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			We’re all excited about Brussels

			In a note dated 3
				June 1954, the Belgian Ambassador in London conveyed an invitation to Her
				Majesty’s Government of Great Britain: an invitation to take part in a new
				World’s Fair which the Belgians were calling the ‘Exposition Universelle
				et Internationale de Bruxelles 1958’.

			Five months later, on 24 November 1954,
				Her Majesty’s Government’s formal acceptance of the invitation was
				presented to the Ambassador, on the occasion of a visit to London by Baron Moens de
				Fernig, the Commissioner-General appointed by the Belgian government to undertake
				the work of organizing the exposition.

			It would be the first such event since
				the end of the Second World War. It would be held at a time when the European
				nations involved in that war were moving ever closer towards peaceful cooperation
				and even union; and at a time, conversely, when political tensions between the NATO
				and Soviet bloc countries were at their height. It would be held at a time of
				unprecedented optimism about recent advances in the field of nuclear science; and at
				a time when that optimism was tempered by unprecedented anxiety about what might
				happen if these same advances were put to destructive, rather than benign, use.
				Symbolizing this great paradox, and standing at the very heart of the exhibition
				site, was to be an enormous metal structure known as the Atomium; conceived and
				designed by a British-born Belgian engineer called André Waterkeyn, it would stand
				more than one hundred metres tall and resemble, in its shape, the unit cell of an
				iron crystal magnified 165 billion times.

			In the original letter of invitation,
				the purpose of the exhibition was described thus:

			
				to facilitate a
					comparison of the multifarious activities of different peoples in the fields of
					thought, art, science, economic affairs and technology. Its method is to present
					an all-embracing view of the present achievements, spiritual or material, and
					the further aspirations of a rapidly changing world. Its final aim is to
					contribute to the development of a genuine unity of mankind, based upon respect
					for human personality.

			

			History does not record how the British
				Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs reacted when he first read these impressive
				words. But Thomas’s guess was that, seeing four years of stress, argument and
				expense ahead of him, he let the invitation slip from his fingers, put his hands to
				his forehead and muttered: ‘Oh no … Those bloody Belgians …’

			Thomas was a quiet man. That was his
				distinguishing feature. He worked at the Central Office of Information on Baker
				Street, and behind his back, his colleagues sometimes referred to him as
				‘Gandhi’ because there were days when it was believed that he had taken
				a vow of silence. At the same time, and also behind his back, some of the
				secretaries had been heard to call him ‘Gary’ because he reminded them
				of Gary Cooper, while a rival faction knew him as ‘Dirk’, on account of
				a closer resemblance, in their eyes, to Dirk Bogarde. It could be agreed, at any
				rate, that Thomas was handsome, but he would have been astonished if anyone had ever
				told him this and, once in possession of the knowledge, he would have had no idea
				what to do with it. Gentleness and humility were the qualities which first struck
				people upon meeting him and it was only later (if at all) that they would begin to
				suspect a certain self-assurance, bordering on arrogance, lying beneath them. In the
				meantime, he was most often described as a ‘decent sort’ and ‘the
				unassuming, dependable type’.

			He had worked at the COI for fourteen
				years, starting in 1944, when it was still called the Ministry of Information and he
				was only eighteen years old. He had started
				out as a post boy, and worked his way up surely – but very, very slowly – to his
				present rank as junior copywriter. Now he was thirty-two, and spent most of his
				working days drafting pamphlets on public health and safety, advising pedestrians of
				the best way to cross the road and cold-sufferers of the best way to avoid spreading
				germs in public places. Some days he looked back on his childhood and thought about
				his start in life (Thomas was the son of a pub landlord) and considered that he was
				doing very well; other days he found his work tedious and contemptible, and it felt
				as though he had been doing the same things for years, and he couldn’t wait to
				find some way of moving on.

			Brussels had livened things up a bit,
				that was certain. The COI had been given overall responsibility for the content of
				the British pavilion at Expo 58 and this had immediately led to a frenzy of
				head-scratching and soul-searching around that maddening, elusive topic of
				‘Britishness’. What did it mean to be British, in 1958? Nobody seemed to
				know. Britain was steeped in tradition, everybody agreed upon that: its traditions,
				its pageantry, its ceremony were admired and envied all over the world. At the same
				time, it was mired in the past: scared of innovation, riddled with archaic class
				distinctions, in thrall to a secretive and untouchable Establishment. Which way were
				you supposed to look, when defining Britishness? Forwards, or backwards?

			It was a difficult conundrum; and the
				Foreign Secretary was not the only person to be found sitting at his desk, in the
				years leading up to Expo 58, muttering, ‘Those bloody Belgians …’ on
				long afternoons when the answers did not seem to come easily.

			Some positive steps were taken. James
				Gardner, many of whose ideas had proved so inspiring at the Festival of Britain
				seven years earlier, was engaged as designer of the pavilion; and before long he
				came up with a geometric exterior which, by general consent, caught just the right
				combination of modernity and continuity. It had been allocated a very favourable
				position in the Exposition park on the
				Heysel plateau just north of Brussels. But what should go inside it? Millions of
				visitors were expected to flock to the Expo, from all over the world, including the
				African and Soviet bloc countries. The Americans and the Soviets were bound to
				produce national displays on a massive scale. What sort of self-image did the
				British want to project, given the opportunity of such a vast global stage, and such
				a curious and diverse audience?

			Nobody appeared to know the answer. But
				by common consent, Gardner’s pavilion was going to be a thing of beauty: that
				was beyond dispute. And, if it was any consolation, there was one other thing that
				everybody was agreed about: the pub. Visitors to the Expo would need to be fed and
				watered, and if the national character was going to be expressed at all, this meant
				that somehow or other, next to the pavilion, they were going to have to build a
				British pub. And just in case anybody missed the point, the name of the pub would
				leave no room for ambiguity: it was going to be called the Britannia.

			This afternoon, in the middle of
				February 1958, Thomas was checking the proofs of a pamphlet he had helped to put
				together for sale outside the pavilion: ‘Images of the United Kingdom’.
				There was a small body of text, interspersed with attractive woodcut illustrations
				by Barbara Jones. Thomas was checking the French version.

			‘Le Grand-Bretagne vit de son
					commerce,’ he read. ‘Outre les marchandises, la
					Grande-Bretagne fait un commerce important de “services”: transports
					maritimes et aériens, tourisme, service bancaire, services d’assurance. La
					“City” de Londres, avec ses célèbres institutions comme la Banque
					d’Angleterre, la Bourse et la grand compagnie d’assurance
					“Lloyd’s”, est depuis longtemps la plus grand centre financier
					du monde.’

			Thomas was just wondering whether the
					la in that last sentence was a mistake, and should be changed to the
				masculine, when his telephone rang, and Susan from the switchboard gave him the
					surprising news that Mr Cooke, Director
				of Exhibitions, wanted to see him in his office. At four o’clock that very
				afternoon.

			The door was ajar, and Thomas could
				hear voices on the other side. Smooth, softly spoken, well-educated voices. The
				voices of Establishment men. He raised his hand to knock on the door, but fear made
				him hesitate. For the last ten years or more, he had been surrounded by voices like
				this at work: so why was he hesitating now, his hand almost shaking as it hovered
				over the wood panelling? Why was this situation any different?

			It was strange how the fear never really
				seemed to go away.

			‘Come in!’ one of the voices
				called, in response to his over-deferential tap.

			Thomas took a deep breath, pushed the
				door open and stepped inside. It was the first time he had ever been admitted to Mr
				Cooke’s office. It was predictably grand: a hushed, calming environment of oak
				furniture and red leather, with two enormous sash windows reaching almost to the
				floor, offering a distant view of the windswept treetops of Regent’s Park. Mr
				Cooke was seated behind his desk, and his deputy, Mr Swaine, was seated to the right
				of him, next to the window. Standing before the fireplace, his grey-pink bald patch
				unforgivingly reflected in the gilt-framed mirror, was a man Thomas didn’t
				recognize. His dark worsted suit and stiff white collar gave little away: they were
				of a piece, however, with the navy-blue tie, discreetly embellished with what could
				confidently be identified as the crest of an Oxford or Cambridge college.

			‘Ah, Foley.’ Mr Cooke rose
				to his feet and held out a welcoming hand. Thomas shook it weakly, more disconcerted
				than ever by this display of warmth. ‘Thank you for dropping by. Extremely
				decent of you. Lots on your plate today, I’m sure. You know Mr Swaine, of
				course? And this is Mr Ellis, of the Foreign Office.’

			The unfamiliar man stepped forward and
				offered his hand. The grip was wary, lacking conviction.

			‘Good to meet
				you, Foley. Cooke has been telling me a lot about you.’

			Thomas didn’t see how this could
				possibly be true. He returned the handshake and nodded helplessly, lost for words.
				Finally he sat down, in response to a gesture of invitation from Mr Cooke.

			‘Now then,’ said Mr Cooke,
				facing him from across the desk. ‘Mr Swaine tells me that you’ve been
				doing good work on the Brussels project. Excellent work.’

			‘Thank you,’ Thomas mumbled,
				inclining his head towards Mr Swaine in a movement that was somewhere between a nod
				and a bow. Raising his voice slightly, in the knowledge that something more was
				expected of him, he added: ‘It’s been a challenge. An exciting
				challenge.’

			‘Well, we’re all excited
				about Brussels,’ said Mr Swaine. ‘Tremendously excited. You can be sure
				of that.’

			‘Brussels, in fact,’ said Mr
				Cooke, ‘is what we’ve brought you here to talk about. Swaine,
				you’d better fill him in.’

			Mr Swaine now rose to his feet and,
				placing his hands behind his back, began to pace the room in the manner of a Latin
				teacher about to run through a list of verbal conjugations.

			‘As you all know,’ he began,
				‘the British exhibit at Brussels is divided into two sections. There is the
				official government pavilion, which is our baby here at the COI. We’ve all
				been busting a gut on this one for the last few months – not least young Foley here,
				who has been composing no end of captions and tour pamphlets and whatnot, and making
				a jolly fine job of it too, if I may say so. The government pavilion, of course, is
				essentially a cultural and historical display. We’re pretty close to the wire,
				now, and we still haven’t – ahem – still haven’t quite
				fine-tuned all the fiddly bits, but the … the essential shape of the thing is more
				or less settled. The idea is to sell – or should I say, to project – an
				image of the British character. Looking at things … looking at things, as I said,
				both historically and culturally – and also scientifically. We’re trying to
				look back, of course, on our rich and varied
				history. But we’re also trying to look forward. Looking forward to the … to
				the …’

			He tailed off. The word seemed to be on
				the tip of his tongue.

			‘To the future?’ Mr Ellis
				suggested.

			Mr Swaine beamed at him.
				‘Precisely. Back into the past, but also forward to the future. Both at the
				same time, if you catch my meaning.’ Mr Ellis and Mr Cooke nodded at him in
				unison. They both appeared to catch his meaning without difficulty. Whether Thomas
				caught it or not seemed to be of little consequence, at that moment. ‘And
				then,’ Mr Swaine continued, ‘there is the British Industries pavilion,
				which is a different kettle of fish altogether. That’s being knocked up by
				British Overseas Fairs, with the help of some of the high-up industrial bods, and
				the aim there is quite … quite particular, by comparison. We see the Industries Fair
				as being very much in the nature of a shop window. A large number of firms have been
				eager to take part, and they are all paying for the opportunity to be part of the
				display, so the idea is … well, the idea is to rustle up a good deal of business, we
				hope. It seems that this will be the only substantial privately sponsored pavilion
				in the whole fair, and naturally we’re very pleased that Britain is leading
				the way on this one.’

			‘Of course. “A nation of
				shopkeepers,”’ said Mr Ellis. The quotation was delivered drily, but
				there was a certain thin satisfaction in his smile, all the same.

			Mr Swaine seemed rather nonplussed by
				this intervention. For several seconds he stared absently into the fireplace which –
				even on this dismal February afternoon – remained cold and empty. In the end, Mr
				Cooke was obliged to prompt him:

			‘All right, Swaine, so we have the
				official pavilion and we have the industrial pavilion. Isn’t there something
				else?’

			‘Ah! Yes, of course.’ He
				snapped out of it and resumed his pacing. ‘There is something else, most
				definitely. Something which comes slap in the middle of the two, in fact. Naturally,
				I’m referring …’ He turned to Thomas. ‘Well, Foley, you
				don’t need me to tell you. You know
				exactly what comes between the two pavilions.’

			Thomas did indeed. ‘The
				pub,’ he said. ‘The pub is what comes between.’

			‘Exactly!’ said Mr Swaine.
				‘The pub. The Britannia. A quaint old hostelry, as British as … bowler
				hats and fish and chips, representing the finest hospitality our nation can
				offer.’

			Mr Ellis shuddered. ‘Those poor
				Belgians. That’s what we’re giving them, is it? Bangers and mash and
				last week’s pork pie, all washed down with a pint of lukewarm bitter.
				It’s enough to make you want to emigrate.’

			‘In 1949,’ Mr Cooke reminded
				him, ‘a Yorkshire inn was constructed in Toronto, for the International Trade
				Fair. It was considered a great success. We hope to repeat that success; and indeed
				build on it.’

			‘Well, to each his own,’ Mr
				Ellis conceded, with a shrug. ‘When I visit the fair, I shall be hunting down
				a bowl of moules and a decent bottle of Bordeaux. Meanwhile, my concern –
					our concern, I should say – is that this dubious venture should be
				properly organized, and overseen.’

			Thomas wondered about the force of that
				plural pronoun. On whose behalf was Mr Ellis speaking? The Foreign Office,
				presumably …

			‘Exactly, Ellis, exactly. We are
				of one mind.’ Mr Cooke conducted a vague search of his desk, found a
				cherrywood pipe and slipped it into his mouth, apparently with no thought of
				lighting it. ‘The trouble with this pub, you see, is its …
				provenance. Whitbread are going to set it up and run it. So in that sense
				it’s nothing to do with us. But the fact remains that it’s on our site.
				It will be seen, inevitably, as part of the official British presence. To my mind
				…’ (he puffed on the pipe as though it were burning merrily) ‘… this
				presents a definite problem.’

			‘But not an insoluble problem,
				Cooke,’ said Mr Swaine, stepping forward from the fireplace. ‘By no
				means insoluble. All it means is that we
				have to be there, in some shape or form, to put our stamp on it – as it
				were – and make sure that … well, that things are as they should be.’

			‘Quite,’ said Mr Ellis.
				‘So, in effect, what is required is that someone from your office should be on
				hand – and indeed, on site – to run things. Or keep an eye on them, at the very
				least.’

			It was very obtuse of him, but even at
				this stage Thomas could not see where he was supposed to fit into all this. He
				watched with increasing stupefaction as Mr Cooke opened the manila file beside him
				and began to flip languidly through its contents.

			‘Now, Foley,’ he said,
				‘I’ve been looking through your file here, and one or two things … One
				or two things seem to rather leap out at me. For instance, it says here –’ (he
				raised his eyes and glanced at Thomas questioningly, as though the information he
				had just lighted upon could hardly be credited) ‘– it says here that your
				mother was Belgian. Is that true?’

			Thomas nodded. ‘She still is, if
				it comes to that. She was born in Leuven, but she had to leave at the beginning of
				the war – the Great War, that is – when she was ten years old.’

			‘So you’re half-Belgian, in
				other words?’

			‘Yes. But I’ve never been
				there.’

			‘Leuven … Not familiar with it, I’m afraid.’

			‘The French name is Louvain. But my family were Flemish-speakers.’

			‘I see. Picked up much of their lingo?’

			‘Not really. A few
				words.’

			Mr Cooke returned to his file.
				‘I’ve also been reading a little bit about your father’s … your
				father’s background.’ This time he actually shook his head while
				skimming over the pages, as if lost in rueful amazement. ‘It says here – it
				says here that your father actually runs a pub. Can that be true, as
				well?’

			‘I’m afraid not,
				sir.’

			‘Ah.’ Mr Cooke seemed torn
				between relief and disappointment.

			‘He did run a pub, yes, for almost
				twenty years. He was the landlord of the Rose and Crown, in Leatherhead. But
				I’m afraid that my father died,
				three years ago. He was rather young. In his mid-fifties.’

			Mr Cooke lowered his gaze.
				‘I’m sorry to hear that, Foley.’

			‘It was lung cancer. He was a
				heavy smoker.’

			The three men stared at him, puzzled by
				this information.

			‘A recent study has shown,’
				Thomas explained carefully, ‘that there may be a link between smoking and lung
				cancer.’

			‘Funny,’ Mr Swaine mused,
				aloud. ‘I always feel much healthier after a gasper or two.’

			There was an embarrassed pause.

			‘Well, Foley,’ said Mr
				Cooke, ‘this is pretty dreadful for you. You certainly have our
				commiserations.’

			‘Thank you, sir. He’s been
				much missed, by my mother and me.’

			‘Erm – yes, there is your
				father’s loss, of course,’ said Mr Cooke hastily, although it appeared
				that this was not what he’d actually been referring to. ‘But we were
				commiserating with you, rather, on your … start in life. What with one thing and
				another – the pub, and the Belgian thing – you must have felt pretty severely
				handicapped.’

			Temporarily lost for words, Thomas could
				only let him speak on.

			‘You made it into the local
				grammar, I see, so that must have been something. Still, you’ve done
				frightfully well, I think, to get where you have since then. Wouldn’t you
				agree, gentlemen? That young Foley here has shown a good deal of pluck, and
				determination?’

			‘Rather,’ said Mr
				Swaine.

			‘Absolutely,’ said Mr
				Ellis.

			In the silence that followed, Thomas
				felt himself sinking into a state of absolute indifference to the conversation. He
				gazed through the sash window and out into the distance, towards the park, and while
				waiting for Mr Cooke to speak he had a savage craving to be there, walking alongside
				Sylvia, pushing the pram, both of them looking down at the baby as she lay deep in a
				dreamless, animal sleep.

			‘Well,
				Foley,’ said the Central Office of Information’s Director of
				Exhibitions, slapping the file shut with sudden decisiveness, ‘it’s
				pretty obvious that you’re our man.’

			‘Your man?’ said Thomas, his
				eyes slowly coming back into focus.

			‘Our man, yes. Our man in
				Brussels.’

			‘Brussels?’

			‘Foley, have you not been
				listening? As Mr Ellis here was explaining, we need someone from the COI to oversee
				the whole running of the Britannia. We need someone on site, on the
				premises, for the whole six months of the fair. And that someone is going to be
				you.’

			‘Me, sir? But …’

			‘But what? Your father ran a pub
				for twenty years, didn’t he? So you must have learned something about it in
				that time.’

			‘Yes, but …’

			‘And your mother comes from
				Belgium, for Heaven’s sake. You’ve got Belgian blood coursing through
				your veins. It’ll be like a second home to you.’

			‘But … But what about my family,
				sir? I can’t just abandon them for all that time. I’ve got a wife.
				We’ve got a little baby girl.’

			Mr Cooke waved his hand airily.
				‘Well, take them with you, if you like. Although a lot of men, quite frankly,
				would jump at the opportunity to get away from nappies and rattles for six months. I
				know I would have done, at your age.’ He beamed a happy smile around the room.
				‘So, is it all settled, then?’

			Thomas asked if he could have the
				weekend to think about it. Mr Cooke looked bemused and offended, but he agreed.

			Thomas found it hard to concentrate on
				his work for the rest of that afternoon, and when five-thirty came around he still
				felt agitated. Instead of getting the tube right away he went to the Volunteer and
				ordered half a pint with a whisky chaser. The pub was smoky and crowded and before
				long he found himself having to share his table with a young brunette and a much
				older man with a military moustache: they seemed to be conducting an affair
					and not making much of a secret of it.
				When he got tired of listening to their plans for the weekend, and of having his
				shoulder jostled by a crowd of music students from the Royal Academy, he drank up
				and left.

			It was well after dark, and already a
				filthy night. The wind was almost enough to blow his umbrella inside-out. At Baker
				Street station Thomas realized that he was going to be very late getting home, and
				there would be trouble if he didn’t telephone. Sylvia answered almost at
				once.

			‘Tooting,
				two-five-double-one.’

			‘Hello, darling, it’s only
				me.’

			‘Oh. Hello, darling.’

			‘How are things?’

			‘Things are fine.’

			‘What about Baby? Is she
				sleeping?’

			‘Not at the moment. Where are you?
				There’s a lot of noise in the background.’

			‘I’m at Baker
				Street.’

			‘Baker Street? What are you still
				doing there?’

			‘I popped in for a quick one. Felt
				the need, to be honest. It’s been quite a day. This afternoon they called me
				upstairs and dropped a bombshell. Got a bit of news to tell you when I get
				home.’

			‘Good news, or bad?’

			‘Good – I think.’

			‘Did you remember to pop out to
				the chemist at lunchtime?’

			‘Damn. No, I
				didn’t.’

			‘Oh, Thomas.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry, it
				slipped my mind.’

			‘There’s not a drop of gripe
				water left. And she’s been bawling all afternoon.’

			‘Can’t you go to
				Jackson’s?’

			‘Jackson’s closes at
				five.’

			‘But their boy delivers,
				doesn’t he?’

			‘Only if you telephone them to
				ask. I can’t call them now, they’ll have shut up shop ages ago. We’ll just have to manage until
				tomorrow.’

			‘I’m sorry, darling.
				I’m an ass.’

			‘Yes, you are. And you’re
				going to be dreadfully late for dinner.’

			‘What have you made?’

			‘Shepherd’s pie. It’s
				been ready for more than an hour, but it’ll keep.’

			Thomas hung up and left the phone booth;
				but then, instead of heading straight for the escalators, he lit a cigarette and
				leaned against a wall and watched the other people hurrying by. He thought about the
				conversation he’d just had with his wife. It had been affectionate, as always,
				but something about it had disturbed him. Increasingly, these last few months, he
				had felt that the axis of his relationship with Sylvia had shifted. It was the
				arrival of Baby Gill that had done it, undoubtedly: of course this event had brought
				them closer together, in some ways, but still … Sylvia was so preoccupied, now, with
				the day-to-day responsibility of looking after the baby, ministering to her endless,
				unpredictable needs, Thomas could not help feeling that he was somehow being
				marginalized, squeezed out. But what was he to do? The transient image that had
				visited him in Mr Cooke’s office – that image of the two of them, pushing the
				pram together in Regent’s Park – had been vivid enough: but what sort of man
				was in thrall to such visions? What sort of man preferred a stroll in the park with
				his wife and baby daughter to the pressing business of getting on in the world?
				Carlton-Browne and Windrush had overheard him, one morning, talking with Sylvia on
				the telephone about Baby’s hiccups, and they had given him a terrible ribbing
				about it for days afterwards. With good reason, too. There was no dignity in any of
				that, no seriousness. In this day and age, a chap had responsibilities, after all. A
				role to play.

			It would be madness not to take the
				Brussels job. By the time he reached the front door of his house, fifty minutes
				later, he had already decided that. But there was something else, too: he was
					resolved not to tell Sylvia about Mr
				Cooke’s proposal. Not just yet. Not until he had made up his mind whether she
				and the baby should come with him. In the meantime, he would keep it to himself.
				Over dinner, he told her that the ‘bombshell’ he had mentioned on the
				telephone was a small improvement in the terms of his pension contributions.
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			What’s gone is gone

			When she had fled
				with her mother from Belgium to London in 1914, she had been Marte Hendrickx. But
				the English found these names too difficult: her mother had anglicized them both, in
				turn, and by the time of her eighteenth birthday she was Martha Hendricks. Since her
				wedding day, in 1924, she had been Martha Foley. For more than thirty years,
				therefore, her own name had felt like a peculiarity. And now that the man whose
				surname she had taken was dead, this feeling of self-estrangement was more acute,
				more insistent than ever.

			Today Martha Foley, if that’s who
				she was, sat inside the bus shelter and waited patiently for the bus to arrive. It
				was 11.32. The bus was not due until 11.43. She did not mind having to wait. She did
				not like leaving things to chance.

			She was fifty-three years of age.
				Fifty-four in September. She could have made herself beautiful, had she wanted to.
				But she chose, instead, to dress in sensible, middle-aged clothes, to wear flat
				shoes, to cut her greying hair in a matronly, austere fashion (rather like the Queen
				Mother’s) and to eschew all make-up apart from thoughtlessly applied
				bright-red lipstick and the occasional dab of face powder. She was a grandmother,
				now, after all. She had to conserve some dignity.

			Martha Foley looked placidly at the
				ribbon of road stretched before her, at the leafy outskirts of her home town, at the
				modest contours of the Surrey hills swelling up in the near distance. This morning
				was as deathly quiet as only an English Sunday morning could be.

			Another six minutes before the bus
				arrived. Martha stretched out her legs and gave a little silent sigh of
				satisfaction. She loved this English quiet. She could never get enough of it.

			At five past one,
				Thomas poured himself some whisky, and topped it up with a quick dash of soda from
				the siphon in the drinks cabinet. For Sylvia and his mother he poured glasses of
				nut-brown sweet sherry.

			‘There you are, Mother, get that
				down you,’ he said.

			Sylvia came in, patting her hair. She
				had checked the roast and it was almost done, now. All that was left was the
				gravy.

			‘And how are you, Mrs
				Foley?’ she said, reaching down to kiss her mother-in-law on her powdered
				cheek. ‘Buses on time this morning, were they? You know, as soon as we get a
				car, Thomas will be able to run out to Leatherhead and fetch you. Then you
				won’t have to make that awful long journey any more.’

			‘I don’t mind,’ she
				said. ‘I don’t mind a bit.’

			‘It’s good that she keeps
				her independence,’ said Thomas.

			His mother looked across at him sharply.
				‘You make me sound ancient. That’s the sort of thing you should be
				saying in twenty years’ time, when I’m really old.’

			‘Anyway,’ said Thomas,
				trying to conciliate, ‘we’re a long way from getting a car yet. A long
				way. We’ll be paying this place off for years.’

			‘Well, it will be money well
				spent,’ said Mrs Foley, looking around her. ‘It’s a beautiful
				home.’

			After this comment had hung in the air
				and died down there was a long hiatus, during which the clock on the mantelpiece
				seemed to be ticking extremely loudly. Feeling himself running out of conversation
				already, Thomas glanced longingly towards the copy of today’s
					Observer which he had been obliged to lay aside, only half-read, on the
				occasional table. It had been an especially thought-provoking edition. A strongly
				worded article by Bertrand Russell, in support of the Campaign for Nuclear
				Disarmament, had been balanced by a more even-handed editorial on the opposite page,
				which maintained that in the rush to condemn the proliferation of weapons, people
				should not forget the amazing benefits that nuclear technology was going to bring
				them. A potentially infinite source of
				clean, cheap energy, for one thing. Thomas still didn’t know where he stood in
				this particular debate and, with the arguments currently fresh in his mind, would
				have liked to have been able to chew them over with someone. If he had been at work,
				he could perhaps have taken it up with Windrush or Tracepurcel in the office
				canteen: but Sylvia, on the whole, was too unsure of herself to offer an opinion
				about such things. In fact their minds, he sometimes thought, were starting to run
				on completely different tracks. It was not right. He hardly expected her to be an
				expert on world politics or nuclear science – he could scarcely claim that
				distinction himself – but he felt it was important (a responsibility, even) to
				sustain an interest in these matters. Reading about them, keeping himself informed,
				was an essential part of Thomas’s daily life. He had to believe that somewhere
				out there, beyond the silent confines of suburban Tooting, was a world of ideas,
				movements, discoveries and momentous changes, a world that was in a constant state
				of discussion with itself; a discussion to which one day he might (who could say?)
				make his own tiny contribution.

			‘I’d better start thinking
				about the carrots,’ said Sylvia, putting her glass down.

			She was about to rise to her feet, but
				Thomas beat her to it.

			‘They’re out in the yard,
				aren’t they?’ he asked, and was on his way before his wife could do
				anything to stop him.

			Left to each other’s company,
				Sylvia and her mother-in-law sized each other up warily.

			‘What a lovely picture,’
				said Mrs Foley in a bright voice, after they had both taken a few sips of
				sherry.

			It was a new photograph of Baby Gill,
				taken two weeks ago at the little studio on the High Street, and only delivered in
				its smart beechwood frame yesterday morning. She was sitting up on a sheepskin rug,
				bright-eyed, wearing a lacy cap which concealed the fact that her hair was currently
				still on the thin side. It was a monochrome print, but the photographer had artfully
				tinted the baby’s cheeks with touches of rose-pink.

			‘She’s
				going to be a beauty,’ Mrs Foley predicted.

			‘Gosh. I don’t know about
				that,’ said Sylvia, lowering her eyes as if it were her own looks that were
				being complimented.

			‘She has your colouring, you see.
				Her skin’s going to be peachy, just like yours. Now if she’d taken after
				Thomas, we’d be in trouble. He had terrible skin when he was younger.
				Dreadful. Well, you can still see he gets pimples even now. It comes down on his
				father’s side.’ This was all stated in a perfectly matter-of-fact way.
				Experience – of which she had a great deal – had taught Mrs Foley many things, but
				never the need to be tactful. ‘Sleeping now, is she?’

			‘Yes. I should go and check on
				her, really.’

			It would have been a lame excuse for
				leaving the room. Fortunately, a better one presented itself when the telephone rang
				in the hallway.

			‘Excuse me.’

			It was her mother, Gwendoline, calling
				from Birmingham. Thomas, in the midst of peeling the carrots, popped his head out
				from the kitchen and hissed, ‘Tell her to call back,’ but she
				took no notice. It seemed that some serious family news was being imparted, but
				Thomas did not find out what it was until later, when they were all sitting at the
				dining-room table and the joint had been carved.

			‘I’m sorry about the
				interruption,’ said Sylvia, spooning the vegetables onto Mrs Foley’s
				plate, ‘but Mother had something rather distressing to tell me.’

			‘Not too many of those for me,
				dear,’ said Mrs Foley, keeping a watchful eye on the potatoes. ‘This
				girdle’s tight enough as it is. I don’t want to be getting
				stout.’

			‘Why, what’s happened,
				darling?’ Thomas asked.

			‘It’s Cousin
				Beatrix.’

			‘Oh yes?’

			Thomas’s ears always pricked up
				when he heard Beatrix’s name. She was by some way the most interesting (and
				least respectable) member of Sylvia’s family, a compulsive romantic
				adventuress rarely held back by the fact
				that she had an infant daughter to look after. The pleasure of tutting over the
				latest Beatrix scandal was one of the few that Thomas and Sylvia could share
				together: from both of them, her exploits provoked routine outbursts of disapproval
				and secret pangs of envy in equal measure.

			‘Don’t tell me,’ he
				said. ‘She’s walked out on that poor old Canadian already and found yet
				another victim. I knew it wouldn’t last more than a year or two.’

			But it transpired that the news was much
				more dramatic than that. ‘She’s had a dreadful accident,’ Sylvia
				told them. ‘She was stopped at a roundabout in her car when some enormous
				truck ran into the back of her.’

			‘My God,’ said Thomas,
				‘was she badly hurt?’

			Sylvia nodded. ‘She’s broken
				her neck, poor soul. She’s going to be in hospital for months.’

			There was a solemn, respectful
				silence.

			‘It sounds like she’s lucky
				to have escaped with her life,’ said Mrs Foley.

			‘I know. We should be thankful for
				that, at least.’

			In the further silence that followed,
				Thomas said: ‘Talking of being thankful …’

			‘Oh. Yes, of course.’ Sylvia
				put her hands together and closed her eyes. The others did the same. ‘For what
				we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.’

			‘Amen,’ intoned Thomas and
				his mother.

			They began to eat; and before long,
				another of those aching conversational voids had made itself felt.

			‘These place mats are
				charming,’ said Mrs Foley, in something like desperation. ‘Alpine
				scenes, aren’t they?’

			‘Quite,’ said Thomas,
				without looking up from his food.

			‘I bought them in Basle,’
				said Sylvia. ‘Of course, they weren’t the only souvenir I brought back
				from that holiday.’ She smiled a flirty, conspiratorial smile at her husband,
				but he was bent over his Yorkshire pudding, and did not register that he had heard
				her comment. Rebuffed, Sylvia continued to
				watch him for a moment, her gaze held by the intensity of his efforts to soak up as
				much gravy as possible before putting the fork in his mouth. His self-absorption
				pierced her: filled her with an acute, dizzying combination of love and disquiet.
				This was the man she had entrusted her life to. Sometimes she wondered if she had
				made a mistake.

			Sylvia had little experience of
				relationships with men, and what little she had had been unfortunate. She had
				married late, at the age of thirty-two. Throughout most of her twenties she had
				lived at home in Birmingham, with her mother and father, during which time she had
				squandered (it now seemed to her) many of the best years of her life on an
				engagement to a much older man, a commercial traveller from the north. They had met
				one Friday afternoon in the café of a department store, where he had insisted on
				paying for her coffee and eclair. After that first encounter she had not seen him
				for some months, but a passionate series of letters had been exchanged, culminating
				in another coffee-bar meeting and an offer of marriage. Sylvia shuddered now to
				think of her own naivety. They continued to see each other two, perhaps three times
				a year. The letters had kept coming, at irregular and increasingly distant
				intervals. Finally an envelope had arrived in the post one morning, enclosing an
				anonymous note which informed her that her betrothed already had a wife, three
				children, and a string of similar fiancées up and down the country.

			Sylvia had plunged, after this, into a
				long period of depression, which her doctor had advised would probably best be cured
				by fresh air and strenuous exercise. With the help of her parents she had arranged,
				in the summer of 1955, to travel to Switzerland for an extended walking holiday in
				the Alps. She had travelled with two other women, both of them spinster daughters of
				her father’s work colleagues. She had not known either of them beforehand;
				nor, having made their acquaintance on the trip, had she come to like them very
				much. But all had not been lost. At the end of the holiday, while resting in Basle
				for a few days, the three women had plucked up the courage to visit a beer cellar, and there they had encountered Thomas. An
				Englishman – a bachelor, no less – who was on holiday alone, and seemed only too
				glad to fall in with some welcoming female company. What’s more, he had the
				most charming manners, and the most impressive jawline. One of Sylvia’s
				companions thought there was more than a hint of Gary Cooper in his pale-blue eyes;
				the other saw a striking resemblance to Dirk Bogarde. Sylvia noticed neither of
				these: but she did see – potentially – a future husband, and from the ferocious
				competition which ensued over the next few days she was the one who emerged
				triumphant. All the same, she did not rush into an engagement this time; she kept
				Thomas on tenterhooks for weeks, after returning home; but there had been no doubt
				in her mind that she would accept him, after a decent interval. He seemed to be a
				splendid catch. His job at the COI was steady, prestigious and not badly paid. And
				the prospect of moving to London had, at first, felt glamorous and exciting …

			Sylvia became aware that her
				mother-in-law was saying something to her.

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Foley? I
				didn’t quite catch that.’

			‘I was asking,’ Mrs Foley
				repeated, dabbing at her lips with a gingham napkin, ‘if you had thought any
				more about the mangle. I hardly use it any more, as I said. I know that some people
				consider them old-fashioned, but the old ways are usually the best ways, you know.
				And I’m sure you must have much more laundry to do since Baby came
				along.’

			‘Well,’ said Sylvia,
				‘that’s very kind … What do you think, darling?’

			After lunch, Baby woke up, and Sylvia
				went upstairs to feed her. Thomas made his mother a cup of tea and they went out to
				inspect the garden. A hint of late-afternoon sunshine was breaking through the
				blanket of clouds, and it was warm enough to sit, for a minute or two, at the little
				wrought-iron table he had optimistically bought last summer, in anticipation of
				quiet afternoons spent reading the newspaper while Baby played happily in the (as yet unconstructed) sandpit. The
				garden looked a mess.

			‘You really need to do some work
				on this,’ said his mother.

			‘I know.’

			‘What on earth’s that big
				hole over there?’

			‘I started a goldfish pond,’
				said Thomas.

			‘I thought you were planning to
				grow vegetables.’

			‘I am. I’m going to plant
				some potatoes and beans. It’s too early yet.’

			Then he told his mother about the
				meeting with Mr Cooke and Mr Swaine and Mr Ellis of the Foreign Office. He told her
				that they were asking him to go to Belgium for six months.

			‘What does Sylvia say?’ she
				asked him.

			‘I haven’t mentioned it to
				her. I’m waiting for the right moment.’

			‘Could you take them with
				you?’

			‘It’s been suggested. I
				don’t think it sounds ideal. We’re not sure what the
				accommodation’s going to be like yet. It could be pretty basic.’

			His mother looked very doubtful.
				‘You shouldn’t have told me first. You should have discussed it with
				your wife.’

			‘I’m going to.’

			She held up a warning finger.
				‘Don’t neglect her, Thomas. Be a good husband to her. This –’ (she
				gestured into the near distance, beyond the unfinished goldfish pond, beyond the
				air-raid shelter in which Thomas kept his few garden tools, beyond the railway
				embankment, and towards the dreary flatlands of Tooting itself) ‘– is not her
				home, you know. Not really. It’s not what she’s used to. And it’s
				no fun being a long way from home with a man who doesn’t care for
				you.’

			Thomas knew that she was talking about
				her own experience, about her marriage to his father. He didn’t want to hear
				it.

			‘Your father had affairs, you
				know.’

			‘Yes. I know.’

			‘I put up with it. But that
				doesn’t mean that I didn’t mind.’ Mrs Foley shivered, and wrapped her shawl more closely around her
				shoulders. ‘Come on. I think we’d better get inside. It’s getting
				chilly.’

			She was about to get up, but Thomas laid
				a restraining hand on her arm, and said earnestly: ‘I’ll be in Brussels,
				Mother. Close to Leuven, close to where the farmhouse was. Only about half an hour
				away. I can go there and – I know the house isn’t there any more – but I can
				see where it used to be, and … talk to people, and … take pictures …’

			Mrs Foley rose stiffly to her feet.
				‘Please don’t do that. Not on my account. I don’t think about any
				of those things any more. What’s gone is gone.’
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			These are modern times

			Four-thirty on
				Tuesday afternoon found Thomas walking through St James’s Park, on his way to
				a meeting in Whitehall. Despite the steady downpour of rain, there was an
				unaccustomed jauntiness to his step, and under his breath he was singing to himself
				a cheerful tune he had caught on the Light Programme the night before: ‘The
				Boulevardier’ by Frederic Curzon.

			Things had progressed pretty smoothly
				since the weekend. Over last night’s dinner, he had finally told Sylvia about
				the Brussels assignment. She had been shocked, at first: the thought of coming with
				him did not seem to cross her mind (nor did he suggest it), and the prospect of
				being left alone for six months certainly alarmed her. But Thomas’s
				reassurances were convincing: there would be letters, there would be telephone
				calls, there would be weekends when he flew home to see her. And the more he told
				her about the fair itself, the more she came to see that this was an opportunity he
				could not afford to turn down. ‘So, really,’ she had said – at last
				beginning to see the thing clearly, as pudding was dished up and she poured
				condensed milk over her slender portion of apple pie – ‘it’s a great
				honour that Mr Cooke has singled you out in this way. He didn’t ask any of the
				others. And you’ll be rubbing shoulders with people from all sorts of places:
				Belgians, French – even Americans …’ And Thomas had realized, when she said
				this, that from one point of view Sylvia was actually willing him to go, already:
				that in her eyes, painful though the separation would be for both of them, he would
				grow in stature from this experience. No longer a mere government pen-pusher, he
				would become, for six short months, something much more interesting, and indeed
				glamorous: a player (however small) on the international stage. The idea appealed to her – even titillated her. And perhaps
				it was this knowledge, more than anything else, that lightened his step that Tuesday
				afternoon, and added a few imaginary inches to his height as he strode across the
				footbridge towards Birdcage Walk. He felt a sudden, unexpected kinship with
				London’s seagulls as they swooped low over the water beneath him, revelling in
				the freedom of flight.

			Half an hour later, Thomas was seated
				in Conference Room 191 of the Foreign Office, as close as he had ever come in his
				life to a centre of power.

			The conference table was huge, and every
				seat was taken. The air was thick with cigarette smoke. Some of those present Thomas
				had already met in the waiting room downstairs. Others were public figures whom he
				recognized: Sir Philip Hendy, director of the National Gallery; Sir Bronson Albery,
				the famous theatrical manager; Sir Lawrence Bragg, the physicist and director of the
				Royal Institution. Several times in the last few months, back at the COI’s
				Baker Street offices, Thomas had caught glimpses of James Gardner, designer of
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