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      To
Ted Heath

from whom I have
learned much

   



      
      


      
      
      Next year we are to bring the soldiers home

      
      For lack of money, and it is all right.

      
      Places they guarded, or kept orderly,

      
      Must guard themselves, and keep themselves orderly.

      
      We want the money for ourselves at home

      
      Instead of working. And this is all right.

      
      Next year we shall he living in a country

      
      That brought its soldiers home for lack of money.

      
      the statues will be standing in the same

      
      Tree-muffled squares, and look nearly the same.

      
      Our children will not know it’s a different country.

      
      All we can hope to leave them now is money.

      
      From HIGH WINDOWS by Philip Larkin.





   



      
      
      FOREWORD

      
      It is a quarter of a century since I worked for Ted Heath at 10 Downing Street. Out of those four years came a serious work
         still occasionally quoted by academics – and this novel. It is the novel rather than the academic work that is being reissued;
         this perhaps says something about the best medium for a political portrait or a political message.
      

      
      Of course much has changed since 1975. There has been an agreement on Northern Ireland (the word agreement is perhaps more
         accurate than settlement, since the Irish question is like a Grand National without a finishing post). Hong Kong has passed
         to China. The Soviet Union has disintegrated.
      

      
      In Number Ten itself four Prime Ministers have come and gone; the photographs on the main staircase have been duly shunted
         upwards. One Prime Minister worked in the study on the first floor, the next preferred the Cabinet Room itself, the next worked
         next door in the room formerly sacred to the senior Private Secretaries. The decorators have more than once been at work.
         The pictures have been hung and rehung, as each Prime Minister tut-tutted over the taste of the one before. The upstairs flat
         is now occupied by the Chancellor of the Exchequer.
      

      
      I considered whether to try to update Vote to Kill to accommodate these and other changes, but decided against. It is a creature of its time. Re-reading it I find embedded
         anecdotes from my own past. I did find a finger of Polish vodka in a sticky bottle and a dirty glass when I moved into my
         office at Number Ten the day after Mr Heath’s victory in 1970. There was a small commotion about the food to be served to
         the new Prime Minister and his colleagues that evening, a matter better handled in the novel than in reality. We did have
         to tell Ted Heath more or less in public of the last and desperately unfavourable opinion poll before the polling day which
         ended in his triumph. There is more of myself in John Cruickshank, the dim hero of the novel, than I remember acknowledging at the time.
      

      
      Much has changed, but much remains. Vote to Kill, like its successor The Shape of Ice, tries to tackle the tension between private and public emotion. This is more evident in politics than in other professions,
         because politics as a career are more pervasive, even obsessive. In Vote to Kill I also tried to tackle a different question; what happens when a demagogue is let loose on the scene, a man attractive in
         himself and armed with an attractive cry? It surprised me that in all the years since the latest Irish troubles began in 1969
         no politician tried to rouse the English against the bloodshed and expense involved in honouring our commitment to the Union.
         ‘Troops out’ was a tired cry this side of the water, an occasional handful of banners on a street corner, with no resonance
         or power. It might have been otherwise, as the novel suggests.
      

      
      I was influenced by a recent example of an avalanche of popular emotion with an eloquent politician at its head threatening
         to sweep away a consensus on policy between the parties. This was the effort of Enoch Powell between 1968 and 1970 to bring
         an end to coloured immigration. Enoch Powell was, I hasten to add, different from the demagogue in the novel, not least because
         he did not deliberately set himself at the head of a crusade and would have scorned the tricks and manoeuvres here described.
      

      
      Vote to Kill ends with a melodramatic twist which enables good sense to reassert itself. I am not sure that I would venture on that melodrama
         if I were writing today. But nothing in the last twenty-five years, despite the damp criticism of outsiders, has obliterated
         the excitement of a British general election campaign for those who take part. A general election in real life, as in fiction,
         represents the climax and the justification of any career in politics. It may be disastrous, but it cannot be dull for the
         practitioners. It would be a great pity if it became dull for the public.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      ‘Surely we could ring up the Palace now?’ said Antony.

      
      It was past midday, and the chilly sun was full on the daffodils in the window box of No. 16 Trevor Square. There were three
         other men in Sir James Percival’s first-floor drawing-room, all of them in different ways his dependants. His wife had bustled
         efficiently in and out most of the morning with trays of coffee and ginger biscuits. Her latest tray carried two bottles of
         champagne with glasses, and it was this which prompted Antony Percival’s question to his father. Spring sunshine, champagne,
         victory, the Queen … it was clear enough by now. It was no good being Leader of the Conservative Party if you did not enjoy
         success.
      

      
      They all looked again at the television set, which had done most of the talking that morning.

      
      ‘The results are slowing down now, only thirty or forty to come in – here’s another, yes, the Tories have held on to Norfolk
         South. Well, that was predictable, there’s a recount I gather in the Isle of Wight, that’s one the Tories might expect to
         win back the way things are going, though of course local factors …’
      

      
      On the BBC they had found a fat don and then they had found a thin don. The dons had been up all night, but both were on top
         of their form. For four years they had trained for this moment. They were sweating, but in fact the election had gone smoothly.
         For once, the people had behaved according to the mathematical patterns approved by the experts at Oxford and various Scottish
         universities. A uniform swing to the Tories across the country, not big enough to upset the swingometer, but definitely big
         enough to edge out the ageing Labour Government which had held power for seven years. No nasty regional variations, no inexplicable
         crosswinds of opinion. The two television dons glowed with virtuous satisfaction above their bow ties, past confusions forgotten, their love affair with the electorate at last rewarded.
      

      
      On the screen a car turned into Downing Street. The movement of the wheels seemed as weary as the blurred white faces in the
         back seat.
      

      
      ‘There is the Prime Minister and Mrs Wellcome. They’ve driven down this morning from his Manchester constituency. A sad home-coming
         for Mrs Wellcome, perhaps she’s thinking already of all those suitcases that will almost certainly have to be packed. The
         Prime Minister looks tired, as well he might …’
      

      
      Tired – they were all tired, thought Antony looking round his father’s drawing-room, all tired inside except himself. But
         that morning it was only the losers who already felt tired. The winners had found success, a new drug which would keep them
         going for a few days longer.
      

      
      His father for example, who for three hours had hardly moved from the only armchair in the room. It was not long since his
         father had physically filled that chair. His burly but self-disciplined body had seemed for many years too young for his lined
         sallow face and silver hair. Now it was the other way round. Sir James’s shrewd eyes followed each nuance of the Election
         results alertly, as if he had not just finished a gruelling Election campaign. But his body no longer did justice to the dark
         green leather recesses of the chair; it seemed smaller and less controlled than even a few months ago. Oddly, his moustache
         was still black. On his knee he held a small white pad on which he occasionally jotted a note. Antony guessed he was sorting
         out in his mind the names of the Government which he would have to form within the next twenty-four hours.
      

      
      ‘I am sure the Queen’s Private Secretary will telephone to you when the time comes,’ said the Opposition Chief Whip. Antony
         could see that Paul Bernays was irritated with him for butting in. His plump red face swelled with strain and exhaustion.
         It was understandable enough. After all, Antony’s only contribution to the campaign had been disastrous. He had been photographed
         in a white tie outside the Cabal nightclub in the small hours of one morning, pulling his trouser pockets inside out to show
         the taxi driver that he had no money for his fare. The picture had appeared on the front page of the Daily Mirror alongside a report of one of his father’s speeches: ‘As Conservatives we believe that those among us who lack the resources to face the cruel hardships of
         life should have the first claim on our social policy.’ Bernays, whom Antony hardly knew, had rung him up the next morning
         and offered him the loan of a villa in Tuscany provided he kept out of the country for the rest of the campaign. Antony had
         taken his girl Trisha there for a couple of days but had drifted back well before polling day. It had rained, and Trisha came
         out in spots.
      

      
      ‘So at 12.15 with twenty-five results still to come, the state of the parties is : Conservatives 296, Labour 254, Liberal
         12, Ulster Unionist 8, Scottish Nationalist 7, others 4.’
      

      
      Helena Percival came into the room with a batch of telegrams, most of them in glossy greetings envelopes. The green silk dress
         was expensive and went well with the red hair piled on her head. Antony knew that his stepmother, an intelligent woman, realized
         that she was hard and that she looked hard; but despite much care with her voice and appearance she never quite managed to
         conceal the fact. He had watched her carefully for several years now, and could see that today beneath the self-control she
         was excited. He appealed for her support.
      

      
      ‘Helena, don’t you think we should ring up the Palace?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course, we can’t sit here all day goggling at the box. Wellcome is quite capable of sitting tight just to spite us
         till the very last result is in. He ought to have resigned already. If he doesn’t soon the Queen should tell some courtier
         to stir him up.’ But she would make Antony pay for her support. ‘Why the hell aren’t you opening the champagne? You may drink
         it warm at the Cabal, but this is a respectable house.’
      

      
      As he untwisted the wire on the first bottle Antony watched his father. If Sir James disliked the absolute way in which his
         wife laid down the law he never showed it. But her advice weighed no heavier than anyone else’s. Sprawled untidily in the
         armchair he was making up his own mind. He spoke to the fourth man in the room.
      

      
      ‘John, if you don’t mind, I think it would now be right to ring Sir Robert Lorne at the Palace. Use the telephone in the study.
         You can say that I am of course at the Queen’s disposal whenever she pleases, but it would be useful to have some idea of
         the timing she has in mind.’
      

      
      
      ‘Of course,’ said the young man, getting up from a hard chair.

      
      John Cruickshank had run the Leader of the Opposition’s office for three years now, first under old Mr Topping and for the
         last twelve months under Sir James Percival. Everyone liked him, nobody knew him well. He was tall and pale with a dull face
         except for the brush of stiff fair hair twisting untidily across his forehead. Antony knew that he was twenty-eight because
         they had known each other quite well at Oxford. Then they had drifted apart. John Cruickshank worked late, was polite to everyone,
         and never got his name in the gossip columns. He listened a great deal more than he talked. This above all had been the secret
         of his modest success so far.
      

      
      When John had left the room Antony poured out the wine and handed it round. Bernays raised his glass.

      
      ‘To the new Prime Minister, and may your reign be long and prosperous. And above all, well done.’

      
      Antony was surprised at the warmth in Bernay’s voice. But that was because Antony did not yet really understand politics.
         He knew the gossip all right. He knew that Bernays who was short, stout and only forty-five had hoped to be elected Leader
         of the Party himself. That was twelve months ago and when it failed, he had ranged himself with those who tried to persuade
         old Topping to stay on and fight another Election rather than stand down for Percival. There was no obvious young candidate
         yet, Bernays had argued, and it would be a mistake to replace Topping, a seventy-year-old whom everyone respected, by Percival,
         a sixty-year-old whose merits were at that time known only within the Conservative Party machine. But having lost the argument
         Bernays had agreed to take on the job of Chief Whip under Sir James. The Election campaign just over had cemented a surprising
         comradeship between them.
      

      
      ‘There are one or two things we ought to discuss today,’ he said, pulling a list of names out of his pocket, and glancing
         round at Helena and Antony. But Sir James showed no sign of wishing his wife and son away.
      

      
      ‘The first thing is whether you want Jeremy Cornwall in the Cabinet.’

      
      It always amazed Antony that so much in politics was left to the last minute. After all, the Conservatives had expected to win, his father and Bernays and the others had had plenty
         of time to decide whether Cornwall should be in or out. Yet it sounded from his neutral tone as if Bernays was raising the
         matter for the first time.
      

      
      ‘You can’t possibly have him in.’ Helena was genuinely indignant. ‘He’s disloyal and a demagogue. Topping was weak and stupid
         to put him in charge of the Young Conservatives. And his wife’s worse than he is, a poisonous little girl. All eyes and no
         mind.’
      

      
      Sir James answered Bernays as though Helena had not spoken.

      
      ‘It needs a lot of thought. A nuisance in and a nuisance out. He might turn out a good administrator, but it’s a gamble. After
         all, he was never in the Shadow Cabinet. The colleagues won’t work easily with him.’
      

      
      ‘He’ll be riding high after that party political broadcast. Central Office have got the research, and it went very well indeed,
         damn it. I wonder about Ireland?’
      

      
      ‘It’d get him out of the way. But the risk … and I have another thought about Ireland.’

      
      Antony recalled Jeremy Cornwall as he had seen him a few hours earlier at Conservative Central Office. It had been a jostling
         noisy party, made up of anyone who had felt inclined to drop in at Smith Square to watch the results come in. On the whole
         they were not the people who had worked hardest in the campaign, but they behaved as if they had done it all. Antony had gone
         there just after midnight, and Helena had snapped at him for wearing a dinner jacket and for bringing Trisha. There had been
         a group of wellwishers round his father, and an almost equal group of much younger people round Cornwall at the other end
         of the bleak conference room on the ground floor. Cornwall had been sweating with fatigue and excitement, looking for once
         more than thirty years old. His deep eyes had glistened beneath the sweep of black hair which the cartoonists loved. But he
         was keeping himself back, insisting on plenty of water in his whiskies, and saying over and over ‘Well, we shall see, we shall
         see’ to the cronies who egged him on.
      

      
      ‘Go and tell old Percival it’s the Treasury or nothing for you.’

      
      
      ‘We shall see, we shall see.’

      
      Antony had not liked the sight of so much energy still held in reserve. But he knew better than to interrupt Bernays and his
         father. So did Helena, who stood by the window watching a small army of television crews assembling on the pavement below.
      

      
      ‘On the whole I’d have him in,’ said Bernays. ‘Perhaps not Ireland, perhaps Trade and Industry, something with plenty of detail
         to keep him bogged down. He ran twelve betting shops in Islington before he was twenty-five, bound to have some sort of a
         head for figures.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe, maybe, I’ll think about it.’ Like most political conversations, this one petered out before the point of decision.
         John Cruickshank was back in the room. The seat of his trousers was shiny and he had not cleaned his shoes that morning. He
         brushed the hair from his forehead, the nearest he ever came to a gesture of excitement.
      

      
      ‘Sir Robert Lorne said that Wellcome had just rung through to say he’s going to resign. He’ll be at the Palace at 3, and Sir
         Robert thought the coast would be clear by 3.30. To be on the safe side he suggests you come at 4.’
      

      
      And so three weeks of noise and effort ended in certainty. News on television came through a filter; the Queen’s summons was
         real. It was less than thirty-six hours since the people of Britain had been safely tucked up in bed, floaters, grumblers,
         enemies, supporters, all asleep. Then twelve and a half million had gone out and put their cross in one place, and twelve
         million in another, producing within hours this convulsion for better or for worse in the government of the nation and several
         hundred private lives. Antony was not interested in political issues. He thought of flamboyant Mrs Wellcome with her collection
         of china shepherdesses. They wouldn’t fit happily into the Essex cottage which was all the home the Welcomes would have by
         tonight.
      

      
      After his passive morning, Sir James Percival began to stir.

      
      ‘Paul, thank you very much for all your help. Could you come round to No. 10 tonight, say around 7, and we’ll complete the
         first list of senior colleagues? We should aim to announce the names of the Cabinet by about noon tomorrow, and I’ll need
         help with the telephoning.’
      

      
      
      ‘You can eat the first meal I shall cook as First Housekeeper of the Land,’ said Helena.

      
      ‘I know it will be delicious.’ Paul Bernays nursed a secret diet, and knew Helena’s cooking was rich. His pink face already
         wore the sheen of an expensive life. ‘I’ll go over to the Carlton Club now and count how many people will offer me a drink.
         A damn sight more than last week, that’s for sure.’
      

      
      ‘I suspect many of our colleagues will already be hunched over their telephones,’ said Sir James. ‘They say old Priestman
         once lost the Exchequer through choosing just the wrong half hour to take his mistress to tea at the Ritz.’ Antony had often
         seen his father come alive like this in the middle of the day. All morning he would move, speak and look like an exhausted
         old man; then suddenly he would spring back into his forties.
      

      
      Sir James rose to see Bernays out, and Antony too made to go. He was only a voyeur in this political world and the last thing
         he wanted at this particular moment was a talk with his father about his own affairs. John Cruickshank too was on his feet.
         Sir James continued to make his dispositions.
      

      
      ‘John, you’d better get on to No. 10 straight away. Say that I’ve asked you as my political secretary to move in as soon as
         Wellcome leaves. You’d better check that he won’t be coming back to No. 10 after he’s been to the Palace. I don’t imagine
         he will. Ask them to let him know that he’s free to use Chequers for a week or so if that fits in with his plans. You’ve met
         Pershore, the top Civil Service private secretary at No. 10, he’s the man to talk to … William, I think his name is. Make
         sure you get the office on the left of the main corridor with the door into the Cabinet Room. Tell them I’ll come straight
         there from the Palace, that means about 5, I suppose. They’d better lay on plenty of whisky and sandwiches, it’ll be a long
         night. Ask them to warn the Chief of Defence Staff I’ll want to see him later about the security side of Northern Ireland.’
      

      
      John Cruickshank jotted down the points on a stiff white card which slotted into a black leather holder with gold corners.

      
      ‘What about television?’

      
      ‘Yes, quite right. But there won’t be anything substantial to say tonight. You’d better warn both channels I’ll say a few
         words impromptu on the steps when I go in, and that’ll be it for today.’
      

      
      ‘Won’t that be for the No. 10 Press Secretary to handle?’

      
      ‘Filton? No, I don’t want him to handle anything, he’s Wellcome’s man, it isn’t safe. He’ll have to go as soon as I’ve got
         someone else. The rest of the private office can stay of course, but you’ll have to do the Press and television work for a
         day or two. Anything else?’
      

      
      ‘No, that seems clear enough.’ John looked down his list, and put it in his pocket. ‘Can I ring No. 10 from the study?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course.’ Sir James turned to his wife. ‘Helena, you’d better stay here, hadn’t you? I’ll come back late tonight.
         There’s no hurry about moving in, we can sleep here for two or three weeks. Why not come over to No. 10 tomorrow and look
         at the upstairs flat? You’ll want things done to it as soon as the Wellcomes’ furniture is out.’
      

      
      ‘You mean you want me out of the way?’ Helena had got used to being in the way when her husband’s political decisions were
         made. Antony could see that she would find it hard to take the back seat, which was all that the British Constitution provided
         for a Prime Minister’s wife.
      

      
      ‘Well, you wouldn’t expect to help me choose the Ministers, would you?’

      
      That was exactly what Helena did expect. Her mouth worked nervously at the edges, then she made the best of it.

      
      ‘You’re going to have sandwiches tonight, and you’ve had nothing but sandwiches for weeks now. You’d better have something
         healthier for lunch. There’s ham and salad and some of the walnut cheese you like on the side in the dining-room. There’s
         enough for John too if he wants to stay.’ Helena had always liked John because he served her husband well without trespassing
         into her domain.
      

      
      ‘Well, there’s obviously not enough ham for me,’ said Antony, ‘and that cheese is insipid. So I’ll say good afternoon.’

      
      ‘No, wait, I want to talk to you.’ Helena made no attempt to sound conciliatory. She had no right to order him around, and
         Antony hesitated. But he found it less embarrassing to deal with Helena than with his father direct. So he waited till Sir
         James had ambled out of the room in search of lunch.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      ‘Sit down.’ Antony sprawled himself on the hard shiny black sofa, pushing his long legs out in a way which he thought his
         stepmother would dislike. She stood in front of him, and he could see she was trying to control her temper. He wondered if
         she found him sexually attractive. She was only ten years his senior, and certainly he had never worked out a coherent way
         of handling their relationship.
      

      
      ‘Well, what are your plans? I’ve hardly seen you in the last month.’

      
      ‘I don’t know that they’ve changed much in that time.’

      
      ‘Well, they’ve got to change now.’ Helena deliberately softened her voice. ‘You must see you can’t go on living with that
         girl any more.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why not.’ Antony swung his legs round on to the sofa. He was relieved. If this was all, he could manage. Trisha
         was a dull girl, pretty when she had her make-up on, but after six months that was not enough. Tuscany had been a turning
         point. He had an excuse now for leaving her.
      

      
      ‘Of course you can’t. The Press will be on to you at once. All that stuff during the Election was bad enough. Now you’re the
         Prime Minister’s son the other papers won’t hold back any longer.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I’ll marry her. She’s keen enough.’ He thought this would produce an explosion. But he was wrong.

      
      ‘Don’t be such a bloody fool.’ She almost grinned at him. Antony had too high an opinion of himself to marry a sleazy little
         deb with a feather brain, and Helena knew it.
      

      
      ‘Or I could take her off somewhere, and live quite separately from you all. The Press would soon forget about me.’

      
      ‘Now, let’s get this straight.’ She lifted his ankles, and pulled him forward so that she could sit on the sofa beside him.
         ‘So far as I’m concerned you’re a pain in the neck, but let that pass. You can’t talk to your father, and he can’t talk to you, but he’s fond of you and I don’t want him to lose
         you. What’s more, you’re just about the only person he knows who takes not the blindest interest in politics, and that’s going
         to be a big asset from now on. So you’ve got to stay around. You can have as many girls as you like, but not openly like Trisha.
         And, next and even more important, you mustn’t get so deep into debt that people talk.’
      

      
      Antony stared in front of him. Helena’s voice grated like a dentist’s drill. She was on to the nerve now.

      
      ‘You’re shacked up in Trisha’s house, rent free, I suppose, but you’ve had no job for nearly a year, you live high. How much
         do you owe?’
      

      
      ‘About three thousand. And I got Trisha to take out a second mortgage. That’s another five, and it’s almost gone.’ He could
         not imagine why he was telling Helena the truth – to shock her, he supposed. Her arm stretched along the back of the sofa
         to within an inch or two of his shoulder. He had never disliked a woman more.
      

      
      ‘So that’s eight thousand. Worse than I expected. You know Lord Cloyne?’

      
      ‘I’ve met him.’

      
      ‘He’s as mean as anyone I know. I had him to dinner last week. Your father doesn’t know, he was in Sheffield that night. Jacky
         Cloyne will lend you anything up to ten thousand pounds interest free, and give you a job at the Hesperian Bank. The condition
         is, you break with Trisha. If you stay at the bank for two years and generally behave yourself the loan becomes a gift.’
      

      
      Even Antony was impressed.

      
      ‘Why should he do all that? I hardly know him.’

      
      ‘That’s why. I was able to tell quite a touching tale. You had been neglected, led astray, that sort of thing. And it was
         a good dinner.’
      

      
      ‘Did you promise him anything?’ This was an important question. Helena laughed.

      
      ‘What could I promise him that he hasn’t got? You don’t understand rich men. If I had been after money for Oxfam or Shelter
         I could have fed Lord Cloyne, flattered Lord Cloyne and made love to Lord Cloyne till daylight, and I wouldn’t have coaxed
         a penny out of him. But because it was an odd disreputable pitch, it tickled his palate. I had no trouble at all.’ She stood up, pleased with her cleverness. ‘Will
         you take it?’
      

      
      For the first time their eyes met. He saw that she was making as genuine an appeal as lay in her nature. He felt uncertain
         and confused. If she was his dentist, was the tooth out after all?
      

      
      ‘I’ll think about it.’

      
      She nearly started again, but thought better of it.

      
      ‘Think hard,’ she said, and left to give Sir James his coffee.

      
      As he shut the front door of 16 Trevor Square behind him, Antony was besieged by reporters. He backed against the door and
         raised his hand.
      

      
      ‘I have an important announcement to make.’

      
      ‘When’s your father going to the Palace?’

      
      ‘That is of secondary importance. The news is that my stepmother Lady Percival has accepted the position of Lord President
         of the Council with special responsibilty as censor of the Press and dictator of private morals.’
      

   



      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      Big Ben struck four, and John Cruickshank cleared his throat. He was not normally a nervous person, but there were several
         hundred people penned on to the pavement behind him, and a small regiment of photographers and journalists grouped in a semicircle
         immediately at his back. The policeman, polite but cautious, leaned forward to catch his words.
      

      
      ‘My name is John Cruickshank, I am the new Prime Minister’s Political Secretary. I think I’m expected.’

      
      It was not absolutely accurate. Sir James was still at the Palace, still three minutes away from kissing hands as Prime Minister.
         But it served. The policeman banged the knocker on the door, an attendant in a frockcoat opened it, there was a muttered exchange,
         and John for the first time in his life entered No. 10 Downing street.
      

      
      
      The house was bigger than it looked. He was in a wide hall, out of which led a corridor papered with a rich grey and white
         flock. On his right was an upright porter’s chair with a thick hood above it to defy the eighteenth-century cold, and beyond
         that a little waiting-room in which he could see the flicker of football on television. To the left a door opened into another
         hallway, which he knew must be No. 11, the house of the Chancellor of the Exchequer.
      

      
      No one was to be seen except the messenger who had let him in. The contrast between this silence and the excited bustle of
         the street outside was formidable. This was power, thought John, the possibility of quiet in a world of noise. Then he saw
         William Pershore coming quickly down the corridor towards him.
      

      
      Pershore, who a few minutes before had been Mr Wellcome’s Principal Private Secretary, now by virtue of the kissing of hands
         in the Palace half a mile away held the same position under Sir James Percival, without a word spoken or a document signed.
         It was an automatic transfer of loyalty under the British Constitution, and no one understood the nuances and ironies of the
         British Constitution better than William Pershore. He was grey all over, but the shining grey of a well-groomed thoroughbred,
         not the dull defensive grey which characterized much of Whitehall. About forty-five, plenty of smooth grey hair falling carefully
         across his forehead, a light grey suit cut rather young for his years, a large jade ring on one hand.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to Downing Street,’ he said, holding out his hand to John. John had met Pershore once before, in a dark Greek restaurant
         in St Martin’s Lane. It was the twilight period just before the Election, when the Civil Service hold surreptitious meetings
         with emissaries of the Opposition, in an attempt to find out how seriously they might have to take the rhetoric of the hustings.
         (Contrary to the popular impression, they usually find that they have to be taken very seriously indeed – this is one of the
         main complaints of the Civil Service against the way that Britain is governed.) Over the second glass of sour retsina wine
         John had handed over in a manilla folder the first draft of the Conservative Election manifesto. It was not of course to be
         shown to Wellcome, but only to senior Civil Servants. Pershore had throughout the meal, for which he had paid, shown himself shrewd but patronizing, the man in possession listening patiently to the aspirant.
         Now John felt that the roles should be reversed. After all Pershore could not be sure that Sir James would keep him in his
         present position for more than the two or three weeks needed to get the new machine running smoothly. But John was not too
         sanguine. He felt subtly inferior to Pershore in the same sort of way that he felt inferior to all Frenchmen. For the first
         time in this triumphant day he was conscious that, as Antony had noticed, his suit was shiny and his shoes unpolished.
      

      
      ‘Let me show you your office.’ Pershore led the way down the corridor and then left into a pleasant room overlooking the garden.
         The Gainsborough portrait of Burke above the desk was not quite a Gainsborough, but the Norfolk fishing boats on the opposite
         wall were homely in a sombre sort of way. There was a bottle on the side-table, with a finger of sticky Polish vodka at the
         bottom, and an unwashed tumbler beside it. Pershore grimaced.
      

      
      ‘I told them to make sure everything was cleared up,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I think your predecessor has done quite
         well to clear out so quickly.’ He flipped open a couple of drawers in the desk. They were empty except for a few stray paper
         clips.
      

      
      ‘That door leads straight into the Cabinet Room.’ It was covered with purple baize anchored with brass studs. ‘Your predecessor
         used it occasionally’ – a faint tone of disapproval here – ‘but on the whole he found it answered better to use the door in
         our office, the Civil Service office. Then we all knew where we were.’
      

      
      ‘It’s very pleasant.’ The trees in the park beyond the garden wall were still bare. The lake had been drained for cleaning,
         and some primeval machine belonging to the Department of the Environment was lumbering along its muddy bottom. The daffodils
         in the Prime Minister’s garden were less advanced than those in Trevor Square.
      

      
      ‘The Wellcomes are packing their things, and their furniture will be moved out of the upstairs flat tomorrow. I don’t suppose
         Sir James will want to …’
      

      
      ‘No indeed.’ John began to speak with authority. ‘He’ll go back to Trevor Square tonight to sleep. He asked me to say that of course Mr and Mrs Wellcome are free to use Chequers for the time being if they wish.’
      

      
      ‘I gather that won’t be necessary,’ said Pershore. ‘Their house in Essex is available straight away, and to tell you the truth,
         neither of them was ever really fond of Chequers.’ To judge from Pershore’s tone the domestic tastes of the Wellcomes were
         already a rather distant and peripheral matter. ‘That is the lavatory which the Cabinet use.’ He pointed to the two doors
         as they passed back into the corridor out of John’s office. ‘Of course you are free to use it yourself as appropriate. But
         not for lady visitors if you don’t mind. And that other door is the waiting-room. Not for Ministers, you understand, they
         wait here immediately outside the Cabinet Room. It is for others, party officials, clergymen who want to be bishops, that
         type of person. The Patronage Secretary usually makes them wait ten minutes to test their spiritual qualities.’
      

      
      On the other side of the corridor they paused in front of a news agency tape machine. A girl in a tweed skirt and flowered
         blouse had her back to them as she lifted the chattering paper.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Clarissa, well met. This is John Cruickshank, the Political Secretary under our new dispensation. – Clarissa Strong,
         my colleague in the Private office, who specializes in Parliamentary questions and Northern Ireland.’
      

      
      The girl turned round, and she and John muttered at each other. She held out her hand, he hesitated for a second, and by the
         time they shook hands it was clear that it happened only because she had started it. They covered up this typically British
         embarrassment by some typically British conversation.
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, of course,’ said John, ‘you knew Antony Percival at Oxford didn’t you?’

      
      She went slightly pink. ‘For a few months – my first year, his last. He’ll have forgotten what I look like now.’

      
      John thought she was wrong. She was a strikingly pretty girl. Plenty of soft fair hair strictly brushed, a long straight nose,
         a brown pleasant complexion and grey eyes with just the beginning of a wrinkle underneath.
      

      
      ‘Belfast doesn’t look too good,’ she said to Pershore, tearing three inches of paper off the tape. For a moment John thought she must be talking about an Election result; no other kind of news had interested him for three weeks now. Pershore
         handed him the paper.
      

      
      ‘URGENT. Ulster riot on detention rumour. Troops fired rubber bullets to disperse riot by a crowd estimated at three thousand in
         the Falls Road area of Belfast. As outgoing Secretary of State Jack Rogers, before leaving by air for London, following his
         party’s General Election defeat, issued a statement calling for calm. Riot started when teenage youths overturned four buses
         and set fire to shops. The cause was reported to be a rumour that an incoming Tory Government in London would reintroduce
         detention without trial.’
      

      
      ‘Mild compared with the old days,’ said Pershore.

      
      ‘Yes, but worrying, don’t you think? It’s been quiet for so long.’

      
      ‘Could you ring up the Ministry of Defence and the Irish Office straight away?’ said Pershore, asserting himself. ‘We ought
         to give the PM an up-to-date report as soon as he arrives.’
      

      
      Pershore and John continued their tour up the angled staircase lined with likenesses of all past Prime Ministers – prints
         till you got to about 1880 and the first landing, after that signed photographs. There appeared to be no room for any more.
      

      
      ‘Some minor adjustment will be necessary,’ said Pershore, pointing to the wall. ‘We shall have to elevate Mr Topping to make
         room. But we shall have trouble. I’m afraid Mr Wellcome has an aversion to personal photography. His campaign portrait looked
         as if it had been taken at least ten years ago. I gather that Transport House found it at the back of an old drawer when they
         were close to despair.’ His smile was supposed to convey to John that his loyalty transplant was complete.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure Sir James has ever really got to grips with Northern Ireland – he’s had no occasion to,’ said John. ‘As I told
         you on the phone he wanted to see the CDS on the security side tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I have arranged that for 9.30,’ said Pershore. ‘I thought the PM would wish to spend the first few hours working on the first
         list of appointments – including of course the new Irish Secretary.’
      

      
      They were in the second of the drawing-rooms now – three exceptionally pleasant rooms, one blue, one white, one gold, with the doors connecting them thrown open so that each
         room caught the evening light from the western window overlooking the park. The other windows commanded the Horse Guards.
      

      
      ‘Difficult to keep clean,’ said Pershore. ‘By tradition the children of foreign diplomats are allowed to watch the Trooping
         the Colour from here.’ He picked up a slightly stained window-seat cushion. ‘The daughter of the Cyprus High Commissioner
         was sick on this cushion last year. She was apparently suffering from a surfeit of Coca-Cola. I have been asked to authorize
         that it be sent to the cleaners for the third time. It is not an easy decision. The same small girl will be with us again
         in a matter of weeks.’
      

      
      ‘But what about Ireland?’ asked John.

      
      He had not yet got used to the Civil Service habit of discussing small and big things with the same apparent seriousness.

      
      ‘It could be difficult, it could be very difficult quite soon.’ Pershore carefully put back the cushion in its exact place
         before turning to the next item on the agenda. ‘In one sense direct rule has been a success for too long. The same moderate
         leaders, Catholic and Protestant, have been making the same speeches for five years now. They all say they want direct rule
         to end, but of course on their own terms. Since they know they can’t get their own terms they privately prefer direct rule
         by Britain to someone else’s terms. But I’m afraid the extremists have been gaining ground again lately, partly for economic
         reasons, but partly I fear through sheer boredom.’
      

      
      ‘How did Jack Rogers really do?’

      
      Pershore shrugged his shoulders. Direct comment on Ministers of the outgoing Government was not in his style.

      
      ‘Let me put it this way. He didn’t do much, but he was always ready to listen to anyone. That wasn’t a bad combination.’

      
      ‘But he’s very colourless?’

      
      ‘You could put it that way.’ Pershore led the way into the next room. ‘Whether that is a criticism or not, depends on your
         point of view.’ The two men were still near the start of a long process of sizing each other up. It was too early for Pershore
         to give hostages in the form of snap judgements.
      

      
      
      ‘This is the small dining-room,’ Pershore went on. ‘The larger one is just beyond, for more than eight. Incidentally, I had
         to take a decision about supper arrangements tonight. Sandwiches, you said, and I am sure that is sensible. A set meal wastes
         so much time on an evening like this. Normally of course the housekeeper here would do it, but in the circumstances I did
         not think I could ask Mrs Wellcome …’
      

      
      ‘No, of course not.’

      
      ‘Nor is it strictly a function for which Government Hospitality could be asked to take responsibility. It was not an easy
         problem. I consulted the Cabinet office mess, and they offered lager and pork pies. Very good, I am sure, but I did not feel
         that for an incoming Conservative administration … So in the end I cut a corner. I have ordered a cold chicken and a large quantity of smoked salmon sandwiches
         from my club. They also have a passable hock. I have asked for four bottles.’
      

      
      ‘That is very good of you.’

      
      ‘Not at all, not at all. We can discuss later exactly how the bill should be divided.’

      
      They were out on the landing of the first floor. Two large glass cabinets contained Mrs Wellcome’s array of shepherdesses.

      
      ‘I shall miss this collection. The messengers christened them the Land Army,’ said Pershore. ‘I do not know how Sir James
         will fill these cabinets. In my experience most Prime Ministers collect something, if it’s only gift ashtrays or silver trowels.
         That is the door into the study, and this staircase leads up to the private flat on the second floor – Perhaps we should have
         a word about your own access to classified papers. Of course once you have gone through all the security procedures …’
      

      
      Pershore was interrupted by one of the messengers, panting slightly from the steepness of the stairs.

      
      ‘Excuse me, Mr Pershore, I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s a gentleman down stairs who says he’s Mr Antony Percival. The
         policeman at the door let him in, but he wasn’t too sure, and I thought I’d better …’
      

      
      Pershore cut him short rather testily. ‘It must be the Prime Minister’s son – surely you could have spotted that. You know
         him of course, John – may I call you John? My name is William. Well in that case let’s go down and greet him together.’
      

      
      
      Antony was standing, feet apart, in the centre of the main entrance hall. He carried a tightly rolled umbrella and wore a
         bowler hat, slightly askew. He waited till they reached him, then spoke with quiet precision.
      

      
      ‘They wish to relieve me of my hat and my umbrella. They mean kindly, I am sure. But without my hat and my umbrella, how am
         I to remember that I am to be a merchant banker?’
      

      
      John saw that he must take charge.

      
      ‘Come along to my office, and we’ll talk about it.’

      
      ‘It’s a bit awkward,’ whispered Pershore. ‘The PM will be here at any time now. The custom is to get the whole staff lined
         up along the corridor to welcome him. It would be a pity if there were any incident …’
      

      
      ‘There won’t be.’ He steered Antony down the corridor, but they ran aground opposite the bust of Pitt, which stood in a recess
         half-way down.
      

      
      ‘Good afternoon, Billy, I will trust you with my hat,’ said Antony, placing his bowler on the white marble forehead. ‘Were
         you a good butcher?’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Isn’t that what it’s called when a Prime Minister sacks his colleagues? Billy, you knew about the bottle. You know that I
         have just drunk half a bottle of bad brandy. But girls, Billy, girls, I think not. You would not understand how I feel. So
         I will retrieve my hat. I have sacked my mistress and got myself a job. What do you say to that for an afternoon’s work?’
      

      
      John managed to steer him forwards.

      
      ‘I heard Helena had a surprise for you.’

      
      ‘Ah yes, but I have a surprise for Helena, bless her black heart. I’ve butchered Trisha, I’ll take the job, do everything
         she asks. But I’m damned if I’m going to sleep on the streets. I’m going to live here.’
      

      
      ‘For God’s sake, Antony. And anyway I’m not sure there’s room. It’s a small flat, and …’

      
      ‘Not room? For the Prime Minister’s only son? No room for a cot and my toys and Teddy, and perhaps a bit later my pin-ups
         of football stars? You must be joking. The newspapers wouldn’t like that story one little bit. Twenty rooms for typists, none
         for the prodigal son. No, no, Helena will have to …’ He swayed into the wall.
      

      
      
      ‘Here’s your father now.’

      
      John had heard the sound of clapping and cheering from outside in the street as the front door opened to admit the new Prime
         Minister.
      

      
      ‘Excellent. I’ll go and greet him, and then we can get down seriously to the fatted calf.’

      
      Given his condition, Antony moved fast. Sir James was still near the door. He turned from waving to the crowd and as the door
         closed began to shake hands one by one with the line of secretaries and messengers who had been quickly assembled.
      

      
      His brand-new detective towered uneasily behind him. Pershore was doing the honours expertly.

      
      ‘This is Miss Jones, of Honours Section. Miss Jones has been with us for eighteen years now, isn’t that right, Miss Jones?’

      
      Antony slipped into a gap in the line, and fell to his pinstripe knees.

      
      ‘I am no more worthy to be called thy son,’ he said to an astonished grey-haired lady on his right. ‘Isn’t that how it goes?’

      
      John, following fast, had an idea, and pressed a button. By good luck the lift was there, and the doors opened. He pulled
         Antony quickly up and back, and the doors closed behind them.
      

      
      Antony was in no way put out.

      
      ‘That was quick work,’ he said. ‘You’ve come on a lot since you were at Merton. Now, if you press button 2 we can go and choose
         my bedroom.’
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