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            16 DECEMBER 1944

         

         After the shooting, a searchlight swept the hillside. It was turned off now. The Germans must assume that the British were either dead or gone. They were about ninety yards away, up to the left. What a foul-up. Had he lost a foot? Better not move. Don’t put your hand down. Daniel’s stomach ached. Maybe he’d been hit there too.

         Damp had seeped into his body – his feet, his legs, his back, his neck, his head. He longed to cry out for help, but he wasn’t so far gone that he had forgotten the brutality of these final, desperate months. The Germans weren’t taking prisoners now. If they thought he was alive, they would pepper the field with bullets or toss grenades.

         In the darkness he could make out the outline of Bayliss’s body about ten yards away – what was left of it. A decent young man. A socialist, he’d said, though not a member of the party. He’d stepped on a mine and the full blast had got him. He’d fought through Egypt and North Africa. He’d survived the landing in Sicily and the onslaught of the German guns. He’d got through Monte Cassino. And now, so close to the end, 2some daft recce that hadn’t even been necessary, and was only undertaken to keep the colonel happy, had taken his life away.

         When it was obvious that Daniel had been hit and was unable to move, Corporal Tate had said he’d be back as soon as he could. He was wounded too, but he had managed to wriggle down the hill. But of course Tate wouldn’t return. Would he if the roles were reversed? Coming back would be an absolutely stupid thing to do. Insane. If the Germans heard a twig move, they would open up their guns again. No one was going to rescue him.

         He longed for a cigarette and something to help with the cold. A grappa would be good.

         Why here? About ten miles from the Gothic Line, which the Germans had thrown across Italy to try to keep the Allies at bay. Maybe thirty miles south-east of Bologna, now part of Mussolini’s ridiculous little Republic of Salò and defended by Field Marshal Kesselring. His nearness to that beautiful city struck him as bizarre. He had visited it in 1938 on clandestine party business. If a comrade had told him then that six years later he would be lying bleeding on an Italian hillside, just about to be shot for all he knew, he wouldn’t have believed him. Musso had seemed to him a make-believe dictator, a lover of stunts and theatrical diversions. He hadn’t dreamt it would come to this.

         ‘Daniel?’

         The sound of his name seemed otherworldly. It was as though the earth was addressing him, beckoning him back to its core. 3

         ‘It’s Robert.’

         The voice was so quiet he could barely hear it. Robert. His friend.

         ‘Bayliss?’

         ‘He’s gone,’ whispered Daniel.

         ‘Where are you hurt?’

         ‘Everywhere. My left foot’s the worst.’

         ‘All right. Listen, we’ve got a stretcher. We’re going to lift you on it and tie you so you don’t come off. And then we’re going to pull you down the hill as gently as we can.’

         He flinched as they eased him onto the stretcher and felt strong arms around him as he was trussed up. He could hear Robert muttering instructions to someone below them.

         Then he felt the rope yanking him downwards. He had travelled about ten yards when his protruding injured foot knocked against a small rock. He let out a cry of pain.

         The Germans heard it in their hideout. They switched on their searchlight. Almost instantly it was shot out by a sharpshooter down the hill below him. The enemy’s machine guns opened up. He felt himself being pulled downhill with greater velocity. The sensation reminded him of a game he had played on a summer camp in Kent as a child when he had been rolled down a slope in a sack. But there had only been bangs and scrapes then, whereas now the whole of him hurt. The stretcher kept hitting bumps – thistles? Molehills? Tufts of grass the stupid cows hadn’t eaten? – and jets of agony shot through his leg and body. Above and below him there was the unending quarrel of guns. Then he heard the explosion of a 4grenade nearby. The black sky lit up – and, mercifully, he lost consciousness, so quickly that he could not know whether he had died.
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            4 AUGUST 1956

         

         Hilary had been dizzily in love with Robert when they got married. She thought she would have loved him just as much even if he hadn’t been a dashing war hero. Throughout her childhood she had been told by her father not to place a high value on appearances. ‘Don’t judge a packet by its wrapping,’ he had declared with monotonous regularity. ‘When I met your mother, it wasn’t her looks that attracted me. I scarcely noticed ’em.’

         Whether this was really true there was no way of knowing. Old photographs testified to the beauty of her mother before the duties of motherhood and housework had exacted their remorseless levy. Had her beauty ever been of any consequence to her father? She couldn’t recall his ever buying her a piece of jewellery or a silk scarf or any small offering. Money had always been tight, but in Hilary’s estimation it was the lack of a romantic and chivalrous heart, not a shortage of financial resources, that had deprived her mother of the small tokens that might have given some consolation. Her father had been a conscientious objector during the Great War, when he had 6been forced to work as a clerk in a factory manufacturing munitions. In the years before 1939 he had supported the Conservative appeasers. Churchill was dismissed as a warmonger the moment he was installed in No. 10. Once it became clear after the Battle of Stalingrad and the Anglo-American invasion of Sicily that Germany was likely to be defeated, her father had contended that the Allies’ policy of insisting on Hitler’s unconditional surrender was vengeful and unchristian. The carpet-bombing of Germany was a disgrace; the destruction of Dresden was an unforgivable crime.

         Hilary knew that some daughters marry their fathers, while others search the world for a man as different as possible from the paternal archetype. She was in the second category. With his Military Cross and sense of vitality, his nonchalance and the impression he gave of not minding what most people thought of him, Robert had been the antithesis of her father. He turned out to be quite rich, too. Hilary fell in love almost at once.

         She had been reading a novel in the café near her art school when he came over and asked if he could join her. Although he was wearing a suit, there was something carefree and bohemian about him. A front-collar stud showed above the slipped knot of his tie.

         Wavy brown hair curled over the tops of his ears. There were small patches of bristle on his open, tanned face where a razor blade had not ventured. Hilary guessed that he was about thirty.

         ‘Enjoying it?’ he asked. 7

         ‘Yes, thanks.’

         ‘I couldn’t get through the first volume. I found it pedestrian.’

         ‘Really? I like Anthony Powell.’

         ‘So English, don’t you think? Obsessed with class and all its tiresome gradations. A poor man’s Proust. Now, there’s a great artist.’

         Hilary was struck by his accent. To her ear it sounded upper class.

         ‘I haven’t read him.’

         ‘You should try. I’m Robert Upton.’

         Hilary reddened slightly at his direct approach. ‘Hilary Candy.’

         Robert stretched his hand across the Formica table and clasped hers strongly. ‘I sometimes leave the Foreign Office early and pop down to the Tate to look at some pictures. You look as though you might paint.’

         Hilary felt herself blushing again. ‘Not much. I’m learning.’

         The two of them chatted for a while, and then Robert observed that it was getting hot in the cramped little café and asked whether she would fancy a stroll.

         They crossed the Thames by Vauxhall Bridge and walked down the south side of the river past Lambeth Palace until they got to Westminster Bridge and crossed again. They spoke about paintings and books and films. Robert did most of the talking.

         When they arrived in Parliament Square Hilary looked at her watch. It was half past six. She told Robert her flatmate would be expecting her for supper. He replied that it would 8be a crying shame to consign a lovely summer’s evening so soon to memory. It was not every day he met such a beautiful woman. There was a decent French restaurant in Jermyn Street. If they walked through St James’s Park, they would be there by seven, which wouldn’t be too early for a table. She would be back in her flat in Chelsea well before 10 o’clock. Hilary accepted his invitation.

         One week later, they went to bed. Three weeks later, he drove her in his open-top Jaguar through towering hedgerows to his father’s house in Kent, high on a hill overlooking fields of hops.

         That was four years ago.

         She feared he no longer loved her. Why had he wanted to marry her in the first place? A handsome war hero with an enviable job in the Foreign Office and a private income could have found a dozen girls of his own class. Instead of which, he had pursued her with zeal, undeterred by his father’s none-too-subtly expressed misgivings about her social origins. Was it the sex – brief and frenzied, though not unenjoyable? Had he really been entranced by her beauty, as he had constantly declared? As she stood by the sink she drew her eyes away from the mound of unwashed crockery on the draining board, which was all that remained of their sullen breakfast, towards the carrycot in the corner of the room. The baby was still asleep. Soon Flora would wake up and have to be fed and her nappy changed. Mrs Tolly would arrive at half past nine with her good cheer, and tell Hilary to put her feet up for ten 9minutes and not to worry her pretty head about anything since nothing was ever quite as bad as it looked the first time you set eyes on it. After scraping the nappy’s contents into the lavatory bowl, Mrs Tolly would put it and several others in a similar condition in a metal bucket to soak before washing them in the twin-tub machine that Robert had recently agreed to buy.

         At about eleven, Hilary would take Flora out in her pram, dark green with gold embossments, which had belonged to her husband’s long-deceased mother when she was a baby. They’d navigate the perils of the busy Cromwell Road before arriving in the calm of Kensington Gardens. When she got back, Mrs Tolly would have gone but would have found whatever she could in the refrigerator, probably some Spam and some tomatoes and a lettuce leaf, and arranged them with touching neatness on a plate left on the kitchen table, covered by a mesh dome to keep the flies at bay. Then Hilary would feed the baby again and change her before settling her down for an afternoon sleep. If she had the energy, she would read a book, but she would more likely listen to a play on the Home Service. She might ring a friend but she probably wouldn’t as most of those she knew now lived such different lives to hers. As on every interminable afternoon, she would promise herself that tomorrow she would try to paint if Mrs Tolly were able to stay to look after Flora. She would wait for Robert to return from Whitehall, which was happening later and later in recent months, particularly since Nasser had grabbed the Suez Canal and made Anthony Eden so very cross. When he eventually 10did get back, possibly smelling of beer, uncommunicative and not very interested in her uneventful day, she would grill him a lamb chop.

         Hilary turned on the hot tap and held a dirty plate below the stream of water. She was sure he was being unfaithful. There was no evidence – no smudges of lipstick on handkerchiefs or scribbled notes secreted in his suit pockets. She had looked but found nothing. She didn’t need bits of proof, though, because her instinct argued that there could be no other explanation for his emotional disengagement. Over recent weeks he had barely chided her and no longer bothered to argue. During supper, having asked about Flora with mechanical dutifulness, he would say very little. Her questions about the Suez Crisis were imperiously swept aside. Could that be the reason, she asked herself in a spirit of fairness? Might he appear distracted because he couldn’t leave his work behind?

         Putting the barely washed plate on the draining board, she picked up a teacup. Was it a fling? Or series of flings? Flurried grapplings in the backs of taxis? That would be bad enough. What was unendurable was the thought that he might have fallen in love with another woman. She felt her chest tightening. It was so beastly! Unconfident though she was about many things – her abilities as a painter, the quality of her education, her social skills – she knew she was a beautiful woman. Former admirers had been fulsome. Her mother had generously told her so. At the parties to which Robert had taken her, she sensed men glancing at her. She didn’t think she was vain. She understood perfectly well that beauty is a matter of 11accident. God gave it to a few people, as he dispensed wisdom or riches to others. After those extravagant early compliments, Robert had subsided into – well, if not indifference exactly, a state of inattention. He was like a man who, on being shown a magnificent vista from a hilltop, only notices the cars running along a road far below.

         Hilary was twenty-five years old. She longed to be loved by the man she loved.

         Was it class? The upper classes had different values about sex. Her father, although neglectful of her mother, had clung to his wife with automatic loyalty. Both parents spoke in outraged tones of the very few men in their community known to be unfaithful to their spouses. It would have been more understandable, and certainly more forgivable, if they had turned to crime. She had never thought of herself as being so narrowly judgemental, yet the belief that monogamy was not just preferable but also a natural state of being that was disrupted at great peril was ground deeply into her being.

         Although in the morals and manners of the upper classes she was a novice anthropologist, she had come to learn about the traditions of the tribe as time went on. After a couple of years of marriage she arrived at the realisation that her husband was not firmly upper class after all. He existed on its borders, a member of a related clan that had not been fully assimilated, and so was plus royaliste que le roi. The person most painfully aware of this slight estrangement was Robert himself. Its tell-tale sign was a want of complete social confidence when in the company of people who were indisputably 12grand. Hilary intuited that it was because her husband did not feel unshakably part of the upper class that he had so unequivocally embraced its prejudices. ‘Common’ was his most cutting insult, usually directed at people who in Hilary’s estimation seemed decent and well-mannered. It was also applied to her censorious observations about the marital infidelities of film stars she read about in the papers. She feared that, if she were to confront him with her suspicions about his faithfulness, she would be smeared as ‘bourgeois’ or – far more hurtful – ‘common’. And yet he had implied in his first remarks to her that he did not care about class at all.

         Flora let out a little cry, which soon escalated into heartfelt sobs. Hilary picked her up and held her. The shrieking baby felt light and airy and terrifyingly vulnerable. She offered Flora a breast, and the child began to suck. Hilary suddenly felt not just useful but essential. No one else in the world could perform this function. In this, at least, she was valued.

         Hilary heard the turn of a key in the front door lock. It was Brenda Tolly, bang on time.
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            10 AUGUST 1956

         

         His father had been ill for three months. Robert had been told by the GP that he was dying. The old man surely knew too, though no one had thought fit to tell him. Robert wondered what his own feelings would be when the time came. Death carries with it so many surprises. His mother’s had changed his life. Not since childhood had he been close to his father, but this estrangement, long acknowledged by both parties, had become in its way a kind of bond.

         Having greeted the housekeeper, Mrs Parry, and asked about her husband, he ran upstairs, taking the polished wooden steps two at a time. The bedroom smelt of Dettol. His father was lying in the canopied four-poster bed, which was covered with newspapers and opened books. He was asleep. Robert observed his breathing: fast and shallow for about ten seconds, followed by an exhalation like a slow sigh. Then the pattern repeated itself. The old man’s grey hair had grown long, and it spread on the pillow behind his head like a fan. Robert thought he looked more like a distinguished painter 14of the Edwardian period than a retired stockbroker. He bent down and kissed him softly on his brow.

         His eyes struggled to focus in the bright light. ‘Robert?’

         ‘Father.’

         ‘Decent of you to come.’

         ‘I left Whitehall after luncheon and motored straight down.’

         ‘What’s the news?’

         ‘On the crisis? Not a great deal. You’ll have seen there’s a meeting in London of the major canal users next week.’

         ‘It won’t achieve anything. Nasser won’t budge.’

         ‘I suppose you’re right.’

         ‘How’s Hilary?’

         ‘She’s all right.’

         ‘And the baby?’

         ‘Fine.’

         ‘Good.’

         Matthew Upton relapsed into silence and shut his eyes. He had known from the start that the girl wasn’t right for his son. She had the looks, and Robert had fallen for those. Silly boy. The fact was that she was gauche and could barely be trusted at social events.

         She’d only hold him back. They’d think twice about sending him to a grand embassy with her in tow. Her disadvantages of birth might have been ironed out if she had been to a proper university. A few terms at an art college were never going to be enough. It was an unfashionable thing to say, but marrying across the classes seldom worked. She would drag him down one way or another. 15

         The old man opened his eyes again. ‘What do you suppose is going to happen?’

         ‘In the Middle East? I think you’re right about Nasser. He’s not going to hand back the canal to anyone. Seizing it has made him a hero with his people. A week ago, when Gaitskell was comparing him to Mussolini and supporting Eden, I thought we might go to war. Now I’m less sure. The Labour front bench is climbing down. Some of the newspapers are beginning to grumble. The mood of the country is changing. People don’t want a war.’

         ‘Of course we should go to war.’

         Robert did not reply.

         ‘I said that of course we should take back the Suez Canal.’

         ‘I heard you, Father. I’m afraid I don’t agree.’

         ‘Why on earth not? You surely don’t think Nasser should be allowed to take what belongs to us and the French in international law? It would give encouragement to every would-be dictator in what remains of the empire to grab whatever he likes.’

         ‘As a matter of fact, Father, the canal doesn’t belong to the British and French governments. It belongs to the shareholders – and Nasser has offered to recompense them.’

         ‘Do you believe him? It’s an international waterway. Who owns the shares is beside the point. The jumped-up street Arab must be taught a lesson.’

         ‘This “jumped-up street Arab” happens to have the support of his own population, most of the Arab world and the non-aligned countries. More importantly, he’s got the Soviet Union on his side.’ 16

         ‘Pah! I can’t see Khrushchev sending the Russian fleet to save Nasser’s bacon. He doesn’t want to take us on with the French. You always were a soft-hearted fellow. Like your mamma.’

         Robert said nothing.

         ‘That was wrong of me. You’re a brave chap – when it comes to fighting Germans.’

         ‘You mustn’t tire yourself out, Father.’

         ‘It has long been the role of the Foreign Office to sympathise with the motives of our enemies. Same with every foreign service, I suppose.’

         ‘Hardly so before the war.’

         The old man did not respond. He shut his eyes and was immediately back in Oxford. The sun was shining. He reckoned it was about eleven o’clock. Late May, or possibly early June. He had left the High Street and was walking up the Turl. Lincoln was on his right. No cars. A few carts delivering food and drink to the colleges. He could turn left and walk past the Covered Market into the Cornmarket. Drop into the Union and visit some friends. See what the debate was about this week. Or he could go straight down to the Broad, and across into Trinity, and find out whether Andrew was sporting his oak. Yes, that is what he would do. He’d be there in three or four minutes if he continued to walk at this pace. He might tempt Andrew out. They could go and watch some cricket in the parks.

         Robert assumed his father was asleep. How he wished this was all over! In May the doctor had given him four to six 17months. Please God, let it be soon. He crept away so as not to wake the old man.

         Mrs Parry was in the drawing room, dusting. They spoke about his father.

         ‘Does he eat anything?’ he asked her.

         ‘Very little, Master Robert. Sometimes a boiled egg or a small bowl of chicken soup. He still likes his whisky.’

         When Mrs Parry had gone, he paced around the room. Nothing had changed at Chauncey’s since he was a child, and very little since his father had been a boy. His eye took in the grand piano, the velvet curtains, the sturdy Regency clock on the mantelpiece and the paintings. Soon all this comfortable Englishness will be mine, he thought. In fact, because his father had taken pains to avoid death duties, it technically already was.

         Soon I will be master here, as my father once was and his father before him – the cushions and the sofas and the Georgian furniture and the Persian carpets will be mine. Do I really want them? Do I want to bring Hilary and Flora here and see Hilary sitting in the armchair where my mother sat, sewing or reading as Mamma once did? Or do I want someone else? Or no one at all? Do I even want this place?

         He stopped in front of the portrait of his mother. He had looked at it so often that it had blotted out his tenuous memories of her. The painting had become her. It showed a beautiful young woman, dressed simply in a light-blue dress with a lace collar, staring with warm brown eyes at the viewer. In the background the painter had imagined what looked like a moor 18with a swirl of trees and craggy rocks. She might have been in the Highlands, rather than clipped and tidy Kent, the young mistress of a castle, perhaps, far from the ordered world. This was the one thing Robert yearned to have. The family portraits of hard-faced, mean-mouthed ancestors meant nothing to him. He would scarcely have minded if Bill Parry had put them on a bonfire and burnt them all. Only his mother was precious. Examining her again, he felt a craving for this painting to be truly his, and a spasm of resentment that the sick old man upstairs still stood in the way. Why couldn’t he get on and die? What use was his life now to anyone, most especially himself? He checked his thoughts, overcome by shame, and looked away.

         Hilary. Why couldn’t they get on better? He imagined her in their small South Kensington terraced house, listening to that abominable Music While You Work on the wireless, and to his surprise his heart went out to her. Perhaps it was tiresome for her to be cooped up all day with Flora, with that silly Tolly woman her only visitor. But why wouldn’t she paint? She was always saying she wanted to, but nothing was ever accomplished. Did she fear she couldn’t? She just moped around like a Pre-Raphaelite beauty, full of unspoken resentment. That weighed on him. It made him feel guilty and, he had to admit, contemptuous. There was an essential quality lacking in her. Was it her absence of worldliness? No, he could have borne that. With those parents and that background, she could hardly have been expected to have known how things worked. He didn’t mind her naivety and ignorance; they were part of 19what had first attracted him to her. What was so irritating was something deeper and innate. He searched for the word, and then it came to him. Yes, that was it.

         Hilary was incapable of being pragmatic. That was infuriating.

         ‘Master Robert?’

         Mrs Parry was standing in the doorway, a stout grey-haired woman who was getting on in years.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Your father has woken up. He says to thank you for coming. He asked me to tell you that he’s fine.’
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            4 OCTOBER 1943

         

         ‘Yes, after the war it will be different. I don’t say there’ll be a revolution, not immediately. But the old ruling class is finished. People will look back to before the war and remember how hard the Tories tried to sell out to the fascists.’

         ‘And they’ll forget all about the Nazi–Soviet Pact at the same time, no doubt,’ suggested Robert.

         ‘That was necessary. Stalin had to prepare for a war he knew was coming. He had to fire up the factories, build aircraft and tanks.’

         ‘Sounds rather like Munich, don’t you think? That gave us the extra year we needed. The difference is that we didn’t make an alliance with the Nazis.’

         ‘Here.’

         Daniel handed Robert a cigarette, which he had been rolling as they spoke.

         Then he filled his friend’s metal mug with the inky wine they had bought for two lire from the peasant who spoke some unintelligible Calabrian dialect. It tasted of paraffin. Daniel doubted that it had ever seen a grape. 21

         ‘And what will you do in your brave new world with the likes of me?’ asked Robert, smiling.

         Daniel looked at the good-looking young man who was lying opposite him in the shade of an olive tree with a piece of grass poking out of his mouth. The sun was beating down, though it was the first week of October. All they could hear was the rasping chatter of cicadas. This was their first interlude from war since they had crossed from Sicily to the mainland.

         Robert had taken off his cap. He lay on the grass with his arms folded behind his head, resting on his hands, and looking upwards at the light-green underside of the leaves. His face was chestnut brown – already baked by the torrid North African sun before they had tumbled off the landing craft in July.

         ‘That depends on whether you are prepared to recant, disown your class and join the party.’

         ‘And if I don’t?’

         ‘Let me see,’ mused Daniel, sipping his wine. ‘In that case we might have to send you on a re-education course. You’d come round to our way of thinking before long.’

         Robert peered at him to see whether he was joking and decided that he was.

         ‘Seriously, what do you think will happen in our country when it’s all over? Don’t you think Churchill will win again? He’s popular with the troops.’

         ‘I hope he does win again,’ said Daniel. ‘I hope he forms a government made up of greedy businessmen who don’t realise the world has changed and that capitalism is doomed and keep on behaving as they did before the war. Then we could 22have our revolution. But the truth is Labour’s likely to win, which will make problems for us.’

         ‘You mean for Uncle Joe’s gang?’

         ‘I mean for the Communist Party of Great Britain.’

         ‘Daniel, my dear chap, I love you dearly, but do you really think the good old British people are ever going to vote for a bunch of commies? They’re far too sensible.’

         ‘Why not? Look at those thousands of poor Italian soldiers we’ve seen who have turned their backs on the war and are streaming back to their homes in the south. Do you think they’ll ever vote for right-wing politicians again? I bet you there’ll be a communist government in Italy when this is all over.’

         ‘Italy isn’t England.’

         ‘But England is subject to the same historical forces. Capitalism has failed there, just as it has in Italy, and the British ruling class has shown itself corrupt and inept.’

         ‘You can’t compare Winston with Musso.’

         ‘Churchill was the best our old ruling class could come up with. Mussolini is an idiot, the product of deluded nationalist forces. They’re different manifestations of the same disease.’

         ‘What will you do when this is all over?’ asked Robert.

         ‘I’ll return to the Daily Worker and continue the struggle. I might write a book about what’s happened to the world. If I’m lucky, they’ll send me abroad to report. There’ll be a lot going on, so I shan’t be short of work. What about you?’

         ‘I’ll go back to Oxford, I suppose. Finish my history degree. After that, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll fall in love and get married. My father wants me to follow him into the City. So I could 23become a filthy capitalist for you and your chums to attack. But I’d like to do something useful. I used to think I’d like to become an expert on painting.’

         ‘Don’t become a banker. You’re too good for that.’

         ‘It wasn’t too good for T. S. Eliot.’

         ‘A bourgeois intellectual and Christian apologist who never spares a thought for the masses.’

         ‘Aren’t you an intellectual? How much do you think about the masses?’

         ‘All the time. I am of the masses. When your ancestors were riding over their broad acres, mine were being harried and fined by Tsarist soldiers for straying too far from their shtetl. I was brought up in the East End among the masses and I was educated among the masses. They are my people. It’s only an accident of war that has brought me face to face with a representative of the ruling class. I do like you, Robert, but your class and those like you are the enemies of my class. Don’t ever forget that.’

         ‘Oh, I shan’t! The poor, persecuted victim who happens to have received the King’s Commission and is planning to write books and fill newspapers with clever articles telling us how we should live our lives. What an awfully hard time you’ve had of it!’

         Daniel was nettled. He took an angry swig from his mug. ‘I was going to ask you – as you’re a historian – whether you’ve ever read Das Kapital.’

         ‘I haven’t, as a matter of fact. I took the view that life is too short to wade through that stuff.’ 24

         ‘How amusing. And The Communist Manifesto?’

         ‘I may have cast an eye over it.’

         ‘Don’t you think it odd that you, a scholar of history at a famous university, haven’t read the formative political thinker of the modern age? If you can’t be bothered to learn for your own edification, mightn’t it be prudent for you to size up your enemies, so that at least you are able to know what they’re thinking?’

         Robert paused before replying. Their conversation was becoming acerbic, and their snatched hour of leisure was in danger of turning sour. Daniel had a point. Of course he should have read Marx. But then which authors had he read that his friend hadn’t? He didn’t expect Daniel had studied Virgil or Ovid at his school, wherever it was. On the other hand, to be fair, maybe he hadn’t been given the opportunity, whereas Robert could easily have picked up a copy of Das Kapital at Blackwell’s and read it in his room. Why hadn’t he? Was it simple indolence? Or a kind of arrogance?

         ‘You may have a point, I—’

         ‘Ssh.’ Daniel picked up his rifle. ‘Did you hear that?’ he whispered urgently.

         Robert was halfway to his feet when they saw the Italian peasant who had sold them the foul wine standing about thirty feet away. He was beckoning them in an urgent way, rotating his right hand vigorously.

         ‘I think he wants us to follow him,’ said Robert, putting on his cap. 25

         They were near the top of an olive grove, which swept gently down to a waterless stream. Not far above them was a scattering of half-derelict houses, one of which belonged to the peasant. This man now led them past these dwellings on to a narrow, rutted road. The three of them were alone in the searing afternoon. From time to time the man turned to make sure they were following, making the same curious movement with his hand.

         ‘Do you think it’s a trap?’ asked Robert.

         ‘I doubt it, but we’d better be careful. There’re fascists everywhere still helping the Germans.’

         The peasant had slowed so they were now only about ten feet behind him, and he turned to face them. He was a short, wiry man, as dark as anyone they had come across in North Africa. He seemed agitated, jabbering unintelligibly out of a mouth that appeared to have no teeth.

         Then he veered off the road to the left, down a short track lined with dusty bushes. After walking for about a minute, he stopped.

         ‘Stay there,’ Robert told Daniel. ‘Cover me.’

         He moved towards the Italian, who was pointing at a shape in a ditch. Robert saw that it was the body of a man. The peasant stepped back to afford him a closer look.

         It was a dead German soldier of indeterminate age – indeterminate because he had lost half his head and most of his face. The stump that remained was covered in hundreds of feasting maggots. His body appeared untouched and his 26grey-green uniform looked oddly pristine, almost as it had been when he had put it on. He could not have been there for more than a few days.

         ‘What is it?’ asked Daniel. And then, moving forward, he saw. ‘Shit.’

         Robert did not hear his friend because he was retching over the dead German’s body.
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            11 JUNE 1956

         

         Daniel got off the bus by the law courts, clutching Doris Lessing’s latest novel and a copy of the previous day’s Observer. The rain had stopped, so he had decided to walk down Fleet Street, past the pretentious temples of the bourgeois press, to the Daily Worker’s office in the Farringdon Road. There was enough time before the staff meeting called for eleven o’clock to discuss the extraordinary contents of the newspaper he held in his hand. He needed to think.

         None of the many thousands of words, every one of which he had read, had come as a surprise. For months, fragments of Khrushchev’s speech denouncing Stalin during a closed session of the twentieth congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union had been seeping out. They had been a shameful indictment. But the full address printed in The Observer was still shocking. Stalin’s cult of the personality, his execution of loyal, long-standing members of the party, the purges and his deportation of entire nationalities – all this was spelt out by Khrushchev in mesmerising detail. 28

         Daniel was sure it was true. The first secretary could not have made it up. The Politburo would not have allowed him to. He could only have been permitted to speak with such frankness because a collective decision had been made to reveal the abominations – there was no other word – of Uncle Joe.

         Some of his journalistic colleagues would doubtless continue to question the veracity of the allegations, just as they had when reports had begun to appear in the Polish newspapers in March. And a few of them, he reflected sadly, would say that Stalin’s actions were partly justified to head off counter-revolutionary forces.

         As he walked past the absurd colonnaded façade of the Daily Telegraph building, he imagined the feelings of the journalists inside. How they must be gloating! For years he and his friends in the party had defended Stalin. In the ’30s they had repudiated accounts of forced famines killing millions. Oh, there had been famines all right, but Daniel had argued that they were inadvertent and unstoppable – just as Churchill’s defenders claimed that the Bengal famine of 1943 was a tragic but inescapable concomitant of war.

         Of course he had entertained doubts. He had always known that Stalin wasn’t a saint – witness his persecution of homo-sexuals. But the motives of his detractors had been clear. They wanted to discredit the great communist experiment and the man who had spearheaded the miraculous transformation of the Soviet Union. They had to be fought, and he had fought them ferociously in print. After Khrushchev’s speech, surely no defence of Uncle Joe would be possible. 29

         Stalin had betrayed the millions of people who were confident that the Soviet Union had developed a system that was closer to perfection than anything human beings had previously created. They had placed their faith in a fallen angel. Daniel still believed the cause was fine. But how was it ever to be delivered? He arrived at William Rust House, a brutalist building designed a few years earlier by Erno Goldfinger, a friend of the party, and named after the first editor of the Daily Worker. He realised he was supposed to approve of the architecture and felt guilty that he didn’t. He crossed the hall to the stairs, and climbed the steps holding onto the metal rail, dragging his left foot slightly. In the first-floor newsroom there were dozens of people, some standing, others perched on tables. Most of them were journalists, but there were comrades from the library, stenographers and copy boys. Unlike the capitalist newspapers, the party’s official organ had no time for hierarchy.

         At the far end stood the editor, Jack Cameron, addressing the staff. Though Daniel was five minutes early, the meeting had already started.

         Cameron was saying in his Glaswegian accent that the account in The Observer was probably authentic. It was a tragedy that the news of Stalin’s excesses had emerged in this way because the party’s enemies would draw so much comfort from it. A man could be a great historical figure and also betray the values for which he had stood. That had been the case with Stalin. Who could deny the scale of his achievements? He had overseen the transformation of the Soviet economy. He had led 30the fight against fascism, and more than any man in the world was responsible for its defeat and humiliation. The Daily Worker couldn’t defend the purges and killings, though how many of them were ordered by Stalin, rather than overzealous underlings, was still not clear. But nor would it allow people to forget the monumental accomplishments of his leadership.

         When Cameron sat down, some people clapped. Another figure then moved to the spot where the editor had been speaking. Daniel recognised Desmond Drabble, a smooth ideologue who in recent weeks had come over several times from party headquarters in Covent Garden to remind the paper’s more independent-minded employees where their loyalties should lie. He was a tall man, smartly dressed in a suit and stiff collar, who didn’t bother to conceal his patrician origins.

         ‘Comrades,’ began Drabble, in a voice that could have belonged to a Tory Cabinet minister. He was reading from a piece of paper, whose contents would have been approved by the political committee. ‘I concur with what Jack has said. Let me add a few thoughts. The twentieth congress has chided Comrade Stalin and it is not for us to question its methods or motivations. The security organs of the state – and of people like the traitor Beria – did regrettably get out of hand.

         ‘However, we should never forget that, even while this was going on, millions of Soviet citizens were enjoying what the Webbs rightly described after their visit to the Soviet Union as “multiform democracy”. Despite unfortunate occurrences taking place, these people were participating in an unprecedented democratic experience – an exercise in self-rule that 31had never previously been attained in any society. These were the fruits of Comrade Lenin’s description of Soviet democracy as democracy’s highest form. Nothing that happened under Stalin undermined this achievement. On the contrary, under his leadership it thrived. I personally celebrate the fact that the corrective process applied by the twentieth congress is confirmation that the revolutionary movement is capable of renewing itself, despite inevitable setbacks. That is why we should regard the speech by Comrade Khrushchev as building on past successes – not the defeat of an entire system, as the capitalist press will falsely allege.’

         When Drabble finished, there was a smaller ripple of applause than had greeted the end of Cameron’s address. Daniel had grown increasingly irritated during his talk. Now he moved towards the far end of the room – a short man with a sturdy, muscular body that co-existed strangely with a thin, intellectual face and jet-black hair. Although walking briskly, he had an unmistakable limp, which most colleagues knew was the result of a war wound. As he advanced, comrades stepped back to let him pass, and one of them cried, ‘Daniel is going to speak.’ Abena, a young Ghanaian journalist whom he was fond of, clapped him on the back as he passed her.

         Daniel nodded at Cameron, with whom he had friendly relations despite the editor’s known aversion to homosexuals, but ignored Drabble.

         ‘Comrades, I fundamentally disagree with most of what we have heard. I know from speaking with many of you over the past few weeks that some of you share my sadness at the 32revelations leaked from the twentieth congress. What I’ve heard this morning is what I have often been hearing recently – a partial apology for Uncle Joe. It’s claimed he wasn’t as bad as our enemies are making out, and he presided over an essentially benign system.’

         He paused. His voice was slightly rasping, with traces of a London accent.

         ‘I have here a novel by Doris Lessing, a member of the party, called Retreat to Innocence. It was published a few months ago. I expect some of you will have read it. It tells the story of a young girl called Julia, the daughter of a wealthy Norfolk baronet’ – here he did glance at Drabble – ‘who comes to London and finds out about life. She meets a Jewish Czech refugee called Jan Brod, a fervent member of the party. In the end she marries a dull civil servant with conventional views. But that’s beside the point. I mention the novel because it contains a stirring eulogy to Stalin by Brod, with which Lessing obviously sympathises. Brod claims he’s a kind of Messiah, a saviour for the working man.

         ‘I’m not having a go at Doris Lessing. What she and Brod believe about Stalin is what most of us believed until a few weeks ago. We may not have thought he was a Messiah figure, but we credited him with tremendous achievements and absolved him of the crimes which the party’s enemies repeatedly laid at his door.

         ‘It turns out they were right and we were wrong. The arguments we produced in his defence were blind and self-serving. And now we know that he was a mass murderer, some of us 33continue to be blind and self-serving in offering partial excuses for what he did and asserting that under his rule many great things were done.

         ‘This is my question: how can we ever convince people that our cause is right if we aren’t prepared to condemn a man who killed not only his enemies but loyal comrades and servants of the party?’

         ‘Well said!’ It was Abena.

         ‘I’ve another question. This newspaper mostly ignored the rumours about the twentieth congress. Now that The Observer has published the full account, what credibility will we have if we continue to spare Stalin? If Khrushchev can tell the truth in a secret session, why can’t we do the same in public?’

         When Daniel finished there was more applause than either Cameron or Drabble had received. A few comrades patted him on the back as he moved towards the door. He felt he had made his point. He couldn’t face listening to any more apologists for Stalin.

         Daniel understood Cameron’s predicament. It was hard for a newspaper to turn on the leader it had exalted for so long
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