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For Thomas


Nineteen-Fifties

‘You may sit on the floor if you wish.’ The man slipped gratefully on to the polished parquet.

The Sultan of Rajnaya looked over the white walls of the palace to the jagged blue spine of his island. From those hills had always come the strength of his family. From them his ancestor had swept down to cut the throats of the Portuguese. He had been just such a ragged village chief as now sat before him.

‘Six of our boats tonight, you say?’

‘Two to each of the northern harbours, Highness.’

‘Rifles or sub-machine-guns?’

‘Rifles,’ the man said, ‘The last consignment until the next big boat comes to Aden.’

‘And the British customs cutters?’

‘The engines of both are sick this morning.’ The man grinned. The Sultan did not trust men who grinned. He stroked his luxuriant white beard to show that the interview was at an end.

When the man had gone the Sultan spun the big bright circular table which was the main furniture of the room. It had just come from Harrods, and since its coming the Sultan could eat alone throughout a meal. Before retiring the servants put all the plates together on the table at the same time, the hot ones nearest him, and as he ate he rotated the table to bring fresh dishes within reach. If his great-grandfather had thought of this he would not have been stabbed in the back by a servant while at dinner.

The Sultan tasted a pink jelly, of which he kept a stock at the end of the table. Little cubes of fruit had risen to the top of the dish. The jellies came in tins from Australia. They were very economical, and as they were almost tasteless it would be difficult to put poison in them. Even so he opened the tins himself. If his grandfather had known of the jellies, he too might have lived until his beard was white.

The Sultan pressed an electric buzzer in the shape of a tortoise in green glass. The tortoise gave a piercing cry, but nothing else happened. The Sultan clapped his big soft hands, and a servant at once appeared, white shirt and trousers under the red turban which marked the royal household. He bowed to the Sultan with a sideways grimace at the tortoise. The whole household was sure it would bring the Sultan bad luck.

‘I pressed the bell.’

‘I heard nothing except the clapping of your Highness’s hands.’

In the old days men had been executed for less. The Sultan instinctively felt at his side for the curved sword which was no longer there.

‘At what hour does the British Commissioner come?’

‘At eleven, Highness.’

‘Bring me the paper which he gave me yesterday. Then go.’

The servant brought a slim blue booklet in paper covers from the embrasure overlooking the sea. His bare feet moved silently, and the heavy tasselled curtain in the arched doorway fell back into place behind him.


Report of the Constitutional Advisory Committee July 1954

Our terms of reference were as follows: To devise and recommend a pattern of constitutional reform in Rajnaya which would lay the foundation for democratic institutions while having regard to the special status and characteristics of the island, and in particular

(a) the responsibility of Her Majesty’s Government for defence and external relations,

(b) the traditional suzerainty of His Highness the Sultan.

(c) the multiracial character of the island.

Summary of recommendations

1. A Legislation Council should be established of thirty members, of whom ten would be directly elected within the municipality of Rajnaya (paras 1–7) …




Paper, it was all paper nowadays. His brother in Aden told him that even the men who brought the rifles from Vladivostok talked as if they were reading pieces of paper. His nephew at Cambridge wrote him many clever letters, but what was the use?

The Sultan hoisted his corpulent little body to its feet and moved slowly to the embrasure. Once it had looked on to a long fringe of palm trees and a beach of white sand, from which the lighters went to load and empty the occasional visiting steamer. The trees had been grubbed up, replaced by the big cranes building the new harbour. Squat glass and steel buildings, most still swathed in bamboo scaffolding, were poking up from the white houses and mud huts along the shore and for a mile or so inland. Money, new money pouring into his island from the oil rigs out to sea. Everyone told the Sultan he should be glad. But money meant more Indian immigrants, carrying their suitcases down the gangplank of the ancient steamer from Bombay, buying up his city of Rajnaya. Money meant the Commissioner coming once a week to tell him how to spend it. Money meant emptying villages, more blue booklets, strange teachings in the schools, seditious newspapers, women flaunting their limbs in the streets, drink and drugs. Who could tell the end of all this money? It was not thus that the Sultans of Rajnaya had been used to rule.

Luckily there was another way, and he thanked God that his brother the merchant in Aden had found it for him. The rifles came to Aden every three months, at the bottom of a hold full of timber. His brother bought the timber and sold it to the British Army. The rifles, which were cheap and good, came on dark nights to the little fishing harbours on the poor side of Rajnaya beyond the blue hills, where there were no Indians and the coastguard cutters rarely came. There the rifles waited in the rafters for the day when the Sultan would rule in the old way.

He knew how to do it. A clear word passed through the villages by a fast horseman, then a chosen few with sure eyes waiting behind the rocks. After a little fighting there would be much shouting and feasting and firing in the air. There would be plump Indian bodies to comfort the sharks and encourage the others to leave. The British, being clever, would go in time, and the Russians, also being clever, would not come. There would be an end to the talk of schools and American hospitals and elected councils which so unsettled the people.

The Sultan smiled and looked at the gold watch which hung on his plump wrist. The Commissioner was late.

The same servant rushed in, forgetting to bow. ‘The Commissioner is here.’

‘Of course.’

‘He has come with soldiers and a thousand tanks.’

There were two bren gun carriers, in fact, and the palace was surrounded by the local levies under their British officers. The Sultan saw at once what had happened. It had always been possible that he would be betrayed before he was ready.

There would be no fighting.

He knew the British, and the fate which lay in store for him. He thought on the whole the Dorchester Hotel would suit him best.
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In a few minutes Anne and Francis Trennion would be there, and Richard looked at his familiar surroundings with their eyes. Roses everywhere, but especially on the yellow brick of his parents’ house, twined now with the sparse second flowers of the wistaria. The swimming pool by which he sprawled was much smaller than the Trennions’ pool at Chailton and quite different in character – blue and neat, whereas theirs was huge, green and scummy. His parents were in their usual summer posture, upside down at either end of the tangled but vivid border. Silence, except for the terrier yapping by the woodpile beyond the back door. Afternoon heat, scorching brown patches on the lawn, justifying his new blue and black striped swimming trunks and the bottle of Asti Spumante in a bucket beside him.

And himself, Richard Herbert, son of the Professor of Tropical Medicine at the University of Cambridge, at the end of his second year reading history as an exhibitioner at St Catherine’s, secretary-elect of the University Labour Club, a good swimmer and tennis player, conscious of his good looks and ambitions, and the fact that the two went forward together. As he lay by the pool, feeling the pleasure of the sun burning his thighs and shoulders, Richard thought again of the coming year. 1954 had been pleasant, 1955 must be decisive. He wanted to make a splash in the world of undergraduate politics, big enough for the ripples to be noted in London. He wanted to grapple the Trennions, twin brother and sister, so closely to him that he could draw from them some of their magic.

Francis Trennion was always punctual except when betrayed by the age of his Morris Minor. As it clanked up the drive Anne forced the side door open and jumped out before the car had stopped.

It was four months since Richard had met her for the first time at Chailton, four months during which he had tried to keep in his mind each detail of her face and body and the way she moved. When he was with Francis in his room on the staircase which they shared at St Catherine’s he looked every five minutes at the double photograph which stood on the desk, Anne in a fishing boat surrounded by mackerel, Anne on the shingly beach below Chailton, frowning and fully dressed with a book in her hand. Brotherly photographs he had thought, no help to a lover trying to recreate the glamour of his mistress.

The term was flimsily based. One tentative kiss on the last evening at Chailton before he returned to Cambridge, standing in the dark Victorian embrasure of the landing. They had looked out through leaded panes across the headland to Michael’s Mount and the lights of Penzance.

Now she was finding her way through the little maze of rose bushes. He could see the blue dress with a white sash emphasising the slim waist. But it was the eyes which had caught him. They were big and blue, not in the least silly. After eighteen years they were set already in a frame of tiny wrinkles, proof of Cornish wind and weather. Now in July her face was sunburnt, her black hair short and tied back, and it was hard to imagine her spending the next few weeks, as was planned, in serious study at the house of a nearby aunt.

She came towards Richard, holding out her hand a little obviously to avoid a kiss. Before they met there was a final explosive clank from the drive, as Francis stalled the Morris. He caricatured deliberately his hopelessness with any piece of machinery. It was his only parlour trick, the others laughed and constraint vanished.

‘Swim? Come in and change.’

Richard took her hand and kept it as he led her into his father’s study. He cleared an untidy mountain of papers from an upright chair, and left her to it, photographing busily with his mind for future reference. By the side of the pool Francis was already deep in a book.

‘Not going to bathe?’

‘D’you mind if I don’t?’

‘What’s the book?’

‘De Tocqueville. There’s such a mass of stuff on my special subject I must get a grip on it before next term.’

Small and dark, face ordinary and dull till he smiled, slightly pointed ears, a thin body of which he took no account; and he would actually be enjoying de Tocqueville. In all these things the opposite of Richard, who vaguely wondered from time to time how they had become friends. Francis had taken the initiative, shyly asking him to tea, to walk the Backs, to drink and talk through the night, and finally last Easter to stay at Chailton. For Richard it was pleasant to be sought after by the cleverest undergraduate of his year.

‘Put it away, for God’s sake, Francis. I’ve got too much to ask you. Gaitskell’s turned us down, and I must have one star speaker for the Labour Club next term, or our dear comrades will lynch me.’

Francis knew much more about politics than Richard, but lacked a taste for the undergraduate variety.

‘You should try a European, they have all the ideas nowadays. Nenni or Mendes-France, someone like that.’

‘We couldn’t afford any fares.’

‘What, not even with Revani on your Committee?’ They laughed. If Francis was the cleverest member of their year at St Catherine’s, Johnnie Revani was the richest. His uncle was the Sultan of Rajnaya and his father a merchant in Aden, from whom Johnnie had inherited a comfortable combination of considerable wealth and revolutionary opinions.

Anne appeared in the doorway, ran across the lawn and dived straight into the pool. Richard was after her; in his hurry he miscalculated his dive and the water from the splash cascaded over Francis and de Tocqueville. It was only seven strokes to the shallow end, he caught her round the waist and they stood laughing. It was different from what he had expected, as if he had known her for years and they had swum in that pool since childhood. He had carefully timed the phases of his campaign that afternoon, meaning to keep his main news till after the wine. But now he flung in all his forces, like a general who sees the enemy melting after an hour of battle.

‘You remember I said I’d be looking for a cottage. Well, I’ve got one for a month beginning next week. A bit tumbledown, in a wood beyond Melbourn, the farmer let me have it for ten pounds. You’ll like it. I thought we might picnic and work there every day until you have to go back to Chailton. All three of us, I mean.’

He heard himself talking too quickly and like a love-sick upper-class youth, which was less than half the story of Richard Herbert. But he had already learnt to trust his own knack of speaking to people in the way they liked.

Anne stood close to him, both thigh-deep in the blue water. She looked back across the pool to where Francis sat, uncomfortable on a stone bench beside the deck chairs, bent over his book. Clumsily she touched Richard’s skin at the hip and slid her hand round to his spine, just under the top of the costume. Her touch, cold and light, lasted for a second, then she was thrashing back towards her brother. Richard was there before her.

‘You’ll come then?’ He had to get an answer now, or the afternoon would spoil.

‘Of course, we’ll come,’ and towelling her shoulders she began to explain vigorously to Francis.

Richard felt there was now endless time available to talk about the whens and hows. He twisted the cork and opened the wine with the right sort of controlled explosion. The sun was still hot, though the shadow of the high Victorian house had begun to dominate the lawn. The two neat piles of weeds on the verge near each of his parents had grown perceptibly, though neither of them appeared to have moved. The terrier, for Richard the chief of many small irritants in his own home, had stopped its yapping. He filled the three green glasses, each in a woven straw holder, wondering if his mother or father had ever felt exhilarated as he did now. But Richard’s excursions into the feelings of other people never lasted long.

This one was interrupted by an Alfa Romeo. Long, low and scarlet, and an arm in a blue blazer waving strenuously behind the windscreen.

‘They’ve arrested my uncle.’

It was an absurd thing to shout across Cambridge rose bushes on a summer afternoon in the mid-fifties, and Johnnie Revani was usually careful to avoid appearing absurd. But for once his excitement won over the rules.

‘My father rang from Aden. They surrounded the palace with tanks. At least fifty people were killed, the bodyguard fought to the last man. My uncle is being flown to England tonight, in chains my father said.’

The three of them could see from the flash in Revani’s eyes that all this was good news. But they had often heard him attack his uncle as a medieval despot and tool of the British.

‘I know he was an ogre, but I can’t help feeling sorry for the old gentleman,’ said Anne.

She lay on her front on a faded pink Li-lo. The wet black hair straggled down her back.

‘Sorry, sorry, what is sorry? He was the worst tyrant in Asia, and that’s saying something. But now we can call him a martyr. Now we can get to work and throw the British out with all those fat Indians who help them.’

‘And put your uncle back?’ asked Francis.

‘You must be making a joke.’

Johnnie Revani wore a spotless white shirt and tie, very light grey trousers fiercely pressed, and a dark blue blazer with Leander buttons. His skin was not too dark to be English. It was the sleekness of his thick hair, the hook of his nose, the polish on his shoes and the perfection of his upper-class speech which showed the Arab.

‘I thought the Indians were a majority in Rajnaya,’ said Francis quietly, looking up again from de Tocqueville.

‘The census was a lie and even so, it is not their country. We will send the Indians home, that is easy once we have the power.’ He checked himself. ‘This is your chance, Richard, if you really want to make your name next term.’

‘What do you mean?’ Richard was angry at the intrusion into an important afternoon. He had not stirred from his deck chair, long legs crossed, the water drying on his chest. He refused to become interested. Revani came and stood over him, and Anne enjoyed the contrast between them. Dark fair, dressed undressed, tense relaxed, stocky tall, 25 21, attractive attractive.

‘It’s perfectly simple. You said at the last Labour committee you wanted to make a splash next term, and everyone said people were bored with politics, nothing sensational was happening. And you all went on with a bourgeois little conversation about which members of the Shadow Cabinet you would invite down to talk to us. Well now, don’t you see, you’ve got a cause now, something real you can act on so that the newspapers will notice. I began to work it out as soon as my father had phoned.’ Revani pulled a neat notebook out of his pocket. Anne got up and looked over his shoulder.

1. Opening day of term: Demonstration for withdrawal of British troops from Rajnaya.

2. Deputation to Colonial Office.

3. Emergency resolution in Union.

4. Exclusive interview with Sultan …

‘I’m sorry to interrupt.’ No one had noticed Professor Herbert join them. He seemed dressed for midwinter in old clothes which hung shapelessly; he carried a trowel. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, but have any of you young people seen Kilty?’ He assumed they all knew that Kilty was the terrier.

‘For God’s sake, he was yapping his head off a few minutes ago, over there by the woodpile.’ Richard was impatient with his father for butting in.

‘He’s not there now, and your mother and I have searched thoroughly both the house and the garden.’

The last terrier had been killed on the road on just such a gardening afternoon.

‘Oh, he’s all right, he’ll have nipped through into the Fletchers’ garden.’

‘The connecting door is shut, and I mended the hole in the fence last week.’ The Professor’s tone had something expectant in it which nettled Richard.

‘Dad, I’m sorry, but we’re busy, we’ve got a plan to work out for next term. This is Johnnie Revani, by the way. I don’t think you’ve met him before. I’m sure Kilty’s all right, he can’t have got out on to the road, we’d have seen him go down the drive. He’s just hiding somewhere, he’ll turn up when he’s hungry.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were working.’ The Professor put a slight accent on the last word as he looked down at his son, still sprawled in the deck chair. He ambled off to consult again with his wife. Richard got up and joined Anne in her inspection of Johnnie Revani’s bit of paper.

5. Boycott of lectures, rally of all progressive groups in Market Square.

6. Lobbying of M.P.s.

The three of them talked quickly, with growing enthusiasm. Anne jumped ahead from one item to another, and her keenness nudged Richard on. They sat together on the stone seat, and his arm crept round her back as they listened to Johnnie. His skin was still warmer than hers.

A cloud passed over the sun and Anne asked: ‘Don’t you think it’ll be fun, Francis?’

For the first time they noticed that Francis was no longer there. Indeed they were sitting where he had sat without realising.

As they all looked up, there was a fresh burst of yapping, feverish and excited. Francis and Richard’s parents were coming towards them across the grass, the terrier spinning happy circles round them. The Professor reached the pool first.

‘He was hung up by his collar on a branch under the woodpile. Must have gone in after a rat. Couldn’t bark or do anything except slowly suffocate. Lucky that Francis found him in time.’
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Mr A. Pancratz (Camden East):

… we felt it essential that at the earliest opportunity after the recess the House should debate a situation where British troops intervened in August to depose a ruler linked to us by treaty, just at a time when he was about to introduce wide-ranging constitutional reforms. From the statements which the Sultan has made since his arrival in London it is clear that he was also proposing to demand the revision and updating of his treaty arrangements with Britain. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary will have to work hard to convince us tonight that this was not the motive for the British action. As things stand, on the basis of what has so far appeared in the press and on television, the Government stands condemned of violent and arbitrary action to prop up a policy of imperialism which in this day and age is a glaring anachronism.

In the box to one side of the Speaker’s chair the two Foreign Office officials whispered together. It was 9.30 p.m. A trickle of members were returning to the Chamber after dinner, but for the most part the long lines of green benches on either side of the House of Commons were empty. The officials had listened to the whole of the three-hour debate, and were hungry. They were also vaguely conscious that they had let their parliamentary Under-Secretary in for a difficult time. No feeling of guilt of course, for they had done their duty; but as he rose to the despatch box, smoothing his hair then ruffling his papers, they felt a faint relief that they were not in his shoes.

There had been two good reasons for deposing the Sultan of Rajnaya. The first was that he had secretly stuffed his villages full of Soviet rifles which could only be for use against the British presence, or the Indian immigrants whom he so detested. But this information came through intelligence sources, and could not be used without compromising them.

The other reason was that he was a bigoted bloodthirsty old man with a household of slaves and dungeons packed with political prisoners. He refused to spend money on his subjects, Arab or Indian, or let them take the first fumbling steps towards political responsibility. For five years he had not stirred from his palace. But to depose the Sultan because of his internal misrule went beyond the letter of the Treaty. So of this too the Parliamentary Under-Secretary could say little or nothing.

In preparing for the debate the Foreign Office officials had followed the honoured principle that the less your spokesman knew of the subject he was handling the less likely he was to make compromising mistakes. Mr Alistair Simbury-Smith had a brief of sorts, and a pleasant speaking voice, but that evening he knew very little about Rajnaya.

Mr A. Simbury-Smith. (Putney North-West), Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs:

We have had an interesting and lively debate this evening, and I would like to pay tribute to the many excellent speeches which we have heard on both sides of the Chamber. It would be a poor day for this House when it could no longer find time to debate with sympathy and understanding the affairs of a distant country like Rajnaya, an island like our own, and an island with which we have strong ties of interest and history.

Hon. Members. Get on with it.

Mr A. Simbury-Smith: I propose to make my own speech in my own way.

(‘I can’t think,’ whispered the Head of the Indian Ocean Department, ‘how he’s going to last the full twenty minutes.’ ‘That’s what he’s paid for,’ said the desk officer for Rajnaya.)

At the same time I cannot disguise from the House that I do not share, nor do my colleagues in the Government share, the analysis put forward from the front benches opposite and in particular in the able but not wholly temperate speech of the right honourable gentleman the member for Camden East (Mr Pancratz).

Mr Pancratz: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. Is it in order for the honourable gentleman to imply that I was not in control of my faculties when addressing the House?

Hon. Members: Disgraceful.

Mr Simbury-Smith: I was far from implying, Mr Speaker, that the right honourable gentleman’s intemperance was caused by anything other than his own flamboyant character.

An Hon. Member: Cheap.

Mr Simbury-Smith: If I have caused him any offence by my remarks I am deeply sorry … Perhaps it would be for the convenience of honourable members if I briefly rehearsed the sequence of events which led to the deposition of the Sultan of Rajnaya. Before I do so I would like to associate myself with the tributes which have been paid in many parts of the House to the character and achievements of his Highness during the many years of his reign. It is a matter of deep regret to His Majesty’s Government that this distinguished reign should have come to an end in circumstances of controversy and personal distress … Many references have been made here tonight to the Treaty of 1899. I would merely wish to point out that in 1912 … Again in 1933 … It is thus clear that the responsibility for determining the existence of an emergency rests fairly and squarely on the British Commissioner in Rajnaya, acting of course in close consultation with the Foreign Office.

On 9th May this year the British Commissioner received information that the Sultan was in contact with a certain foreign power …

An Hon. Member: What’s wrong with that?

Mr Simbury-Smith: I must get on. During the weeks which followed it became clear to the Commissioner that these contacts were of a nature to imperil both the external security of Rajnaya and the maintenance of civil order on the island. On 30th July therefore …

Mr Pancratz: Is the Parliamentary Secretary aware that his story will carry no conviction unless he is able to tell us the exact accusation which he is making against the Sultan together with the source from which the Commissioner obtained his information?

Mr Simbury-Smith: For reasons of national security …

Hon. Members: Oh.

Mr Simbury-Smith: Hon. members must allow me to make my speech in my own way. For reasons of national security of a kind which were entirely familiar to hon. gentlemen opposite when they were in office, I am not at liberty to be more precise. On 30th July the Commissioner felt bound to issue an immediate declaration of emergency and to assume responsibility for internal security in accordance with the Treaty. Accordingly on 5th August …

Mr Pancratz: Did the Commissioner give the Sultan any advance indication of this decision?

Mr Simbury-Smith: I am afraid I do not have that information immediately available. (Interruption.) I will write to the right hon. gentleman, or he may like to put down a question.

An Hon. Member: Where is the Foreign Secretary? This little chap is no good.

Mr Simbury-Smith: Accordingly on 5th August the British Commissioner proceeded to the Sultan’s Palace and informed His Highness …
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The Chairman of the Cambridge University Conservative Association swore at the telegram which he had just picked up at the Porter’s Lodge.

‘Regret must cancel meeting tonight detained London important duties deep apologies Simbury-Smith.’

‘Couldn’t face it, I suppose,’ he said to the Secretary. They were drinking washy coffee at the Union.

‘He certainly had a lousy press after that speech in the House last night. Blast the man. Too late to put cancellation stickers on all the notices. What’ll we do instead?’

‘Another discussion group, I suppose. With luck we’ll escape lynching. No one will come expecting much from Simbury-Smith.’

In their concern the Conservatives did not notice that the telegram originated in Cambridge. It was a risk that Richard Herbert and Johnnie Revani had decided they could run.

Alistair Simbury-Smith looked at the pile of neatly folded newspapers on the empty corner seat opposite him. If he picked them up his detective would assume that he was going to read once again the cruel notices of last night’s debate. He was not used to having a detective and found it irksome. Too many Rajnayan waiters in London for the risk to be acceptable, Scotland Yard had said. Perhaps it would all die down now, and this shadow could be dispensed with. At any rate he must tell the Secretary of State quite firmly that he, Simbury-Smith would not, repeat not, be responsible for negotiating the revised treaty with the new Rajnayan Government. The name clung to him like a bad smell.

At least tonight he could talk to the undergraduates about his old love, the social services. He had thought of cancelling the meeting altogether, but the Crossbencher column might have got to hear of that. He got out of his briefcase the pamphlet which he and two other gay sparks had written seven years before on a Negative Income Tax. Distant carefree days of the Bow Group, argumentative dinners on winter evenings at the House, sausages and cabbage at Swinton College in Yorkshire, walks in October sunshine along the front at Brighton during the Party Conference. How he wished he could crawl out of foreign affairs back into that little English world where everything was sane, progressive and certain.

The evening light had almost gone, and a thin rain fell on the heads of commuters heading homeward down the platform. Bishops Stortford already, only another thirty minutes; he must hurry if he was to write any coherent notes for the meeting.

Both rain and darkness had thickened by the time the train reached Cambridge, and the thought of dinner at the University Arms seemed increasingly attractive. Fortunately there were no delays or uncertainties on the platform such as in his experience sometimes occurred when arrangements were in the hands of undergraduates.

‘Mr Simbury-Smith? I’m Hugh Colybeare of the Conservative Association. This is our secretary, Nicholas Ralli. Let me take your case, sir, it is really very good of you to come at a time when you must be so busy.’

‘Well, yes, we are rather hard pressed just at present.’

An exceptionally civil and good-looking young man, thought Simbury-Smith. Hardly looked more than eighteen; just the sort of chap that was wanted in the Foreign Service. A little surprising that the other one, the Secretary of the Association, was evidently an Arab of some kind, but a thoroughly good thing of course. They escorted him past the barrier (courteous of them to have bought platform tickets), and out of the main station entrance. For some reason their car was parked on the farther and darker side of the street, opposite the buses, but the Secretary had an umbrella and Simbury-Smith hardly felt the rain. He got into the front seat. The fair young man drove rather fast to the War Memorial and then turned left, which Simbury-Smith found odd.

‘Traffic diversion, is there?’

‘That’s right. Quite a major diversion it’s going to be.’

As the car headed for Trumpington Johnnie Revani leant forward from the back seat with the gag in his hand. The strap lay beside him, ready for his second movement. They had practised the technique many times, and he made no mistake. Within twenty seconds Simbury-Smith was silenced and immobile.

Johnnie Revani sat in the only armchair in the cottage; its springs almost touched the floor. He was flushed with excitement and his eyes shone.

‘The plan was perfectly clear,’ he said. ‘We turn him out on to the road in the morning and at the same time spill the story to The Sunday People. That way we get maximum publicity for our cause and maximum ridicule for the Government.’

Richard lay on his elbow on the hearthrug with his back to the fire. The logs which he and Francis had cut together in the summer were still damp, and every now and then smoke eddied into the room. Richard disliked Revani now. He disliked him for taking so seriously the present operation, which in Richard’s mind had never been more than a good joke at the expense of a Tory. He disliked him for intruding on the cottage and displacing the splendid images which had accumulated there so fast during the vacation.

Walking with Francis on paths beaten through the ripe corn. Talking and reading with Francis under the beech trees. Swimming at dusk with Francis among the reeds in the deserted cut a mile away across the fields. But of course above all Anne. Anne lying in the soft thick grass which had long ago submerged the garden; Anne at the sink when the three of them washed up together. Anne burning sausages and hanging his clothes on the line; Anne upstairs under the white bulging ceiling with the thatch low over the windows, on the truckle bed with the mattress so elderly that two bodies side by side were bound to tilt towards each other. For him there had never been a time like it. It went far beyond what he had hoped for when the idea first came to him.

Into this idyll Johnnie had intruded. An urbane figure, always handsome, always intense, always political. In September he had taken to coming to the cottage almost every day, forcing the big red car up the bumpy chalk track soon after they had finished breakfast and settled down to the morning stint of reading. Francis would then disappear with his books into the wood, Johnnie would take off his blazer but not his tie, and they would sit in the kitchen or the sitting room sharpening their thoughts and their plans. Anne was clearly fascinated. She brewed extra strong coffee and it was usually Anne who made him stay and eat with them. Johnnie would talk for an hour at a stretch about Rajnaya – a tumbling flow of anecdote, analysis, rhetoric, scheming, always ending with revolution and the British expelled and humiliated. Then he would talk about Britain, sharp malicious talk which fitted the intolerance of his listeners and made them laugh. He knew exactly how far he could go without offence. Richard himself enjoyed each session while it lasted. It was afterwards that he regretted the wasted sunshine and the hours which might have been spent alone with Anne.

Now it was late October, and the cottage had been deserted for six weeks. The farmer had used the two upstairs rooms to store sacks of newly harvested grain, and it was on a pile of empty sacks that Simbury-Smith, tied hand and foot, was now gnawing at his gag, midway between fear and anger.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Richard slowly. ‘I’m beginning to think it would be more sensible to put him on the last train tonight, and not to tell the Press at all.’

‘But that would destroy the whole purpose of the operation.’ Johnnie Revani plucked at the sharp creases of his trousers. ‘Simbury-Smith must be humiliated publicly, and because of Rajnaya. Otherwise, if it is all to be hushed up, why have we taken these risks, you and I?’

‘He will have had a lesson.’

‘A lesson? That kind are past learning. A good dinner and a bottle of burgundy at the Carlton, and he will be as pleased with himself as ever. In a fortnight he’ll have forgotten all about it, and in his memoirs there’ll be a piece about the stirring speech he made at Cambridge tonight.’

‘He’s not important. He just does what he’s told. Not worth worrying about.’ Richard hardly meant it. But of course it was partly true. Simbury-Smith was a human being. If you pricked him he was hurt, and if you locked him up in a Cambridgeshire cottage all night you made him a laughing stock for years to come.

Johnnie Revani got up in one smooth quick movement, not using his limbs separately like a European, and began to pace up and down the little room. Although he was not tall he had to stoop to miss the beam, and this made his anger slightly ridiculous.

‘So in the end after all the talk you treat it as a game.’

The sound of his raised voice brought Anne in from the kitchen. She had been heating a pan of soup to go with the sandwiches they had brought for supper. Now she stood in a corner of the room by the grandfather clock, almost invisible. To reduce the risk of being seen by a stray passer-by, they had drawn the curtains tight and lit only the small lamp with the brown parchment shade.

‘It is always the way, the same story I was told and only half believed. No one in this bloody country will give a damn for anything. To make a joke, to make money, to make a woman – these are the only things you respect.’ The glow from the logs caught his brown face and supple figure moving among the bric-à-brac of the cottage sitting-room. Richard wished that Francis had been there, but Francis had always refused to be drawn into their plans. It was Anne who spoke, from the dark corner, in a voice with an edge which he had never heard before. She was carrying the tray of sandwiches.

‘You are wrong, Johnnie. It’s not the British, it’s just Richard. He’s not serious.’

Richard got to his feet. The logs spat out of the grate. He did not know what to do. It was not going to end well.

‘If you worked your plan, by tomorrow afternoon the man upstairs will be very angry,’ Anne went on. ‘Richard is afraid of what he will do.’

‘Of course, of course, we’ve discussed this dozens of times.’ Johnnie caught her wrist and pulled her out of the darkness as if it was Anne he had to persuade. ‘He will get us sent down probably, perhaps even if we are lucky, sent for trial. There will be journalists and publicity everywhere. They will send me back to Aden or Rajnaya, and Richard will be famous for the rest of his life, a hero.’

Anne laughed. ‘Ah you discussed, you discussed. But when it came to the point did you really think Richard thought it was more than a joke?’

Richard Herbert stood in front of them, face flushed from the fire, hair untidy, purple sweater rucked up round his waist. He knew he did not look his best and this was always important. His one need was to bring the whole silly episode to a close.

‘There’s no point in being melodramatic. I’d no idea you were taking it all so seriously, Johnnie. I’m going upstairs now to tell Simbury-Smith I’ll put him on the train back to London tonight if he says nothing about it to anyone. It’ll be in his own interest to keep quiet. And we’ll all have had a good laugh.’

‘You can’t, you can’t. The car is mine, and Anne won’t let you take hers, she’s on my side.’ Revani’s voice shot up and he was suddenly less impressive, like a child which sees its toy disappearing.

‘It’s no good, Johnnie,’ said Anne. She stepped between the two men and stood looking at Revani intently for a second. Then to Richard: ‘Come on.’

The two of them untied Simbury-Smith and hustled him down the narrow stairs. His mouth was so sore that he simply nodded as Richard explained. Outside the rain had started again and they slopped through puddles to Anne’s elderly Morris, parked on the track behind the big Italian car. Revani watched them passively from the cottage doorway, his figure just outlined against the dim light from the sitting-room.

Anne opened the front left-hand door of the Morris and began to push Simbury-Smith in.

‘Put him in the back,’ said Richard. ‘He’ll give no trouble, you can ride in front with me.’

Anne continued to push, and shut the door as soon as most of the bulky figure was inside.

‘Off you go,’ she said, and the edge was back in her voice. ‘I’m staying here. And I don’t ever want to see you again.’

She ran off across the squelching track to the doorway. Richard hesitated. The wet was coming through his shoes and he had left his raincoat in Johnnie’s car. The door of the cottage shut without a noise, and the darkness was complete.

He got into the Morris and drove Simbury-Smith fast to Cambridge station.


Nineteen-Seventies

Barney Tyrrell, head of the Current Affairs Division of Enterprise Television, ripped open the white envelope marked ‘Personal and Secret’. It had become a Thursday ritual during the election campaign.

‘Bloody awful,’ he said. He was just over forty, grey hair brushed back from a sharp dark face, the only waistcoat in the room and a yellow rose.

They shifted in their seats. It sounded worse even than last week. And last week two men had been summarily sent to other less exposed departments.

‘Only fifteen per cent can remember hearing anything about the election on “Our Life”. Even the nine o’clock news did better.’

The nine o’clock news was on the other channel. The editor of the ‘Our Life’ programme twisted his wispy beard, consumed with a sense of unfairness. He had been plucked into television from a weekly magazine on the understanding that he was simply window-dressing. His job was to produce one heavy sententious programme a week to keep the critics happy and make sure Enterprise Television got its franchise renewed when the time came. Now, just because there was an election he was told that everything depended on his ratings. That white envelope from the Research Department had become a nightmare.

‘The cannabis petition,’ he said. ‘What about a group of teenage students from some College of Art firing questions at two front benchers? Have you ever smoked pot? Have your children signed the petition? We could get some of the students to storm out in the middle.’

Tyrrell thought through a puff of Panatella. From the fifteenth floor of the Enterprise building, London spread before them. The boardroom, which he had the right to use for this occasion, was oak-panelled, and expensively lighted. Reproductions of Canaletto alternated round the walls with framed awards and carvings in fourteen languages of the Enterprise slogan ‘Great is Truth’.

‘The Tory whips wouldn’t agree,’ he said. ‘And even if they did the police would arrest most of the kids at the studio door on the way out. Good for ratings but bad for the image.’

And bad for Labour too, he thought: no votes in cannabis, even in the mid-70s. A Labour government would mean C.B.E.’s for the communicators, above a certain salary level of course, and drinks again at Downing Street for their wives. These Tory years had been a lean time for the dignity of the industry. Last night he had even canvassed a street in Hampstead himself. But these were not thoughts for the meeting.

‘Any ideas, Richard?’

Richard Herbert, at thirty-eight, was the senior and most successful of the corps of interviewers cherished by ‘Our Life’. He looked younger than his years; it was only in daylight that the flesh below the chin hung a little heavy, and the cut of the suit seemed three or four years too young for his waist. But the sleek fair hair was unimpaired, and anyway it was not just good looks which had kept Richard Herbert afloat. He did have ideas and an instinct for diplomacy which turned them to good effect. All the anxious faces round the table suspected that the wispy beard would go after the election and that Richard would slip smiling into his place. He might even be aiming higher than that.

Richard sipped his coffee. The words were ready in his mind, but a little suspense was always useful, particularly in a gamble like this.
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