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			On a snow-swept January evening of 1991, Jonathan Pine, the English night manager of the Hotel Meister Palace in Zurich, forsook his office behind the reception desk and, in the grip of feelings he had not known before, took up his position in the
				lobby as a prelude to extending his hotel’s welcome to a distinguished late arrival. The Gulf war had just begun. Throughout the day news of the Allied bombings, discreetly relayed by the staff, had caused consternation on the Zurich stock exchange. Hotel bookings, which in any January
				were low, had sunk to crisis levels. Once more in her long history Switzerland was under siege.

			But the Meister Palace was equal to the challenge. Over all Zurich, Meister’s, as the hotel was affectionately known to taxi-drivers and habitués, presided physically and traditionally alone, a staid Edwardian aunt perched on her own
				hilltop, gazing down on the folly of hectic urban life. The more things changed in the valley, the more Meister’s stayed herself, unbending in her standards, a bastion of civilised style in a world intent on going to the devil.

			Jonathan’s point of vantage was a small recess between the hotel’s two elegant showcases, both of them displaying ladies’ fashions. Adèle of the Bahnhofstrasse was offering a sable stole over a female dummy whose only other
				protection was a gold bikini bottom and a pair of coral earrings, price on application to the concierge. The clamour against the use of animal furs these days is as vocal in Zurich as in other cities of the Western world, but the Meister Palace paid it not a blind bit of notice. The second
				showcase – by César, likewise of the Bahnhofstrasse – preferred to cater for the Arab taste with a tableau of lusciously embroidered gowns and diamanté turbans and jewelled wristwatches at sixty thousand francs a shot. Flanked by these wayside shrines
				to luxury, Jonathan was able to keep a crisp eye on the swing doors.

			He was a compact man but tentative, with a smile of apologetic self-protection. Even his Englishness was a well-kept secret. He was nimble and in his prime of life. If you were a sailor you might have spotted him for another, recognised the
				deliberate economy of his movements, the caged placing of the feet, one hand always for the boat. He had trim curled hair and a pugilist’s thick brow. The pallor of his eyes caught you by surprise. You expected more challenge from him, heavier shadows.

			And this mildness of manner within a fighter’s frame gave him a troubling intensity. You would never during your stay in the hotel confuse him with anybody else: not with Herr Strippli, the creamy-haired front-of-house manager, not with one
				of Herr Meister’s superior young Germans who strode through the place like gods on their way to stardom somewhere else. As a hotelier Jonathan was complete. You did not wonder who his parents were or whether he listened to music or kept a wife and children or a dog. His gaze as he
				watched the door was steady as a marksman’s. He wore a carnation. At night he always did.

			The snow even for the time of year was formidable. Fat billows swept across the lighted forecourt like white waves in a tempest. The chasseurs, alerted for a grand arrival, stared expectantly into the blizzard. Roper will never make it, Jonathan
				thought. Even if they let his plane take off it can never have landed in this weather. Herr Kaspar has got it wrong.

			But Herr Kaspar, the head concierge, had never got anything wrong in his life. When Herr Kaspar breathed ‘arrival imminent’ over the internal speaker, only a congenital optimist could imagine that the client’s plane had been
				diverted. Besides, why else would Herr Kaspar be presiding at this hour except for a big spender? There was a time, Frau Loring had told Jonathan, when Herr Kaspar would maim for two francs and strangle for five. But old age is a different state. These days, only the richest pickings were
				able to lure Herr Kaspar from the pleasures of his evening television.

			Hotel’s full up, I’m afraid, Mr Roper, Jonathan rehearsed in another last-ditch effort to fend off the inevitable. Herr Meister is desolated. A temporary clerk has made an unpardonable error. However,
					we have managed to obtain rooms for you at the Baur au Lac, et cetera. But that wishful fantasy too was stillborn. There was not a great hotel in Europe tonight that boasted more than fifty guests. The wealthiest of the earth were bravely hugging the ground with the one exception of
				Richard Onslow Roper, trader, of Nassau, the Bahamas.

			Jonathan’s hands stiffened and he instinctively flicked his elbows as if to ready them for combat. A car, a Mercedes by its radiator, had entered the forecourt, the beams of its headlights choked with swirling snowflakes. He saw Herr
				Kaspar’s senatorial head lift, and the chandelier glint on its pomaded rivers. But the car had parked on the far side of the forecourt. A taxi, a mere city cab, a no one. Herr Kaspar’s head, now glowing with acrylic light, sank forward as he resumed his study of the closing stock
				prices. In his relief, Jonathan allowed himself a ghostly smile of recognition. The wig, the immortal wig: Herr Kaspar’s one-hundred-and-forty-thousand-franc crown, the pride of every classic concierge in Switzerland. Herr Kaspar’s William Tell of a wig, Frau Loring called it;
				the wig that had dared to raise itself in revolt against the millionaire despot, Madame Archetti.

			Perhaps to concentrate his mind while it was tearing him in so many directions, or perhaps because he found in the story some hidden relevance to his predicament, Jonathan recounted it to himself yet again exactly as Frau Loring, the head
				housekeeper, had recounted it the first time she made him cheese fondue in her attic. Frau Loring was seventy-five and came from Hamburg. She had been Herr Meister’s nanny and, as rumour had it, Herr Meister’s father’s mistress. She was the keeper of the legend of the wig,
				its living witness.

			‘Madame Archetti was the richest woman in Europe in those days, young Herr Jonathan,’ Frau Loring declared, as if she had slept with Jonathan’s father too. ‘Every hotel in the world was after her. But
				Meister’s was her favourite until Kaspar made his stand. After that, well, she still came but it was only to be seen.’

			Madame Archetti had inherited the Archetti supermarket fortune, Frau Loring explained. Madame Archetti lived off the interest on the interest. And what she liked at the age of fifty-something was to tour
				the great hotels of Europe in her open English sports car followed by her staff and wardrobe in a van. She knew the names of every concierge and head waiter from the Four Seasons in Hamburg to the Cipriani in Venice to the Villa d’Este on Lake Como. She prescribed them diets and herbal
				remedies and acquainted them with their horoscopes. And she tipped them on a scale scarcely to be imagined, provided they found favour.

			And favour was what Herr Kaspar found in bucketloads, said Frau Loring. He found it to the tune of twenty thousand Swiss francs each annual visit, not to mention quack hair remedies, magic stones to put beneath his pillow to cure his sciatica,
				and half kilos of Beluga caviar on Christmas and saint’s days, which Herr Kaspar discreetly converted to cash by means of an understanding with a famous food hall in the town. All this for obtaining a few theatre tickets and booking a few dinner-tables on which of course he exacted his
				customary commission. And for bestowing those pious signals of devotion that Madame Archetti required for her rôle as chatelaine of the servant kingdom.

			Until the day Herr Kaspar bought his wig.

			He did not buy it rashly, said Frau Loring. He bought land in Texas first, thanks to a Meister’s client in the oil business. The investment flourished and he took his profit. Only then did he decide that like his patroness he had reached a
				stage in life where he was entitled to shed a few of his advancing years. After months of measuring and debate, the thing was ready – a wonder-wig, a miracle of artful simulation. To try it out he availed himself of his annual holiday on Mykonos, and one Monday morning in September he
				reappeared behind his desk, bronzed and fifteen years younger as long as you didn’t look at him from the top.

			And no one did, said Frau Loring. Or if they did they didn’t mention it. The amazing truth was, no one mentioned the wig at all. Not Frau Loring, not André who was the pianist in those days, not Brandt who was the predecessor of Maître
				Berri in the dining-room, not Herr Meister senior who kept a beady eye for deviations in the appearance of his staff. The whole hotel had tacitly decided to share in the glow of Herr Kaspar’s rejuvenation. Frau Loring herself risked her all with
				a plunging summer frock and a pair of stockings with fern-pattern seams. And things continued happily this way until the evening Madame Archetti arrived for her customary month’s stay, and as usual her hotel family lined up to greet her in the lobby: Frau Loring, Maître Brandt, André and Herr Meister senior, who was waiting to conduct her personally to the Tower Suite.

			And at his desk Herr Kaspar in his wig.

			To begin with, said Frau Loring, Madame Archetti did not permit herself to notice the addition to her favourite’s appearance. She smiled at him as she swept past but it was the smile of a princess at her first ball, bestowed on everyone at
				once. She permitted Herr Meister to kiss her on both cheeks, Maître Brandt on one. She smiled at Frau Loring. She placed her arms circumspectly round the undeveloped shoulders of André the pianist, who purred ‘Madame.’ Only then did she approach Herr Kaspar.

			‘What are we wearing on our head, Kaspar?’

			‘Hair, Madame.’

			‘Whose hair, Kaspar?’

			‘It is mine,’ Herr Kaspar replied with bearing.

			‘Take it off,’ Madame Archetti ordered. ‘Or you will never have another penny from me.’

			‘I cannot take it off, Madame. My hair is part of my personality. It is integrated.’

			‘Then dis-integrate it, Kaspar. Not now, it is too complicated, but for tomorrow morning. Otherwise nothing. What have you got at the theatre for me?’

			‘Othello, Madame.’

			‘I shall look at you again in the morning. Who is playing him?’

			‘Leiser, Madame. The greatest Moor we have.’

			‘We shall see.’

			Next morning at eight o’clock to the minute Herr Kaspar reappeared for duty, his crossed keys of office glinting like campaign medals from his lapels. And on his head, triumphantly, the emblem of his insurrection. All morning long a
				precarious hush prevailed in the lobby. The hotel guests, like the famous geese of Freiburg, said Frau Loring, were aware of the imminent explosion even if they did not know its cause. At midday, which was her hour, Madame Archetti emerged from the Tower Suite and descended the staircase on
				the arm of her prevailing swain, a promising young barber from Graz.

			‘But where is Herr Kaspar this morning?’ she asked in Herr Kaspar’s vague direction.

			‘He is behind his desk and at your service as ever, Madame,’ Herr Kaspar replied in a voice that, to those who heard it, echoed for all time in the halls of freedom. ‘He has the tickets for the Moor.’

			‘I see no Herr Kaspar,’ Madame Archetti informed her escort. ‘I see hair. Tell him, please, we shall miss him in his obscurity.’

			‘It was his trumpet blast,’ Frau Loring liked to end. ‘From the moment that woman entered the hotel Herr Kaspar could not escape his destiny.’

			And tonight is my trumpet blast, thought Jonathan, waiting to receive the worst man in the world.

			Jonathan was worrying about his hands, which as usual were immaculate and had been so ever since he had been the subject of spot fingernail inspections at his army school. At first he had kept them curled at the embroidered seams of his trousers
				in the posture drummed into him on the parade ground. But now, without his noticing, they had linked themselves behind his back with a handkerchief twisted between them, for he was painfully conscious of the sweat that kept forming in his palms.

			Transferring his worries to his smile, Jonathan checked it for faults in the mirrors either side of him. It was the Smile of Gracious Welcome that he had worked up during his years in the profession: a sympathetic smile but a prudently restrained
				one, for he had learned by experience that guests, particularly very rich ones, could be tetchy after a demanding journey, and the last thing they needed on arrival was a night manager grinning at them like a chimpanzee.

			His smile, he established, was still in place. His feeling of nausea had not dislodged it. His tie, self-tied as a signal to the better guests, was pleasingly insouciant. His hair, though nothing to match Herr Kaspar’s, was his own, and as
				usual in the sleekest order.

			It’s a different Roper, he announced inside his head. Complete misunderstanding, whole thing. Nothing whatever to do with her. There are two, both traders, both living in Nassau. But Jonathan had been
				going back and forth through that hoop ever since half past five this afternoon when, arriving in his office for duty, he had heedlessly picked up Herr Strippli’s list of the evening’s arrivals and seen the name Roper in electronic capitals screaming at him from the computer
				printout.

			Roper R. O., party of sixteen, arriving from Athens by private jet, expected 21.30 hours, followed by Herr Strippli’s hysterical annotation: ‘VVIP!’ Jonathan called up the public-relations file on his screen: Roper R.
				O. and the letters OBG after him, which was the coy house code for bodyguard, O standing for official and official meaning licensed by the Swiss Federal authorities to bear a sidearm. Roper, OBG, business address Ironbrand Land, Ore & Precious Metals Company of Nassau, home address a box
				number in Nassau, credit assured by the Zurich Bank of Somebody. So how many Ropers were there in the world with the initial R and firms called Ironbrand? How many more coincidences had God got up His sleeve?

			‘Who on earth is Roper R. O. when he’s at home?’ Jonathan asked of Herr Strippli in German while he affected to busy himself with other things.

			‘He’s a British, like you.’

			It was Strippli’s maddening habit to reply in English though Jonathan’s German was better.

			‘Not like me at all, actually. Lives in Nassau, trades in precious metals, banks in Switzerland, why’s that like me?’ After their months of incarceration together, their quarrels had acquired a marital pettiness.

			‘Mr Roper is actually a very important guest,’ Strippli replied in his slow singsong as he buckled his leather overcoat in preparation for the snow. ‘From our private sector he is number five for spending and chief of all
				English. Last time his group was here, he was average twenty-one thousand seven hundred Swiss francs a day, plus service.’

			Jonathan heard the soggy chatter of Herr Strippli’s motorbike as, snow notwithstanding, he puttered down the hill to his mother. He sat at his desk for a while, his head hidden in his small hands, like someone waiting for an air attack. Easy, he told himself, Roper has taken his time, you can do the same. So he sat upright again and, with the composed expression of someone taking his time, gave his attention to the letters on his desk. A soft goods manufacturer in
				Stuttgart was objecting to the bill for his Christmas party. Jonathan drafted a stinging response for signature by Herr Meister. A public-relations company in Nigeria was enquiring about conference facilities. Jonathan replied regretting there were no vacancies.

			A beautiful and stately French girl named Sybille who had stayed at the hotel with her mother complained yet again of his treatment of her. ‘You take me sailing. We walk in the mountains. We have beautiful days. Are you so very English that
				we cannot also be more than friends? You look at me, I see a shadow fall across your face, I am disgusting to you.’

			Feeling a need to move, he launched himself on a tour of the construction work in the north wing where Herr Meister was building a grill-room out of old Arolla pine rescued from the roof of a condemned treasure in the city. No one knew why Herr
				Meister wanted a grill-room, no one could recall when he had started it. The numbered panels were stacked in rows against the unrendered wall. Jonathan caught their musky smell and remembered Sophie’s hair on the night she walked into his office at the Queen Nefertiti Hotel in Cairo,
				smelling of vanilla.

			Herr Meister’s building works could not be held to blame for this. Ever since seeing Roper’s name at half past five that afternoon, Jonathan had been on his way to Cairo.

			He had glimpsed her often but never spoken to her: a languid dark-haired beauty of forty, long-waisted, elegant and remote. He had spotted her on her expeditions through the Nefertiti’s boutiques or being ushered into a maroon Rolls-Royce
				by a muscular chauffeur. When she toured the lobby the chauffeur doubled as her bodyguard, hovering behind her with his hands crossed over his balls. When she took a menthe frappé in Le Pavillon restaurant, dark glasses shoved into her hair like driving goggles and her French
				newspaper at arm’s length, the chauffeur would sip a soda at the next table. The staff called her Madame Sophie and Madame Sophie belonged to Freddie Hamid, and Freddie was the baby of the three unlovely Hamid brothers who between them owned a
				lot of Cairo, including the Queen Nefertiti Hotel. Freddie’s most celebrated accomplishment at twenty-five was to have lost half a million dollars at baccarat in ten minutes.

			‘You are Mr Pine,’ she said in a French-flavoured voice, perching herself on the armchair on the other side of his desk. And tilting her head back and viewing him on the slant: ‘The flower of England.’

			It was three in the morning. She was wearing a silk trouser suit and a topaz amulet at her throat. Could be legless, he decided: proceed with caution.

			‘Well, thank you,’ he said handsomely. ‘No one’s told me that for a long time. What can I do for you?’

			But when he discreetly sniffed the air around her all he could smell was her hair. And the mystery was that though it was glistening black it smelled blond: a vanilla smell and warm.

			‘And I am Madame Sophie from penthouse number 3,’ she continued, as if to remind herself. ‘I have seen you often, Mr Pine. Very often. You have steadfast eyes.’

			The rings on her fingers antique. Clusters of clouded diamonds set in pale gold.

			‘And I have seen you,’ he rejoined with his ever-ready smile.

			‘You also sail,’ she said, as if accusing him of an amusing deviation. The also was a mystery she did not explain. ‘My protector took me to the Cairo yacht club last Sunday. Your ship came in while we were
				drinking champagne cocktails. Freddie recognised you and waved but you were too busy being nautical to bother with us.’

			‘I expect we were afraid of ramming the jetty,’ said Jonathan, recalling a rowdy bunch of rich Egyptians swilling champagne on the club verandah.

			‘It was a pretty blue boat with an English flag. Is it yours? It looked so royal.’

			‘Oh my goodness, no! It’s the Minister’s.’

			‘You mean you sail with a priest?’

			‘I mean I sail with the second man at the British Embassy.’

			‘He looked so young. You both did. I was impressed. Somehow I had imagined that people who work at night are unhealthy. When do you sleep?’

			‘It was my weekend off,’ Jonathan replied nimbly, since he did not feel inclined, at this early stage in their relationship, to discuss his sleeping habits.

			‘Do you always sail on your weekends off?’

			‘When I’m invited.’

			‘What else do you do on your weekends off?’

			‘Play a little tennis. Run a little. Consider my immortal soul.’

			‘Is it immortal?’

			‘I hope so.’

			‘Do you believe so?’

			‘When I’m happy.’

			‘And when you are unhappy, you doubt it. No wonder that God is so fickle. Why should He be constant when we are so faithless?’

			She was frowning in rebuke at her gold sandals, as if they too had misbehaved. Jonathan wondered whether after all she was sober and merely maintained a different rhythm from the world around her. Or perhaps she does a little of Freddie’s
				drugs, he thought: for there were rumours that the Hamids traded in Lebanese hash oil.

			‘Do you ride horseback?’ she asked.

			‘I’m afraid not.’

			‘Freddie has horses.’

			‘So I hear.’

			‘Arabs. Magnificent Arabs. People who breed Arab horses are an international elite, you know that?’

			‘So I have heard.’

			She allowed herself a pause for meditation. Jonathan availed himself of it:

			‘Is there something I can do for you, Madame Sophie?’

			‘And this Minister, this Mr –’

			‘Ogilvey.’

			‘Sir Something Ogilvey?’

			‘Just Mister.’

			‘He is a friend of yours?’

			‘A sailing friend.’

			 ‘You were at school together?’

			‘No, I wasn’t at that kind of school.’

			‘But you are of the same class or whatever the expression is? You may not breed Arab horses but you are both – well, my God, what does one say? – both gentlemen?’

			‘Mr Ogilvey and I are sailing companions,’ he replied with his most evasive smile.

			‘Freddie also has a yacht. A floating bordello. Isn’t that what they are called?’

			‘I’m sure not.’

			‘I’m sure yes.’

			She made another pause while she reached out a silk-clad arm and studied the underside of the bracelets on her wrist. ‘I would like a cup of coffee, please, Mr Pine. Egyptian. Then I shall ask a favour of you.’

			Mahmoud the night waiter brought coffee in a copper pot and poured two cups with ceremony. Before Freddie came along, she had belonged to a rich Armenian, Jonathan remembered, and before that an Alexandrian Greek who owned dubious concessions
				along the Nile. Freddie had laid siege to her, bombarding her with bouquets of orchids at impossible moments, sleeping in his Ferrari outside her apartment. The gossip writers had printed what they dared. The Armenian had left town.

			She was trying to light a cigarette but her hand was shaking. He struck the lighter for her. She closed her eyes and drew on the cigarette. Lines of age appeared on her neck. And Freddie Hamid all of twenty-five, Jonathan thought. He put the
				lighter on the desk.

			‘I too am British, Mr Pine,’ she remarked as if this were a grief they shared. ‘When I was young and unprincipled I married one of your countrymen for his passport. It turned out he loved me deeply. He was a straight arrow.
				There is no one better than a good Englishman and no one worse than a bad one. I have observed you. I think you are a good one. Mr Pine, do you know Richard Roper?’

			‘I’m afraid not.’

			‘But you must. He is famous. He is beautiful. A fifty-year-old Apollo. He breeds horses, exactly as Freddie does. They even talk of opening a stud farm together. Mr Richard Onslow Roper, one of your
				famous international entrepreneurs. Come.’

			‘Not a name to me, I’m sorry.’

			‘But Dicky Roper does a lot of business in Cairo! He is English, like you, very charming, rich, glamorous, persuasive. For us simple Arabs, almost too persuasive. He owns a splendid motor yacht, twice the size of Freddie’s!
				How come you do not know him, since you are also a sailor? Of course you do. You are pretending, I can see.’

			‘Perhaps if he has a splendid motor yacht he doesn’t have to bother with hotels. I don’t read the newspapers enough. I’m out of touch. I’m sorry.’

			But Madame Sophie was not sorry. She was reassured. Her relief was in her face as it cleared and in the decisiveness with which she now reached for her handbag.

			‘I would like you to copy some personal documents for me, please.’

			‘Well, now, we do have an executive services bureau directly across the lobby, Madame Sophie,’ Jonathan said. ‘Mr Ahmadi usually presides at night.’ He made to pick up the telephone, but her voice stopped him.

			‘They are confidential documents, Mr Pine.’

			‘I’m sure Mr Ahmadi is perfectly dependable.’

			‘Thank you, I would prefer that we use our own facilities,’ she retorted, with a glance at the copier standing on its trolley in the corner. And he knew she had marked it on her journeys through the lobby, just as she had marked him.
				From the handbag she drew a wad of white paper, bundled but not folded. She slid it across the desk to him, her ringed fingers splayed and rigid.

			‘It’s only a very small copier, I’m afraid, Madame Sophie,’ Jonathan warned, rising to his feet. ‘You’ll have to hand-feed it. May I show you how, then leave you to yourself?’

			‘We shall hand-feed it together, please,’ she said with an innuendo born of tension.

			‘But if the papers are confidential –’

			‘You must please attend me. I am a technical idiot. I am not myself.’ She picked up her cigarette from the ashtray and drew on it. Her eyes, stretched wide, seemed shocked by her own actions.
				‘You do it, please,’ she ordered him.

			So he did it.

			He switched on the machine, inserted them – all eighteen of them – and skim-read them as they reappeared. He made no conscious effort to do this. Also he made no conscious effort to resist. The watcher’s skills had never abandoned him.

			From the Ironbrand Land, Ore & Precious Metals Company of Nassau to the Hamid InterArab Hotels and Trading Company of Cairo, incoming dated August 12th. Hamid InterArab to Ironbrand, outgoing, assurances of personal regard.

			Ironbrand to Hamid InterArab again, talk of merchandise and items four to seven on our stock list, end-user to be Hamid InterArab’s responsibility and let’s have dinner together on the yacht.

			The letters from Ironbrand signed with a tight flourish, like a monogram on a shirt pocket. The InterArab copies not signed at all, but the name Said Abu Hamid in oversized capitals below the empty space.

			Then Jonathan saw the stock list and his blood did whatever blood does when it sets the surface of your back tingling and makes you worry how your voice will sound when you next speak: one plain sheet of paper, no signature, no provenance, headed
				‘Stock available as of October 1st 1990.’ The items a devil’s lexicon from Jonathan’s unsleeping past.

			‘Are you sure one copy will be enough?’ he enquired with that extra lightness that came to him in crisis, like a clarity of vision under fire.

			She was standing with her forearm across her stomach and her elbow cupped in her hand while she smoked and watched him.

			‘You are adept,’ she said. She did not say what in.

			‘Well, it’s not exactly complicated once you get the hang of it. As long as the paper doesn’t jam.’

			He laid the original documents in one pile, the photocopies in another. He had suspended thought. If he had been laying out a dead body he would have blocked his mind in the same way. He turned to her and said, ‘Done,’ over-casually,
				a boldness he in no way felt.

			‘Of a good hotel one asks everything,’ she commented. ‘You have a suitable envelope? Of course you have.’

			Envelopes were in the third drawer of his desk, left side. He selected a yellow one, A4 size, and guided it across the desk, but she let it lie there.

			‘Please put the copies inside the envelope. Then seal the envelope very effectively and put it in your safe. Perhaps you should use some sticky tape. Yes, tape it. A receipt is unnecessary, thank you.’

			Jonathan had a specially warm smile for refusal. ‘Alas, we are forbidden to accept guests’ packages for safekeeping, Madame Sophie. Even yours. I can give you a deposit box and your own key. That’s the most I can do, I’m
				afraid.’

			She was already stuffing the original letters back into her bag as he said this. She snapped the bag shut and hoisted it over her shoulder.

			‘Do not be bureaucratic with me, Mr Pine. You have seen the contents of the envelope. You have sealed it. Put your own name on it. The letters are now yours.’

			Never surprised by his own obedience, Jonathan selected a red felt-tipped pen from the silver desk-stand and wrote PINE in capitals on the envelope.

			On your own head be it, he was telling her silently. I never asked for this. I never encouraged it.

			‘How long do you expect them to remain here, Madame Sophie?’ he enquired.

			‘Perhaps for ever, perhaps a night. It is not known. It is like a love affair.’ Her coquettishness deserted her and she became the supplicant. ‘In confidence. Yes? That is understood. Yes?’

			He said yes. He said of course. He gave her a smile that suggested he was a tiny bit surprised that the question needed to be raised.

			‘Mr Pine.’

			‘Madame Sophie.’

			‘Concerning your immortal soul.’

			‘Concerning it.’

			‘We are all immortal, naturally. But if it should turn out that I am not, you will please give those documents to your friend Mr Ogilvey. May I trust you to do that?’

			‘If that is what you want, of course.’

			She was still smiling, still mysteriously out of rhythm with him.  ‘Are you a permanent night manager, Mr Pine? Always? Every night?’

			‘It’s my profession.’

			‘Chosen?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘By you?’

			‘Who else?’

			‘But you look so well by daylight.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘I shall telephone you from time to time.’

			‘I shall be honoured.’

			‘Like you, I grow a little tired of sleeping. Please do not escort me.’

			And the smell of vanilla again as he opened the door for her and longed to follow her to bed.

			Standing to attention in the gloom of Herr Meister’s permanently unfinished grill-room Jonathan watched himself, a mere walk-on character in his overcrowded secret theatre, as he goes methodically to work on Madame Sophie’s papers.
				For the trained soldier, trained however long ago, there is nothing startling about the call to duty. There is only the automaton’s drill-movement from one side of the head to the other:

			Pine standing in the doorway of his office at the Queen Nefertiti, staring across the empty marble hall at the liquid crystal digits above the lift as they stammer out its ascent to the penthouses.

			The lift returning empty to the ground floor.

			Pine’s palms tingling and dry, Pine’s shoulders light.

			Pine reopening the safe. The combination has been set – by the hotel’s sycophantic general manager – at Freddie Hamid’s date of birth.

			Pine extracting the photocopies, folding the yellow envelope small and slipping it into an inside pocket of his dinner-jacket for later destruction.

			The copier still warm.

			Pine copying the copies, first adjusting the density button a shade darker for improved definition. Names of missiles. Names of guidance systems. Techno-babble that Pine cannot understand. Names of chemicals Pine cannot pronounce, yet knows the
				use of. Other names that are as deadly but more pronounceable. Names like Sarin, Soman and Tabun.

			Pine sliding the new copies inside tonight’s dinner menu, then folding the menu longways and slipping it into his other inside pocket. The copies still warm inside the menu.

			Pine placing the old copies in a fresh envelope indistinguishable from its predecessor. Pine writing PINE on the new envelope and replacing it in the same spot on the same shelf, the same way up.

			Pine re-closing the safe and locking it. The overt world restored.

			Pine eight hours later, a different kind of servant, seated buttock to buttock with Mark Ogilvey in the cramped cabin of the Minister’s yacht while Mrs Ogilvey in the galley, wearing designer jeans, runs up smoked-salmon sandwiches.

			‘Freddie Hamid buying dirty toys from Dicky Onslow Roper?’ Ogilvey repeats incredulously, leafing through the documents a second time. ‘What the hell’s that about? Little swine would be safer sticking to baccarat. The
				Ambassador’s going to be absolutely furious. Darling, wait till you hear this one.’

			But Mrs Ogilvey has heard this one already. The Ogilveys are a husband-and-wife team. They spy in preference to having children.

			I loved you, thought Jonathan uselessly. Meet your past-tense lover.

			I loved you, but betrayed you instead, to a pompous British spy I didn’t even like.

			Because I was on his little list of people who would always do their bit when the bugle went.

			Because I was One of Us – Us being Englishmen of self-evident loyalty and discretion. Us being Good Chaps.

			I loved you, but never quite got around to saying so at the time.

			Sybille’s letter rang in his ears: I see a shadow fall across your face. I am disgusting to you.

			No, no, not disgusting at all, Sybille, the hotelier hastened to assure his unwelcome correspondent. Just irrelevant. The disgust is all my own work.
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			Herr Kaspar again lifted his famous head. The throb of a powerful motor became discreetly audible above the beating of the wind. He rolled up his bulletins from the beleaguered Zurich stock exchange and slipped an elastic band over them. He
				dropped the roll into his investment drawer, locked it and nodded to Mario the head chasseur. He eased a comb from his back pocket and skimmed it through his wig. Mario scowled at Pablo, who in turn simpered to Benito, the ridiculously pretty apprentice from Lugano who was probably favouring
				both of them. All three had clustered inside the lobby for shelter, but now, with Latin bravado, they breasted the storm, buttoning their capes at the neck as they grabbed their umbrellas and trolleys, and vanished, swallowed by the snow.

			It never happened, Jonathan thought, watching each signal of the car’s approach. There is only the snow, racing over the forecourt. It’s a dream.

			But Jonathan was not dreaming. The limousine was real, even if it was floating on a white void. A stretch limousine, longer than the hotel, was berthing at the front entrance like a black liner nosing into dock, while the chasseurs in their capes
				scurried and pranced to make it fast, all but the impertinent Pablo, who in a moment of inspiration had unearthed a curling-broom and was delicately picking the snowflakes from the red carpet. For one last blessed moment, it was true, a gust of snow did blank everything out, and Jonathan was
				able to imagine that a tidal wave had swept the liner back to sea, to founder against the crags of the surrounding hilltops, so that Mr Richard Onslow Roper and his officially licensed bodyguards, and whoever else made up the party of sixteen, had perished to a man in their private Titanic in the memorable Great Storm of January 1991, God rest their souls.

			But the limousine had returned. Furs, well-grown men, a beautiful long-legged young woman, diamonds and gold wristbands and castles of matching black luggage, were emerging like plundered booty from its plush interior. A second limousine had
				joined it, now a third. A whole convoy of limousines. Already Herr Kaspar was propelling the swing doors at the speed best suited to the party’s progress. First an untidy brown coat of camel-hair loomed into the glass and was cautiously rotated into focus, a grimy silk muffler dangling
				over its collar, surmounted by a soggy cigarette and the pouchy stare of a scion of the English upper classes. No fifty-year-old Apollo he.

			After the camel-hair came a navy-blue blazer in his twenties, the blazer single-breasted for the cross-draw, and eyes shallow as paint. One OBG, thought Jonathan, trying not to answer their malign stare: one more to follow, and a third if
				Roper’s scared.

			The beautiful woman had chestnut hair and wore a quilted coat of many colours that reached almost to her feet, yet she managed to appear slightly underdressed. She had Sophie’s comic slant to her, and her hair, like Sophie’s, fell to
				either side of her face. Someone’s wife? Mistress? Anyone’s? For the first time in six months, Jonathan felt the devastating, irrational impact of a woman he instantaneously desired. Like Sophie she had a jewelled brilliance and a kind of dressed nakedness. Two strings of
				splendid pearls set off her neck. Diamond bracelets peeked from her quilted sleeves. But it was the vague air of shambles, the raggedy smile and unselfconscious carriage, that appointed her an instant citizen of Paradise. The doors swung open again, disgorging everyone at once, so that
				suddenly an entire leftover delegation of the English affluent society was ranged under the chandelier, each of its members so sleekly groomed, so sun-rich, that together they seemed to share a corporate morality that outlawed sickness, poverty, pale faces, age and manual labour. Only the
				camel-hair coat, with his disgracefully battered suède boots, remained a voluntary outcast from their ranks.

			And at their centre yet apart from them, The Man, as only The Man could be after Sophie’s furious descriptions of him. Tall, slender, and at first glance noble. Fair hair stirred with grey, swept
				back and flicked into little horns above the ears. A face to play cards against and lose. The stance that arrogant Englishmen do the best, one knee cocked, one hand backed against the colonial arse. Freddie is so weak, Sophie had explained. And Roper is so English.

			Like all deft men, Roper was doing several things at once: shaking hands with Kaspar then clapping him with the same hand on the upper arm, then using it to blow a kiss to Fräulein Eberhardt, who went pink and waved at him like a menopausal
				groupie. Then finally fixing his overlord’s eye on Jonathan, who must have been strolling towards him, though Jonathan himself had no direct evidence of this except that Adèle’s dummy had been replaced first by the news-stand, then by the flushed features of Fräulein Eberhardt at
				the reception desk, and now by The Man himself. He has no qualms, Sophie had said. He is the worst man in the world.

			He’s recognised me, thought Jonathan, waiting for the denunciation. He’s seen my photograph, listened to my description. In a minute he’ll stop smiling.

			‘I’m Dicky Roper,’ a lazy voice announced as the hand closed round Jonathan’s, and briefly owned it. ‘My chaps booked some rooms here. Rather a lot of ’em. How d’you do?’ Belgravia slur, the
				proletarian accent of the vastly rich. They had entered each other’s private space.

			‘How very good to see you, Mr Roper,’ Jonathan murmured, English voice to English voice. ‘Welcome back, sir, and poor you, what a perfectly ghastly journey you must have had. Wasn’t it rather heroic to venture aloft at
				all? No one else has, I can tell you. My name’s Pine, I’m the night manager.’

			He’s heard of me, he thought, waiting. Freddie Hamid told him my name.

			‘What’s old Meister up to these days?’ Roper asked, his eyes slipping away to the beautiful woman. She was at the news-stand, helping herself to fashion magazines. Her bracelets kept falling over her hand, while with the other
				she continually pushed back her hair. ‘Tucked up with his Ovaltine and a book, is he? Hope it’s a book, must say. Jeds, how you doing, darling? Adores magazines. Addict. Hate the things m’self.’

			It took Jonathan a moment to realise that Jeds was the woman. Not Jed a single man, but Jeds a single woman in all her varieties. Her chestnut head turned far enough to let them see her smile. It was puckish and good-humoured.

			‘I’m just fine, darling,’ she said bravely, as if she were recovering from a knock.

			‘Herr Meister is unavoidably tied up tonight, I’m afraid, sir,’ said Jonathan, ‘but he does enormously look forward to seeing you in the morning when you’re rested.’

			‘You English, Pine? Sound it.’

			‘To the core, sir.’

			‘Wise man.’ The pale gaze wanders away again, this time to the reception desk, where the camel-hair coat is filling in forms for Fräulein Eberhardt. ‘You proposing marriage to that young lady, Corky?’ Roper calls.
				‘That’ll be the day,’ he adds to Jonathan in a lower tone. ‘Major Corkoran, my assistant,’ he confides with innuendo.

			‘Nearly there, Chief!’ Corky drawls, and lifts a camel-hair arm. He has squared his legs and pushed out his rump like somebody about to play a croquet shot, and there is a tilt to his haunches that, by nature or intent, suggests a
				certain femininity. A heap of passports lies at his elbow.

			‘Only got to copy a few names, God’s sake. Not a fifty-page contract, Corks.’

			‘It’s the new security, I’m afraid, sir,’ Jonathan explains. ‘The Swiss police insist. There seems to be nothing we can do.’

			The beautiful Jeds has chosen three magazines but needs more. She has perched one slightly scuffed boot pensively on its long heel, with the toe pointing in the air. Sophie used to do the same. Mid-twenties, Jonathan thinks. Always will be.

			‘Been here long then, Pine? Wasn’t here last time round, was he, Frisky? We’d have noticed a stray young Brit.’

			‘No way,’ said the blazer, eyeing Jonathan through an imaginary gun slit. Cauliflower ears, Jonathan noticed. Blond hair, going on white. Hands like axeheads.

			 ‘I make it six months, Mr Roper, almost to the day.’

			‘Where were you before that?’

			‘Cairo,’ Jonathan replied, light as a spark. ‘The Queen Nefertiti.’

			Time passes, like time before a detonation. But the carved mirrors of the lobby do not shatter at the mention of the Queen Nefertiti Hotel, the pilasters and chandeliers hold still.

			‘Likee, did you? Cairo?’

			‘Loved it.’

			‘What made you leave the place then, if you were so high on it?’

			Well, you did, actually, Jonathan thinks. But he said instead: ‘Oh, wanderlust, I suppose, sir. You know how it is. The drifting life is one of the attractions of the trade.’

			Suddenly everything was in motion. Corkoran had detached himself from the reception desk and, cigarette held wide, was advancing on them with high steps. The woman Jeds had chosen her magazines and was waiting, Sophie-like, for someone to do
				something about paying for them. Corkoran said, ‘On the room bill, heart.’ Herr Kaspar was unloading a wad of mail into the arms of the second blazer who ostentatiously explored the bulkier packages with his fingertips.

			‘High bloody time, Corks. Hell’s happened to your signing hand?’

			‘Wanker’s colic, I should think, Chief,’ said Major Corkoran. ‘Could be limp wrist,’ he added, with a special smile for Jonathan.

			‘Oh, Corks,’ said the woman Jeds, giggling.

			Out of the corner of his eye Jonathan spotted Mario the head doorman wheeling a stack of matching luggage to the service lift, using the paddling gait with which porters hope to imprint their images on the fickle minds of clients. Then he saw his
				own fragmented reflection passing him in the mirrors, and Corkoran’s beside him carrying his cigarette in one hand and the magazines in the other, and he allowed himself a moment of officious panic because he couldn’t see Jeds. He turned and saw her and caught her eye and she
				smiled at him, which in his startling resurgence of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
	
		Of Books and Movies

		The Spy Who Came in from the Cold provided me with my first experience of the film trade, and in retrospect it was an unusually benign baptism of fire. The director and I got along fine. I enjoyed an amiable relationship with the screenwriter, who as a former instructor in the black arts at a British spy school during the Second World War turned out to know much more about espionage than I did. No great liberties were taken with my story – although I no longer see that as a criterion – and my only job was to provide the odd grace note to the screenplay while befriending Richard Burton and keeping a beady eye on his alcohol consumption.

It was an old-style studio movie. Almost everyone in the unit was a full-time studio employee. Over the camp fires at night, old hands regaled me with steamy tales of Clark Gable and Dorothy Lamour. The director, Ritt, was an angry leftist who still bore the unhealed wounds of the Hollywood blacklist. The open hostility between director and star, with Richard Burton cast as the feckless lotus-eater and Ritt as the injured unforgiver, fed Burton’s sense of alienation and gave force to his performance.

And the journey from book to film was a glide: the story a single, if tangled, thread, with an avenging hero headed for his own destruction, and an innocent female victim waiting for hers. Ritt wanted the book as it stood, got it, and made it superbly. What more could a writer ask? Filmmaking was clearly a service industry. You write it, they film it, job done. Or so, in my innocence, I may have thought.

My second experience of the trade, which followed hot on the first, brought me smartly to earth. The book in question, my firstborn, was Call for the Dead, but the studio reckoned the title too spooky for a movie audience and rechristened it The Deadly Affair.

The book’s structure was always fishy, but I vaguely assumed the makers would fix that with a bit of help from me. In the event, the director, Sidney Lumet of Twelve Angry Men fame, expressed not the least desire to meet me, let alone discuss the film he proposed to make. James Mason was cast as George Smiley, but for contractual reasons had to be called Dobbs. The nearest I came to the thrill of the shoot was eating cucumber sandwiches with Mason at the Ritz Hotel in Piccadilly. If there was a grand opening somewhere, I never got to hear of it. When the movie finally came to a cinema near me, I treated myself to a ticket one afternoon and watched it alone. It had a cast to dream of: James Mason, Maximilian Schell, Simone Signoret, Harry Andrews, Roy Kinnear – not to mention a beautiful young Scandinavian actress who to my astonishment stripped naked, which in the Swinging Sixties was a kind of necessary dare. The sight of her so impressed me that I left the cinema thinking of little else. When I came to my senses, I had an impression of an assembly of nicely shot cameos that didn’t quite add up. Had Lumet read my book? Maybe he had. And maybe that was the problem.

Since then some fifteen of my novels have found their way to the screen, either as feature film or television. But the transition remains as unpredictable to me, as frustrating and rewarding, as it ever was. I’ve seen fictional characters that I have spent loving years writing about turned overnight into cardboard. I’ve seen two-dimensional walk-on characters from the edge of one of my novels appear magically enlarged and remade. I have watched scenes from my novels where I sweated blood to crank up the tension, fall flat on their faces for sheer want of the most elementary stagecraft. I have seen some of my dullest, least achieved writing brought vividly to life by splendid direction and acting. In the beginning was the word. The writer lives or dies by it. To the filmmaker, in the beginning was the image. The creative battle has raged happily ever since the first movie flickered into life.

*

What have I learned? That any author who goes into a script conference seeing himself as the guard dog of his novel is wasting his time. The reasons are so obvious they’re silly. A novel that takes a dozen hours of patient reading is to be transformed into a film that takes a hundred minutes of impatient viewing.

The most the novelist can ask is that somehow the arc of his story survives and the audience will leave the cinema having met some of the characters, and shared some of the emotions, that the reader experienced when he closed the book.

And that’s already a big ask. The novelist is an egomane who refuses to delegate his job to anyone. He invents his own characters, dresses them, voices them, invests them with appetites, weaknesses and mannerisms. He creates scenes for them, sets them in whatever location takes his fancy, by day or night, in whatever season of the year. He can decide to be one minute the omniscient voice of God, and the next step down into the story and be part of it.

As to budget: well, a ream of middleweight A4 copy paper these days comes in at six or seven pounds. After that, in my case, it’s the spiralling cost of rollerball refills. For the movie, start around the twenty million dollar mark and work upwards.

Now look at the job of the luckless screenwriter who is adapting a novel of 450-odd pages. Studio executives are too highly paid to read books. Minions provide them with what they call coverage, which is movie jargon for précis. Five pages are enough, thank you, and no fancy words or long sentences.

But the screenwriter can’t make do with coverage. He is paid (highly as a rule) to wade through the entire book and, as the trade has it, pick the fly-shit out of the pepper. This achieved, he will be required by his producers to provide a treatment, setting out his intended march route, which when it comes to writing the actual screenplay he will almost certainly ignore. This may be because, after the first rush, he forgets what’s in the treatment. Or it may be because he discovers that, put to the test, the treatment is as much of a headache as the original novel.

But there’s also a darker reason why a screenwriter may take off on his own. Rather than adapt an intractable novel, he decides to impose on it a better one of his own invention, one he’s been nursing in his head for years but somehow never got around to putting on paper. I’ve watched that happen a few times, and it ends in tears.

So what movies from my work, if any, do I remember with pleasure, even pride? The good news is, bad movies get forgotten in a day; whereas bad books, if you happen to have written one or two, have a way of coming back to haunt you long after you thought you’d forgotten them; not least because there’s always some smart new critic out there who insists that your worst work is your best.

Pleasure? Pride? In the case of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, yes to the pride, no to the pleasure. My brief passage with the troubled, brilliantly talented Richard Burton left behind a sadness that was accentuated by his early death. The harshness of his relationship with Ritt, for all the creative usefulness it may have had, has not faded with time.

The movies I like best to remember – crass as it may seem – are those that were the happiest in the making. Not laughter all the way: not that kind of happiness at all. But movies where director, cast and crew came genuinely to relish what they were making; where the inevitable squabbles and rivalries gave way to a larger, shared purpose.

The first – and chief – of these remains for ever the BBC’s production of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, with Alec Guinness in the lead, which gathered a near-mystical groundswell as the seven-month shoot ran on. When it was done, the makers showed the whole piece to an invited audience at BAFTA – four episodes before lunch, three afterwards. If anyone had put a bomb under the building, we’d have lost half the top brass of British Intelligence. And they loved it. So did I. Even Alec – eternally hard to please where his own work was concerned – loved it.

And as a footnote: the feature film of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, with Gary Oldman as George Smiley, seemed to enthuse its makers in the same eerie way.

*

It wasn’t until The Constant Gardener came along that I – and I believe its makers – felt the old buzz. I had always loved writing the book: from the first furtive soundings of disaffected employees of Big Pharma in London, to forages among the industry’s white chimneys of Basel, and finally to the tribal villages of Kenya, where young mothers who could barely read were being bamboozled into signing ‘consent forms’ that made guinea pigs of their own children.

The film’s producer, Simon Channing Williams, felt as passionately as did our Brazilian director, Fernando Meirelles, that the film had something important to say. With Ralph Fiennes and Rachel Weisz to help them, they said it; and, having said it, set up a much-needed clinic in the slums of Kibera, and a much-needed school on the shores of Lake Turkana. Both thrive to this day. The script – now by adding to the original story, now by subtracting from it – took its own weird course, but somehow the arc survived and so did the passion. And along the way, Rachel Weisz won a well-deserved Oscar.

Up till now, these two movies were pretty much the highpoints of my in-and-out relationship with the trade.

I had misgivings when I learned that The Night Manager was to become a six-hour movie for television, updated for our times.

I suppose that in an odd way I was shocked, not least because twenty years ago I had given up the movie rights for dead. The star director Sydney Pollack (Tootsie, Out of Africa, etc) had fallen in love with my novel and persuaded the studio to buy it for him. Robert Towne of Chinatown fame was signed to write the screenplay and, in some mysterious fashion I still can’t get a hold of, failed to complete it. Large sums of money changed hands, leaving the movie rights stranded in Hollywood’s vaults; and me – since by common consent the novel was eminently filmable – in a state of grumpy mourning.

Now this.

The television part of it was fine by me. The long form has often suited my work better than feature, and television drama these days, whether from America or Scandinavia or, more rarely, from Britain, is scaling new heights.
 
But a novel I had written nearly a quarter of a century ago reset in present time? With none of Pine’s trip to northern Quebec in the story? None of Central America? My beloved Colombian drugs barons replaced by Middle Eastern warlords? No zillion-dollar luxury yacht for Richard Roper? A new ending to the story, yet to be discussed? What did that mean?

Oh, and by the way, if it’s all right by you, David, we’ll be turning your leading investigator into a woman. She won’t be your Mr Burr, she’ll be our Mrs Burr, shrewd, gutsy, dour, sparkling and heavily pregnant throughout the movie, which is fun because in life, as in the movie, she’ll be pregnant too.

To all of which, a lesser being such as myself might reasonably have responded: why not write your own bloody novel? With all those changes, what’s left of mine?

And the answer, surprisingly, is: a great deal is left, more than I dared hope.

Take Mrs Burr. All right, in the novel she was a man; a rough-cut, ponderous, no-nonsense fellow, but a man for all that, and a throw-back to my own distant days in the secret world when female agent-runners were a rarity; or if they weren’t, I never met one. But did we really want this in 2015? One white male middle-aged man pitched against another white middle-aged man and using a third, younger, white middle-aged man as his weapon of choice?

Then there was the agony of Richard Roper’s yacht. I loved that yacht. In the novel, we spend a lot of time on it. It’s Roper’s head-quarters. It keeps him offshore. It makes a wicked Flying Dutchman of him. I’d been a guest on a very rich man’s yacht, and I’d watched him run the world from it.

But luxury yachts, it seems, cost the earth to hire, and in movies
– unless you’re going to sink them – they quickly become claustrophobic. Far better then, for the movie, to give Roper a billionaire’s island in the sun with a palatial Gatsby-style villa at its centre and a sprinkling of cottages for his underlings and protectors.

As to Mrs Burr: well today, of course, I wish I’d written her into my novel instead of her ponderous husband. But I hadn’t, and that was then. So all I could do, still guardedly, was welcome her to the family and hope to heaven that the writer, director and producers had the wit to conjure an enjoyable and believable character into life.

And they did. Enter Olivia Colman.

And as the script grew under David Farr’s capable hand – I had seen and admired his stage productions for the Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford – and as I listened from afar to the progress of the four-month shoot, and was even treated now and then to snippets of film, I began to feel the buzz, those little churnings of the stomach that give an early warning of the excitement to come. From snippets of footage – rushes – you learn one thing at most if you’re lucky: that you’ve got a director you can trust. Susanne Bier was instantly that director – not simply because she was known to be very good and had an Oscar to show for it, but because from the first clips she announced her meticulous style of storytelling, and you knew you could sit back and join her, rather than wait uneasily to trip her up.

Gradually the dramatic triangle begins to emerge – or is it a quadrangle? Hugh Laurie as Roper versus Tom Hiddlestone as Pine. And Jed, played by the peerless Elizabeth Debicki, as the prize. And the fourth member? Corkoran, the Iago of the piece, or better perhaps the Bosola, played by Tom Hollander, the devil with all the best lines.

By now I am simply part of the audience, because this isn’t the film of the book, it’s the film of the film, which is what we all pray for, and it seems to me that this time round we may really have got it: film doing its own job, opening up my novel in ways I didn’t think anyone had noticed – and maybe I hadn’t noticed them myself, which is what happened to me with the BBC’s version of Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, and happened again with The Constant Gardener.

Then a few days ago I finally get to see the whole movie, three hours in the evening, three the next morning. And what I like best of all is how Susanne Bier goes on chewing at the bone of the drama long after other directors would have given up; and how, in this back and forth interaction between film and book, a two-way process occurs, as I begin to spot in her film things she herself may not be aware of, just as she has spotted things in my novel that I may not have been aware of.

Does she realise, for instance, that in her film Richard Roper goes down winning? He does to my eye, anyway. Even thrashing around in the back of the police van on his way – is it to the gallows, or to the Reichenbach Falls? – he comes over as a fellow who, for all the awful things he’s done, has been hard done by in return.

Maybe that’s because Hugh Laurie’s Roper has been entertaining us for so long with his cool, his wit, his urbanity and his sheer wick- edness that we don’t want to let him go. Or maybe it’s because we’ve taken to wondering by now whether Jonathan Pine isn’t enjoying himself a bit too much in his role of avenging angel. Whether Pine’s sins, put together, are not in their own way on a par with Roper’s?

Has Susanne Bier really thought that one out, I ask myself? Or is this just a case of two superb British actors of a certain class subconsciously giving out an aura of insuperability, of a complicity that extends beyond the rational into the homoerotic? Put another way, are Pine and Roper mutually aware of their purposes from the very start? At moments it almost seems so: as if Roper actually enjoys being a partner in his own destruction, just for the pleasure of pairing with someone as intelligent and ruthless as himself; almost as if he’s a little in love with his own executioner.

Did I really get all that into the novel? I’d like to think I did. But if I didn’t, my thanks to the movie for doing it for me.

John le Carré, 2016
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				hospitality and wise words, the fault is in me, not in them. Of all the people along the way who gave me encouragement and a helping hand, John Calley and Sandy Lean are almost too close to thank, but without them the Iron Pasha might never have set sail.
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