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  Chapter 1




  “I’m not leaving Al for you.”




  “Excuse me.”




  “You heard.”




  “I’m not sure what to say.”




  “I’m not, Mike, leaving Al for you.”




  “Right.”




  “Right?”




  “What do you want me to say?”




  “Anything but that might be good.”




  “It sounded bland, Trove, that’s all.”




  “Facts are bland, Mike.”




  “Even embellished with an American accent, it sounded bland.”




  “They’re known for it, in fact, facts. For being bland.”




  “Right.”




  “Famous for it. It’s what, Mike, they’re good at.”




  “As you say.”




  “That’s what it is, Michael: a statement of fact.”




  “Right.”




  “Whatever the accent.”




  “Understood, Trove.”




  “Even with an uptight, stick-up-the butt British accent, Mike.”




  “I do, Trove, get that. How is Al, by the way?”




  “Al’s well.”




  “Good.”




  “He’s fine, just great.”




  “Great.”




  “I love him to bits. I’m not leaving him, Mike, for you.”




  “Yes, Trove, yes. You said.”




  “See, what I’m not saying, I’m not saying I’m not going to bed with you.”




  “You’re not?”




  “Of course not. I just kissed you, didn’t I?”




  “You did. That much is certainly true.”




  “And that means – I mean, that has to mean, right? – I fancy the pants off of you.”




  “Okay.”




  “That literally, I mean, I fancy the pants off of you.”




  “Well, I’m very flattered, Trove.”




  “You any idea how condescending that sounds?”




  “Oh God, did it?”




  “’S okay.”




  “I’m so sorry.”




  “It’s okay, Mike.”




  “Really, so sorry. I assure you, I had not the slightest intention ...”




  “Jeez, Mike, lighten up.”




  “I’m a lightened-up sorry, then.”




  “I’m meant to be the ‘sorrier’.”




  “Yes.”




  “Al, he’s always going on at me, how I ‘sorry’ too much.”




  “Right.”




  “It sounded condescending, Mike, is all I’m saying.”




  “Right.”




  “Sounded it. I didn’t think you meant to be.”




  “Perish even the thought.




  “You’re not?”




  “See, I just love that about your English, Mike.”




  “You do?”




  “It’s just so … goddamn English, your English.”




  “Right.”




  “That’s the second condition I have for going to bed with you.”




  “That I’m English?”




  “Yeah, very funny.”




  “There are two conditions?”




  “Obviously, no? If that’s the second?”




  “Obviously, as you say.”




  “Right.”




  “The second condition is you’re not leaving Al for me?”




  “It’s just … I’ve been married to him for a lot of years. It’d break his heart. It’d break my heart too. I do love him, is what I’m saying. Don’t think, because I’m going to bed with you, I don’t love him.”




  “I know you love him.”




  “Good.”




  “The first condition, then?”




  “The first condition is that we don’t hurt each other.”




  “Right.”




  “Kiss me.”




  “Here?”




  “Well, gee thanks for that overwhelming burst of passion.”




  “It’s … well … you know.”




  “No, I don’t know. What is it, Mike?”




  “Public.”




  “Oh, silly me. And I never realised. I must have been dazzled by the flashlights from the thousand paparazzi all around us.”




  “You know what I mean.”




  “Hey, News Flash, Mike: You’re not Robert de Niro. Know what I’m telling you? You’re not that famous, is what I’m trying to say, they’re going to recognise you in a Toulouse parking lot ...”




  “And what I’m telling you —-”




  “… Public or not.”




  “—- I’m telling you, we’re not fifteen, Trove.”




  “Sure we are.”




  +++




  

    We kissed. It was a clumsy kiss. The kiss of fifteen-year-olds. Tongues uncertain what was expected of them, teeth bashing teeth. We were walking arm-in-arm down the side-street which leads to the parking-lot by Toulouse’s Hotel de Ville. A warm breeze rustled an evening that would otherwise have been searing. She’s small with chestnut hair, Trove, and the right side of the fifty I’m (as you know) the wrong side of. You’d like her, Drew. She’s one of us: unpretentious, unfussy … and a lot less brash and self-assured than she gives the impression of being.




    It was an unpropitious baptism. Bells did not ring, sparks did not fly. That was great! Secretly I was relieved. I think Trove was too. It meant the kiss was the prelude to a dalliance, a fling, and not to anything heavyweight or life-changing.




    The parking-lot was close to the centre. As far as parking-lots go, it’s a pretty one. But the prettiness is imbued with that primness which seems to be the defining property of the French middle-class … thinking about it, of the French middle-everything. As a town, Toulouse is sort of Frenchly middle-everything. It’s a sort of Puritan prick-tease of a town: chastely promiscuous, strait-laced but with satin lingerie – the virgin courtesan.


  




  +++




  “I’ve got to go, Mike.”




  “You’ve got to go.”




  “You could protest.”




  “I could, but you’ve got to go.”




  “Your place isn’t too far away.”




  “It isn’t, Trove. But …”




  “I have to go.”




  “Was that just an awkward pause we shared there together?”




  “You know why, Michael, I have to go?”




  “You just said ...”




  “Forget what I just said. You know why now I have to go?”




  “No.”




  “Because your apartment, it really isn’t far away. That’s why I have to go.”




  “Right.”




  “Right? Jesus Christ, none of this is right.”




  “No.”




  “No, Michael.”




  “It’s all wrong, right?”




  “Are you mocking me?”




  “As if …”




  “I don’t care to be mocked, Michael.”




  “Right.”




  “I’ve gotten my head in a noose here.”




  “Such a lovely head.”




  “Not, Michael, a lovely noose.”




  “No.”




  “Sunday.”




  “Sunday?”




  “I need to meet with you on Sunday.”




  “Right.”




  “Not to sleep with you.”




  “Never on a Sunday, right?”




  “The following weekend, Al’s away.”




  “Right.”




  “Saturday, Mike, and Sunday.”




  “And this Sunday?”




  “I need to see you without sleeping with you.”




  “Right.”




  “To organise sleeping with you, Mike, without doing the deed.”




  “Planning the heist, sort of thing?”




  “I need to see you, Mike. You complaining?”




  “I’ll do all my moaning the following weekend.”




  “I like you as well as lusting after you.”




  “I like you too, Trove. You know I do.”




  “I think that was just another of those awkward pauses.”




  “We seem to be getting rather good at them.”




  “I’ve got to go.”




  “Right.”




  “You could kiss me again.”




  “No, Trove, I don’t think so.”




  “Excuse me?”




  “My place is too close.”




  “You’re right.”




  “I’m finding it already hard to control myself …”




  “You sure you’re not mocking me, Michael?”




  “Could I phone you?”




  “I’ll call you.”




  “Ah!”




  “That was half sigh, that ‘ah’, and half question.”




  “You read far more into my ‘ah’s’, Trove, than they’re capable of holding.”




  “And just what did it mean, then, that ‘ah’?”




  “I was wondering, that’s all, will you phone.”




  “I said I’d go to bed with you, goddamm it.”




  “Oh, and you’ve always phoned the people you’ve been to bed with?”




  “That wasn’t a pause, okay?”




  “A pausette, then?”




  “A pausette’s not a pause. It was a fair point you made. A point not without fairness, is what I’m saying. I haven’t yet been to bed with you, but it’s still fair.”




  “Right.”




  “As a point.”




  “Right, Trove.”




  “I will phone, alright? Trust me. Do you trust me, Mike?”




  “Drive safely.”




  “And, like, I’m supposed not to have noticed you didn’t answer the question?”




  “I did answer the question.”




  “Answer it again.”




  “I trust you, Trove. Myself? …”




  +++




  

    She drove a blue Renault. I gazed after it, knowing it was not after it that I was gazing. I gazed until the reflectors’ lights glowed into a soft-focus and kaleidoscopic haze, a moving abstract scurrying through a brightly-coloured trifle.




    I wasn’t sure what had just happened. I’d known Trove for years. For years. Between us, for years, there’d been … what had it been? … a goofiness, a love of laughter and of laughing, a lascivious banter … a flirtatious, not-to-be-taken-seriously badinage. A whatever-it-was of such innocence, of such non-seduction and … unthreateningness that, on those occasions when our ‘other halves’ had also been with us, our flirting together had, if anything, only been more flagrant.




    When Eva was dying Trove was supportive. Supportive? That would be like describing Michelangelo as a bit of a chiseller. Trove was central to my coping with Eva’s illness. A keystone. After she died, if anything Trove was even more supportive. You cannot believe (nor can I adequately describe) the comfort that she was – the more so (the so much more so) for being uncondescending with it. A ‘just a friend’ friend, but a dear and close ‘just a friend’. A real friend. A woman I was proud to call a ‘just a friend’. And a woman too who enabled me to be proud of myself, to be proud of what I thought of as my grown-upness, in that I could recognise in Trove a truly sexy woman, but sex between us was not an issue. To the extent, in fact, that I remember a rather tipsy dinner party when – I suppose I was even bragging – I used her as an example of my ability to separate friendship from lust.




    Except that, gazing after her car, now sex had become an issue. And now I did lust after her. Deeply. Wildly. And with scant regard for the consequences.




    Through the welter of exhaust fumes staggered in an exhausted waft of jasmine. I wanted it to rest a while; I wanted to take off its shoes for it, offer it a drink. Before even I could motion for it to sit, though, it had gone. And I was left only with the memory. The memory only of a hint.




    Which was life, I thought. That’s the way life was.




    When Eva had died I’d been left only with the memory. As with the jasmine, it had seemed to me to be the memory of a wisp. Eva had been a breath of sanity within an asthma of lunacy – the asthma which was both suffocating the world and possessing it.




    You cannot hold onto a wisp. And whilst it may be the received wisdom that it’s somehow better ‘to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’, the pain of having done so tends to intimidate the lover-and-loser from shoving his hand – as he is wont to see it – a second time onto the flame.


  




  +++




  “See, there’s this song. Do you know?, I can’t even remember what it’s called. Shirley Bassey sang it. Yeah, whatever happened to her? To Shirley Bassey? You never seem to hear of her these …




  “I tend to do that, sorry: Stray from the point. Which means, I guess, I did it again. Sorry. Again. I feel awkward, is the thing. I mean, maybe you’re not exactly a stranger, but, still and all, you’re not either (and I mean no disrespect when I say this) a bosom buddy, as it were. Yet here I am, talking to you about my most intimate bits … thoughts, actions, all that. My sex life, for God’s sake. I guess it’s a bit like the way your gynaecologist knows you better in certain aspects than your husband.




  “Sure, it’s funny for you. You’re the gynaecologist, right? The sort of gynaecologist in this situation. Me, on the other hand, whilst you’re gazing into my innermost recesses, I’ve got my legs in stirrups. Needs be, I guess.




  “Anyhow, there’s a line in the song, whatever the hell the song was: ‘It was all so simple then’. And that’s how it was then: simple. Simple then. At the beginning.




  “He’d been living round the corner from me in France. When I say, ‘round the corner’, about thirty k’s away. – That still sounds awkward to me, isn’t that odd? Even after all my time here. Using ‘k’s, I mean, as an abbreviation for kilometres. Us Americans, we still use miles. And we’re going to go right on using ’em, goddammit. None of these European metres for us. Globalisation means the rest of the world assuming our habits, goddammit. Heaven forfend – ‘forfend’, that’s such a great word, isn’t it? It’s a word I learnt from Mike. – Heaven forfend, is what I’m saying, any of those nasty foreign habits or standards should encroach on a US brain.




  “We’d known each other for years. Known each other from when his wife had been alive ... From way before that, in fact. We’d been in the Toulouse Troupers together. That’s a theatre group hereabouts. Now, though, he had to go back to England. He needed, he said, to spend some time with his son, with his about-to-be-born grandchild. He needed, he said, to establish some kind of relationship with them both. And then he’d be back.




  “He wouldn’t be back. People always say they’re going to be back, they swear blind they’re going to be. But they never are. Life intervenes. Plans change. I’d never see him again. So I figured, I’d go to bed with him, and I figured I’d enjoy it. And that’d be that. It’d be a sweet memory to curl up in front of the fire with during the long, long fall of matrimony.




  “Matrimony! What a goddamn word: ‘matrimony’. Doesn’t that sound to you like a kind of murder? Cousin, sort of, to matricide or something? Second cousin permanently removed. And I guess it is, a sort of murder.




  “Oh God. Oh shit, I am so sorry. That has to be a gag in the worst kind of taste. Not a gag, but, you know, a comment, whatever. Of the tackiest taste, in fact. The tackiest and yuckiest. Sorry. It’s not even as though I meant it. I did love Al. Do, what am I talking about? ‘Case you didn’t know that. I mean, me being here, that’s what it’s all about. Mostly. Me agreeing to this interview.




  “See, I did it again. Strayed from the point. … Know how I know that? Your eyes sort of glass over. The lights are on, kinda thing, but the house has been abandoned. I’m stopping saying ‘sorry’, by the way. Right after I’ve said this one: Sorry. For the last time.




  “‘You’re an itch,’ I told him.




  “‘And you need to scratch me?’




  “‘Do you mind?’




  “‘Being an itch?’




  “‘A sexy kind of itch.’




  “‘Like crabs, then?’




  “‘No!’” I said.




  “He said, ‘I don’t mind being an itch.’




  “‘You don’t?’




  “‘Not a mosquito bite? Not athletes’ foot or anything?’




  “‘A real sexy itch.’




  “‘Just scratch me, Trove.’




  “This won’t make any sense to you – I know this won’t make any sense to you, you know how? ’Cause it don’t make sense to anyone else – it does to me, but that’s not the point. See what it was, I knew I was cheating on him – would be cheating on him, on Al – but what it wasn’t, I wasn’t betraying him. No, no, that’s not right either. No, more truthfully, it didn’t feel like I’d be betraying him. Oh, I know you can rationalise anything, justify anything. But I really felt, I genuinely felt, I’d be helping us, it’d be helping us, our marriage. Christ, even our future together.




  “Scratch the itch and the itch just means nothing any more. But, shit, if you don’t scratch the itch … You ever had one in your gums, an itch? You know, in that gap right after the dentist’s before the Novacaine’s worn off? You can feel the itch and you know your nails are scratching it, but you can’t feel the goddamn scratch. Remember how crazy that can make you feel? The bitch that itch can be? Well, it was kinda of the same deal here. No, more, like an itch under the plaster of a broken leg. It starts to assume an importance completely disproportionate to its … well, importance. ‘Importance’ is the only word I can think of. It becomes, like, the biggest deal in the world. You’d burn your husband at the stake to stop that itch, sell your children into slavery. ’Course, if I’d ever have had children, I’d have sold them into slavery years before, but, yeah, that’s also kinda beside the point.




  “No, it’s fine. It’s better than fine, actually. Actually, much better than fine. It’s something I need to know. It’s weird, this, how easy all this is. How easy you are, for Christ’s sakes. I mean, I’m not sure I knew what to expect, but whatever the hell I was not expecting, it certainly wasn’t this.




  “Like then, in a lot of ways. See, then, it was – as the song says – it was all so simple then.




  “And then … Well, and then it went and got itself complicated.”




  +++




  

    Maison d’arrêt de Toulouse-Seysses, 23rd February 06




    Dear Trove:




    I understand from my attorneys that you have been to visit them. I cannot believe you.




    May I remind you that, honey child, you’re responsible for this entire fucking mess? Mind your own bees’ wax, Trove. Haven’t you done enough?




    Al


  




  Chapter 2




  

    It is only young men who look into mirrors. It comes as something of a shock therefore when old men look back. That’s something you too, Drew, will come to discover in time. Each man has to discover that for himself.




    I could cope with the greyness. It added, I thought, a sprinkle of wisdom to the wickedness which winked in, and from, my eyes. It was the balding I found unacceptable. I’d asked my hairdresser not to show me the back view of my haircut; in mirrored lifts I’d lower my eyes. The mirrors I had at home were those from which only my head-on image was reflected. Those whatever-they’re-called, those sort of winged mirrors that Eva had used to make up with, I threw away shortly after she died. Denial might not be a river in Egypt, but it is sometimes a life-raft in an ocean of insecurity.




    I was having qualms, Drew.




    I never had qualms.




    I was sea-sick once, I remember. Never had I been sea-sick before – not in the Bay of Biscay, not in the roughest seas, nor those sort of rolling from side-to-side seas. The appallingness that was the sea-sickness was ten times worse for being so unfamiliar. Well, it was a similar thing here with my qualms. The unfamiliarity of the sensation was multiplying its inherent discomfort. And that discomfort was consequently acquiring the status of queasiness. I do not like feeling queasy – any more than I like feeling qualms.




    God, this is all so difficult for me, writing all this stuff. I don’t know whether or not, between father and son, it’s even ‘appropriate’. I’m not just a fish out of water, I’m a tropical fish beached on an ice-floe. And it’s that much harder, not being sure whether I should be doing it at all.




    Your mother used to ‘joke’ that my only commitment was to a lack of commitment. I’m sure I have no need to remind you! And that I should be “committed” for such lack of commitment. I used to be quite hurt by the ‘joke’. I was meant to be, I think. But maybe what hurt me most was just how accurate it was.




    I do want to change today, though, Drew. And I do want to commit to you and to the child that Jane’s about to have – that you both are, of course I mean.




    You won’t ever get to read this, I don’t suppose, until I’m dead. (Oh, don’t read anything sinister into that remark, it’s not that I’m planning suicide or anything. I simply can’t imagine the circumstances in which, alive, I could give this to you … or post it to you … or do with it what I would have to do in order for you to get it.)




    God knows, I’ll have left you little enough materially. I suppose this might be the time to apologise for that too. And God knows, there’s precious little of a relationship between the two of us for you to remember it with affection – or with anything else, for that matter. (A state of affairs for which, in case you were wondering, I do, yes, hold myself entirely responsible.) Try as I might, when we’re together, I simply cannot be as open with you as I’d like to be. Habits are always hard to break. Habits of a lifetime … I fear, a ‘lifetime’ harder.




    Writing, though, I thought … Well, if I wrote about me, committed to paper stuff about me – like you were a diary or something – came a little bit clean about me, let you know about private things about me, maybe there’d be a little something I could give you, a soupçon of knowledge, a soupçon of me. And, maybe with knowledge, the beginnings of some kind of measured … is it forgiveness I’m talking about? Or understanding? Or even just acceptance that that was who I was? If you don’t know me, I suppose is what I’m telling myself, how can you possibly accept me?




    I could well have misjudged that as well. That too I do understand. If I have, I’m sorry about that as well. I will have died the stupid bastard you’ve known that I am from the moment you first had knowledge.




    Stupid bastard, though, though I am, I have noticed you’re an adult. About to be a father, in fact! I’m therefore going to presume you’re adult about adult things. So …




    Well, here goes nothing, I suppose.




    I’d had affairs before …, there that’s said it. Yes, even when I was still with your mother. Yes, and when I was with Eva too. On other occasions (between the two), the adultery had been defined by her being married, ‘her’ my partner in tryst. Even, two or three times, when we both were, for God’s sake. I don’t say this with any pride. Just … ‘warts and all’ compulsion, I suppose. If I’m going to let you know about me, you have to know all about me – about, I should rather say, the all of me.




    Trove was a desirable woman, Drew. Desirable? God, that’s an understatement and a half. Like calling her ‘supportive’ when Eva was dying. Somewhat, as I already said, like calling Michelangelo a bit of a chiseller. Or like calling Al one, come to that. It’s not to my taste, his work, that’s true. I’m not going to pretend that it is. It’s no criticism of his work that it’s not to my taste. Probably to the contrary. Probably I’m not sophisticated enough for it. And, anyway, who am I to judge? His reputation even then was international. And his red fedora was considered to be one of the sights of Toulouse!




    Trove was not just desirable, she was enormously desirable: Twelve on the Prickter scale, three thousand degrees Fuckenheit.




    Her eyes were so blue, psychotically blue, and all the blueness was lewdness. There was harlotry in those eyes (those blue, blue eyes), an uninhibited lust which augured well for bedtime frolic and which promised sojourns not just in exotic shenanigans, but on Kama Sutran safaris.




    Qualms? Queasiness? You don’t have qualms embarking on a safari. Well, some people might, but then some people aren’t Michael. Michael certainly doesn’t. Have qualms … feel qualms, whatever. This wasn’t me, Drew, this wasn’t Michael. Michael was urbane and licentious, not entirely devoid of scruples but such bescrupledness subject – abjectly – to the adage that a standing prick hath no conscience. And that, once it wath standing no more, neither need the prick suddenly acquire one.




    What the hell, I wanted to know, does one do with qualms? I mean, what completely useless things to have! A sort of Sinclair C5 of the ethical world. Do qualms have any use? At all, I mean? What would a mint-condition qualm buy you, for instance? A hair-shirt, maybe? A designer one?




    – “Collar, sir?”




    – “Fifteen-and-a-half.” –




    – “I’ll give you a fourteen-and-a-half, then, sir.”




    – “Oh, and give me three lengths of sackcloth and two tons of ashes.”




    – “Would that be regular ashes, sir, or those from the fires of Purgatory?”




    – “Oh, your very best ashes, my good man. And do make sure they’re still cindery. Don’t want not really to scourge my wicked body.”




    – “Very good, sir.”




    It was Kelly. That’s what had done for me. That, I suddenly realised, was where the queasiness was coming from: not qualms but insecurity. Kelly had been a stunning-looking woman, fifteen years my junior and with a PhD in sexual sciences. And … Well, I had, as the phrase goes, failed to ‘rise to the occasion’. The spirit had been overwhelmingly willing, but the flesh … Alas, the flesh was hurtling towards Viagraism.




    Oh, a stage fright on the first bedding, that I’d known before. First night nerves, I’d always ascribed it to. But the nerves around Kelly yawned into the second night and the third. And this despite a series of massages and manoeuvres which would have had a eunuch whimpering. The fourth night, the fifth … I tried to tell myself it was the aftermath of the operation, a side-effect. But I signally failed to call the surgeon to check whether that could be the case.




    As you know, I’d quit smoking some years previously; my drinking by then I’d restricted to wine only on occasions when I dined with friends; my diet was almost grotesquely healthy. Was God now going to deprive me of the one vice apparently still left available to me?




    No! Please God, let it not be that. Please don’t let the impotence be physical. Or medical. I had to be sure of it. I had to check. You know how far Agen is from Toulouse. No-one knows me in Agen. I drove all the way there just so I wouldn’t be seen. In Agen I sneaked into a back-street newsagent’s (just to be on the safe side, you understand). Bought myself a porn magazine – strictly, you understand, in the interests of medical research.




    French pornography is … well, you probably know … candid. Porno with the emphasis on graphic. To the point almost of being gynaecological. Indeed too graphic sometimes to be exciting. But I was, yes, excited by it, my Agen mag. Aroused by it. The flesh, I was gratified to note, was still able to venerate Venus, still able to rise in tribute to her, still even enthusiastic in its veneration. It was only with a few of her earthly acolytes that a very occasional … agnosticism would rear its ugly head. Or not, if you catch my drift.




    Oh Portnoy, oh Portnoy, I lamented, what, old chum, do we do now?




    – “Screw Trove!” ‘Portnoy’ commented.




    – “You really mean that? You really mean, ‘Screw Trove’?” I asked him.




    But it was me myself who replied. – “No. You cannot screw Trove. Screw Trove and you screw yourself, Mike, up. You screw yourself, Mike, right up.”




    – “Oh, and like now I’m not screwed up?”




    – “Screw Trove and you screw up the friendship with Trove.”




    – “Ah.”




    – “See, it’s not qualms, Michael, it’s fear.”




    – “Friends are harder to find than lovers.”




    – “It is thus that conscience doth make cowards of us all.”




    – “No.”




    – “No?”




    – “It’s not me being cowardly.”




    – “It isn’t?”




    – “It’s me having scruples.”




    – “Scruples?”




    – “Yeah. Having scruples, yeah.”




    – “Nah, it’s cowardly, Mike.”




    – “You’re right.”




    – “That’s all you’ve got to say?”




    – “For the moment.”




    – “Anything else?”




    – “Yes.”




    – “What?”




    – “Screw Trove.”




    – “And that would mean?”




    ...




    – “I DON’T KNOW!”


  




  +++




  “Trove, can you talk?”




  “Not really.”




  “Al’s there?”




  “Uh-huh.”




  “You can only answer yes or no?”




  “Not even. See, I’m just about to leave, Ann, for the shops. With Al.””




  “I’ll be at home till five.”




  “I’ll call you on your mobile.”




  “After five, then?”




  “Uh-huh. Got to shoot, Nancy. Later.”




  +++




  “See, Mike, I’ve got to call you.”




  “You are calling me.”




  “That’s how it has to be: I call you.”




  “You also called me both Ann and Nancy.”




  “You’re kidding, right?”




  “About two seconds apart.”




  “You’re kidding, Mike.”




  “CIA training clearly isn’t what it used to be.”




  “Goddamn senior moments.”




  “Tell me about them.”




  “I can’t hurt Al, Mike.”




  “I know.”




  “That’s conditional.”




  “I know, Trove.”




  “It’s sort of conditional, honey, my unconditional love.”




  “It always is.”




  “This phone traffic, is what I’m trying to say, it’s got to be oneway only, Mike.”




  “Right.”




  “I thought that was clear.”




  “So many rules. My senior moments. I’m afraid I lose track.”




  “Lose track, Mike, and you lose me. I’m not kidding here. This is my marriage we’re talking about. I’m not fooling around with it.”




  “Okay.”




  “You sulking?”




  “No.”




  “That pause was then … ?”




  “Not sulking. Taking it on board.”




  “Okay.”




  “Taking on board your admonition.”




  “That, as in the ‘ad-monissionary’ position? Don’t sulk, Mike.”




  “One of the very few pleasures still affordable. That and peeing.”




  “I’m actually paying you quite a compliment.”




  “Okay.”




  “See, I get all … I don’t know … girly, see, when I hear your voice.”




  “That is a compliment.”




  “He’s not an idiot, Al …”




  “No. Certainly not an idiot.”




  “After twenty-three years of marriage he knows me quite well.”




  “Right.”




  “Not as well as he should. Still and all …”




  “Pretty well.”




  “It’s twenty-three years, can you believe that?”




  “Amazing.”




  “Can you not talk?”




  “There are people looking at the flat.”




  “Are they with you?”




  “In the room?”




  “Yes.”




  “No.”




  “But they might come in any minute, huh?”




  “As indeed I might.”




  “What does that mean?”




  “Come. Any minute. …”




  “Mike! —-”




  “… So excited am I by the sound of your voice.”




  “—- Are you talking dirty to me?”




  “Oh, I do so hope so.”




  “You’re not just joshing me?”




  “Oh, I do so hope not.”




  “You’ve done a lot of joshing, Mike, over the years.”




  “I’m a good josher.”




  “It’s a great word, ‘joshing’. A lot of flirting, to boot.”




  “To boot?”




  “That’s your word, Mike. I learnt it from you.”




  “Two words, Trove.”




  “Too close for comfort.”




  “To condescension?”




  “Way too close for comfort.”




  “Talking of twos …”




  “Still in the danger zone.”




  “Even more than the tango, Trove, it takes two, I was going to say, to flirt.”




  “Say more dirty things to me. No, say real dirty things to me.”




  “I’ll have to call you back.”




  “They just walk into the room?”




  “On the button.”




  “Oh, you English. So goddamn inhibited! You know, right, you can’t call me back?”




  “I do know, yes.”




  “You think they’ll be gone in half-an-hour?”




  “Oh, certainly, I’d think.”




  “If I call you back in half-an-hour, will you have thought of some real dirty things to say to me?”




  “I’ll give it my very best shot.”




  “That wasn’t one of them, right?”




  “Right.”




  “What do you say in England? ‘Toodle-oo?’”




  “Not a lot recently.”




  “Toodle-oo.”




  “Pip-pip.”




  +++




  “Michael’s best friend? Was I? I don’t know about that. That’s a phrase I tend to associate with children. Does one have ‘best friends’ over the age of twenty? He was a good friend of mine, Michael. That certainly. There were, I suspect, things he confided in me that he had told no-one else. He didn’t, I don’t think, find the company of men easy.




  “Do you think … Would you mind awfully if we did the photos first, sort of thing? It’s silly, I know. An old man’s vanity, if you will, but I’m desperately camera shy. And not, between you and me, just camera shy, shy generally. I know I don’t give that impression. Nevertheless … What we’ve got to talk about, you and I … Well, the gatepost’s fine, of course, but – if it’s all the same to you – I’d really rather not the photographer. Nothing personal, old chap. Rien de … Oh, you understand, that’s good.




  “It’s Sheridan Gillett, by the way: double ‘l’, double ‘t’, but with no ‘e’ at the end. Only your letter to me, it did have an ‘e’ at the end.




  “Okay, all done?




  “We’ll just adjourn inside then, shall we? No, no, after you. Please after you. There, now. Where was I? Oh yes.




  “His eye didn’t rove, Michael’s, so much as gallivant. Even when Eva was alive. And a year or so after she died, there was a period when he thought a long-term affair was one which saw the week out. Not that he was bed-hopping, not exactly. I’m no psychiatrist, of course. But it was all, I suspect, entwined in the grief process or whatever. And thus probably entirely predictable.




  “I’m talking now … what? … two or three years after she’d died. Looking on it with hindsight, I think probably he was still trying to find her. Eva, I mean. Just as soon as he realised that the present ‘amour’ was not Eva, Mike, his eye started to rove – started, sorry, to gallivant – for the next Eva-alike. It wasn’t that he was after, I don’t think, another wife, another partner, not even another lover (not what we’d understand by any of those words), it was that he was after a clone, a doppelganger sort of thing, another Eva.




  “The irony was, of course, that even if he had met that person – even if, for goodness’ sake, Eva had returned to life and he’d met her – he would still have rejected her. Because it was not even Eva that he was searching for, but an Eva of his fantasy, an Eva which was no more Eva than Princess Diana was Cinderella.




  “He talked to me about his girl-friends. Not about his conquests, not in that sort of way. He wasn’t a scalp-on-the-bedpost-notcher. Almost to the contrary. For a man, he was almost reticent about that aspect of his life. I mean, all that locker-room banter, the stag-party fantasies … that just wasn’t Michael.




  “He wasn’t a sex junkie, but a love one. Michael with a woman … Well, first off, he’d need to convince himself it wasn’t just her body he was after. And then, that this was it: the big one. The relationship, the partner who would escort him off this mortal coil.




  “At one level, of course he was in love with love. But, as with Eva, it wasn’t with ‘love’ that he was in love, but with the fantasy of love. There was a part of this fifty plus man still five years’ old – as, I suspect, there’d been a part of the five-year-old Michael who was already fifty. I suppose all of us are paradoxical to a degree. But, in Michael’s case, paradox seemed to be almost the cornerstone of his personality.




  “He loved women – I mean, really loved them.




  “No.




  “Wrong. Thinking about it.




  “No, it wasn’t women that Michael loved, but Woman. Of course. And not Woman the gender, but Woman the ideal. Woman that embodied, oh I don’t know, Eve and the Venus de Milo, the Mona Lisa and Fanny Hill – Carmen, too, and Cleopatra … the myth of Woman, not her reality.




  “But with Petrova it was different. (Trove, I’m sure you know, is just the abbreviation of Petrova. Michael always called her Trove. He enjoyed the association it had with ‘treasure’. Fond though I was of her, for the same reason, I tended always to call her Petrova. And it was fond of her that I was, not in any way enamoured. I think I saw her for what she was. Which wasn’t unpleasant, but equally wasn’t flawless.)




  “It’s hard to explain, to quantify how it was different – for Mike, I mean, with Petrova –, but it was. Different. There was a recognition that it was fantasy, I think. I think, on both their sides. By which I mean, I think he recognised that for her too part of his attraction was the fantasy of him, that (because she was married) there was no real possibility of a real ‘them’. And that therefore their only reality – the only reality within which ‘they’ could exist – was in fantasy. It validated the fantasy, almost. It made the fantasy real. It grounded it.




  “He wasn’t even happy about it, not to begin with, Michael, the whole affair. He was … What was he? … Confused, I’d say. Perhaps even bewildered. ‘Bewitched, bothered and bewildered’, even – like the song. But not in a happy, up-tempo, song-like way. In a … More in the way, now I think about it, of the words rather than the music. There’s nothing too jolly, is there, about being bewitched or bothered or bewildered?




  “None of us could have guessed, though, what would happen. We wouldn’t even have come close. As another friend of mine is fond of saying: ‘The only thing we can know for certain about our future is that it will never be how we imagine it.’




  “My predictions for their future couldn’t have been wronger. For one thing, my first prediction was that there wasn’t one, a future. I mean, how much wronger can you get?”




  +++




  

    Maison d’arrêt de Toulouse-Seysses, 28th February 06




    Dear Dad:




    You’ve got to get me out of here, Dad. You’ve no idea what it’s like. You still buddies with Congressman Henson? Couldn’t you call him, Dad? He must be able to apply some kind of pressure on someone who can apply some kind of pressure on someone here. The consul has been to see me. But he was useless, Dad. Hopeless.
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