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Epigraph


 


Brightness falls from the air,


Queens have died young and fair,


Dust hath closed Helen’s eye . . .




 


 


 


ONE


I STOPPED at about seven. There was too much stuff on my desk to have a chance of getting clear that night, and I was tired of it. I felt pretty guilty coming downstairs, and had to tell myself that this was the first time that week that I had stopped before eight.


Two French officers were just coming in the front door as I went out, and I did the bowing and waving act that I always do with them. It struck me as odd that they should still be around – unless they had decided to stay on in England and fight with us.


Going up the street I looked at the balloons and still thought they looked like a shoal of silver fish, and that when the war was over it would be worth while to keep them as decoration. But I’d thought those two things so often that they were getting a bit second-hand as thoughts, and it began to feel as though I’d better find something new to think about barrage balloons. But not tonight because I was damned tired.


I thought about the two French officers and remembered that before the French crack-up I used to think of the French Army and find it comforting. Every morning when I went into the lavatory at the office I used to think of the French Army and tell myself that it was something expert and professional which knew its job, rather like the Navy. It wasn’t so much Gamelin or la ligne Maginot. They were just catchwords. But I believed in the French Army. Hadn’t France seen this war coming for ten years? Well – there we were. The two I had seen coming in looked as expert and professional as hell, but that hadn’t stopped the Panzer Divisions.


I was damned tired and I suddenly didn’t want to go home. I turned into a telephone box and rang up Ted Ransome and asked him to come and have a drink. He hummed and hawed and said he hadn’t got any money. I said I’d pay and he hummed and hawed some more and then said he’d come, in an unwilling sort of way. I felt more tired than ever and nearly told him to go to hell. I got a bus and went up to the Royal.


It was pretty full. There were the usual tarts and the usual collection of one-pips and airmen and a naval bloke in a beard who looked like George V, and the usual young wide boys and me. I had a drink while I waited for Ted and it went down very well and I had another, and that went down very well too. I told myself that I was beginning to drink too much and ordered another and shut my eyes. The one-pips were all very cheerful about something. I wondered whether they had one joke between them or one each. Anyhow, I wished I thought it was funny. Sometimes when they glanced at me I thought I caught that look again, and wondered how long it would be before we got to the stage of handing round white feathers and throwing stones at dachshunds. Anyhow, it would be all right to be in the Army or the Navy or something. If you got killed – well, that was all right, and if you didn’t you sat round with tarts and laughed your head off. Better than working your guts out trying to get Lennox to do his job.


Ted turned up just as my third drink arrived. He was tired and looked fed to the teeth. I asked him how his outfit was getting on and he told me. It might have been a description of our joint – or any other Ministry, I dare say.


I asked Ted to have another and he said No and looked all grim.


I couldn’t do with it any more and I said, ‘For Christ’s sake don’t sit there, looking so damned disapproving. You give me a pain.’


Ted looked even grimmer and said, ‘Well, Bill, we’ve got to face up to it, and if people like you and me don’t, who’s going to? This war’s costing God knows how much and . . .’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘If we have another drink there’ll be a gap between the country’s expenditure and revenue which can only be filled by inflationary borrowing. Then we shall get the Vicious Spiral in wages and prices and lose the war or the peace or something. Hell, d’you think I don’t read the papers? Have another.’


He shut his mouth up like a trap and said, ‘No, thank you.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Then I will. The trouble with you is that you’re a prig and an economist. Either’s bad enough but both’s just terrible.’ I called a waiter and ordered two more drinks. Ted grinned rather painfully but he didn’t say anything.


I was beginning to feel a lot better, so I told him about Lennox. He wasn’t very helpful. He’d got too many people just like Lennox around in his own Ministry. And anyhow you should never tell your troubles to Ted. He’s too good at being reasonable about them when you want somebody who’ll stop being reasonable and help you curse.


He said, ‘How’s Marcia?’


I knew what he meant, but I just said, ‘Oh, flourishing,’ and that ended that.


He told me he was damned hard up. I couldn’t see why he should be. His Ministry salary was nearly as much as he got at Parks’, and he’d only got himself to keep. But he said he’d told Parks he didn’t want a retainer. Heaven knows why, but it was very characteristic.


Ted wasn’t happy, and when he said he thought he’d go I didn’t stop him. He can be the devil in that mood. He asked me if I was coming and I said No, though I hadn’t an idea what to do.


The one-pips were getting on nicely. One set of four had only one girl between them and she was having a wonderful time. I thought of the story about the St Cyr cadets, and that brought me back to the French Army again.


I still didn’t want to go home, but it was past eight and I was getting hungry. I went upstairs and rang up the flat. Marcia answered, and I asked her to come up West and meet me at De Vrie’s for dinner. She hesitated and I knew why.


I said, ‘If Stephen’s anywhere about, bring him along.’


‘Well, as a matter of fact he’s here,’ she said.


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Well, put him in a suitcase and bring him along. Tell him it’s all right. I’ll pay.’


‘If I tell him that in that voice, he certainly won’t come,’ said Marcia, going a bit stiff.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Then don’t tell him. Just imply it. And don’t worry about me, honey. I’m a trifle tight.’


Marcia giggled. ‘I thought so. Darling, you mustn’t take to solitary drinking.’


‘It wasn’t solitary. I’ve been with Ted. Anyhow, buck up, because I want my dinner. Take a cab.’


Marcia said all right and we rang off.


There weren’t many people in De Vrie’s, but Tony seemed quite cheerful and said business was fair. I looked at the menu and it looked pretty good – except the prices. But I was tired of that stuff about the inflationary gap and I didn’t care. I’d averaged seventy hours a week for the last month and I wanted some dinner. Marcia and Stephen turned up about five minutes after I got there. I thought they made a pretty pair, and didn’t much like it. Marcia was all smoothed out and sparkling like women are after that sort of thing, and Stephen was looking big and handsome and haunted and so like a creative artist that you wouldn’t have thought he’d have the nerve to go around looking like that. They were very much together, and I felt like a stockbroker uncle taking the engaged couple out.


I said, ‘I’ve ordered you some smoked salmon, honey. Right?’


‘Lovely,’ said Marcia. ‘Bloody day?’


‘Average,’ I said. ‘I think I shall commit suicide soon.’


‘You can’t do that,’ said Stephen. ‘I thought of it first. Besides, why worry? If you wait a week or two you’ll probably be killed anyhow.’ He drank some sherry and looked haunted.


‘I’m tired of waiting for Adolf,’ I said.


‘You certainly look darned tired of something,’ said Marcia. She was looking at me with her anxious expression. What with looking at me anxiously and looking at Stephen anxiously, Marcia’s anxious expression was doing heavy overtime.


‘I am,’ I said. ‘I’m tired of using all I’ve got to overcome a lot of bloody incompetence and gutlessness. By the time you’ve fought your way over the dead bodies of the Civil Service, you haven’t got time or energy to do anything useful.’


‘Lennox being difficult?’ asked Marcia.


‘It isn’t only Lennox. It’s the man higher up every time. Lennox is an incompetent but he knows the Ministry. He knows all the reasons why you can’t do things. If you get a thing past him against his better judgement it simply sticks higher up.’


‘Look, darling,’ said Marcia. ‘Why do you stand it? It isn’t as though they’re paying you or as though your career depends on it. There must be thousands of other things you could do in a war.’


‘It’s the same everywhere,’ said Stephen. ‘Did I tell you what happened to me?’


‘No,’ I said. I didn’t want to hear what happened to him.


‘I wrote to the Censorship people and told them I had French, German, Italian, Spanish and a bit of Russian, and was I any good? Unpaid, of course. They waited six weeks and then sent back a printed slip telling me that there were no vacancies. So now I suppose the only thing for me is to go and carry a rifle.’


He drank the rest of his sherry and looked haunted some more.


‘Oh bunk!’ said Marcia, coming in pat on her cue. ‘There must be something more useful than that.’


‘They don’t seem to think so,’ said Stephen gloomily. ‘Not that I shall be much good to them anyway, with my knee.’


I didn’t say anything, but this made me a bit cross. It was exactly like Stephen to have a ready-made dud knee. The wine waiter came up and I chose a Chateau Yquem. I was still savage about Ted and the inflationary gap.


The waiter said, ‘The sirens have just gone.’


‘Another caterpillar in the machinery,’ I said.


‘No. There is guns firing, sir. But a long way away.’


He went away. Marcia said, ‘I hope something is happening. I’m sick of waiting.’


We listened but we couldn’t hear anything. You’re about thirty feet underground in De Vrie’s so we hardly should.


I said to Stephen. ‘How’s work?’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It isn’t. You can’t write in the middle of this.’


‘Oh come,’ I said. ‘The spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling and so on. Why, for the last ten years all you boys have been saying you couldn’t write good verse on the brink of a war because it didn’t mean anything. Hasn’t the start of the thing made it easier for you?’


‘No,’ said Stephen curtly. ‘I’m not Kipling or Leconte de l’Isle.’


‘You might try being Siegfried Sassoon,’ said Marcia. ‘But I don’t see why you should.’


I looked at Stephen and he was looking pretty done. I suddenly felt sorry for him in the contemptuous way I always did.


‘Why on earth didn’t you clear out before the war started?’ I said bluntly. ‘This isn’t your show. You’d got the money. Why didn’t you clear off to America or something?’


‘And leave the war to you practical people?’ said Stephen bitterly.


‘Well, Christ, why not? I don’t seem to be getting a lot done about it myself.’


‘You’ve never known what it is to be useless,’ said Stephen, using his profile and looking more haunted than ever. ‘With your brilliant practical ability, you can’t understand what it feels like.’


I glanced at Marcia. She was looking at him with large worried blue eyes. I decided that she must be a long way gone if he could get away with that stuff. Stephen’s eyes were full of tears and that always embarrassed me, so I said, ‘All right. Have it your own way. I don’t understand how it feels,’ and filled my glass up.


‘What country’s that?’ asked Marcia in a low voice, looking towards a chap in uniform who was just being served with an escalope.


‘Polish, I should think,’ I said.


‘It’s extraordinary,’ said Stephen, pulling himself together with a click which could be heard all over the room, ‘the way these odd people come over here and want to go on fighting.’


‘No odder than the International Brigade in Spain,’ said Marcia, starting a conversation.


‘Very noisy up above,’ said the wine waiter, passing. ‘Nice and safe here. Deep down.’


‘Look here, if there’s really anything happening let’s go up and have a look at it,’ said Marcia, quite excited.


‘Not till I’ve had coffee,’ I said firmly. ‘This may be the last dinner like this you’ll have, my girl, if the thing’s really starting. It certainly won’t be the last air-raid.’


‘I keep having the last dinner I’m going to have,’ said Marcia. ‘Do you remember the first one? The night after the war started? You ate a whole lobster.’


‘Yes,’ I said. I suddenly felt pretty fed-up with sitting drinking Chateau Yquem and eating that sort of food in De Vrie’s.


‘How was Ted?’ said Marcia, coming down, as usual, slap on what was on my mind.


‘Very grim,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t approve of me. You can’t wonder. I don’t approve of myself much.’


‘Why?’


‘Because this sort of thing is pretty disgraceful in wartime.’


‘You mean we can’t afford it?’ said Marcia.


‘God knows. I’ve given up reckoning whether I could afford things. But even if I can afford it the country can’t.’


‘I think that’s bunk,’ said Marcia.


‘You would, darling.’


‘No, but seriously, Bill. You can’t work as you’re working now without doing this sort of thing occasionally.’


‘You mean I don’t want to.’


‘No. I mean you can’t. It’s like the Lancashire man and the kid – You can’t do that sort of thing on bread and jam.’


‘Ted manages to.’


‘Rot. Ted doesn’t do the same sort of thing as you. He’s the sort of person who sees that we don’t lose the war. You’re the sort of person who wins it.’


Stephen was getting a bit restive over Marcia doing this stuff with me. ‘There’s one war job,’ he said bitterly, ‘that rather appeals to me. Rear gunner in a bomber. I believe it’s as near suicide as no matter.’


‘It doesn’t appeal to me,’ I said firmly. ‘If I’m going to be killed I’d rather do it without being sick first.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Marcia. ‘If you felt sick enough you probably wouldn’t mind being killed so much.’


I grinned because I knew that would rattle Stephen.


‘I believe they’re finding it so difficult to get people that they’re taking volunteers up to any age,’ he said, ‘and I don’t suppose you have to use your knees on that job.’


He went into profile again and looked very haunted indeed.


I looked at Marcia to see how that one had gone across. It had been quite a fair success and she was registering anxiety again. Then it struck me that Stephen was the sort of bloke who might go and do just that and leave you feeling rather a fool.


I gave up and called for the bill. It hadn’t helped the inflationary gap a bit.


There was no commissionaire outside and no cabs on the rank. We were quite bitter about it until suddenly Marcia said, ‘My God, look!’


We looked. The whole sky over East London was bright copper colour.


I said, ‘It wasn’t a caterpillar in the works that did that. I thought there didn’t seem to be many people about.’


‘Where is it?’ said Marcia.


‘Docks, from the look of it.’


A bobby in a tin hat came by. Stephen said, ‘Is the raid still on?’


‘It’s been quiet for the last half-hour,’ the bobby said. ‘But the All Clear hasn’t gone. I’d get home as fast as you can.’


‘Any excitement up here?’ I asked.


‘Not very near. All down east. Plenty of noise though.’


He went on.


‘And there we’ve been sitting eating and not heard a thing,’ said Marcia disgustedly. ‘D’you think we might get down there somehow? We might be able to do something, and it looks pretty bad.’


‘Probably be more nuisance than we were worth,’ I said. ‘There’ll be far too many people there with no equipment but good intentions already. Come on. We’re going to have to walk home.’


‘I shall leave you now,’ said Stephen abruptly.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Goodnight.’


‘Goodnight. Goodnight, Marcia.’ He hesitated and then said, ‘I may ring tomorrow,’ as though he might and might not.


‘All right. Goodnight, Stephen.’ Marcia patted his arm and he went off. Suddenly he turned round and came back past us. He didn’t look at us as he went by.


We walked up Regent Street. There wasn’t a soul in it.


‘That’s a ghastly colour,’ said Marcia, jerking her head back towards the glow.


‘The colour’s all right,’ I said. ‘It’s what it’s the colour of.’


There was a faint bump down East.


‘Bomb or gun?’ said Marcia.


‘Gun, I should think. D’you mind walking about in air-raids?’


‘No. Do you?’


‘No. But then nothing’s happening. Otherwise I should run like a rabbit, I expect.’


A cab came along. I hailed it and it stopped.


‘Just not taking any notice?’ I said as we got in.


‘Naow,’ said the driver. ‘Goin’ to get you it will. Business as usual. Where d’you want?’


When we were in the cab Marcia hooked her arm inside mine. I let her, but I didn’t do anything else. ‘Angry with me?’ she said.


‘About what?’


‘This evening?’


‘No. Why should I be?’


‘I don’t suppose you wanted Stephen,’ she said rather wretchedly.


‘Not particularly,’ I said. ‘But I thought you’d like to have him so I ordered him for you. Like the smoked salmon.’ I looked back through the window. The glow seemed brighter than ever.


Marcia said, ‘Poor Stephen.’


‘That’s the bit I can’t understand,’ I said.


‘What?’


‘The poor part of it. I should have thought that was the last thing he was.’


‘I suppose so. He has a pretty bloody time though, Bill. Honestly.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘He sees to that. But so what?’


Marcia didn’t say anything.


I said, ‘My main grouse about the whole thing is that it’s made Stephen do tense close-ups all the time. Before he knew you he used to stop sometimes and be rather good company. He never is now.’


‘Not when you’re there,’ Marcia said. ‘But he still is with me.’


The cabby was driving as if he wanted to get home soon, and we went over in the corner in a heap as he went round Marble Arch.


‘I’m a bitch,’ said Marcia.


I said, ‘Well, bitches are warm-hearted anyhow.’


‘You’re quite right about Stephen. Of course he loves being miserable. But somehow I can’t help—’


‘Somehow you can’t help helping him?’


‘Bill?’ said Marcia, squeezing my arm and going intense.


‘Yes, darling?’


‘Can I – can I really have this and get away with it? Because if so, I’ll make it up to you. I will really.’


‘There’s no charge,’ I said. ‘You can have anything you can get.’


‘But how much do you mind?’


‘When I mind enough to matter I’ll tell you,’ I said.


‘But you do mind, all the same.’


‘Just enough to preserve your self-respect,’ I said.


‘Not more than that – honestly?’


I said, ‘I told you long enough ago about that. I love you and I think you love me. If so, we don’t have to take people like Stephen seriously. If it meant anything to you, I assume that you’d stop, and stop quick.’


‘Of course,’ said Marcia. ‘But not many people would see that.’


‘Pure conceit,’ I said. ‘If I were five feet two and spotty, or if I thought you were doing me a favour by being married to me, I should probably mind a lot. As it is, I’m just amused.’


‘By me?’


‘Yes. You’re rather sweet being all bad and sinful. But I think it’s rather bitchy of you to let Stephen think you take him seriously.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Marcia. ‘But he likes it like that.’


The All Clear went just as we got to the flat.


‘Like some tea?’ asked Marcia.


‘Yes. It’s only about eleven.’


I lit the gas fire and sat down while she went and got the tea. There were seventeen cigarette stubs in the ashtray. Two had lipstick on and the other fifteen hadn’t. Stephen must have been there quite a time. Marcia came back with the tea. She had put on a dressing gown. I could see Stephen’s point of view. But then I always could. The sirens went again.


‘I wish they’d make up their minds,’ said Marcia. ‘Anyhow I vote we just stay here, don’t you?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘If a bomb lands within a hundred yards of this place it’ll fall down anyhow, and if it’s going to fall down I’d rather be on top of it than underneath.’


There were a few bangs and bumps, but still a long way away.


‘I suppose when the local batteries start we shall be deafened,’ said Marcia.


She sat down on the floor and leant her head against me. I stroked her hair. It was queer, thick, smooth stuff and nice to stroke.


‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘I wish I knew about us. And more particularly about you.’


I lit a cigarette.


‘Stephen’s going to leave Peggy,’ she said.


‘Why?’


‘Says he can’t stick it any longer. And yet it’s odd, you know, Bill. He’s very fond of her.’


‘What can’t he stick any longer?’ I said. ‘It doesn’t strike me that he does a lot of sticking now.’


‘Do you hate him?’ said Marcia suddenly, turning and looking at me.


‘Lord, no!’ I said. ‘I don’t hate people much, you know. Is Peggy making a fuss about you?’


‘Oh no,’ said Marcia. ‘She’s used to it.’


‘Then what can’t he stick?’


Marcia shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I think he has a conscience about her.’


‘Stephen doesn’t deny himself anything,’ I said.


‘I wonder if you’re right about that?’ said Marcia thoughtfully.


‘About what?’


‘About his liking to be miserable and conscience-stricken and so on?’


I thought this was going a bit far and anyhow I was tired.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not. It’s just that there’s a conspiracy against him. That and the artistic temperament.’


‘That’s badly below your standard,’ said Marcia. ‘Anybody could have said that.’


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But it isn’t a very subtle subject.’


‘Oh damn Stephen,’ said Marcia. ‘Why in God’s name do we talk about him?’


‘Everybody likes a bit of scandal,’ I said. ‘Why shouldn’t we?’


It struck me that the thing was changing on us slightly. But I was too tired and I didn’t go into it.




 


 


 


TWO


THERE WERE thirty-two letters, fourteen files and two Parliamentary questions that needed something done about them. Doris had them all sorted out. I said she was a good girl and smacked her bottom approvingly and she blushed. It isn’t every secretary who can still blush when you smack her bottom after working for you for five years. I knew she must be having a thin time. She hated the Civil Service as much as I did, and nobody really approved of my having a secretary anyway – even though I had brought her with me and they didn’t have to pay her.


I went at it hard. I knew Lennox wouldn’t be in till about ten, and Doris and I could clear a lot of it in an hour.


About half past nine a girl with a Cockney voice rang up from the Stationery Department. She said, ‘You sent us through a requisition.’


I said, ‘Yes.’


She said, ‘You sent the requisition through in an envelope with a label over the old address. You aren’t supposed to use those reconstructed envelopes for internal correspondence. An old envelope with the address crossed out is quite good enough.’


I said, ‘Who told you to ring up?’


‘Mr Meadows,’ she said. ‘We always ring people up when they do that.’


I rang off and said, ‘This place will drive me cuckoo.’


Doris just smiled.


We did the Parliamentary replies first. The first asked if the Minister was aware of something which wasn’t so. I couldn’t remember whether the bloke was an Honourable and Gallant Friend or the Honourable and Gallant Member, but I said politely that it was bunkum. The second asked if the Minister was aware of something which we’d funked tackling for months, and I said the Minister was lying awake at nights about it and maybe something would happen sometime.


I said to Doris. ‘I don’t suppose either of those will get past Knox. He’ll say they’re too definite.’


People kept on ringing up. It would have been easier just to have headphones and keep them on. I tried Lennox, but there was no reply, so I started on the letters.


Pearce rang up from Establishments and said, ‘Do you still want a man?’ I said, ‘No. I want three men. I told you so four months ago.’


Pearce said, ‘Well, I’ve got a man who might suit you.’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘What like?’


‘Past middle age. But he’s had a lot of experience.’


‘What of? Pole jumping?’


‘No. He had his own business. He was a broker. Then he was in the States, and then—’


‘Don’t tell me,’ I said. ‘He was in business and he went bust. He’s been fired in nearly every country in the world, and now he’s nearly seventy and doesn’t look that. I know.’


‘Well of course if you don’t want him there are plenty of other people who do,’ said Pearce huffily. ‘I thought you were short of staff.’


‘So I am. As I told you months ago I’m short of three young, well-educated men or women with a lot of intelligence and no experience of anything.’


‘Well, do you want Clynes allocated to you or not?’


‘Listen,’ I said. ‘How on earth can I tell you whether he’s any good to me or not without seeing him first? He sounds about as different from what I asked for as he could be. But he might be all right. How can I tell?’


‘We’ve engaged him. So of course he’ll have to be allocated to somebody. Anyhow you can ask for him to be transferred if he’s no good.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Send him along. How old is he really?’


‘About sixty,’ said Pearce. ‘You don’t realize how difficult it is to get staff.’


‘I do not,’ I said. ‘I’m used just to paying them in the ordinary way. When you want them for cigarette money it makes it harder. Anyhow, are you getting me those cabinets?’


‘We got you one,’ said Pearce, a bit hurt.


‘I know, and it was marvellous – except that it was locked and there was no key. But how about the other five?’


‘Cabinets are difficult,’ said Pearce.


Lennox finished reading my minute and said, ‘I think that’s completely admirable.’


I didn’t say anything. I was used to Lennox.


‘In principle,’ he said, as though he’d just invented the words, ‘I entirely agree with you.’


‘How about in practice?’ I said.


Lennox bit his pipe and thought a bit.


‘Now what’s the next step?’ he said.


‘Do it,’ I said. I could see the way it was going and it made me a bit savage. ‘We ought to have done it months ago. If we don’t get going soon we shall be in a mess.’


‘Do you think the trade interests will accept it?’ said Lennox. ‘It’s a big step, you know. A very big step.’


‘It depends what you mean by “accept it”,’ I said wearily. ‘If we just tell them that the Minister’s decided to do it, they’ll accept it all right. There won’t be anything else they can do.’


‘Ah, yes,’ said Lennox, taking off his glasses and gazing in a bleary sort of way. ‘I dare say. But you know we can’t do that sort of thing.’


‘I know we don’t,’ I said. ‘But for the life of me I don’t see any reason why we can’t.’


‘No, no, no!’ said Lennox. He got up and started to walk about the room frowning. I could see that I was under his skin as usual. ‘You know quite well it must be the iron hand in the velvet glove.’


I said, ‘Well, we’ve had just about a year of velvet glove. Isn’t it about time we got through to some iron hand?’


‘My dear Sarratt,’ said Lennox, going all patient, ‘this is a democracy. We must never forget that. Democracy has its disadvantages, but after all, it’s what we’re fighting for. One of the disadvantages is that we must proceed by negotiation. We can’t do these sweeping things that they do under dictatorships. In Germany I don’t doubt they would do this and more and think nothing of it. But we’re not in Germany.’


‘No,’ I said, ‘but if we don’t stop saying that soon we shall be in Germany – or rather Germany will be in us.’


‘Apart from anything else,’ said Lennox, ‘the Minister would never stand for it. The Minister is a democrat and a business man. He hates bureaucracy and he’s absolutely determined not to be a dictator or to interfere with usual business methods any more than he can help. If you took him a proposition like this the first thing he would say is, “Have you consulted the people likely to be affected?” And if you said “No,” he’d tell you to go away and not waste his time.’


I said, ‘Well, that makes it all delightfully simple.’


‘Simple?’ said Lennox.


‘Yes. Here we’ve got a position in which a group of people are getting away with murder at the expense of the taxpayer. If we can’t stop it unless they give us their blessing, then we can’t stop it, and that’s that.’


‘No, no, no!’ said Lennox going irritable again. ‘You work too much in blacks and whites. There’s probably a perfectly simple compromise which will protect everybody.’


‘Such as—’


Lennox put his glasses on.


‘We could probably reach agreement with them regarding profit margins.’


‘And have an Order limiting them?’


‘Oh, we don’t want an Order. Some sort of gentleman’s agreement would do it.’ He took out his watch. ‘I’m overdue at a meeting. Think it over on those lines, will you? Not too sweeping, you know.’


He grinned and we got up.


‘All right,’ I said wearily, going to the door.


‘By the way,’ said Lennox. ‘I take it that you agreed on this minute with Harness?’


It was so obvious that for a moment I thought of just going out without replying.


‘No,’ I said, smiling at him. ‘I haven’t shown it to Harness.’


He didn’t like my smile. ‘Well, I certainly think he should be consulted, Sarratt. It never occurred to me that this was not agreed with him.’


‘You must have thought he’d had a change of heart then,’ I said.


‘I should be glad if you would consult Mr Harness,’ said Lennox stiffly.


‘I certainly will,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell him you agree in principle.’


Then I came out.


There was a rather used-up looking old boy waiting in my office.


He said, ‘Mr Sarratt? My name’s Clynes. I’ve come from Mr Pearce of Establishments.’


We shook hands. I should think he had been a handsome man once, but that was a long time ago. The whites of his eyes were bright yellow and very bloodshot, and he had a bald head with smuts on it.


He said. ‘Of course I’ve been used to running my own business. But I thought it right to offer my experience to the Government in any capacity. Any capacity.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘We’re very short-handed here. This Department’s a sort of waste-paper basket for the whole place. Any job which doesn’t actually belong to anybody else is shoved on to us.’


‘Don’t you worry about that, Mr Sarratt,’ said the old boy, as though he thought I was worrying about it. ‘I’m adaptable. I always have been. There’s nothing like width of experience.’ He looked at me as though he were trying to figure out whether I was really as young as that or just youthful looking.


‘Of course,’ he said, ‘I’ve been used to my own business.’


I cursed Pearce quietly to myself. I could see it was going to be sticky.


‘Quite,’ I said. ‘You were a broker, weren’t you?’


‘I was a general merchant. I had a fine business. Many’s the year my turnover’s been over a quarter of a million.’


I decided that it was the invention of the steam engine that had finished him.


Doris came in and said, ‘Mr Sarratt, Mr Thomas Percy’s been on the telephone. He asked if you’d ring him at Grosvenor House as soon as you came in.’


‘All right,’ I said.


‘And will you ring Mrs Sarratt?’


‘Right.’


She went out.


The old boy said, ‘I understand that they wished me to start in this department. Perhaps you could outline my duties.’


He leant back and put his finger-tips together. His fingernails were black.


‘Perhaps the best thing would be for you to have a look round first,’ I said, feeling pretty helpless. ‘Just to get an idea what we cover and who is who. Then we could have a word about it tomorrow.’


The old boy nodded. ‘I agree. I agree entirely. I am willing to fall in with whatever you suggest.’


‘Right,’ I said. ‘Then I’ll get Giles in and get him to take you round.’


I rang for Doris and told her to get Giles.


‘There’s only one thing I want to say,’ said the old boy, waving his hand.


‘By all means,’ I said.


‘I regard myself as having put my experience at the disposal of the country unconditionally,’ he said. ‘When I give, I give without reservation.’


‘That’s nice of you.’


‘Not at all, Mr Sarratt. It is the only thing to do. Please understand that I am completely at your service. There’s no need to feel that because I am a senior man and widely experienced and have been used to my own business that I must be given only large issues to deal with. I am not one of those old fogeys who won’t work with a young man.’


‘That’s fine,’ I said. There wasn’t much else to say.


Fred Giles came in.


I said, ‘Fred – this is Mr Clynes who’s been sent over by Establishments in answer to our SOS’s.’


‘I am glad to know Mr Giles,’ said the old boy, shaking hands.


‘Will you show Mr Clynes round and tell him what it’s all about?’ I said, all breezy. ‘And then we can all be thinking where he’ll fit in best.’


‘Sure,’ said Fred. I could see what he was thinking.


The old boy gathered up his hat and they went out. I caught Fred’s eye and it said a lot.


I sat down and was just wondering what on earth I should do with the old josser when he came back.


‘I left a gasmask,’ he said. He picked it up and waved it. ‘Remember,’ he said. ‘Where you like, what you like and in whatever capacity – even the most junior.’


‘I appreciate that,’ I said.


I rang up Pearce, and said, ‘Look – that old boy Clynes. What have you taken him on as?’


‘Grade II Clerk,’ said Pearce.


‘Well, good God, why didn’t you say so? I thought from what you said he was administrative grade.’


‘Oh no.’ said Pearce.


‘But I don’t want a Grade II Clerk. And certainly not one like that.’


‘I thought he might be useful,’ said Pearce. ‘He’s had a lot of experience.’


I wasn’t sure whether to ring up old Percy or Marcia first. I had an idea that what they wanted might overlap.


Finally I tried Marcia.


‘Hullo, darling,’ she said. ‘Having a bloody time?’


‘Average,’ I said. ‘Did you want me?’


‘Yes. Look – would you think I was a beast if I went out tonight?’


‘No. Of course not.’


‘Sure, Bill?’


‘Of course. I’m probably going out myself.’


‘Who with?’ said Marcia, jealous.


‘A blonde,’ I said. ‘Old Percy to be exact.’


‘He’s not a blonde, darling. He’s a bald.’


‘Where are you going?’ I said.


‘I don’t know yet. Why?’


‘I was only going to say don’t make it Grosvenor House.’


‘We’re not likely to. Stephen’s paying.’


‘Huh,’ I said. ‘Got any money?’


Marcia giggled.


‘Yes, why? Don’t you think he will?’


‘If he’s still there when the bill comes. But you never know with Stephen. Look – where are you likely to go? Luigi’s?’


‘I should think so.’


‘Be back tonight?’


‘Of course.’


‘All right. I shan’t wait up. Goodbye.’


‘Bill?’


‘Yes?’


‘Darling Bill.’


‘Goodbye, sweet.’


I rang up old Percy and arranged to meet him at Grosvenor House at 7.30. He was very matey and I knew something was coming. It had been coming for a long time.


The sirens went just after lunch and there were guns in the distance. Once, looking out of the window I saw a sudden puff of cotton wool against the blue of the sky, far away down the river. I couldn’t see what they were firing at. Fred came in and said, ‘Are you going down?’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘If we start having a lot of warnings and go down below for all of them we might as well pack up altogether.’


‘The girls asked me,’ he said. ‘Most people are going down.’


I went along the offices. Everybody was staring out of the windows. I said, ‘The instructions are that anybody who wants to go down to shelter can. If any of you want to go down, try to take any work you can.’


Three or four went. The rest might as well have gone. They didn’t do any work while it was happening anyway.


I went back to my office and rang up two or three people but they’d apparently gone to ground. I said to Doris, ‘Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be right to risk valuable personnel like the crowd we’ve got here.’ I felt a bit savage about it. The whole thing was miles away.


I carried on for a bit, but I wanted some stuff from Edwardes and as I couldn’t get any further without it, I thought I’d go and have a look at the suicide squad in the basement.


It was funny. The place was one very big room with pillars all over the place. There were a couple of typists pounding away, and in one corner Lawrence and four or five more were going on with a meeting round a table, taking no notice of the row. In another corner little Rogers was dictating. Most of the rest were wandering about gassing and doing nothing. I didn’t see Lennox or the Secretary or any of the very senior people. I don’t know whether they were carrying on upstairs or whether they had an exclusive dug-out of their own.


I found Edwardes sitting on the floor with his back propped against a pillar, reading the paper.


I said, ‘With selfless devotion to duty, and utterly ignoring personal risk, the Civil Service carries on.’


‘I wish they had a bar down here,’ said Edwardes with a grin.


‘Listen,’ I said. ‘This raid’s never been within twenty miles of here. How about a spot of work?’


‘Just whatever you say, o’boy,’ said Edwardes. He got up and we started for the door. As we passed Lawrence’s meeting one of them was saying, ‘That seems to me a very dangerous doctrine, Mr Chairman.’


Edwardes said, ‘God help us, they even see danger in a dugout.’


‘It seems to me a bloody dangerous doctrine to stop the whole place like this every time there’s a warning,’ I said. ‘We didn’t get all that much done before.’


‘Ah well,’ said Edwardes. ‘Maybe if we just stop doing anything everything will go on better.’


I said, ‘No German in his senses would drop a bomb on this place. He’d let well alone.’


The lifts had stopped working so we had to walk up seven floors. Then Edwardes couldn’t find the stuff and wanted his girl, and she was still down in the basement. I wanted him to go down and get her but he wouldn’t. He said that since his life was in danger he wanted to meditate on higher things, and got out his paper again. I gave him up.


After about an hour the All Clear went, and I thought I’d go and see Harness. I went in and put a copy of my minute to Lennox on his desk.


I said, ‘Lennox wanted you to see this.’


Harness glanced at it.


‘Ah yes,’ he said, looking up at me in his queer sidelong way, with his head on one side. ‘I’ve been wanting to have a word with you about it. Lennox told you what I felt?’


‘Well, no,’ I said. ‘He didn’t. He just suggested that I should talk to you about it.’ This was getting interesting.


Harness leaned back in his chair and looked at the minute rather like a kid looking at the dinner it doesn’t want to finish. ‘Mother!’ I thought. ‘Constipated child needs California Syrup of Figs.’


‘Well,’ said Harness. ‘In the first place, Sarratt, to be frank, I wish you’d showed it to me before putting it to Lennox.’


‘To be equally frank,’ I said, ‘I think that was up to me.’


‘Oh quite,’ said Harness, looking up sideways. ‘But in my capacity as his Personal Adviser—’
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