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        Keep right on to the end of the road, 

        Keep right on to the end. 

        Though the road may be long, let your heart be strong, 

        Keep right on to the end. 

        
          Harry Lauder (1870–1950)
        

      

      
        Keep Buggering On. 

        
          Winston Churchill (1874–1965)
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              1953
            

          

        

      

      There are three events, three occasions for great national rejoicing, that stand out in the British memory of 1953.

      The coronation of Queen Elizabeth II on 2 June.

      The ascent of Everest by Edmund Hillary of New Zealand and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay of Nepal. They were not Brits, granted, but they were on a British expedition and the news of their success arrived in London on the morning of the coronation, which was good enough for us.

      The defeat of the Australians at the Oval in August and the return, after a twenty-year wait, of the Ashes.

      If you say ‘1953?’ to people of a certain age, as I have done while writing this book, they often mention two, if not all three of those events. They do not mention the terrible floods on the east coast of England, which killed over 300 people and left 30,000 homeless, nor the death of Stalin, nor the deaths of Kathleen Ferrier or Dylan Thomas. And least of all what happened on 23 June in 10 Downing Street.

      That is not surprising because they were never told.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              The main players
            

          

        

      

      Sir Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister, 78

      Lady Clementine Churchill, 68

      Mr Jock Colville, the Prime Minister’s secretary, 38

      Lord Moran, the Prime Minister’s doctor, 70

      Mr Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary, 56

      Dr Richard Cattell, an American surgeon, 55

      Nurse Millie Appleyard, 28

       

      It was pure Winston.

      That was how Jock Colville put it the next morning, and he was right, it was. The Prime Minister had been on sparkling form. One moment the old boy was mischievous in his mockery, a note he particularly liked to strike, the next he was giving them one of his witty little history lessons, before lifting them all with his sober yet hopeful finale. Nor did Clementine, who was usually the first to see the way the wind was blowing, spot anything amiss. He was sailing confidently along, holding the assembled company in the palm of his hand, before reaching (in that characteristic fashion) for his glass to toast the Italians.

      In their long and tumultuous life together Clementine had sat and smiled through a thousand such speeches, a thousand such humorous moments, a thousand little history lessons, not to mention a few sections of his memorably stirring oratory in which he managed to be both gloomy and uplifting, halting and spontaneous. Of course she longed for his speech to be over and the guests to be gone so that they could go upstairs to bed. Indeed, to be honest, she longed for everything to be over: all of it, the whole caboodle, the travelling circus, the Cabinet meetings and the Commons clashes, the public pomp and the private wranglings, the exhausting, protracted, all-consuming business of politics.

      It was time to move over, time to move on. It was time to make way for Anthony Eden, dear Anthony, long past time in fact. But as her practised eye picked up the expressions around the table, in particular the awed faces of Signor De Gasperi and the Italian legation, she admitted to herself, for the thousandth time, albeit with rather bitter pride, that no one, not even now, could do this sort of thing better than her husband.

      Confident that he could bring the ship safely into harbour without any further need to peer at his written notes, Winston took off his glasses. With all his pre-speech nerves gone, and the grumpiness that attended them, he could now bathe in his persuasive cadences and indulge in his perfectly shaped sentences.

      Loyal listener though she was, Lady Churchill would have been the first to admit that – at her age and particularly at such functions – her attention was prone to wander just a little, so here is how her husband drew to his conclusion that night in 10 Downing Street, the night of 23 June 1953:

      ‘And so, Signor De Gasperi, in drinking to your health, and to that of the whole Italian nation, I am mindful that only twice in our long and eventful history have these islands of ours ever been conquered. Only twice. But I have to tell you that we British have long memories. In 55 BC’ – here he allowed himself a dramatic pause, an allowance a second too long – ‘in 55 BC, as every British schoolboy knows, we were conquered for the first time. By the Romans.’

      The Italians laughed and conceded the point. Si, si, è vero. To which the Prime Minister, enjoying the playful banter, responded with his puckish grin:

      ‘The Romans conquered Britain, yes, but our conquerors built not only Roman cities and Roman roads and a Roman Wall, but a better way. There was law; there was order; there was peace; there was warmth; there was food, and a population free from barbarism without being sunk into sloth or luxury, beyond the luxury of a hot Roman bath, of which, throughout my long and not uneventful life, I have (as my wife will confirm) partaken twice a day.’

      Signor De Gasperi bowed his head to acknowledge this praise of his nation’s distant imperial past, an Italian past much prouder than the country’s more recent history, while Lady Churchill smiled and nodded her confirmation of Winston’s well-established bathing routine. Yes, he did love being in his tub, having a soak, and he always filled it to the brim.

      ‘And when, five centuries later, the Roman legions finally set sail back for the warm Mediterranean, they left behind a land transfigured. The fragile civilisation of Britain, set on the fringes of the mighty Roman Empire, grew from strength to strength, until in the fullness of time, the British Empire, as the Roman Empire had once been, became the most powerful on earth.’

      And this is where the Prime Minister took off his glasses and put down his notes.

      ‘But while allowing ourselves briefly to peer back across the gulf of nearly two thousand years we must, in these feverish and precarious days of 1953, lose no opportunity to ease the difficulties which at present divide and bedevil the world. For in this Atomic Age we have the power to blow ourselves to pieces in a matter of months, if not minutes. In modern Europe, perilously riven as it is, all countries must cast off fear and make the proper use of their gifts to benefit mankind. That will be the spirit in which I shall sail next week to Bermuda… sail in HMS Vanguard… next week… to Ber-mu-da to meet with President Eisenhower, so strong is my desire to achieve a summit and a generation of peace with Soviet Russia… in these post-Stalin days.

      ‘And in that spirit, in the spirit of hope, I ask everyone to rise… I give you Signor De Gap… Signor De Gas… And the nation of…’

      Smiling purposefully as he slipped round behind the long dining room table, his face an unflappable mask, Jock Colville was the first to be at the Prime Minister’s side. As the table rose and raised their glasses, he had seen Sir Winston land heavily back on his seat. As the table went up the Prime Minister went down. Colville had also seen Churchill’s head very slowly slump to the right.

      He leant over his shoulder, whispering:

      ‘Prime Minister? Are you all right?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A glass of water perhaps?’

      ‘Am – I?’

      ‘It’s very hot in here, isn’t it? Stifling. Shall we open a window?’

      Churchill’s fingers waved in the general direction of his notes.

      ‘How – did – it…?’

      ‘The speech went very well. Some lovely touches. They absolutely lapped it up.’

      The Prime Minister stared at him as if at a fool.

      ‘Lapped?’

      Clementine was now at his other side. She gripped his arm, trying to adjust his position on the seat, trying to re-settle him as if all was normal.

      ‘Winston? What is it?’

      ‘How – how – did…?’

      ‘Shall I get him some water? There’s none in his glass.’

      ‘No, get Charles here. Immediately!’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Don’t say anything, Jock. Not a word to anyone.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘And do your best to get Signor De Gasperi and the guests to leave. As soon as possible, and above all we don’t want any murmuring.’

      ‘There won’t be.’

      ‘Minimum fuss.’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘Nothing for the papers.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘And ring Charles.’

      The Prime Minister, pale and heavy, slowly tilted his face towards his wife, essaying a smile.

      ‘Cat?’

      ‘Yes, Winston?’

      ‘How – did – it…?’

      ‘Don’t fret about all that. It was perfect. You must lie down, that’s all. You’re over-tired. You can’t say I didn’t warn you, but you won’t listen, will you?’

      ‘Lie? Where?’

      ‘And one thing is certain. This puts an end to that ridiculous Bermuda business. I’ve never heard such nonsense.’

      Jock Colville was now out of the room, doing as he was bidden, but Charles Moran, just when you most needed him, was not answering his telephone.

      *

      Charles McMoran Wilson – Lord Moran since 1943 – bustled in, Gladstone bag in hand, only to find his way blocked by the Prime Minister’s secretary.

      ‘Ah, Charles, you’re here.’

      There are, as they say, ways and ways of saying things, and the way young Jock Colville said the four words ‘Ah, Charles, you’re here’ grated with the old doctor. It grated quite a lot. Indeed, he would go further: it made him dyspeptic. Coming from Northern Irish stock, and with a Yorkshire grammar school education, Moran did not take kindly at the best of times – and these were not the best of times – to the languid voice of this smooth young diplomat, his public school tones textured with practised implication, the implication being that with just a little more effort and despatch the President of the Royal College of Physicians could have been at the Prime Minister’s bedside some hours earlier. In fact, you could argue that the smooth young diplomat was sending a stiff message and not a million miles off saying to the austere old stick, ‘And where the hell have you been?’

      ‘I was out to dinner last night. In Sussex.’

      ‘Ah, that would explain it.’

      ‘In Horsham.’

      ‘In Horsham? Were you?’

      The affected disbelief with which Colville pronounced Horsham, suggesting it could as well have been Hackney or Honolulu, was more than enough for the dyspeptic Moran, who barked back,

      ‘Is he in bed?’

      Indeed he was, but Colville allowed himself a second or two before saying,

      ‘Mrs Churchill would like you to call on her when you’ve finished, if you wouldn’t mind.’

      ‘Mind? Why should I?’

      Not batting an eyelid, Colville half raised a conciliatory palm.

      ‘It’s just that she feels very strongly that —’

      ‘Of course I’ll see her. I always do.’

      Colville nodded and his highly polished shoes took a few paces to one side, as if conceding that Moran had now, after due and careful consideration of all the circumstances, been granted access to the inner circle.

      ‘Thank you. Do go through.’

      But Lord Moran did not go through. He put his medical bag huffily down on a chair. He would go through when he was bloody ready to go through and not one minute before, and certainly not at the beck and call of Jock Colville.

      The telephone had rung at his home in Hassocks just before midnight. Dorothy was beside him in bed – they were both reading – but even before he had put down his cocoa and picked up his spectacles Lord Moran felt a prickle of apprehension. The telephone, nearly always, was trouble. Winston trouble. Only Number 10 would contact him at so late an hour. Not that the girl on the exchange would add much to the basic facts, oh no, she was far too well trained for that, she simply repeated the request that Lord Moran attend the Prime Minister at nine in the morning.

      There was a dog howling somewhere and Moran hardly slept a wink. He saw that June dawn breaking at 3.45 and he banged his head on the pillow and shut his eyes tight for the fiftieth time. But it was no good, he was up at 4.55 and pacing around the kitchen in rather a stew. And even after the earliest of starts on the road it had been a difficult drive up to town, part of which was spent recalling the numerous medical crises in his patient’s life, or ‘hurdles’ as Winston preferred to call them.

      And hurdles there had been aplenty. Each episode was stamped on Moran’s mind; each struggle to keep the old carcass going had been stressful. There had been the Prime Minister’s pneumonia in 1943, starting with a heavy cold in Algiers and exacerbated by a long flight in a freezing bomber; there had been the slight stroke he suffered in Monte Carlo in 1949, and the heart scare in New York; then there were the sudden depressions, the black dogs; and the diverticulitis, not to mention the numerous lesser ailments, the palpitations, the conjunctivitis and the throat problems, the wobbly legs, the giddy spells, the promises to give up smoking, the tingly fingers, the swelling in his groin, the rupture and all that humiliating worry over whether or not to wear a truss.

      Twelve years and still counting Lord Moran had spent looking after Winston. Twelve years in war and in peace, twelve years in office and out of office, day in day out, twelve years trying to keep the cigar alight, with an increasing number of pills (the reds and the whites) and capsules and sachets, and even then he could never tell whether or not the old boy was played out. Quite simply, he was not like other men. One day you thought it was all up with him and he looked about to keel over, only to find him later that night, brandy in hand, holding court in Chartwell, when no power on earth could stop him singing ‘A Wandering Minstrel, I’, or ‘Lily of Laguna’.

      And here the old doctor, who had spent three long years of his youth in the trenches, was being patronised by Master Jock Colville, who only found himself in Number 10 and doing what he was doing because he was related to everyone from the Queen down and connected to everyone else; and, of course, he had gone to the same school as WSC, to wit, Harrow.

      Looking at Colville now, and trying to overcome his distaste, Moran could not ever imagine the Prime Minister’s secretary slapping a golf ball down the fairway or making a try-saving tackle at rugger. It was clear from the briefest assessment that Colville would never have made any school team picked by Moran, let alone been considered for one of his St Mary’s Hospital sides. Touch judge at best.

      ‘Were you actually watching?’ Moran asked the touch judge.

      ‘Watching?’

      ‘When it happened.’

      ‘No, we were all on our feet, toasting the Italians. Something of a new experience.’

      The doctor looked blank. Had he missed some private joke? If so, it wouldn’t be for the first time. Moran found he rarely ‘got’ jokes, so he did not join in group laughter. Nor did he sing dirty rugger songs, and unsurprisingly (given all this) he had never been considered a good mixer.

      ‘What was new about the experience?’

      ‘Toasting the Italians.’

      ‘Not with you, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Our brave allies in the war? Never mind. The Italian delegation were our guests at dinner.’

      ‘So they all saw it?’

      ‘No, very few saw anything.’

      ‘I hope you’re right.’

      With all the plotting and hounding going on, the last thing the Prime Minister needed was another health rumour mill, another chance for one of Anthony Eden’s people to talk about passing on the baton, or to take you to one side to whisper the word ga-ga. In Westminster rumours and insurrections sprang up overnight, like mushrooms.

      ‘But,’ Colville said, ‘I suspect those who did see something thought the Prime Minister may have drunk too much.’

      ‘Drunk too much?’

      ‘Might have been a bit the worse for wear.’

      Drunk too much? The worse for wear? Moran’s hands ticked with annoyance. Why did Winston always risk going too far? How many times had he told him about the dangers of over-indulgence, of over-eating, of over-drinking, not to mention too many cigars, and above all how many times had he told him never to mix the pills (red or white) with the champagne?

      As for his own habits, Moran never drank more than a single dry sherry before dinner. Just the one and then his hand went firmly over his glass. If Moran was a connoisseur of any drink it was good clear water, which was why Winston liked to mock what he called his doctor’s monkish streak.

      ‘But he hadn’t drunk too much?’

      ‘No, not a bit of it. He was on top form, made a brilliant little speech. Pure Winston, it really was. Winston neat and undiluted.’

      Moran was not comfortable with all this Winston-this-Winston-that over-familiarity. The simple words ‘Prime Minister’ would do. A few old-fashioned manners from the young man wouldn’t go amiss. For all his family background, Colville would do well to stick to the facts and remember that he was only the Prime Minister’s secretary.

      ‘So it was very sudden?’ Moran asked.

      ‘As far as one could see from the other side of the table.’

      ‘What about the waiters?’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘You heard. I said what about the waiters.’

      Colville shook his head.

      ‘There won’t be any murmurings. Don’t you worry, I’ve seen to that.’

      ‘And he walked up to his bedroom?’

      ‘We got him into the lift. With a little help.’

      Though it went against the grain, Moran did wonder if this might be the right moment to ask Colville the indiscreet and disquieting question, but before he could even fully consider the risks involved in such a course he found that he had asked it out loud:

      ‘Did the Prime Minister know, before this happened to him, how bad Eden is? Had anyone briefed him on how things are in Boston?’

      To this unexpected delivery Colville played, after the slightest of smiles, the straightest of bats:

      ‘I am not aware how much the Prime Minister knew, or knows, about Mr Eden’s condition.’

      With his hackles raised, Moran picked up his bag and strode straight past him.

      *

      In certain moods, according to Winston, particularly when she had something pressing on her mind, Lady Churchill was prone to lie in wait before landing on him like a jaguar from a tree. Well, she now landed like a jaguar from a tree on her husband’s personal physician, and well before he could knock on the Prime Minister’s bedroom door.

      ‘Oh, thank God you’re here.’

      ‘Good morning, Clementine.’

      She barred his way. Fireworks ahead.

      ‘I saw this coming, Charles. I said this would happen, I said it.’

      ‘Did you?’

      ‘I have been saying it for months. I saw the signs.’

      ‘Yes, well, we all warned him.’

      Lady Churchill seemed taller and stronger with every word she emphatically spoke:

      ‘But did you, Charles? Did you?’

      ‘Yes, I did. Countless times.’

      Her voice continued to rise. Her eyes were blazing.

      ‘But he didn’t listen, did he?’

      ‘No, he often doesn’t listen. As you would know better than any of us.’

      ‘So what help are you? What good are you?’

      ‘Would you like me to examine him?’

      ‘That’s exactly what we’re all waiting for.’

      ‘Because before I can say anything of value to you this morning I should give him a thorough examination. There are no miracle cures for a man of his age. So, if you’ll excuse me…’

      As Lord Moran went along the carpet to the bedroom door Lady Churchill glared at his back. And then she saw red.

      ‘And what on earth kept you?’

      *

      The room was hot and airless, almost a fug. For an irritable moment, as he opened the window a couple of notches and looked out at Horse Guards Parade, Moran suspected that Winston had been secretly smoking. He was quite capable of it, even when stricken. But there were no giveaway signs that he had: no cigar box in sight, no anti-slobber device in the ashtray, and no lingering blue in the narrow shafts of sunlight.

      Moran moved a step forward. Then he stood stock still, as if on parade and at attention. He watched and listened. Winston had nothing on but one of his favourite silk vests. Inappropriate parallel or not, to Moran his patient looked at that moment a little like a pugnaciously dozing Mr Samuel Pickwick. His eyes were closed and his breathing was quite heavy.

      ‘So, what’s all this, eh?’

      Churchill did not stir. Moran took two more steps and sat at the head of the bed:

      ‘What have you been up to this time?’

      There was no response. Then, without opening his eyes, Churchill began to speak, pill, pill, turn the, turn the, then he flapped a hand and seemed to give up, only to start all over again.

      ‘Turn the… pillow over, would you?’

      ‘The pillow, of course.’

      ‘I’ve got a tingling.’

      ‘Have you?’

      ‘In my… cheeks.’

      His voice came and went like a faultily tuned wireless. Moran gently lifted him up and held his shoulders.

      ‘It’s Charles here.’

      ‘Yes, it is Charles, isn’t it?’

      ‘Just give me a moment, would you?’

      Moran turned Churchill’s pillow and slowly eased him back down. The Prime Minister nodded.

      ‘Cooler. Yes. That’s cool-er.’

      ‘Dear oh dear. It’s one thing after another, isn’t it?’

      ‘After what?’

      ‘After another. One thing after another, I said. We could have done without this. So let’s have a look at you, shall we?’

      ‘What? What is it?’

      The Prime Minister half opened his eyes and said,

      ‘You haven’t taken my pulse.’

      Moran shook his head and sat back.

      ‘You never change, do you?’

      ‘But I have. There is a… change. That’s the point. I can feel it.’

      ‘What can you feel?’

      ‘I’m all at sea. Listen with your… stetho, your stethoscope, if you’ve remembered to bring it. Have you brought it? Always… bring it.’

      ‘Thank you for the advice.’

      The Prime Minister fumbled for Moran’s arm and shakily pressed it.

      ‘Tell me straight, Charles.’

      ‘Oh, I will, don’t worry.’

      ‘Only short words. Short words and… vulgar fractions.’

      ‘You and your short words and your vulgar fractions.’

      ‘And tell me something else. I’ve been thinking.’

      He again waved his hand in a slow circle.

      ‘Yes?’ Moran said.

      ‘Been thinking a lot.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Where the hell is Guatemala?’

      ‘Search me. Not my subject.’

      ‘I’ve been trying to work it out.’

      ‘I think I’d leave that for another day, if I were you.’

      ‘Cam-bo-di-a? Any idea?’

      ‘At the moment I am trying to concentrate but all you are doing is delaying me with your ridiculous questions. Will you please be quiet. And squeeze my left hand. Squeeze. Harder, if you can. Is that your hardest? Thank you.’

      Churchill released his grip and shrugged. A flicker of his naughty-boy-told-off expression passed over his face, but it did not last long.

      ‘Am I more dead than alive? On balance?’

      ‘Not a helpful discussion.’

      ‘You haven’t taken my pulse yet. And my foot is twitching.’

      ‘I can see why Lady Churchill is exasperated. I’ll check all that in a moment.’

      ‘Been at you, has she? Chief of Staff?’

      ‘Not a bit of it.’

      ‘Oh yes she has.’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘Bit of a… showdown, eh? Bit of a hulla-balloo?’

      ‘Right, I need to check your blood pressure and, you’ll be glad to hear, your pulse. And, if I may, I will listen to your chest. Winston, I do need to do these checks.’

      The Prime Minister closed his eyes and seemed to be lumpish.

      ‘Oh, all right.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Charles?’

      ‘What now?’

      ‘I can feel there’s a…’

      ‘A what?’

      Churchill slowly raised and slowly lowered his hand to rest on the bedclothes.

      ‘A veil.’

      For a moment or so the Prime Minister was obediently quiet, his mouth set, his soft, feminine hands lying still. Moran thought he might have slipped away (as he often did at the best of times) into a brief sleep, until he heard,

      ‘So I am near my end?’

      Moran ignored this.

      ‘I am glad now that it is the end.’

      Moran ignored this as well.

      ‘Are you at all concerned, Charles, as my doctor, that I am nearing my end?’

      ‘I am trying to examine you. That is my concern at the moment.’

      ‘So. So, my friend, I am in your clutches once more.’

      ‘I wouldn’t put it that way. But I would like you to see Brain.’

      ‘Brain?’

      ‘Sir Russell Brain, he’s been here before.’

      ‘Brain?’

      ‘He’s a good man. A sound judge. He took over from me as President.’

      ‘Ah, that Brain. Whatshisname Brain. Sir Whatsit Brain. About my brain? Ginger me up, you mean? You’re right. There’s no vim, is there?’

      He pointed towards his chest. ‘And my heart is doing something funny. Did you notice that?’

      Vim or no vim, funny heart or no funny heart, the Prime Minister had a pale greyish look about his gills. And his eyes weren’t right. Time for the ophthalmoscope.

      *

      On many a day, even a turbulent one, Clementine found she could sit quietly with Jock Colville. He was an amiable young man who knew how to behave. She liked him. He could almost have been a son of hers, and a much easier one he would have been than dear Randolph. She took comfort from his calming presence, and his quiet attentiveness worked particularly well if she was feeling a little tender. But today she was beyond tender and beyond calming.

      ‘It’s all bad. I can feel it in my bones.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure he’ll be —’

      ‘No, no, no, it’s clear, he’s killed himself with overwork.’

      ‘Let’s see what Charles has to say, shall we?’

      ‘What do you think is going on in there?’

      ‘He’ll be out soon, and all will be revealed.’

      ‘Has Anthony been told?’

      ‘Yes, I spoke to Shuckburgh, and a message has been sent to Boston. To Clarissa in fact. They know the position.’

      ‘Poor Clarissa. She’s too young, far too young for all this. Just a young gel and barely married.’

      Eden’s second wife, Clarissa – and another Churchill, in fact she was Winston and Clementine’s niece – was over twenty years younger than her husband. She had accompanied Eden to Boston for the surgery.

      ‘More coffee?’

      ‘Just a splash.’

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘Plenty, Jock, thank you. Do you know Shuckburgh well?’

      ‘Evelyn? Fairly. I’ve always found him very helpful. One of those terribly clever Wykehamists you find all over the place. And rather highly strung.’

      ‘No more than Anthony, I trust!’

      ‘On the same lines.’

      ‘But loyal?’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure.’

      Loyal private secretary though he was, Evelyn Shuckburgh, like many who had been to Winchester College, was not above a waspish word. Over an unguarded late night glass with Colville, he had once described Eden as a sea anemone, covered all over with sensitive tentacles, quivering as they strove to pick up every tiny current of opinion about himself and his popularity and his policies. And if a sea anemone could be said to fly off the handle, there was that as well.

      If he was prepared to develop that analogy about Eden, it didn’t take much imagination to work out the sort of things the loyal Shuckburgh would come up with about Winston, the old man who was still standing in Eden’s way: the old boy’s going senile, living in the past, coddled in a closed court, thinks he’s the only one who can unfreeze the Cold War, only he doesn’t even read his papers, only wants to be told what he wants to hear, expects his every whim to be indulged and can’t even finish his sentences, etc.

      For his part, Colville almost found himself saying to Shuckburgh that if Eden pressed Winston too hard it would be seen as further proof that he wasn’t mature enough to take charge, wasn’t ready to move into Number 10. Winston, who dreaded solitude and the very thought of oblivion, would be far more likely to go if he was treated kindly and felt he wasn’t being pushed.

      ‘And now,’ Clementine said, ‘we’ve no Winston and Anthony’s at death’s door. What a pickle we’re in.’

      ‘We’ll manage the tide,’ Colville said. ‘We’ll get through this. We’ve all been through worse.’

      ‘Have we?’

      ‘And I’m told Cattell is a genius on gall bladders.’

      ‘Cattell?’

      ‘The American surgeon. Apparently we English suffer more from ulcers, from our lack of fats and so forth, while the Americans do rather tuck into their grub and are as a consequence constantly having gall bladder issues, so the surgeon’s had much more opportunity to use his knife.’

      ‘Anthony looked a terrible colour when he left, didn’t he?’

      ‘Did he?’

      ‘I thought so. Like a skeleton.’

      ‘He’d lost a lot of weight.’

      ‘If it’s not aspirin with Anthony it’s morphine. Have you ever seen his medicine box? The tin one he carries with him. You’ve never noticed? He’s always had something wrong with his insides.’

      ‘He’s in pain a great deal, Shuckburgh says. Dogged by it.’

      ‘Always difficult, though, isn’t it, to judge the level of pain with thoroughbreds. He loves flowers, you know, Anthony does.’

      ‘Does he?’

      ‘Loves them. I always think that’s rather a good thing in a man.’

      ‘Interesting.’

      ‘How long does it take to recover from that sort of operation? The one this American chap is always doing?’

      ‘Best ask Charles.’

      ‘Oh, I will, don’t you worry. And I’ll be asking him something else as well.’

      The atmosphere had changed. They looked at each other in the stillness. What was going on now?

      ‘Jock?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Do you think he’s keeping a diary?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Charles, of course.’

      ‘Oh, surely not. No, he wouldn’t.’

      ‘He wouldn’t?’

      ‘Charles knows the form.’

      ‘Does he?’

      ‘Well, no, he doesn’t, generally speaking.’

      ‘And he’s never really… belonged.’

      ‘But on this issue… on this issue I’m sure he wouldn’t go that far.’

      ‘I’m not keeping you, Jock, am I? Keeping you from your work?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘It’s so kind of you to sit with me.’

      ‘Not a bit.’

      ‘Because… the thing is…’

      She reached across and put her hand on his.

      ‘Jock, dear.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I wonder if I could ask you something. It’s rather a great favour, I’m afraid. But I do need your help.’

      ‘Ask away, please.’

      ‘It’s something very special. And I don’t think I can manage this one on my own.’

      ‘You know I’d do anything for you. What is it?’

      ‘Persuade Winston to stand down. Persuade him to retire. Now. Promise me you will.’

      *

      Moran put down the ophthalmoscope and straightened up, sensing he might as well fire the first shot over the Prime Minister’s bows.

      ‘Well, your circulation does seem a little sluggish. Too early to be sure, of course, but I think it may have been a spasm in a small artery.’

      ‘Spasm?’

      ‘It looks to me more or less in the same family as the Monte Carlo incident.’

      ‘Monte Carlo?’

      The word ‘spasm’ did the job. The Prime Minister’s flippant boyishness gave way to anxious eyes. And, as was his habit, he slipped straight into his old game of returning a phrase, which sometimes suggested that he was playing for time or, less often, that he was genuinely confused. Moran had seen both and been foxed by both, so he tried to keep his own tone even.

      ‘You remember, a few years back, in 1949, when you found it difficult to squeeze the paint out of the tubes? You were on a painting trip in France. You were staying with Max in his villa there. Max? Max Beaverbrook? Anyway you were, and I flew down to Nice to see you. It was a very small clot.’

      ‘A Monte Carlo clot, then?’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      ‘And this clot is a… potential aggressor? A little Nar-zee?’

      ‘It is. So I’d like you to behave yourself for a day or two while I make some arrangements. You sit tight until we see how things are. And do nothing. Nothing. The brain is a very complicated thing. Billions of connections.’

      ‘Billions?’

      ‘At least.’

      Churchill started to grin. A bit lopsidedly.

      ‘That’s very precise of you. Billions.’

      ‘No one really knows how many.’

      ‘But quite a few of mine will still be working?’

      ‘Oh, more than enough.’

      ‘And if you pep me up with a few of your red pills?’

      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

      ‘Call… call… get what’s-his-name.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Get Jock-wotcher-cock in here. I took grave exception to his moustache, you know.’

      ‘Whose moustache?’

      ‘Wotcher-cock’s! Jock’s! You must remember, when he joined the RAF. As soon as I saw it, it had to go. And there’s that privy councillor, isn’t there, whatsisname, he’s got a moustache.’

      ‘There are a few of those around.’

      ‘Well, they’ve got to go. All of them.’

      ‘Anthony has a moustache.’

      ‘Good point. Anyway, get him in here.’

      ‘Anthony?’

      ‘Will you please listen! I said Jock.’

      Moran found himself getting angry as well.

      ‘Jock? Jock Colville? Now?’

      ‘Yes. I have a Cabinet meeting at eleven.’

      ‘Win-ston!’

      The Prime Minister jutted out his jaw.

      ‘Then I have to go to the House. It’s Wednesday, isn’t it?’

      ‘The House of Commons? The House of Commons today! Don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘Brings the best out in me. And I’ve still got millions of brain cells. If not billions. You just said so. Anyway, quite enough brain cells to give the socialists a good kicking. An-eur-rin Bev-an! I’ll start with him. And you said I needed gingering up. So send for Jock’s-his-name. He’ll tell me how many questions there are for… the Prime Minister. That’s me. And the Foreign Secretary. That’s me too. With no Anthony.’

      ‘Winston, I will be frank with you.’

      Churchill sat up on one elbow, rocked a bit, and allowed his right foot to appear and then dangle over the side of the bed.

      ‘Oh, don’t start all that, Charles. You’re always being frank. Frank this frank that. Your parents should have called you Frank. I’ve no patience with people who are always raising difficulties.’

      ‘I strongly advise against the Cabinet meeting. And if you go to the House —’

      He very slowly swung his whole right leg over the side of the bed.

      ‘I am going —’

      ‘If you go to the House I cannot guarantee that you will use the right word. That is, if you manage to remain standing up in the first place. Things could be a lot worse with you in a few hours’ time. You might rise to your feet and find that no words come to you at all. I’m afraid I do have to make that clear to you. No words!’
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