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  Prologue




  

    Extract of a letter from Mrs. Eudora Hilliard, dated: New York, June 17th 1974


  




  Yes, I agree with you. It is now nearly ten years since my nephew disappeared and we can try to clear his name without either of us having much fear of prosecution. But you

  should write the story, not I. Your tastes and character will carry conviction, and you have, thank God, no enemies—apart from your battles with Marketing Boards of which Tessa writes with a

  tempestuousness which you are too tolerant to feel yourself.




  Me, I do have enemies who give other names to what I call my pro-American activities. So if I were to write the story of Alwyn’s disgrace and escape it would be suspect from the start.

  That woman again, they would say!




  You’ll object that there are incidents which you are not all that keen to publicise. I can’t help it. It’s your duty to Alwyn. But it might, I think, be possible to get around

  the difficulties by presenting our story as fiction and disguising names and places as far as you can. Those who loved Alwyn Rory and served under and over him will see through it at once and at

  last understand what happened to him and why.




  For the general public he is no longer news. So perhaps you should start with a reminder of the actual facts of the case of Lieutenant Mornix, generally supposed to be living it up in the

  paradise of the Soviet Union but undoubtedly frying in hell. We don’t have to bother at all with Mornix himself—a traitor, a name, an obliterated ghost leaving behind him the malignancy

  in which you and Alwyn were caught up.




  Your Government never said exactly what information this guy was selling to the Russians. Alwyn was too loyal a servant of the state to go into details, and even I do not know. But you can

  explain that it was to do with underwater listening and beacons on the sea bottom—with the possible landing of agents as a sideline—and that it was far more important to find out what

  the other side wanted to know than to arrest Mornix straightaway. So your Intelligence hand-fed him with stuff they wanted his employers to believe, together with just enough truth to make it all

  convincing.




  On the day when they were ready to arrest him Mornix vanished. It was the sort of failure that is part of the game—no general ever won all his battles—and nothing would ever have

  come out if it hadn’t been for a fat slob of an MP trying to embarrass the Government. He asked in the House what action had been taken to explain the continued absence from duty of

  Lieutenant Mornix, and he got the answer that the police were following the usual routine for tracing a missing person. Then back he came with:




  ‘Is it a fact that Lieutenant Mornix was employed in a secret naval establishment?’




  The Under-Secretary replied that he was employed in H.M.S. Nereid, a shore-based establishment of no particular secrecy and open to the public.




  That was a dam’ silly reply, because next day the news hawks were down at Portland in scores and they found that while the public could certainly stroll round the gardens of H.M.S.

  Nereid—a large country house, not a ship—that was about all they could do.




  Naturally none of us ever knew what went on behind the scenes in, I guess, agitated meetings of the Cabinet, the head of MI5 and the Ministry of Defence, but the next front-page news was the

  resignation of a junior minister and the appointment of a Special Tribunal. The public always demands a scapegoat, Willie. One had been found. The other was on the way.




  Here, verbatim, is part of the evidence given by my nephew to the Tribunal sitting in camera. And camera it sure was! Not a word, as you know only too well, ever leaked out. I

  never showed this transcript to anyone while I was in England, for I didn’t want to spend the rest of my declining years in the Tower of London. You can safely swear you invented it. I

  believe forty more years must pass before the top secret evidence to the Tribunal is open to historical research.




  Quote this transcript as an introduction to whatever you write! Without it nothing will make sense.




  ‘Mr. Rory, I understand that it was known to your service that Lieutenant Mornix was in the pay of a foreign power?’




  ‘It was.’




  ‘And it was your duty to supervise his movements?’




  ‘Yes. But not too closely.’




  ‘So there was always a possibility that he might abscond?’




  ‘My orders were that his suspicions should never be aroused. I therefore took risks which I would not normally have taken.’




  ‘Why were such orders given to you?’




  ‘That question should be put to another branch of Intelligence.’




  ‘It has been stated in evidence that Special Branch had ample evidence justifying the arrest of Lieutenant Mornix when he left H.M.S. Nereid on May 30th. Would you agree?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And that you gave instructions that the arrest should be delayed until his return to Portland.’




  ‘I did. I had good reason to believe that his employers required him in person for consultation. If only I could find out whom he met and where, my case was complete.’




  ‘So you alone were in a position to decide whether he should or should not be arrested?’




  ‘To some degree—yes.’




  ‘On arrival in London he was followed?’




  ‘He was, but very discreetly. I have already explained that it was vital that he should have no suspicion.’




  ‘Where in fact did he go?’




  ‘To number Forty-two Whatcombe Street. He had some difficulty in finding the address, suggesting that he had never visited the street before.’




  ‘You think that was the rendezvous with his employers?’




  ‘No. I think it was intended to check the hounds—like a fox going through a flock of sheep.’




  ‘What happened then?’




  ‘My agents were able to watch the house, back and front, till dark, but Mornix never came out. Arrangements were then made with the police to raid the house on suspicion of a drug offence

  and check the identity of every person in it. He was not there.’




  ‘How do you suppose he left?’




  ‘There was a continual coming and going of odd types, very hairy and—on such a warm day—half naked except for beads and fringes. I imagine that Lieutenant Mornix put on some

  such disguise, stood in the porch talking to other tenants and simply walked off with them. Under those circumstances he would be hard to recognise even for an expert. My agents could not stop

  everyone and check whether whiskers and Afro-American hair style were false.’




  ‘The escape of Mornix seems to have been organised by persons or a person with considerable experience, Mr. Rory.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Could such a person have got him out of the country?’




  ‘I doubt it, unless as diplomatic baggage.’




  ‘A rather bulky piece of baggage!’




  ‘Not if divided into manageable pieces.’




  ‘Please be serious, Mr. Rory! Suppose he was assisted by someone with inside knowledge of the security controls?’




  ‘Possible. But I do not believe such a traitor exists in my service.’




  ‘Let us return to Forty-two Whatcombe Street. The lady whom the tribunal has decided to refer to as Miss X owned the house?’




  ‘She did.’




  ‘Assuming for a moment the unlikely event of a Minister of the Crown frequenting a suspicious character, would her antecedents be automatically investigated by MI5?’




  ‘I wouldn’t say automatically. If there was a definite request, with some prima facie evidence that her contacts were undesirable, she might be discreetly investigated and the

  Minister warned.’




  ‘Was there such a request in the case of Miss X and from whom?’




  ‘There was a request from the CIA.’




  ‘And was she in fact investigated?’




  ‘No. It was considered unnecessary. The lady, her opinions and her contacts were all well known.’




  ‘You were on terms of friendship with the Minister?’




  ‘We belong to the same club and have common interests.’




  ‘Was it you who introduced Miss X to the Minister in the first place?’




  ‘It was. He told me he wanted to know more about the communal living and revolutionary idealism of the younger generation. As Miss X had let the lower flat of her house to such a commune

  and as she was a woman of good family and high intelligence I suggested he might talk to her.’




  ‘You were aware of the more intimate relationship which developed?’




  ‘From hearsay only. In any case it was a private and normal relationship between a young woman and an older man who found each other mutually attractive. In my opinion the Minister was

  quite wrong to resign.’




  ‘You still think then that it was nothing more than coincidence that Miss X lived in the very building where Lieutenant Mornix disappeared?’




  ‘The fullest investigation is taking place.’




  ‘Shutting the stable door when the horse has bolted!’




  ‘If you wish. But there is no evidence against her beyond some unconventionality in her politics and choice of friends.’




  ‘In forming your favourable opinion of Miss X had you anything to go on besides your personal acquaintance with her?’




  ‘I had other sources of information.’




  ‘May the Tribunal know what they were?’




  ‘Common friends. I don’t want to drag in names which have nothing to do with the case.’




  ‘Mr. Rory, I am bound to put to you certain questions regarding your personal affairs. I must emphasize that you are fully entitled to refuse to answer them here and

  now.’




  ‘I will tell the Tribunal to the best of my ability anything it wishes to know.’




  ‘On May 30th, the date of the lieutenant’s escape, your bank account was overdrawn to the extent of £1,560.’




  ‘It may have been.’




  ‘On June 15th the overdraft amounted to nearly £1,900.’




  ‘Probably. I had bought some claret I couldn’t really afford.’




  ‘On June 16th your account stood at £89 in credit.’




  ‘Of course it did not! Well, I mean there must have been a mistake.’




  ‘You received no advice from your bank that a sum of £2,000 had been transferred to your credit?’




  ‘Not that I remember.’




  ‘It would have been your duty, I presume, to report such a large payment from an unknown source to the Head of your Department?’




  ‘Of course, if I had known it was there.’




  ‘I must ask you again if you did not receive an advice from the bank that it was there.’




  ‘I don’t know. I mean—I might have done.’




  ‘Could you be more precise?’




  ‘Well, I might have thought a letter from the bank was about my overdraft and just stuffed it in a drawer.’




  ‘In any case your bank statement at the end of the month would have shown your account was in credit.’




  ‘I didn’t look at it.’




  ‘Stuffed it in the same drawer, I suppose?’




  ‘Well—I’m afraid—yes. I know it sounds silly but I always do when I’m badly over the overdraft limit.’




  ‘Did you not notice that no cheque of yours was dishonoured?’




  ‘Yes, but I supposed the Manager was being reasonable. He never bothered half as much about my overdraft as I did. And I knew he would telephone me if I had really gone too far and that

  then I would have to do something.’




  ‘What, for example?’




  ‘Well, there’s always something one can do.’




  ‘Yes, Mr. Rory, no doubt there is. Have you any idea where this money came from?’




  ‘Not the least.’




  ‘I am instructed that it was passed through two foreign banks before reaching yours and that the order originated in a numbered account at a Swiss bank. I shall pass you a slip of paper

  with the number of that account. Please tell the Tribunal if it means anything to you.’




  ‘Good God—why didn’t they pay cash?’




  Willie, that was the impulsive exclamation which sank him. It sounded as if he was regretting that the bribe had not been paid in cash; but the question, in that moment of

  surprise and prostration, was addressed to himself, not to the Tribunal. What he meant was that if the spy-masters had paid cash in the normal way there would have been no trace of the origin of

  the payment; therefore they intended it to be traced—not too simply but after weeks of clever investigation.




  The Tribunal allowed him to explain what he meant, and he did it badly and incoherently. When he claimed that the payment was an attempt to discredit him he was asked what the object of that

  could be, since everything he knew or suspected would already be on record in the files. He was then asked if he could give the name of any responsible person who knew of and could confirm this

  infantile habit of stuffing his bank statements into a drawer unread.




  He could not, and that was the end. The duty of the Tribunal was to report; it had no power to decide criminal liability. So Alwyn was not immediately arrested. But he was bound to be put on

  trial with the public spitting at the Black Maria which carried him to court. The escape of Mornix was entirely due to the orders he had given, overruling Special Branch, and the evidence that he

  had prearranged the visit to Whatcombe Street was convincing.




  You who knew him so well will always understand why he bolted while there was still time. Alwyn had the foolish pride of a man of honour which makes him retreat rather than fight when that

  honour is questioned. Whether he was right or wrong none of us can say. His behaviour with his bank accounts was unbelievable for a responsible government servant. Officially unbelievable, I mean.

  Yet sheer, sober, human idiocy is the commonest thing in the world, and during the happy years I lived in England I was continually astounded by the serene eccentricities of my friends and

  neighbours. No doubt they said the same of me.




  And here is something you don’t know. I remember that when Alwyn was ten years old his mother insisted that he would be a poet—an opinion based on nothing at all but his obstinate

  belief in fairies. That imagination of his—the readiness to look beyond the factual—must have made him an outstanding security officer, but doesn’t it also account for his refusal

  to face facts in private life? Money was just one of such facts. He treated it without respect because he loathed it.




  I have of course an ulterior motive in allowing or persuading you to drag this unsavoury business out into the light. You will have read the daily revelations of arrogance, dishonesty and

  contempt for Law in departments of our government, leaving us without even the illusion that there is honour among thieves. We in America are going through one of our periodical revolutions when we

  clean out the stables more thoroughly than any other country would ever dare. Because I know that, my pride in my country is unaffected. But now is the time to drive home the lesson that the end

  never justifies the means.












  Chapter One




  THE STATEMENT OF ADRIAN GURNEY




  On that evening of July 1st which decided then and there the course of all my future life I was innocently waiting in my little box of an

  office for the arrival of my employer to sign the correspondence entrusted to me as personal assistant. There was one letter which I had typed and then signed with my own name, for the persistent

  exchanges of affection between Councillor Sokes and his latest immature tart were carried on through me. Herbert Sokes, I remember, was in his most poetical mood; he described in enthusiastic

  detail the charms and timidities which his little darling had artistically displayed during his last visit to London and his expectations for their next meeting. This remarkable correspondence

  which mixed depravity, fatherliness and even a dash of religion to taste suggested to me that he got as much pleasure from Miss Tacket’s absence as he did from her presence.




  Dangerous letters they would have been if Sokes had put his own name to them, but I willingly obliged him. I was a lost dog, accepting Sokes as master and Caulby as home.




  It was a revolting town, developed by the railway in the eighteen-seventies. Nine-tenths of it was composed of red brick houses, each with three front windows and a door. Gaiety was represented

  only in the frontage of the pubs, the most palatial being entirely faced by two different shades of mauve tiles; dignity, wherever required, was underlined by Gothic windows of stone or variegated

  brick. After so much solidity the mass Utopia of the High Street, lined by the glass and concrete of the usual multiple stores, was a relief.




  Caulby was depressing but to be endured, for it meant to me a home and the possibility of a career. I gave it such affection as I could. A very different England it appeared from that which I

  had known up to the age of twelve, but I was obstinately determined to accept with open arms any and every aspect of my country.




  My father farmed in Wiltshire. He was a man of dreams, almost a mystic in his feeling of union with the earth and with all the unknown cultivators of the past whose rolling green tombs and

  sacred stones littered parts of his land. They must always have felt their way by trial and error, and so very often did he. Long before maize was common in English gardens he took a chance with

  it, reckoning that it could be grown well enough in the soft valley of the Kennet and that he could not lose on an acre or two of his own chicken food with an expanding London market as a possible

  side-line. I never knew what report of miracle corn took him to Romania instead of the United States; it may have been the advice of the vicar whose brother imported caviare. At any rate he

  returned home after eight weeks with a bushel of seed and a young Romanian wife as well. The maize showed a very small profit and the whirlwind marriage produced me.




  Life, green and pleasant, might have so continued if my adventurous father had not insisted on driving a tractor on too steep a slope where his neighbours would have been content to leave the

  tussocky grass alone or plough it up with horses. His widow tried to carry on alone. She was a merry, pretty woman, efficient too, and even in the market helped by everyone; but it was as if our

  too insular livestock would not respond to foreign care. Fowl pest and an outbreak of gid among the sheep finished her, and the sale of the farm hardly did more than pay the debts. She had no other

  profession and no way of providing for the pair of us, but in Romania there was still a resourceful family which appeared to be easily coping with communism.




  In 1954 she returned home with me and soon married a consultant geologist, a jolly fellow who fully appreciated my difficulties and brought me up to get the best out of my adopted country: in

  fact, to accept what must be accepted and enjoy whatever could be enjoyed. Having preserved with the utmost tact his reputation as a sound party member and being on excellent terms with Russian

  colleagues he got himself posted to Egypt to work on the Assuan Dam. Since my mother had recently died—her heart not equal to her gay vitality—he managed to take me with him. He had a

  theory that the dam was going to play merry hell with the Nile Delta and suggested that some young agronomists should take a look at the problem in the ground. As I was then at an admirable

  Agricultural College—a keen student but in no way an expert—I was chosen to be one of the team. Family connections are as useful behind the Iron Curtain as anywhere else.




  To me Egypt was the fabulous scene of British victories, wicked imperialists or not. But I found that I was not allowed to see much of the country or to mix freely with its people; the Russian

  colony was more closed and self-sufficient than the British had ever been. Boredom with the whole deadening system became intolerable. On an official visit to Cairo I slipped away to the British

  Consulate where I presented my birth certificate.




  Of course, it was still far from plain sailing. Since I was close on nineteen I was entitled to my passport after details of my story had been confirmed, but I refused to have it sent to me for

  fear of compromising my sympathetic stepfather. So three months later I escaped—at least that was what I called my unauthorised dash to Cairo—and fortunately found my passport ready and

  waiting.




  So there I was, unquestionably British but with no means of earning a living. The foreign merchants who would gladly have employed me had all been expelled; the native Egyptians had little use

  for a waif of dubious antecedents who could not speak Arabic. For two years I was a hanger-on of hotels and travel agencies, making just enough from small tips and split commissions to eat once a

  day and pay the rent of a bug-ridden room. There is no need to go into the shame and misery of it all. From this existence without a future or any chance of affording my passage to England I was

  rescued by the police who ran me in together with a few other forgotten, destitute British subjects. We were shipped home at our government’s expense.




  Due to my languages and do-anything appearance I landed a job as the lower sort of courier to a travel agency, which led me out of England almost as soon as I returned to it. For six months I

  stayed in Paris, attending incredulously to the stereotyped requirements of motor-coach tourists from the Midlands. In one such party was Herbert Sokes, demonstrating that he was just one of the

  boys though well able to afford greater comfort. I was useful to him—seeing to his personal tastes and, more important, ensuring his privacy—so he offered me a trial as personal

  assistant. The orphan from Egypt, who had the sense to say nothing of his embarrassing Romanian background, accepted gratefully. This was the stake in my own country which I wanted. Councillor

  Herbert Sokes, O.B.E., a small manufacturer of automobile accessories, seemed to me solid ground from which to climb the ladder of conventional living.




  I spent two years in—or rather just outside—the factory of Sokes Ltd. Besides his managerial office Sokes had another, which he called the Parlour, where he received his private and

  political visitors. It was in a small cottage adjoining the factory with its own front door opening on to a quiet alley. I at first assumed that the most important piece of furniture in the Parlour

  was likely to be the comfortable couch. I was quite wrong. In his own community Herbert Sokes’s private intrigues were all directed towards increasing his private capital.




  This small town boss is of no real importance to my story, but without him I cannot explain myself. He was a director of the local mortgage company and had a sleeping interest in an estate

  agency. As leader of the Conservative opposition on the Borough Council and a close friend—outside the council chamber—of the Labour chairman of the Housing Committee, he knew of all

  likely developments within the town. But his integrity was unquestionable. He always declared his interest, refusing to vote on any issue where private advantage might conflict with public service.

  Sokes was never corrupt and avoided any shadow of suspicion when he corrupted.




  I thought I understood my employer and enjoyed our enigmatic relationship. He made a cheerful pretence of treating me as an unprincipled black sheep to whom anything might be confessed, and

  occasionally added to my small salary a cash bonus when I was bound to know a little—it was never everything—of the means by which a handsome profit had been secured. Sometimes I acted

  as runner between Councillor Sokes and his supposedly bitter opponent Alderman Gunsbotham. I was not shocked. My country-bred integrity had been overlaid by all I had observed since the age of

  twelve. What else could politicians be but crooks? Only newspapers pretended to be horrified. For me the essential was that I had come home at last and that my affection for my employer was

  returned.




  On that evening when he and I finally parted he did not follow his usual practice of approving or altering the private correspondence in my claustrophobic office but asked me to come into the

  Parlour. It was impossible to tell whether he was worried or not, for he kept up his Rotary and Committee manners with everyone except his wife—always jolly and never warm. His neat, oval

  face was a very clean-shaven mask, pale except where red and blue veins bore witness to the quantity of whisky and water which had to be consumed for the sake of good fellowship and never

  noticeably affected him.




  He waved me towards table and chair and poured me a drink. Himself sitting on the couch, he looked through the typed correspondence. His position somehow disassociated him from personal

  interest, as if he were running through family documents which only vaguely concerned him. He made no remark on three letters which I had been instructed to sign myself, one of which was the

  effusion to his washily depraved seventeen-year-old in Wandsworth.




  ‘Good! Now there’s one more little thing I want you to do for me, Mr. Gurney,’ he said.




  He never addressed me as Adrian. I approved, though observing that in other offices the use of Christian names was becoming common.




  ‘All right, guv’nor! Let’s have it!’




  The office called him ‘Mr. Sokes’ or ‘sir’. Guv’nor was only used by the factory floor. I had picked it up before I was quite at home with all the subtleties of

  address and had then stuck to it. There seemed a slightly disreputable air about guv’nor which suited our intimate relationship.




  ‘I need your receipt for that twelve hundred pounds. Just a formality. You’ll never hear any more of it.’




  I was accustomed to handling cash for purchases or commitments in which the principal did not wish to appear. Another useful intermediary who could perform the most delicate disappearing tricks

  with bundles of notes was the local bookmaker, Len Shuffleton, Turf Accountant, who fascinated me. In his own dealings with the public the man was scrupulously honest; otherwise he was a crook well

  up to Egyptian standards.




  It was to him that I had paid, a month earlier, the sum of £1,200 in cash—an amount which suggested one thousand plus twenty per cent commission. What Len had done with the thousand

  I strongly suspected. It had been paid to Alderman Gunsbotham for carrying his committee and party with him in an eloquent plea for the hard-won savings of the poor.




  On the outskirts of Caulby were seventy acres of muddy land occupied by three struggling small-holders and their tumble-down cottages. Herbert Sokes and his dubious estate agency were after so

  promising a building site, but any move on their part to buy would have been instantly answered by a compulsory purchase order for Council housing at the low price of agricultural land, easily

  carried by the Labour majority.




  To their astonishment Sokes himself proposed this compulsory purchase from the Conservative benches. The Labour councillors were disconcerted. They agreed with the motion; on the other hand it

  was their duty to vote against anything whatever proposed by Conservatives. Which way they would jump depended on their leader, Alderman Gunsbotham.




  He spoke passionately against the hard-hearted motion of the Conservatives, Labour alone watched over the interests of the helpless. It was iniquitous to drive them out of their properties,

  bought with the miserable savings of working men, and force them to accept a price far too low to buy any other accommodation. So long as he and his great party were in control the land would never

  be bought compulsorily.




  The result was that both parties emerged from the dispute with honour and the plaudits of the local press. Gunsbotham had stood up nobly in the interests of the poor and secretly earned a

  thousand pounds for carrying his party with him. Sokes had reinforced his reputation for bluff honesty and—now that the Council had denied any intention of compulsory purchase—was free

  to buy the very contented smallholders out of their mud at the full market price and was holding the land for resale to the highest bidder.




  Devoted servant though I was, I hesitated to give a receipt for money I had never had and I asked the guv’nor what he would do with it. Councillor Sokes laughed with his invariable

  geniality.




  ‘Quite right to ask, Mr. Gurney! You’re quite right! Well, it will go into the office safe and you can forget it.’




  ‘Not your personal safe?’




  ‘The cheque you cashed for that twelve hundred was on the firm’s account, not mine. So the firm must hold your receipt.’




  Something certainly had to be in the firm’s safe for the auditors. I suggested charging it to advertising and said I thought I could fix the agent. He did not respond. He seemed to resent

  the hint of partnership.




  ‘I understand that you wanted to buy a house. The firm is very generous to its employees.’




  ‘It would be like you, guv’nor,’ I said after thinking this over. ‘If I really needed the money, I believe you’d let me have it. But where’s the

  house?’




  ‘You are negotiating the down payment. I’ll deal with that through our mortgage friends.’




  So he could probably; but it was the devil of a lot to ask. Affection insisted that Sokes would never let me down, while instinct was strongly against signing anything more beyond amorous

  correspondence.




  ‘Well, if you are sure there’s no other way out . . .’ I began.




  ‘It’s the easiest—a straightforward receipt back-dated. Sign it and you won’t be the loser. The last thing we want is any unpleasantness.’




  Unpleasantness. One could take that in several ways. I assumed my employer was referring to the fact that the political manoeuvres had left a slight but increasing stink. Sokes urgently wanted

  that receipt so that he could challenge rumours by throwing open bank accounts to anyone who wished to inspect them.




  ‘I’ve never been the loser yet, guv’nor,’ I answered gratefully, ‘and I know you well enough to be sure I won’t lose any of your respect if I just want to

  give it some thought.’




  ‘My respect?’ Sokes asked incredulously.




  ‘Well, I mean—as a businessman, would you do it yourself?’




  His face slightly reddened. When he was annoyed, it was a reaction he could not control. Again, I saw that he did not relish any parallel between himself and his personal assistant.




  ‘Under the circumstances I should.’




  ‘Perhaps that is what I haven’t understood, guv’nor—the circumstances.’




  ‘They could be, Mr. Gurney, that you forged my signature on a cheque for twelve hundred pounds. But we’ll forget that. I want our relations to continue just as they are.’




  I replied that he couldn’t be serious, that Len Shuffleton could witness I paid the money to him.




  ‘You went straight from the bank to a bookmaker with twelve hundred pounds of the firm’s money?’




  I fully appreciated the threat. In Shuffleton’s books were lost credit bets in the name of Adrian Gurney though they didn’t amount to much more than thirty quid and Len had never yet

  pressed for settlement. That account could be altered to show that I had made a losing bet of twelve hundred on some favourite which was dead certain to win and had not. I doubted if Sokes when he

  instructed me to cash the cheque and take the money round to Shuffleton had ever intended an accusation of forgery; on the other hand he always left himself a way of retreat. I remembered noticing

  that Sokes’s signature on the cheque had been in some way too careful, too deliberate. Suppose he had written it slowly over a tracing?




  The right game was to calm him down. Anyone, after all, would try to avoid losing the good will of a useful, very confidential employee.




  ‘In a hole, guv’nor?’ I asked sympathetically. ‘But surely to God there’s a way out without wanting to fix me?’




  ‘Want it? Of course I don’t! What I want is for you to do what you’re told and forget about it.’




  ‘I’ll forget about it all right. That’s part of the job. No reason for any embarrassment between us.’




  ‘That is why I chose you, Mr. Gurney. I should have some trouble in finding anyone in this part of the world quite as obliging as you.’




  The implication was a savage shock. To Sokes, then, I was an unscrupulous, anglicised wog. And wasn’t it a fact? Like all cruel accusations which are ten per cent true, it immediately

  became ninety per cent true to the guilty conscience at the receiving end. My own picture of myself, when caught up in Sokes’s deals and diversions, had been one of a loyal, cynically

  tolerant retainer. To a young man intimately acquainted with corruption—in Romania subtle and involving status rather than cash, in Egypt considered more entertaining than

  regrettable—there was nothing exceptional about Sokes either as a businessman or a local politician.




  The bitterest disappointment of all was to find that Sokes had no affection for me. His lack of shame in my presence was because I didn’t count. I was just a private pimp to be sacrificed

  when necessary in the certainty that I was too defenceless to do any damage and would not be believed if I tried.




  I told him that he would not get his receipt.




  ‘I shall, Mr. Gurney,’ he said, ‘when you think over the alternative.’




  I walked back to my depressing lodgings in a fury of agitation. I could not bring myself even to stop at my usual pub for a drink and a game of darts, feeling that the geniality of my

  acquaintances might be, like my employer’s, a mere opening and shutting of the mouth. The sudden discovery that Sokes despised me shattered all self-confidence.




  Unable to bear the prospect of landlady’s chops and tea, I bought a bottle of cheap red wine and plunged into a grubby little Italian restaurant off the High Street. The front of it was

  normally occupied by young criminals and their admiring friends; at the back was a room where the few foreign workers at Caulby were made welcome if they chose to drop in for a meal. I went there

  seldom, for my enjoyment of the place worried me, as if a disloyalty to my English birth.




  I had dreaded the loneliness of my room, but loneliness at my table was that of the observer, alive and calculating. Veal and spaghetti, wine and harsh coffee helped to smooth out the two years

  of Caulby into some sort of perspective.




  Would Sokes really go so far as to accuse me of forging that cheque and betting on a certainty with the money? Assuming that he had some very good reason to be alarmed, it looked as if he might.

  And then any magistrate would decide there was a case to be answered. What have you to say for yourself? Your Worship, he told me to pay that twelve hundred to the bookie and he made his signature

  on the cheque look as if it had been forged. But Mr. Sokes and Mr. Shuffleton deny anything so ridiculous. Mr. Sokes does not bet and you do. Moreover both these gentlemen, one a very prominent

  citizen of our town, have given evidence that their only contacts are on the management of the Old Peoples’ Home to which both have been good enough to give much of their valuable time.




  Bail or remanded in custody for further enquiries? The enquiries when answered would not be helpful. No character from any employer. Earned a dubious living on the streets of Cairo and Paris.

  And then out would come my very private secret: that I had been brought up in communist Romania. If I refused to give that receipt and Sokes carried out his threat I was going to be for all my life

  a suspect foreigner who had been in trouble with the law without a trade or any qualifications.




  Right then! Could I counterattack and put the screws on the guv’nor? Of all I suspected how much could be proved? Most of my knowledge of his dealings was composed of direction pointers,

  unmistakable to the personal assistant but pretty worthless to an outside investigator. The bribe to Alderman Gunsbotham was typical. I had no conclusive evidence. I could be indicted for criminal

  slander. No, I had nothing of genuine interest to the police, nothing even that the Caulby Herald, with the law of libel brooding over the editorial office, would dare to print.




  Another thought leapt out of my bottle of wine. Sokes could have covered up that bribe to Gunsbotham in half a dozen different ways. The receipt he required me to sign was not essential. So his

  threat of prosecution was for general use against a potential blackmailer, intended to hang over my head if I opened my mouth about any dirty deals, past or future. It bound me into perpetual

  slavery—possibly quite profitable but leaving me always at the mercy of my employer. It was no wonder that he had resented any suggestion of partnership when he had all along considered his

  personal assistant on a par with a seller of filthy postcards.




  So Caulby and Sokes were exploded, leaving me among the fall-out a free man without any ties of interest or affection. Suppose I just bolted and restarted a career somewhere else? But that would

  be most convenient for Sokes. A sudden disappearance was strong evidence, if it were needed, that the twelve hundred pounds had gone with me.




  Suicide was another way out. I found the thought of poor Adrian stark and cold most touching. Also it would put Sokes and Len Shuffleton on the spot, for it would certainly occur to the police

  that one of the neatest ways to explain a shortage of cash was to blame someone who was no longer alive. A pity that one couldn’t kill oneself without the inconvenience of dying!




  Weary of me arguing with me—though the argument was becoming more genial—I finished the bottle and opened the evening paper. And there at the bottom of the front page was my answer!

  There, thanks to Uncle Vasile, was my pretended, pathetic, embarrassing suicide if only I had the impudence and could think quickly enough.




  The front page before my eyes, short of a murder or some photogenic débutante in trouble with her parents, was playing up the mystery of one of the first Russian trawler fleets to pass

  through the English Channel. South coast towns, wrote the reporter, would be able to see the lights of the fleet. What were the Russian intentions and was the Channel becoming a mere highway to the

  North Sea? He then quoted a Russian Embassy press hand-out which stated flatly that their intentions were to fish, that next day the fleet would be out of the Baltic on its way to the African

  grounds and that it would pass through the Straits of Dover between two and three a.m. the following night.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
GEOFFREY
HOUSEHOLD

‘Escapist fiction at its best’
Sunday Times






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





