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      Oh, the external world! Let us not be made dupes by the old slave … who promises us the keys to a palace of enchantments,
         when he only clutches a handful of ashes in his black fist.
      

      
      Edmund Wilson, Axel’s Castle





      




      
      
      1

      
      This is not a story about spies. There are too many spy stories. They attribute to that profession an absurdly dominant role
         in the world. Certainly Edward Dunsford, Minister of State at the Foreign Office, normally paid little attention to the intelligence
         reports which crossed his desk. A quick glance, a quick tick, and into the out-tray. He found them pretentious. A report was
         no more useful, and no more true, because it had been achieved surreptitiously and awarded a high classification and a codename.
         No spies had built Edward up as a competent middle-rank politician, no spies pulled him down. Nevertheless, a piece of intelligence
         work was the start of it all. A lazy, half-botched, pathetic little job, carried out by an American whom Edward never met.
      

      
      It had started on a Saturday about a month before. Alfred Cross drove northwards parallel to the Hudson River through the
         unexpected rain of a mid-September morning. It had been clear enough in Manhattan, though even so Alfred had been surprised
         to hear his employer at breakfast time declare an upstate expedition. Joy-riding was one thing, making money out of oil prospecting another, and his
         employer up to now had shown every preference for the second. Anyway, despite the early onset of some fall weather, the leaves
         were nowhere near ready. He had told the boss they ought to wait another three or four weeks to see the brilliant reds, oranges
         and yellows. So why bother now? Why not wait a few weekends?
      

      
      He had been ignored. That was the story of his life. So they cruised at speed along the Merrick Parkway. In Connecticut they
         flashed past the odd tree which had chosen its finery early. But once the Cadillac had cut west and then north again the clouds
         gathered, and any hint of the splendour to come was blotted out by the sudden rain. Here and there a wet leaf, early victim
         of the declining year, blew flat against the windscreen, and was shoved aside or mangled by the wipers. He expected his employer
         at any minute to tell him to turn back. It was an afternoon for watching football or a sexy movie on TV in a warm apartment
         But he was directed across the Hudson and into the grey, wet, indistinct Catskills.
      

      
      ‘I’m having lunch with a friend.’

      
      And so eventually to a tiny settlement deep in the hills, a garage with bunting to cheer up the used cars, a motel already
         closed for the winter, half a dozen wooden cottages in need of paint, and a single-storeyed dark brown restaurant behind a
         white carriage-wheel propped against an oak tree. The Stage Coach Inn, said the sign. Junk food, said Alfred Cross to himself.
         With surprise, because his employer cared for good food, and as Chairman of Arkansas Exploration he could command it.
      

      
      A thin man in a dark suit got out of the Chevrolet as Alfred parked in front of the diner. He had no raincoat, but opened an umbrella as he advanced towards Alfred’s employer.
         He held it in such a way that both men would soon be half-soaked. The two men did not greet each other, but walked quickly
         towards the diner. Alfred’s employer carried his black despatch case. About an hour, Alfred surmised. He had brought no sandwiches.
         After a moment’s hesitation he marched into the diner behind the two men. The overheated room smelt vividly of all-American
         food. It was full of all-Americans, with a substantial proportion of noisy children. His employer and the thin man were already
         sitting at a table between shiny, high-backed wooden benches, which formed a cubicle protecting them from the world. Alfred
         advanced towards them, but was waved away as he expected. It was past one o’clock and there was no other table free. Alfred
         smiled lecherously at a fat young waitress in a tight black dress. Admiring his chauffeur’s uniform and smart cap she let
         him hijack a Hamburger Special Plate and take it out to the car. He jerked a finger to show how it should be paid for.
      

      
      Sitting in the Cadillac, damp and full of grievances, Alfred remembered that the Chairman of Arkansas Exploration was not
         his only employer. The truth was that his side employment had proved up to now wholly forgettable. Arkansas Exploration had,
         it was thought, been up to something. No one had ever explained clearly to Alfred the nature of the suspicion, except that
         it concerned Central America. AE had concessions in several Central American countries, and the Chairman visited them often.
         Alfred had been supplied with good money and some interesting equipment and told of his duty to his country. He had travelled with his employer to Managua, Panama, San José and three times to Mexico. He had tasted the
         good life, and spent days in bed with dysentry. The money had been spent, but the equipment hardly used. The talk had all
         been of oil, and blameless. The assignment was now at an end, but Alfred was still owed a little extra money and had not yet
         returned the equipment.
      

      
      He turned a switch below his driving seat. The receiver with the tool box there began to pick up and record on tape the conversation
         passed to it by the miniature transmitter concealed in the lining of Alfred’s employer’s despatch case. The reception was
         blurred and the words indistinct so even the equipment made no sense. The talk was clearly once again about oil, but this
         time in Africa, not in Central America. Meridia, Mangara, the Red Sea, names Alfred recognised only vaguely. He could not
         follow the technicalities. The two voices were low and even – no excitement. They might be interested when they got the tape
         in Washington, but more probably not. After about five minutes he switched it off again. Not worth being surprised by the
         two of them coming out of the diner. He would hand back the equipment tomorrow and go back to being a plain chauffeur/manservant
         again. The other job hadn’t amounted to much. The cash had been handy; the excitement nil. Not at all like those long complicated
         thrillers by that English guy, what was his name, anyway he’d made a bomb pretending it was all sex and violence. Alfred Cross
         opened the car door and pushed the crumbs off his uniform out into the puddles.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      Edward Peter Dunsford, Minister of State at the Foreign Office, licked the last envelope, sat back in his black official Ambassador
         car, and allowed himself an empty minute. He wrote a letter on House of Commons paper to every boy and girl in his constituency
         to reach them on their eighteenth birthday. The device had been his own idea, dreamt up shortly after he became an MP, and
         he was rather proud of it. The habit meant topping and tailing four or five letters each morning, licking the envelope, and
         sticking on a second-class stamp – second-class because Edward paid for the stamps himself. Though bad with money in a general
         way, he was careful in small things. It was convenient to do this chore while his official driver, Jack, drove him to the
         Foreign Office from his mews house in Eaton Close. He was friendly with Jack, but after one year of occasional chatter both
         now preferred silence.
      

      
      A light rain was falling in the Mall, so the traffic was thicker than usual. The fallen plane leaves glistened in the gutter.
         The car slowed as the traffic light opposite St James’s Palace showed red. Edward recognised the cyclist alongside – a young man with red hair, white shorts and singlet,
         and a small tartan hold-all neatly strapped to the grid on the back of his bicycle. It was the second of his own Private Secretaries,
         new, raw, sometimes impertinent. Exhibitionism, grunted Edward to himself, to whom this was a crime. He turned away without
         a smile, as though he had not seen him. It was good that James Harrison was getting wet, and that his suit would emerge wrinkled
         and unsightly from that hold-all.
      

      
      The car drew away from the lights in a slow-moving line of traffic. And there was the Foreign Secretary himself, coming down
         the steps from his house in Carlton Gardens. Despite the rain his umbrella was tightly furled. Patrick Reid wore no hat, and
         his thick white-yellow hair provided an effective setting for the hooked nose and fierce blue eyes under thick brows. Even
         from a distance he looked like prosecuting counsel in a TV serial. He recognised Edward’s car as it moved slowly past him,
         and raised his umbrella in greeting.
      

      
      ‘Here am I,’ said the umbrella, ‘nearly seventy, trim in figure and handsome in face, taking my constitutional in the rain
         as I have done man and boy in Edinburgh and London these fifty years – whereas you, Edward Dunsford, my inferior in years,
         breeding, station in life and ability, are putting on weight, and ride to the office in a second-rate car at the taxpayer’s
         expense. And I hear you are on bad terms with your wife.’
      

      
      ‘Pompous old windbag,’ thought Edward. As the car turned right out of the Mall across the Horse Guards he took out of his
         breast pocket the blue slip of paper with the day’s engagements. Good day or bad day?
      

      
      
      11 a.m. Foreign Office Promotion Board.

      
      12–1 p.m. United Arab Emirates National Day Reception.

      
      He looked no further. It was enough. It was going to be a bad day. The Promotion Board, on which he was the only serving minister,
         comprised the senior officials of the Foreign Office and recommended senior appointments to the Foreign Secretary. To all
         those present except himself it was a sacred task. They spent hour after hour refining their judgement on their contemporaries
         before deciding who should be sent to where. A detail here, a reminiscence there, a very occasional hint of malice – there
         was no doubt that they greatly enjoyed themselves. Even light-hearted, quick-witted Under-Secretaries brought to these particular
         meetings a high sense of duty and great long-windedness. To Edward, the politician and outsider, they were a bore. He knew
         few of the people being discussed. Privately he thought that the differences between the candidates did not matter all that
         much.
      

      
      Jack drove across the gravel of Horse Guards and dropped him at the park door of the Foreign Office. Edward paused for a second
         to examine the carved memorial to Sir Edward Grey. A good nose, much more convincing than Patrick Reid’s. Grey had been Foreign
         Secretary for ten years, which was hopefully inconceivable for Reid. Edward knew that he himself would like to be Foreign
         Secretary one day soon. Such thoughts were silly because he could do nothing to forward them in present circumstances. He
         moved quickly up the little stairs which led past the portrait of Sir Henry Wootton to the main hall of the Foreign Office,
         then up the great central staircase. There was a lift, slow, creaking and unpredictable, but Edward never used it. He took no real physical exercise, but felt a mild access of virtue each time he tackled the stairs.
      

      
      Sally Archer stood up when he entered the ante-room of his office.

      
      ‘Good morning, Minister,’ she said. He gave Sally a thin smile. Edward enjoyed the title in the abstract. But he was never
         sure whether he approved of the Office ritual of substituting the title for his name. He did not feel strongly enough to stop
         it. Young James Harrison’s desk was empty. He would be climbing into his suit in the loo. Edward hung up his Burberry on an
         ancient peg, and moved quickly into his own room. It was not beautiful, but the sheer size of it gave him comfort. He had
         been in office six months, but already there was an accumulation of minor gifts from foreigners on every horizontal space
         – coffee pots, daggers, boxes for putting things in, ornate trays, and of course photographs. The portrait of George III by
         Ramsay, slightly larger than life, radiated a dignified lack of wisdom from the wall opposite his desk. The two big windows
         giving on to the park were obscured by white netting. Edward hated the genteel half-light this created, reminiscent of a midland
         suburb or a seaside bungalow. He had protested to the inarticulate far-off powers which govern the security of government.
         He had been told firmly that the netting, which disfigures the whole of Whitehall, could not be dispensed with in his case.
         It was needed to catch the glass which would otherwise hurtle into the room once a bomb or grenade had been thrown. He had
         complained and pleaded for common sense. But the netting had remained.
      

      
      There was a heavy pile of papers on his desk, or to be more precise in the second tray from the left, which was for current work. On the blotter in front of the trays was a small
         neat pile of blue folders, containing the morning’s telegrams, sorted out into regions and subjects. Edward did not resent
         the telegrams, but he did resent the mountain of files in that second tray. This was Sally Archer’s revenge because he had
         refused to take a red despatch box of work home with him last night.
      

      
      There she was appearing round the door of his room, the senior of the two Private Secretaries, Sally Archer, Grade Five of
         the Diplomatic Service, aged thirty-one, slim, rather flat-chested, smiling, no lipstick; short, wavy, wiry dark hair, a good,
         clear, sympathetic voice. Edward had not got much further than outward appearances. It was partly deliberate. His own marriage
         was unhappy. His political career was important. Both might suffer if he began to find out whether Sally Archer was attractive
         or what she did in the evenings. She lived in Putney, and came in by underground very early each morning.
      

      
      Indeed she was looking at her watch now. Edward was half an hour later than usual, it was well after ten. Damn the girl. To
         annoy her, he crossed the room to the big table and, neglecting the pile of work on his desk, picked up the Daily Telegraph from the neat array of that morning’s newspapers. He began to read.
      

      
      ‘I’ve tried to put the papers in some sort of order of importance,’ said Sally. ‘There are three immediates on top. Then the
         agenda for the Promotion Board.’
      

      
      ‘So I see,’ he said dismissively, still reading the Daily Telegraph.
      

      
      As soon as she had left the room he put down the newspaper, and sat at his desk. He pulled the second tray a few inches towards him. The three top folders with pink immediate
         labels on them began to slither forward until he checked them. He was suspicious of those who tried to add importance to their
         work by covering them with those labels. Deliberately he picked a folder without any label from the bottom of the tray. ‘Meridia
         – Economic’ – it sounded unappetising. But he began to read. He would not have civil servants trying to tell him how to organise
         his work.
      

      
      In the ante-room Sally Archer blinked back her frustration. She shuffled papers on her desk without purpose.

      
      ‘Cross?’ asked James Harrison, who had slipped in while she was with the Minister.

      
      ‘Maddening. He’s in a foul mood. And you’re late.’

      
      ‘I know. Sorry. He splashed me in the Mall.’ The pert young man paused. ‘Don’t worry, Sally. He’ll relent once he’s finished
         the Promotion Board. And you’re going with him to the Arab party. Life’s not all bad.’
      

      
      Sally Archer blushed. It was infuriating that young James thought she was in love with the Minister. She had often told him
         not, but he had not believed her. She could prove it of course, but only by telling James something which he had no right
         to know and would not keep to himself. It was a trite, silly situation, a stock office joke. But she could not simply laugh
         it away. The truth was that she was troubled about her relationship with Edward Dunsford. After six months’ sitting in the
         room next to his, she had not got it right.
      

      
      Sally opened a telegram folder marked ‘Arms Control Negotiations’, and appeared to read the top telegram. In fact she was trying to think coolly about Edward Dunsford.
      

      
      He was forty-three, had been a merchant banker, then a Member of Parliament for five years and a minister for the last six
         months. A reasonable rise, almost brilliant. He was not often written about by political correspondents. There had been great
         quarrels at the top of the Conservative Party, but he had taken no part in them. This made some rate him an opportunist, and
         Sally had crossed swords with this accusation at cocktail and dinner parties. This morning she did not know why she bothered.
      

      
      Dark, hard-to-control hair, no grey yet, blue eyes, a strong chin, nondescript nose, lips somewhat thin, a tendency to wear
         flowery ties with striped shirts, a signet ring on the left little finger. She could continue the physical inventory of Edward
         Dunsford indefinitely, for she had a sharp eye; but it did not really help. She could perform the same inventory for Rosemary
         Dunsford, his wife, but would much rather not. Rosemary was resplendent, rich, well-educated, bloody. It was clear to Sally
         that Rosemary did not love the Minister. Whether the Minister loved his wife was obscure. He certainly treated her as a precious
         object which could easily come to harm; but that was not quite the same thing.
      

      
      She always thought and spoke of him as ‘Minister’. She knew this sounded pompous to Rosemary, indeed to everyone outside the
         Service and to many within it, such as the irreverent James. But it was easier than the alternatives. She did not feel like
         calling ‘sir’ a man only twelve years her senior. She could not imagine ever calling him by his Christian name.
      

      
      
      And anyway it was as ‘Minister’ that he was important to her. She did not find him attractive, he had proved impossible to
         get to know well, and he took no trouble to get to know her. But he was definitely good at his job, and it was this which
         drew her. He handled the business of the Foreign Office with brisk skill. The meetings which he held never lasted more than
         half an hour. He was sure of his own judgement, sometimes too arrogantly. When he went against the views of officials it was
         almost always because he lighted on what they knew themselves to be a weak argument. He worked hard, but not too hard. He
         did not ask for more information than was readily available. His answers in the House of Commons were persuasive without being
         indiscreet. He understood that foreigners needed more politeness than the British. He had a useful range of outside contacts
         but was careful not to weigh too openly the gossip of the smoking-room or the lunch-table against the advice of seasoned officials.
         So he was competent in the way that officials liked, the way that Sally wanted to be competent herself. If she sometimes wished
         him to show some attachment to a cause, some sign of deep-rooted principle, some emotion over issues of peace and war, guns
         and butter, she let the wish fade away.
      

      
      What worried her more was her failure to help him in anything except a routine manner. She ran the office well, and she knew
         that he knew it, though they rubbed up against each other on small matters of procedure. Occasionally he accepted her advice
         on policy, but not often. He liked to write alone and think alone. They talked when they had to, but never chatted. When they
         travelled side by side in a plane, he read and ate in almost total silence. For hours on end, day after day, she was close to him, at most a few yards away. She knew that people envied
         her this and said it must be a fascinating experience. She also knew that she was not close to him at all. She felt that she
         was failing in her job.
      

      
      ‘You’ve been reading that telegram for four and a half minutes. I bet you can’t tell me the first thing about it.’

      
      Before she could rebuke James, the telephone on his desk buzzed.

      
      ‘Minister of State’s office, James Harrison speaking. Just a minute, please.’

      
      He signalled to Sally.

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      ‘Didn’t say.’

      
      Sally picked up her telephone. ‘Sally Archer.’

      
      There was a pause.

      
      ‘I thought we’d agreed you’d never ring me here.’

      
      She looked slyly across the desk at James. He was searching earnestly for something in a drawer.

      
      ‘Yes, of course I do. You know that already.’

      
      James’s eyes flickered momentarily in Sally’s direction.

      
      ‘All right. Sure. Yes, I’ll be in. Okay, see you then.’

      
      She listened intently to the person on the other end of the line.

      
      ‘Me, too. I hope it doesn’t go on too long for your sake. Good luck.’

      
      She put the phone down, keeping a careful eye on James. She hoped she showed no flush of excitement. He was still rummaging
         aimlessly through his drawer.
      

      
      The telephone buzzed again. James lifted it and grimaced.

      
      ‘La belle dame sans merci,’ he said, hand over the receiver. Then he pressed the button which rang the phone on the Minister’s desk next door. ‘Your wife on the phone, sir.
         I’m putting her through.’
      

      
      Then he put the receiver down. One or other of the two Private Secretaries monitored both incoming and outgoing calls, but
         the Minister’s conversations with his wife were exempt.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, darling. How are you feeling?’

      
      ‘Lousy. I’ve got one of my heads.’

      
      ‘You drank too much of that claret last night.’

      
      ‘Don’t be such a fool. I said I’ve got one of my heads. They’ve got nothing to do with drink. You ought to know that by now.’
         There was a short pause. ‘Why didn’t you come and see me before you left?’
      

      
      ‘I waited half an hour, but you were still asleep. I couldn’t wait any longer. I’ve a full morning here.’

      
      ‘Work, work, that’s all you ever think of. I suppose that silly Sally Archer is listening.’

      
      ‘Of course she’s not – you know they never do.’

      
      ‘How can you be sure?’

      
      Another pause. Rosemary was definitely not at her best. Then she resumed.

      
      ‘Anyway, it’s out of the question for me to go to dinner tonight with Garth Andrew. You know I don’t like him. He is fat and
         corrupt and boring. You can go by yourself if you like him that much.’
      

      
      ‘You agreed to go. I asked you specifically.’

      
      ‘I hadn’t got a head then. I have now. Do you want a doctor’s certificate?’

      
      ‘I want you to come. Please come.’

      
      ‘Take Miss Archer with you if it’s so important.’

      
      
      A dam broke.

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake, Rosemary, listen. You will now bloody well take two Alka-Seltzers and go back to bed. You’ve got a hangover.
         You’ll be fine by lunchtime. You’ve got to come to Garth’s dinner. He will be upset if you don’t. He’s got the Elliotts. There’s
         a division in the House at ten, three-line whip. Charles Elliott and I will have to leave then. That lets you out of another
         late night, you can go at the same time. Guy Carlton will be there too, so you’ll be all right. Garth has laid the whole thing
         on for our benefit. I simply must keep in with that world if you want me to keep you in dresses. And I need you there too.
         So for God’s sake stop whining and get yourself organised. I don’t want to hear any more about it.’
      

      
      Another pause.

      
      ‘Well, Jack will have to pick me up at seven. You can’t expect me to get a taxi.’

      
      ‘Just make sure you’re there.’

      
      Some time ago Edward Dunsford had met someone at a party, he now forgot the name, who had talked to him at length about the
         debts of Meridia. It was a subject of which he knew nothing and it had riled him to be talked at. In a well-ordered society
         it was ministers who did the talking. Other people were there to listen. So next morning he had said he wanted regular reports
         on the Meridian economy. The fourth in a series now looked at him from the blotter, rescued from the bottom of his tray by
         his urge to thwart Sally Archer and her pink immediate labels. It aroused no interest or desire. He glanced at the covering
         minute, neatly typed on pale blue crested paper.
      

      
      ‘Recommendation: That the situation be kept under review.’ Edward chuckled. Contrary to a common view, he had a sense of humour, and the inanities of official jargon brought
         it to the surface. Taking out his fountain pen for the first time that morning (he hated ball-point) he wrote steadily on
         the top, ‘This series may now cease. EPD 5/x.’ Then he flipped casually through the annexes to the minute. Annex F was an
         odd report of a rumour about a deal between the Meridian President, some American oil companies and the Russians. ‘Not corroborated
         from other sources,’ said the covering minute about Annex F. ‘We include it for the sake of completeness but do not think
         it need be taken seriously at this stage.’
      

      
      The Minister decided, in his present mood, to read it carefully. The secret report, from Washington, described an intercepted
         conversation. Its meaning was unclear and open to interpretation. The report hinted at a Soviet attempt to use American private
         funds to buy its way into Meridia. Such a conclusion was not there in so many words: the report was spattered as usual with
         conditional tenses and modifying adverbs. But the general message was clear. Other sources would have to be checked before
         a final view could be taken.
      

      
      Edward crossed out his earlier instruction, and, wearing his thin smile, pressed the button for Sally. He was experienced
         enough to know that it was only journalists who had to pretend that something was important just because it had come to them
         in an irregular way. But today he was in a tiresome mood, and the report would serve as an instrument.
      

      
      ‘I think Annex F is more important than some of your colleagues think. I think it needs to be taken seriously, don’t you?’

      
      
      She was an honest girl.

      
      ‘I didn’t get that far.’

      
      ‘I see.’ He did not push home the rebuke but his eyebrows were a little higher than normal. ‘Please get that for now. Perhaps
         you can find time while I am at the Promotion Board.’
      

      
      An hour and a half later, as the Horse Guards clock struck noon, Edward could bear it no longer. The Promotion Board had only
         agreed three appointments. Sir Reginald Anson, Permanent Under-Secretary, was summing up the discussion of the fourth. He
         sat back in his chair, and put his fingers judiciously together in front of his face. His voice was high, and he paused in
         the middle of each sentence as if to emphasise the fact that the second half usually contained matter which contradicted the
         first. The room was too hot. The three clocks on the mantelpiece showed London, Washington and Tokyo time respectively. Previous
         Permanent Under-Secretaries brooded from their canvases on the walls, and the portentous presence seemed to slow things down
         even further.
      

      
      ‘Simmonds possesses a passable knowledge of Bulgarian,’ pause, ‘whereas Richards would have to convert from Russian. Some
         of the Board consider this gives Simmonds the edge,’ pause, ‘despite the fact that his wife, being Turkish, might prove not
         ideally suited for Sofia. Then the question arises what weight should be attached to that unfortunate security lapse in Prague
         fifteen years ago. The Chief Clerk quite rightly spared us the more intimate details, but, alas, they are in the file. It
         would not be right to disregard this entirely in considering Richards’s claims;’ pause, ‘on the other hand fifteen years is perhaps a passable period for repentance. Whereas Richards has a blameless
         security record,’ pause, ‘though one may perhaps be allowed to question the depth of his commercial experience …’
      

      
      Edward found that Alan Boyle, the youngest Under-Secretary present, had grimaced at him. He was not quite sure how to respond.
         Alan Boyle passed him a folded sheet of white paper. Unfolded, it showed a striking drawing of Justice and her scales. Sir
         Reginald in the foreground was busy loading the scales with files and books; already they were so heavy that the shoulders
         of Justice were buckling, and a rivulet of sweat ran from her forehead beneath its bandage.
      

      
      Edward grinned, scribbled, ‘I’m off’ beneath the drawing, shoved it back across the table and stood up.

      
      ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt, Sir Reginald,’ he said, ‘I’ve listened carefully and my vote is for Simmonds despite the Czech
         actress fifteen years ago. I have an Arab National Day I must go to.’
      

      
      ‘We are all most grateful, Minister,’ said Sir Reginald precisely, ‘for the time and trouble which you devote to our affairs.’

      
      One or two of them half-rose to their feet as Edward left the room, but it was a desultory gesture. They all knew that the
         Minister of State was bored with the personnel matters which they loved. They also knew that it did not matter a damn whether
         he reached the National Day party of the United Arab Emirates at twelve fifteen or twelve forty-five.
      

      
      Hurriedly revisiting his outer office he noticed that Sally had put on a little lipstick during his absence.

      
      
      ‘Arabs don’t like lipstick,’ he said at once.

      
      In fact, he thought, she was altogether the very opposite of what Arabs liked. Too tall, too thin, too intelligent, too nice.
         They would greatly prefer Rosemary, as indeed did he, for purposes of bed and board. But life was not just bed and board.
         It entered his mind for a moment that Sally Archer, besides being a Private Secretary to be teased and contradicted, might
         also if tested prove a pleasant companion and friend. He dismissed the thought. The relationship between Minister and Private
         Secretary was defined down the ages. It suited his reserved, defensive temperament. He could not see Sally among his other
         friends. He could not imagine her using his Christian name. Sometimes he opened a door for her, but more often he found it
         more natural that he should go through the door first.
      

      
      ‘Managed Annex F yet?’ he asked as they sat side by side in the back of the car while Jack negotiated Hyde Park Corner. It
         was a continuation of the tease.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, simply. ‘And I agree with you. It could be important.’

      
      He looked at her sideways. There had been nothing deferential in her manner. She had not even called him ‘Minister’. The satirist
         in him was disappointed.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said inconclusively. He was not really interested at that moment in Meridia and its intractable economy.
         ‘The land where tomorrow never came,’ someone had said. What kind of mood would Rosemary be in by the evening? It might have
         been better after all to go to Garth Andrew’s dinner alone. Accompanying Rosemary when she was in a bad temper was like riding
         a whirlwind.
      

      
      
      The Banqueting Room of the Inter-Continental Hotel was immensely crowded. At first sight you would not have realised that
         only soft drinks were being served by the Ambassador of the United Arab Emirates. The army of resplendent waiters, equipped
         with ice, buckets and immaculate napkins, bowed and scraped over each bottle of apple or grape juice as if it were champagne.
         It was not the drink which drew the crowds. Round the huge room, and in a circle at its centre, tables were set with an amazing
         array of meats, fishes and salads. Edward knew several of the Englishmen who had already piled their plates high with delicacies,
         and felt a mild disgust. There were few of them who lacked five pounds to buy their own lunch. He looked with distaste at
         the centrepiece of the whole room, a life-size swan made of ice. The swan presided over the dishes of smoked salmon, bowls
         of caviare, vaster bowls of huge, tasteless scarlet strawberries which probably came from Israel. The party had been going
         for some time, and the swan was beginning to drip discreetly from her beak and tail. One of the waiters tidied her up from
         time to time with a napkin. After many a summer dies the swan.
      

      
      Among the guzzling Britons, he was glad to see a black familiar face, the Meridian Ambassador. A friendly grizzled man with
         a triple deck of scars on his left cheek. He had been in London for seven, perhaps eight, years. Because he wished to remain
         he did nothing controversial, and entertained in style the many Meridians who came to London for a wide range of duties and
         pleasures. But he was shrewd, and a patriot.
      

      
      Annex F swam into Edward’s mind. One of his techniques was to surprise diplomats with abrupt questions. The soft juice in his hand made him less courteous than usual.
      

      
      ‘Have you got anyone to invest in your oil yet, Ambassador?’

      
      ‘Alas, Minister, the British companies are so slow …’

      
      ‘Yes, yes, I know that. They were slow because they were fat. Now they’re thin but still slow. I’m talking about the Russians.’

      
      ‘The Russians?’ The Ambassador lowered a slice of pizza which had been about to enter his mouth.

      
      ‘There is a story. The Russians with American money … it sounds absurd. And dangerous.’

      
      There was a flicker of alarm, surely, in the dark eyes.

      
      The Ambassador had been a minister in his home capital Mangara once, and had kept up his contacts. He would know what was
         cooking. Or perhaps not.
      

      
      ‘Absurd, yes, I think, Minister. An absurd combination.’

      
      ‘And dangerous.’

      
      The Ambassador ate the pizza. Then, through some crumbs, ‘Yes, it would indeed be dangerous.’

      
      Driving back with Sally, Edward made up his mind. The tease was over. Annex F should be taken seriously.

      
      ‘Jack, drop me off at the bottom of the Duke of York Steps. I’ll have soup and cheese at the Travellers.’

      
      Jack nodded.

      
      ‘Sally, I want a telegram to Mangara. Tell old stick-in-the-mud to check that story with the President. I think that Ambassador
         had a glimmer of it. He was alarmed, but not surprised.’
      

      
      ‘You put it to him, Minister?’

      
      Edward laughed.

      
      
      ‘Don’t worry. No sources, nothing definite. I’m house-trained, you know.’ The car slowed. ‘Let me see the draft telegram this
         afternoon. Draft it yourself. Don’t let the department talk you out of it. If they try, you can tell them that it’s ministers
         who make the policy round here.’
      

      
      Sally watched him run up the steep slope. He had no raincoat, but there was only a light drizzle. For a minute or two she
         wondered if he might be enjoying himself.
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      Edward Dunsford walked from the Foreign Office and across a corner of St James’s Park to the dinner party. Crossly at first,
         because he had sent his car to collect Rosemary, and his Private Office had failed to find him another. Pleasantly later,
         because the act of walking for more than a hundred yards was unfamiliar, and did him good. He crossed Birdcage Walk, disappeared
         up the Cockpit Steps, and made for Pimlico. Through the street openings he caught glimpses of green turf in Vincent Square.
         The sun was still bright on the grass, though it had begun to decline behind St Stephen’s, Rochester Row. Was it a bomb or
         an impoverished congregation which had cut off the top half of that Victorian spire? Rochester Row itself was almost empty,
         despite the early hour. Outside the police station a drunk was shouting obscenities at two policemen trying to manhandle him
         inside. He appealed to the well-dressed stranger for help. Edward glanced at him. Conscience made him hesitate for a moment.
         Then he hurried past, carefully looking away. He disciplined himself to use the last half-mile of his walk in useful thought.
      

      
      First, about Garth Andrew, his host. A famous host indeed, at least among the few hundred citizens of Westminster who liked
         political meals and gossip. Garth was a thoroughly political person, but had never joined a political party, stood at an election,
         or even made a public speech. His politics were of the drawing-room, not the market place. They took the form not of a party,
         but of parties. He liked to influence and introduce. For him these were activities in their own right, regardless of any cause
         or philosophy. Causes were needed of course and he owned a PR firm which provided him with clients who in turn provided him
         with causes. They varied from year to year – Lebanese refugees, industry in Wales, Antarctic exploration. They were never
         pursued beyond a point that might have carried him into lasting personal commitment. They did not seem essential either to
         Garth’s income or to his happiness. He spent money generously, but no one knew where it came from. The techniques of persuasion
         and of social life seemed more important to him than the results. He saw himself as patron rather than artist. Small, bespectacled,
         and unmarried, he looked like a monkey, yet had found a succession of splendid and obedient girls younger than himself to
         share his life and preside at his table.
      

      
      Tonight’s dinner would be good, yet it worried Edward. Garth’s guest lists were drawn up with the greatest care, for his parties
         had to succeed. Sometimes success took the form of entertaining most of his guests by providing a gladiatorial contrast between
         two of them.
      

      
      ‘Guy Carlton, I’m asking him,’ Garth had said on the phone, ‘your old banking friend, and I know you still like him. Charles Elliott and Jane – not sure how you get on with them
         now … that might be interesting …’ and the conversation had tailed away. By then Edward had accepted the invitation, and anyway
         he was determined not to be afraid of Charles Elliott. That was one reason why Rosemary had to be there. Present, she might
         drink too much and be disagreeable; absent, she would certainly provoke malicious questions from Charles and others. Turning
         into Warwick Square, Edward Dunsford thought, not for the first time, that life without women, though still difficult, would
         be a damned sight simpler.
      

      
      Garth Andrew lived in one of the few houses in Warwick Square which had not been converted into flats. The door was opened
         by a self-conscious girl, evidently hired for the evening.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hello. They’re all upstairs,’ she said, rather obviously. The staircase rose steeply in front of them to the noise above.
         Climbing the stairs, Edward could see guests out in the first-floor conservatory at the back, drinking among pink and scarlet
         geraniums. From somewhere he could hear Rosemary’s clear laugh, and noted automatically that it did not yet have in it that
         note of shrillness which meant that she was upset or irretrievably drunk. Perhaps drink was proving a cure for her headache.
      

      
      Garth appeared to greet him, looking more like a plump, educated monkey than ever: he held a glass of champagne in each hand.

      
      ‘Late, but not the last, dear boy, not the last.’ He affected the usual hearty tone quite out of harmony with either his appearance
         or his character. ‘Hope you’re keeping the world on its toes. I hear Patrick Reid gets lazier and lazier, and you carry more and more of the load.’ He gave him a glass. ‘I can’t take you round the guests without barking
         my shins on the flowerpots. But you know them all. And those you don’t will certainly know you …’ – he reeled off the names.
         Indeed there were no surprises. A radical freelance journalist whom Edward disliked; Lord Templeton, an ass, but assiduous
         in the Lords and director of a company which used Garth’s services; a wealthy manufacturer of biscuits who lived in East Sussex,
         in Edward’s constituency; Charles Elliott – Garth paused over the name. ‘And of course, where appropriate, their charming
         ladies. And my new number one girlfriend. Ruth, come and meet one of my oldest friends, Edward Dunsford.’
      

      
      ‘Garth has so many oldest friends – but I am glad to meet you.’

      
      She was like all Garth’s girls – pleasant-looking without being glamorous, straight-eyed, straight-haired, long legged and
         nice. Their apprenticeship usually lasted two years. They then faded gradually into his background collection of past favourites.
         Edward remembered the mannerless excuse which he too often had to make.
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry but I have to go and vote in the House at ten. Don’t ask me what about.’

      
      Ruth smiled. ‘I know. Rosemary told me. Don’t worry. Come back if you can.’ She was nice, definitely above average.

      
      Edward moved from the landing, out into the warm glass-covered garden. The evening sky was pale lemon behind the big plane
         tree which dominated the tiny back gardens. Most of the guests were on their second drink. Edward found Rosemary entertaining
         a small circle of admirers which included Guy Carlton. He aimed a kiss at Rosemary’s cheek, but she turned and took it on her lips. For show
         or for real, he could not tell, but at least it meant that there would be no immediate storm. She had decided to dress expensively
         that evening, a rather harsh, low-cut, blue and white dress lent by an American designer, diamonds at her neck and ears, a
         careful streak of fair hair across the front of her dark head. That too was a good sign.
      

      
      ‘Hello, darling, here at last,’ she said.

      
      ‘You had the car.’

      
      ‘God invented taxis, some time ago.’

      
      ‘He created feet first.’

      
      ‘You actually walked?’
      

      
      On their honeymoon, Rosemary and Edward had tramped the hills of the Dordogne. That was a long time ago. For years now she
         had driven or been driven everywhere.
      

      
      She turned to compliment the journalist on his last centre-page article. At this, too, she was skilful, when it amused her
         to take the trouble. Guy Carlton caught Edward’s eye, and the two of them relaxed, like soldiers stood at ease. They were
         old friends whose paths had diverged. Guy Carlton wore a yellow rose in his buttonhole.
      

      
      ‘Haven’t seen you for a long time, Edward. We seem to bump into Rosemary more than you.’

      
      ‘Bankers and politicians keep different hours.’

      
      A pause.

      
      ‘We miss you at Speyer’s.’

      
      ‘D’you still think of me as a renegade? Or like an investment that went wrong before you got your money out?’

      
      
      ‘Nonsense.’

      
      ‘There was a hint of that when I left. More than a hint in fact, from old man Speyer.’

      
      ‘You were entitled to …’

      
      ‘Of course I was entitled. But that’s not what you all think. Half the money, half the prospects, always thought the fellow
         was unsound. I can imagine you all still intoning that round the lunch table.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so touchy.’

      
      Another pause. Guy continued to grope for a friendship that was still within reach.

      
      ‘It’s true that we miss you. At least, I do. International banking isn’t just a matter of figures as you well know. It needs
         political flair … I’m pretty sure, Edward, that if you ever want a job at Speyer’s again, you could come back. That’s all
         I wanted to say.’
      

      
      Edward knew that it was generously meant, even if he did not understand the reason behind it. But he still felt a little nervous
         of Garth’s intentions for the evening, and could not bring himself to react generously.
      

      
      ‘To do what, pray? Fill old Speyer’s glass and listen to his ancient stories. No thanks.’

      
      Guy Carlton flushed. Speyer was his father-in-law.

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake, I’m trying to be helpful. You won’t be a minister for ever, and as you well know we have our share of
         excitement, too. We’re deep now into half a dozen countries where it’s all politics. Take Meridia for example …’
      

      
      ‘What about Meridia?’ Edward’s voice changed. He believed in coincidence. Guy Carlton relaxed.

      
      ‘You remember how involved we were in the place before you left. Now even more so. We’ve worked closely with the President for years. He’s needed us, God knows, and our skill in putting money together. Sometimes he has paid on
         time, more often not. Not much profit for us, but we’re used to him and it’s become a habit. And one day, if it ever takes
         off …’
      

      
      ‘You aren’t the only ones.’

      
      ‘No, but the closest. And all the time there was easy talk between us, comings and goings, Now suddenly there’s silence.’

      
      ‘What d’you mean?’

      
      ‘No Meridians in London, no reply to our routine messages, no requests for new money. Yet they’ve begun to spend again. Not
         paying bills, you understand, but making new commitments. Big ones, needing big money.’
      

      
      ‘Found a new banker?’

      
      ‘No one would be so mad.’

      
      ‘Oil companies, perhaps.’

      
      ‘You’ve heard something?’ Now it was Guy who turned sharp.

      
      ‘The Foreign Office never hears anything.’

      
      ‘There’s talk about oil money. You’ve obviously heard it. But it doesn’t make sense. Even if the oil companies wanted to invest,
         the President wouldn’t allow it. Nor Washington, for that matter. Hamid hates the Americans, and the Americans won’t touch
         him because of the wretched politics of the thing. You’ve been there?’
      

      
      ‘Never. But I …’

      
      Edward was not quite sure as he began the sentence how he meant to end it. He trusted Guy Carlton, but not the world in which
         Guy Carlton moved. In his loneliness he would probably have told Guy at least something about the story in Annex F – Soviet
         intrigue underpinned by American oil money. But they were interrupted by Charles Elliott, and despite himself Edward froze.
      

      
      ‘Ah, the Minister is here. We are indeed fortunate.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Charles.’ Guy almost interposed himself between the two politicians.

      
      ‘Silly? The more experience I have, the more I realise that to be a minister, even a junior minister, is everything. To be
         a mere Member of Parliament is nothing.’
      

      
      Charles Elliott was tall, saturnine, with an excellent profile, and good clothes. The story of his relationship with Edward
         had many ramifications, but was basically simple. It was also absurd. He and Edward had been close friends at Cambridge, and
         Charles had been the leader. He had had the larger following of friends. He had always enticed prettier girls to his parties.
         He had entered the House of Commons first. But now Edward had moved ahead, and into the job which the more experienced man
         had identified as his due. This was a blow to Charles which their friendship had not survived. Charles had to content himself
         with being Chairman of the back-bench Foreign Affairs Committee, a position of some power which Charles knew how to use, but
         which he always represented as powerless.
      

      
      ‘Is Jane here?’ Edward asked inanely for Charles’s wife, wanting to say something but having nothing to say.

      
      ‘Of course, of course, though I do not immediately see her. Some people say she is insignificant. Rosemary is of course by
         contrast unmistakable, unmissable …’
      

      
      Rosemary chose that moment to laugh just a little too loudly in response to something said by the plump young journalist.
         Edward, who calculated her decibels with painful accuracy, noted that she had definitely drunk two gins more than was safe.
      

      
      
      Fortunately Garth Andrew began to order the ladies out of the garden and downstairs to dinner. Charles Elliott followed close
         behind them, so that Guy Carlton and Edward by loitering had the chance of another word.
      

      
      ‘Stupid to quarrel with him.’

      
      ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘It takes two.’

      
      ‘Nonsense. He’s absurd. You’ve just seen.’

      
      ‘Listen to me. Charles Elliott is not a man to spend the rest of your life with on a desert island. But there ought to be
         a way of patching up a quarrel that does neither of you any good.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see how.’ They went downstairs side by side. ‘Why was he so scathing about his wife?’

      
      ‘Jane was always a mouse. A mouse with money. Now an unhappy mouse.’

      
      ‘Why unhappy?’

      
      ‘Because Charles has taken himself a girl on the side. All very private and discreet of course. Someone from the Foreign Office,
         the gossip says. You’d better watch your wastepaper basket.’
      

      
      They parted with some sort of alliance reaffirmed, to the comfort of them both.

      
      At the dinner table Edward was placed between Jane Elliott and the wife of Derek Headley, the biscuit-maker from his constituency.
         Headley was prominent in Edward’s local party Association. Headley was proud, overbearing, intolerant, easily crossed. He
         liked his own way, both with his biscuits and his local politics. Edward had never crossed him, so far as he knew, but Headley
         clearly disliked him. Jane Elliott was silent, ate rather too much, and watched her husband. She smiled quietly at Edward when they sat down, and out of curiosity he would have liked to talk to her. But at Edward’s other side the unconscionable
         reminiscence from the biscuit-maker’s wife was unstoppable. She had been to Kashmir in April and to a Royal Garden Party in
         July, and the material provided by these events was copious. Her narrative jumped between the two several times, so that Edward,
         listening with half a mind, was not clear whether it was at Srinagar or Buckingham Palace that the tea was so amazingly tasty.
         At the end of the table Rosemary twisted her glass of white wine, once or twice raising it, brushing the rim with her lips,
         putting it down untasted. She hardly touched her food. That was a bad sign. She must have had a secret supply of gin all to
         herself, up there on the terrace, concealed perhaps behind a scarlet geranium. The biscuit-maker’s wife had veered on to motorways.
      

      
      ‘My husband says it’s really criminal that a road like that should be built. It’s not as if the local people want it. Just
         think of the noise, and the damage it will do.’
      

      
      Edward looked at his watch. Just on nine, and the meat still going round. He had to leave in fifty minutes. With luck they
         should be at coffee by then. He had lost all sense of enjoyment. It was a matter of getting through the next fifty minutes
         without disaster. He wished he had let Rosemary stay at home.
      

      
      Tim Dowling, the plump, radical journalist, was illustrating a thesis with his hands. Edward could hear enough through the
         biscuit lady’s chatter to gather that the thesis involved spending large sums of public money. As the sums became larger the
         hands moved more eloquently. The biscuit manufacturer was demurring. Since that holiday in Kashmir he was an expert on the Indian economy.
      

      
      ‘Wouldn’t give them another penny,’ he said. ‘The corruption’s monstrous. Our aid just lines the pockets of the politicians.’

      
      Garth Andrew glanced round his table. Now was the moment to take the argument, which had started in one corner, fan it into
         a general discussion, blow it up again if possible into a row, which would make his dinner memorable when dozens of others
         were forgotten. Edward had seen him do this before, and was fascinated by the technique. He started by disagreeing with what
         had up to then been said, slyly pushing the views of his unsuspecting guests towards extremes which, with greater foresight,
         they would probably have rather avoided. He addressed Mr Headley, the biscuit-maker.
      

      
      ‘Surely that’s not the point. But I don’t agree with Tim Dowling either. India should get the money, but not because she’s
         poor or third world or a victim of exploitation or any of that rubbish. She should get it because she’s India. She’s special.
         A country where eight generations of Englishmen fought and survived and ruled – and left behind something worth supporting.
         The only country east of Suez with decent institutions. That’s the point.’
      

      
      It was of course a point which offended the orthodox on both left and right. Tim Dowling for the left, the biscuit-maker and
         Lord Templeton for the right, began to mutter dissent. Edward noticed how the ladies kept silent. In the old days there would
         have been general chatter during the meal and politics for the men over the port once the ladies had retired. Not even Garth
         Andrew would organise an evening that way nowadays, but he had his revenge on the feminists. Now there was politics during the main course – and the women were expected to shut up.
         His nice new hostess, Ruth, was evidently briefed to act as sheep dog. She briskly ended the separate chatter at her end of
         the table, and rounded up the whole flock into the same conversational pen.
      

      
      ‘What do you think, Mr Elliott?’ she asked. She had a calm friendly voice. The same sort of girl as Sally Archer, thought
         Edward, but more sexy. Everyone who wanted a second helping of the excellent beef had received it.
      

      
      Charles quickly got into his stride.

      
      ‘As politicians, Edward and I know this is a simple matter of politics. The Foreign Office has to wrap it up in a lot of humbug
         because that’s their trade. But the truth is that there are a certain number of people in this country who have a conscience
         about poverty in places like India which persuades them that, because they’re better off, they ought to do something to help.
         Not many, and few in the House of Commons. Normally it’s a matter of bishops, charities, professional do-gooders, a few leader
         writers. They do not sway votes or win elections, but they are a nuisance if not humoured up to a certain point. They can
         organise a lobby of several thousand nice, well-meaning people for one afternoon. They can give a government embarrassing
         publicity. It is all nonsense of course, but a government has to do the minimum necessary to placate this group. It would
         not be honest to the taxpayer to do more than the minimum; but the minimum has to be provided. To calculate that minimum at
         any given time is a matter of nice political calculation. That’s Edward’s job.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not my job at all.’

      
      ‘Then it ought to be.’

      
      
      Edward was not a generous or an idealistic man, but he hated hearing his job and profession mocked. The different stresses
         of the day and evening were suddenly strong enough to snap his self-control.
      

      
      ‘What nonsense you talk, Charles. You know that governments sometimes have to guide and educate. They make judgements on merit.
         It’s not just a matter of political calculation. We have to think of what’s right, sometimes at least. But you’ve reversed
         the usual rule. You were sensible at Cambridge, you talked well. Now you’re in the House you talk like a silly undergraduate
         cynic.’
      

      
      ‘That’s rich,’ said Charles. His voice had become harsh. ‘Coming from a man helping to run a department which is notorious
         for its lack of principle – a man moreover who has never taken a decision of principle in his life.’
      

      
      ‘Quite right,’ said Rosemary, just audibly.

      
      ‘Just like all those ghastly bureaucrats,’ said Derek Headley, louder.

      
      ‘What the hell do you mean by that?’ Edward aimed at Charles before he heard Rosemary and the biscuit-maker.

      
      But Garth had achieved his purpose. There was no need for more. The dinner was memorable.

      
      ‘We must change the subject,’ he said authoritatively. Empty plates were being removed. At her end, Ruth plied her neighbours
         with chocolates from a complicated silver dish. Jane Elliott turned a flushed face towards Edward.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. It was silly of you to have tangled with him. But he shouldn’t have behaved like that.’

      
      Edward was seething. ‘That’s all right,’ he said, meaning the opposite. He looked at his watch. ‘I must go,’ he said loudly.
         It was not true, for it was not yet a quarter to ten, and the car would take five or six minutes to reach the Commons for the vote. But he could not stand Garth Andrew’s party any longer. He got to his feet.
      

      
      ‘You’re not going now?’ Rosemary too was on her feet, though a little unsteady.

      
      ‘You knew there was a vote at ten.’

      
      ‘What a bloody uncivilised way to behave. You’re beaten in a fair argument, and then you slink off into the night leaving
         your wife to face the humiliation. My God, you can be insufferable.’
      

      
      This was hurled across the coffee cups. The rest of the company sat in embarrassed silence – Garth had achieved two rows for
         the price of one. Edward made no attempt to argue. After twelve years he knew the futility of it.
      

      
      ‘I’ll send the car back.’

      
      He muttered some words of thanks to Ruth, and found the door. Garth came with him, and so to his surprise did Charles.

      
      ‘Can I cadge a lift?’ Charles spoke as if they had not just quarrelled.

      
      ‘Don’t you have your own car?’

      
      ‘I’ll leave it for Jane.’ He turned to Garth. ‘I’m so sorry I can’t come back.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid I can’t either,’ said Edward. ‘I have a boxful of work to cope with before morning.’

      
      ‘Good night, my children, and thank you for coming.’ Garth spoke enthusiastically as if the evening had been a great success.

      
      Edward’s practised eye could see Jack and the car parked at the edge of the square.

      
      ‘Why did you say I was unprincipled?’ They walked briskly side by side towards the car. Edward had regained control of his
         temper.
      

      
      
      ‘I did not say that. I said you had never had to take a decision of principle.’ Charles paused. ‘You have risen on an escalator,
         not a staircase. You have never had to fight for a cause or face a difficult choice. No one can know what will happen when
         you do. One can only guess.’
      

      
      They reached the car without further talk. The drive to Westminster was also silent. Edward thought of a further remonstrance,
         but Jack would hear, and anyway his anger had ebbed. He thought of what Charles had said.
      

      
      It was true, of course, put like that. He had never had to take a decision of principle. But then it was true of most politicians.
         It was certainly true of Charles himself. The ordinary warfare between the parties worked as a haphazard system of selection.
         Men lost their seats or floundered in debate. They were discovered in brothels or with guardsmen. Or they failed even with
         the civil service prop to achieve the low minimum of competence required in office. Others conversely did well. Often it was
         a matter of luck, sometimes of skill. But none of this had anything to do with beliefs or principles. Only occasionally, perhaps
         once in twenty years, a great cause swept across the political landscape like a flood, changing its features – Home Rule for
         Ireland, free trade or protection, Europe. Rather more often, an individual politician found himself having to make an isolated
         decision of principle. It would, Edward supposed, be like coming under fire for the first time in war, or going to bed with
         the first girl. One could not tell in advance how one would perform.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for the lift,’ said Charles, and moved swiftly past the policeman into the Members’ Entrance of the House of Commons.
         Edward was conferring with Jack.
      

      
      
      ‘Just one vote, I’m paired after that. But I expect I’ll be half an hour or so. Can you go back to Warwick Square and take
         Mrs Dunsford home?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe she won’t be ready.’ Jack never complained about the late hours, which brought him substantial overtime and Mediterranean
         or even (once) Caribbean holidays. But he compensated with a mild pessimism about the feasibility of his instructions – in
         this case, almost certainly justified.
      

      
      ‘Let her know you’re there, then wait. That’s the best. I’ve got plenty to do here. Come to my room when you’re back.’

      
      ‘Okay then.’ Jack never called him ‘Minister’, or indeed anything. This was refreshing.

      
      Glancing at the indicator above the entrance, Edward saw that John Fletcher was still winding up the debate on hospital expenditure.
         The time figure flicked to twenty-one fifty-six as he watched. Four minutes to go. The Opposition would by now be drumming
         up some artificial noise designed to destroy Fletcher’s peroration and get a mention in the late editions of the papers and
         in the early morning radio programmes.
      

      
      ‘Scrooge’ they would be shouting, and ‘Resign’. The Speaker would ask them to give the Minister a fair hearing. Fletcher would
         have his head down ploughing through the departmental text in front of him, producing figures of higher and yet higher expenditure
         on the nation’s hospitals, until he felt the Chief Whip tug at the hem of his jacket, meaning that it was ten o’clock as near
         as dammit and he must finish a sentence, any sentence, and sit down. Edward had no wish to join in all this. He paused at
         the tickertape at the foot of the stairs.
      

      
      
      

         Cairo. Speaking today to the International Conference on Resources and Development in Cairo, President Hamid of Meridia hit out
            hard at Western banks and governments which had failed to understand the developmental needs of poor countries. In a colourful
            address the fifty-eight-year-old President told the eighty-three-member UN agency that his own economic strategy had been
            constantly thwarted by the West’s inability to devote sufficient funds to meet Meridia’s needs. ‘They squeezed the lemon till
            the pips squeaked,’ declared Hamid amid laughter, ‘and now they complain there’s no lemonade.’ He warned that Meridia would
            look elsewhere for assistance. ‘Money doesn’t stink,’ he said, ‘we’ll cash the cheque first, and worry later about the politics
            of the man who signed it.’
         

      



      
      Gratefully Edward switched his mind away from Rosemary and Charles Elliott and the awful dinner party he had just left. It
         was much easier to cope with the problems of work than those of personal life. The facts clicked together, though there were
         still missing pieces. That American report in Annex F, Guy Carlton’s information, Hamid’s knockabout turn in Cairo – looked
         at one way they all pointed to new money for Meridia, enough to make its ruler cocky, enough to turn him into dangerous ways.
         How much aid were we giving to Meridia this year? He jotted the question on a card in a slot in his wallet.
      

      
      Edward turned right through a side door into Westminster Hall. He sometimes did this at night when he wanted to clear his
         mind. To him it was the most impressive place in London. Impressive even in the day, when it was a thoroughfare for Members
         of Parliament and their secretaries, and a refuge of tourists from the rain. Impressive because it had no everyday function, reserving itself
         for jubilees and trumpeted occasions, the trial or lying in state of kings, duly recorded on the brass tablets set in the
         brass floor. Impressive above all at night, when one had to imagine looming through the dark the great rafters and bosses
         of Richard II’s roof, and where every step set up an echo from the grand and dangerous past. For Edward the nineteenth-century
         Palace of Westminster next door was a place of work. He found its architecture eccentric, its furnishings seedy and its rules
         often as absurd as its ornaments. It had gradually won his affection as a fundamentally good-hearted place, but he was always
         surprised when constituents found it awe-inspiring. The real thing was there in Westminster Hall. Edward’s shiver did not
         come only from the cold.
      

      
      He did not linger, but walked towards and then up the dimly lit steps which led to St Stephen’s Chapel and in turn to the
         Central Lobby. He did not need to cudgel his brains into any great decision that night. He wanted to save his marriage, but
         he knew that unlike one or two of his friends he could not do that by giving up politics. Rosemary had married plain Edward
         Dunsford, but long ago she had shifted her loyalty, such as it was and despite many complaints, to the Member of Parliament
         and now Minister. He now had few friends outside politics, but that was something he could attend to later. He drove a troika:
         the Foreign Office, his parliamentary life, Rosemary. All three horses were high spirited and necessary and he would have
         to improve his horsemanship if the sledge was not to overturn. He pursued the metaphor too far. There were plenty of wolves
         in pursuit, mostly looking like Charles Elliott, but Edward Dunsford had the wit and courage to outpace them.
      

      
      At moments of private despondency Edward sometimes let his shoulders slump so that all the muscles of his upper body went
         slack. At moments of private determination he threw his shoulders hard back. Both movements were a parody, designed to bring
         to an end a particular phase of thought or feeling. As he threw his shoulders back in the central lobby, the division bell
         rang, high and strident, and a policeman took up the message with a bellow, ‘Dee-vision’. Edward moved quietly to vote.
      

      
      He could tell whether to go left into the Aye lobby or right into the No lobby simply by noticing on which side the Government
         Whips were standing. The members waited to pass through two narrow channels where the tellers marked their names, like sheep
         passing through a dip. Some jostled to get through in a hurry, others gossiped on the long upholstered bench which ran most
         of the length of the lobby on the window side. The Foreign Secretary stood in a group of Cabinet Ministers talking about the
         debate which had just finished. It had clearly not gone well; the Cabinet Ministers looked sombre, and Fletcher, the junior
         Minister who had wound it up, stood by himself, fidgeting with his notes, receiving no congratulations. Edward wondered whether
         he should say something to Patrick Reid about Meridia but decided not. The story was by no means clear cut, and if the Foreign
         Secretary gave a quick off-the-cuff reaction it would be difficult to change his mind later. A member whom Edward did not
         like came up and congratulated him on a recent radio interview. For a minute or two he chatted about the impending motorway
         with a neighbouring Sussex MP. Then as the crowd waiting at the sheep dip began to thin out, he moved forward to do his duty.
      

      
      After he had voted, Edward went down the stairs behind the Speaker’s chair to his own small room on the ground floor.

      
      ‘Edward Dunsford, Minister of State, Foreign & Commonwealth Office’ said the label on the outside of the oak door. There on
         the desk was his red box, locked, and full of work to be done before he went to bed. There beside it was a fat buff envelope
         full of constituency letters to be signed. On the wall hung three prints of Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee procession through
         the streets of London. It was a bare room, a brown room, a bachelor’s room, and for Edward a refuge. Rosemary never came there,
         or indeed anywhere in the Palace of Westminster except the dining-rooms, and in summer the Terrace. Sally Archer and other
         Foreign Office officials rarely came there, fearing the contagion of party politics. James Harrison, the most junior member
         of his Private Office, occasionally came to look after the contents of the drinks cupboard. It was the room in which Edward
         was most often alone. He needed a good ration of privacy in his life, and Room Thirty-One in the Lower Ministerial Corridor
         often provided it.
      

      
      He found the key to the drinks cupboard and poured himself a strong whisky. There was no point in going home yet, indeed Rosemary
         would be at Garth’s party for at least half an hour, perhaps more. He ought to work at his box and sign his letters, and normally
         enjoyed doing both. He found the box key in the pocket of his trousers. But instead of unlocking the box he moved to the other
         side of the room and stretched himself out on the sofa, irritated by its angular, uncomfortable corners which had so often prevented him from stealing sleep during all-night sittings.
         He tried again to think straight about Meridia, but the facts had now lost the earlier pattern which had formed in his mind.
         A wave of tiredness swept over him, and he dozed. He thought of Charles Elliott, the undergraduate, standing one summer night
         on the edge of the cut in a Cambridgeshire fen. Charles’s body, tense before he dived into the black cold water, was in silhouette
         against the sharp orange edge of what had been a brilliant sunset. They had been close then, before the poison came, and the
         friendship had meant much to him – and, he thought, to Charles too. He thought of Rosemary. She would be flushed and beautiful,
         reluctant to leave Garth’s party, excited by the quarrel and no doubt by much later flattery. She would be devastating to
         any man who caught her in that mood. She would attract and fascinate her prey as surely as any cobra. Jane Elliott would be
         brushing her teeth, folding her clothes, perhaps saying her prayers, anxious, miserable, waiting for Charles. And would Charles
         go home tonight? Or would he have other plans which ignored any place that Jane had once held in his life? Sally Archer –
         why the hell did he need to think of Sally Archer? He jerked himself awake. He had been for drinks once in her flat in Putney,
         and it was exactly as he had expected. A million paperbacks up the walls, an antiseptic kitchen, a few pieces of country furniture
         too big for their surroundings, a bright carpet from Morocco, and across the hall (he had looked) a narrow, white bed in a
         narrow, white, single-girl’s bedroom. Nothing of interest could ever happen there.
      

      
      But in this Edward Dunsford was wrong. For at that moment, in her little flat in Putney, Sally Archer was listening to a tall, serious-faced man telling her the story of his
         evening. His jacket hung over the back of an armchair. She had loosened his tie for him and unbuttoned his collar. They each
         had a large tumbler of duty-free whisky in their hands. Sally looked worried at first.
      

      
      ‘But why were you so beastly to him? And so deliberately?’

      
      ‘Why should you worry? You said yourself how impossible you find it to get on with him. Perhaps you’re not the only one.’

      
      He smiled and sipped at his drink, keeping his eyes on her.

      
      ‘All you politicians are as bad as one another. It’s just envy. Of the successful for the –’ she hesitated, ‘– well, the bit
         more successful.’
      

      
      ‘Come on, Sally dear, grow up. We’re all just playing a game. It’s what’s expected of us. If we don’t give the audience a
         good laugh we don’t earn our supper and we don’t get asked again.’
      

      
      She laughed. ‘Don’t tease. There’s more to it than that.’

      
      ‘You’re right.’ He leant forward, fumbled with the buttons of her nightshirt and tried to kiss her, but she backed away.

      
      ‘Oh no. You’ll have to admit the truth first. Why don’t you two hit it off?’

      
      ‘But we do. We used to be the best of friends, once upon a time.’ He gave her a rather lecherous look. ‘When we were both
         about as young and as innocent as you.’
      

      
      This time she stayed where she was on the old horse-hair sofa. He kissed her with the passion of a man whose enjoyment was
         increased by the possession of their mutual secret. The remnants of her whisky spilled on to a cushion as she let her tumbler slip from her hand. She murmured
         something into his ear. The nightshirt slipped from her shoulders. Not for the first time it was left behind on the bright
         red Moroccan carpet as Sally led Charles Elliott to her narrow, white bed.
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