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Introduction

‘In a few days,’ said an old friend, ‘I am to be received into the Roman Catholic Church. I am very … exigent … about this, so I’m afraid I may turn into a bore, a religious bore. If so, I rely on you to stop me, even at the risk of offending me, because there is nothing more ghastly in the whole kingdom, in the whole universe, than a religious bore.’

My friend was not an Englishman: he was an intelligent and charming American Jew. But he was also anglophile to the highest degree, and he said what he said because he assumed, quite correctly, that this was the proper attitude to take among Englishmen in case of ardent religious conversion. The English, he thought, are a quiet, gentle-mannered people, who mind their own business and keep their troubles and obsessions to themselves. If an Englishman is about to do something that may vex his acquaintance, it is his social duty to warn them and to request them not to allow him to become a pest.

I fear he was out of date; for he was converted in the mid-1980s, by which time the English had long since ceased to worry about whether or not they were bores or pests. When I started to write Alms for Oblivion in 1962, it was still a concern among English people of whatever class that they should not irritate, nag, scold, embarrass or in any way incommode other English people of whatever class: that they should never interfere, pry or delate. True, ever since 1945 (in which year the narrative of Alms for Oblivion commences) there had been some deterioration in this respect, caused by the increasing publicity wished on to the rich, noble and famous, and the consequent priggery and spite. But in 1962 the old rules (keep your head down and hoe your own row) still held; and even a decade later, in the 1970s, during which (1973) the narrative of Alms concludes and a little later in which (1975) I finished writing it, the English pride in a decent independence in all affairs remained pretty well unspoilt. I was therefore able to take for granted while writing, and my characters were able to demonstrate while being written, that an Englishman’s home was still his fortress, inside which he could exist with privacy and according to preference, outside which he should bear himself modestly, i.e. without drawing attention to himself, and eschew enthusiasm or complaint.

By 1985, however, my Jewish-American-convert-Catholic chum’s loyalty to what he conceived as the essential English ethos, the quiet English fashion of scepticism and moderation, was hopelessly outmoded. So far from being self-sufficient yet considerate in attitude and demeanour Englishmen had now become shrill, demanding and hysterical; self-pitying and unctuous; full of grievance at their own lot and envy of others’ attainments. And things were to get worse between then and 1998. Who would have thought it possible, even in 1985 by which time the rot was visibly poisoning the fabric, that by 1998 disagreement about such items as ‘race’ and ‘gender’ should lead to sly censorship, seething accusation, and even to threats of imprisonment? That officials or ‘social workers’ should issue decrees about the poaching of eggs or the slicing of meat? That the police should conduct violent early morning raids on respectable households against which there were the merest rumours, witless and unfounded, of ‘child abuse’ or ‘satanic’ practice? Who would have imagined that a flighty, pea-brained princess with an addiction to publicity should become a cult almost in the degree of sanctity? Or that mental sloth should be condoned to the point of ‘dumbing down’ journals and broadcasts, of branding as ‘élitist’ the study of ancient civilisations or pure mathematics? And yet each morning’s paper contains instances of such imbecility and indeed far worse – the tumults of popular rage which greet as ‘unacceptable’ verdicts of the courts however fairly and diligently reached, or the ugly, the obscene grief of adolescents whose favourite football team has been relegated. Cool England, indeed. Here is another example of its coolness, this to help measure its general culture: in a recent re-print of the novels of Thomas Hardy, the editor of The Return of the Native finds it necessary to inform us in his notes that Nebuchadnezzar was a king of Babylon, that Tussaud’s is a famous waxwork show, and that Adam was the ‘first man in the world’.

What I should add to all this is that in the 22 years since the tenth and last novel in Alms for Oblivion was first published England had become a land which grudges reward or even tolerance of honest speaking (Enoch Powell) and indulges every whim of the idle and ignorant (‘kiddies’). In case of accidental disaster a vengeful and sentimental public will not rest till thrown a scapegoat, however blameless: in case of wilful self-immolation ‘lack of compassion’ or ‘deprivation’ must be announced as the cause (never the ‘victim’s’ inadequacy), while the lacking or the depriving will be attributed instanter to the Government, of whatever party, or even to the Queen.

The cry, ‘If I can’t, you mustn’t’, had some trace of justification, however sullen and unlovely the sound of it. Nowadays we hear instead an even less lovely cry, ‘If I don’t want to, you mustn’t’: i.e. ‘It is just possible that I am, after all, missing out on something of value which you have been shrewd enough to detect and I haven’t, and that wouldn’t be fair and equal, now would it?’ Once upon a time, however strong and righteous you considered your message, you scorned to become a pest: in 1998, however trivial your grievance, you find yourself encouraged and even ‘morally obliged’ to become not just a pest but a pestilence.

Enough. This little essay has been about certain types of mindless or sanctimonious behaviour which you will not find in Alms for Oblivion, except in small quantities deliberately introduced to be deplored, despised and mocked. These days you are not allowed to deplore, despise or mock them: they have become ‘politically correct’.

Simon Raven

May 1998




Principal Characters in Alms for Oblivion

The Alms for Oblivion sequence consists of ten novels. They are, in chronological order: Fielding Gray (FG), set in 1945; Sound the Retreat (SR), 1945–6; The Sabre Squadron (SS), 1952; The Rich Pay Late (RPL), 1955–6; Friends in Low Places (FLP), 1959; The Judas Boy (JB), 1962; Places Where They Sing (PWTS), 1967; Come Like Shadows (CLS), 1970; Bring Forth the Body (BFB), 1972; and The Survivors (TS), 1973.

What follows is an alphabetical list of the more important characters, showing in which of the novels they have each appeared and briefly suggesting their roles.


Albani, Euphemia: daughter of Fernando Albani q.v. (TS). Albani, Fernando: Venetial merchant of late 18th and early 19th centuries. Author of manuscripts researched by Fielding Gray q.v. in 1973 (TS).

Albani, Maria: wife to Femando (TS).

Albani, Piero: son of Fernando (TS). Not to be confused with the Piero q.v. of no known surname who lives with Lykiadopoulos in Venice in 1973 (TS).

Balliston, Hugh: an undergraduate of Lancaster College, Cambridge in 1967 (PWTS); retreats to a convent of Franciscan Friars near Venice, and is recognised in Venice by Daniel Mond in 1973 (TS).

Beatty, Miss: a secretary in the firm of Salinger & Holbrook (RPL). † 1956 (RPL).

Beck, Tony: a young Fellow of Lancaster College, well known as a literary critic (PWTS).

Beyfus, The Lord (life Peer): a social scientist, Fellow of Lancaster College (PWTS).

Blakeney, Balbo: a biochemist, Fellow of Lancaster College (PWTS): still a Fellow of Lancaster and present at Daniel Mond’s funeral in 1973 (TS).

Blessington, Ivan: a school friend of Fielding Gray in 1945 (FG); later a regular officer in the 49th Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons (Hamilton’s Horse); ADC to his Divisional Commander in Germany in 1952 (SS); by 1955 an attaché at the British Embassy in Washington (RPL); by 1972 retired from the army and working at high level for a prominent merchant bank (BFB); pensioned off from the bank for indiscretion in 1973 (TS).

von Bremke, Herr Doktor Aeneas: a prominent mathematician at the University of Göttingen (SS).

Brockworthy, Lieutenant-Colonel: Commanding Officer of the 1st Battalion, the Wessex Fusiliers, at Berhampore in 1946 (SR).

Bunce, Basil: Squadron Sergeant-Major of the 10th Sabre Squadron of Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons at Göttingen in 1952 (SS), and on Santa Kytherea in 1955 (FG); present at Daniel Mond’s funeral in 1973 (TS).

Bungay, Piers: Subaltern officer of the 10th Sabre Squadron at Göttingen in 1952 (SS).

Buttock Mrs Tessie: owner of Buttock’s Hotel in the Cromwell Road (RPL, FLP, JB, CLS), a convenient establishment much favoured by Tom Llewyllyn and Fielding Gray q.v.

Canteloupe, The Marchioness (Molly): wife of The Marquis Canteloupe (FLP, SR).

CANTELOUPE, The Most Honourable the Marquis: father of The Earl of Muscateer (SR); distant cousin of Captain Detterling q.v. and political associate of Somerset Lloyd-James q.v.; successful operator of his ‘Stately Home’ and in 1959 Parliamentary Secretary for the Development of British Recreational Resources (FLP); Minister of Public Relations and Popular Media in 1962 (JB); Shadow Minister of Commerce in 1967 (PWTS); Minister of Commerce in the Conservative Government of 1970 (CLS); still Minister in 1972, though under heavy pressure (BFB). † 1973 (TS).

Carnavon, Angus: leading, male star in Pandarus/Clytemnestra Film Production of The Odyssey on Corfu in 1970 (CLS).

Carnwath, Doctor: a Cambridge don and historian; an old friend of Provost Constable, and a member of the Lauderdale Committee; † early 1950s (BFB).

Chead, ‘Corpy’: Corporal-Major (i.e. Colour Sergeant) of the 10th Sabre Squadron at Göttingen (SS); present at Daniel Mond’s funeral in 1973 (TS).

Clewes, The Reverend Oliver: Chaplain to Lancaster College (PWTS).

CONSTABLE, Robert Reculver (Major): demobilised with special priority in the summer of 1945 to take up appointment as Tutor of Lancaster College, Cambridge (FG); by 1955 Vice-Chancellor of the University of Salop, and ex officio member of the Board of Strix (RPL); elected Provost of Lancaster in 1959 (FLP); still Provost in 1962 (JB) and 1967 (PWTS) and 1972 (BFB); ennobled as Lord Constable of Reculver Castle in 1973 (TS).

Corrington, Mona: an anthropologist, Fellow of Girton College, Cambridge. Chum of Lord Beyfus q.v. (PWTS).

Cruxtable, Sergeant-Major: Company Sergeant-Major of Peter Morrison’s Company at the O.T.S., Bangalore, in 1945–6 (SR); ‘P.T. expert’ at Canteloupe’s physical fitness camp in the west country (FLP).

DETTERLING, Captain: distant cousin of Lord Canteloupe; regular officer of The 49th Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons (Hamilton’s Horse) from 1937; in charge of recruiting for the Cavalry in 1945 (FG); instructor at the O.T.S., Bangalore, from late 1945 to summer 1946 (SR); by 1952 has retired from Hamilton’s Horse and become a Member of Parliament (SS); still M.P. in 1955 and a political supporter of Peter Morrison q.v. (RPL); still M.P. in 1959, when he joins Gregory Stern q.v. as a partner in Stern’s publishing house (FLP); still M.P. and publisher in 1962 (JB) and 1970 (CLS), and 1972, at which time he gives important assistance to those enquiring into the death of Somerset Lloyd-James (BFB); inherits his distant cousin Canteloupe’s marquisate by special remainder in 1973 (TS), and insists that the spelling of the title now be changed to ‘marquess’.

Dexterside, Ashley: friend and employee of Donald Salinger (RPL).

Dharaparam, H.H. The Maharajah of: an Indian Prince; Patron of the Cricket Club of the O.T.S., Bangalore (SR).

Dilkes, Henry: Secretary to the Institute of Political and Economic Studies and a member of the Board of Strix (RPL, FLP).

Dixon, Alastair: Member of Parliament for safe Conservative seat in the west country; about to retire in 1959 (FLP), thus creating a vacancy coveted both by Peter Morrison and Somerset Lloyd-James q.v.

Dolly: maid of all work to Somerset Lloyd-James in his chambers in Albany (BFB).

Drew, Vanessa: v. Salinger, Donald.

Engineer, Margaret Rose: a Eurasian harlot who entertains Peter Morrison q.v. in Bangalore (SR).

Fitzavon, Humbert: otherwise called Lord Rollesden-in-Silvis. The man with whom the manuscripts of Fernando Albani q.v. are principally concerned (TS).

de FREVILLE, Max: gambler and connoisseur of human affairs; runs big chemin-de-fer games in the London of the fifties (RPL), maintaining a private spy-ring for protection from possible welshers and also for the sheer amusement of it (FLP); later goes abroad to Venice, Hydra, Cyprus and Corfu, where he engages in various enterprises (PLP, JB, CLS), often in partnership with Lykiadopoulos q.v. and usually attended by Angela Tuck q.v. His Corfiot interests include a share in the 1970 Pandarus/Clytemnestra production of The Odyssey (CLS); still active in Corfu in 1972 (BFB); still in partnership with Lykiadopoulos, whom he accompanies to Venice in the autumn of 1973 (TS).

Frith, Hetta: girl friend of Hugh Balliston q.v. (PWTS). † 1967 (PWTS).

Galahead, Foxe J. (Foxy): Producer for Pandarus and Clytemnestra Films of The Odyssey on Corfu in 1970 (CLS).

Gamp, Jonathan: a not so young man about town (RPL, FLP, BFB).

Gilzai Khan, Captain: an Indian officer (Moslem) holding the King’s Commission; an instructor at the O.T.S., Bangalore, 1945–6; resigns to become a political agitator (SR). † 1946 (SR).

Glastonbury, Major Giles: an old friend of Detterling q.v. and regular officer of Hamilton’s Horse; temporary Lieutenant-Colonel on Lord Wavell’s staff in India 1945–6 (SR); officer commanding the 10th Sabre Squadron of Hamilton’s Horse at Göttingen in 1952 (SS).

Grange, Lady Susan: marries Lord Philby (RPL).

Gray, John Aloysius (Jack): Fielding Gray’s father (FG). † 1945.

Gray, Mrs: Fielding Gray’s mother (FG). † c. 1948.

GRAY, Major Fielding: senior schoolboy in 1945 (FG) with Peter Morrison and Somerset Lloyd-James q.v.; scholar elect of Lancaster College, but tangles with the authorities, is deprived of his scholarship before he can take it up (FG), and becomes a regular officer of Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons; 2 i/c and then O.C. the 10th Sabre Squadron in Göttingen in 1952 (SS) and still commanding the Squadron on Santa Kytherea in 1955 (FG); badly mutilated in Cyprus in 1958 and leaves the Army to become critic and novelist with the help of Somerset Lloyd-James (FLP); achieves minor distinction, and in 1962 is sent out to Greece and Cyprus by Tom Llewyllyn q.v. to investigate Cypriot affairs, past and present, for BBC Television (JB); in Greece meets Harriet Ongley q.v.; by 1967 has won the Joseph Conrad Prize for Fiction (PWTS); goes to Corfu in 1970 to rewrite script for Pandarus/Clytemnestra’s The Odyssey (CLS); in 1972 is engaged on a study of Joseph Conrad, which is to be published, as part of a new series, by Gregory Stem (BFB); derives considerable financial benefit from the Conrad book, and settles temporarily in Venice in the autumn of 1973 (TS). His researches into a by-water of Venetian history cause trouble among his friends and provide himself with the material for a new novel.

Grimes, Sasha: a talented young actress playing in Pandarus Clymnestra’s The Odyssey on Corfu (CLS).

The Headmaster of Fielding Gray’s School (FG): a man of conscience.

Helmutt, Jacquiz: historian; research student at Lancaster College in 1952 (SS); later Fellow of Lancaster (PWTS); still a Fellow of Lancaster and present at Daniel Mond’s funeral in 1973 (TS).

Holbrook, Jude: partner of Donald Salinger q.v. 1949–56 (RPL); ‘freelance’ in 1959 (FLP); reported by Burke Lawrence q. v. (CLS) as having gone to live in Hong Kong in the sixties; discovered to have retired, with his mother, to a villa in the Veneto 1973 (TS), having apparently enriched himself in Hong Kong.

Holbrook, Penelope: a model; wife of Jude Holbrook (RPL); by 1959, divorced from Jude and associated with Burke Lawrence (FLP); reported by Burke Lawrence (CLS) as still living in London and receiving alimony from Jude in Hong Kong.

Holeworthy, R.S.M.: Regimental Sergeant-Major of the Wessex Fusiliers at Göttingen in 1952 (SS).

Jacobson, Jules: old hand in the film world; Director of Pandarus/Clytemnestra’s The Odyssey on Corfu in 1970 (CLS).

James, Cornet Julian: Cambridge friend of Daniel Mond q. v.; in 1952 a National Service officer of the 10th Sabre Squadron at Göttingen (SS).

Joe: groundsman at Detterling’s old school (BFB).

Lamprey, Jack: a subaltern officer of the 10th Sabre Squadron(SS).

La Soeur, Doctor: a confidential practitioner, physician to Fielding Gray (FG, RPL, CLS).

Lawrence, Burke: ‘film director’ and advertising man (RPL); from c. 1956 to 1959 teams up with Penelope Holbrook q.v. in murky ‘agency’ (FLP); c. 1960 leaves England for Canada, and later becomes P.R.O. to Clytemnestra Films (CLS).

Lewson, Felicity: born Contessina Felicula Maria Monteverdi; educated largely in England; wife of Mark Lewson (though several years his senior) and his assistant in his profession (RPL). † 1959 (FLP).

Lewson, Mark: a con man (RPL, FLP). † 1959 (FLP).

Lichfield, Margaret: star actress playing Penelope in the Pandarus/Clytemnestra production of The Odyssey on Corfu in 1970 (CLS).

LLEWYLLYN, Tom: a ‘scholarship boy’ of low Welsh origin but superior education; author, journalist and contributor to Strix (RPL); same but far more successful by 1959, when he marries Patricia Turbot q.v. (FLP); given important contract by BBC Television in 1962 to produce Today is History, and later that year appointed Napier Fellow of Lancaster College (JB); renewed as Napier Fellow in 1965 and still at Lancaster in 1967 (PWTS); later made a permanent Fellow of the College (CLS); employed by Pandarus and Clytemnestra Films as ‘Literary and Historical Adviser’ to their production of The Odyssey on Corfu in 1970 (CLS); still a don at Lancaster in 1972, when he is reported to be winning esteem for the first volume of his magnum opus (published by the Cambridge University Press) on the subject of Power (BFB); comes to Venice in the autumn of 1973 (TS), nominally to do research but in fact to care for Daniel Mond.

Llewyllyn, Tullia: always called and known as ‘Baby’; Tom and Patricia’s daughter, born in 1960 (JB, PWTS, CLS, BFB); on the removal from the scene of her mother, is sent away to school in the autumn of 1973 (TS). Becomes a close friend of Captain Detterling, now Marquess Canteloupe.

Lloyd-James, Mrs Peregrina: widowed mother of Somerset Lloyd-James (BFB).

LLOYD-JAMES, Somerset: a senior schoolboy and friend of Fielding Gray in 1945 (FG); by 1955, Editor of Strix, an independent economic journal (RPL); still editor of Strix in 1959 (FPL) and now seeking a seat in Parliament; still editor of Strix in 1962 (JB), but now also a Member of Parliament and unofficial adviser to Lord Canteloupe q.v.; still M.P. and close associate of Canteloupe in 1967 (PWTS), and by 1970 Canteloupe’s official understrapper in the House of Commons (CLS), still so employed in 1972 (BFB), with title of Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Ministry of Commerce; † 1972 (BFB).

Lykiadopoulos, Stratis: a Greek gentleman, or not far off it; professional gambler and a man of affairs (FLP) who has a brief liaison with Mark Lewson; friend and partner of Max de Freville q.v. (FLP), with whom he has business interests in Cyprus (JB) and later in Corfu (CLS); comes to Venice in the autumn of 1973 (TS) to run a Baccarat Bank and thus prop up his fortunes in Corfu, which are now rather shaky. Is accompanied by Max de Freville q.v. and a Sicilian boy called Piero q.v.

Maisie: a whore (RPL, FLP, JB) frequented with enthusiasm by Fielding Gray, Lord Canteloupe and Somerset Lloyd-James; apparently still going strong as late as 1967 (ref. PWTS) and even 1970 (ref. CLS), and 1972 (BFB).

Mayerston: a revolutionary (PWTS).

Mond, Daniel: a mathematician; research student of Lancaster College (SS) sent to Göttingen University in 1952 to follow up his line of research, which unexpectedly turns out to have a military potential; later Fellow of Lancaster and teacher of pure mathematics (PWTS). † in Venice in 1973 (TS).

Morrison, Helen: Peter Morrison’s wife (RPL, FLP, BFB).

MORRISON, Peter: senior schoolboy with Fielding Gray and Somerset Lloyd-James q.v. in 1945 (FG); an officer cadet at the O.T.S., Bangalore, from late 1945 to summer 1946 (SR) and then commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the Wessex Fusiliers, whom he joins at Berhampore; by 1952 has inherited substantial estates in East Anglia and by 1955 is a Member of Parliament (RPL) where he leads ‘the Young England Group’; but in 1956 applies for Chiltern Hundreds (RPL); tries and fails to return to Parliament in 1959 (FLP); reported by Lord Canteloupe (CLS) as having finally got a seat again after a by-election in 1968 and as having retained it at the General Election in 1970; in 1972 appointed Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Ministry of Commerce on the demise of Somerset Lloyd-James (BFB); appointed Minister of Commerce on death of Lord Canteloupe q.v. in 1973 (TS); soon after is in Venice to take a hand in industrial intrigues in Mestre.

Morrison, ‘Squire’: Peter’s father (FG), owner of a fancied racehorse (Tiberius). † c. 1950.

Mortleman, Alister: an officer cadet at the O.T.S., Bangalore, 1945–6, later commissioned into the Wessex Fusiliers (SR).

Motley, Mick: Lieutenant of the R.A.M.C., attached to the Wessex Fusiliers at Göttingen in 1952 (SS).

Murphy, ‘Wanker’: an officer cadet at the O.T.S., Bangalore, 1945–6; later commissioned as Captain in the Education Corps, then promoted to be Major and Galloper to the Viceroy of India (SR). † 1946 (SR).

Muscateer, Earl of: son of Lord and Lady Canteloupe q.v.; an officer cadet at the O.T.S., Bangalore, 1945–6 (SR). † 1946 (SR).

Nicos: a Greek boy who picks up Fielding Gray (JB).

Ogden, The Reverend Andrew: Dean of the Chapel of Lancaster College (PWTS).

Ongley, Mrs Harriet: rich American widow; Fielding Gray’s mistress and benefactress from 1962 onwards (JB, PWTS, CLS), but has left him by 1972 (BFB).

Pappenheim, Herr: German ex-officer of World War II; in 1952 about to rejoin new West German Army as a senior staff officer (SS).

Percival, Leonard: cloak-and-dagger man; in 1952 nominally a Lieutenant of the Wessex Fusiliers at Göttingen (SS), but by 1962 working strictly in plain clothes (JB); friend of Max de Freville, with whom he occasionally exchanges information to their mutual amusement (JB); transferred to a domestic department (‘Jermyn Street’) of the secret service and rated ‘Home enquiries only’, because of stomach ulcers in 1972, when he investigates, in association with Detterling, the death of Somerset Lloyd-James (BFB); joins Detterling (now Lord Canteloupe) in Venice in 1973 in order to investigate a ‘threat’ to Detterling (TS). Becomes Detterling’s personal secretary and retires from ‘Jermyn Street’.

Percival, Rupert: a small-town lawyer in the west country (FLP), prominent among local Conservatives and a friend of Alistair Dixon q.v.; Leonard Percival’s uncle (JB).

Philby, The Lord: proprietor of Strix (RPL, FLP) which he has inherited along with his title from his father, ‘old’ Philby.

Piero: A Sicilian boy who accompanies Lykiadopoulos q.v. to Venice in 1973 (TS). Becomes friend of Daniel Mond. Not to be confused with Piero Albani q.v.

Pough (pronounced Pew), The Honourable Grantchester Fitz-Margrave: Senior Fellow of Lancaster College, Professor Emeritus of Oriental Geography, at one time celebrated as a mountaineer; a dietary fadist (PWTS).

Pulcher, Detective Sergeant: assistant to Detective Superintendent Stupples, q.v. (BFB).

Restarick, Earle: American cloak-and-dagger man; in 1952 apparently a student at Göttingen University (SS) but in fact taking an unwholesome interest in the mathematical researches of Daniel Mond q.v.; later active in Cyprus (JB) and in Greece (CLS); at Mestre in autumn of 1973 in order to assist with American schemes for the industrialisation of the area (TS); present at Daniel Mond’s funeral.

Roland, Christopher: a special school friend of Fielding Gray (FG). † 1945 (FG).

Salinger, Donald: senior partner of Salinger & Holbrook, a printing firm (RPL); in 1956 marries Vanessa Drew (RPL); is deserted by Jude Holbrook q.v. in the summer of 1956 (RPL) but in 1959 is still printing (FLP), and still married to Vanessa; in 1972 is reported as having broken down mentally and retired to a private Nursing Home in consequence of Vanessa’s death by drowning (BFB).

Schottgatt, Doctor Emile: of Montana University, Head of the ‘Creative Authentication Committee’ of the Oglander-Finckelstein Trust, which visits Corfu in 1970 (CLS) to assess the merits of the Pandarus/Clytemnestra production of The Odyssey.

Schroeder, Alfie: a reporter employed by the Billingsgate Press (RPL, FLP, SS); by 1967 promoted to columnist (PWTS); ‘famous’ as columnist by 1973, when he attends Daniel Mond’s funeral (TS).

Sheath, Aloysius: a scholar on the staff of the American School of Greek Studies in Athens, but also assistant to Earle Restarick q.v. (JB, CLS).

Stern, Gregory: publisher (RPL), later in partnership with Captain Detterling q.v. (FLP); publishes Tom Llewellyn and Fielding Gray q.v. (RPL, FLP, JB, PWTS, CLS); married to Isobel Turbot (FLP). still publishing in 1973 (TS), by which time Isobel has persuaded him into vulgar and profitable projects.

Strange, Barry: an officer cadet at the O.T.S. Bangalore, 1945–6, later commissioned into the Wessex Fusiliers, with whom he has strong family connections (SR).

Stupples, Detective Superintendent: policeman initially responsible for enquiries into the death of Somerset Lloyd-James in 1972 (BFB).

Tuck: a tea-planter in India; marries Angela, the daughter of a disgraced officer, and brings her back to England in 1945 (FG); later disappears, but turns up as an official of the Control Commission in Germany in 1952 (SS). † 1956 (RPL).

TUCK, Mrs Angela: daughter of a Colonel in the Indian Army Pay Corps, with whom she lives in Southern India (JB, FLP) until early 1945, when her father is dismissed the Service for malversation; being then in extremis marries Tuck the tea-planter, and returns with him to England in the summer of 1945 (FG); briefly mistress to the adolescent Somerset Lloyd-James q.v., and to ‘Jack’ Gray (Fielding’s father); despite this a trusted friend of Fielding’s mother (FG); by 1955 is long separated from Tuck and now mistress to Jude Holbrook (RPL); in 1956 inherits small fortune from the intestate Tuck, from whom she has never been actually divorced pace her bibulous and misleading soliloquies on the subject in the text (RPL); in 1959 living in Menton and occasional companion of Max de Freville q.v. (FLP); later Max’s constant companion (JB, CLS). † 1970 (CLS).

Turbot, The Right Honourable Sir Edwin, P.C., Kt: politician; in 1946 ex-Minister of wartime coalition accompanying all-party delegation of M.P.s to India (SR); by 1959 long since a Minister once more, and ‘Grand Vizier’ of the Conservative Party (FLP); father of Patricia, who marries Tom Llewyllyn (FLP), and of Isobel, who marries Gregory Stern (FLP); by 1962 reported as badly deteriorating and as having passed some of his fortune over to his daughters (JB). † by 1967 (PWTS), having left more money to his daughters.

Turbot, Isobel: v. Turbot, Sir Edwin, and Stern, Gregory.

Turbot, Patricia: v. Turbot, Sir Edwin, and Llewyllyn, Torn. Also v. Llewyllyn, Tullia. Has brief walk-out with Hugh Balliston q.v. (PWTS) and is disobliging to Tom about money (JB, PWTS, CLS). In 1972 is reported by Jonathan Gamp to be indulging curious if not criminal sexual preferences (BFB); as a result of these activities is finally overtaken by disaster and put away in an asylum in 1973 (TS), much to the benefit of her husband and daughter.

Weekes, James: bastard son of Somerset Lloyd-James, born in 1946 (BFB).

Weekes, Mrs Meriel: quondam and random associate of Somerset Lloyd-James, and mother of his bastard son (BFB).

Weir, Carton: Member of Parliament and political associate of Peter Morrison (RPL); later official aide to Lord Canteloupe (FLP, JB). P.P.S. to Canteloupe at Ministry of Commerce in 1972 (BFB); becomes P.P.S. to Peter Morrison q.v. when the latter takes over as Minister of Commerce on the death of Lord Canteloupe.

Winstanley, Ivor: a distinguished Latinist, Fellow of Lancaster College (PWTS).

‘Young bastard’: assistant groundsman at Detterling’s old school (BFB).

Zaccharias: an officer cadet at the O.T.S., Bangalore, 1945–6; commissioned into a dowdy regiment of the line (SR).






THE JUDAS BOY




Author’s Note

For the purposes of this novel, certain characters are supposedly employed by the British Broadcasting Corporation. Neither the characters themselves nor the “appointments” which they hold have any connection at all with actual persons or appointments within the Corporation as it is presently constituted or has been constituted at any time during its past. In real life, for example, I understand that the BBC comprehends a Head of Features Group, a Head of Science and Features, and a Head of Arts Features; but none of these has anything whatever to do with my “Director of Features”, whose persona, title and function are totally fictitious. Similarly, “Miss Enid Jackson” of “Administration” is a complete invention.
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Part One



THE ISLAND OF LOVE

Trapped, he thought: there is no way out of this coach and there is certain death waiting inside it. Think. You have thirty seconds (with luck) to think.

But how could he offer resistance to an enemy that was invisible, impalpable? A piece on a chess board can offer no resistance because it is caught in a situation which has been devised by a mental power totally remote from itself. Except by that power the situation is unalterable; and so was the situation in which he himself was trapped now. It was of mathematical exactness, it could be represented by a classical syllogism: To stay is to die; but it is impossible not to stay; therefore it is impossible not to die.

Don’t trifle, man: think. Unlike a piece on a chess board, you have a certain power of motion. You can at least move about within the square on which you are trapped. That square is this train, or rather, this coach. Move about it, dodge the enemy. But move where? Down the corridor. The enemy is waiting there too. Then move back again. Whatever you do, don’t stay still. That’s what the enemy, the remote intelligence, wants you to do – to stay still, to acquiesce, to accept the chess board convention. The convention … the rules. The situation only exists within the convention, you’re only trapped if you believe in the sanctity of the rules. Disobey the rules and you’re free.

Because, you see, there’s one thing the enemy forgot; and although he’s everywhere, its something he can’t possibly change, not now he can’t. This isn’t just any coach, its a wagon-lit. Get it?

It could never work.

It’s your only chance, man. You’ve had your thirty seconds of thinking. Another thirty seconds and you’re done for. Your last chance. MOVE.
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Envoi

“I HAVE ONLY one eye,” said Fielding Gray, “and a face like a broiled lobster. If I appeared on your television programme, old women and children would have fits all over the kingdom.”

“No one is suggesting you should appear,” said Tom Llewyllyn. “Have you the first idea what this programme is going to be about?”

“No. I don’t follow television affairs. There is, thank God, no set at Buttock’s Hotel.”

“I’m surprised you’re still living there. Now that things are beginning to go your way.”

“Tessie Buttock’s been very kind to me,” said Fielding Gray, “and anyhow I detest change. There’s never any change at Buttock’s. Even the amount of dirt remains constant: never more, never less.”

Tom Llewyllyn passed a hand through long wavy hair. It was, Fielding noticed, atrociously scurfy. Why didn’t Tom’s wife Patricia keep him up to scratch? His shoes were filthy, his shirt collar curled up like a piece of damp melba toast, his finger-nails were positively ghoulish. One could only conclude that Patricia liked dirt.

“But fond as you are of Buttock’s,” Tom was saying, “you wouldn’t mind a nice little expedition? A temporary change of scene?”

One of the three telephones on his desk rang viciously.

“Llewyllyn,” Tom said into it: “Today is History.”

While Tom listened patiently to a yakking monologue from the other end, Fielding left his chair and walked to the window, from which he had a bird’s eye view of the White City Stadium. How appropriate, he reflected, that the Dog Track should lie almost adjacent to the Television Centre. Both institutions recognisably belonged to the same world – a world, he now told himself, in which he had no business. He was a serious novelist, whereas Television – what was that revolting phrase? – was a popular medium. Being rather vague about his friend’s position in the BBC (Tom had hardly been there a week), Fielding had imagined, when invited to call, that they were to discuss the possible dramatisation of one of his novels; but now it appeared that Tom’s new appointment in this palace of nightmares was as Producer of something called “Today is History”, and whatever that phrase might imply it could scarcely comprehend fiction. Well, if Tom wanted his help in broadcasting half-truths to the half-witted, he must look elsewhere.

“I’ve got him here now,” Tom was saying into the telephone; “I’ll tell him.” He put down the receiver. “That,” he said to Fielding, “was the Director of Features. He is an admirer of your work, and he hopes, like me, that you can do something for Today is History.”

“Such as re-writing the nasty bits to reassure your imbecile listeners?”

“Viewers, we call them. Why are you so acid, Fielding?”

“This building, this office, these telephones. This isn’t my style, Tom, and I shouldn’t have thought it was yours.”

“Then listen. They have given me carte blanche to prepare, without censorship or interference, six programmes, each of one hour, about any aspects of contemporary history which I care to choose. Don’t say that isn’t handsome.”

“You’re a writer, even a scholar. Not some kind of cultural whizz-kid.”

“This is 1962, Fielding. This kind of thing is here to stay. It’s a challenge which we must face.”

“Don’t talk clichés to me, Tom. Save them for your programme.”

Tom’s mouth drooped slightly and his eyelids blinked. Why is Fielding so foul to me? he thought. The arrogance of success? But he’s not all that successful. Does his face hurt him, his poor ruined face? With an effort Tom said:

“There aren’t going to be any clichés in my programme. I’ve got a large budget and I can afford the best writers. Such as you.” Praise, he thought: writers – a few of them – may be able to resist money, but even the most honest will sell their souls for praise. “Your last novel,” Tom went on, “put you in a new class. The first two were merely competent; but Love’s Jest Book … as a study in betrayal … is really memorable.”

“So it ought to be. It all happened, and I was the betrayer.”

“Yes, yes, I know about that,” said Tom soothingly; “but it doesn’t alter the fact that the novel, as it stands, is a very fine piece of work.”

“I don’t see how it qualifies me to contribute to your programme.”

“It proves finally and beyond doubt that you can write. Besides,” said Tom, “I was thinking of another true story of which you have special knowledge.”

“What can you mean?”

“Cyprus. You were there while you were still in the Army.”

“Is that what you meant by a change of scene? I never want to see the filthy place again, Tom. The Cypriots, the Greek ones at any rate – they’re the scum of the earth.”

“Who’s talking in clichés now?”

“They did this to me,” Fielding hissed, and pointed at his twisted mouth and bright pink grafted face. “They took one of my eyes and turned the other into a tiny red thing, like a pig’s.”

One of the three telephones rang. Tom picked up the wrong receiver, winced, grabbed another at random, turned out lucky.

“I entirely forgot, dear fellow,” said the voice of the Director of Features (creamy, now, and disarming instead of its usual aggressive squawk), “to tell you what I really rang up for last time. A minor matter of policy. Just as well you should know about it while you’re still at the planning stage.”

“I thought I wasn’t to be bothered with that,” said Tom, while Fielding slunk away to the window again.

“No more you are, dear fellow. We value your intellectual honesty above everything. But we should be most frightfully grateful … if you could just remember … that if you do a programme about – er – people who aren’t white … emergent nations and all that sort of thing … then it would be very nice if you needn’t say anything nasty. If you see what I mean.”

“I am very sympathetic,” said Tom, “to emergent nations and that sort of thing.”

“No doubt you are” – the creamy voice reverted to the squawk – “but sometimes the facts aren’t.”

“Then in such cases,” said Tom firmly, “one’s sympathy has to be qualified.”

“Or” – hopefully – “the facts?”

“You can’t qualify facts. You can only establish and state them.”

“You can also assess them in the light of circumstance,” the Director quacked: “intellectual honesty requires you to.”

“If you mention intellectual honesty once more,” said Tom, “I shall walk out of this building and never come back.”

And be very glad to do so, he thought, as he put down the receiver and looked at the hunched and sulky shoulders by the window. As for Fielding, he thought, why bother with him? Have I not troubles enough? I have taken on this programme as a duty, because I feel that at last I should try to communicate to the people at large something which vitally concerns all of them – the way in which minute by minute history is being made under their noses. I want to tell them about the living process, and then give them true and powerful examples of the process at work; to demonstrate, above all, how very little, in the end, can come of human aspiration and planning, and how very much more results merely from time and chance, which happeneth to us all. This will be a difficult and unpopular message to put over, for it is opposed to all the preconceptions of a society which takes for granted that in this world, man is king. Although I myself am a socialist, dedicated to the progress and betterment of mankind (insofar as these are possible), I am to advance a philosophy of pessimism which will be ill-received at best and the only justification of which must be that it is true. To tell the truth is hard enough, even when one is promised carte blanche; and there are already signs that the promise is not wholly sincere … for whenever people start talking about “intellectual honesty”, one must reach for a lie-detector. With all this and much more to worry about, Tom thought, I should indeed be happy to quit this Tower of Babel and go straight back to writing my books. But if for the time, at least, I feel myself committed to stay here and try my best, one thing I can do to make life easier is not to employ tiresome and reactionary paranoiacs like Fielding Gray. There are plenty of other people, after all, who would be only too glad to be brought in.

So Tom Llewyllyn spoke within his heart, and then jutted his chin furiously at the obstinate back by the window. But even as he did so, he knew that he would persevere with Fielding, and this for two reasons. First, Fielding was one of the few able young writers in England who would understand and sympathise with the unfashionable thesis which Tom wished to put over; and secondly, Fielding was an old friend who could certainly use the money. He could not, Tom knew, be making much from the sale of his novels, despite their success of esteem, and although he also reviewed books, this would bring in peanuts. There was no risk of Fielding’s being starved or cruelly pressed, but he had been in London for three years now, unable ever to quit it for more than a very few days, and for the sake of his health and his writing he needed a proper change.

And so now:

“The money will be very good,” said Tom to the back at the window.

“Nothing can be very good after what happened to me in Cyprus,” Fielding said without turning.

“It could even be,” said Tom wearily, “that you might get a bit of your own back.”

“How? By throwing bombs about like they did?”

“That’s over now. There’s peace. A truce, at any rate.”

“So there was when they did this to me. An agreed truce of two hours while the bodies were being cleared up. And right in the middle of it … I tell you those people are scum.”

“Then get your own back by proving it. That’s why I want you to go there. The trouble’s over now but there’s more coming, because there are forces at work which have not been brought under proper control. The lull at the moment is only temporary because the Greek Cypriots are still up to something – something very unpleasant, by the smell of it. If you can prove to the world – and I mean prove, Fielding – that they’re not the sturdy freedom-lovers of liberal legend but just a pack of cruel and treacherous bastards, then you’ll have got a bit of your own back.”

“More likely I’ll just get the other eye blown out,” said Fielding, still without turning.

There was a knock on the door, which was then opened, before invitation could be given, by a stringy young woman with a put-upon face and a sluttish cardigan.

“Miss Enid Jackson,” she said; “from Administration.”

“Yes, Miss Jackson?”

“You know why I’m here.”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Yes, you do. Your National Insurance Card. I’ve rung you several times. Now you’re employed here we have to have your National Insurance Card.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” said Tom. “I’ll stamp the thing myself. At home.”

“You seem to have very rough and ready ideas about social administration, Mr Llewyllyn. It is your employers’ responsibility to st—”

“—And I’ve just told you I’ll do it for them.”

“You can’t,” said Miss Jackson with prim satisfaction. “I must say, if everyone was as ignorant about welfare procedures as you appear to be—”

“—Look, sweetheart,” said Tom, stalking round his desk at Enid Jackson, “I’ve been a bloody socialist all my life and I don’t need you to lecture me on welfare. But I’ve always been working on my own till now, and if ever I had one of those footling cards I’ve certainly lost it. So be a good girl, will you, and rustle me up another.”

“I’m afraid it’s not as easy as that. Either you must produce a card fully stamped up to March the twenty-second, which is the day you joined this Corporation, or you must furnish me with a full explanation as to why it is not available.”

“One or the other you shall have, sweetheart. I promise. But not just this minute … please.”

“Very well. But I should add that until the position has been regularised your employment here is not on a satisfactory official basis. Good morning … Mr Llewyllyn.”

Tom went back to his desk and put both hands through his hair. Huge flakes of dandruff fell, like ashes from a bonfire.

“Help me, Fielding,” said Tom in a small voice. “It’s so strange here. I didn’t want to come and I hate it. Help me. Don’t refuse to be on my side now I’ve asked you.”

At long last Fielding turned from the window and smiled his grotesque smile.

“If you put it like that, my dear,” he said: “after Miss Enid Jackson, I can hardly refuse.”

“So when will you be off, dear?” said Tessie Buttock that evening in Buttock’s Hotel.

“Two or three days,” said Fielding; “Tom’s very urgent. But what I can’t understand is what he expects me to discover. The trouble in Cyprus is over. They’ve got their independence, and that must surely be an end of it.”

“But we’ve still got soldiers there?”

“Only in agreed bases on the south coast – for which we pay a whacking great rent. They can hardly start trouble about that.”

“You trust naughty Tom, dear. He’s got a nose for dirt.” She scooped up Albert Edward, the hotel dog, who was glumly peeing on the sofa, and settled him in her lap. “Woozums, woozums,” she cawed: “woozums remember naughty Tom? He was a bit vague about money,” she said to Fielding, “but when he did anything he always had a very clear reason. He must have a reason for sending you off like this, and I don’t doubt he told you.”

“Yes,” said Fielding, remembering what Tom had said after the departure of Enid Jackson; “but I’m not convinced.”

“Tell us, dear, anyway. Albert Edward needs his mind taking off his poor old bladder.”

“Well, he started by looking back a bit. He said that Colonel Grivas devised a terrorist strategy – chucking bombs at civilians and so on – because he couldn’t hope to win on a straightforward confrontation. He just hadn’t the weapons or the men. But even so, Tom said, Grivas was a brave man with a fine war record, and it must have gone against his nature to play it so dirty. By instinct and upbringing he was a soldier and not an assassin.”

“Nasty little runt he always looked in the papers.”

“But nevertheless a fighter – as the Germans found out in the forties. So Tom’s theory is that he didn’t want to adopt terrorist methods – or at any rate not against unarmed civilians – but in the end was persuaded into it.”

“I’m not one to speak against Tom,” Tessie said, “but if you ask me, all you need do is look at that Grivas’s face in his photos and you’ve got all the explanation you need. We wouldn’t have him staying in our hotel, would we, woozums?”

“I agree with you, Tessie. But if Tom is right – and he’s been right before about this kind of thing – then we’re left with an interesting question.”

“You mean, who talked the little bugger into it?”

“Right. And where did he come from to do the talking?”

“Russia,” said Tessie, for whom all evils had only one source: “bloody reds, wanting us done out of our empire.”

“The reds aren’t the only people, Tessie, who want us done out of our empire. But leave that on one side, whoever did persuade Grivas (on Tom’s theory) may still be around getting ready to do some more persuading. There are a lot of young Cypriots who tasted blood in the last affair, and once young men have tasted blood they’re bored by the idea of going back to be peasants – or even pimps, which in Cyprus is the only alternative. Which leaves them nothing to do except sharpen their knives and listen to anyone who wants to stir up trouble.”

“Like the Russians,” said Tessie, unshakeable.

“As to that,” said Fielding, “we shall see. But I still think the whole thing’s just been thought up out of nothing by Tom.”

“So,” said plump, kind Maisie in her Shepherd’s Market flat, “this is the last time before you go off?”

“’Fraid so, Maisie,” said Fielding: “let’s make it nice and slow, to remember.”

“It’s you that’s always so quick, duckie. Try the nineteen times table. They say it helps you to hold it back.”

“Nineteen … Thirty-eight … Fifty-seven … Sorry, Maisie, it’s no good …”

“Never mind, dearie. You can have that one on the house. Just get your breath back first, then have a look at these pictures, and we can do it again when you’re ready.”

“No one else coming?”

“Not for an hour or so. And the fact is, lovie, I want to tell you something. You’ve been coming here – how long is it now?—”

“—Three years—”

“—So we’re old friends, really, and now that you’re going away for a bit, I want to tell you something before you go.”

Maisie waddled comfortably to the wardrobe and came back with a split of champagne and two glasses.

“This is on the house too,” she said, “just this once. Now tell me, Fielding Gray: this Cyprus business – is it dangerous?”

Whenever Maisie called him “Fielding” or “Fielding Gray” instead of “dearie” or “lovie”, he knew there was something unusual coming. So now he put aside the photographs and gave Maisie his best attention.

“Dangerous?” he said. “Why should you ask that? I thought you were going to tell me something.”

Maisie scratched her naked bottom and plonked it down beside him on the bed.

“Dangerous or not,” she said, “you’re going to Cyprus to try and dig up dirt. Which means that there’s a certain kind of person you’ll be dealing with. Always the same kind when there’s dirt to be buried or dug up again, and I know that kind, because I had a lot of ’em in and out of this flat some years back, using it as a post office for that racket of Salvadori’s. And what I found out, Fielding Gray, was this: they’re poison all right, but they can’t do you much harm provided you remember just one rule, which is what I’m going to tell you now.”

She paused, took a gulp of champagne and fiddled briefly with his hair.

“One rule, Maisie? Only one?”

“Only one. Don’t let them know anything at all about the real you.”

“As if I would.” What a miserable mouse, he thought, this mountain has brought forth.

“But you do, darling, you do all the time. We all do, unless we’re on our guard. Even if you just go to a restaurant with someone, at the end of an hour they know what you like to eat and drink – something about the real you. Not very important, but something. I know something much more important: what you’re like when you do … this.” She tweaked him gently. “It’s safe with me, but their kind ’ud use it all right if they knew. And there are more important things still – the things in here.” She held two pudgy hands over her embosomed heart. “If you let them know what you’ve got in here, Fielding Gray, they’ll have you cold.”

“But why should I let them know?”

“Because it’s always coming out without us noticing … in front of people we think we can trust. And the next thing you know it comes whirring back at you like a bloody boomerang and slices off your nut. So you make sure, Fielding Gray, that what you’ve got in there”—she traced a little circle round his left nipple with her finger-nail—“stays there good and tight. Promise?”

“I promise. Thank you, Maisie.”

“That’s my good boy. Now you drink up that fizz, and have a look at those nice pictures, and in no time at all you’ll be feeling like the Albert Memorial.”

Gregory Stern, who was Fielding’s publisher and also Tom’s, brought his wife Isobel, who was the younger sister of Tom’s wife Patricia, to see Fielding off at Victoria Station.

“All I can say,” Stern said, “is that this is a mistake. You’ve let yourself be soft-soaped into this nonsense of Tom’s instead of staying responsibly at home and writing your next novel for me.”

“Don’t be such a boring old Jew,” said Isobel: “you’re only jealous because Tom’s paying him so much more than you can.”

“Gadding about in Cyprus,” grumbled Stern, “thinking you’re Paddy Leigh Fermor. You’re old enough to know better.”

“It’s only for a short time,” said Fielding, anxious to reassure Stern, who for three years now had been a generous publisher and a loyal friend.

“A short time, he says.” Gregory Stern turned his eyes up to the roof and ran his fingers over his waistcoat buttons as though he were typing a letter of complaint on them. “A short time. So why are you going by the train, which is three days to Athens, instead of by the aeroplane, which is three hours?”

Since his marriage to Isobel the hitherto impeccably Etonian Stern had tended more and more to adopt a Yiddish idiom. This he did, in Fielding’s view, in order to annoy his wife and make her unkind to him; for Gregory was something of a masochist (they said) and enjoyed being bullied.

“That’s right,” Isobel said now, inflating her huge breasts at Gregory and hopping from one thin leg to the other: “go and poke your snout into everyone else’s business. Why shouldn’t he go by train if he wants to?”

“It’s just that I like trains,” Fielding said to Gregory, “and if you’ll excuse me, I think it’s time I got on this one.”

“No hurry, my dear. I’ve got something for you.”

Unnoticed by Isobel, who was now busy leering at a sailor, Gregory drew Fielding on one side.

“For luck,” Gregory said. He produced a cylindrical metal case about an inch long and one-quarter of an inch in diameter at the ends, from one of which he now prised out a tiny roll of parchment. “We call it a Mezuzah,” he explained: “on one side is written a text, on the other the divine name, Shaddai. The case with the parchment inside it must be fastened to the outer door of a man’s house. But if he travels, why should he not take one with him?”

He re-inserted the roll and handed the little tube to Fielding.

“Thank you very much, Gregory,” said Fielding, touched. “But why should you think I need luck?”

“Don’t we all, my dear?”

“Yes. But you’ve made this somehow special.”

“You are special to me, Fielding Gray. I want you back in one piece to write more novels.”

“That sailor’s a pansy,” Isobel said: “he isn’t taking any notice of me.”

“So he isn’t taking any notice. So he doesn’t like fat breasts and thin legs,” said Gregory. And then to Fielding, “But why are you taking the train? They’re very boring these days, you know. No one uses them, so there aren’t any more madonnas of the sleeping-cars or anything jolly like that.”

“Precisely. I shall have three days of entire privacy. No one, no one at all, can get at me or ring me up or dun me or make demands. I shall be sealed off in a travelling womb, without guilt or responsibility of any kind.”

“I wish I could come with you,” said Isobel, “and be a madonna of a sleeping-car.”

A door was slammed by mistake farther down the platform, and a group of Americans flew into a screeching panic. In the midst of them one face suddenly stood out: a face like Mr Punch’s, with a chin that curved up to meet the tip of a long, hooked nose, this being surmounted by spectacles which were glinting, from fifty yards away, straight into Fielding’s eyes. I’ve seen that face before, he thought. It knows me and I know it. What’s more, it’s watching me. Who? Why? Where have I seen it before?

“Anything the matter, my dear?”

“No …”

“Then don’t forget to go and see Detterling as you pass through Athens. I wired him and he’ll be expecting you … Are you listening, Fielding? I was saying about Detterling—”

“—Yes, yes, I heard. Any messages?”

The spectacles had gone now. One moment they had been there, glinting straight at him. He had turned his head, only for a second, in response to Stern’s insistence, and now that he had turned back they were gone. Where their owner had been, there were simply two wailing women, still under the impression that they were being treacherously left behind by the train, savagely jostling each other to get through a door.

“… And tell Detterling,” Gregory was saying, “not to worry about the Cavafy memoirs. I haven’t yet found a translator, and anyhow I’m already doing too many bugger books this year.”

More doors slammed, this time in earnest. Fielding backed towards the train. He didn’t offer to kiss Isobel, though he had known her well for some time now, but she darted on to him and landed a great splosh on his little twisted mouth. Gregory looked on benignly, then himself came forward to kiss Fielding’s cheek.

“God bless you, my dear. Keep the Mezuzah carefully.”

“Of course, Gregory … I nearly forgot – where’s Detterling staying?”

“The Grande Bretagne. I ask you. The firm is paying, so he stays at the Grande Bretagne.”

“He would have done anyway,” said Isobel; “and you’re just a dreary, cheese-paring yid.”

Gregory blushed so much with pleasure that his scarlet face shone as clear as a traffic lamp on the platform until the first bend chopped it from sight.
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En Route

THE MAN WITH the spectacles made himself known at Munich.

Fielding had seen nothing of him on the boat from Dover to Ostend, nor at dinner in the restaurant-car that evening, nor at breakfast the following morning. But just as the train was moving out of Munich, and as Fielding was walking along the Athens coach on his way to lunch, a figure advanced at him down the corridor, jutting its upturned chin and flashing its glasses like morse lamps.

“I was just coming,” the figure said, “to suggest you joined me for a spot of food.”

The figure put up a hand to smooth the very scant hair above its deep and pallid forehead, a precise yet nugatory gesture which at once prompted Fielding’s memory.

“Percival,” he said, “Leonard Percival. Göttingen, 1952. Wessex Fusiliers.”

“I’m flattered,” said Percival, “to be so accurately documented. Members of humble line regiments are easily forgotten.”

“But you weren’t, as it turned out, quite what you seemed at the time.”

“Neither were you. Who would have thought that the pampered and pouting captain of Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons would turn into a distinguished novelist?”

“Not distinguished yet,” said Fielding, smug nevertheless.

“You might be if you stick to it. And if you don’t waste time,” Percival said, lightly but very clearly, “meddling with what doesn’t concern you. Come on, we’re blocking the corridor.”

They walked through to the restaurant-car, where Percival ordered the cheapest menu at five Marks and Fielding the most expensive at fifteen, along with a bottle of Spätburgunder Walporzeim 1951.

“Always the best of everything,” said Percival, “for Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons. The gastronomic menu, the priciest wine on the list – and travelling by wagon-lit, but of course. A compartment to yourself, the attendant tells me.”

“The BBC’s paying.” Fielding looked at Percival’s exquisitely cut suit and manicured nails. “You don’t look exactly ground down, come to that.”

“I’m just mean,” said Percival slyly. “I travel second class to save money … and because I know my place as an ex-officer of one of the dowdier regiments.”

“For God’s sake stop harping on the Army. I’ve been out for over three years. And you were never really in it. You were a spy in Fusilier’s clothing. Still spying … Leonard?”

Percival said nothing while he was served with consommé and Fielding with crayfish in mayonnaise. Then:

“I still retain the knack,” Percival said.

“The knack of hanging around sleeping-car attendants scrounging for information?”

“Paying for it. That’s why I can only afford the cheapest lunch.”

“It surely can’t have cost much just to learn that I had a compartment to myself.”

“Five Marks,” said Percival severely; “or the equivalent of one good-size glass of that Spätburgunder Walporzeim.”

“Then allow me to recompense you,” said Fielding, pouring for them both from the bottle, “and also to enquire why you were so keen to find out. Are you hoping that I shall invite you to move into the upper bunk?”

The waiter thumped down a debased Hamburger in front of Percival and obsequiously presented Fielding with a veal steak smothered in cream on a lordly silver dish. When the subsequent ceremonies were concluded, Percival said:

“As it happens, you could do a lot worse. For the whole point is, Major Fielding Gray, that an empty bunk can be filled. Anywhere between here and Athens.”

“Not if I’ve booked the entire compartment.”

“The attendant, as we already know, is venal. If he supported the interloper, pleading, let us say, some obscure regulation about the priorities of travellers on official business, you’d be done for, wouldn’t you?”

“It would be disagreeable, certainly.”

“Very disagreeable, I should say, if your companion suddenly pointed a long knife at you in the middle of the night and started asking rude questions about your interest in Cyprus.”

Although this picture was melodramatic and absurd, there was a grating quality in Percival’s voice which compelled Fielding to take him seriously.

“Why on earth should he behave like that?”

“Because,” said Percival patiently, “his standard of manners would not be that of Earl Hamilton’s Light Dragoons and he would be eager to have your answer.”

“Which would be that I’m going to get material for a television programme on how the gallant Cypriots achieved independence and what they propose to do with it.”

“As you very well know,” said Percival, “neither topic will bear much examination. I think – don’t you? – that your hypothetical bedfellow would want more convincing proof of your good will.”

“Such as?”

“An immediate readiness to get off this comfortable train and take one going the other way. Quite unthinkable, of course: one doesn’t take orders from foreigners.”

Fielding crossly waved away a rich pudding, which Percival re-captured from the waiter.

“I’ll have some more of that Spätburgunder, if you don’t mind,” Percival said, and poured a brimming glass.

“Is any of this in the least likely to happen?”

“That’s just what I was spending all those Deutschmarks to find out. Were you to be alone, I enquired of the attendant, for the whole journey?”

“And was I?”

“Of course. The English gentleman had booked the whole compartment. The expected, the inevitable answer.”

“Then why pay five Deutschmarks for it?”

“To observe the way in which it was made. Very much too glib. Not reassuring, I’m afraid.”

Fielding hesitated before answering. He had last seen Leonard Percival ten years ago, when they were both serving, though in very different capacities, in the same barracks at Göttingen. What little he had then known of Percival he had not much liked, and it had subsequently appeared that Percival had been playing a discreditable role in a discreditable business. Nevertheless, that business had had official sanction at a high level, and there was no reason at all to doubt Percival’s professional competence or (if one allowed for the obliquity which that profession involved) his present good faith. That Percival’s motives were devious and, ultimately, quite unconcerned with Fielding’s welfare was probable; but here and now, if Percival was warning him, he would do well to listen.

“All right,” Fielding said: “then why not move in with me? That should settle any nonsense. I’m told that I snore rather badly, but even so a free bed for two nights should appeal to your sense of economy.”

“A charming offer. But unfortunately I’m not much loved in Yugoslavia, so I must leave the train in Austria this afternoon. A pity: we could have talked about the dear old days in BAOR.”

It was a measure of the ascendancy which Percival had obtained over Fielding during their conversation that Fielding, faced with this unexpected news, felt suddenly and totally vulnerable. Although the dining-car was grossly overheated, he found himself shivering as if he had been stripped to the skin.

“But … what shall I do?”

“Do, my dear fellow? Read your books. Look out of the window. Eat delicious meals … the restaurant-car which comes on at the Yugoslav frontier, by the way, is the best on this trip – or so I used to think when I was still allowed in it. The regime considers it a good advertisement, you see.”

“Leonard. If, as you suggest, someone tries … to get at me … what shall I do?”

“Keep a stiff upper lip
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