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  Chapter One




  BERTRAM TREST, our Chairman and Managing Director, had watery blue eyes. Usually they were cunning and watchful, but at other

  times they seemed remote. In my tolerant moments I believed that I could detect behind that watery remoteness feelings that were almost human; loneliness, remorse for his materialism, a fear of

  death. In more realistic moods, all I could see was ruthlessness and gin.




  Today the eyes were watchful as he looked up at me across his vast executive’s desk.




  ‘Draw up a chair, Battle.’




  Relief coursed through me with all the delicious pleasantness, but without the discomfort, of a strong purgative. Trest only offered underlings a chair in his most affable moments. So it

  wasn’t to be a dismissal with ignominy after all.




  All the way up the corridor from my office, after receiving his summons, I had felt a constipating anxiety gripping at my stomach. To fight off my cowardice, as I walked I had rapped with my

  signet ring on the wall every five paces, for that had always been my own special form of whistling in the dark. I had told myself confidently that I had nothing to fear. Trest was only a man like

  me. Why should I be afraid of the sack? After all, I had done nothing. I never did anything; never took decisions, insulted the tea ladies, made passes at directors’ secretaries. But still

  the undercurrent of fear had lingered on, perpetuating the ridiculous schoolboy-headmaster relationship that I had never managed to shake off.




  ‘You never told me you could speak Russian,’ Trest said as I sat down.




  I mumbled something about it never having seemed important.




  ‘Of course it’s important! How many people in this country speak fluent Russian, d’you think? One in a thousand? Not even that. One in ten thousand. Besides, it doesn’t

  do to hide your light under a bushel. You should make more of yourself, Battle, with all the advantages you’ve had. University education, languages. That way you could be of more use to the

  company.’




  I was silent. Not long after I joined the secretariat at Trest Bowker Steels, Trest had gone to some trouble, I remembered, to point out that in industry a university degree meant nothing. I

  would be judged – and paid – not on paper qualifications but on my work.




  Now he went on, almost plaintively: ‘You must have known the company was taking a stand in this Moscow exhibition next week.’




  This I could scarcely deny. Everyone in the London office knew about the fabulous exhibit that was going to represent Trest Bowker Steels in the World Metallurgical Fair to be held in Moscow,

  starting the following week. Everyone also knew that the old man and half the senior managers were going over for the opening ceremony; that suites had been reserved in the finest hotels; that a

  banquet was being arranged for top Russian officials.




  Even though the Iron and Steel Federation was mounting an enormous exhibit on behalf of the whole British steel industry, Trest Bowker Steels had decided to go it on their own. People in the London

  office saw it as another symptom of the old man’s growing megalomania.




  He went on: ‘Here we have been hiring interpreters at inflated rates and all the time we had you.’ He shook his head almost sadly and his fat red cheeks trembled. ‘But it so

  happens that we won’t have to waste your talents after all.’




  ‘No, sir?’




  ‘No. The way things have worked out, there’s an important job you’ll be able to do for us, Battle. I want you to fly out on Wednesday.’




  For one wild moment I decided he had suddenly been transformed into a human being or slipped into his second childhood and that this was a genial leg-pull. I looked at him, but he was not

  smiling.




  ‘You want me to go to Moscow, sir?’




  ‘Of course. You can’t run our stand at the exhibition from a desk in London.’




  ‘Run the stand, sir? But won’t Ness be in charge as usual?’




  Ness was the company’s Exhibition Manager. The mention of his name seemed to arouse unwelcome memories for Trest. His blue eyes turned suddenly hard, the water draining away from the

  flint.




  ‘Ness is leaving the company. And I want you to take over. There’s no doubt in my mind that you’ll do a better job of managing the stand than he’s ever done.’




  ‘But I know nothing about exhibition work, sir!’




  ‘It’s a simple job of organizing. If a man of Ness’s limitations can do it, presumably you can.’




  For some reason that I couldn’t define, my heart began to thump. Part of it was panic, of course; the fear of being suddenly faced with problems that I wouldn’t be able to cope with;

  the certainty that I’d make a nonsense of the job. But mingling with the fear was an excitement – unfamiliar and not altogether unpleasant.




  ‘I’ve always understood it’s a highly specialized field, sir.’




  ‘I don’t understand your attitude, Battle. Have you no confidence in yourself?’ Traces of a Sheffield accent began to creep back into his voice, as they always did when Trest

  was irritated. ‘This is a chance that most young men would jump at. Ten days in Moscow at our expense. New places, new contacts, new responsibilities. Of course, if you don’t fancy

  going, I can’t force you. But in that case I shall have to reconsider my ideas about your future prospects in the company.’




  The excitement turned to sickness. ‘Oh no, sir! It’s a wonderful opportunity! I’m quite ready to go.’




  ‘That’s more like it.’




  ‘And you know I’ll do my best.’




  ‘Good. And now I can’t waste any more time on this subject.’ He rang for his secretary to show that the interview was at an end. ‘You’ll have to get Ness to brief

  you on all the arrangements. He’s already been instructed to fix up a visa for you. I’ll see you in Moscow when I arrive.’




  As I walked away down the corridor, I felt a pang of shame for my display of sycophancy and cowardice. Interviews with the Chairman usually left me feeling that way. On the other hand there was

  at least an element of truth in what he had said. Ten days abroad at the company’s expense was the kind of prospect that young executives in Trest Bowker Steels dreamed about as they totted

  up figures or summarized reports. If only it had been a trip to Brussels or Amsterdam or Hamburg. My mother was a White Russian and from what she had heard Moscow was very different today from the

  gay city in which she had spent her early childhood. Even so, there must surely be some kind of night life there; there must be women; there must be wine.




  Back in our office Jeff Townsend had two books open on his desk; a volume of trade statistics and a sex novel. He tried to slip the novel into a drawer, until he saw it was only me. As our

  Market Research man, Jeff was nothing to do with the secretariat, but as Assistant Secretary, I didn’t rate an office of my own, so we shared an overgrown cupboard with a view over the well

  of the building and thought ourselves lucky. He had become my closest friend.




  ‘I wish to hell you’d knock before you come in,’ he grumbled.




  ‘I’m going to Russia. On Wednesday.’




  Behind the heavy spectacles his eyes opened wide. ‘To Russia? For the exhibition?’




  ‘Yes. Ness is leaving the company and Trest wants me to go over and manage the stand in his place.’




  ‘But you don’t know anything about exhibition work.’




  ‘It’s only a simple organizing job. Besides if a moron like Ness has handled our exhibitions for six years, then I suppose I can.’




  I waited for Jeff to congratulate me on my good fortune, but I should have known better. He went back to his sex novel. Then a sudden thought seemed to strike him.




  ‘How are you going to break the news to June? You two were supposed to be leaving for Spain on Friday. Remember?’




  ‘Oh, God.’




  In the excitement I had forgotten about June. She was my girl friend and what Jeff said was true. We had planned to leave for a holiday on the Costa Brava the following Friday. June had the

  plane tickets: everything was booked.




  ‘June will understand,’ I said uneasily. ‘After all, I could scarcely say “no” to the Chairman, could I?’




  Jeff grinned sadistically. ‘I’d love to be there when you tell her. It’s taken that girl five years to screw your courage up to going on holiday with her.’




  Though Jeff is my friend, he has two habits which I find insufferable. The first is his ability to take the gloomiest possible view of every situation. The second is that he is almost always

  right.




  ‘Perhaps I should write and tell her,’ I suggested unhappily.




  ‘Aren’t you supposed to be seeing her tonight?’




  ‘Yes, but you could ring her up and tell her I’m detained at the office. She’d get my letter in the morning.’




  ‘I’m not going to be an accessory to the murder of your beautiful affair. For once in your life don’t be a bloody coward. Tell her straight out.’




  Given a little time I know I could have contrived a manoeuvre that would have spared embarrassment without loss of honour. God knows I didn’t want to hurt the poor girl’s feelings.

  But from that moment time as a commodity began to disappear from the market as far as I was concerned. As the economists would say, my life entered a phase of imbalance.




  The first development was that Mrs Foster, the telephone operator, stuck her head round the door of our office.




  ‘Oh, there you are, Christopher,’ she said to me. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’




  ‘He’s off to Russia,’ Jeff told her.




  ‘Oh, I know that. On Wednesday.’ She came into the room and shut the door.




  Mrs Foster was in her late fifties and plump, but she had still managed to preserve an air of style about her. Her grey hair had been rinsed a gay shade of blue and she wore suits that must have

  been tailored in Mayfair and black patent leather shoes. She had been with Trest Bowker Steels for almost forty years and, like most of the other long-serving members of the company, had a

  repertoire of interesting stories.




  It was history that she had joined the company as Trest’s private secretary in the days when its capital assets were very little more than a couple of sheds behind the Attercliffe Road in

  Sheffield. Trest had brought her with him when he opened the London head office and then discarded her for a flat-chested debutante from a fashionable secretarial college. He had demoted her to

  switchboard operator in an attempt to force her to leave, but she hung on, determined to draw her pension.




  She had taken a liking to Jeff and me and often used to look in on us for a gossip when she was off-duty. The older men in the company called her Patsy and once at an office Christmas party she

  had suggested that I should do the same, but I suspected she was tipsy at the time. Anyway to be familiar with a woman of her age would have seemed almost an impertinence.




  ‘You’ll have to watch your step out in Russia, my boy,’ she told me.




  ‘Oh, all this talk about the Russians spying on foreigners and the N.K.V.D. is greatly exaggerated,’ I assured her. ‘One shouldn’t take it seriously.’




  ‘I wasn’t thinking of the Russians, I was thinking of your job as stand manager. You don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Feelings are running pretty high among the top brass about this exhibition. There’s been a lot of intrigue.’ Mrs Foster, as everyone knew, had access to information that

  otherwise never percolated through the boardroom doors. Probably she acquired it innocently enough by listening in on confidential telephone calls, but Jeff and I liked to believe that she still

  had friends in mountainously high places.




  ‘Come on, Mrs Foster,’ I said eagerly. ‘Give us the low down.’




  ‘Well, someone has persuaded Bertie to take exhibitions away from the Commercial department where they belong.’ Mrs Foster, on the strength of forty years of mutual hatred, always

  referred to the Chairman by the diminutive of his Christian name.




  ‘And I’ve a good idea who it was,’ she added knowingly.




  ‘I expect old Alabaster made a pretty good bog of them,’ Jeff said, deliberately mischievous.




  ‘That isn’t fair! Captain Alabaster has done a wonderful job for this company. Far better than it deserves. Why, when he took over the sales organization we hadn’t sold a ton

  of steel overseas. Now T.B. Steels are known all over Europe, not to mention Australia, Israel and South America.’




  ‘That one-legged pirate should know something about selling,’ Jeff remarked, ‘with all his smuggling experience in Tel Aviv.’




  ‘There’s no truth in those rumours, and you know it!’




  Jeff leered at me. ‘I keep forgetting that she carries a torch for old Ali Bastard.’




  ‘At least the Captain is a gentleman,’ Mrs Foster said hotly. ‘And that’s more than one can say of most of the top management. Particularly Bertie. Ill-mannered brute! Do

  you know I was getting into the lift this morning and he just pushed his way in before me. Never even took off his hat.’




  ‘What do you expect? As you told us yourself he’s only one generation away from a sweaty melter.’




  ‘He is; that’s true. I could tell you some tales of the days when I was his secretary.’




  The fact that Trest used at one time to make unwelcome advances to Mrs Foster had become an office legend, but I found it difficult to visualize. Trest, five feet four and owner of a stomach

  which he had to balance precariously in front of him, had not quite the figure for an office steeplechase. More than once Jeff and I had tried to persuade Mrs Foster to describe the encounters in

  greater detail, but she would not be drawn.




  ‘And to think I joined the company as an innocent girl. Straight from the vicarage in Hathersage,’ Mrs Foster went on.




  I interrupted her quickly. ‘If exhibitions have been taken away from Alabaster, does that mean he won’t be going to Moscow?’




  ‘Of course he will! The Captain has fixed up some important trade talks with the Russians, so he’s got to be there. After all he is Commercial Director.’




  ‘Who else is going?’ Jeff asked. ‘Apart from the Chairman and his sex-starved sycophant here.’ He jerked his head towards me in what was intended to be a gesture of

  disdain but was transparently just a piece of jealousy.




  ‘Freda Chalk and a metallurgist from the labs in Sheffield named Robson. Oh and C.T. of course.’




  Mrs Chalk was the company’s Press Officer. She was a streaky blonde, past her best and a former journalist, but even so not unattractive. A few intrepid men who had made advances but got

  their fingers frostbitten, said that the printing ink had been drawn from her veins and replaced by freezing salt. C.T. was a cousin of our chairman. Although he was Assistant Managing Director, it

  was not surprising that Mrs Foster had remembered him only as an afterthought. He was that sort of person.




  ‘Better not get in Frigid Freda’s way,’ Jeff warned me.




  ‘Oh, I can handle her.’




  ‘Sometimes I believe you suffer from an inborn death-wish. Why, she’d pass you through her low temperature compartment and throw you to the Eskimos.’




  ‘You’re mixing your metaphors,’ I replied, feeling I could afford to be lofty.




  ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if she had carved Ness up. I hear they had a flaming row because he didn’t get her V.I.P. treatment at the Leipzig Fair in March.’ Jeff turned to

  Mrs Foster. ‘Did he get the bullet?’




  ‘Ness? Good Lord no! Haven’t you heard? He’s got a job with Rotherham Iron and Steel as exhibition manager.’




  ‘But surely he’ll have to serve out his month’s notice?’




  ‘That’s the laugh. When he came here, they would only put him on the weekly staff. He handed in his letter of resignation on Friday at half past five and Bertie didn’t hear

  about it till he came in this morning. He was furious. I heard him sounding off that he wasn’t going to be blackmailed by a second-rate clerk. So Ness has been told to clear out tonight, with

  a week’s salary in lieu.’




  ‘Tonight!’ I leapt up in alarm and began crossing towards the door. ‘He’s got to brief me on the exhibition first. I better go and see him at once.’




  ‘Too late, sweetie,’ Mrs Foster remarked. ‘Ness has gone out to lunch.’




  ‘To lunch! At eleven-fifteen?’




  ‘Ah, that’s the exhibition world for you,’ Jeff said. ‘You’ll have to get used to the high life, Christopher old boy.’




  ‘It’s a celebration lunch with a few of his pals,’ Mrs Foster explained. ‘That’s why I came to warn you. My guess is he’ll only be back in time to draw his

  salary cheque and kiss the place good-bye.’




  ‘That man’s got absolutely no sense of duty.’ My professional instincts bristled at this cavalier behaviour.




  ‘I wouldn’t say that. He told me to tell you that he’s put all the files out on his desk.’




  ‘It’s a scandal! He might have had some consideration for me.’




  Jeff grinned. ‘Don’t get so rattled! After all it’s only a simple organizing job!’




  





  Chapter Two




  FOR an office Ness had a cupboard no larger than ours, but at least he had it to himself and he had wangled one overlooking the street in front of the

  building. I could see at once that he had been clearing up in preparation for his departure that evening. There was screwed-up paper all over the floor and the wastepaper basket was full of empty

  beer bottles. Half a dozen framed photographs had been taken from the walls, stacked and tied with a string in a rough parcel. The top one showed Ness bowing to Princess Margaret on the T.B. Steels

  stand at the British Exhibition in Lisbon.




  A filing cabinet had been dragged away from one wall, presumably so that some souvenir which had fallen behind it could be retrieved. In the inch-thick dust on the back of the cabinet a

  malicious finger had traced an obscene drawing of the chairman.




  Two piles of thick files, fourteen in all, stood on the desk and I was appalled to find that they all related to the World Metallurgical Fair in Moscow.




  ‘Empire builder!’ I hissed aloud with the rage of despair. ‘Paper merchant! These jumped-up clerks are all the same.’




  I sat down resignedly and began working my way carefully through them. There were files on the design and construction of the exhibition stand, on the exhibits that were to be displayed on it,

  on the travelling and hotel arrangements for the company representatives visiting Moscow, and two labelled B U D G E T on the expenditure involved. At the end of two hours of diligent reading, some

  of the ill-feeling that I had felt towards Ness began to evaporate. No man who kept such methodical files could be wholly evil.




  At the same time I began feeling slightly more optimistic about the assignment which Trest had so ungraciously dumped in my lap. The files told me that a firm of contractors, the Lane Exhibition

  Organization, had been at work constructing our stand on the fair site in Moscow for the past three weeks. The exhibits had been collected from our works in Sheffield and shipped over. Seats had

  been booked for all our party on special air flights from London and rooms reserved in a Moscow hotel. As far as I could see my duties would merely consist of checking these arrangements as soon as

  I arrived, settling all bills, seeing that the stand remained clean and in working order and keeping the bar well stocked with liquor.




  The budget files were particularly absorbing. The total appropriation set aside for the whole venture was £33,000 – a figure vastly higher than I or any of the other junior

  executives had guessed. In my imagination I invested it at six per cent, or say, four per cent tax paid, which would give me a clear one hundred and ten a month to live on. Enough for a pretty

  civilized bachelor existence; enough even to marry June.




  Even more interesting was the estimate of expenses for running the stand, which included hotel bills, car hire and entertainment, as well as a number of items such as telephone and electricity

  on the stand and one which was tersely headed ‘Bar Provisions’. The total came to £4,500 and this was the sum that Ness had apparently planned to have at his disposal in Russia,

  for an account to cover the amount had been opened at a Moscow bank. The figure for bar provisions, presumably liquor, would alone have paid my share of our flat’s rent for two years and four

  months.




  The budget also included a figure representing a proportion of Ness’s salary to cover the time he would spend on this particular exhibition and from this I calculated that he had been

  earning twelve hundred a year. Now, from his style of living, I had always thought of Ness as at least a fifteen hundred a year man, but even so he had a comfortable edge over my eight-fifty.




  Pushing the files away, I leant back and thought about the implications of these two discoveries. So I was to have four and a half grand at my disposal. Everyone knew that in the demi-monde of

  exhibitions and advertising a few tricks had been worked out, whereby some of the gold dust could be rubbed off on to one’s own palm. Ten days in Moscow might be long enough for me to acquire

  one or two of them. At the same time, if I could see the job through without any major calamity, the position of exhibition manager and a substantial rise might be open to me.




  Engrossed in dreams of peculation and promotion, I forgot that it was well into the lunch hour and that it was my own time I was wasting. When acute hunger brought me back to reality, it was

  after one-thirty and I hurried off for a beer and a sandwich at the pub around the corner.




  Optimism and the vicarious pleasure of reading about so much money must have filled me with delusions of grandeur because instead of my usual modest half I drank two pints of bitter. Then in a

  sudden burst of reckless confidence I put away two double Scotches as well.




  As I arrived back at the office with a solitary sandwich swimming uneasily on top of the liquor, a taxi drew up and Captain Alabaster climbed out.




  ‘Hey you!’ he called out as he saw me. ‘Just hang on, Bizboz. I want a word with you.’




  He spoke to the taxi driver, pulled out a fistful of loose change from his pocket and began sorting through it.




  ‘Got half a crown?’ he asked me over his shoulder.




  I gave him half a crown and he paid the fare. Then he took my arm and wheeled me through the glass doors into our offices. An inch or so of a well-chewed cigar stuck out of the corner of his

  mouth and he pulled on it breathlessly. Even through my own alcoholic haze I could detect brandy fumes mingling with his cigar smoke.




  Once inside the building, he stumped down the corridor towards his office as fast as his game leg would allow, wheeling me in front of him. One of the questions that hung unanswered over T.B.

  Steels was whether Captain Alabaster’s right leg was actually false or merely looked stiff by injury. Whatever the disability, most people believed it was the result of rifle fire by a

  coastguard patrol on a remote beach in the Middle East. A more romantic interpretation, supported by the typing pool, was that he had been shot by the jealous husband, when running off with a

  fellow officer’s wife from the married quarters at Lucknow.




  The leg, coupled with red hair grizzled grey which he wore almost shaved to his skull, and rimless spectacles, gave him a peculiarly menacing appearance. His manner whenever I had met him,

  however, had always been remarkably genial.




  His office was a large room, expensively furnished in light oak and blue leather except for his desk, which was a single sheet of stainless-steel-clad plate, five feet by four and two inches

  thick, supported by four legs of black wrought iron.




  He shoved me into a chair and started talking at me, walking up and down the room as he did so.




  ‘I thought you and I should get to know each other. What’s your name? Battle? Well, Battle, I hear you’re going to work for me from now on.’




  ‘Work for you, Captain?’




  ‘You’re taking over exhibitions, aren’t you?’




  ‘I’ve been asked to take charge of our stand at the Moscow Fair.’




  ‘Exactly!’ He added as an afterthought: ‘It was my suggestion.’




  ‘But I understood that I was to be responsible to C.T.,’ I said diffidently.




  At the mention of the Assistant Managing Director’s name, Alabaster glared at me, took the cigar out of his mouth and threw it across the room in the direction of the wastepaper basket.

  His aim was bad, but fortunately it fell not on the carpet but on the polished wood surround, where it lay smouldering. Alabaster stumped up and down for a few more moments without speaking.




  Then he said suddenly: ‘Now, Battle, you listen to me. Before I came to T.B. Steels the whole commercial side was a bloody shambles. All they had was a couple of broken-down salesmen and

  some tatty advertising in the trade press. No one had ever heard of sales promotion or exhibitions or trade fairs. In no time at all I changed all that and over the years I’ve built up the

  company’s reputation till it stands pretty high. First class marketing, a well organized sales force, backed up with advertising that’s caused quite a stir in professional circles. And

  as for our exhibition work, it’s no exaggeration to say that we’ve brought new standards of taste and artistic integrity to this field of sales promotion. We’ve exhibited

  successfully not only in Britain but all over Europe; Brussels, Leipzig, Warsaw, Hanover, Belgrade. We’ve become the leaders in the business. All the big boys – I.C.I., Shell, Vickers

  – are following our line.’




  ‘I’m sure that’s true, Captain.’




  ‘Now who is there in this company that knows anything about exhibition work? The answer is nobody; nihil; nix. It’s all very well for the Chairman to announce that in future

  exhibitions will be the responsibility of dear old C.T., but just tell me this. Can C.T. help you if anything goes wrong? Of course not! No, Battle old boy, you’ll be working for

  me.’




  ‘Really, this places me in a very difficult position,’ I remarked diplomatically.




  He gave me a cagey look and then crossed the room to a cocktail cabinet that stood against the far wall. When he returned he was carrying two gigantic balloon glasses, each half filled with

  brandy, one of which he thrust into my hands. Then he gave me a cigar from the silver box on his desk.




  ‘Now don’t you worry, Battle. I’ll see you through. I’m not going to have sour grapes about this. My only concern is the good of the company. If ever you want any

  guidance on policy matters, come to me. That way you’ll get the benefit of all my experience.’




  ‘Don’t think I’m not grateful, Captain, but policy won’t be my main problem. It’s the day-to-day administration that bothers me. I understand you’re only

  going to be in Moscow for three or four days and I’m sure you’ll be too busy to be bothered with trifles.’




  ‘That’s true. I have important trade talks planned with the Russians. But don’t worry about running the stand. Leo will see you through.’




  ‘Leo?’




  ‘Yes. The Lane Exhibition Organization; our exhibition contractors. You’ve heard of them, of course.’




  ‘Well, only when I read through the files this morning.’




  ‘Hm. Still a bit wet behind the ears, aren’t you? Leo are the finest exhibition people in the country. The Rolls Royce of the exhibition world! Mark you, they weren’t always so

  well known. In fact they made their name on the work they have done for us. When I discovered the firm, no one had ever heard of them, but I could see that George Lane had real ability. With his

  drive and my ideas, Leo have become the premier exhibition contractors. Of course George realizes the debt he owes me; he’ll do anything for me. I’ll ask him to look after you in

  Moscow, personally.’




  ‘Thank you very much.’




  Alabaster looked me up and down approvingly. He seemed to have decided that he had already converted me to his cause and that from now on he would have my full allegiance. Swallowing the last of

  his brandy, he put the empty glass down with a gesture of dismissal.




  ‘That’s fine, Battle. You and I will get on famously. We understand each other.’ He gave me what may have been intended as a roguish smile. ‘We’ll play it their way

  for the time being. Let everyone think you’re working for C.T. but you and I will know the real truth, won’t we?’




  I gave him a non-committal and slightly sickly smile, then started to leave, but he added: ‘Incidentally, Battle, if you want a good tip on how to make a success of this Moscow show,

  it’s this. Don’t be mean. Don’t try to skimp on your expenditure. Carry plenty of cash around and be free with it. In the commercial world you must learn to think big.’




  Back in our office Jeff had evidently finished his sex novel, because he was busy writing a pornographic poem in iambic hexameters. He had always possessed a remarkable

  facility for writing verse and in a couple of hours could turn out forty lines of imitation Chaucer or Milton, so polished that only an expert could distinguish them from an original.




  ‘My God!’ I exclaimed, collapsing in a chair and puffing at my cigar. ‘I’ve had a fabulous session with Alabaster!’




  He sniffed the air. ‘Most of it spent sampling the goodies in his cocktail cabinet, I imagine.’




  ‘Not at all. We had a confidential talk. He grabbed me as I was coming back from lunch and took me to his office. Much of what he said was a repetition of the line Mrs Foster gave us this

  morning. They must have rehearsed from the same script. He told me how he had saved T.B. Steels from ruin and how much I’d enjoy working for him.’




  ‘I suppose he counts you as one of his forty thieves now.’




  Since Captain Alabaster had been nicknamed Ali Bastard, the Commercial Department had become, inevitably, the Forty Thieves.




  ‘Oh, I can handle Alabaster.’




  ‘While you were hobnobbing with the upper crust, there was a ’phone call for you,’ Jeff’s cynical smile should have warned me I was about to be deflated.




  ‘Oh, yes?’




  ‘June rang.’




  I groaned. In the confusion and excitement of the last four hours I had forgotten about June and the news that I would have to break to her. The memory, returning, made me feel depressed and

  unwell. I suddenly became aware that I was suffering from that most deadly of the occupational hazards that beset the young businessman – the afternoon hangover.




  Jeff went on: ‘She said she’ll meet you in the Garafini at six-thirty.’




  ‘You didn’t tell her about Moscow, I suppose?’ I asked unhopefully.




  ‘No bloody fear. It’s high time you began to cultivate a little moral courage.’




  ‘Moral courage has nothing to do with the issue. It’s just that I have an inherent sensitivity which makes me flinch from wounding the feelings of others.’




  Jeff laughed, callously indifferent to my predicament. Picking up his pen, he returned to his versifying.




  ‘I’m writing a poem about your adventures in Moscow with Freda Chalk,’ he remarked. ‘Can you think of a trochee that rhymes with refrigerator?’




  My affair with June was full of nuances. There were, for example, nuances in our social relationship so subtle that an outsider would have difficulty in appreciating their

  significance. Her father was a qualified accountant, while mine was only a stockbroker’s clerk. This meant that by her standards her father was a professional man, while mine was not,

  although as she would have been the first to admit, a good deal of the professional manner had rubbed off on to my father.
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