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THE RICH PAY LATE




Part One




1

‘THAT’S ALL VERY well, my dear,’ said Donald Salinger; ‘but we should need money. At least seventy thousand, I’d say.’

Jude Holbrook pursed his lips, passed a comb quickly through his hair, and walked over to the window. A thick yellow fog was settling into Chancery Lane for the night like a cat into its basket. The lights from the windows opposite shone as from a far country; there was neither sight nor sound of the street below.

‘We could find seventy thousand,’ Jude Holbrook said.

‘You mean, my dear, that I could find seventy thousand.’

‘No, I don’t,’ said Holbrook, turning peevishly from the window. ‘I mean that we, this firm, could easily find, say, fifteen thousand in cash and offer excellent security for the rest.’

He gestured round the dingy office as though it had been a palace.

‘We don’t even own –’

‘– But we do own the printing works and the plant.’

‘We’re still paying for it.’

‘Nevertheless –’

‘– My dear Jude,’ said Salinger, gently reproving. ‘After six years we are within sight, no more, of stabilizing our position. Salinger & Holbrook are now known and respected for their reliable printing and distribution of high quality advertising material. But although substantial orders are beginning to come in –’

‘– Troy Cinemas are worth at least three hundred a week, and when Tanner & Tanner give us their stuff –’

‘– If Tanner & Tanner give us their custom, we are still in no position to stretch ourselves. We must consolidate. Finish paying for the plant, assess what regular income we may depend on, and then, and only then, consider how far we can afford to expand.’

Holbrook flicked finger and thumb very quickly several times.

‘You don’t understand, Donald. These days one must expand, expand all the time, or die. We can’t wait to consolidate or count the cost, because if we do someone else will jump in ahead of us. We must have faith – faith in our future.’

‘We must also have money.’

‘Where there is faith, and the energy to proclaim it, money always follows. You’re taking just the kind of attitude you took six years ago. Where’s the money to come from, you said; we mustn’t go too fast, you said; what about the bank, who’ll give us contracts, the accountant’s having a fit in the lavatory … If it hadn’t been for me, we’d never have got off the ground at all.’

‘If it hadn’t been for my money –’

A middle-aged and shrewish woman with a shawl over her shoulders opened the door without knocking and said:

‘Letters, Mr. Salinger. You too, Mr. Holbrook.’

‘In a few minutes, Miss Beatty,’ said Holbrook waving her out.

‘I want to get them signed and posted. There’s a fog outside in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘In a few minutes,’ Holbrook snarled, and came towards her as if to put her out by force. Miss Beatty gave a shrug of resentment and slammed the door.

‘Never keep staff that way,’ said Salinger smugly.

‘You leave the staff to me. Now listen, Donald, and then for God’s sake do some thinking over the weekend. Salinger & Holbrook now has a definite and growing reputation. It is therefore high time to expand. Now, this magazine I’ve been telling you of –’

‘That’s just it,’ said Salinger: ‘why a magazine? We’re not publishers. Our business is to print and distribute the advertising material sent to us for an agreed fee. Magazines are speculative ventures and generally lose money.’

‘Not this one. Strix is not really a magazine. It is a serious journal of industry and commerce, with a circulation which has risen steadily since it was started nine months ago.’

‘But what do we want with it?’

‘Let me spell it out to you once more. A and one, we could print and distribute it ourselves, thus saving money in publication and increasing profit. B and two, we could let it be known that advertisers who employ us to prepare their stuff would be sure of advantageous rates in Strix.’

‘Is that such an inducement? Now, if it were The Sunday Express –’

‘– For Christ’s sake,’ said Holbrook twitching with temper: ‘Strix is a high-class journal of commerce and is therefore a good place for prestige advertising which will draw attention in the right commercial circles. And this brings us to the most important point: C and three, if we own Strix, we shall be in a position to propose and influence policy. Quietly and tactfully but with increasing pressure we can emphasize, we can even initiate, business trends that will prove to our own advantage.’

Salinger’s look changed from patronizing amusement to mild dismay. He removed his spectacles with great care, blinked pathetically, and started to polish the lenses with a damp looking handkerchief.

‘Is that … er … ethical?’ he inquired.

‘You’re not going to be priggish on top of everything else?’

‘Even supposing I’m not, why Strix? There are other journals, trade papers, which –’

‘– Because Strix enjoys intellectual prestige and therefore gives first rate cover for what we intend.’

‘We?’

‘And because there is a way in. It is edited by your chum Somerset Lloyd-James.’

‘Is it now?’ said Salinger, who knew this perfectly well. He replaced his glasses, which were now smeared with mucus, and manfully assumed what he liked to think was the cautious but enlightened manner of one born to high responsibility which only conscience forbade him abrogate as modesty suggested. In fact, he was beginning to be badly put out: why did Holbrook want to raise such an issue at 4.30 on a Friday, and this Friday of all? Scepticism was now replaced by apprehension, the apprehension of an ageing and privileged hen who fears, in time of scarcity, lest she may after all be marked for the pot.

‘You’re … you’re quite serious, Jude?’ he said. ‘I mean about using this … Strix … to … er … apply pressures?’

‘I was never more serious in my life.’

Ambition, reflected Salinger crossly, as Holbrook launched into yet another appraisal of the possibilities of Strix. Something of the kind had always threatened, as he had known from the beginning, and if he’d had any sense he’d have been prepared for it, ready to stamp on it the moment it appeared, instead of sitting on his bottom prevaricating when all he wanted to do was collect Vanessa Drew and get out of London for the weekend. What a pity Holbrook hadn’t raised his scheme a year, even six months, before; because then he could have said straight away and with absolute conviction that there was no question of risking more money or in any way committing the firm beyond its day to day struggle to exist. But now, as they both knew, things were different; after six years hard they had suddenly begun to see the fruit of their labour. Their debts and mortgages, always adequately secured, were now almost paid off; they were making good money and receiving new orders on the strength of a growing reputation for prompt and accurate work; they had cash in the bank and a bank manager ready and eager to lend them a great deal more.

And of course he had Holbrook to thank for this. When in 1949, they had come down from Oxford, Holbrook had suggested that an alliance of Salinger’s money with his own energetic taste for business might prove profitable to both of them. At first Salinger had hedged, but later on, guilty at having no occupation and resentfully conscious that a third class degree in English would not qualify him for any professional career worth the name, he had accepted Holbrook’s proposition. He would arrange for money and guarantees amounting to £50,000 over four years, and would sit in the best office with dignity and hold a watching brief: Holbrook, with whom all profit was to be shared fifty-fifty, would do the rest.

As indeed Holbrook had. From a tatty office in Bayswater and a single contract for the advertisements of a small chain of cinemas they had graduated, via Chelsea and Soho, to two floors in Chancery Lane and a staff of nine in the office alone – most of whom, although the odd survivors from early days (like Miss Beatty) did not have quite the tone now required, were young, trim and quick-witted. The mean little cinema circuit which they served in 1949 had grown into a screen empire for which they now displayed luscious posters over half England; and this was only one of several advertising projects for the conduct of which they were responsible and the material for all of which was produced in a small but streamlined printing works of which they themselves now enjoyed almost unencumbered ownership. It was a proud achievement – if only, thought Donald Salinger, Jude would just give us time to enjoy it.

But no. No sooner had they finished one climb than Jude Holbrook was proposing the next. Instead of taking his ease on a comparative eminence and admiring the coloured counties below him, Donald was being nagged on to the next gradient. Saddle the mules, onwards and upwards … and of course at increasing expense. Yet he knew very well, and Holbrook knew that he knew, that they could bear the expense – and the more easily as the death of Donald’s mother four months previously had transformed him from a middling rich young man to a definitely wealthy one. This had enabled him not only to buy a house in the country and to procure for himself full membership of Lloyd’s but also to make available, putatively at least, funds for the immediate consolidation of the firm. He could have paid off the small loans still outstanding tomorrow if he’d wanted to, and saved paying interest by so doing; what prevented him was a temperamental preference for proceeding slowly, a wish, almost a need, to relish at leisure the final stages whereby a hazardous undertaking was being brought to a safe conclusion.

It was just this pleasure which Holbrook was now spoiling. A bit of peace and quiet in which to gloat and congratulate oneself: this – he might have known it, indeed always had really known it – was exactly what the restless and greedy Holbrook would never allow. ‘Expand or die’: Donald wanted to expand all right – for three months in the Mediterranean sun with Vanessa Drew by his side.

‘Are you listening, Donald?’ came Holbrook’s sharp, insistent, rather common voice. (‘My dear,’ Jonathan Gamp had said to Donald only the other day, ‘are you sure he was at Winchester?’)

‘Yes, Jude. I’m listening.’

‘Well then. To sum up … Strix means profit in itself, it means a cheap way of conferring a bonus on clients and so attracting new ones, and it means a prestige organ for putting across whatever we want to put across. There’s a man on the spot – Somerset Lloyd-James – who’s known to you. And the price, for what we’d be getting, is not a heavy one. Not yet. But Strix is gaining ground, and the price therefore rising, with every minute that passes.’

‘Seventy thousand is already quite enough … Anyway, what makes you think they’d be interested in an offer if they’re doing so well?’

‘Young Philby, the new proprietor. They tell me he’s more interested in ready cash than anything else. A tactful approach – through your chum Lloyd-James - and he’d off-load quick enough. A nice hunk of lolly – and to hell with daddy’s dreary old paper and a few measly hundred at a time.’

‘I wonder the old man didn’t tie things up a bit tighter ….’

‘Strix was only a side-line, a hobby for his old age. The big stuff’s sewn up good and close, don’t you worry. Which is just why his little lordship will be glad to sell anything he can sell when he starts running short of sweeties.’

‘And is he … running short of sweeties?’

‘The rate he’s going he must be. And he’s got trustees as tough as rhino hide. Not a penny of principal will they let him pinch.’

‘Well, I’ll think about it, Jude. But now I must sign my letters and go, because Vanessa –’

‘– Never mind Vanessa for a few minutes. Not only must you think about it, Donald, you must get ready to –’

There was an off-hand knock, after which a round and querulous face of indeterminate sex appeared through the door.

‘Come in, Ashley,’ said Donald quickly and hopefully. ‘I’m just off, but if there’s anything –’

‘It’s Jude I want,’ said the face. A yellow sweater and green corduroy trousers followed it through the door, arousing a presumption, no more, that it was masculine.

‘Not now, Ashley,’ said Holbrook, quivering, clenching and unclenching his fists.

‘It won’t take a moment, boy. These designs that Marjoram and Tape have sent in for their tooth-paste campaign. They are hideous. Can I send them back for revision?’

‘No,’ said Holbrook, as sharp and nasty as a cap-pistol, watching Donald slyly press the bell for Miss Beatty. ‘I’ve told you a thousand times. Our job is reproduction and distribution. Let the clients or their agencies send in whatever copy or designs they choose. It’s no business of ours if it’s crap.’

‘But if the campaign flops –’

‘– It’ll be their fault. We shall have done, and be known to have done, what we are paid to do, which is to print the stuff and stick it up where we’re told.’

Miss Beatty came po-faced through the door and made for Donald’s desk with a pile of typed letters.

‘But Jude. I cannot make a decent job of this. Look.’

Ashley thrust in front of Holbrook a crude drawing of a girl in early adolescence who was brushing her teeth in an unbuttoned pyjama jacket, thereby revealing half each of two copious breasts and somehow suggesting that she wasn’t wearing trousers.

‘What’s the matter with that?’

‘Twenty-five-year-old breasts under a twelve-year-old face. That’s what’s the matter with that.’

‘We are not required to be anatomical experts.’

‘Taste –’

‘– Nor are we custodians of taste.’

‘It will look damned ridiculous and we shall be blamed.’

‘If you ask me,’ said Holbrook with cold fury, ‘every normal male in this country between eight and eighty will get a bloody great rise the moment he looks at it. Which is presumably what Marjoram want. Just because your own tastes –’

‘– Let’s not be spiteful, Jude.’

‘Let’s not make difficulties, Ashley. Adjust those dugs a bit, if you really must, but get that thing lined up for the works by first thing Monday.’

Donald, who had been signing away hysterically at his desk, now rose and tip-toed quietly towards the door.

‘Just a minute, Donald, if you please. All right, Miss Beatty, I’ll be along to sign mine later. Remember, Ashley: Monday.’

Miss Beatty and Ashley shrugged in concert and withdrew. Donald turned ingratiatingly to his partner.

‘Jude dear, Vanessa will be waiting.’

‘Before you go, I want you to promise that you will not let this chance slip.’

‘But is it such a chance? After all, Somerset is only the editor. He may have no pull with Philby at all. And there’s bound to be some kind of board to cope with.’

‘From what I hear, Somerset Lloyd-James is a man people listen to. They may not like him much, but they listen.’

‘And the money?’

‘Take away the fifty thousand you put up at the start, and half of everything this firm is worth is mine. Right?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You know bloody well so. Then don’t tell me that we can’t raise thirty-five thousand each.’

‘It’s too much for safety.’

‘Safety.’

Vanessa. No one became so readily impatient. God, God, would there be no end to it? He must yield something or Holbrook would never let him go. Reconciling haste with prudence, Donald said:

‘I’m prepared to agree that the firm find forty thousand. The other thirty must be raised from outside – fifteen thousand by each of us.’

That’ll do you, he thought. Even if this preposterous paper is for sale, you couldn’t find fifteen hundred outside your interest in this firm. And that you can’t cash up on or dispose of without my agreement.

‘All right,’ said Holbrook casually.

‘You’ll find fifteen thousand from outside then?’ said Donald, winded slightly. ‘If the paper’s in the market, of course.’

‘The paper will be in the market, Donald, and I shall find fifteen thousand from outside.’

‘Just one more thing,’ said Donald, deciding to assert himself before he left but being uncertain quite how. ‘I’d be grateful if you’d be nicer to Ashley Dexterside. It’s bad enough when you’re rude to an old employee like Miss Beatty, but it’s worse with Ashley, who’s an old friend. That kind of thing, you know, is just not done.’

‘Balls,’ said Holbrook, and left the room without farewell.

Donald sighed, shrugged, put on his British Warm, his blue silk scarf with white spots and his bowler hat, took up his umbrella and his brief-case, put his brief-case down again as being unwanted until Monday, checked his face for pimples in a hand mirror, stuck his bottom firmly out behind him, and started down the narrow staircase to the street. Would Vanessa have got tired of waiting? And supposing she had? She could hardly have made new plans for the weekend in the last half hour, particularly as she hadn’t got a telephone. Come to that, if she had got a telephone he could have rung her up and reassured her, so it was her own fault if she was worried. Worried? But that was the trouble with Vanessa: she never got worried, not about him at any rate, she just went off and did something else. With somebody else. Ten to one, if she’d got bored with his non-appearance, she’d have picked up a head scarf and taken the first taxi she could find to the first of her friends whose name came into her head. It might be a man and it might be a woman, and she might stay with whoever it was anything from three seconds to three weeks. It was most unsatisfactory, most improper: she had no adult sense of how to conduct a relationship and didn’t care whom she hurt. He must either put a stop to the whole thing or Vanessa must toe the line. One must be firm. He imagined himself proceeding down the steps to Vanessa’s basement to find, as so often, a locked door, darkness and desertion, and for a moment he became so sick with misery that he almost had to sit down on the stairs. But no. One must be firm. If she was not there, this time was the last; if the little bitch could not treat him (not to mention his money) with proper respect, then she deserved to lose him. (But could he bear it? Firm, Donald, firm.)

Emerging into the fog, Donald was somewhat reassured. Vanessa must realize that on such a night no one could be punctual – and would surely think twice before going out herself. But here was another problem which, because of Jude’s thoughtless behaviour, had not yet received proper attention. What were they going to do for the weekend? The plan had been to drive down to Chevenix Court, his new house in the country, stopping for dinner on the way. But in this? He could hardly see three yards in front of him, cars were crawling down Chancery Lane like wounded rats, it would take at least three quarters of an hour to drive to Vanessa, it would be torture getting out of London, it might be even worse when they did, oh God, God, November in London, why weren’t they in Rome or Athens or Beirut? (No, not Athens, the food was really too disgusting.) Steady, think. As always in moments of agitation, Donald’s left knee quivered and sweat broke out beneath his buttocks. Now then. Leave the car for the night, take a tube train to Earl’s Court, go to Vanessa and say, ‘Let’s spend the night in London and drive down in the morning if it’s better. We’ll stay Sunday night to make up.’ Obvious good sense; but then Vanessa, who would change her own plans for anyone else’s at the drop of a silk stocking, hated change when it was suggested by others. Well, she’d just have to put up with it. Donald started up Chancery Lane towards the Underground Station. If she made a scene it would be the last. Always assuming, of course, that she was there at all. Oh God. But surely … in this fog? She’d be huddled over the electric fire thinking, ‘Thank God I’m safe in the warm, I do hope Donald’s all right.’ No she wouldn’t. She’d be thinking, ‘If Donald’s not here in five minutes, I’ll walk round the corner to Jonathan Gamp. He may be queer but he’s always glad of a quick blow.’ That’s what she’d be thinking, the dirty slut. Oh Vanessa, Vanessa, your thin legs, your little breasts, your thighs: your firm boy’s thighs. This really would not do. Frantic with lust and anxiety, Donald stumbled down the steps into Chancery Lane Station (have to change at least once, hell). Whether or not Vanessa was there, something must be decided (no small change, queue, hell), yes, something must be decided for good. Black hair, brown eyes; thin legs, boy’s thighs: Vanessa, oh Vanessa; Vanessa Drew.

After Jude Holbrook had walked from Donald’s office to his own (smaller but twice as comfortable) he thought of four things. First, and very briefly, of Vanessa Drew, with whom he, like almost everyone else he knew, had conducted a spasmodic affair over the last three years: which was to say that whenever he met her at a party he tried to manoeuvre her into the bathroom for ten minutes and was usually, provided she hadn’t been manoeuvred there by someone else within the last half-hour, successful. Donald, typically, had been the last of all his friends to catch on to the amenities which Vanessa offered; and having done so was now, equally typically, taking her with deadly seriousness and getting possessive about her curriculum. Which, thought Holbrook, would be uphill work for Donald, a novelty for Vanessa, and a bore (should Donald succeed in inhibiting her) for all her old acquaintances.

Secondly, he thought about his wife and son. Little Donny (Salinger’s godson) was beginning, at four, to be pert, pretty and interesting; while Penelope, after four years of marriage, was vainer, duller and, despite the money she made as a model, greedier than she had ever been. It was high time to get rid of her, a proceeding which her persistent and open infidelities would make very easy: he was simply waiting until she did something so gross that he himself would be awarded care of Donny, even in the unlikely event of Penelope wishing to keep the boy. Having allowed two minutes for these and similar sentiments, he telephoned his flat and told the German girl who had current charge of Donny to inform Mrs. Holbrook that he must be away for the weekend on an unexpected matter of business. The German girl seemed distressed to hear this, and it emerged that Donny had been talking the whole day of his father’s promise to take him to the Round Pond on Saturday. Wincing slightly, Holbrook asked for Donny to be put on the line. The other end was all confusion and heavy breathing; then a shy little voice,

‘Daddy?’

‘Hullo, Donny. Look, old chap. Daddy’s got something very important to see to. Something sudden, which must be done tomorrow. It can’t be helped. You do understand, don’t you?’

‘Daddy?’

‘Yes, Donny?’

‘When can we go to the Round Pond?’

‘I expect Fraulein … Fraulein … er will take you.’

‘I meant me and you. Can we go tomorrow?’

‘You haven’t understood, Donny. Daddy’s very busy tomorrow, something sudden –’

‘– Too busy to take me to the Round Pond?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid so … No, God damn it all, of course I’ll take you tomorrow. I’ll be back for lunch, Donny, and we’ll go immediately after. Got your boat all ready?’

‘Yes, yes, Daddy, yes.’

‘See you tomorrow at lunch then. I’m looking forward to it, Donny, really looking forward to it ….’

Having apprised Fraulein … er of the new arrangement, Holbrook started to think, thirdly, of Angela Tuck, who was going to be very put out by this interruption of their weekend. However, since Miss Beatty now appeared with his letters he decided to play that one off the cuff. Utterly dismissing both Donny and Angela, he passed his comb through his hair and turned to a swift but ruthless examination of the letters before him. After he had signed six and told Miss Beatty to take three more away for alteration, Holbrook thought, fourthly and finally, about money.

Fifteen thousand pounds. He himself couldn’t, his bank wouldn’t … or would it? ‘Of course you realize, Mr. Sangster, that half of Salinger & Holbrook is mine. For obvious reasons I don’t want to sell out, but as security?’ ‘Possibly, Mr. Holbrook. But presumably you have some form of agreement with Mr. Salinger, whereby you can only sell your share of the firm with his consent?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Then by the same token we should require his agreement before accepting it as security …’. No. Not the bank. A lending house? Bigger interest, same objection. There was only one thing for it. It was high time his father handed over some money, if only as a precaution against death duties, and now at last his father must be made to realize this. Holbrook senior had been sitting on his inherited capital for the last twenty years, allowing it to decline amidst opportunities enough to treble it, and now at last he must be made to realize that equity, duty, common prudence required that he assist his son – who had not had a penny from him since the last instalment of the meagre allowance he was paid at Oxford. Yes; but how to make him realize this? Fifteen thousand pounds represented perhaps a quarter of what the old man was worth; and when Holbrook had suggested, six years before, that even two thousand pounds would help him to get started, he was bluntly told that he had received a first-rate education and could expect nothing more. His father had some curious idea that he was going to live for ever: ‘It’s my money,’ he had said, ‘and I’m going to need it all. You’ve got your youth.’ There was no reason to suppose – quite the contrary from what little Holbrook had seen of him – that six years had made any change in this attitude.

Then how? Play on the old man’s greed? Tell him the money would only be a loan and would bring in a substantial profit? But Holbrook senior, though occasionally duped by the flattery of plausible strangers (he had once lent a man £2,000 to play an ‘infallible’ roulette system), was eminently mistrustful of his own flesh and blood. So how? There was only one possible way: through his mother. In financial matters, Holbrook père mistrusted his wife as much as he did any of his relations, but he was dependent on her to organize his home, to prop his dubious health, to administer strong drink in quantities which would comfort yet not kill. Without her guidance and control the old man would be dead in a year – and knew it. If she insisted that he give his son money, he would curse her for a fool and give. But would she insist? His mother had an inborn contempt of all business matters; the daughter of a Professor of Latin in a Northern University, she regarded commercial profit, not as morally or socially wrong, but as unmentionable, aesthetically loathsome. She loved her son, and if he needed money to save him from disgrace, she would doubtless procure it; but if asked to finance a business venture she would turn away with a pained smile, just as she had when he first told her about Salinger & Holbrook, and talk of something else. Very well; his course was quite plain; he must simply tell his mother that he must have £15,000 because he would go to prison if he didn’t. If people would adopt such silly and unworldly attitudes, if they wouldn’t listen to common sense, then one must manage them how one might.

As Holbrook contemplated, with some annoyance, the visit to his parents which this scheme would necessitate, Miss Beatty came in with the amended letters. Once again, while Miss Beatty regarded him wolfishly from the other side of his desk, he read them through meticulously.

‘“If it were possible”,’ he said, rapping the bottom sheet, ‘not, “if it was”. But I don’t suppose Messrs. Carghill’s chief draughtsman worries much about subjunctives, so we’ll let it go. Time to let you go too, Miss Beatty. Sorry to have kept you so late.’

‘That’s all right, Mr. Holbrook. I’ll just get those into the post.’

Holbrook handed her the signed letters and gave her what Jonathan Gamp used to call his ‘fallen angel’ smile.

‘I hope you’ve not been anxious because of the fog.’

‘Anything to oblige you, Mr. Holbrook. After all these years. You see, I don’t have a very exciting home life, so all this has been rather an adventure for me. Starting in that horrible little office at Bayswater … and now this.’

‘And it won’t stop at this, Miss Beatty.’

‘I’m sure I hope not.’ She giggled coquettishly. ‘And I want you to know that I never mind when you’re a bit sharp with me, because I realize the pressure you’re under … and, if I may say so, that you don’t get … all the help … which you might expect.’

‘I’ll be all right so long as I’ve got you, Miss Beatty. Good night.’

‘Good night, sir,’ said Miss Beatty, blushing with pleasure.

What Donald doesn’t realize, thought Holbrook as he reached for his camel-hair coat, is that he is so consistently polite to them all that he bores them to death. But push ’em about a bit, shout and make drama, and they know that it’s for real and they’re a part of it. That woman enjoys her work because there’s change, excitement, even violence. She’ll go back and tell her old mother, ‘Mr. Holbrook threw me out of Mr. Salinger’s office this afternoon, but he was awfully sweet later on. There’s something up there, I wouldn’t wonder.’ So she’ll hardly be able to wait for Monday, to see what happens next. Not that anything much will, but the last trump wouldn’t keep her from the office. Whereas if it were just poor old Donald, she’d stay away a week every time she got the curse.

He ran down the stairs, immediately spotted the only free taxi within a radius of a mile, and gave the driver Angela Tuck’s address in Holland Park.

There he goes, said Miss Beatty to herself as she sealed the last of the letters. If only he wanted me, I’d lie down for him in the corridor. I wonder what he’s really like. Kisses fierce and hirsute? But a tender tongue? This won’t do, Beatty. Lock up for the weekend and go home. Home to Mother … But can I trust him? Donald Salinger, he’s soft, yet you know where you are with him. But Jude … ah, Jude … if it served his turn he’d throw you out like an old sock. If Donald would let him. A good thing Donald’s here, really. I wonder what he’s really like. Rather dainty … shy … nervous and slow? More dependable and nicer, giving you time to breathe? But I know which I’d choose.

Ashley Dexterside, in duffle-coat and fur-lined suede boots, paused on the pavement, wondered which of six possible bars to go to, and decided on the Cavalier, where he could cash a cheque. Which reminded him. He must talk to Donald and Jude about his promised increase in salary – promised last March and unmentioned since. He was about to indulge his favourite pastime, which was conducting imaginary dialogues, bitter and contemptuous, with his grovelling employers, when someone bumped into his back. Miss Beatty.

‘Good night, dear.’ You putrid old cow.

‘Good night, Mr. Dexterside.’ You nasty little faggot. All the same, I wonder what you’re really like. Dirty underwear, I’d say.
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AT ABOUT THIS time, in a house at the far end of Gower Street, Somerset Lloyd-James, a bald and spotty young man of twenty-seven winters, was correcting the galleys of next week’s issue of Strix. The internal telephone, ringing to announce the arrival of Tom Llewyllyn, gave no pleasure at all; but before the receptionist could be instructed to turn Tom off, the door opened to reveal a cascade of dripping curls on top of a decomposing mack.

‘Books, dear. Booooooks.’

‘I told you on the telephone yesterday, Tom. At the moment there’s nothing for you to review.’

‘Anything’ll do. War, travel, adventure, how to succeed as a royal mistress without really trying –’

‘– Tom. The limited review section in this journal comprises books about economics, commerce and industry, and occasionally political or sociological works which have some bearing on the above.’

‘Righty-oh. Bung over the latest load of bollocks about the expanding economy. Tom Llewyllyn, all-purpose intellectual, at your service. Turn knob to indicate amount required, then press button for instant high-quality copy.’

‘Everything I want done for the next three weeks has already gone.’

‘What’s the matter?’ said Tom huffily, and sat down, still in his mack, on a pile of corrected galleys. ‘Didn’t you like my last bit?’

‘Very much. Would you please take that revolting garment off my proofs?’

‘Well then?’ said Tom, handing Somerset the galleys, which had already been badly affected by the mackintosh.

‘It’s just that I need some serious and substantial pieces,’ Lloyd-James said. ‘Yours tend to flippancy, which in these circles is not always acceptable.’

‘What you mean is that I take the piss out of money, which offends all the pompous businessmen.’

‘Partly. And I’ve got my board to cope with.’

‘But now the old man’s dead? Don’t tell me young Philby gives a damn.’

‘Apart from Lord Philby, there are three others on the board … or will be when we’ve filled the vacancy.’

‘And they don’t like my stuff?’

‘They don’t like your tone to predominate. I’ll have more for you to do, Tom. But not for a few weeks.’

‘I see.’ Tom took off his mackintosh and arranged it, with the help of two chairs, into a kind of tent over the electric fire. ‘Listen, love,’ he said. ‘I am broke. B-R-O-K-E. I owe Tessie for God knows how long in rent, and the poor old bag is getting bothered. She’s got a new accountant who comes in every day to tell her to throw me out. She’s been dead loyal, bless her rotten old heart, but I must give her some money soon. So if you can’t give me work, give me a pile of this muck’ – he indicated the dusty, reproachful left-overs stacked round the room – ‘and I’ll flog ’em to Gaston for what I can get.’

‘Sorry, Tom.’

‘But this is all old stuff. You’re not going to review any of it now.’

‘I have to keep a strict record. At the end of the financial year all unreviewed books will be sold en bloc and the proceeds sent to the accounts department for banking.’

‘Mean hounds. They might at least give the staff a cut. The Listener does.’

‘Lord Philby – old Philby – didn’t believe in gratuities.’

There was a silence, during which Tom sniffed the fumes rising from his mack and Lloyd-James returned pointedly to his proofs.

‘What am I to do, Somerset?’ said Tom at last.

‘Sell your car?’

‘Uneconomic. It’s a fair running proposition – by my standards – but no one would pay me twenty quid. Anyhow, I’m fond of the old thing.’

‘Will Stern give you any more on your book?’

‘I’m three months behind with the revised typescript. Lucky if it’s finished by Christmas.’

‘And the last one?’

‘Had every penny. Lend me some money, love. Please.’

‘I don’t lend money, Tom.’

All the same, he thought, there is an exception to every rule. Tom was already putting on his mackintosh, but Lloyd-James signed to him to sit and under the pretence of consulting his review-schedule took thirty seconds to think. Tom’s first book, a political novel published four years previously, while garish and extravagant, had yet enjoyed high critical favour as well as substantial sales – so substantial as to keep even Tom in drink and women until about six months ago. The second book, a project upon which time, research and publisher’s money had been lavished for the last three years, was to be a history of Communist expansion since 1945; and granted the combination of sales and serious acclaim which the first had achieved, the auguries were clearly set for a popular prestige success of a kind which might go into ample American and foreign editions. It was common talk that Gregory Stern, the publisher, was preparing to mount a lavish publicity campaign just as soon as he had received Tom’s final typescript, against the delivery of which he was deliberately keeping Tom short of funds. Which, things being so, now was the time to buy in at a low price.

‘Tom. This book of yours. I could be interested.’

‘If you want to serialize it, I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with Stern. In which case he’d hang on to the cash against advances already iss –’

‘– Not for Strix, it’s not quite our thing, but for myself.’

‘Yourself?’

‘A secured loan, Tom, I’ll advance you £500, at the rate of £100 a month from now until March, against the promise to pay me half of every cheque you receive for the book when it’s published.

‘You old Jew.’

‘The risk, Tom, is considerable. The book may never be published for all I know. And what with the advances you’ve already had, it’ll be a long time before you see any royalties.’

£500, Lloyd-James reflected, was a big enough sum to tempt Tom in his present condition, while the method of spread payment would ensure against too prolonged and work-disrupting a celebration. All in all, he inclined to regard his offer as one of generous and enlightened patronage.

‘It’s enough,’ he pursued slyly, ‘to let you finish the book without worry and keep you comfortable for some time afterwards. As I say, I don’t lend money; so look on this as the measure of my faith in your abilities.’

‘You unctuous old extortioner.’

Tom grinned across the table at Somerset, who smiled sedately back.

‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘Art for art’s sake but money for God’s sake. Can I have the first hundred in cash? No good putting it into my bank. It’d just dissolve on sight.’

‘Open cheque?’

‘Scrummy.’

‘Then sign this.’

Tom signed without reading the succinct agreement which Somerset had already drawn and which confirmed his title to fifty per cent both of royalties and rights.

‘You do bank in London?’ he said as he signed. ‘I’ll need some cash tomorrow morning – I’ve got to visit my constituency.’

‘Coutt’s, Piccadilly … You’re wasting your time down there, Tom. You can nurse that constituency for a hundred years; they’ll never return a labour member.’

‘If I do well at the next election they’ll give me something more favourable.’

‘You make a success of this book, and you’ll have better things to think of.’

‘I like politics. And I believe in Socialism.’

‘Then you’re about the only Socialist who still does. You may like politics, Tom, but they’re never going to like you. You’re at once too sincere and too disreputable. Stick to what you’re good at; I like to have confidence in my investments.’

‘Next hundred on December one?’

‘Come round here. I’ll have some reviewing for you as well by then. And now if you’ll excuse me, Tom ….’

‘Ta, Somerset. Night-night.’

When Tom left Somerset’s office he hailed the first taxi he saw, forgetting that apart from the cheque the only money he had was a few coppers and a sixpence.

‘Buttock’s Hotel, please.’

‘Where, guv.?’

‘Buttock’s Hotel. Cromwell Road – near the Natural History Museum.’

On the whole, Tom thought, he had done a good afternoon’s work. It had always been his instinct to snatch at ready money when it offered; and as Somerset said, he would now have enough to finish his book without worry. (Only two chapters to go, though the last, predicting possible trends for the future, was very dicey and would need a lot of revision.) Privately, he did not expect much in the way of sales – he was more interested in the reactions of the few informed critics he respected – so he considered it unlikely that he would have to repay much money to Somerset, despite the latter’s extortionate terms. If, on the other hand, he did strike lucky, then so long as the lolly kept rolling in he would pay Somerset half and welcome. It was not Tom’s way to worry about the niggardly details; so long as he could put his hand in his pocket without thinking twice. He believed his finances to be entirely healthy, even if he was in hock to every money-lender in London.

Tomorrow, he thought, that dreary constituency: so be it – tonight pleasure. There was a new girl at the Tin Tack who was worth every penny of the customary ten pounds, even if she did keep on about her brother being an officer in the R.A.F. But of course this programme would mean turning Somerset’s cheque into cash that very evening. Well, Tessie would just have to lend him some on the strength of it. Thirty pounds would do the trick – fifteen for the Tin Tack’s disgusting drinks, five for dinner first and general expenses, ten for Norma or whatever the hell she was called. Then tomorrow he would give Tessie back her thirty quid plus another fifty, which would take care of the arrears and leave him paid up for the next fortnight. That only left twenty – money seemed to melt in one’s hand – but he could always borrow a bit on the strength of Somerset’s next hundred.

The taxi drew up outside Buttock’s Private Hotel. Tom felt in his pocket, cursed softly, and told the driver to hang on. But his luck was in: in the hall and as large as the bank was Tessie Buttock, sitting on the fender in front of the open fire and combing her terrier, Albert Edward.

‘Tessie darling, I’ve got a hundred pounds.’

‘Very nice too, dear,’ said Tessie, blinking two huge watery eyes behind her glasses; ‘and I hope some of it’s for me. Mr. Jaffé the accountant says –’

‘Fifty for you, Tessie. But there’s a taxi outside waiting and I need thirty quid to be going on with.’

‘I thought you just said –’

‘– A cheque, Tessie. I can’t cash it till the morning.’

‘Or ever, I dare say.’

‘It’s quite all right. It’s Somerset Lloyd-James’s.’

‘And who might he be?’

‘You know perfectly well.’ As indeed she did, for Somerset’s family had been staying at Buttock’s whenever they came to London for the last forty years.

‘Tell you what I’ll do, dear,’ Tessie intoned giving him a shrewd look, ‘I’ll ask Albert Edward. Woozie, woozie,’ she said, kissing the repulsive brute on the nose. ‘Woosums give naughty Tom some money?’

She placed her ear to Albert Edward’s mouth and listened intently while he stuck his tongue into it.

‘Albert Edward says we can give you twenty quid in cash, dear, so long as you turn your cheque over to us now. That’ll put you square and nicely paid up for a while to come.’

‘But, Tessie, I’ll be needing some of it myself.’

‘You’ll have the twenty quid, won’t you?’

‘Yes, but –’

‘– Suit yourself, dear. It’s all one to us, isn’t it, woosums, woosums.’

‘Twenty-five in cash?’

‘Twenty, dear. And don’t forget to endorse the cheque.’

There was only one thing for it, thought Tom as Tessie waddled off to her office: Norma would have to take a cheque. Most girls at the Tin Tack did if you asked nicely. It would certainly bounce, but he could make it up later in cash. It was a long time since his bank had let him have a proper cheque book, but luckily he had been able to buy a book of elegant mauve cheque forms from a stationer who supplied them to smart restaurants. Surely Norma would not be able to resist a mauve cheque? The trouble was that even so he would now be out of cash by the morning. How was he to get down to his ‘Constituency’ in Kent?

Tessie came back with a pile of filthy ten shilling notes and a five pound bag of sixpences.

‘Albert Edward says not to spend it all at once, dear.’

Tom kissed Tessie on the cheek (the conventional way of thanking her for such services), retched slightly and went to pay his driver. All right then, he thought, so I won’t have enough money to go to Kent. I can send them a wire and say I’m ill. With this fog they can’t expect much, and anyway Somerset’s probably right: I’m wasting my time down there. But whatever the score I’m going to have another good go with Norma: it’s been a long, hard day and I’ve earned it.

When Somerset had finished his proof-correcting, he walked to his bed-sitting room in Russell Square, paid his landlady, in cash, the four guineas he owed her for a week’s lodging with breakfast, changed his clothes but washed only his face and hands, took from his selection of hats an elegant grey bowler, and caught a tube train from Goodge Street to the Strand. Thence he walked across Trafalgar Square, raised his hat as he passed Nelson’s column, though little more than the pediment was visible in the fog, and proceeded down Pall Mall to the Infantry Club, where he was to dine as the guest of Peter Morrison, M.P., an old school friend with whom he used frequently to swap intelligence.

The Hall Porter told him that Mr. Morrison had telephoned earlier to express his regrets at being held up outside London by the fog, and would Somerset meanwhile join ‘the other gentleman’, who was waiting in the library? Somerset would, and discovered in the library Captain Detterling (also M.P., and also, though thirteen years older than Somerset, of his old school), one of the group of younger Tories among whom Morrison’s influence was regarded as paramount. This group, which was just beginning to make a name for itself and to attract the attention of the press, had imprecise aims which might best be summed up in the words ‘decency’ and ‘straight speaking’; it consisted mainly of country or professional gentlemen and tended to exclude the business element of the party as being unclean. Indeed, it had very nearly excluded Captain Detterling, who was connected with Lloyd’s; but Lloyd’s, after all, did not carry the stigma of most ‘business’, Detterling as a full member drew his money without ever going near the place, and his ten years’ service as a regular officer had been allowed as a final and decisive factor in his favour. It was, as it happened, Morrison’s distrust, not to say detestation, of the business members of his party which led him to consult Somerset whenever he wanted information on commercial or financial matters. Somerset was objective; though frankly interested in monetary processes, he did not make unctuous moral or patriotic claims on their behalf; and he could and did tell Morrison more about the real motives and machinations of the money-makers in ten minutes than they themselves would have disclosed in ten years.

Detterling was wearing a dinner jacket, in marked contrast to the tweed suit which Somerset had considered suitable for a club dinner on a Friday evening (on the ground that it hinted discreetly at a forthcoming country weekend). What was more invidious than their difference in attire was that Detterling appeared not to recognize him. True, they had only met twice, respectively ten and two years ago, but twice should have been enough when the person concerned, Somerset felt, was of Somerset’s distinction.

‘Good evening,’ he said to Detterling; ‘I think we’ve met.’

‘Ten years ago,’ said Detterling after some thought: ‘on School Terrace after that Memorial Service.’

‘You were wearing uniform with red trousers.’

‘Cherry trousers.’

‘But more recently too, I think.’

‘Perhaps. I find that my memory works better these days at long distance. What happened then seems more worth remembering.’

‘You’re having dinner with Peter and me?’

‘Yes. We want to consult you,’ said Detterling rather primly, ‘about property speculation. It seems to be getting popular.’

‘You disapprove?’

‘That I shall know better after we’ve heard what you have to say.’

‘What shall you do if you should disapprove?’

‘My dear – er – er –’

‘– Lloyd-James –’

‘– My dear Lloyd-James. Members of Parliament don’t do anything, other than answer their constituents’ foolish letters. They just make speeches … not even that, as a rule … they give things to be understood, after which their reputations are debited or credited according to the impression created.’

‘It’s rather the same,’ Somerset said, ‘with property speculators. Only their final credits are in money. Somewhere along the line a theoretical value is actually realized as hard cash.’

‘Somebody else’s hard cash,’ said Detterling thoughtfully.

‘In the same way as your pretty speeches, and the credit you earn for them, must be backed sooner or later by somebody else’s hard deeds. Some wretched civil servant, probably.’

‘But of course we get all the kicks if things go wrong. What happens to property dealers when things go wrong?’

‘They go to prison for fraud,’ Somerset said.

‘Just where some of our chaps ought to be. For fraudulent utterance of worthless words …. We met quite recently, you say?’

‘A party of Donald Salinger’s. Two years ago.’

‘You’re a friend of Donald’s?’ said Detterling sceptically.

‘His mother and mine were brought out together.’

‘It’s odd to think of anyone in Donald’s family being brought out. His father was – er – well, just er.’

‘His mother was a Trench.’

‘So that’s why he bought Chevenix Court with her money?’

‘I think,’ said Somerset, ‘that Father Salinger made most of it. He may have been … er … but he was good at making money.’

‘How?’

‘Old-fashioned and more reputable type of property speculation. Which is to say he bought within his means and so didn’t come unstuck if he had to sell short occasionally. He was worth what he said he was worth.’

‘They don’t come like that these days, it seems … Peter. My dear chap, I hope it’s not been too frightful getting here.’

How fit Peter looks, thought Somerset enviously as Morrison exchanged greetings with Detterling. Summer and autumn in the country, that’s what does it. Fresh air and exercise. Happily married too; regular and uncomplicated sex.

‘My dear old Somerset,’ Peter said: ‘so what’s the dirt from Gower Street?’

‘You name it, we’ve got it.’

‘Property speculators?’

‘I’ve just been telling Detterling here –’

‘– Let’s wait till we’re settled. Dining room upstairs.’

It was typical of Peter Morrison that although he had provided a liberal dinner with plenty of wine he had not thought it necessary to offer his guests a drink first. In the formal aspects of his behaviour he belonged to an era sixty years gone when everyone endured the half-hour before dinner without even a glass of sherry to keep him going. In most other ways he was an enlightened man: he was known, for example, to favour independence for the remaining colonies and to have an interest in the reform of the homosexuality laws, an interest encouraged by the member of his group next prominent after himself (a lawyer called Carton Weir) but regarded as politically premature by Detterling and others. The truth was – and in this again he reverted to the nineteenth century – that Morrison was a man of conscience and goodwill, a wealthy, landed young man who conceived it his duty to take a part in public life and there to advocate, without regard to the yapping of the Whips or protest from hide-bound constituents, whatever he believed to be right. Flexible enough to compromise over most issues of opinion, he would never condone a palpable falsehood or injustice; he was not a careerist politician but a gentleman assisting in the Councils of his Sovereign, and he would accept promotion, should it come, in the same modest and unambitious spirit as he would have accepted the Presidency of his local cricket club. It was one of the things one did, not without interest but with no calculation of personal profit. The important thing was to do it with honour; and if honour proved (as sooner or later these days it was most likely to) an embarrassment to Party, then the only course would be to show his contempt with a shrug and return to his Norfolk fields.

From all of which the activities of his group were easily predictable. They were set against three things: the fudging of issues to save ministerial or other faces; undue deference to public opinion; and the dishonesty, back-biting and cringing of those to whom politics were their chief livelihood. Morrison’s associates, in what was beginning to be called both with mockery and respect ‘The Young England Group’, were mostly junior M.P.s of the same ample background as himself, men with the ‘clean’ money which came from wide and prudently managed acres. There were exceptions; Detterling was older than most of them, Carton Weir poorer; but by and large, of the two essential prerequisites of political integrity – youth and private fortune – the Young Englanders enjoyed both.

It was Somerset’s fancy to support this group in the pages of Strix, hoping in turn for their friendship against the day when he himself would be seeking a Parliamentary seat. Since the group’s indifference to political careers as such might assist its speedy dissolution, the gamble was manifest; but although at first sight it might seem odd in Somerset to court so small and volatile a faction, his reasons were well grounded. During the long period of Conservative rule which he now expected it seemed likely that elements of morality or endeavour would be few; any group, therefore, that had some claim to dedication would achieve notice out of all proper ratio to its importance, in which case the Prime Minister might think it wise to accord recognition and a few minor offices. In three or four years’ time, which was when Somerset saw himself embarking into politics, his friends of ‘the young England Group’ might be so placed as to be very helpful indeed; so that now was the time for Somerset to get himself rated persona grata for discreet and reliable services of the kind which he was rendering at dinner this evening. He gave a clear exposition of the principles (or the lack of them) which lay behind some notorious recent deals, pointed out ethical objections and economic flaws, named some powerful and tainted names, and finally leaned back to drink his port with satisfaction and to receive thanks.

Detterling expressed his with restraint and rose to go.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said; ‘but I have someone – er – waiting.’

‘You know who?’ said Somerset when Detterling was gone.

‘Susan Grange?’ Peter had a shrewd and uncensorious taste in gossip.

‘So they say. And harmless enough. Little Lady Susan leads her men a dance, but she doesn’t cling or make trouble when the dance is over. I’m glad he’s gone in any case. I’ve got a proposition to put to you.’

‘Oh?’ said Peter, smiling in faint deprecation.

‘There’s a vacant place on the Board of Strix.’

‘And so?’

‘Let me explain. The Board consists of five people: the so-called proprietor, young Lord Philby, who has inherited a 70 per cent interest; the editor, who has his salary but otherwise no interest; and three members, each of whom enjoys a 10 per cent interest during tenure, but cannot, of course, touch the principal. In other words, if you joined the Board you’d get 10 per cent of the profits – which are small but growing – in return for your services.’

‘And what would those be?’

‘Basically, to attend a monthly meeting to consider the financial position of the paper and to express your opinions as to past performance and future policy.’

‘To dictate to you, in fact?’

‘To discuss with me. And the rest of the Board, of course.’

‘And it would suit you to have a friend there?’

‘Candidly, yes,’ said Somerset smirking. ‘His Lordship doesn’t often come and I’m on reasonable terms with the other two, but it would be nice to see an old friend at the table.’

‘How did the vacancy come about?’

‘Resignation of General Peterson. Gaga.’

‘I see,’ said Peter thoughtfully; ‘but it’s hardly my thing, is it? I have no business interests and don’t know the first thing about it all unless I ask you.’

‘That’s just the point. The articles drawn up in old Lord Philby’s time provide that the editor and other members of the Board must be without any direct commercial or industrial commitments – must have no financial axe to grind. Otherwise they might try to use the paper to put their own stuff across.’

‘I see. Like the Spectator not appointing anyone who holds political office?’

‘Roughly, yes.’

‘But the Philbys themselves have a financial axe to grind?’

‘Yes …. But Insurance on that scale is so massive it’s above suspicion. It’s like running a bank – there’s no need to start getting smart in a trade journal. Anyway, old Philby was the soul of integrity and young Philby doesn’t give a twopenny curse so long as he gets his cash and isn’t bothered. I might add that there are very strong provisions in the articles against the Proprietorship passing into unsuitable hands. If Philby wanted to sell, you and I as members of the Board are bound, and are empowered, to prevent him selling to someone who might make undesirable use of the opportunities.’

‘I’m not a member yet,’ said Peter gently.

‘Look, Peter. This is your chance to learn about these things, to get inside information without being involved or getting your hands dirty. I know you hate the money boys, but you of all people will need to learn their language and how to cope with them. Strix covers everything from economic theory to the disposal of reject golf balls.’

‘And if I say “yes”, what then?’

‘I’ll put your name forward at the board-meeting next week. Philby’s in America, but three’s a quorum, and I’m pretty sure I can carry the other two.’

‘Who are they?’

‘Both ex officio. Harry Dilkes, as secretary to the Institute for Political and Economic Studies, and Robert Constable, as Professor of Economics in the University of Salop – old Philby was a Shropshire lad. There are no strings about the third place, though a “respectable public figure” is recommended by the articles. We can certainly swing you as that.’

‘Constable? I thought he was a Cambridge man. Lancaster, surely?’

‘Was. He got this professorship two years back, and he’s now Vice-Chancellor for good measure. A bit of an old boot, but listens carefully to reasons.’

Peter nodded his approval and lit a cheroot.

‘I’ll have to think about it,’ he said. ‘One way and the other I’ve got rather a lot on.’

‘Of course. Can you let me know by Monday evening? The Board meets on Tuesday.’

You’ll do it, Somerset thought. Simply because you don’t know much about business you’ll conceive it your duty to learn. You’ll come in the spirit, half respectful and half condescending, of an officer under instruction. And you’ll help us more than you know, you and your great round face. It will be very useful to have our man from Westminster on the Board, even if he does turn out a party rebel.

‘It’s been very pleasant,’ he said aloud, ‘but I must be off.’

At the Hall Porter’s desk somebody was cashing a cheque with the furtive air of one who would not care to explain what he wanted, so late at night, with ready money.

‘Good evening, Carton,’ Peter said. ‘Carton Weir, Somerset Lloyd-James.’

‘How de do. Just getting some cash for an early start in the morning.’

‘I hope the fog won’t delay you,’ said Somerset gravely.

‘I like the fog,’ Weir giggled nervously. ‘Nice for hiding in, don’t you know.’

He turned back to the Hall Porter. ‘No, not fivers,’ Somerset heard him whisper urgently.

‘Carton was to have come to dinner with us,’ said Peter when they were on the steps outside: ‘he is what you might call my deputy. But it seems he had an unexpected and urgent engagement.’

They smiled at one another, Peter tolerantly, Somerset with an air of being fully informed on this particular point.

‘Give Helen my regards,’ Somerset said. ‘She’s in London?’

‘Just for the weekend. Then back to the boys at Whereham. You must help me pass my bachelor evenings ….’

How little I know of Somerset after all this time, thought Peter Morrison as he walked down Whitehall towards his big, placid wife in his big, placid flat: fourteen years, and I still never know what’s going on behind those crocodile eyes. This seat on his Board: who’s doing a favour to whom?

How lucky Peter is to be so comfortably married, thought Somerset Lloyd-James as he walked up the Charing Cross Road. If Maisie gets there before I do, I hope she has the sense not to ring the bell. If she’s very good tonight I’ll give her three pounds ten instead of three.

Ashley Dexterside, waiting in St. James’s Square in Carton Weir’s car, thought to himself that if the silly old bag didn’t buck up and cash that cheque all the best guardsmen would have been booked before they even got to the party.

When Donald Salinger finally reached Vanessa Drew’s flat it had been in pitch darkness. Sitting down on the area steps, Donald had begun quietly snivelling, when suddenly, miraculously, a light went on inside and Vanessa’s torso, in a high-necked sweater, appeared stretching and yawning at the window. Donald gambolled across the area and clawed at the door, which was crossly opened by Vanessa who was wearing nothing at all other than the high-necked sweater.

Donald’s first reaction was one of almost insane lust, his next, which in no way qualified the first, one of jealousy and anger.

‘Do you often open the door looking like that?’

‘If someone knocks on it when I’ve just got up.’

‘You mean … you let anyone … see you?’

‘And much good may it do them.’

‘Vanessa. I think you should understand that when I enter on a relationship there are certain standards –’

‘– For Christ’s sake shut up and take off that ridiculous hat.’

Donald took off his bowler, unbuttoned his British Warm and sat down on Vanessa’s grubby sofa, pressing his umbrella down into the carpet at a rigid right-angle between straddled knees.

‘Stop staring at me,’ Vanessa said.

‘I can’t help it. If only you’d make yourself decent ….’

‘… Dirty-minded, that’s your trouble. Better get going.’

She flicked her rump at him and disappeared into her so-called bathroom.

‘The fog’s terrible,’ he called after her: ‘I had to leave the car at Chancery Lane. If you don’t mind, we’d better drive down in the morning.’

‘Not much good if I do mind since you haven’t brought the car.’

‘It was hard to know what to do for the best.’

A wet face and two tiny breasts were thrust round the bathroom door.

‘All right then. Here’s the programme. First of all we’ll do it, to stop you looking like a dirty old man in the park. Then we’ll pick up Jonathan Gamp and go out to dinner. And then –’

‘… Why Jonathan Gamp?’

‘Because he makes me laugh. Then we’ll go back to his flat.’ She looked at Donald wide-eyed. ‘He’s got a wonderful white rug.’

‘Vanessa. I will not be treated in this way. If you had any sensitivity at all you’d realize that my feeling for you –’

‘Calm down. I won’t be a tick … I’m just stuffing my thing up.’

‘Do you have to be so crude?’

‘All right. With the assistance of the lever and the prescribed lubricant I am now inserting my contraceptive device. Having made sure it is in position, I am now coming, with a modest but proud and loving look, to join my partner, who should receive me with gratitude and tenderness.’

Vanessa crawled across the room on hands and knees and laid her head in Donald’s lap, her chin resting against the poised umbrella.

‘Come on, old thing,’ she said kindly: ‘get undressed.’

‘Oh, Vanessa,’ Donald said: ‘I do love you so much. Why must you make fun of me?’

‘I’m not … now.’

‘But as soon as it’s over you’ll start again. And then dinner …. And Jonathan or whoever happens to be there ….’

‘Donald’ – still kindly – ‘you don’t own me, you know.’

‘The thought of you opening the door … like that … to anyone that comes along. It makes me feel so hopeless.’

‘First your coat …. That’s right. Now your jacket ….’

‘I want you to myself, Vanessa. All to myself.’

‘You’re a bit late in the day for that.’

‘Never mind the past. If, for the future, you’d … promise me … then I’d … I’d …’

‘You’d what, Donald?’

And so it had come about that when Vanessa and Donald at last went out to dinner they drank champagne to celebrate their engagement. They did not call on Jonathan Gamp, either before or after, and about the time that Somerset left Peter Morrison outside the Infantry Club they were walking hand in hand along the King’s Road towards Donald’s house in Cheyne Row, there to spend the night before driving down to Chevenix Court.

Miss Beatty took the empty cocoa cups and the plate of digestive biscuits into the kitchenette and then returned to her mother, who was gazing into the television screen as if demanding from it the secrets of the next world.

‘Bed time, mother.’

‘When it stops.’

Miss Beatty flicked a switch.

‘There. It’s stopped.’

‘Funny how it always stops when you say it’s bed time.’

Miss Beatty made no comment but turned the wheel chair briskly (it was surprising how little her mother weighed these days) and propelled it through the curtain into the little alcove where Mrs. Beatty slept. It soon became apparent that Mrs. Brett, who lived above and was paid ten shillings a day during the week to keep an eye on mother, had neglected her main duty, which was to give mother a thorough wash before tea. Miss Beatty sighed and fetched a
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