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Praise for Alan Furst


‘Imagine discovering an unscreened espionage thriller from the late 1930s, a classic black-and-white movie that captures the murky allegiances and moral ambiguity of Europe on the brink of war … Nothing can be like watching Casablanca for the first time, but Furst comes closer than anyone has in years’ Walter Shapiro, Time magazine


‘Furst’s novels revel in the background of conspiracy and war … they are also written to a higher, subtler, more convincing standard than readers of modern le Carré-model thrillers are used to. If you enjoy your excitement bound in with history and your characters lit with the glare and significance that war lends, you have a lot of reading to do’ Julian Evans, Punch


‘What we see in Furst’s novels is the birth of modern spying. Vividly drawn, the books are rich with incident and detail, superior as historical reconstructions and equally persuasive in their plot inventions. Among the most exciting and satisfying adventure stories I know’ Chicago Tribune


‘Alan Furst’s sequence of spy novels set in the dark Europe of the late thirties and early forties deserves to be as fêted as Patrick O’Brian’s sea stories for the excellence with which they transcend genre. Furst does many, many things well. Perhaps the foundational virtue, the one from which his intricately convincing landscape of subterfuge and tyranny unfolds, is that he imagines fear properly. Rich in thumbnail character portraits, and conversations you don’t want to end, because Furst’s prose is so pleasurable’ Francis Spufford, Evening Standard


‘Readers of Furst’s earlier work will understand how admirably the subject suits his particular strengths. The novel is saturated with the topography of Paris, the atmosphere of its restaurants and the mood of its people as they react to the gathering stormclouds of European politics … Such fluency with historical detail is rare, and to be prized’ Ian Ousby, TLS


‘No one can better him at the underplayed, the scaled-down, the descriptive phrase that nails a feeling or an emotion into one’s consciousness. By leaving out so much of the framework, he brings the image into lambent clarity. And he does it so effortlessly; like all great writers, he makes his work look easy … in my estimation, Kingdom of Shadows is a masterpiece. Furst is here writing at the height of his powers, confident in his style, tone and content. And his evocation of that dark time of the soul, before and during the Second World War, reverberates in the mind just as that famous Beethoven symphony call-sign echoed in the airwaves over Europe all those years ago’ Vincent Banville, Irish Times


‘If you haven’t been there, go. In the space of six novels, Alan Furst has recreated in jewelled detail a crepuscular world of romance, intrigue, and melancholy choices. It represents the 1930s spy thriller tradition of Eric Ambler, overlaid with the rueful wisdom of the great story-tellers of Mittel Europa’ Patrick Bishop, Daily Telegraph


‘Furst’s fictional odysseys illuminate the moral ambiguities of shifting allegiances with the clarity of truth. Reading his novels is like unearthing a family secret, known about, but not admitted; shedding light on a rich, if terrifying landscape that finally makes sense of everything else’ Penelope Dening, Irish Times


Alan Furst, who has often been compared to Graham Greene and Eric Ambler, is widely recognized as a master of the atmospheric spy thriller. It was a journalistic assignment, for Esquire magazine, that inspired him to write Night Soldiers, the first of his highly origional novals about epionage in Eastern Europe before and during World War Two. Born in New York, he has lived for long periods in France, especially in Paris. He now lives on Long Island, New York.
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‘This nation has already paid for its sins, past and future’ – Hungarian National Anthem





In the Garden of the Baroness Frei






 


On 10 March 1938, the night train from Budapest pulled into the Gare du Nord a little after four in the morning. There were storms in the Ruhr Valley and down through Picardy and the sides of the wagons-lits glistened with rain. In the station at Vienna, a brick had been thrown at the window of a first-class compartment, leaving a frosted star in the glass. And later that day there’d been difficulties at the frontiers for some of the passengers, so in the end the train was late getting into Paris.


Nicholas Morath, travelling on a Hungarian diplomatic passport, hurried down the platform and headed for the taxi rank outside the station. The first driver in line watched him for a moment, then briskly folded his Paris-Midi and sat up straight behind the wheel. Morath tossed his bag on the floor in the back and climbed in after it. ‘L’avenue Bourdonnais,’ he said. ‘Number eight.’


Foreign, the driver thought. Aristocrat. He started his cab and sped along the quai towards the Seventh Arrondissement. Morath cranked the window down and let the sharp city air blow in his face.


Number eight, avenue Bourdonnais. A cold, haut bourgeois fortress of biscuit-coloured stone block, flanked by the legations of small countries. Clearly, the people who lived there were people who could live anywhere, which was why they lived there. Morath opened the gate with a big key, walked across the courtyard, used a second key for the building entry. ‘Bonsoir, Séléne,’ he said. The black Belgian shepherd belonged to the concierge and guarded the door at night. A shadow in the darkness, she came to his hand for a pat, then sighed as she stretched back out on the tile. Séléne, he thought, goddess of the moon.


Cara’s apartment was the top floor. He let himself in, his footsteps echoed on the parquet in the long hallway. The bedroom door was open, by the glow of a street lamp he could see a bottle of champagne and two glasses on the dressing table; a candle on the rosewood chest had burned down to a puddle of golden wax.


‘Nicky?’


‘Yes.’


‘What time is it?’


‘Four-thirty.’


‘Your wire said midnight.’ She sat up, kicked free of the quilts. She had fallen asleep in her lovemaking costume, what she called her ‘petite chemisette’, silky and black and very short, a dainty filigree of lace on top. She leaned forward and pulled it over her head, there was a red line across her breast where she’d slept on the seam.


She shook her hair back and smiled at him. ‘Well?’ When he didn’t respond she said, ‘We are going to have champagne, aren’t we?’


Oh, no. But he didn’t say it. She was twenty-six, he was forty-four. He retrieved the champagne from the dressing table, held the cork and twisted the bottle slowly until the air hissed out. He filled a glass, gave it to her, poured one for himself.


‘To you and me, Nicky,’ she said.


It was awful, thin and sweet, as he knew it would be; the caviste in the rue St Dominique cheated her horribly. He set his glass on the carpet, went to the closet, began to undress.


‘Was it very bad?’


Morath shrugged. He’d travelled to a family estate in Slovakia where his uncle’s coachman lay dying. After two days, he died. ‘Austria was a nightmare,’ he said.


‘Yes, it’s on the radio.’


He hung his suit on a hanger, bundled up his shirt and underwear and put them in the hamper. ‘Nazis in the streets of Vienna,’ he said. ‘Truck-loads of them, screaming and waving flags, beating up Jews.’


‘Like Germany.’


‘Worse.’ He took a fresh towel off a shelf in the closet.


‘They were always so nice.’


He headed for the bathroom.


‘Nicky?’


‘Yes.’


‘Come sit with me a minute, then you can bathe.’


He sat on the edge of the bed. Cara turned on her side, pulled her knees up to her chin, took a deep breath and let it out very slowly, pleased to have him home at last, waiting patiently for what she was showing him to take effect.


Oh well. Caridad Valentina Maria Westendorf – the grandmother – de Parra – the mother – y Dionello. All five feet, two inches of her. From one of the wealthiest families in Buenos Aires. On the wall above the bed was a charcoal nude of her, drawn by Pablo Picasso in 1934 at an atelier in the Montmartre, in a shimmering frame, eight inches of gold leaf.


Outside, the street lamp had gone out. Through a sheer curtain he could see the ecstatic grey light of a rainy Parisian morning.


Morath lay back in the cooling water of the bathtub, smoking a Chesterfield and tapping it, from time to time, into a mother-of-pearl soap dish. Cara my love. Small, perfect, wicked, slippery. ‘A long, long night,’ she’d told him. Dozing, sometimes waking suddenly at the sound of a car. ‘Like blue movies, Nicky, my fantasies, good and bad, but it was you in every one of them. I thought, he isn’t coming, I will pleasure myself and fall dead asleep.’ But she didn’t; said she didn’t. Bad fantasies? About him? He’d asked her but she only laughed. Slavemaster? Was that it? Or naughty old Uncle Gaston, leering away in his curious chair? Perhaps something from de Sade – and now you will be taken to the abbot’s private chambers.


Or, conversely, what? The ‘good’ fantasies were even harder to imagine. The Melancholy King? Until tonight, I had no reason to live. Errol Flynn? Cary Grant? The Hungarian Hussar?


He laughed at that, because he had been one, but it was no operetta. A lieutenant of cavalry in the Austro-Hungarian army, he’d fought Brusilov’s cossacks in the marshes of Polesia, in 1915 on the eastern front. Outside Lutsk, outside Kovel and Tarnopol. He could still smell the burning barns.


Morath rested his foot on the gold-coloured spigot, staring down at the puckered pink and white skin that ran from ankle to knee. Shrapnel had done that – a random artillery round that blew a fountain of mud from the street of a nameless village. He had, before passing out, managed to shoot his horse. Then he woke in an aid station, looking up at two surgeons, an Austrian and a Pole, in blood-spattered leather aprons. ‘The legs come off,’ said one. ‘I cannot agree,’ said the other. They stood on either side of a plank table in a farmhouse kitchen, arguing while Morath watched the grey blanket turn brown.


The storm that had followed him across Europe had reached Paris; he could hear rain drumming on the roof. Cara came plodding into the bathroom, tested the water with her finger and frowned. ‘How can you stand it?’ she said. She climbed in and sat facing him, rested her back against the porcelain and turned the hot water on full blast. He handed her the Chesterfield and she took an elaborate puff – she didn’t actually smoke – blowing out a dramatic stream of smoke as though she were Marlene Dietrich. ‘I woke up,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t go back to sleep.’


‘What’s wrong?’


She shook her head.


They’d certainly played long and hard – it was what they did best – night love and morning love tumbled up together, and when he’d left the bedroom she’d been out cold, mouth open, breathing sonorous and hoarse. Not snoring, because, according to her, she never snored.


In the light of the white bathroom he could see that her eyes were shining, lips pressed tight – portrait of a woman not crying. What was it? Sometimes women just felt sad. Or maybe it was something he’d said, or done, or not done. The world was going to hell, maybe it was that. Christ he hoped it wasn’t that. He stroked the skin of Cara’s legs where they wrapped around his, there wasn’t anything to say and Morath knew better than to try and say it.


The rain slackened, that afternoon, Paris a little triste in its afternoon drizzle but accustomed to weather in the spring season and looking forward to the adventures of the evening. Count Janos Polanyi – properly von Polanyi de Nemeszvar but beyond place cards at diplomatic dinners it hardly ever appeared that way – no longer waited for evening to have his adventures. He was well into his sixties now, and the cinq-à-sept affaire suited the rhythm of his desire. He was a large, heavy man with thick, white hair, almost yellow in lamplight, who wore blue suits cut by London tailors and smelled of bay rhum, used liberally several times a day, cigar smoke, and the Burgundy he drank with lunch.


He sat in his office in the Hungarian legation, crumpled up a cable and tossed it in the waste basket. Now, he thought, it was actually going to happen. A leap into hell. The real thing, death and fire. He glanced at his watch, left the desk and settled in a leather chair, dwarfed by immense portraits hanging high on the walls: a pair of Arpad kings, Geza II and Bela IV, the heroic general Hunyadi hung beside his son, Matthias Corvinus, with customary raven. All of them dripping furs and bound in polished iron, with long swords and drooping moustaches, attended by noble dogs of breeds long vanished. The portraits continued in the hall outside his office, and there would have been more yet if they’d had room on the walls. A long and bloody history, and no end of painters.


Five-twenty. She was, as always, subtly late, enough to stir anticipation. With the drapes drawn the room was almost dark, lit only by a single, small lamp and firelight. Did the fire need another log? No, it would do, and he didn’t want to wait while the porter climbed three flights of stairs.


Just as his eyes began to close, a delicate knock at the door followed by the appearance of Mimi Moux – the chanteuse Mimi Moux as the gossip writers of the newspapers had it. Ageless, twittering like a canary, with vast eyes and carmine lipstick – a theatrical face – she bustled into his office, kissed him on both cheeks and touched him, somehow, damned if he knew how she did it, in sixteen places at once. Talking and laughing without pause – you could enter the conversation or not, it didn’t matter – she hung her afternoon Chanel in a closet and fluttered around the room in expensive and pleasantly exhilarating underwear.


‘Put on the Mendelssohn, my dear, would you?’


Arms crossed over her breasts, a mock play on modesty, she twitched her way over to an escritoire with a victrola atop it and, still talking – ‘You can imagine, there we were, all dressed for the opera, it was simply insupportable, no? Of course it was, one couldn’t do such a thing in ignorance, or, at least, so we thought. Nonetheless’ – put the First Violin Concerto on the turntable and set the needle down, returned to the leather chair, and curled herself up in Count Polanyi’s commodious lap.


Eventually, just at the moment – of their several underappreciated virtues, he mused, the French possessed the purest sense of timing in all Europe – she settled on her knees in front of his chair, unbuttoned his fly with one hand and, at last, stopped talking. Polanyi watched her, the record came to an end, the needle hissed back and forth in an empty groove. He had spent his life, he thought, giving pleasure to women; now he had reached a point where they would give pleasure to him.


Later, when Mimi Moux had gone, the legation cook knocked lightly on his door and carried in a steaming tray. ‘A little something, your excellency,’ she said. A soup made from two chickens, with tiny dumplings and cream, and a bottle of 1924 Echézeaux. When he was done, he sat back in his chair and breathed a sigh of great contentment. Now, he noted, his fly was closed but his belt and pants button were undone. Really just as good, he thought. Better?


The café Le Caprice lurked in the eternal shadows of the rue Beaujolais, more alley than street, hidden between the gardens of the Palais Royal and the Bibliothèque Nationale. His uncle, Morath had realized long ago, almost never invited him to the legation, preferring to meet in unlikely cafés, or, sometimes, at the houses of friends. ‘Indulge me, Nicholas,’ he would say, ‘it frees me from my life for an hour.’ Morath liked Le Caprice, cramped and grimy and warm. The walls had been painted yellow in the nineteenth century, then cured to a rich amber by a hundred years of cigarette smoke.


Just after three in the afternoon, the lunch crowd began to leave and the regulars drifted back in to take their tables. The mad scholars, Morath thought, who spent their lives in the Bibliothèque. They were triumphantly seedy. Ancient sweaters and shapeless jackets had replaced the spotted gowns and conical hats of the medieval alchemists, but they were the same people. Morath could never come here without recalling what the waiter, Hyacinthe, had once said about his clientele. ‘God forbid they should actually ever find it.’ Morath was puzzled. ‘Find what?’ Hyacinthe looked startled, almost offended. ‘Why, it, monsieur,’ he said.


Morath took a table vacated by a party of stockbrokers who’d walked over from the Bourse, lit a cigarette, ordered a gentiane and settled in to wait for his uncle. Suddenly, the men at the neighbouring table stopped arguing, went dead silent and stared out at the street.


A very grand Opel Admiral had pulled up in front of Le Caprice. The driver held the back door open, a tall man in black SS uniform emerged, followed by a man in a raincoat, followed by Uncle Janos. Who talked and gesticulated as the others listened avidly, expectant half-smiles on their faces. Count Polanyi pointed his finger and scowled theatrically as he delivered what was obviously a punchline. All three burst into laughter, just faintly audible inside the café, and the SS man clapped Polanyi on the back – that was a good one!


They said goodbye, shook hands, and the civilian and the SS man returned to the Opel. Here’s something new, Morath thought. You rarely saw SS men in uniform in Paris. They were everywhere in Germany, of course, and very much in the newsreels; marching, saluting, throwing books into bonfires.


His uncle entered the café and took a moment to find him. Somebody at the next table made a remark, one of his friends snickered. Morath stood, embraced his uncle, and they greeted each other – as usual, they spoke French together in public. Count Polanyi took off his hat, gloves, scarf and coat and piled them up on the empty chair. ‘Hmm, that went over well,’ he said. ‘The two Roumanian businessmen?’


‘I haven’t heard it.’


‘They run into each other on the street in Bucharest, Gheorgiu is carrying a suitcase. “Where are you off to?” Petrescu asks. “Cernauti,” his friend says. “Liar!” Petrescu shouts. “You tell me you’re going to Cernauti to make me think you’re going to Jassy, but I’ve bribed your office boy and I know you’re going to Cernauti!”’


Morath laughed.


‘You know von Schleben?’


‘Which one was he?’


‘Wearing a raincoat.’


Hyacinthe appeared. Polanyi ordered a Ricon.


‘I don’t think so,’ Morath said. He wasn’t completely sure. The man was tall, with pale, fading hair a little longer than it should be, and something about the face was impish; he had the sly grin of the practical joker. Quite handsome, he could have played the suitor – not the one who wins, the one who loses – in an English drawing-room comedy. Morath was sure he’d seen him somewhere. ‘Who is he?’


‘He works in the diplomatic area. Not a bad sort, when all is said and done. I’ll introduce you some time.’


The Ricon arrived and Morath ordered another gentiane. ‘I never did get lunch,’ his uncle said. ‘Not really. Hyacinthe?’


‘Monsieur?’


‘What’s for lunch today?’


‘Tête de veau.’


‘How is it?’


‘Not too bad.’


‘I think I’ll have some. Nicholas?’


Morath shook his head. He placed a small packet on the table. The size of a hand, it was wrapped in very old, yellowed muslin, perhaps a piece cut from a curtain a long time ago. He unfolded the fabric, revealing a silver cross on a faded ribbon, black and gold, the colours of Austria-Hungary. ‘This he sent to you.’


Polanyi sighed. ‘Sandor,’ he said, as though the coachman could hear him. He picked up the medal, let it lie flat on his open hand. ‘A Silver Cross of Valour. You know, Nicholas, I’m honoured, but this is worth something.’


Morath nodded. ‘I offered it to the daughter, with your kindest sympathies, but she wouldn’t hear of it.’


‘No. Of course not.’


‘When is it from?’


Polanyi thought for a time. ‘The late ’eighties, as near as I can work it out. A Serbian rising, down in the Banat. Sandor was a sergeant, in the regiment raised in Pozsony. It was Pressburg, then.’


‘Bratislava, now.’


‘The same place, before they gave it to the Slovaks. Anyhow, he used to talk about it now and then. The Serbs gave them a hard time – some villages had to be burned down. They had snipers up in the caves, on the hillsides. Sandor’s company spent a week, dealing with that, and he got the cross.’


‘He wanted you to have it.’


Polanyi nodded that he understood. ‘Is anything left, up there?’


‘Not much. They stripped the house, after the border moved. Door knobs, windows, the good floors, fireplace brick, chimneys, whatever pipe they could get out of the walls. The livestock’s long gone, of course. Some of the vineyard remains. The older fruit trees.’


‘Nem, nem, soha,’ Polanyi said. No, no, never – the Hungarian rejection of Trianon, the treaty that took away two-thirds of its land and people after the Austro-Hungarian army was defeated in the Great War. There was more than a touch of irony in Polanyi’s voice when he said it, a shrug, all we can do is whine, but that wasn’t all. In some sense, complex, possibly obscure, he meant it.


‘One day, perhaps, it comes back.’


The group at the next table had been attentive. One pugnacious little man, balding, nostrils flared, the reek of his mildewed room floating over their apéritifs, said, ‘Revanchiste.’ He didn’t say it to them, quite, or to his friends; perhaps he meant it for the world at large.


They looked at him. Revanchist, irredentist Hungarian fascists, he meant, seething with Red Front indignation. But Morath and Polanyi were not that, they were of the Hungarian Nation, as the nobility was called, Magyars with family histories that went back a thousand years, and they were quite prepared, with chair leg and wine bottle, to throw the whole crowd out into the rue Beaujolais.


When the group at the next table had returned, ostentatiously, to minding its own business, Polanyi carefully folded the medal back into its wrapping and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket.


‘He spent a long time dying,’ Morath said. ‘Not in pain, and he wasn’t sad – he just had a hardheaded soul, it didn’t want to go.’


From Polanyi, a tender little snort of pleasure as he tasted the veal.


‘Also,’ Morath went on, ‘he wanted me to tell you something.’


Polanyi raised his eyebrows.


‘It had to do with the death of his grandfather, who was ninety-five, he thought, and who had died in the same bed. The family knew the time had come, they were all gathered around. Suddenly, the old man became agitated and started to talk. Sandor had to lean close in order to hear him. “Remember,” he whispered, “life is like licking honey …” He said it three or four times, and Sandor could tell there was more. At last, he managed: “… licking honey off a thorn.”’


Polanyi smiled, acknowledging the story. ‘It’s been twenty years’, he said, ‘since I saw him. When it was no longer Hungary, I didn’t want anything to do with it, I knew it would be destroyed.’ He took a sip of the wine, then more. ‘You want some, Nicholas? I’ll have them bring a glass.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘I wouldn’t go up there,’ Polanyi said. ‘That was weak. And I knew it.’ He shrugged, forgiving himself.


‘He didn’t hold it against you.’


‘No, he understood. His family was there?’


‘All sorts. Daughters, a son, nieces and nephews, his brother.’


‘Ferenc.’


‘Yes, Ferenc. They had all the mirrors turned around. One old lady – immense, she cried, she laughed, she cooked me an egg – couldn’t stop talking about it. When the soul leaves, it mustn’t ever be allowed to see itself in the mirror. Because, she said, if it did, it might like looking at itself and then it would be back again and again.’


‘I don’t think mine would. Did they put out the tub of water?’


‘By the door. For death to wash his scythe. Otherwise he would have to go all the way down to the creek, and somebody else in the house would die within the year.’


Polanyi daintily ate a chunk of bread he’d soaked in the sauce. When he looked up, the waiter was passing by. ‘Hyacinthe, s’il vous plaît, a glass for my nephew here. And, while you’re at it, another carafe.’


They walked in the Palais Royal gardens after lunch. A dark afternoon, perpetual dusk, Polanyi and Morath like two ghosts in overcoats, moving slowly past the grey branches of the winter parterre.


Polanyi wanted to hear about Austria – he knew that Wehrmacht units were poised on the borders, ready to march in to suppress the ‘riots’ organized by the Austrian Nazis. ‘If Hitler gets his Anschluss, there will be war in Europe,’ he said.


‘The trip was a nightmare,’ Morath said. A nightmare that began with an absurdity – a fistfight in the corridor of the first-class car between two German harmonica salesmen. ‘Imagine, two stout men, both with moustaches, screaming insults at each other and flailing away with their little white fists. By the time we got them separated, they were bright red. We made them sit down, gave them water. We were afraid one of them would drop dead, and the conductor would have to stop the train and call for the police. Nobody, nobody in the car wanted that.’


‘It started in Bucharest, no doubt,’ Polanyi said. Roumania, he explained, had been forced to sell its wheat harvest to Germany, and the Reich Finance Ministry refused to pay in marks. They would only barter. For, exclusively, aspirin, Leica cameras, or harmonicas.


‘Well, that was just the beginning,’ Morath said. ‘We were still in western Hungary.’ While the train stood in the station in Vienna, a man approximately Morath’s age, pale, trembling, had taken the seat across from him. When the family that occupied the rest of the compartment went off to the dining car, they had started to talk.


The man was a Viennese Jew, an obstetrician. He told Morath that the Jewish communities of Austria had been destroyed in a day and a night. It was, he said, sudden, chaotic, not like Berlin. By which he meant, Morath knew, a certain style of persecution – the slow, meticulous grinding of civil servants. Schreibtischtäter, he called them, ‘desk-murderers’.


The mobs had run wild in the city, led by Austrian SS and SA, hauling Jews out of their apartments – identified by the building custodians – and forcing them to scrub the walls free of slogans for Schuschnigg, the elected chancellor, in the plebiscite that Hitler refused to allow. In the wealthy Jewish suburb of Wahring, they made the women put on their fur coats and forced them to clean the streets on their hands and knees, then stood over them and urinated on their heads.


Morath grew worried; the man was coming apart before his eyes. Would he care for a cigarette? No, he didn’t smoke. Perhaps a brandy? Morath offered to go to the dining car and bring it back. The man shook his head; what was the point. ‘We are finished,’ he said. Eight hundred years of Jewish life, ended in one night. At the hospital, an hour before he’d made a run for it, a woman with a newborn child had taken it in her arms and jumped out of a window on the top floor. Other patients crawled from their beds and fled into the streets. A young intern said he’d seen a man standing at a bar, the night before, who took a razor from his pocket and cut his throat.


‘Was there no warning?’ Morath said.


‘Anti-Semites in political office,’ the man said. ‘But you don’t sell your house because of that. A month ago, more or less, a few people left the country.’ Of course there were some, he added, who’d gotten out in 1933, when Hitler came to power. He’d said, in Mein Kampf, that he meant to unite Austria with Germany. Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer! But reading the political future was like reading Nostradamus. His wife and children he’d put on a Danube steamer to Budapest, thank God, two weeks earlier. ‘It was her brother who did that. He came to the house, said we should leave, insisted. There was an argument, my wife in tears, bad feelings. In the end, I was so angry I let him have his way.’


‘But you stayed on,’ Morath said.


‘I had patients.’


They were silent for a moment. Outside, boys with swastika flags were running down the platform, screaming some kind of rhymed chant, their faces wild with excitement.


Polanyi and Morath sat on a bench in the gardens. It seemed very quiet there. A few sparrows working at the crumbs of a baguette, a little girl in a coat with a velvet collar, trying to play with a hoop and a stick while a nursemaid watched her.


‘In the town of Amstetten,’ Morath said, ‘just outside the station, they were waiting at a road crossing so they could throw rocks at the trains. We could see the police, standing around with their arms folded; they’d come to watch. They were laughing, it was a certain kind of joke. The whole thing had, more than anything, a terrible strangeness to it. I remember thinking, they’ve wanted this for a long time. Under all the sentiment and schlag was this.’


‘Their cherished Wut,’ Polanyi said. ‘You know the word.’


‘Rage.’


‘Of a particular kind, yes. The sudden burst of anger that rises from despair. The Germans believe it lies deep within their character; they suffer in silence, and then they explode. Listen to Hitler speak – it’s always, “How much longer must we endure …” whatever it is. He can’t leave it alone.’ Polanyi paused for a moment. ‘And now, with Anschluss, we will have the pleasure of their company on our border.’


‘Will anything happen?’


‘To us?’


‘Yes.’


‘I doubt it. Horthy will be summoned to meet with Hitler, he’ll bow and scrape, agree to anything. As you know, he has beautiful manners. Of course, what we actually do will not be quite what we’ve agreed to, but, even so, when it’s all over, we won’t keep our innocence. It can’t be done. And we will pay for that.’


For a time, they watched the people walking along the gravel paths, then Polanyi said, ‘These gardens will be lovely in the spring. The whole city.’


‘Soon, I hope.’


Polanyi nodded. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘they fight wars, the French, but their country, their Paris, is never destroyed. Do you ever wonder how they do that?’


‘They are clever.’


‘Yes, they are. They are also brave. Foolish, even. But that’s not, in the end, how they save what they love. That they do by crawling.’


The eleventh of March, Morath thought. Too cold to sit in a garden, the air damp, sharp, as though chilled in wet earth. When it began to sprinkle rain, Morath and Polanyi rose and walked in the covered arcade, past a famous milliner, a store that sold expensive dolls, a dealer in rare coins.


‘And the Viennese doctor?’ Polanyi said.


‘Reached Paris, long after midnight. Although he did have trouble at the German border. They tried to send him back to Vienna, something not quite right with his papers. A date. I stood next to him throughout the whole filthy business. In the end, I couldn’t keep out of it.’


‘What did you do, Nicholas?’


Morath shrugged. ‘Looked at them a certain way. Spoke to them a certain way.’


‘And it worked.’


‘This time.’


4 April 1938.


Théâtre des Catacombes. 9.20 p.m.


‘Know him? Yes, I know him. His wife makes love to my wife every Thursday afternoon.’


‘Really? Where?’


‘In the maid’s room.’


Lines not spoken from the stage – would that they had been, Morath thought – but overheard in the lobby during the intermission. As Morath and Cara worked their way through the crowd they were noticed, the glances polite, covert. A dramatic couple. Cara’s face was not her best feature – it was soft and plain, hard to remember. Her best features were long, honey-gold hair, beautiful scarves, and the ways she found to make people want her. For an evening of avant-garde theatre she had added a gypsy skirt, with appropriate hoop earrings, and soft leather boots with the tops folded over.


Morath seemed taller than he was. He had black hair, thick, heavy, combed back from the forehead, a certain tightness around the eyes, ‘green’ on his passport but very close to black, and all that darkness made him seem pale, a fin-de-siècle decadent. He’d once met a film producer, introduced by a mutal friend at Fouquet. ‘I usually make gangster films,’ the man told him with a smile. ‘Or, you know, intrigue.’ But, at the moment, a costume epic was soon to go into production. A large cast, a new version of Taras Bulba. Had Morath ever acted? He could play, possibly, ‘a chieftain’. The producer’s friend, a scrawny little man who looked like Trotsky, added, ‘A khan, maybe.’


But they were wrong. Morath had been eighteen years in Paris and the émigré life, with its appetizing privacy, and immersion in the city, all passion, pleasure and bad philosophy, had changed the way he looked. It meant that women liked him more, meant that people didn’t mind asking him for directions in the street. Still, what the producer had seen remained, somewhere, just below the surface. Years earlier, towards the end of a brief love affair, a French woman said to him, ‘Why, you’re not at all cruel.’ She had sounded, he thought, slightly disappointed.


Act II. A Room in Purgatory – The Following Day.


Morath shifted his weight, a pointless effort to get comfortable in the diabolical chair. Crossed his legs, leaned the other way. Cara clutched his arm – stop it. The row of seats, fixed on a wooden frame, went twelve across. Where did Montrouchet get them? he wondered. From some long-dead institution, no doubt. A prison? A school for horrible children?


On stage, the Seven Deadly Sins were harassing a gloomy Everyman. Poor soul, seated on a stool, wearing a grey shroud. ‘Ahh, but you slept through her funeral.’ This well-meaning woman, no longer young, was probably Sloth, though Morath had been wrong two or three times when he’d actually tried watching the play. They had soft edges, the Sins. Either the playwright’s fault or Satan’s – Morath wasn’t sure. Pride was angry, it seemed to him, and Covetousness upstaged Envy every chance he got. But then, Covetousness.


On the other hand, Gluttony wasn’t so bad. A plump young man, come to Paris from the provinces, trying for a career in theatre or the movies. Trouble was, the playwright hadn’t given him much to do. What could he say to poor, dead Everyman? You ate too much! Well, he made the best of what had been given him; perhaps a prominent director or producer would come to watch the play, one never knew.


But one did know. Morath looked down at the programme in his lap, the only permissible distraction to the white fog that rolled in from the stage. The back cover was given over to promotion. The critic from Flambeau Rouge, Red Torch, had found the play ‘Provocative!’ Below that a quote from Lamont Higson of the Paris Herald: ‘The Théâtre des Catacombes is the only Parisian theatre in recent memory to present plays of both Racine and Corneille in the nude.’ There followed a list of sponsors, including one Mlle Cara Dionello. Well, he thought, why not? At least a few of those poor beasts in Argentina, trudging down the ramp to the abattoir, added more to life than roast beef.


The theatre lay deep in the heart of the Fifth Arrondissement. Originally, there’d been a plan for Montrouchet to stage his performances at the catacombs themselves, but the municipal authority had been mysteriously cool to the possibility of actors capering about in the dank bone-rooms beneath the Denfert/Rochereau Métro stop. In the end, he had had to make do with a mural in the lobby: piles of clown-white skulls and femurs sharply picked out in black.


‘What? You forgot? That night by the river?’ Morath returned from dreamland to find Lust, typecast, maybe seventeen, whispering her line as she slithered on her belly across the stage. Cara took his arm again, gentle this time.


Morath did not sleep at the avenue Bourdonnais that night. He returned to his apartment in the rue d’Artois, then left early the following morning to catch the Nord Express up to Antwerp. This was a no-nonsense train; the conductors brisk and serious, the seats filled with soldiers of commerce on the march along the ancient trade route. Beyond the rhythm of the wheels on the track, the only sound in Morath’s compartment was the rustle of newsprint as a turned-over page of Figaro was snapped into place.


In Vienna, he read, the Anschluss was to be formalized by a plebiscite – the Austrian voter now understanding that the alternative to saying Ja was getting his teeth knocked out. This was, Hitler explained in a speech on 9 April, God’s work.


There is a higher ordering, and we are all nothing else than its agents. When on March 9 Herr Schuschnigg broke his agreement then in that second I felt that now the call of Providence had come to me. And that which then took place in three days was only conceivable as the fulfilment of the wish and will of Providence. I would now give thanks to Him who let me return to my homeland in order that I might now lead it into the German Reich! Tomorrow may every German recognize the hour and measure its import and bow in humility before the Almighty, who in a few weeks has wrought a miracle upon us.


So, Austria ceased to exist.


And the Almighty, not quite satisfied with His work, had determined that the fuddled Doktor Schuschnigg should be locked up, guarded by the Gestapo, in a small room on the fifth floor of the Hotel Metropole.


For the moment, Morath couldn’t stand any more. He put the paper down and stared out the window at tilled Flemish earth. The reflection in the glass was Morath the executive – very good dark suit, sober tie, perfect shirt. He was travelling north for a meeting with Monsieur Antoine Hooryckx, better known, in business circles, as ‘Hooryckx, the Soap King of Antwerp’.


In 1928, Nicholas Morath had become half-owner of the Agence Courtmain, a small and reasonably prosperous advertising agency. This was a sudden, extraordinary gift from Uncle Janos. Morath had been summoned to lunch on one of the restaurant-boats, and, while cruising slowly beneath the bridges of the Seine, informed of his elevated status. ‘You get it all eventually,’ Uncle Janos said, ‘so you may as well have the use of it now.’ Polanyi’s wife and children would be provided for, Morath knew, but the real money, the thousand kilometres of wheatfield in the Puszta with villages and peasants, the small bauxite mine and the large portfolio of Canadian railroad stock, would come to him, along with the title, when his uncle died.


But Morath was in no hurry, none of that ‘race you up the stairs, Grampa’ stuff for him. Polanyi would live a long time, that was fine with his nephew. The convenient part was that, with a steady income assured, if Count Polanyi needed Nicholas to help him out, he was available. Meanwhile, Morath’s share of the profits kept him in apéritifs and mistresses and a slightly shabby apartment at a reasonably bonne adresse.


The Agence Courtmain had a very bonne adresse indeed but, as an advertising agency, it had first of all to advertise its own success. Which it did, along with various lawyers, stock brokerages and Lebanese bankers, by renting an absurdly expensive suite of offices in a building on the avenue Matignon. More than likely owned, Courtmain theorized – the title of the société anonyme gave no indication – ‘by an Auvergnat peasant with goatshit in his hat’.


Sitting across from Morath, Courtmain lowered his newspaper and glanced at his watch.


‘On time?’ Morath said.


Courtmain nodded. He was, like Morath, very well dressed. Emile Courtmain was not much over forty. He had white hair, thin lips, grey eyes, and a cold, distant personality found magnetic by virtually everybody. He smiled rarely, stared openly, said little. He was either brilliant or stupid, nobody knew, and it didn’t seem terribly important. What sort of life he may have had after seven in the evening was completely unknown. One of the copywriters claimed that after everybody left the office Courtmain hung himself up in the closet and waited for daylight.


‘We aren’t going to the plant, are we?’ Morath said.


‘No.’


Morath was grateful. The Soap King had taken them to his plant, a year earlier, just making sure they didn’t forget who they were, who he was, and what made the world go round. They didn’t forget. Huge, bubbling vats of animal fat, mouldering piles of bones, kettles of lye boiling gently over a low flame. The last ride for most of the cart and carriage horses in northern Belgium. ‘Just give your behind a good wash with that!’ Hooryckx cried out, emerging like an industrial devil from a cloud of yellow steam.


They arrived in Antwerp on time and climbed into a cab outside the station. Courtmain gave the driver complicated instructions – Hooryckx’s office was down a crooked street at the edge of the dockside neighbourhood, a few rooms in a genteel but crumbling building. ‘The world tells me I’m a rich man,’ Hooryckx would say. ‘Then it snatches everything I have.’


In the back of the cab, Courtmain rummaged in his briefcase and produced a bottle of toilet water called Zouave; a soldier with fierce moustaches stared imperiously from the label. This was also a Hooryckx product, though not nearly so popular as the soap. Courtmain unscrewed the cap, splashed some on his face, and gave the bottle to Morath. ‘Ahh,’ he said, as the heavy fragrance filled the air, ‘the finest peg-house in Istanbul.’


Hooryckx was delighted to see them. ‘The boys from Paris!’ He had a vast belly and a hairstyle like a cartoon character that sticks his finger in a light socket. Courtmain took a coloured drawing from his briefcase. Hooryckx, with a wink, told his secretary to go and get his advertising manager. ‘My daughter’s husband,’ he said. The man showed up a few minutes later, Courtmain laid the drawing on a table and they all gathered around it.


In a royal blue sky, two white swans flew above the legend Deux Cygnes … This was something new. In 1937, their magazine advertising had shown an attractive mother, wearing an apron, showing a bar of Deux Cygnes to her little girl.


‘Well,’ said Hooryckx. ‘What do the dots mean?’


‘Two swans …’ Courtmain said, letting his voice trail away. ‘No words can describe the delicacy, the loveliness of the moment.’


‘Shouldn’t they be swimming?’ Hooryckx said.


Courtmain reached into his briefcase and brought out the swimming version. His copy chief had warned him this would happen. Now the swans made ripples in a pond as they floated past a clump of reeds.


Hooryckx compressed his lips.


‘I like them flying,’ the son-in-law said. ‘More chic, no?’


‘How about it?’ Hooryckx said to Morath.


‘It’s sold to women,’ Morath said.


‘So?’


‘It’s what they feel when they use it.’


Hooryckx stared, back and forth, from one image to the other. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘swans sometimes fly.’


After a moment, Morath nodded. Of course.


Courtmain brought forth another version. Swans flying, this time, in a sky turned aquamarine.


‘Phoo,’ Hooryckx said.


Courtmain whipped it away.


The son-in-law suggested a cloud, a subtle one, no more than a wash in the blue field. Courtmain thought it over. ‘Very expensive,’ he said.


‘But an excellent idea, Louis,’ Hooryckx said. ‘I can see it.’


Hooryckx tapped his fingers on the desk. ‘It’s good when they fly, but I miss that curve in the neck.’


‘We can try it,’ Courtmain said.


Hooryckx stared for a few seconds. ‘No, better this way.’


After lunch, Courtmain went off to see a prospective client and Morath headed for the central commercial district – to a shop called Homme du Monde, Man about Town, its window occupied by suave mannequins in tuxedos. Much too warm inside, where a clerk was on her knees with a mouth full of pins, fitting a customer for a pair of evening trousers.


‘Madame Golsztahn?’ Morath said.


‘A moment, monsieur.’


A curtain at the rear of the shop was moved aside and Madame Golsztahn appeared. ‘Yes?’


‘I came up from Paris this morning.’


‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said. ‘Come through.’


Behind the curtain, a man was pressing trousers, working a foot pedal that produced a loud hiss and a puff of steam. Madame Golsztahn led Morath down a long rack of tuxedos and tail-coats to a battered desk, its cubby holes packed with receipts. They had never met before but Morath knew who she was. She’d been famous for love affairs, in her younger days in Budapest, the subject of poems in little journals, the cause of two or three scandals and a rumoured suicide from the Elizabeth Bridge. He felt it, standing next to her. A ruined face and stark, brick-red hair above a dancer’s body in a tight black sweater and skirt. Like the current in a river. She gave him a tart smile, read him like a book, wouldn’t have minded, then swept the hair back off her forehead. There was a radio playing, Schumann maybe, violins, something exceptionally gooey, and, every few seconds, a loud hiss from the steam press. ‘So then,’ she said, before anything actually happened.


‘Should we go to a café?’


‘Here would be best.’


They sat side by side at the desk, she lit a cigarette and held it between her lips, squinting as the smoke drifted into her eyes. She found one of the receipts, turned it over and smoothed it flat with her hands. Morath could see a few letters and numbers, some circled. ‘Mnemonics,’ she said. ‘Now all I have to do is decipher it.’
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