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      1. Evening in the Park

    


    I have never thought of myself as a writer, so I have never imagined myself suffering from writer’s block. Yet that, surely, must be what is preventing me writing.


    Whenever I sit down at my desk to organise my thoughts, perhaps even sketch out a page or two, the figure that strolls insistently yet engagingly into my mind is always that of Timothy Wycliffe. He pops in, just as he used to pop into my office all those years ago, banishing the earnest intentions I had of getting down to some solid work. So insistent is this memory of him—laughing, incisive, shocking, as he used to be in life—that I seem totally unable to get down to any coherent narrative of those times.


    It should be an easy, straightforward chapter to write, the story of the early 1950s—a dullish period in my life. I knocked off the first chapter (birth, family, education, humdrum army experiences at the end of the war, Oxford) with an ease that must have been deceptive, though I would not pretend there is any literary grace in the telling. I know that my early life was not of the stuff that the Sunday newspapers will be interested in serialising. What they will want is gossip about my fellow politicians, particularly those still in the public eye, and more especially dirt on the respected former Prime Minister who sacked me. The latter I shall dole out sparingly, if at all. It ill behoves a cabinet minister relieved of his post to bite the hand that hitherto had fed him, though most do. But certainly one period that will not interest the Sunday Times—inevitably it will be, I suspect, the Sunday Times—is my years as a fledgling diplomat at the Foreign Office. A brief, factual narrative is all that is required, and I should be able to sew it up in a dry ten pages or so. Yet it is not happening. Quite against my will Timothy is taking me over. Every time I take up my pen in he strolls, with the same sort of smile on his face as he had when he used to stroll up to my desk. And I know that the words will not come because my mind is taken over by that elegant, teasing, casually outrageous figure—my friend and colleague Timothy Wycliffe.


    I do not think it is because he was murdered.


    That was five years later, and by that time contact between us was casual and occasional. In fact, I’m afraid that his murder made less impact on me at the time than it should have done: it was something brutal, shocking, but I quite soon put it out of my mind. And yet in those years when we were together on the lowest rungs of the Foreign Office ladder we were really very close.


    If I try to analyse that closeness I can see that his background dazzled me a little. His grandfather was the Marquess of Redmond—and even I, a middle-class Londoner who had been a day-boy at Dulwich, knew that a Marquess was something. His father was Lord John Wycliffe, a younger son, and said by some to be a rising star in the Conservative Party, though there were others at that time who said that figures such as he, who had acquired a Commons seat almost by family right, were increasingly out-of-date in Tory politics. Anyway it is likely that his family background helped Timothy to get into the Foreign Office, though, equally, there was no doubt that he was bright, bright in every way—a sharp, uncluttered brain, with an imagination to match. I was dazzled by him personally quite as much as I was dazzled by his pedigree.


    “We’re the new boys here,” he said to me when we were introduced, “so we see things more clearly than the old hands.”


    In fact he had been there about six weeks or so when I started, but essentially we learned the ropes and found our feet together. It was a testing time for both of us. This was early in 1951, in the dying days of the Labour government, when people were already envisioning Churchill’s return as Prime Minister. It was also a time when problems, inevitable but unforeseen, were piling up. In particular my early days in the Foreign Office coincided with Burgess and Maclean absconding to the Soviet Union to avoid exposure as Russian agents, and with British oil interests in Persia (as most of us still called Iran) being threatened by Dr. Mussadegh, with his stated intention of nationalising the oil companies.


    A baptism of fire indeed! In fact I don’t remember discussing the former subject except very briefly and in hushed tones. I was too junior, and everyone was trying in vain to keep the matter under wraps. It was, so to speak, taken up on high, and we were expected to leave well alone. Security matters always lead politicians to reach for a thick blanket. A subject such as the Persian crisis, however, and our new Foreign Secretary’s handling of it, was fair game for gossip in corridors and offices.


    That is my first substantial memory of Tim—as opposed to a general sense of brightness and friendliness. We had both been working late, well into the evening one warm summer’s day in June. What we were doing was certainly not important, but nevertheless it was pressing. We would be judged by the speed and competence with which we handled it. Finally, when it was put to bed, Tim landed up in my office with two cups of black coffee (nowadays I suspect it would be Scotch, for we have become a much more alcoholic nation), and we settled down for a good gossip. Inevitably the talk turned to “Herbie”—Herbert Morrison, the new Foreign Secretary, for whom the F. O. had several nicknames, not all of them affectionate.


    “The trouble with Herbie,” I remember complaining to Tim that night, “is that he gives the impression in the House that he’s not on top of his brief. I don’t know if he is, and I don’t suppose you do either, but the impression is what counts.”


    “He’s still feeling his way,” said Tim. He jumped off my desk and did an imitation of Morrison, his cock-sparrow walk along the corridors, with his little eyes darting everywhere, as if he feared a stab in the back. “The F. O. is a daunting task to take on. Give him time and he may rise to it.”


    “It’s time he’s not likely to get,” I pointed out. “Attlee’s almost sure to go to the country in the autumn.”


    “True. Then we’ll get Eden for sure. And don’t be fooled by the public image of him.”


    “Not nice?”


    Tim frowned.


    “I think he may be a perfectly good, well-meaning man. But there’s something there—some unsureness. He can get frightfully prima-donnaish, and then he’s hell to work for.” Tim of course had never worked for Eden. I took such knowledge to be part of his birthright, springing from the political gossip that had surrounded him all his life. “So make the most of Herbie,” he concluded. “A lot of the criticism is just journalistic niggling.”


    

      “Euphrates,” I said, quoting Herbie’s two-syllable version of it that had aroused the mirth of newspapers.


    “That’s right. Winston and Bevin could mangle foreign names: they’d wrestle with a really odd one, and it’d land up on the ropes, badly mauled. People thought it was endearing, a patriotic trait even. Herbie does the same thing, but he does it more tentatively, and everyone laughs themselves sick. Herbie knows they wouldn’t have laughed at Bevin, and that Bevin wouldn’t have worried if they did. And that makes it worse. They loathed each other.”


    “Then he should damned well master his text,” I said.


    “His mind is on other things.”


    “Well, it shouldn’t be. What things, anyway?”


    Tim nodded his head towards the South Bank, currently occupied by the Festival of Britain—the Festival Hall, the Dome of Discovery, and all those other constructions long since gone. Does anyone remember the Festival of Britain today? It was very much the creation of the Labour government, and much mocked in the newspapers, but I remember having an awful lot of fun there.


    “The Festival is his baby,” Tim said. “He loves it. It’s what he wants to be remembered by. He’s of an age when politicians start looking for monuments.”


    How true that was, and how we have suffered since from politicians anxious to leave monuments! It strikes me that Timothy Wycliffe’s conversation was shot through with political insights which got to the heart of the matter—that illuminated things that I only now, after a quarter of a century in politics, am beginning to understand. It can’t have been just his growing up in a political household, especially as I never got the impression he and his father were particularly close, or that he had sat at his feet politically. I think it was his own perceptive, incisive intellect that taught him so much so early about the game of politics, and about politicians and their ways.


    I have set down all I remember about that first conversation I had with him that did not concern day-to-day business. But I have one strong visual memory of him too: Timothy, sitting on my desk, slim, elegant, intensely alive, with the long lock of fair hair falling over his eyes to give a misleading impression of dandyism, of the dated aesthete.


    Alive—that is, sadly, the word that sums him up for me. Alive, joyful, thirsty for experience, with a relish for all kinds of people and an ever-present sense of the ridiculous.


    Quite by chance we finished the other pieces of low-level drudgery we were engaged on at the same time, so that we happened to meet at the King Charles Street door. We walked together down the steps and over to St. James’s Park, talking and laughing. We were so late it was already twilight, and the park—much my favourite of all the London parks—was looking magical. We were still laughing, I remember, when we separated at the point where our paths diverged, Tim to go towards the Palace and then on to Belgravia where he lived, I to go to the St. James’s Park tube station.


    I dallied a little. I was still living with my parents in Dulwich at that time, and there was no reason for me to hurry home. The air was fresh and bracing, and I was still a little intoxicated at being a part—an oh-so-tiny part—of great international events. An off-duty guardsman crossed the path in front of me, and a courting couple hugging each other close. I remember loitering along, and I remember before I left the park turning towards the Palace, perhaps with some sentimental thoughts about the King, who was looking old and tired, and about the young Princess who would one day succeed him.


    I could see a point, some way away, where two of the paths converged. I saw the off-duty guardsman I had already noticed approach it from one direction. I saw Tim Wycliffe approach it from another. I saw them both slacken pace. I saw them make some kind of contact, of eye, of word. I stood there frozen, gazing towards them, my heart beating very fast. They talked, and then I saw them walk on slowly together. Then, as the light seemed altogether to fail, I saw them go off together into the bushes.


  

    

      2. Belgravia

    


    It would be impossible today to convey to anyone under the age of forty the stunned sense of shock I felt. Difficult, too, to explain my ignorance and naiveté on the subject of homosexuality. I had been to a public school, after all. I can only say that, whatever I might have learnt had I gone to Eton, I had no such experiences at Dulwich College to contribute to my sexual enlightenment. Perhaps this was due to the fact that we had so many day boys, and we tended to stick together. I was neither attractive nor charming, being known as “Plod” Proctor. So that subject I learnt about through the odd smutty joke, and through playground allusions of it—that is to say, I remained profoundly ignorant of it.


    The fact that I was shocked I would account for by citing factors both personal and public: I was the child of conventional, middle-class parents, people doing dull jobs, leading dull lives and having dull opinions, whose automatic reaction should the topic come up in the Sunday papers was to purse their lips and shake their heads. The papers then treated court cases involving homosexual conduct in the lip-licking style they today use in reporting child sex-abuse cases, or MPs who go in for spanking sessions.


    And then there was the Guy Burgess factor. Burgess had disappeared to Moscow only months before, leaving behind a legion of tales about his brazenly open homosexuality, his liaisons, his gay parties (I suppose the newspapers would have used words like “queer” and “pervert” at the time). The rumour—or was it a joke?—around the Foreign Office was that he had left as his forwarding address: “Stage door, Bolshoi Ballet.” At that very time newspapers were indulging in speculation that was frankly no wilder than some of Burgess’s conduct. Questions about him and his activities were being tabled daily in the House of Commons, and Herbie Morrison was struggling to answer them, or not to answer them, as is the habit of ministers when security matters come up.


    That, in short, was why I was stunned by Timothy Wycliffe’s going off into the bushes with a guardsman. I must have stood there for all of a minute before I resumed my walk to the Underground. If I was unduly thoughtful when I got home it was so close to bedtime that my parents did not notice. No doubt my mother made me a mug of Horlicks and we all turned in to sleep the sleep of the just. I lived, as I say, in a very dull household, and it was all light years away from grandsons of Marquesses and encounters with guardsmen in St. James’s Park.


    I tried very hard next day to be the same as usual to Timothy Wycliffe. Probably I tried too hard. I am not a good actor, and this often harmed my political career. People knew what I really thought. At any rate I became convinced over the next few weeks that Timothy knew that I knew, had worked out how I knew, and was amused that I was shocked. Sometimes when he was talking to me he looked into my face and there was a satirical turning-up of the corners of his mouth that was not malicious, but seemed to express a sort of delight in the absurdity of people—in this case me. It did not affect his friendliness and openness to me, only my friendliness and openness to him.


    It was perhaps two or three weeks later that our friendship reached a decisive phase—a phase when I had to make a conscious decision whether to accept or reject him and his life. How far he deliberately brought this about I never quite knew, but he did admit that he wanted it brought out into the open.


    There were many quaint survivals and oddities in Foreign Office practice at that time that had not been swept away by the advent of a Labour government. Bevin was interested in policy, and the implementation of policy, and if he knew of these oddities he probably regarded them with the Olympian amusement of a Trade Union baron at the eccentricities of the upper classes. One of these survivals was that certain great folk were to be dealt with whenever possible in person, rather than by telephone or letter. However low-level the personal contact (and they didn’t come lower-level than me at that time) that was how the business was to be done. The list of these great folk, some or most of them obscure and quite unknown to the general public, had apparently come about in an arbitrary way, with a rhyme and reason that was scarcely discernible to the normal human brain, and this was the only reason I can give for the fact that on an evening in July 1951 I was given the assignment of calling on Lady Thorrington in Belgrave Square.


    “A question of residency rights for three displaced persons,” I grumbled to Timothy in the course of the day. “And for that I have to traipse all the way over to Belgrave Square to deliver the papers in person.”


    “My neck of the woods,” said Tim. “I’ll collect you later and we’ll go together.”


    He turned up in my tiny office around four thirty, much earlier than need be, saying it was a fine afternoon and we deserved a break. Again we left the rambling pile of the Foreign Office, walked down the steps from King Charles Street, and began across the park. At least I’m keeping him from accosting guardsmen, I thought—a mean little thought, probably springing from embarrassment. We kept up a vigorous conversation, perhaps on my part to prevent him bringing up the question of my knowledge. We discussed, I remember, the Belgian king’s abdication, and the prospects for the new king. I forecast that the country would be a republic within a year (my opinions on foreign affairs at that time were almost invariably wrong, which is still the case with many officials in the Foreign Office today). Tim put forward the idea that monarchies had usually survived in the twentieth century in countries with strong Labour Parties. Typically I regarded this as a brilliant paradox, though in fact it was simply a matter of intelligent observation. We had this conversation as we skirted Buckingham Palace, where the Queen’s Gallery now is, and we walked on through an overcast afternoon towards Belgravia.


    We were close to Belgrave Square itself when Tim slowed down and touched me on the shoulder.


    “Your appointment’s for six, isn’t it?” he said. “Much too early yet. Come and see my flat.”


    We turned into a dim little cul-de-sac called Craven Court Mews, and the apprehension that I certainly felt warred in me with a delicious sense of mixing on friendly terms well above my station. I suppose this sounds incredibly dated, even comic, to a young reader today. But the Conservative Party was not then what it is today: the party of brash new money-makers. The typical young Conservative (of whom I was one) was a snob with a social conscience. I was deliciously thrilled.


    We strolled down the mews, which was paved with cobblestones and decidedly shabby, with walls that needed repainting and windows needing repointing. We were still in the era of shortages, remember, and the era when the well-heeled preferred not to show it. Timothy put his key in a door and led the way up some narrow, stuffy stairs. We passed immediately through the tiniest of hallways into a room wonderfully light, the walls washed pale blue, the furniture slim, modern, elegant—a table of rosewood and glass, chairs that looked as if they would wrap themselves round you when you sat down, and a few traditional pieces: an elegant escritoire against the wall, a long Regency dining table, a couple of family pictures. My memory—it is one of those scenes from that time that remain imprinted on my mind, and will be until I die—is of lightness, airiness, and of a brilliance that somehow laughed at the suburban clutter and knobbiness of the rooms in the detached Dulwich residence in which I had grown up. This was the perfect setting for Tim.


    I became conscious, as my mind photographed this room, of the noise of water.


    “Oh Lord, Heinz is still here,” said Tim. He raised his voice. “Heinz—the boat train goes in an hour!” He turned to me with an open smile. “Coffee?”


    I nodded nervously, suddenly wishing I hadn’t come. As he moved towards the little kitchen that I could see through the door at the far end of the living room the shower was turned off in the bathroom. Seconds later a boy appeared. He was perhaps nineteen or twenty, very fair, and sturdily built. Apart from a towel over this shoulder he was quite naked.


    “Sorry!” he said when he saw me, and disappeared through another door.


    I sat down on one of those spare, shapely chairs, and wondered if there were two bedrooms, and if Heinz was sleeping in the main one. I immediately cursed my naiveté. Of course he was sleeping in the main one. If Timothy was a man who went with guardsmen into the bushes in the park he would not invite handsome foreign boys to his flat and then sleep in chaste isolation.


    “Heinz is a friend of mine,” said Timothy, appearing at the door into the kitchen.


    “Oh yes?” I muttered miserably. “Is he German?”


    “That’s right. He’s from Dresden.”


    I nodded, as neutrally as possible. Then suddenly I was struck by a terrible thought, and I jumped up and faced him.


    “Dresden? But that’s in—”


    “East Germany? Do you know, I believe you’re right.”


    And grinning broadly he turned back into the kitchen.


    Weakly I sat down again, denied a confrontation. I felt stunned and angry. For God’s sake, East Germany! And here I was, brought into a ménage with an aristocratic Foreign Office diplomat and a young East German homosexual. I remember actually blushing at my predicament. All my middle-class and conservative instincts rose in horror. If he didn’t think about his own career, then he might have thought of mine. I blamed him bitterly, forgetting the warm glow I had felt at mingling in circles far above my own.


    The bedroom door opened again. Heinz was clothed now, in flannels and a red check shirt, with a khaki knapsack on his back. He looked now like a very ordinary, nice young man. He called out “I go,” and Timothy hurried from the kitchen to see him off. There was a large mirror on the wall in front of me, and I saw the two of them, in the hallway, put their arms around each other and kiss passionately on the lips.


    The phrase old ladies use, “I didn’t know where to put my face,” is really a very apt cliché, and vividly conveys how I felt. I wanted my whole body to disappear, to crumple itself up into a little ball and hide itself away under the sofa, but above all I wanted my face to be put somewhere out of sight, where its flushed, miserable embarrassment would not give away my feelings.


    The door shut, and Tim moved insouciantly back to the kitchen.


    “Do you like the flat?” he asked, with a voice full of ironic amusement, as he came back with the coffee.


    “Very much,” I stammered, as normally as possible. “It’s very … unusual. Stylish. It’s … it’s not the sort of furniture you see around these days.”


    Tim nodded, still with a smile on his lips.


    “I got most of it from an aunt,” he said, sitting down and pouring two cups of coffee. “She bought it in the twenties and thirties—you know, Bauhaus stuff, and imitations of it. She was something of a high-flyer, member of a rather fast set. Then a boyfriend was killed right at the start of the war, and suddenly she got religion. Sort of Anglican-cum-theosophy. For some reason she didn’t think the furniture suitable any longer. She got herself a lot of heavy oak stuff, with thick tablecloths more like altar cloths—very good for séances, I suppose.”


    “How odd,” I contributed in an unnatural voice.


    “The eccentricities of our noble families! But I shouldn’t mock her—she was very good to me. She died last year in the smog epidemic, and I came in for this flat as well.”


    He was walking round the room now, coffee cup in hand. I sat there, oddly close to tears, working up to something.


    “It’s a lovely room,” I muttered.


    “Yes. But it’s an interesting story, isn’t it? It shows how people regard their furniture: as a sort of stage set, to show off their view of themselves.”


    “So what does that make you?” I asked, marching through the conversational door he had opened.


    “Frank?” Tim hazarded. “Open? Free as air.”


    “You staged all that, didn’t you?” I blurted out suddenly.


    “Staged?” He stopped beside me and stood smiling down, but not ironically now.


    “You staged that scene with Heinz. To bring it all out into the open.”


    Tim sat down and sipped his coffee.


    “I thought Heinz would be gone, as a matter of fact. He’s a dear boy, but he has no sense of time. When he wasn’t I … I took advantage of the fact. I had been wondering whether to say something over the last week or two. As it was I just behaved as I would have if you’d not been here.”


    I looked down into my coffee cup, feeling desperately gauche, as indeed I was.


    “Why did you want to bring it out into the open?”


    “Why not? You’re the closest thing I have to a friend at the F.O. I don’t like having secrets from my friends.”


    “Wouldn’t it be better—”


    “To keep it firmly under wraps? I don’t think so.”


    I was angrily conscious that I was being given a secret, and a role, that I had not asked for and was most unwilling to accept. At last I spoke out, looking him full in the face.


    “For God’s sake don’t pretend you haven’t heard all the things people are saying about Guy Burgess. Or read what the newspapers are saying.”


    “Well?”


    “This … sort of thing makes you a security risk.”


    “Peter, I am not Guy Burgess. I’m Timothy Wycliffe. You don’t believe all negroes are the same, do you? Or Jews? Why should you believe all homosexuals are?”


    “But it leaves you wide open to blackmail!”


    “Come off it: blackmail is a danger if you’re a secret homosexual. And that’s what you’re trying to persuade me to be. And, by the by, there never was a less secret homosexual than Guy. I’d heard about him and his antics long before I joined the Foreign Office. Burgess spied for Russia because he was—still is, presumably—a communist, not because he was blackmailed into it.”


    “But your father’s a public figure. You know what the papers would do if they got hold of it.”


    He shrugged.


    “That’s something he’d have to handle. He’s a politician: he can take care of himself. As to me, I’d resign from the Foreign Office. So what? No great tragedy. I’m not sure I see my role in life as a top civil servant—or an ambassador, come to that. I came into the F. O. because I like ‘Abroad’and haven’t seen nearly enough of it. I can think of lots of other careers I’d just as soon take up—and probably will.”


    I shook my head.


    “You’re underestimating the harm it would do your father’s career. But it’s the security aspect that worries me most.”


    Tim leaned forward in his chair, smiling persuasively.


    “Look, Peter: try to stop thinking of homosexuals as a group, eh? Like we were a Trade Union with a bloc vote at the Labour Party Conference. Because one homosexual was a bad security risk, it doesn’t mean that we all are. We’re individuals, left wing and right wing, happy and miserable, open and secret, rich and poor. Lump us all together and you prove you’ve got a News of the World sort of mind, and I don’t believe you have. Think about it, eh, Peter?”


    I nodded. I still felt miserable and uncertain, but I felt still more strongly that Timothy was someone whom I liked and would value as a friend.


    “But you will be careful, won’t you?” I insisted. “I mean, if Heinz had had access to Foreign Office papers—”


    “I don’t bring papers home. And if I did they’d be about matters so trivial no Russian agent would give three kopeks for them. Because that’s all you and I get to deal with, isn’t it? You know what—you’re a worrier, Peter.”


    He was right there too. That, until my recent forced retirement, was exactly what I was. I looked at my watch.


    “I must go to Lady Thorrington’s.”


    “That’s right. Never keep a Lady waiting. Be nice to her, Peter. She’s a dear old thing.”


    That was my first intimation that if you lived in Belgravia, even in a mews flat in Belgravia, you tended to know the other people living in Belgravia. It was at that time a sort of way-up-market village, with every other cottager a lord or lady. It also had a village system of communication and, as often as not, village standards of judgement.


    I walked into the rarefied atmosphere of the Square, pondering this and much else. I found the seedy dignity of the place fascinating: I couldn’t see how such an area could give off so strong a smell of money and privilege, yet undoubtedly it did. But as I took in the place and its feel I was also meditating on the scene I had just taken part in. I think that by the time I had walked around the Square and found Lady Thorrington at number forty-nine I had already decided that in the matter of Timothy Wycliffe I was not neutral. In my still-schoolboyish but honorable way I had declared myself to be on his side.


    “How’s the great work going, Dad?” Jeremy asked when I came down to sherry this evening.


    “Badly,” I said. I explained that I had got some kind of writer’s block: that I was caught up in the early fifties, distracted by my memories of a man of no historical importance who had had little influence on my life. I told him about Tim, and described what happened that first time I went to his flat. As I should have expected, he was totally mystified.


    “But what was the big deal? He was a homosexual. So what?”


    “You young people have no historical sense,” I grumbled. “Homosexual practices were illegal then.”


    “So was parking on a double yellow line, I expect,” said Jeremy. “Just explain to me why you were so miserable, so embarrassed. For God’s sake, you must have been in your twenties by then. Long out of the nursery.”


    “You don’t understand,” I insisted. “It was a completely different climate then—climate of opinion, I mean. If you were caught you were put on trial, sent to jail.”


    “That wasn’t very sensible.”


    “No, of course it wasn’t. Everybody knew it was like locking Billy Bunter up in the tuck shop, but nevertheless that’s what they went on doing. And if you didn’t go to jail, there were the newspapers. You could be hounded out of practically any career. It was a different world.”


    “A very nasty one.”


    And of course he’s right. Perhaps the reason that memories of Timothy Wycliffe have distracted me is that he sums up the transition from the world I grew up in to the world we live in now. A symbol, a symptom, a fingerpost. I have a feeling that I’m not going to be able to get away from him now.


  

    

      3. A Group of Noble Dames

    


    The maid who came to the door of number forty-nine, Belgrave Square, was not dressed in the traditional manner, in black, with a neat white cap. Probably very few maids in 1951 were, except those in upper-class comedies, but somehow I’d imagined that Belgrave Square might still cling to the old uniform. She was dressed neatly but drably, in clothes that had seen a better peacetime, and she said “Mr. Proctor?” in an international interrogative that failed to hide her Central European accent. She looked anxiously at the envelope I was carrying, leaving me in no doubt that the papers I carried were for her.


    “Lady Thorrington is expecting you.”


    When she shut the door there was a rich, pregnant hush in the house. She led the way upstairs. Lady Thorrington’s sitting room was on the first floor. It was furnished in so exactly the way I had expected a sitting room in Belgravia to be furnished—shabby carpets, good pieces of furniture, dull pictures—that it was the woman I noticed, or rather the women, for she had a friend with her.


    Lady Thorrington was a fleshy woman, but it was friendly fat, not at all intimidating, and her open, welcoming manner did not conceal the fact that hers was a capable, direct personality, and that she usually got what she wanted. In her common sense was allied with persistence and single-mindedness. By contrast I thought her clothes unsuitably frilly—not in the eternal schoolgirl manner of Bubbles Rothermere, just a little too partyish. I realized later that they were old clothes, let out most capably. Like her maid she was wearing clothes from the prewar era. I suspect now that many of her own clothing coupons went to the Europeans she gave her time to protecting. I remember when she died, when I was a junior minister in the Heath government, how surprised I was at the length of her Times obituary, and the warmth and sorrow of the addenda to it sent in by correspondents, many of them with foreign names.


    “This is Lady Charlotte Wray.”


    Lady Charlotte was much more everyone’s idea of a grande Belgravia dame. Spare, dressed entirely in black, and dogmatic in her speech, she was not a person one would lightly consider disputing with. Whether she was as wise or perceptive as she was dogmatic I was not sure. But she was to the life what we now think of as the Wendy Hiller part.


    “Business first,” said Lady Thorrington, making me wonder nervously what was to come second. She gestured me to a seat and sat down herself with a businesslike air. I took from the envelope the papers which notified the granting of residence rights to Käthe Möller and to her son and daughter-in-law Klaus and Hildegard. I explained the exceptional circumstances which had persuaded the Foreign Office and the Home Office to grant these rights. I saw Lady Thorrington nodding in a way that suggested not that she was acknowledging them to be exceptional, but that she was storing them up as loopholes for future use, for she maintained with various government departments a continuous yet courteous warfare on behalf of people they would much have preferred to keep out of the country. Finally I explained that the three would be eligible for naturalisation in five years time. Lady Thorrington leaned back in her chair.
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