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  For my daughter, Sally


  



  


  
    
      
        And whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile go with him twain.


        (Matthew 5:10)
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  The First Mile


  






CHAPTER ONE








  Monday, 7th July


  
    
      In which a veteran of the El Alamein offensive finds cause to recall the most tragic day of his life.

    

  


  THERE HAD BEEN the three of them  the three Gilbert brothers: the twins, Alfred and Albert; and the younger boy, John, who had been killed one
  day in North Africa. And it was upon his dead brother that the thoughts of Albert Gilbert were concentrated as he sat alone in a North London pub just before closing time: John, who had always been
  less sturdy, more vulnerable, than the formidable, inseparable, and virtually indistinguishable pair known to their schoolmates as Alf n Bert; John, whom his elder
  brothers had always sought to protect; the same John whom they had not been able to protect that terrible day in 1942.


  It was in the early morning of 2nd November that Operation Supercharge had been launched against the Rahman Track to the west of El Alamein. To Gilbert, it had
  always seemed strange that this campaign was considered by war historians to be such a miraculous triumph of strategic planning, since from his brief but not unheroic participation in that battle
  he could remember only the blinding confusions around him during that pre-dawn attack. The tanks must go through had been the previous evenings orders, filtered down from the
  red-tabbed hierarchy of Armoured Brigade to the field officers and the NCOs of the Royal Wiltshires, into which regiment Alf and Bert had enlisted in October 1939, soon to find themselves grinding
  over Salisbury Plain in the drivers seats of antique tanks  both duly promoted to full corporals, and both shipped off to Cairo at the end of 1941. And it had been a happy day for the
  two of them when brother John had joined them in mid-1942, as each side built up reinforcements for the imminent show-down.


  On that morning of 2nd November, at 0105 hours, Alf and Bert moved their tanks forward along the north side of Kidney Ridge, where they came under heavy fire from the German 88s and the Panzers
  dug in at Tel Aqqaqir. The guns of the Wiltshires tanks had spat and belched their shells into the enemy lines, and the battle raged furiously. But it was an uneven fight, for the advancing
  British tanks were open targets for the antitank weapons and, as they nosed forward, they were picked off piecemeal from the German emplacements.


  It was a hard and bitter memory, even now; but Gilbert allowed his thoughts full rein. He could do so now. Yes, and it was important that he should do so.


  About fifty yards ahead of him, one of the leading tanks was burning, the commanders body sprawled across the hatch, the left arm dangling down towards the main turret, the tin-helmeted
  head spattered with blood. Another tank, to his left, lurched to a crazy standstill as a German shell shattered its left-side track, four men jumping down and sprinting back towards the comparative
  safety of the boundless, anonymous sands behind them.


  The noise of battle was deafening as shrapnel soared and whistled and plunged and dealt its death amidst the desert in that semi-dawn. Men shouted and pleaded and ran  and died; some
  blessedly swiftly in an instantaneous annihilation, others lingeringly as they lay mortally wounded on the bloody sand. Yet others burned to death inside their tanks as the twisted metal of the
  hatches jammed, or shot-up limbs could find no final, desperate leverage.


  Then it was the turn of the tank immediately to Gilberts right  an officer leaping down, clutching a hand that spurted blood, and just managing to race clear before the tank
  exploded into blinding flame.


  Gilberts turret-gunner was shouting down to him.


  Christ! See that, Bert? No wonder they christened these fuckin things Tommycookers!


  You just keep giving it to the bastards, Wilf! Gilbert had shouted back.


  But he received no reply, for Wilfred Barnes, Private in the Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry, had spoken his last words.


  The next thing Gilbert saw was the face of Private Phillips as the latter wrestled with the drivers hatch and helped him out.


  Run like hell, corporal! The other two have had it.


  They had struggled only some forty yards before flinging themselves down as another shell kicked up the sand just ahead of them, spewing its steel fragments in a shower of jagged metal. And when
  Gilbert finally looked up, he found that Private Phillips, too, was dead  a lump of twisted steel embedded in his lower back. For several minutes after that, Gilbert sat where he was,
  severely shocked but apparently uninjured. His eyes looked down at his legs, then at his arms; he felt his face and his chest; then he tried to wriggle his toes in his army boots. Just thirty
  seconds ago there had been four men. And now there was only one  him. His first conscious thought (which he could recall so vividly) was a feeling of ineffable anger; but almost
  immediately his heart rejoiced as he saw a fresh wave of 8th Armoured Brigade tanks moving up through the gaps between the broken or blazing hulks of the first assault formation. Only gradually did
  a sense of vast relief surge through him  relief that he had survived, and he said a brief prayer to his God in gratitude for coming through.


  Then he heard the voice.


  For Christs sake, get out of here, corporal! It was the officer with the bleeding hand, a lieutenant in the Wiltshires  a man who was known as a stickler for
  discipline, and a bit pompous with it; but not an unpopular officer, and indeed the one who the night before had relayed to his men the Montgomery memorandum.


  You aright, sir? Gilbert asked.


  Not too bad. He looked down at his hand, the right index finger hanging only by a tissue of flesh to the rest of his hand. What about you?


  Im fine, sir.


  Well get back to Kidney Ridge  thats about all we can do. Even here, amid the horrifying scenes of carnage, the voice was that of a pre-war wireless
  announcer, clipped and precise  what they called an Oxford accent.


  The two men scrambled through the soft sand for a few hundred yards before Gilbert collapsed.


  Come on! Whats the matter with you, man?


  I dunno, sir. I just dont seem . . . He looked down at his left trouser-leg, where he had felt the fire of some intense pain; and he saw that blood had oozed copiously
  through the rough khaki. Then he put his left hand to the back of his leg and felt the sticky morass of bleeding flesh where half his calf had been shot away. He grinned ruefully:


  You go on, sir. Ill bring up the rear.


  But already the focus had changed. A tank which had seemed to be bearing down upon them suddenly slewed round upon its tracks so that now it faced backwards, its top completely sheared away. Its
  engine, however, still throbbed and growled, the gears grinding like the gnashing of tortured teeth in hell. But Gilbert heard more than that. He heard the voice of a man crying out in the agony of
  some godforsaken despair, and he found himself staggering towards the tank as it lurched round yet again in a spurting spray of sand. The man in the drivers seat was alive! Thereafter
  Gilbert forgot himself completely: forgot his leg-wound, forgot his fear, forgot his relief, forgot his anger. He thought only of Private Phillips from Devizes . . .


  The hatch was a shattered weld of hot steel that just would not open  not yet. Almost it came; and the sweat showered down Gilberts face as he swore and wrenched and
  whimpered at his task. The petrol-tank ignited with a soft, almost apologetic whush, and Gilbert knew it was a matter only of seconds before another man was doomed to death inside a
  Tommycooker.


  For Chrissake! he yelled to the officer behind him. Help! Please! Ive  nearly   He wrenched for the last time at the hatch, and the sweat poured
  again on to his bulging, vein-ridged forearms.


  Cant you fuckin well see? Cant you   His voice tailed off in desperation, and he fell to the sand, overwhelmed by failure and exhaustion.


  Leave it, corporal! Come away! Thats an order!


  So Gilbert crawled away across the sand and wept in frenetic despair, his grimed face looking up to see through his tears the glaze in the officers eyes . . . the glaze of frozen
  cowardice. But he remembered little else except the screaming of that burning fellow soldier. And it was only later that he thought hed recognized the voice  for he hadnt seen
  the face.


  He was picked up (so they told him) soon after this by an army truck, and the next thing he could remember was lying comfortably in very white sheets and red blankets in a
  military hospital. They didnt tell him until two weeks later that his brother John, tank driver with the 8th Armoured Brigade, had been killed in the second-phase offensive.


  Then Albert Gilbert had been almost sure; but even now, he wasnt quite sure. He knew one thing, though, for nothing could erase from his cerebral cortex the name of the officer
  who, one morning in the desert, in the battle for the ridge at Tel Aqqaqir, had been tried in the balance of courage  and been found wanting. Lieutenant Browne-Smith, that was the name.
  Funny name, really, with an e in the middle. A name hed never seen again, until recently.


  Until very recently indeed.


  






CHAPTER TWO








  Wednesday, 9th July


  
    
      We are in the University of Oxford, at the marks-meeting of the seven examiners appointed for Greats.

    

  


  HE WOULD HAVE walked a first otherwise, said the Chairman. He looked down again at the six separate assessments, all of them liberally
  sprinkled with alphas and beta plusses except for the one opposite Greek History, where stood a feeble-looking beta double minus/delta. Not, this last, the category of the finest minds.


  Well, what do you think, gentlemen? Worth a viva, surely, isnt he?


  With minimal effort, five of the other six men, seated at a large table bestrewn with scripts and lists and mark-sheets, raised the palms of their hands in agreement.


  You dont think so? The Chairman had turned towards the seventh member of the examining panel.


  No, Chairman. Hes not worth it  not on this evidence. He flicked the script in front of him. Hes proved quite conclusively to me that he knows next to
  nothing outside fifth-century Athens. Im sorry. If he wanted a first, he ought to have done a bit more work than this. Again he flicked the script, an expression of disgust
  further disfiguring a face that had probably been sour from birth. Yet, as all those present knew, no one else in the University could award a delicate grading like B+/B+?+ with such confident
  aplomb, or justify it with such fierce conviction.


  We all know, though, dont we, (it was one of the other members) that sometimes its a bit hit-and-miss, the questions we set, I mean  especially in Greek
  History.


  I set the questions, interrupted the dissident, with some heat. Theres never been a fairer spread.


  The Chairman looked very tired. Gentlemen. Weve had a long, hard day, and were almost at the finishing-post. Lets just


  Of course hes worth a viva, said one of the others with a quiet, clinching authority. I marked his Logic paper  its brilliant in places.


  Im sure youre right, said the Chairman. We fully take your point about the history paper, Dr Browne-Smith, but . . .


  So be it  youre the Chairman.


  Yes, youre quite right. I am the Chairman and this mans going to get his viva!


  It was a nasty little exchange, and the Logic examiner immediately stepped in with a peace proposal. Perhaps, Dr Browne-Smith, you might agree to viva him yourself?


  But Browne-Smith shook his aching head. No! Im biased against the fellow  and all this marking  its been quite enough for me. Im doing nothing
  else.


  The Chairman, too, was anxious to end the meeting on a happier note: What about asking Andrews? Would he be prepared to take it on?


  Browne-Smith shrugged. Hes quite a good young man.


  So the Chairman wrote his final note: To be vivaed by Mr Andrews (Lonsdale), 18th July; and the others began to collect their papers together.


  Well, thank you all very much gentlemen. Before we finish, though, can we just think about our final meeting? Almost certainly its got to be Wednesday 23rd or Thursday
  24th.


  Browne-Smith was the only one of the panel who hadnt taken out his diary; and when the meeting was finally fixed for 10 a.m. on Wednesday the 23rd, he appeared to take no notice
  whatsoever.


  The Chairman had observed this. All right with you, Dr Browne-Smith?


  I was just about to say, Chairman, that Im afraid I probably shant be with you for the final meeting. I should very much like to be, of course, but I  Ive got
  to be . . . Well, I probably shant be in Oxford.


  The Chairman nodded a vague, uneasy understanding. Well, well try to do our best without you. Thank you, anyway, for all the help youve been  as ever. He
  closed the thick, black volume in front of him, and looked at his wrist-watch: 8.35 p.m. Yes, it had been a long, hard day. No wonder, perhaps, that hed become a little snappy at the
  end.


  Six members of the panel agreed to repair to the Kings Arms in Broad Street; but the seventh member, Dr Browne-Smith, begged leave to be excused. Instead, he left the Examination Schools,
  walked slowly along the High, and let himself through the back-door (Senior Fellows Only) into Lonsdale College. Once in his rooms, he swallowed six Paracetamol tablets, and lay down
  fully-clothed upon his bed, where for the next hour his brain blundered around uncontrollably in his head. Then he fell asleep.


  On the morning of the next day, Thursday, 10th July, he received a letter. A very strange and rather exciting letter.


  






CHAPTER THREE








  Friday, 11th July


  
    
      In which we learn of an Oxford dons invitation to view the vice and viciousness of life in a notorious area of the metropolis.

    

  


  NEVER THROUGHOUT HIS life  almost sixty-seven years of it now  had Oliver Maximilian Alexander Browne-Smith (with an e and
  with hyphenation) MC, MA, D.Phil., really come to terms with his inordinately ponderous names. Predictably, in his prep-school days he had been nicknamed Omar; and now, with only one
  year before his University appointment was due to be statutorily terminated, he knew that amongst the undergraduates he had acquired the opprobrious sobriquet of Malaria, which was
  not so predictable and very much nastier.


  It was some small surprise to him, therefore, to find how quickly he had managed to bring himself to terms, in a period of only a few weeks, with the fact that he would quite certainly be dead
  well within a twelvemonth (At the very outside, since you insist on the truth, Dr Browne-Smith). What he did not realize, however, as he walked on to Platform One at Oxford Station,
  was that he would be dead within a shorter period than that so confidently predicted by his distinguished and expensive consultant.


  A very much shorter period.


  As he made his way to the rear end of the platform, he kept his eyes lowered, and looked with distaste at the empty beer cans and litter that bestrewed the up line. A few of his
  University colleagues, some from Lonsdale, were fairly frequent passengers on the 9.12 a.m. train from Oxford to Paddington, and the truth was that he felt no wish to converse with any of them.
  Under his left arm he held a copy of The Times, just purchased from the station bookstall; and in his right hand he held a brown leather briefcase. For a fine, bright morning in mid-July,
  it was surprisingly chilly.


  The yellow-fronted diesel snaked its slow way punctually through the points just north of the station, and two minutes later he was seated opposite a young couple in a non-smoking compartment.
  Although an inveterate and incurable smoker himself, one who had dragged his wheezing lungs through cigarettes at the rate of forty-plus a day for fifty years, he had decided to impose upon himself
  some token abstinence during the hour-long journey that lay ahead of him. It seemed, somehow, appropriate. When the train moved out, he folded The Times over and started on the crossword,
  his mind registering nothing at all on the first three of the clues across. But on the fourth, a hint of a grin formed around his slightly lopsided words: First thing in Soho tourists
  after? (8). He quickly wrote in stripper; and with more and more letters thenceforth making their horizontal and vertical inroads into the diagram-grid, the puzzle was finished
  well before Reading. Then, hoping that the couple opposite had duly noted his cruciverbalistic competence  if not the ugly stump of his right index finger, chopped off at the first joint
   he leaned back in his seat as far as his longish legs would allow, closed his eyes, and concentrated his thoughts on the very strange reason that was drawing him to London that day.


  At Paddington he was almost the last person to leave the train and, as he walked to the ticket barrier, he saw that it was still only 10.15 a.m. Plenty of time. He collected a
  Paddington-Reading-Oxford timetable from the Information Bureau, bought a cup of coffee at the buffet, where he lit a cigarette, and looked up the possible trains for his return journey. Curiously
  enough, he felt relaxed as he lit a second cigarette from the first, and wondered vaguely what times the pubs  and clubs  would be open in London. 11 a.m. perhaps? But that was a
  matter of no great moment.


  It was 10.40 a.m. when he left the station buffet and walked briskly to the Bakerloo line, where, as he queued for his ticket, he realized that he must have left his timetable in the buffet. But
  that was of no great moment, either. There were plenty of trains to choose from, and hed made a mental note of some of the times.


  He could not have known, of course, that he would not be travelling back to Oxford that night.


  On the tube he opened his briefcase and took out two sheets of paper: the first was a letter addressed to himself, amateurishly typed but perfectly literate  a letter that still seemed
  very strange to him; the second was a more professionally typed sheet (indeed, typed by Browne-Smith himself) comprising a list of students from Oxford University, with the names of their colleges
  appended in brackets, and the words Class One, Literae Humaniores printed across the top in bold, red capitals. But Browne-Smith glanced only cursorily at the two sheets
  through his bifocal lenses. It appeared that he was merely reassuring himself that both were still in existence. Nothing more.


  At Edgware Road he looked up above the carriage-windows, noting that there were only two more stops, and for almost the first time he felt a flutter of excitement somewhere in his diaphragm. It
  was that letter . . . Very odd! Even the address had been odd, with the full details carefully stated: Room 4, Staircase T, Second Quad, Lonsdale College, Oxford. Such specificity was
  rare, and seemed to suggest that whoever had sent the letter was more than usually anxious for it not to go astray  more than a little knowledgeable, too, about the colleges geography
  . . . Staircase T, Second Quad . . . In his minds eye, Browne-Smith saw himself climbing those few stairs once more; climbing them, as he had done for the past thirty years, up to the first
  landing, where his own name, hand-printed in white, Gothic lettering, still stood above the door. And immediately opposite him, Room 3  where George Westerby, the Geography don, had lived
  for almost exactly the same time: just one term longer than himself, in fact. Their mutual hatred was intense, the whole college knew that, though it might just have been different if Westerby had
  ever been prepared to make the feeblest gesture towards some reconciliation. But he had never done so.


  Via the ziggurat of steep escalators, Browne-Smith emerged at 11.05 a.m. into the bright sunlight of Piccadilly Circus, crossed over into Shaftesbury Avenue, and immediately plunged into the
  maze of roads and alleyways that criss-cross the area off Great Windmill Street. Here abounded small cinemas that featured films of hard, uncompromising porn, with stills outside of nudes and
  semi-nudes, vast-breasted and voluptuous; clubs that promised passers-by the prospects of erotic, non-stop nudity; bookshops that boasted the glossiest, grossest magazines for paedophiles and buffs
  of bestiality. And it was along these gaudy streets, beneath the orange and the yellow signs, past the inviting doors, that Browne-Smith walked slowly, savouring the uncensored atmosphere, and
  feeling himself inexorably sucked into the cesspool that is known as Soho.


  It was in a narrow lane just off Brewer Street that he spotted it  as hed known he would: The Flamenco Topless Bar: No Membership Fee: Please Walk Straight Down. The
  wide, shallow steps that led from the foyer down to the subterranean premises had once been carpeted in heavy crimson, but now the middle of the tread resembled more the trampled sward of a
  National Trust beauty spot at the height of a glorious summer. He was walking past, but there must have been some tell-tale hesitation in his step, for the acne-faced youth who lounged just inside
  the doorway had spotted him already.


  Lovely girls in here, sir. Just walk straight down. No membership fee.


  The bar is open, is it? I only want a drink.


  Bars always open here, sir. Just walk straight down. The young man stepped aside, and Browne-Smith took his fateful step across the entrance and slowly descended to The
  Flamenco Topless Bar. Facilis descensus Averno.


  At the foot of the stairs further progress was barred by a velvet drape, and he was wondering what he should do when a seemingly disembodied head poked through a gap in the middle of the curtain
   the head of an attractive young girl of no more than nineteen or twenty years, the hazel eyes luridly blued and blackened by harsh mascaras, but the sensuous mouth devoid of any lipstick. A
  pink tongue completed a slow circuit round the soft-looking mouth, and a pleasant voice asked simply and sweetly for only 1.


  Theres no membership fee; it says so outside. And the man on the door said so.


  The face smiled, as it always smiled at the gullible men whod trodden those broad and easy stairs.


  Its not a membership fee  just admission. You know what I mean? The eyes held his with simmering sexuality, and the note passed quickly through the crimson
  curtain.


  The Flamenco Bar was a low-ceilinged affair with the seats grouped in alcves  deux, towards one of which the young girl escorted him. She was, herself, fully clothed;
  and, after handing her client a buff-coloured drinks list, she departed without a further word to her wonted seat behind a poor imitation of a drinking-mans bar, whereat she was soon deeply
  engrossed in her zodiacal predictions as reported in the Daily Mirror.


  It seemed to Browne-Smith, as he struggled to interpret the long bill of fare, that the minimum charge for any semi-alcoholic beverage was 3. And he was beginning to suspect that the best
  value for such an exorbitant charge was probably two (separate) half-glasses of lager  when he heard her voice.


  Can I take your order?


  Over the top of his glasses he looked up at the young woman who stood in front of him. She was leaning forward, completely naked from the waist upwards, her long, pink skirt split widely to the
  top of her thigh.


  The lager, I think, please.


  She made a note on the pad she held. Would you like me to sit with you?


  Yes, I would.


  Youd have to buy me a drink.


  All right.


  She pointed to the very bottom of the card:


  
    
      Flamenco Revenge  a marriage of green-eyed Chartreuse with aphrodisiac Cointreau.


      Soho Wallbanger  a dramatic confrontation of voluptuous Vodka with a tantalizing taste of Tia Maria.


      Eastern Ecstasy  an irresistible alchemy of rejuvenating Gin and pulse-quickening Campari.


      Price: 6.00

    

  


  6.00!


  Im sorry, said Browne-Smith, but I just cant afford


  I cant sit with you if you wont buy me a drink.


  Its so terribly expensive, though, isnt it? I just cant aff


  All right! The words were clipped and final, and she left his table, to return a few minutes later with his first small glass of lager, setting the meagre measure before him with
  studied indifference and departing immediately.


  From the alcove behind him, Browne-Smith could hear the conversation distinctly:


  Where you from?


  Ostrighlia.


  Nice there?


  Sure is!


  Youd like me to sit with you?


  Sure would!


  Youd have to buy me a drink.


  Just you nime it, bighby!


  Browne-Smith swallowed a mouthful of his flat and tepid lager and took stock of the situation. Apart from the proximate Australian, he could see only one other customer, a man of indeterminate
  age (forty? fifty? sixty?) who sat at the bar reading a book. In contrast to his balding pate and the grey-white patches at his temples, the neatly trimmed and black-brown beard was quite devoid of
  grizzled hairs; and for a few seconds the fanciful notion occurred to Browne-Smith that the man might be in disguise, this notion being somewhat reinforced by the fact that he was wearing a pair of
  incongruous sunglasses which masked the eyes whilst not, apparently, blurring the print of the page upon which he appeared so totally engrossed.


  From where Browne-Smith sat, the dcor looked universally cheap. The carpet, a continuation of the stairway crimson, was dirty and stained, with threadbare patches beneath most of the
  plastic tables; the chairs were flimsy, rickety, wickerwork structures which seemed barely capable of supporting the weight of any overfleshed client; the walls and ceiling had clearly once been
  painted white, but were now grubby and stained with the incessant smoke of cigarettes. But there was one touch of culture  a most surprising one: the soberly volumed background music was the
  slow movement of Mozarts Elvira Madigan piano concerto (played by Barenboim  Browne-Smith could have sworn it), and this seemed to him almost as incongruous as listening
  to Shakin Stevens in St Pauls Cathedral.


  Another man was admitted through the curtain and was duly visited by the same white-breasted beauty who had brought his own lager; the man at the bar turned over another page of his book; the
  Australian, clearly audible still, was none too subtly prodding his hostess into revealing what exactly it was she was selling, because shed got what he wanted and his only concern was the
  price she might be asking for it; the girl behind the bar had obviously exhausted whatever the Daily Mirror could prognosticate; and Barenboim had landed lightly upon the final notes of
  that ethereal movement.


  Browne-Smiths glass was now empty, and the only two hostesses on view were happily supping whatever the management had decided were todays ingredients for Soho Wallbangers,
  Flamenco Revenges, et al. So he got up, walked over to the bar and sat himself down on a stool.


  Ive got another one paid for, I think.


  Ill bring it to you.


  No, dont bother. Ill sit here.


  I said Id bring it to you.


  You dont mind me sitting here, do you?


  You si down where you were  you understand English? All pretence at civility had vanished, and her voice sounded hard and mean.


  All right, said Browne-Smith quietly. I dont want to cause any trouble. He sat down at a table a few yards from the bar, and watched the girl, and waited.


  You still didnt ear wha I said, did you? The voice was now crudely menacing, but Browne-Smith decided that a few more rounds of small-arms fire could
  safely be expended; not quite time yet for the heavy artillery. He was enjoying himself.


  I did hear you, I assure you. But


  Look! I told you! (Which she hadnt.) If you want a bloody rub-off theres a sauna right across the road. OK?


  But I dont


  I shant tell you again, mister.


  Browne-Smith stood up, and stepped slowly to the bar, where the man reading the book flicked over another page, disinterestedly neutral, it appeared, in the outcome of the escalating
  hostilities.


  Id like a pint of decent beer, if you have one. He spoke quietly.


  If you dont want tha lager


  Abruptly Browne-Smith crashed his glass on the counter, and fixed the girl with his eyes. Lager? Let me tell you something, miss! Thats not lager  thats
  horse-piss!


  The battle odds had changed dramatically, and the girl had clearly lost her self-control as she pointed a shaking, carmined finger towards the crimson curtain: Get out!


  Oh no! Ive paid for my drinks.


  You heard what the lady said. It was the man sitting reading his book by the bar. Although he had neither lifted his eyes one centimetre from the text, nor lifted, it seemed, his
  flat (West Country?) voice one semitone above its customary pitch, the brief words sounded ominously final.


  But Browne-Smith, completely ignoring the man who had just spoken to him, continued to glare at the girl. Never speak to me like that again!


  The hissed authority of these words reduced the girl to speechlessness, but the seated man had slowly closed his book, and now at last he raised his eyes. The fingers of his right hand crept
  across to the upper muscles of his left arm and, although as he eased himself off the bar-stool he stood some two or three inches shorter than Browne-Smith, he looked a dangerous adversary. He said
  nothing more.


  The velvet curtains by which Browne-Smith had entered were only some three yards to his left, and there were several seconds during which a quick, if inglorious, exit could easily have been
  effected. But no such decision was taken; and before he could consider the situation further he felt his left wrist grasped powerfully, and found himself propelled towards a door marked
  Private.


  Two things he was to remember as his escort knocked quietly upon this door. First, he saw the look on the face of the man from Australia, a look that was three-parts puzzlement and one part
  panic; second, he observed the title of the book the bearded man was reading: Know Your Kchel Numbers.


  The anonymous Australian, sitting no more than four or five yards from the door, was destined never to mention this episode to another living soul. And indeed, even had he reason to do so, it
  seems most improbable that he would have mentioned that enigmatic little moment, just before the door closed behind the two men, when the one of them who seemed to be causing the trouble, the one
  whose name he would never know, had suddenly looked at his wrist-watch, and said in a voice that sounded inexplicably calm: My goodness! I see its exactly twelve noon.


  For a few seconds after he had crossed the threshold of the office, Browne-Smith experienced that dazzling, zigzag pain again that seemed to saw its way across his brain, momentarily cutting him
  off from any recollection of himself and of what he was doing. But then it stopped  as suddenly as it had started  and he thought he was in control of things once more.


  Looking out over the lawn of Second Quad, George Westerby had watched the tallish figure (several inches taller than himself) striding out towards the Porters Lodge at
  8.15 a.m. that same morning. Uppermost in his mind at that moment  and he gloried in it  was the realization that he would be seeing very little more of his detested colleague,
  Browne-Smith. He himself, George Westerby, having recently celebrated his sixty-eighth birthday, was retiring at last. Indeed, a removal firm had already been at work on his vast accumulation of
  books; and the treasured rows from more than half his shelves had been removed in blocks, stringed up, and stacked into the tea-chests that now occupied an uncomfortably large area of the floor
  space. And soon, of course, there would be the wooden crates, and the lumbering, muscled men who would transfer his precious possessions to the flat he had purchased in London. A smaller place,
  naturally, and one that might well pose a few storage problems. That could wait though, certainly until after his forthcoming holiday in the Aegean Isles . . . over to Asia across that azure sea .
  . .


  But even as he stood there by the window, nodding slowly and contentedly to himself for a few moments, it was Browne-Smith who still dominated his thoughts. It had always been
  Browne-Smith with him  not even Malaria Browne-Smith, as though such familiarity might compromise his eternal antagonism. There would be only a few more nights
  now when he would have to dine in Hall with that odious man; just a few more lunches, occasionally standing awkwardly proximate over the cold buffets; only one more College meeting, at the
  beginning of next week  the very last one. For the Trinity Term was almost over now; his last term, and very soon his last day and his last hours; and then the moment (when it came) of
  looking down for the very last time on that immaculate
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