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      Introduction

      I remember the way Eric Ambler described what he had set out to do with the genre of spy fiction in the mid 1930s. He had
         decided to do a ‘job’ on it. The slang was taken from the world of advertising in which Ambler was employed at this time.
         He had handled the Exlax account. ‘Doing a job’ on Exlax would have meant taking the product and completely rethinking its
         image.
      

      At the time, the slogan for this laxative chocolate was ‘Exlax, for incomplete elimination.’ This was supposed to imply that
         people with unsatisfactory, incomplete bowel movements would benefit from a dose of this product. The company Ambler worked
         for did some research on the effectiveness of the slogan, and discovered that most users thought that ‘incomplete elimination’
         was some kind of sexual dysfunction. Somehow (I forget how) their substitute slogan and campaign was designed to correct the
         misapprehension. Today we would say that Ambler was responsible for rebranding Exlax.
      

      The job he did on the spy novel – this is the way he described it years later, in old age, when I interviewed him at his home
         in Switzerland – was to take a generally disprized and trashy genre and make it a thing of some quality. He wasn’t quite the
         first person to do this. Somerset Maugham had published Ashenden in 1928, a collection of stories reflecting his own experiences as a British spy, also in Switzerland, during the First World
         War.
      

      Maugham invented the spy-master who is referred to by a single initial (in his case, ‘R.’). He also invented something John
         le Carré later brought to a fine art (and perhaps took beyond a fine art into mannerism): a melancholy but sweet prevailing
         tone. The loneliness of the spy is established as his essential moral quality in this little snatch of dialogue from Maugham’s ‘Miss King’:
      

       
      The last words that R. said to [Ashenden], with a casualness that made them impressive, were:

      ‘There’s just one thing I think you ought to know before you take on this job. And don’t forget it. If you do well you’ll
         get no thanks and if you get into trouble you’ll get no help. Does that suit you?’
      

      ‘Perfectly.’

      ‘Then I’ll wish you good afternoon.’

    

      It suits Ashenden and it suits the le Carré hero, but it doesn’t suit the hero of Epitaph for a Spy, who has done nothing to choose his participation in the events of the book. Being a stateless person in what he knows to
         be a Europe on the brink of war doesn’t suit him either. Where Ashenden takes to his role as agent with a magnificently understated
         suavity – as well he might, being asked to live his life in a luxury hotel at Government expense – the Ambler hero reacts
         with panic and despair.
      

      The Ambler hero, product of the job Ambler did on the trashier kind of spy fiction he knew and despised, is the opposite of
         suave, the opposite of a superman. In the hysterical paranoid world of Richard Hannay, as conjured up in the opening pages
         of John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps, a man who decides he needs to fake his own death remarks that ‘you can always get a body in London if you know where to
         go for it’. He finds a corpse, shoots it in the face with his revolver to blow away the jaw and then (at least, this is the way he tells the story) dresses the corpse in his pyjamas and leaves it in his bed. Verisimilitude
         is not a big problem for Buchan. Wild and instant improvisation is what he goes for.
      

      Where Ambler found Buchan and Sapper (the author of the Bulldog Drummond stories) imperialistic, anti-semitic and right wing,
         he reversed the conventions and made a left-wing fiction in which the villains are fascists and their agents and the industrialists
         who are in league with them. Ambler was not a Communist, and he does not deal in agitprop. But his political tone belongs
         unmistakably to the Thirties, which was when his best-known books were written (although I always put in a plea for one of the post-war titles,
         Judgement on Deltchev (1951)):
      

      
      All over Europe, all over the world, men were spying, while in government offices other men were tabulating the results of
         the spies’ labours: thicknesses of armour plating, elevation angles of guns, muzzle velocities, details of fire-control mechanisms
         and rangefinders, fuse efficiencies, details of fortifications, positions of ammunition stores, disposition of key factories,
         landmarks for bombers. The world was getting ready to go to war. For spies, business was good.
      

        

      When Epitaph for a Spy was first serialized in March 1938 (the Daily Express had paid £135 for the rights), Hitler was annexing Austria. ‘In those circumstances,’ says Ambler in his autobiography, ‘a
         thriller with a refugee as its central character was bound to lose some of its appeal.’
      

      What Maugham had written was a version of what he had experienced and done. What Ambler wrote was based very much on his imagination.
         He told me he had written about Turkey without ever having been there. He had met Turkish exiles in the south of France. Imagination,
         not literal-minded research, was the key to his composition method. I remember him saying that he had been looking at a photograph
         of an elaborate old Ottoman villa on the Bosphorus. At one end of the veranda there hung a naked electric lightbulb. From
         this detail alone he imagined what Turkey must be like.
      

      When he was staying in Marseille, having run out of funds, in a corner room overlooking the Canebière (the main street down
         to the old port), he staved off the hunger pangs by planning an assassination. The person he imagined killing was a barman
         who had duped him out of his money over a game of poker dice. ‘It was quite a shock,’ he tells us in his autobiography,
      

      
      to see later on the newsreels that same piece of the Canebière with the intersecting tramlines. The spot I had chosen for
         my sniper shot at the barman had also been chosen by the Croatian assassin of King Alexander of Yugoslavia. The King had come by sea to Marseilles
         on a state visit to France and had been met at the quay by the French foreign minister, Barthou. They had been driving slowly
         in the state procession up the Canebière when the Croat had run forward boldly firing his pistol into the back of the open
         car. He had mortally wounded both the King and Barthou before he was cut down by an officer of the escorting cavalry wielding
         a sabre. It was a messy death. If he had taken my room, I thought, and used a rifle he might have had a chance of getting
         away.
      

    

      I remember Ambler telling this story, and imitating with some vigour the actions of the sabre-wielding officer. We filmed
         him as he spoke, and later found the bit of newsreel he was talking about, which was just as he described it.
      

      What I remember most vividly about Ambler was a moment when he was describing the American advance up Italy towards Monte
         Cassino. Ambler was there with a film unit, and came to a point in the road where a whole company (up to a hundred men) had
         been killed. In the written version he tells us:
      

      
      The bomb fragments had ripped through everything, haversacks and equipment as well as men. Scattered about among the men were
         their possessions, their tubes of toothpaste and their shaving kits, their toilet paper and their girlie magazines, their
         clean socks and their letters from home.
      

    

      As he was recounting these memories to camera, the trauma caught up with him and he began weeping and weeping, and then, most
         pathetically, apologizing for being so upset.
      

      We never used the footage, I am glad to say. The director stopped the filming to give the old man time to recover his dignity.
         He had been taken by surprise, ambushed by a war which must have often tormented his sleep, and which this book had predicted
         long ago.
      

      James Fenton

   
 Contents



	1	Arrest



	2	Interrogation



	3	Beghin



	4	‘Go Spy the Land’



	5	‘Emil’



	6	A Door Slams



	7	Russian Billiards



	8	Fracas



	9	Violence



	10	Batista



	11	Two Spools of Film



	12	Ultimatum



	13	Either… Or…



	14	Aggressive Policy



	15	‘All Men are Liars’



	16	The Fugitives



	17	Instructions Received



	18	‘He Goes in Disguise’



	19	Epitaph



	20	Gone Away




 
      
      1

      Arrest

      I arrived in St Gatien from Nice on Tuesday, the fourteenth of August. I was arrested at 11.45 a.m. on Thursday, the sixteenth,
         by an agent de police and an inspector in plain clothes and taken to the Commissariat.
      

      Those two sentences were very easy to write. When I sat down at this table and looked at the sheet of paper in front of me,
         I wondered what effect the words would have. Not very long ago, the mere sight of them would have made my heart beat faster,
         would have sent me out into the streets to be among other people, to breathe the dust of the pavements, to reassure myself
         that I was no longer alone. Yet now I can write them and they do not touch me. The mind heals quickly. Or is it that all experience
         is partial and incomplete, that what seems a short, straight line today is tomorrow merely part of a perfectly rational circle?
         Herr Schimler would answer ‘Yes’ to that. But he went back to Germany and I do not think that I shall see him again. Nor,
         for that matter, am I likely to see any of the others. A few weeks ago, I received a letter from one of them. It was forwarded
         to me by the new Manager of the Réserve and recalls ‘pleasant hours’ spent in my company. It concludes with a request for
         a loan of a hundred francs. It is still in my pocket unanswered. If I did spend any pleasant hours in the writer’s company
         I have no recollection of them. Nor have I any money to lend. That is one of my reasons for writing this story. The other
         reason… but you shall judge for yourself.
      

      For several kilometres on the way from Toulon to La Ciotat, the railway runs very near to the coast. As the train rushes between
         the innumerable short tunnels through which this section of the line has been built, you catch quick glimpses of the sea below,
         dazzlingly blue, of red rocks, of white houses among pine woods. It is as if you were watching a magic lantern show with highly
         coloured slides and an impatient operator. The eye has no time to absorb details. Even if you know of St Gatien and are looking
         for it, you can see nothing of it but the bright red roof and the pale yellow stucco walls of the Hotel de la Réserve.
      

      I had heard of St Gatien and its pension from a friend in Paris. The cooking at the Réserve was épatant, I had been told: the rooms were comfortable, the situation was pleasant; and St Gatien was not yet ‘discovered’. For forty
         francs a day en pension one could live well at the Réserve.
      

      Forty francs a day was a great deal for me to pay, but after two days at the Réserve I had long ceased to worry about my extravagance.
         I began, indeed, to wish that I had spent the whole three weeks of my holiday there instead of merely breaking my journey
         back to Paris. The Réserve was that sort of small hotel.
      

      The village of St Gatien sprawls decoratively in the lee of the small headland on which the hotel stands. The walls of the
         houses are, like those of most other Mediterranean fishing villages, coated with either white, egg-shell blue or rose pink
         washes. Rocky heights, whose pine-clad slopes meet the seashore on the opposite side of the bay, shelter the miniature harbour
         from the mistral which sometimes blows strongly from the north-west. The population is seven hundred and forty-three. The majority depend
         for their livelihoods on fishing. There are two cafés, three bistros, seven shops and, farther round the bay, a police station.
      

      But, from the end of the terrace where I was sitting that morning the village and the police station were out of sight. The
         hotel stands on the highest point of the headland and the terrace runs along the south side of the building. Beyond the terrace
         there is a sheer drop of about fifteen metres. The branches of pines growing below brush the pillars of the balustrade. But
         farther out towards the point the level rises again. There are gashes of red rock in the dry green scrub. A few windswept
         tamarisks wave their tortured branches in silhouette against the intense ultramarine blue of the sea. Occasionally a white cloud of spray starts up from
         the rocks below. It is good and peaceful.
      

      It was already very hot, and the cicadas were droning in the terraced gardens at the side of the hotel. By moving my head
         slightly I could see, through the balustrade, the small Réserve bathing beach. Two large coloured sunshades were planted in
         the sand. From under one of them two pairs of legs protruded, a woman’s and a man’s. They looked young and very brown. A faint
         murmur of voices told me that there were other guests out of sight in the shady part of the beach. The gardener, his head
         and shoulders sheltered from the sun by a huge straw hat, was painting a blue band round the gunwale of an upturned dinghy
         resting on trestles. A motor-boat was coming round the headland on the far side of the bay and making for the beach. As it
         came nearer, I could distinguish the thin, lanky figure of Köche, the manager of the Réserve, drooping over the tiller. The
         other man in the boat wore russet sail-cloth trousers and was, I guessed, one of the fishermen from the village. They would
         have been out since dawn. Maybe we should have red mullet for lunch. Out at sea a Nederland-Lloyd liner moved on its way from
         Marseilles to Villefranche.
      

      I was thinking that tomorrow night I would have to pack my suitcase and that early Saturday morning I would have to go by
         bus into Toulon and catch the train for Paris. The train would be near Arles in the heat of the day, my body would stick to
         the hard leather seats of the third-class compartment, and there would be a layer of dust and soot over everything. I would
         be tired and thirsty by the time we reached Dijon. I must remember to take a bottle of water with me, with, perhaps, a little
         wine in it. I would be glad to get to Paris. But not for long. There would be the long walk from the platforms of the Gare
         de Lyon to the platforms of the Metro. My suitcase would be heavy by then. Direction Neuilly to Concorde. Change. Direction Mairie d’Issy to Gare Montparnasse. Change. Direction Porte d’Orléans to Alésia. Exit. Montrouge. Avenue de Châtillon. Hotel de Bordeaux. And on Monday morning there would be
         breakfast standing at the counter of the Café de l’Orient and another Metro journey, Denfert-Rochereau to Etoile, and a walk down the Avenue Marceau. Monsieur Mathis would be already there.
         ‘Good morning. Monsieur Vadassy! You are looking very well. This term you will take elementary English, advanced German and
         elementary Italian. I myself will take the advanced English. We have twelve new students. There are three business men and
         nine restaurateurs (he never called them waiters). All are for English. There is none who wishes Hungarian.’ Another year.
      

      But meanwhile there were the pines and the sea, the red rocks and the sand. I stretched luxuriously and a lizard darted across
         the tiled floor of the terrace. It stopped suddenly to bask in the sun beyond the shadow of my chair. I could see the pulse
         beating in its throat. Its tail lay curved in a neat semi-circle, making a tangent of the diagonal division between the tiles.
         Lizards have an uncanny sense of design.
      

      It was this lizard that reminded me of my photographs.

      I possess only two objects of value in this world. One of them is a camera, the other a letter dated 10th February, 1867,
         from Deák to von Beust. If someone were to offer me money for the letter I should accept it thankfully; but I am very fond
         of the camera, and nothing but starvation would induce me to part with it. Not that I am a particularly good photographer.
         True, I once had a print included in a ‘Photographs of the Year’ exhibition in Paris; but, as every photographer knows, given
         a good miniature camera, many spools of film and a little knowledge, every amateur will sooner or later take a good photograph.
         Like those other games of skill they play on English fair-grounds, it is largely a question of chance.
      

      I had been taking photographs at the Réserve and had, the previous day, taken an exposed spool into the village chemist’s
         shop to be developed. Now, in the ordinary way, I should not dream of letting anyone else develop my films. Half the pleasure
         of amateur photography lies in doing your own developing. But I had been experimenting, and if I did not see the results of
         the experiments before I left St Gatien I should have no opportunity of making use of them. So I had left them to the mercies
         of the chemist. He had seemed to know what he was doing and had written my instructions down carefully. The negative was to be developed and dry by eleven o’clock.
      

      I looked at my watch. The time was eleven-thirty. If I went to the chemist’s now, I should have time to get back, bathe, and
         have an aperitif before lunch.
      

      I rose and walked along the terrace, round through the gardens, and up the stone steps to the road. By now the sun was beating
         down so fiercely that the air above the asphalt was quivering. I had no hat and when I touched my hair it was burning hot.
         I draped a handkerchief over my head and walked up the hill and then down the main street leading to the harbour.
      

      The chemist’s shop was cool and smelt of perfume and disinfectant. The sound of the door bell had barely died away before
         the chemist was facing me over the counter. His eyes met mine, but he seemed not to recognize me.
      

      ‘Monsieur désire?’

      ‘I left a spool of film yesterday to be developed.’

      He shook his head slowly.

      ‘It is not ready yet.’

      ‘It was promised for eleven o’clock.’

      ‘It is not ready yet,’ he repeated steadily.

      I was silent for a moment. There was something curious about the chemist’s manner. His eyes, magnified by the thick pebble
         glasses he wore, remained fixed on mine. There was an odd look in them. Then I realized what the look was. The man was frightened.
      

      I remember that the realization gave me a shock. He was afraid of me – I who had spent my life being afraid of others had
         at last inspired fear! I wanted to laugh. I was also annoyed for I thought I knew what had happened. He had put my panchromatic
         film into an ordinary developer and spoiled it.
      

      ‘Is the negative all right?’

      He nodded vehemently.

      ‘Perfectly, Monsieur. It is a question only of the drying. If you will be good enough to give me your name and address, Monsieur,
         I will send my son with the negative as soon as it is ready.’
      

      ‘That’s all right, I’ll call again.’

      ‘It will be no trouble, Monsieur.’

      There was a strange note of urgency in his voice. Mentally I shrugged. If the man had spoiled the film and was so childishly
         anxious not to be the bearer of the bad news it was no affair of mine. I had already resigned myself to the loss of my experiments.
      

      ‘Very well.’ I gave him my name and address.

      He repeated them very loudly as he wrote them down.

      ‘Monsieur Vadassy, Hotel de la Réserve.’ His voice dropped a little, and he ran his tongue round his lips before going on.
         ‘It shall be sent round to you as soon as it is ready.’
      

      I thanked him and went to the door of the shop. A man in a panama hat and an ill-fitting suit of Sunday blacks was standing
         facing me. The pavement was narrow, and as he did not move to make way for me, I murmured an apology and made to squeeze past
         him. As I did so he laid a hand on my arm.
      

      ‘Monsieur Vadassy?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I must ask you to accompany me to the Commissariat.’
      

      ‘What on earth for?’

      ‘A slight passport formality only, Monsieur.’ He was stolidly polite.

      ‘Then hadn’t I better get my passport from the hotel?’

      He did not answer but looked past me and nodded almost imperceptibly. A hand gripped my other arm tightly. I looked over my
         shoulder and saw that there was a uniformed agent standing in the shop door behind me. The chemist had disappeared.
      

      The hands propelled me forward, not too gently.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

      ‘You will,’ said the plain-clothes man briefly. ‘Allez, file!’
      

      He was no longer polite.

   
      
      2

      Interrogation

      The journey to the police station was accomplished in silence. After the initial demonstration of authority the agent dropped a few paces to the rear and allowed me to walk on ahead with the plain-clothes man. I was glad of this for I had
         no wish to be marched through the village as though I were a pick-pocket. As it was, our cortège drew some curious glances, and I heard a jocular reference by two passers-by to the violon.
      

      French slang is very obscure. Anything less like a violin than the Commissariat de Police would be difficult to imagine. The only really ugly building in St Gatien, it is a forbidding cube of dirty concrete with
         small windows like eyes. It lies some hundreds of metres away from the village round the bay, and its size is accounted for
         by the fact that it houses the police administration of an area of which St Gatien happens to be the geometric centre. The
         facts that St Gatien is also one of the smallest, most law-abiding and least accessible villages in the area were evidently
         disregarded by the responsible authorities. St Gatien is proud of its police station.
      

      The room into which I was taken was bare except for a table and some wooden benches. The plain-clothes man retired importantly
         leaving me with the agent who sat down on the bench beside me.
      

      ‘Will this business take long?’

      ‘It is not permitted to speak.’

      I looked out of the window. Across the bay I could see the coloured sunshades on the Réserve beach. There would not, I reflected,
         be time for a bathe. I could, perhaps, have an apéritif at one of the cafés on my way back. It was all very annoying.
      

      ‘Attention!’ said my escort suddenly.
      

      The door opened and an elderly man with a pen behind his ear, no cap, and an unbuttoned tunic, beckoned us out. The agent with me did up his collar, smoothed out his tunic, straightened his cap and, gripping my arm with unnecessary force, marched
         me down the passage to a room at the end of it. He rapped smartly on the door and opened it. Then he pushed me inside.
      

      I felt a threadbare carpet beneath my feet. Sitting facing me behind a table littered with papers was a spectacled, business-like
         little man. This was the Commissaire. Beside the table, wedged in a small chair with curved arms, was a very fat man in a
         tussore suit. Except for a clipped mouse-coloured bristle on the rolls of fat round his neck, he was bald. The skin of his
         face was loose and hung down in thick folds which drew the corners of his mouth with them. They gave the face a faintly judicial
         air. The eyes were extraordinarily small and heavily lidded. Sweat poured off his face and he kept passing a screwed-up handkerchief
         round the inside of his collar. He did not look at me.
      

      ‘Joseph Vadassy?’

      It was the Commissaire who spoke.

      ‘Yes.’

      The Commissaire nodded to the agent behind me, and the man went out, closing the door softly behind him.
      

      ‘Your identity card?’

      I produced the card from my wallet and handed it over. He drew a sheet of paper towards him and began making notes.

      ‘Your age?’

      ‘Thirty-two.’

      ‘You are, I see, a teacher of languages.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Who employs you?’

      ‘The Bertrand Mathis School of Languages, one hundred and fourteen bis, Avenue Marceau, Paris, six.’
      

      While he was writing this down I glanced at the fat man. His eyes were closed and he was fanning his face gently with the
         handkerchief.
      

      ‘Attention!’ said the Commissaire sharply. ‘You have a labour permit?’
      

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Show it to me.’

      ‘It is in Paris. I am here on holiday.’

      ‘You are a Yugo-Slav subject?’

      ‘No; Hungarian.’

      The Commissaire looked startled and glared at me. My heart sank. The long and involved explanation of my national status,
         or, rather, lack of it, would have to be given yet again. It never failed to arouse officialdom’s worst instincts. The Commissaire
         rummaged furiously among the papers on his table. Suddenly he gave an exclamation of satisfaction and flourished something
         in front of my face.
      

      ‘Then how, Monsieur, do you explain this?’

      With a start I realized that ‘this’ was my own passport – the passport that I had fondly imaged to be in my suitcase at the
         Réserve. That meant that the police had been to my room. I began to feel uneasy.
      

      ‘I am waiting, Monsieur, for your explanation. How is it that you, a Hungarian, are using a Yugo-Slav passport? A passport,
         moreover, that has not been valid for ten years?’
      

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw that the fat man had stopped fanning his face. I began to give the explanation I knew by
         heart.
      

      ‘I was born in Szabadka in Hungary, Monsieur. By the treaty of Trianon in nineteen-nineteen Szabadka was incorporated in Yugo-Slav
         territory. In nineteen-twenty-one I went as a student to the University of Buda-Pesth. I obtained a Yugo-Slav passport for
         the purpose. While I was still at the University my father and elder brother were shot by the Yugo-Slav police for a political
         offence. My mother had died during the war and I had no other relations or friends. I was advised not to attempt to return
         to Yugo-Slavia. Conditions in Hungary were terrible. In nineteen-twenty-two I went to England, and remained there, teaching
         German in a school near London until nineteen-thirty-one, when my labour permit was withdrawn. I was one of many other foreigners
         who had their labour permits withdrawn at that time. When my passport had expired I had applied for its renewal to the Yugo-Slav
         Legation in London, but had been refused on the grounds that I was no longer a Yugo-Slav citizen. I had afterwards applied for British naturalization, but
         when I was deprived of my labour permit I was forced to find work elsewhere. I went to Paris. I was allowed by the police
         to remain and given papers with the proviso that if I left France I should not be permitted to return. I have since applied
         for French citizenship. This time next year,’ I concluded with the nearest I could get to a winning smile, ‘I hope to be doing
         my military service.’
      

      I looked from one to the other of them. The fat man was lighting a cigarette. The Commissaire flicked my useless passport
         contemptuously and looked at his colleague. I was looking at the Commissaire when the fat man spoke. His voice made me jump,
         for from those thick lips, that massive jowl, that enormous body, came a very light, husky tenor.
      

      ‘What,’ he said, ‘was the political offence for which your father and brother were shot?’

      He spoke slowly and carefully, as though he were afraid that his voice was going to crack. When I turned to answer him he
         was lighting the cigarette like a cigar and blowing a jet of smoke at the burning end of it.
      

      ‘They became active socialists,’ I said.

      The Commissaire said ‘Ah!’ as though all was now ominously clear.

      ‘Then that perhaps explains…’ he began unpleasantly.

      But the fat man held up a repressive hand. It was small and puffy, with a roll of fat at the wrist like a baby’s.

      ‘What languages do you teach, Monsieur Vadassy?’ he said gently.

      ‘German, English and Italian, occasionally Hungarian also. But I am afraid that I cannot see what these questions have to
         do with my passport.’
      

      He ignored the last remark.

      ‘You have been to Italy?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘As a child. We used to spend our holidays there.’

      ‘You have not been there during the present régime?’

      ‘For obvious reasons, no.’

      ‘Do you know any Italians in France?’

      ‘There is one where I work. He is a teacher like myself.’

      ‘His name?’

      ‘Phillipino Rossi.’

      I saw the Commissaire write this down.

      ‘No others?’

      ‘No.’

      I was bewildered. What were they getting at? What had Italians got to do with my passport? Had I known it, it was going to
         be a long time before I received an answer to that question.
      

      ‘You are a photographer, Monsieur Vadassy?’

      It was the Commissaire again.

      ‘An amateur – yes.’

      ‘How many cameras do you possess?’

      This was fantastic.

      ‘One. And will you have the goodness to tell me… ?’ I began. The Commissaire leaned forward angrily and banged his table.
         ‘You are here to answer questions, not to ask them,’ he shouted. He paused. ‘Now you say you have one camera?’
      

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What make is it?’

      ‘A Zeiss Contax.’

      He opened a drawer in his desk.

      ‘Is this it?’

      I recognized my beloved camera.

      ‘It is,’ I said furiously; ‘and I should like to know what right you have to remove my belongings from my room. You will please
         give it back to me.’ I stretched out my hand for it.
      

      The Commissaire put the camera back in the drawer.

      ‘Attention, please. You have no other camera but this?’
      

      ‘I have already told you. No!’

      A grin of triumph spread over the Commissaire’s face. He opened the drawer again.

      ‘Then how, my dear Monsieur Vadassy, do you explain the fact that the chemist in the village received from you this length of cinematograph film for development?’
      

      I stared at him in amazement. Between his outstretched hands was the developed negative of the film I had left with the chemist.
         From where I sat I could see against the light of the window my experimental shots; two dozen of them with but one single
         subject – lizards. Then I saw the Commissaire grin again. I laughed as irritatingly as I could.
      

      ‘I can see,’ I said patronizingly, ‘that you are no photographer, Monsieur. This is not cinematograph film.’

      ‘No?’ He looked sceptical.

      ‘No. I admit that it looks a little like it. But you will find that cinematograph film is a millimetre narrower. That is a
         standard spool of thirty-six twenty-four by thirty-six millimetre exposures for the Contax camera.’
      

      ‘Then those photographs were taken by this camera here, the camera that was in your room?’

      ‘Certainly.’

      There was a pregnant pause. I saw the two exchange looks. Then:

      ‘When did you arrive in St Gatien?’

      It was the fat man once more.

      ‘On Tuesday.’

      ‘From?’

      ‘Nice.’

      ‘At what time did you leave Nice?’

      ‘I left by the nine-twenty-nine train.’

      ‘At what time did you get to the Réserve?’

      ‘Just before dinner, at about seven o’clock.’

      ‘But the Nice train arrives at Toulon at three-thirty. There is a bus for St Gatien at four. You should have arrived at five.
         Why were you late?’
      

      ‘This is ridiculous.’

      He looked up quickly. The small eyes were coldly menacing.

      ‘Answer my question. Why were you late?’

      ‘Very well. I left my suitcase in Toulon station and went for a walk down to the waterfront. I had not seen Toulon before and there was another bus at six.’

      He wiped the inside of his collar thoughtfully.

      ‘What is your salary, Monsieur Vadassy?’

      ‘Sixteen hundred francs a month.’

      ‘That is not very much, is it?’

      ‘Unfortunately, no.’

      ‘The Contax is an expensive camera?’

      ‘It is a good one.’

      ‘No doubt; but I am asking you how much you paid for it.’ ‘Four thousand, five hundred francs.’

      He whistled softly.

      ‘Dear me, that is rather a lot, isn’t it? Nearly three months’ pay, eh?’

      ‘Yes. Photography is my hobby.’

      ‘A very expensive hobby. You seem to be very clever with your sixteen hundred francs, Monsieur Vadassy. Holidays in Nice and
         at the Hotel de la Réserve, too! More than we poor policemen can afford, eh, Commissaire?’
      

      There was a humorous intonation in his voice. The Commissaire laughed sardonically. I could feel myself getting very red in
         the face.
      

      ‘I saved my money to buy my camera,’ I said hotly. ‘As for this holiday, it is the first I have had for five years. I saved
         my money for that also.’
      

      ‘But naturally!’ The Commissaire sneered as he said it.

      The sneer aroused me.

      ‘Now, Monsieur,’ I burst out angrily. ‘I have had enough of this. It is my turn to demand explanations. What exactly do you
         want? I am prepared to answer questions about my passport. You are within your rights in asking them. But you have no right
         to steal my private property. Neither have you any right to question me in this way about my private affairs. As for those
         negatives of mine, private property again I must remind you, to which you seem to attach some mysterious importance, I have
         yet to learn that it is forbidden to photograph lizards. Now, Messieurs, I have committed no crime, but I am hungry, and it is time for lunch at the hotel. You will please return to me my camera, my photographs and
         my passport immediately. If you do not do so I shall leave here without them and go straight to a lawyer.
      

      As I concluded I thumped the Commissaire’s table with my fist. A pen rolled off it on to the floor. For a moment there was
         dead silence. I glared from one to the other. Neither moved.
      

      ‘Very well,’ I said at last, and turned to the door.

      ‘One moment, Monsieur,’ said the fat man.

      I stopped.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Please don’t waste your time and ours. The agent outside the door will not allow you to leave. There are a few more questions we have to ask you.’
      

      ‘You may keep me here by force,’ I said grimly, ‘but you cannot force me to answer your questions.’

      ‘Naturally,’ said the fat man slowly; ‘that is the law. But we can recommend you to do so – in your own interests.’

      I said nothing.

      The fat man picked up the negative from the Commissaire’s desk and, holding it up to the light, ran it through his fingers.

      ‘Over two dozen photographs,’ he commented, ‘and all practically the same. Now that, I think, is curious. Don’t you think
         so Vadassy?’
      

      ‘Not in the least,’ I replied curtly. ‘If you knew anything at all about photography, or if you were just ordinarily observant,
         you would notice that each one is lighted differently, that in each one the shadows are massed in different ways. The fact
         that the object photographed in every case is a lizard is unimportant. The differences lie in the way each is lighted and
         composed. Anyway, if I like to take a hundred shots of lizards in the sun I don’t see that it is any business of yours.’
      

      ‘That is a very ingenious explanation, Vadassy. Very ingenious. Now I will tell you what I think. My idea is that you were
         not in the least interested in what you photographed with those twenty-six exposures and that you were merely exposing the
         film as quickly as you could to complete the spool and get the other ten exposures developed.’
      

      ‘The other ten? What are you talking about?’

      ‘Isn’t it a waste of time to pretend any longer, Vadassy?’

      ‘I really don’t know what you mean.’

      He heaved himself out of the chair and stood close to me.

      ‘Don’t you? What about the first ten exposures, Vadassy? Would you like to explain to the Commissaire and myself why you took
         those photographs? I feel sure we should be interested!’ He tapped me on the chest with his finger. ‘Was it the lighting, Vadassy,
         or was it the massing of the shadows that so interested you in the new fortifications outside the naval harbour of Toulon?’
      

      I gaped at him. I spluttered.

      ‘Is this a joke? The only other photographs on that spool are some I took in Nice of a carnival that was held the day before
         I left.’
      

      ‘You admit taking the photographs on this film?’ he said deliberately.

      ‘I have already said so.’

      ‘Good. Please look at them.’

      I took the negative, held it up to the light and ran it slowly through my fingers. Lizards, lizards, lizards. Some of the
         shots looked promising. Lizards. More lizards. Suddenly I stopped. What on earth was this? I looked up quickly. Both of them
         were watching me intently.
      

      ‘Go on, Vadassy,’ said the Commissaire ironically; ‘don’t trouble to look surprised.’

      Unable to believe my eyes, I looked at the negative again. There was a long shot of a section of coastline partly obscured
         by what looked like a twig close to the lens of the camera. There was something on the coastline – a short grey strip. Another
         shot, closer this time and from a different angle, of that same grey strip. There were things that looked like trapdoors along
         one side of it. More shots. Two of them were from the same angle; another had been taken looking down and nearer still. Then
         came three almost wholly obscured by a dark mass in front of the camera. The edge of the mass was blurred and very faintly patterned like a piece of cloth. Then there was one of what looked like a concrete surface
         out of focus and very near to the camera. The last of them was over-exposed, but only one corner of it was obscured. It was
         taken from one end of what looked like a wide concrete gallery. There were some curious arrangements of high-light. They puzzled
         me for a moment. Then at last I understood. I was looking at the long, sleek barrels of siege guns.
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      Beghin

      The formalities of my arrest were attended by the examining magistrate, a harassed little man who, prompted by the fat detective,
         subjected me to a perfunctory interrogation before instructing the Commissaire to charge me. I was, I learned, charged with
         espionage, trespassing in a military zone, taking photographs calculated to endanger the safety of the French Republic and
         of being in possession of such photographs. After the charges had been read out to me and I had signified that I had understood
         them, I was deprived of my belt (lest, presumably, I should hang myself) and the contents of my pockets, and taken, clutching
         the tops of my trousers, to a cell at the rear of the building. There I was left alone.
      

      To say that I was bewildered would be to understate the condition of my mind. Such had been my confusion that as every protest
         had risen to my lips I had dismissed it at the last moment as inadequate. The result was that I had remained speechless. The
         police had no doubt drawn their own conclusions from my silence. But now, left to myself, I began to think more calmly. It
         was ridiculous. It was outrageous. It was impossible. Yet it had happened. I was in a police cell under arrest on a charge
         of espionage. The penalty, should I be convicted, would be perhaps four years’ imprisonment – four years in a French prison
         and then deportation. I could put up with prison – even to a French one – but deportation! I began to feel sick and desperately
         frightened. If France expelled me there was nowhere left for me to go. Yugo-Slavia would arrest me. Hungary would not admit
         me. Neither would Germany or Italy. Even if a convicted spy could get into England without a passport he would not be permitted
         to work. To America I would be merely another undesirable alien. The South American republics would demand large sums of money that I would not possess as surety
         for my good behaviour. Soviet Russia would have no more use for a convicted spy than England. Even the Chinese wanted your
         passport. There would be nowhere I could go, nowhere. And after all, what did it matter? What happened to an insignificant
         teacher of languages without national status was of no interest to anyone. There was no government to ‘request and require
         all those whom it might concern’ to ‘allow him to pass freely without let or hindrance’. No consul would intervene on his
         behalf; no Parliament, no Congress, no Chamber of Deputies would inquire into his fate. Officially he did not exist; he was
         an abstraction, a ghost. All he could decently and logically do was to destroy himself by some means that left no corpse.
         Fire perhaps would meet the case. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
      

      I pulled myself together sharply. I was being hysterical. I was not yet a convicted spy. I was not yet in prison. I was still
         in France. I must use my brains, think, find the very simple explanation that must exist for the presence of those photographs
         in my camera. I must go very carefully over the ground, leave no detail out. I must cast my thoughts back to Nice.
      

      I had, I remembered, put the new spool in the camera and taken the photographs of the carnival on Monday. Then I had gone
         back to my hotel and put the camera in my suitcase. It had still been there when I packed later that night. So far so good.
         It had remained in my suitcase until I had unpacked at the Réserve on Tuesday evening. While I had been in Toulon the suitcase
         had been in the consigne at the station. Could anyone have used it during the two hours I was walking about Toulon? No. Impossible. The suitcase was
         locked and no one could break it open in the consigne, steal the camera, take those dangerous-looking photographs and restore the camera to the suitcase in two hours. Besides,
         why put the camera back again? No, that would not do.
      

      Then another thought struck me. Of course, I should have seen it before! What a fool! The photographs I was supposed to have
         taken were the first ten on the spool. They must have been, for my last lizard shot had been number thirty-six. Now you can’t turn a roll of film backwards, and there were no double exposures
         on the film. Therefore, as
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