had become other people at last, independent yet warm, and we could show each other this without one of us feeling resentful at having been left out or left behind. We teased each other mildly, without cruelty or dominance as the end in view.


We had shared an age, of happiness and war, a violent campaign which we no longer had to think of in terms of victory or defeat. That battle had spent itself out against the indifference of the years. And I thought that afternoon, with Connemara ponies in mind for Susan, sharing the warm anis with coffee ourselves, that it was a fair peace we had come into, a good treaty without any penal clauses, nothing that would lead to another battle.


I paid the bill.


‘“Can we afford it, Harry,”’ she said lightly. That was really the only sad moment to the meal.
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Jim Hackett kissed her, in the corner of her lips, very briefly, when Sarah came back to her flat in South Kensington. Then he ran his finger, like a cut-throat razor, from ear to ear, round her chin, scraping off the raindrops and flicking the water onto the hall carpet.


‘Shave, Madam?’ he said. ‘Or shampoo …?’ He mimed the Beverly Hills hairdresser perfectly.


‘I’ve had both. I’ll get a towel.’ Sarah laughed. Her hair was soaking. It was still raining outside.


‘You smell of liquorice.’ Jim Hackett followed her into the bathroom. ‘Where’d you have lunch – a candy store?’


‘It’s a liqueur – not a gob-stopper,’ she called back to him, rooting about in the hot press.


‘“Gob-stopper”?’ Hackett looked sad for an instant, not curious. The expression, whatever it meant, was English – just as the man she’d had lunch with had been. And though he knew them both very well, he knew he would never catch up with all her language, or her past, in the way that her husband – his old friend – had done.


Sarah realised something of this and while she was still towelling her hair she turned towards him.


‘What does it –’ he began again.


‘“Gob-stopper,”’ she said very firmly, kissing him. ‘Like that. Don’t worry. I am his agent still.’


She took off her cord jacket. The rain had stained the cotton blouse and streaks of damp, like sweat, ran down from the high collar. She bent over the basin to wash her teeth and the bones in her long spine pushed through the fine white material like a fossil setting in plaster.


‘Why is rain supposed to be so sexy?’ he wondered aloud, sitting on the edge of the bath, listening to the fall of water from the tap, looking out on the huge damp clouds rolling in over the dome of the Natural History Museum away to their right.


‘Huh?’ She spat vigorously into the swirl of water.


‘Rain,’ he shouted.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It was.’ She looked out the window, ‘It is.’


‘Yes. But why is it? You know, in the old movies – there’s always a thunderstorm. And next thing, there’s Maureen O’Hara and Duke Wayne up for a clinch, soaked to the skin, ready and waiting for it.’


‘Yes, but they never get it.’ She put her toothbrush away. ‘That’s the whole point. In real life you have to take your clothes off. But you couldn’t in the old movies. That’s why rain was so sexy.’


‘You should be giving this lecture on old Hollywood tonight.’


She unbuttoned her blouse, took it off and hung it on the radiator.


‘There. That takes all the sex out of it, doesn’t it?’ she said.


‘No. We’ll print that take.’


He smiled, just the way he did in the movies: a half smile, much more in the eyes than anywhere else, the blue becoming brighter under the short-cropped fair hair. He couldn’t smile in any other way, she thought. He was a natural actor.


‘I’ll be there,’ she said.


‘National Film Theatre. Eight o’clock. Someone called Frank Muir is MCing.’


‘Don’t display your ignorance. He’s very funny – apart from –’


‘Funny? I thought this was serious. My life with John Ford. How I won the West. With suitable clips.’


She took off her trousers.


‘You’re better than O’Hara.’


‘Maureen or Scarlett?’


‘Either.’


‘They didn’t wear trousers then. I told you. This is a put-down.’


‘More like “Love in the Afternoon”.’


‘Do you?’ She looked up at him brightly.


‘In the afternoon? Oh yes. I have to. You see, I’m married.’


She took a huge orange bath-towel from the hot press, draped it round her shoulders and turned to him.


‘You needn’t tell me. You’re not Dean Martin.’


‘No. I’m the last of the old school. Upright, God-fearing, guilty.’


‘Hell you are. You just want it both ways.’


She moved out into the long hall corridor. After a moment he followed her, whistling a tune, hands ready at either hip, slightly crouched.


‘Exterior: Main Street: Day,’ he drawled. ‘Medium Close: trucking back on Cooper.’


She turned and looked as he walked slowly towards her.


‘I’m a-comin’ to git ye! It’s High Noo-o-o-n-e!’


He side-stepped, leant quickly against the wall, let off a couple of imaginary 45s, twirled them deftly, then replaced them at his hips.


‘It’s nearly four,’ she replied. ‘Susan’s dancing. She gets back in an hour.’


‘Is that a put down – or a come on?’


They were in the kitchen now. She lit the gas ring rather clumsily.


‘Christ – don’t burn that towel.’ She kept her back to him. ‘So we’re not funny any more? We’re not allowed. Not even if Diamond writes the lines? Here – did I tell you? I may do a picture with him and Wilder – after “Hero”. I’ve seen a draft. Set in a male brothel in LA – got up by a lot of Women’s Libbers. You know I’ve always wanted to work with them. I was practising.’


‘Yes. On me.’ She filled a kettle. ‘It’ll be real – with Katy. When you get back to Paris tomorrow.’


He paused, turned from her, was silent. ‘You’d never want to be with me, Sarah. Not for long,’ he said at last.


‘I don’t. Not to see you tied to her with nothing in it, that’s all.’


‘If it was as simple as that –’


‘That’s the second time in an hour I’ve heard that from a man. Now I know I’m getting older by the minute.’


‘From Harry. He left, I can’t. How did it go?’


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘It was fine. I was surprised. We got on – well. Yes, well – for the first time in years. Like strangers.’


‘It never crossed your mind – did it? – that’s why we get on pretty well.’


He smiled then, the half smile, the lower jaw moving slightly outwards, the smile with all his old movies in it.


The huge towel fell from her shoulders.


*


Afterwards, in the bedroom, she said, ‘You’re funny – making love.’


‘“Funny peculiar – or funny ha-ha?” – as you people say.’


‘Both. Both.’


‘Can you still get over next week?’ he asked, getting ready to go.


‘Sooner. Harry’s taking Susan to Ireland. Maybe tomorrow, for the weekend at least. How is “Hero” – will it work? Harry was worried – in case –’


‘He was always so worried. A little less of that and he might have made it.’


They were in the kitchen. He finished his coffee. He was going. But he didn’t go. The rain had stopped at last and some thin rays of gold had come to slant over the museum. The huge plane tree just outside the window swayed a little in the evening wind, scattering raindrops on the balcony.


‘It’s a crazy thing – becoming the man he invented.’


‘Yes. But he didn’t want you to know – that he’d done it originally.’


‘I don’t, Sarah. I’ve not seen him – what is it? Almost three years. Just after he left you. And he didn’t even mention that. We had a few drinks, lunch at the Beaux-Arts, like we used to in the old days. We didn’t even get drunk. My, he was so serious then. But he didn’t talk about it. About you. So of course, I guess I knew.’


‘Poissoneau’s – how is the chef?’


‘Fine. Eighteen francs fifty a head. The usual. Raped carrots, all that. It hasn’t changed. I sit up in the corner, for lunch most days when I’m in town – my back to the door. There’s a poster of Bogart on the wall behind me. But they never see me. Except the Madame. She knows. That’s just like it used to be.’


‘It’s a pity,’ she said. ‘When you started off together with him – now that you’re doing something of his –’


‘That we can’t all be together – the four of us. Like it was. In Paris. In the open – slapping each other’s backs?’


‘Yes. He wouldn’t mind. About us. He and I don’t –’


‘How do you know? – just because you and he “don’t”. He’s a good friend of mine.’


‘That was a while ago. Three years you said.’


‘If I saw him tomorrow he’d still be.’


‘Come on, Jim. We’re older. It happens every day. This – us. Maybe with Katy you have to keep your head in a sack about it. Not with Harry.’


‘How do you know?’


‘The past dies.’


‘Not with him, it doesn’t. Else he’d never have bothered writing.’


‘And you too – else you’d have left Katy?’


‘Yes – Maybe.’


‘So we have to go on playing hidey holes – just because of the past – your not seeing Susan, his not knowing – it’s crazy!’


‘Whose feelings are you thinking of now? You started with Harry’s. Now it’s you and Susan it’d be good for. Well, sure – you’d like it cut and dried, not shades of grey. The trouble is – it is. When you pick someone up, Sarah – like I am and he is – you take them with you, one way or another.’


‘I’m not that bad, Jim. It’s more than three years since I’d anything to do with Harry – in that way. That’s all I was saying. You don’t go on possessing someone for as long as that – after it’s dead. He must have his own girl now.’


‘Jesus – you two must really have taken the skin off each other.’


‘Why?’


‘And he must still want you.’


‘How?’


‘Not to know whether he has a woman or not. You’d have known – if there was nothing left between you: he’d have told you.’


‘Your rules, Jim. You’re just suiting yourself. You’re as crazy as he is – with his spy business: staying with a woman who hasn’t touched you in years. So what should she care – so what should Harry?’ She paused and thought and then looked at him like an amazed contestant in a quiz game. ‘What in God’s name did you really do to Katy anyway?’


‘What I didn’t do.’


‘You never slept around. You never –’


‘That’s it, isn’t it? Right. Too much of the Gary Coopers. Women don’t really want that, except in old movies. They like the restless pricks at heart, don’t they? The now people, who don’t stop to think – just shove it in and run. Well, it’s tears before bedtime pretty soon that way. And I’m tired of that, Sarah. That’s why – about Harry, and Katy. I want to be careful.’


‘Yes.’ She paused. A cuckoo in the clock on the wall suddenly came out and spat four times at them. ‘Be careful then.’


‘Come round backstage afterwards?’


‘Yes.’


He got his coat. He ran his finger down her nose.


‘Funny peculiar,’ he said.


‘Ha-ha too.’


The door bell rang, very suddenly. They stood in the hallway, frozen, caught in a bedroom farce. But it was only a van man from Harrods with a big parcel for Susan. ‘From Daddy with love’ it said on the label.


Hackett turned and left.
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Katinka was waiting for me in my flat when I got back after lunch with Sarah. I had two large, bright rooms on the top floor of a modern apartment block in Hallam Street behind Broadcasting House. The lift was out of order, and I’d had to walk up the eight flights of stairs, arriving rather puffed at the top. She must have heard me fiddling with my keys on the landing.


‘Hello,’ she said, opening the door suddenly, smiling. ‘Hello, Hello, Hello!’ – like a song. She held out her hand.


She had been waiting, listening for me. She was good about things like that. Yet she wasn’t subservient, far from it. She was simply – in her preliminaries with the world at least – a careful, polite woman. Even with me she observed, initially, all the traditional formalities, both in the French and Russian manner, for she was a product of the old ‘haute bourgeoisie’ of both countries. She held out her hand to me now as if she expected it to be kissed.


Her father had been a successful Parisian doctor — but he had never come back from Auschwitz. While her mother, the old lady Yelena, with whom Katinka lived now in Passy, had escaped with her talented aristocratic family from St Petersburg only hours before the Bolsheviks had stormed the Winter Palace in 1917.


Katinka: she was like a lot of old film clips put together – a bloody documentary on twentieth-century Europe intercut with some fictional extravagance set in Ruritania. Katinka, who could be courtly or most bluntly real, who hid behind a distant regality as often as she advanced with a wild imprudence. And that name: full of gypsy violins and balalaika music: Katinka was sometimes too much. Most of her friends called her Katy to soften the blows and try and contain her in some balanced setting.


She was dark and dark-eyed, small-boned and delicate and nearly forty – so small that way that she and Jim Hackett had never been able to have children. Instead, when her marriage with him had begun to empty some years before, she had taken up a pastime of her mother’s in the attic of their house in Passy – silk-screen printing – and had since developed a marvellous talent for dress-design. ‘Katinka’ the label simply said on the exciting clothes which rich girls everywhere bought.


Silk and cotton were her favourite materials. She used both in every variety and thickness, casting them in pliant shapes and soft colours, finding unique forms in them, as an Eskimo will see and then release the spirit of some mythic animal from a lump of whalebone.


Her life had come apart from Jim. She had put it together again: in voile blouses, lightly patterned, with billowy sleeves, tied sharply at the wrist with brisk Spartan cuffs – and long dresses, tightly crimped at the waist, rising steeply with a plain bodice, but opening downwards in a flow of happy colour. They said she combined the romantic with the classic – subtle variations of the severe and frail. Certainly, she herself was like this: a formal creation with distinct intimations of abandon beneath.


She never wore the clothes she designed herself, though. Indeed, outside her work, she went to considerable lengths to disguise her preoccupation. That afternoon she was dressed like a young widow from the Seizième travelling abroad for the first time – in something chic picked up quickly from Hermès: a navy-blue plainly cut skirt, matching shoes, handbag and formal jacket, a polka dot scarf held together with an undistinguished cameo brooch.


She longed for anonymity, somehow – to divorce herself from her work whenever she could. She craved a life apart – I knew that – outside her salon and boutiques: some fresh world beyond her workrooms, where she could live quite differently without a name, ready for experience, free to invest in the new, the unique, the spontaneous – to move decisively out of her workaday fantasies into other dreams, unremarked and unremarkable.


And here I understood Katinka far better than I ever did Sarah. For this element of the clandestine in her choice of clothes, this denial of her real concerns, was something like my own: the wrong face I offered myself in my work – the lie I made everywhere as I travelled the world.


She and I were secret adventurers who never reached a destination. While Sarah – and Jim too, as I remembered – lived above ground, sure of their needs which they fulfilled with profoundly certain gestures.


Katinka and I had always shared some strong undercurrent of similarity and attraction, I had realised some time before. And it had surfaced at last, a few years previously, the spring when I had left Sarah and gone to Paris, and had met her and Jim, when I lunched with him at Poissoneau’s and we hadn’t talked at all about Sarah, for he hadn’t given me the chance, so concerned was he to explain his own situation with Katinka.


And I’d listened – from the raped carrots right though to the Brie. Of course, he talked to me about her as to no one else – for who could have known her better than he and I – and Sarah? We’d all been friends a long time: had met together in Paris about twenty years before, had loved, married and – at that point – separated together. We had done everything perfectly together. Except that two of us had taken up with the wrong person from the start.


Jim had been a perfect matchmaker that afternoon, sipping Poissoneau’s Reserve, a deep query in his words, his expression: pondering what he thought inexplicable in Katinka – attributes, actions of hers towards him which I found all too understandable. His world had grown too big for her: she wanted one of her own, a smaller place, where she had a freehold. I sympathised with Jim over the last of the wine, and as he paid the bill, I suddenly realised I wanted Katinka.


*


‘I only got here – this morning,’ Katy said brightly, like a swallow just arrived from Africa.


She kissed me in a formal, slightly nervous way: a peck on the cheek like a duty performed towards an elderly relative. Then she took off her jacket and went to the big window. It was still raining. It was cold and dull and the lunchtime wine had begun to die in me. It seemed so dead an afternoon that nothing would ever revive the climate, that at last we had come to an end of the sun, had squandered it and had entered now a permanent age of damp and cold.


‘Katy,’ I said. ‘What on earth –’


‘Ssssh,’ she said, thinking me annoyed at her sudden arrival. ‘Look – look what I have.’ There was a parcel on the sofa, quite a large box. She opened it.


Inside was a turn-of-the-century stereoscopic device, set in a small walnut cabinet, which, on looking through the glass and turning a handle, displayed a series of extraordinary three-dimensional photographs: a Parisian version of ‘What the Butler Saw’. They featured the more raffish elements of the Belle Époque: coquettes and amourettes in various positions; tarts with rakish boulevardiers undressing; tough Madames initiating provincial maidens. They had a marvellous finish and style. There was nothing vulgar or prurient. Instead there was sophistication with art: a sense of distancing in the poses, almost of romance; a curious feeling of restraint in the eroticism.


‘It’s for you,’ she said. ‘I saw it in that antique market behind Selfridges.’


I laughed. ‘I need it, you mean? Stuck up here on my own with a life like a month of English Sundays. Thank you. It’s wonderful.’


I laughed again and kissed her. The day had changed.


Katinka had arrived, with all the Russian nonchalance, her bright romantic unexpectedness, which she showed me now, kissing me back in a way quite at odds with her formal dress. But that was her – the gift of surprise, the happy eccentricities with which she turned life upside down for her friends. I couldn’t complain. It was a gift that had remade my life in the past few years. I had given her the keys of my apartment. She came to London quite often on business, though she usually got a message to me beforehand.


‘I had a sudden business in London this morning. I called you at the office. But you had just left. Or something.’


‘Or something. I was having lunch with Sarah and –’


‘And she might have come back with you here?’ She winked at me. It was an old habit.


‘No, Katy. She wouldn’t might have.’


‘No.’ She paused. ‘Good.’ Silent again. Then, suddenly, ‘I’m cold.’


‘I’ll turn the heating up.’


‘No. I’m Kümmel cold. Can we?’ She went into the kitchen and opened the fridge where she knew I always kept a bottle of it. ‘And I sold £5,000-worth of old scarves this morning,’ she shouted back to me. ‘The buyer tried to pick me up and – well what does it matter, what he tried …’


She came back, poured two glasses, raised hers – then drank it off.


‘“You are the man that matters,”’ she said, when she’d drained the glass. ‘Do you like that?’


‘Oh yes,’ I said, trying to go with her mood. ‘I like that.’ But it was the wrong day: my lunch had been full of the past, of my family. And the coming days would be even fuller: my daughter, a week away with her. It was difficult to switch from the familial to the illicit.


I said, ‘If you’d let me know sooner we could have done something. I’m taking Susan away for a week tomorrow morning.’


‘What could we have done, Harry?’ she asked quickly with sudden interest, as if we’d never done things alone before and my mild criticism was a positive suggestion, a first commitment to a happy future together. ‘What could we?’


‘I meant I could have left Monday with Susan and done something with you here over the weekend.’


Katy liked it both ways more than most of us. She loved the charm of the unexpected, but then she liked some formal order to embrace her appetite, to bear it up and carry it along and set it down eventually amidst a host of new surprises. She wasn’t good with timetables or diaries, and she never understood how her friends could plan their lives without taking her into account: her own sudden pursuits and unexpected manoeuvres. She believed that in each day, in every future arrangement, we would leave a space of time for her, against her possible arrival, as a medieval court kept an empty seat at every meal for a wandering minstrel or jester. And in the same way – for I think I would have lived with her – she refused to break the tenuous association she still had with Jim, but instead maintained a secretive and uneasy relationship between both of us.


‘Where are you going?’ she asked.


‘Ireland. Dublin.’


‘Where?’ Then she understood. ‘Why?’


‘Why not? It’s supposed to be wonderful.’


‘They shoot everybody over there.’


‘Not where we’re going they don’t. They just ride horses.’


She was disappointed, but didn’t show it. She drank off the second glass of Kümmel. I thought she might toss the glass over her shoulder and stamp on the bits. She’d done that before now, thwarted or excited by something. I was tempted to say to her how she could have been coming with us, in other circumstances, had we been living together.


But again, I had the suspicion that I didn’t really want to live with Katinka: if Jim’s life had been too much for her, hers was too frenzied and uncertain for me. The earlier, quieter Katy – the woman she’d been before she’d found herself – was the one I’d have lived with more easily. She was so much a free spirit now that she had become something only to watch and admire. Any permanent relationship would have made her partner a zoo-keeper to her. And yet at the same time, when it suited her, I knew she liked to see herself as wife and mother, attached to Susan and me in that way. But I felt that in the event she would never commit herself to either role.


I believed she excused her butterfly relationship with me on the grounds that she and I were both still legally married and that ‘good people’ in such circumstances did not upset the other’s marital applecart, however rackety the vehicle had become.


And so, once again, she managed to have it both ways: she could pursue her affair with me, giving it overtones of the familial, while still keeping a freehold on her own idiosyncrasies.


She saw what was unresolved between Jim and me and her as inevitable – the result of our forbearance and the rule of law. Whereas in fact it was a situation entirely willed by her – a happy convenience to which she lent a drama of impossible love. I didn’t mind. We might not have got along as well together as we did apart. And did I feel myself too old to make a fresh start – ‘give things a try’? I think perhaps I did. Yes, the way things stood between us was convenient for me too.


‘Well, why don’t you come to Paris instead?’ she asked. ‘Then we could meet easily, with Susan as well.’


‘It’s arranged, for Ireland. I’ve got tickets.’


‘She’s never been to Paris, has she?’


‘No, but –’ I paused.


‘But?’ she insisted.


‘For God’s sake, Katy.’


We argued a little and she drank some more Kümmel. Until, ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I’ll come over next weekend – even for a week. I have plenty of leave. How about that?’


‘Yes.’ She tilted her head to one side, then to the other. Her hair swayed across her eyes. Then she said, ‘No.’


‘Why? We could go down the Loire valley. It’s nice now isn’t it? I’ve never seen the châteaux. Drink some wine.’


She smiled. ‘Yes, fine. I meant “no” about next week. I have my Spring Collection. Come the week after.’


‘What are you doing this evening – when are you going back? Would you like to come out for –’


‘Yes, I’d like. What time are you leaving tomorrow? We could go to the airport together. That would be all right wouldn’t it?’


‘Maybe. You’ll stay overnight then?’


She put the cork back on the bottle and laughed at me seriously. ‘You’d like to go to an hotel?’ I must have looked a little shocked. ‘Don’t worry. I’m here now – as well as tonight.’
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