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1

ON SUNDAY, 26 August 1945 Peter Cotton flew from Hamburg in Germany to London in a DC-3 with four nurses, a lieutenant on compassionate leave, a number of bags of post and a regimental mascot – a well-behaved goat called Ajax – and his handler. In his battle jacket pocket, Cotton had orders to present himself at the temporary office of the Economic Warfare Unit the next day.

On Monday, Cotton found the office three floors up in a narrow building behind the Oriental Club in Hanover Square. For a moment he thought they were still moving in, but then saw that two girls in uniform were emptying shelves and packing boxes with files.

‘We’re being entirely wrapped up,’ said D, ‘and archived. Moira?’

Cotton had never seen his boss in anything but a naval commodore’s uniform. Now he was dressed in an elderly blue tweed suit, bagged at the knees, looking like a bad-tempered country solicitor.

One of the girls went to a desk, opened a drawer and took out an envelope.

‘Read what’s in that,’ said D, ‘and sign it.’

Cotton opened the envelope.

It contained a three-page joint statement from the heads of MI5 and MI6, drawing ‘Urgent Attention’ to the differences between WAR and PEACE.

 

It is not – and never will be – the policy of His Majesty’s Government to instigate, carry out, be part of or otherwise sanction, permit or condone the taking of human life by any member of His Majesty’s Intelligence Departments in time of peace.

Cotton paused.

‘They’re clearing out the farouche, the louche and the schoolboys,’ said D.

Cotton looked at him. It was D who had originally picked him out, then overseen his training. D had always been extraordinarily focused and insistently to the point in wartime. Today, there was no sign of that. He looked drawn, as if his skin had fused to the bones behind his face.

Cotton read on. The second page was mostly one long, particularly opaque paragraph on the terms ‘covert’ and ‘clandestine’ as they were forthwith to be understood. The third page merely contained a reminder that the reader had already signed the Official Secrets Act.

Cotton looked up. ‘About “covert” and …’

‘What can and what cannot be attributed to His Majesty’s Government,’ said D.

‘Quite which is which?’ asked Cotton.

‘I think “covert” means the government can deny any involvement. “Clandestine” means the government doesn’t have to deny it.’

Cotton thought this was probably accurate but extremely cynical from someone about to give him his new orders.

‘You do have to sign before I can proceed,’ said D.

Cotton signed. D beckoned and they went through to his office. D shut the door. He frowned.

‘Why on earth are you dressed as a major?’ he asked.

‘The military authorities decided that for personal security and ease of identification in Germany I should put on uniform.’

D shrugged and sat down. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘now you’re being sent to the States, to our Embassy in Washington.’

‘When will I be leaving?’

‘Just as soon as you can be got on a ship or a tin can that floats.’ D checked himself. He sighed. ‘Are you au fait? Mm? With events of the last month … and a day?’

Cotton nodded. ‘I think so,’ he said.

On 26 July the Labour Party had been declared winners of the British general election. To the surprise of many foreign observers and some British – ‘including Lord Keynes’ as D said – Winston Churchill had been replaced as Prime Minister by Clement Attlee. Cotton had voted Labour himself – and the election result had been no surprise to troops, who thought they had fought for some measure of justice and reward.

‘Right enough,’ said D. He started counting off on the fingers of his left hand. ‘Hiroshima. Nagasaki. On August 15th the Japanese finally surrender. World War Two is entirely over.’

Cotton nodded. ‘Yes.’

D leaned forward. ‘Then two days later, on the 17th or hangover day’ – more than a whole week before the Yanks even arrive in Tokyo – President Truman calls time on lend-lease.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Gone! Not a cent more to keep his British allies afloat.’ D almost smiled.

‘Well, I’m not saying the British government is shell-shocked,’ he went on, ‘but … Let’s say it’s a little optimistic to call them merely rattled.’ D cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair.

‘Four days ago, at a crisis meeting held at Downing Street, our new government decided to send a mission to Washington under Lord Keynes. He’s leaving today on a Canadian troopship. We’re sending a begging bowl delegation. Huge bowl, rather small delegation. You’re following on.’

D opened a drawer of his desk. ‘Drink?’

It was eleven in the morning and Cotton could still taste the powdered egg he had been given for breakfast. ‘No, thanks,’ he said.

D poured whisky into two glasses and pushed one towards Cotton. He had a milk jug filled with water and poured some in until his glass was nearly full.

‘Cheers,’ he said and drank about a third of it.

Cotton nodded but did not drink.

D put down his glass and sat back. He looked up at the ceiling. ‘In 1939,’ he said, ‘the American government sat down and made a shopping list of what they wanted from the war others were about to fight. On one side of paper. Clear?’

‘Yes.’

‘Priority one? Naturally, the annihilation of Nazi Germany. Priority two? The defeat of Japan, of course.’ D lowered his eyes and looked at Cotton. ‘Any ideas on priority three?’

Cotton shook his head.

‘The destruction of the British Empire,’ said D.

Cotton nodded. ‘I see,’ he replied. ‘What was priority four?’

D smiled. ‘What I have been trying to get over to our side is that American policies have been entirely consistent with this list. I think they are still horrified by the one-sheet-of-paper business. They’d have preferred two bits of paper, one for enemies, one for allies, I suppose.

‘As you know, lend-lease was designed to keep us fighting. But it was also arranged to make sure we were never an industrial power again. The Americans were “spending” us – mostly in their own interest – and now we are pretty much spent.’

D took another mouthful of his whisky and water.

‘I sometimes think the Yanks are being awfully polite about it. If the British want to see 31.4 billion dollars as proof of disinterested friendship in the fight for civilization, well that’s Britain’s affair. Or if we see ourselves as a not quite equal but proud, loyal partner, in need of a loan to get us back on our feet, that’s our mistake as well.’

D downed the rest of his whisky.

‘The truth is however that a reverse colonization has taken place. Once we colonized the States; now they are making us a dependency.’

Cotton nodded. He had heard this take on things before, but never with quite such dispatch. D poured himself some more whisky and poured water on top of it. Cotton could not work out whether the stuff was exacerbating D’s exasperation or soothing his contempt.

‘Our politicians are in shock but unable to see, let alone accept, what has happened. That’s partly because they have chosen to cower behind public reaction. They can’t actually say “Well done, everyone, we’ve won – but now, sorry about this, chaps, we’re utterly broke and have to start all over again exactly as if we had lost. Well, just like those people we’ve been fighting.”’ He groaned. ‘I can see us rattling about in a hollow victory for generations.’

Behind Cotton in the office Moira’s voice rose.

‘Rosalind! Have you used all the string?’

D smiled and tapped himself on the chest. ‘I don’t really know how long I’ve got left here,’ he said. ‘If our masters borrow some American vigour I’ve got about two days. If they are being British about it, I could be hanging about here for weeks and weeks. Keep in touch till then.’

Cotton nodded. ‘Very well.’

‘In Washington you’ll be under the wing of Geoffrey Ayrtoun. Know him?’

‘No, I don’t,’ said Cotton.

‘Yes, it’s the kind of name that begs a sir in front of it.’ D pulled himself up, shook his head. ‘Late thirties perhaps. Very effective, I understand. Was in Propaganda and Misinformation. Advertising before that. Sausages and soap powder. You will take your orders from him.’

Cotton nodded.

‘You don’t know Washington DC?’

‘No.’

‘It’s a provincial town that doubles as a national capital. I can’t really think of an equivalent. It’s false, like Berlin or Madrid or Leningrad, in the sense that somebody plonked it down somewhere with a rotten climate. A Frenchman’s Cartesian plan was kicked off but then the proportions aren’t quite right, the domes aren’t part of a circle, the columns look more like cake decoration than genuine supports … it’s like an essay with too many not quite accurate quotes at the beginning. So it is top heavy and then has notes and straggle and later considerations that have nothing to do with the plan.’

D looked up. ‘Mind you, it is a boom town. The population has doubled with the war. And the place is crawling with foreigners trying to worm their way into America’s favour and join in making the new world.’

‘What about the British Embassy?’ asked Cotton.

‘Ah,’ said D. He gave himself a moment. ‘The Ambassador is Lord Halifax, an aristocrat who has never let his idleness and love of hunting cloud his right to high office. People forget he was Foreign Secretary at Munich and the alternative to Churchill in 1940. He never did quite manage to appease Hitler, not after mistaking him for a footman at their first meeting, but I dare say he’ll be able to tone down Lord Keynes’ more intemperate outbursts.’

Almost despite himself, Cotton was impressed. It was one of the briskest hatchet jobs he’d heard.

‘The rest of the Embassy crew is made up of mealy-mouthed diplomats, family dead wood, communist toadies, ferocious snobs – those last two sometimes the same – and of course I mustn’t forget the pillow-diddlers.’

Cotton had never heard the expression ‘pillow-diddler’.

‘No?’ said D. He shrugged. ‘A cocksman for information and influence.’

‘How does that work exactly?’

‘Well, it is true that sperm serves as invisible ink – though the sheet is usually of paper or, at most, a nice silk scarf. Every man is his own pen, as they used to say. In DC, stuffed with bored wives and daughters no longer able to partake of foreign travel, our pillow-diddlers saw themselves as part of the Allied war effort. They diddled for Victory. One attaché diddled Clare Booth Luce whose husband runs Time magazine. I think the logic was that a little bit of sheet shrieking would turn the American readers of Time pro-British.’

D barely bothered to shake his head. ‘By the way, they’re keeping you in uniform,’ he said.

‘Really? Why?’

‘The policy is to “show them our medals” apparently,’ said D.

Cotton frowned in disbelief. ‘But why would we do that?’

‘Mm. It’s quite one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard. Can you imagine why the Americans should consider their medals as having less value than ours? But that’s the reaction. We are going to impress them into understanding our contribution. And Keynes has decided to be optimistic. Apparently pessimism is something you give in to. Optimism is useful hope.’

‘So what will my role be?’ asked Cotton.

‘You’ll be an academic sort of soldier, a brave economist. And you’ve got a promotion. You’ll be a half-colonel.’

‘Are you serious about this?’

‘Yes! You’re part of the policy, part of the medal rattling. And don’t forget the economist part. You get to be a shaman before a charlatan.’

‘You’re putting me off?’

‘Absolutely not! You don’t have much of a choice anyway. Let’s say the situation is “awfully fluid”.’ D imitated someone who spoke in a holy drawl. ‘Ayrtoun will give you the specifics of what they want from you when you get there. But in general terms we are trying not to disappear in the Coronation of the US as winners of the world war. We’ve had some trouble over the atom bomb, you know, even though some of our scientists worked on it. Like lend-lease, formal co-operation has now ended. They just forgot to send some of the papers on. Nothing too mean in that, just forgetful, because the Americans like to believe they are awfully practical.’

D looked at him. ‘I’m drinking too much,’ he said. ‘Look, on a personal level you’ll get out of Britain for a while. We’re utterly whacked and fingering our morals while wondering how much power we’ve lost. You may get some time to think about your future, and DC won’t look too bad when you’re job hunting. With luck you could be demobbed early next year. Or … you can see what you are capable of.’

‘Why have I been chosen?’ asked Cotton.

‘I really wouldn’t want to depress you,’ said D but then decided to do so. ‘You got three ticks. One was for Madrid and your work on the Nazi–Argentinian connection. They liked your paper on that.’

Cotton dipped his head.

‘That was one tick. And in Germany you wrote another paper on the effects on the British Army of ending European lend-lease. I take it you said “not good”?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Two ticks. And then, I suggested you. Third tick. I said you are quiet, cautious, reasonably resourceful and you are, as much as economists ever are, capable of a larger view. In the Embassy, people will ask you lots of questions about how it is all going with Keynes and company.’

‘They’re not going to know?’

‘My dear chap, its sauve qui peut and pass the parcel out there. If you don’t know, you can’t be responsible. And that’s our side. Oh, by the way,’ he added. ‘You’ll be travelling with another man.’ He looked down at a paper on his desk. ‘Yes, chap called Tibbets.’

Later Cotton made his way to Waterloo. Nothing much had changed in London since he had last been there in June. The standing buildings were still black with soot, the bomb damage and rubble looked very much as it had done. The only difference Cotton saw was in Waterloo Station, where some German prisoners of war had been put to clearing away the sandbags and were making brisk, quite cheerful progress. Some of them were scrubbing the red brick.

Cotton took a train to Dorking and a cab to his father’s house in Peaslake.

He found him outside by the apple store priming a smoke gun. Since the death of his wife in 1938, James Cotton would begin conversations as if they had been going on for some time or as if his son had just been round the corner fetching something.

‘I was a bit of a worshipful husband, you see.’ He looked up. ‘What do you think you’ll be?’

Cotton smiled. ‘That would depend on who I marry, don’t you think? I’m being sent to Washington DC.’

‘Yes,’ said his father. ‘You’re quite right. I do think I was lucky. How long will you be gone?’

‘Not sure. But at least a couple of months?’

‘So you might see Joanie.’

‘No might – I will.’

‘I’d better get writing then. You can take some letters for the grandchildren.’ He paused. ‘I always thought Halliday was an extraordinary name for a child. Foster is a bit better. Your mother used to laugh a little at Stephen Foster songs, but rather liked them, I think … and Emily is quite perfect, of course.’

‘I’ve brought you some bacon and I filched some sugar from the RAF.’

‘Good. I’ve been getting the apple store ready, you know, and waging my own little war on wasps. They spoil the fruit, you see. I have no choice. I have to take it as a kind of robbery.’ He looked up and smiled. ‘It must be pretty exciting, eh? You are going to see your sister and the grandchildren.’

Cotton put his arm on his father’s shoulder. ‘We’ll get you to see them as soon as we can.’

His father beamed. ‘Oh, Isla would have loved to have seen those children!’

Cotton sucked on his teeth. Though he had not been drinking, they felt as if he had. He turned away from the fusty, cider smell of the apple store.
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COTTON HAD not seen his sister, who lived in New York, since 1936 – and he had an American brother-in-law, a niece and two nephews he had never met at all. He could not see, after docking in New York City on 11 September, with a train to catch to Washington DC, that he had enough time to visit them. He was intrigued, then, to watch Jeremy Tibbets dash off to Brooks Brothers to order a Botany 500 suit, some shirts and a quantity of ‘proper socks’.

Tibbets wriggled down the gangplank past the GIs. Cotton wondered what was on the paper he was waving, then heard his plummy tones:

‘Coming through! Diplomatic business!’

They had crossed the Atlantic on an American troopship from Le Havre.

‘American steel around you now, gentlemen,’ the captain had said when they went on board. ‘You’re welcome but you will keep an eye on that headroom, won’t you? Have a good trip.’

They had been given one-half of a four-berth cabin and Tibbets immediately claimed the lower bunk.

‘I’m a restless sleeper,’ he explained. ‘I wouldn’t want to disturb you from the upper berth.’

Tibbets was so slender, he looked taller than he was, with a long, smooth, young, rectangular face and lots of dark, floppy hair. He wore a hairnet when he went to sleep. Cotton was not aware his face had even twitched but Tibbets explained he had the advice from his father. ‘It protects the follicles,’ he said.

Tibbets also soon volunteered that his mother was from ‘the wallpaper family’.

Wallpaper was not something Cotton knew about but the name Sanderson came to him.

‘No, no, no,’ said Tibbets forgivingly, ‘not those,’ but he did not give a name.

Tibbets described himself as being ‘purely on the research side’. In such cramped quarters, however, it was not difficult to see that he spent a lot of time fiddling with numbers and Cyrillic characters in a kind of grid, and that he was finding his code book, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, rather strange.

Cotton went back to his own reading. Before he left, he had been given Henry James’s The Ambassadors as his code book for communicating with D. It was a story of European freedom for some Americans, and different kinds of betrayal on both continents. James described his moral hero Strether as a ‘fine central intellect’ but what struck Cotton as he read in the thrum of the ship was the extraordinary sensitivity of so many characters to shades of meaning as they talked on and on.

Cotton had also been given quantities of figures on the British Colonies – demographics, GNPs, exports, main crops and production figures, all from before the war, with guesses since. This was to be his cover. He would say he was working on the economic implications the Anglo-American negotiations would have for the colonies and the sterling area.

In a third, much slimmer file was a job D had advised him to palm off on someone else. It was a civil servant’s ‘Consideration’ in civil servant’s language. It suggested that:

 

given the schedule of work and social engagements, the likelihood of one or more of the British delegation providing what will be denominated a distraction (in other words, causing a scandal) approaches levels of some certainty.

The ‘consideration’ also mentioned that ‘much of the US press is hostile towards us and not above underhand methods’.

The British were, however, well looked after on the crossing, given quantities of chicken, steak, mashed potato, spinach and corn – what Cotton knew as maíz, from his childhood in Mexico. Tibbets was particularly fond of tinned peaches and ice cream for dessert and would then smoke his cigarette of the day, a Lucky Strike.

‘Fabulously comfortable,’ he said. ‘One could get used to this.’ Tibbets liked to use ‘one’ from time to time.

Round them, the ship played music for the troops going home. Harry James, Perry Como, Les Brown and his Band of Renown, and a singer called Doris Day.

‘Gonna take a sentimental journey, Gonna set my heart at ease…’

‘The musical equivalent of saltpetre.’ Tibbets sniffed.

At Charterhouse, Cotton had pretended to be more tone-deaf than he was – the school was proud of its choral tradition. It had been one of his cheerfully admitted failings. That did not stop him finding Perry Como’s song ‘Till the End of Time’ a dirge every time it was played.

‘Mozart’s my thing,’ said Tibbets, though Cotton had not asked. ‘And Bach, of course.’

‘Never thought my heart could be so yearny… ’ Cotton found it irritatingly catchy.

The GIs themselves sometimes preferred songs by Ethel Merman and Celeste Holm. ‘Why is a Private called a Private?’ and ‘Three Day Pass’. They had adapted the words, as they had for the Gershwins’ ‘Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off’, and sang them with gusto :

‘You say teste and I say tasty…’

This upset the chaplain but it struck Cotton as quite inventive. He found the troops better-humoured than the British, a bit noisier and not quite as stiffly disciplined.

New York City appeared first as a smudge on the horizon, then as a low, dark, convex button. There was a kind of visual fizz above the button and then, shrouded in a morning mist, possibly of its own making, New York sprouted a series of what looked like immensely tall, very slim pencils. On a calm sea and under a pale blue sky they watched the famous skyline take on detail.

‘A mammon-made atoll,’ said Tibbets. He said it with relish. ‘These people have completely moved on from Vitruvian Man.’

Cotton laughed. Tibbets appeared to admire, envy and resent the Americans, but it did not stop him being pompous or patronizing. For most of the GIs, seeing New York from the new immigrants’ point of view was a source of excitement and pride. Some of them were calling out the names of the tallest skyscrapers. ‘Singer! Woolworth!’

‘No! That’s the Bank of Manhattan!’

Tibbets later had a story that he had heard one of the young soldiers identify the Statue of Liberty as ‘the Liberty Belle’.

When they had docked, Cotton went to thank the ship’s captain for both of them.

‘You’re welcome, Colonel,’ said the captain. ‘You’re on the west side of Manhattan. That’s the Hudson River. Glad to help out.’

Cotton organized their baggage and asked the cab driver to take him to Pennsylvania Station.

‘Penn Station,’ said the driver. ‘Canadian?’

‘British.’

The driver grunted. The sound was not one of approval. Cotton waited a little to see if there would be more than a grunt – but the driver said nothing.

Inside the cab Cotton was taken by how clammy the heat was. He could smell hot asphalt and warm rubber, a mix of acrid and sweet through the open windows. He tried to settle back to look out, but the ride was jerky, the driver dashing for the next traffic lights and pulling up sharply. Cotton didn’t take this to be aimed at him. He could see this was how New York drivers drove. They stopped by a display of fruit and vegetables outside a shop, perhaps fifty feet long, strips of colour and piled, plump shapes, something he had not seen since Mexico and never in such quantity. He almost asked the driver what ‘rationing’ in the US meant.

After London at the end of the Second World War, New York looked to be not just on an utterly different scale but in a different world. This world was brisk, noisy, scrappy, confidently self-centred and too busy to clean up. It wasn’t so much that the buildings towered far higher than any tower in Britain, or that the automobiles were fat and had metal to spare. This was a place that had been to war but not in a war. There were uniforms about, of course, but the shops looked full of goods, people buying, the streets crowded. Most striking, after the drabness of Britain, were the flashes of bright colour. This mass of people was not huddled. They had never been bombed and couldn’t even begin to imagine it. Things were good and they were pushing on with them. The British had won but had become huddled and reduced in the process.

But somehow it was Penn Station that impressed him most. An enormous structure on an enormous area, the main waiting room extended over seven acres, as big as a park, but based on the Roman baths of Caracalla. It was imperial in scale but not, somehow, in purpose. The architects had exchanged washing for travel. This was pre-First World War America, its references still to Europe, but its functions adapted. Since then, Cotton knew the USA had cut free of Europe as a standard, that the references were all beginning to go the other way, but it wasn’t until Penn that Cotton quite understood, despite the films and the newsreels, that the American century had begun thirty to forty years before.

‘Wonderful to get some style into life again!’ said Tibbets when he arrived, looking very flushed. ‘Marvellous shop! I got a pale yellow tie. In silk!’

There were other novelties. The cheerful Negro attendant, dressed in a striped shirt and what looked rather like a kepi hat, who saw them on to the train listened to them speaking.

‘May I ask a question, sir?’

‘Of course.’

‘Have I the pleasure of attending British gentlemen?’

‘Well, we’re certainly British,’ said Tibbets, ‘but I’m not sure if that is such a good thing to be in the United States just now.’

‘That would depend on who you are talking to, sir.’

‘All right,’ said Cotton. ‘Who are we talking to now?’

The attendant smiled. ‘You see, sir, you’ve just proved it. My nephew told me there was no racism in Britain. Not even the girls are racist. All he got was respect and gratitude. That’s what I had heard. That’s what I’m seeing.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Cotton. He put his hand in his pocket.

The man shook his head. ‘No, no, sir. Some things are a pleasure.’ He leaned a little closer. ‘When my nephew got back he was put in a segregated train, had to watch German prisoners of war get a comfortable carriage.’

‘I say,’ said Tibbets.

‘May I shake your hand, sir?’

‘Of course. Peter Cotton.’

‘Moses Campbell.’

They shook hands. The attendant showed emotion and pleasure. He separated both hands and feet, then brought everything together in a clap and a click. ‘Yes, sir!’

‘What on earth was that all about?’ said Tibbets when Moses Campbell had gone.

‘He didn’t think we were racist in Britain.’

Tibbets frowned. He sat down and languidly crossed his legs. ‘Oh, surely not,’ he said. He sighed.

Tibbets behaved as if New York were an island in the USA and Washington another.

‘I understand there is quite a lot of nothing in between.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Isn’t that what people say?’ He shrugged. He smiled. ‘Wonderful tie,’ he said.

The journey to Washington DC took a little under four hours via Philadelphia and Baltimore. The train was higher-set than they were used to and decidedly wider. In Philadelphia there was a longish stop and there Cotton ate a club sandwich and drank a beer. For a couple of days, two of the delightful sounds of America were the noise of cold beer bottles being opened and the rattle of ice cubes. The club sandwich contained turkey and bacon and lettuce and came with mayonnaise. The beer was sweet. Tibbets ate a bagel with cream cheese, then tried a muffin. He found the first ‘interesting’, the second ‘extremely good’. He then ate a roast beef sandwich and drank root beer.

‘Have you noticed that the train has a slightly cleaner sound than ours?’ said Tibbets when they were going through another Aberdeen, far from Cotton’s mother’s birthplace, this one before Baltimore. ‘In the wheels I mean.’

From Union Station in Washington they took a cab to the Statler Hotel on 16th Street, two blocks north from the White House. The Statler was new – three separate, short, brick towers rising from a single high ground floor. It was factory-plain and functional on the outside but with quite grand interior décor: crystal chandeliers, a plethora of mahogany-clad columns, highly polished dados, pale leather-buttoned booths in a bar, deep red and green velvet coverings for other chairs and the atmosphere of a gentlemen’s club on ladies’ day.

‘Like someone’s idea of a neoclassical aquarium,’ said Tibbets.

At the reception desk they were given notes instructing them to present themselves at a formal reception that evening at the British Embassy to mark the beginning of Keynes’ negotiations. They agreed to meet in the lobby at six.

Cotton sent a telegram to his sister:

 

ARRIVED WASHINGTON DC STOP AT STATLER STOP WILL ARRANGE VISIT AS SOON AS SCHEDULE KNOWN STOP LOVE TO ALL PETER

He was pleased to get away from Tibbets for a while, and delighted to have a room to himself. The room, while not large and rather over-draped for his taste, was air-conditioned and had its own bathroom. He showered and then sat for half an hour wrapped in a towel sipping the cold water provided. Then he dressed for the reception. Even in air conditioning the formal clothes felt heavy.

Tibbets was already in the lobby when he went down. He beckoned Cotton and indicated that he look through an interior window. A hugely stout man dressed in a brown suit with a startlingly bright tie of red, gold and white, was cutting into a very rare plate-sized steak with two fried eggs on top. ‘Look! That fat fellow there is eating at a sitting what looks like more than the British meat ration for a month.’ Tibbets sounded as much thrilled as incredulous.

‘Your transportation, gentlemen,’ said a bellboy, ‘is waiting.’

The British Embassy in Washington DC, ‘all Wren and Williamsburg by Lutyens’, in other words redbrick neo-Georgian with white stone detailing, sits in four acres below the Observatory summit on Massachusetts Avenue hill. Though not yet needed, candle lamps had been lit outside. A number of uniforms were handling arrivals, saluting as doors opened.

Cotton and Tibbets were checked against a list, then went into the reception hall.

Geoffrey Ayrtoun was waiting for them. Short, five foot six or seven, he looked as if he had been neat and athletic, but had now slackened a little. His wavy, thinning hair had been plastered down and, judging by his eyebrows and especially the red-blond fuzz on his freckled hands, much darkened by hair oil. His nose was long and had a pea-sized bump on the bridge. He had been waiting for them, head down, hands behind his back, but came to life when he saw them. His voice was clipped and his extraordinary laugh began with a rapid snorting from the nose and then a staccato bray from the throat, easily loud enough to attract attention.

‘For someone in an organization with the motto “Semper occultus” – always hidden – that is quite a bark,’ muttered Tibbets.

Ayrtoun was in evening dress. During the day they would find he always wore blue, double-breasted suits and a Wykehamist tie. He sat very upright when writing and often played with a tin of fifty Senior Service cigarettes as he spoke, rolling the thing, sometimes tossing it from hand to hand. Occasionally he would open it – ‘as if he were wringing a chicken’s neck,’ said Tibbets – then sniff at the cigarettes. No more than ten times a working day, he would light one, sucking hard, then picking flecks of tobacco off his tongue, even when there were apparently none there.

He wore turned-back shirt cuffs – ‘rather too much showing,’ said Tibbets – and gold, oval cufflinks with his initials engraved on them. But, given his colouring, the most unexpected thing about him was the colour of his eyes. They were extraordinarily dark, ‘like hard treacle’ complained Tibbets.

Ayrtoun welcomed them both, then turned to Cotton.

‘Is the idea that we have been a bit unlucky? Mm? That if we had had a year to make use of lend-lease we’d have been able to convert back to peace in relative comfort? But as it is we’re fucked? Have I got that right?’

‘Something like that,’ said Cotton.

Ayrtoun snorted and laughed. The sound was as startling as a flashbulb popping. ‘Then why is Keynes sending mixed messages? He tells the Americans our food supplies aren’t really so bad, then says we are about to go bankrupt. You can have ermine or you can have cap in hand. Ermine cap in hand is a little confusing.’ He stared at them. ‘The Embassy says he is absurdly optimistic. How much is he asking for?’

‘Nine billion dollars,’ said Cotton.

‘And how much will he get, do you think?’

To Cotton’s surprise, Tibbets answered, ‘I’d imagine about six.’

Ayrtoun looked at Cotton.

‘Not less than three and a half billion, probably no more than four and a half.’

Tibbets was indignant. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘My father managed a bank.’

Ayrtoun grunted in amusement.

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ said Tibbets.

Cotton dropped his voice. ‘Banks prefer you to pay them back. Here the Americans have to lend money that at least looks as if it might be paid back, an amount they can sell to the public as being fair, but businesslike.’

‘What? Are you suggesting they think we might welsh on it?’

Cotton nodded. ‘We did after the First World War.’

‘I say, did we?’

‘Yes, we did,’ said Cotton.

One of the fussy, bouffant-haired men in charge of receptions at the Embassy was called Drey, possibly Dré. Also known as the P & Q, as in Protocol and Queen.

‘Chop, chop!’ he called as he passed. ‘Now move along! The high-ups will be along any second.’

Ayrtoun paid no attention whatsoever. Drey did a stagey kind of double take.

‘I said chop, chop, chaps! Now, please.’

Ayrtoun glanced round, very briefly, but saw nothing interesting,

‘Oh, dear boy, you’ll have to do much better than that. I’ve moved junior royalty, you know.’

As he said this he raised his hands to clap. He did not manage it. In a ferociously quick but somehow almost discreet movement, Ayrtoun had Drey’s wrist caught and down with enough force to make him tilt and wince. Ayrtoun did not let go. He leaned forward towards Drey’s ear.

‘Don’t,’ he whispered, ‘make that mistake again. Clear?’

Drey was in pain but also indignant.

Ayrtoun sighed and applied more pressure. ‘No, I’m not going to have your fingernails removed and made into a charming necklace but you might find your wrist movements severely limited.’ He smiled and let go.

There was a sad moment before the P & Q retreated.

‘I say!’ said Tibbets again.

‘You’re going to tell me the war’s over, are you?’ Ayrtoun shook his head. He turned to Cotton.

‘I understand you’re still doing your national service.’

‘Yes.’

‘Any job offers?’

Cotton shook his head. ‘A PhD or my father’s old bank.’

‘There’s always this.’

‘What is this exactly?’ said Tibbets.

‘Fascinating stuff!’ said Ayrtoun. ‘Shall we go in now? Mm? Have either of you managed to catch any theatre recently?’

Cotton remembered D had told him that Ayrtoun’s nickname was Rikki-Tikki-Tavi.

‘Like Kipling’s mongoose?’

‘Quite. Though the ‘Tavi’ is from Tavistock, the clinic.’

Cotton frowned. ‘I thought that was a hospital for shell shock, battle fatigue, things like that.’

‘Oh, they’ve moved on since the First War,’ said D. ‘Some of them are about to start a Tavistock Institute to allow them a little more … leeway in their examination and management of the human psyche.’

Cotton let Ayrtoun lead the way.


3

THERE WERE two levels of guest at the reception and, in consequence, two areas of the ballroom. The chief delegates of the US and British governments, their partners and guests near the windows – and a much larger one for everyone else.

Tibbets suggested this had been done ‘quite subtly, really’.

Geoffrey Ayrtoun looked at him before he snorted. It was not a laugh. ‘What would you call a large arrangement of flowers on a table set between the pilasters? A pretty barrier or a clear barrier?’

Cotton had never liked formal receptions and loathed formal evening wear, particularly the military kind, and now that he had been again ‘reassumed’ into the Army, he was particularly uncomfortable. The dress uniform itself felt very heavy and tight. It smelt of old wool and mothballs in the very humid heat of Washington. The Embassy being British soil – a kind of over-warmed Wiltshire where the roses in the garden drooped and looked blowsy and smelt more of horse manure than roses – there was, of course, no air conditioning, and as the room filled up, the heat grew oppressive. Sweat started to trickle down Cotton’s back. The portraits on the walls, by Hogarth and Gainsborough, made him wonder why the British insisted on evoking the time of the American Revolution – when something glimmered at him.

An elderly lady in a grey moiré gown dimpled and tripled her chins at him while fingering a necklace of blue stones. He wasn’t sure what was on her head, something between a tiara and a fascinator. It took him a second to understand she was adding twinkle to her eyes. He smiled politely in welcome, as at a grandmother.

‘Now where did you get those quite remarkable pants, young man?’

Evidently he had misjudged her. ‘From the British Army, madam.’

‘I bet they have their own name.’

‘They’re called trews. It’s Scots for trousers.’

‘Is that pattern plaid?’

‘We say tartan, I think. Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders.’

‘Well now,’ she said, ‘they’re certainly bright.’ She leaned back and considered him below the waist. ‘And quite remarkably snug. What do you call the jacket?’

‘A short jacket.’

‘Really? I thought you called them bum freezers.’

‘Not in this heat, I promise.’

She laughed. ‘Oh thank God! You sound like fun. I had thought the Scots for trousers was breeks.’

‘If trews are trousers, I suppose breeks might come from britches?’

The old lady smiled. ‘Ah, the Scots “r”. The English have problems with it.’

‘In what way?’

‘They sometimes miss it out. Don’t mind me, I am just an old broad as we Americans say. What’s your name?’

‘Peter Cotton.’

‘I’m Evelyn Duquesne. My late husband Gerald was in wood pulp, for newspapers, you know, and now I am invited to receptions as part-payment for my political donations. And some shares in radio stations. What’s this one for exactly?’

‘Our respective governments are due to talk about money. I believe we are going to ask for some.’

She raised her chin. ‘Well, how direct and unstuffy. I’ll keep my eye on you, young man. But do remember, a sense of humour can be a disadvantage if you have political ambitions.’

‘I have none whatsoever, I assure you,’ said Cotton.

She looked mock-shocked. ‘No, no, no! You can’t say that. Not in Washington. Though you might like to tell Maynard to keep the humour to himself. But he is quite incorrigible, of course. I understand our journalists – on the whole quite a hardbitten crowd, you know – well, they do find his refinement a little long-winded and his jokes more than obscure.’

Cotton smiled. ‘Mrs Duquesne, I had the privilege of hearing Lord Keynes speak when I was at university but the relationship has not progressed out of the lecture hall.’

She laughed. ‘You really are refreshing. Not as much as air conditioning would be, but your honesty provides an atomizing tingle. Ah,’ she said, ‘now you must tell me what you think of this.’

Coming towards them were two men, one in evening wear, the other in a US Navy dress uniform. They were flanking a blonde girl in a dark red velvet gown. Cotton did not know who they were but Ayrtoun beamed.

The girl detached herself from the men and approached Cotton’s companion.

‘Mrs Duquesne, good evening.’

‘Katherine, darling, lovely to see you. Miss Ward. This is Colonel Cotton. Don’t you think his pants are just



























































































































 
















ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






ops/images/9781848544413.jpg
b P
DERFULLY
MOSPHERIC ...
ELLENT
JARDIAN

WASHIN
SHAD!

THE WAR IS OVER. THE GAME HAS BEG“N.








ops/images/pub.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





ops/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




