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Part One


1911 /1924


Boys of Destiny


‘Delayed reaction’ experiments have shown that memory, however it may be determined physiologically, is far better developed in the primate than in the lower mammal, and other experiments have also clearly indicated that monkeys and apes are superior to other animals in their adaptive behaviour.


Solly Zuckerman – The Social Life of Monkeys and Apes
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Uncle Alfred’s Boy


WHEN HE WAS TEN, he learned two lessons in cruelty. Decades later – finally in a position to inflict suffering rather than endure it – he would remember both, although he was tempted to repeat only one. These educations in pain involved a hairpin and a goldfish.


It was the first time she had hurt him in this way, but his mother’s actions had the swagger of planning as she eased the makeshift scalpel past her brow and pulled the folded handkerchief from her pocket. She ran the hairpin along the crisp edge of linen like someone grinding a knife.


At first, he feared that she was coming for his eyes – how terrible to think that there had been enough evidence in their time together to suspect that she might – and so it was almost a relief when she merely dug her weapon into his left ear.


Nanny had once warned him never to put anything smaller than an elbow there – briskly recalling small boys almost deafened by marbles burrowing towards the brain, retrieved only by excruciating operations – and so he noted, again without surprise, maternal inconsistency in this matter.


She twisted the hairpin twice, widening its wings for greater purchase, as if it really were a surgical or dental instrument.


‘It stings, Mama,’ he complained.


‘Oh, Snow, don’t go on so!’


His mother’s smiles were rare and oddly timed, often seeming not to fit the conversation, so that he wondered if she might be deaf. Now it was the health of his own hearing that concerned him as, grinning in malicious vindication, she withdrew the probe, examined its tip and wiped it on the handkerchief.


Expecting to see spots of red on the cloth, the boy felt almost grateful to see only a smear of brownish yellow. The closest his mother seemed to come to love for him was inflicting terrors slightly lesser than the one expected. After a minute of ridiculous optimism, in which he thought she might settle for torturing him on one side only, Mama began to investigate his other lughole.


This proved a richer seam – in two wide smears on the handkerchief, now looking like the flag of some obscure African dependency – but he gasped at the lunging thrusts. Now she wound a corner of linen into a slightly softer drillhead and made a second advance down each shaft. Then, after twisting a point at the other end of the handkerchief, she licked it and dabbed at the sites of her excavations.


Next she began to line up his nostrils. He tensed for the admission of the hairpin, but the operations here involved only fabric and were, by her standards, almost tender. While we forget the smell of our mother’s milk, he thought, we will always remember their spit.


Waiting to find out if this was her final invasion, he wondered why she had pioneered the torture on this particular morning and could only conclude that, even in a family which was run on distrust and suspicion, she was particularly nervous of her brother.


Disappointingly, Uncle Alfred showed no interest at all in these newly cleaned ears and nose. If the old man had ducked down at once and begun a cataloguing of wax, he might at least have admired her foresight, which was not the perfect emotion for a son to feel but could have formed the basis for something like a business relationship. But all his uncle did was to pat him casually on the forehead.


‘Still have that sovereign safe, eh, Snow?’ he boomed. (Around the time of Snow’s fifth birthday, he and his cousins had been given a gold coin – full of Latin words and the numbers 1905 – to mark their terrifying relative’s entrance to the House of Lords.)


‘Um, yes. Yes, sir,’ was all he managed to say.


‘Good. Gold’s about all you can rely on, the world as it is.’ Uncle Alfred gestured to several newspapers, spread out across a short, squat mahogany desk. ‘Poor men watch their money, rich men watch their gold.’


His uncle’s thumb jabbed down, smudging the wet ink, but the sentences could still be read. PEERS CONCEDE VETO ON COMMONS LEGISLATION


‘Torn the balls off the Lords, Snow. Though even the dullest of them is a better man than Asquith. Don’t tell Mama I said balls. Though why the bloody hell not? You’ve got them, I hope.’


There was another sentence, which you called a headline, about RIOTS in somewhere called LIVERPOOL and what the HOME SECRETARY had said. But now Uncle Alfred moved between him and the news. He saw the fat head coming down and, from memories of his mother, flinched, but then he felt the gentle fingers in his fringe.


‘Not white anymore. But I vote we still call you Snow. I know chaps who went to the grave with the name they were given in the perambulator.’ The fleshy hand patted his head. ‘And up like a wallflower. What sort of nosebag has that sister of mine got you on, eh?’


Like all very tall young boys, he had learned to slouch, aware that he was getting ahead of himself. In caveman days, this was probably a precaution against being sent to hunt or fight too soon. But, even leaning forward, he felt too high against his uncle, a tubby, pugnacious man who seemed to have had his desk designed to flatter his own dimensions.


Old men frightened him. They wore those sharp shirt collars, sticking upwards, which he always thought must cut their necks. He wasn’t sure what he should be doing as his relative seemed to become distracted by something on the front of one of the newspapers. Uncle repeatedly hit it with a thick finger, as if to erase the phrase. Then, seeming suddenly to remember his guest, he spun round.


‘But you’re too young to have to worry about the Germans.’ He had a different way of saying that name, so that it sounded more like ‘Chairman’, a word his mother sometimes used about the uncles. ‘Let me show you this.’


Snow associated home with stone floors – and footsteps with Mama charging towards him – and so he enjoyed their soft, soundless progress across this room. Papa talked of the carpets sold in Persian bazaars and he thought this must be one of them. They sploshed across it to the far side of the room, where there was a large glass tank, in which two fish of different sizes swam. He was thrilled by this first childish turn in the day’s entertainments.


‘You know what this is, boy?’


‘An aq … aquarium, sir.’


‘Yes. Although fish tank would have been a satisfying English equivalent. And, in a way, you’re only half-correct. Or, alternatively, twice right. It’s a divided fish tank.’


Uncle Alfred leaned closer to the glass and his nephew – from interest, but also from fear that he now dwarfed the adult even more – copied this position.


From the new angle, it was apparent that each fish – one long, brown and bulbous, the other small and reddish – floated in its own square of water and weeds. He could now see that a fifth, inner pane of glass formed a see-through wall between them.


‘A pike. A goldfish.’ His uncle’s tone was proud and loud, like a fishmonger of living species. ‘At least until …’


The old man reached down – his fat thumb disturbing the water and causing the smaller fish to twitch with a useless premonition – and pulled the central panel from the tank. The gesture was reminiscent of a party magician and its effect was the same – disappearance – as the pike darted across its new, expanded territory, sharked its jaws and then swam a satisfied lap of honour around wider seas which it now ruled alone, until his uncle thumped the middle panel down again to show that there were limits to piscine power.


‘A lesson from the deep,’ said Uncle Alfred. ‘Life is like that.’


For the second time that morning, a family member flapped a handkerchief towards him but, already schooled in dry-eyed terror by his mother’s cruelties, he didn’t need it.


‘Capital. Your brothers blubbed at that. It may be that you’re the tough one that we need.’


Returning the unneeded material neatly to one pocket, Uncle Alfred pulled from the other a gold coin, which he pressed into his nephew’s hand before continuing the arc of his own fingers into a valedictory pat on the head.


‘Remember the gold. Remember the goldfish. These lessons I have left thee with.’


As Snow came out through the vast dark-varnished doors – held back for him by a man whose only purpose seemed to be to swing them one way or the other – his mother advanced on him with the pointed breath-wet hankie held out like a sword, and he feared a reappearance of the hairpin. But she just briefly polished his forehead.


‘Great black smudge there,’ she complained. ‘You look like a blessed Hindu. He never remembers his fingers are always covered in ink.’


(Next spring, at Winchester, he noticed two boys carrying the same mark and wondered if their uncles were press barons too. But it was nothing as exotic. They were simply Roman Catholics on Ash Wednesday.)


The hairpin became part of his mother’s repertoire of care, reliably applied on the night before a return to school or visit to family. Decades later, in a twist on the figure of speech, his ears really would burn when he thought or spoke of her.


He would always remember the goldfish as well. And, though few were yet familiar with genetics, he never forgot how first his mother and his uncle had terrified him and worried that there might be something lying in his blood, like typhoid in the water.
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Uncle Harold’s Boy 


HOW HE HATED shaking in the dust and drafts above the gutter in that fancy hanging pram. Stopping and cornering were the worst. He thought of bike and sidecar separating, like in the comedies at the Saturday morning pictures. Da called this one the Precision but it never felt very precise to him. 


Thrown sideways as they turned into a long, wide street, he shielded with one hand the jagged scar, still intermittently stinging, in the part of his body which his parents and the doctors always called his stomach but wasn’t quite. The other hand clasped to his head the baggy flat cap which he wore for Sunday services and other best. 


Both moves were complicated by his fear of kicking the family’s precious Box Brownie, which – too big for the toolbox on the back of the Precision – lay at his feet. 


Da, who loved numbers, spoke of the Precision in figures – 596cc, three-speed gears - though don’t worry, young man, we’ll not be needing all that unless a large man comes after us with a wood-axe. But, even at this speed, his eyes were too foggy – our Marjorie always said he’d need glasses, ha ha – to read the street sign, although it began with G. GOW something. 


‘The University,’ his father shouted. This was one of the words always spoken at home in a special way, as if there was some kind of fancy capital letter at the front, like in the big high Bible the elders read at Chapel. That was another of those words. So were School and Scouts. 


This way of travel frightened him – another sharp corner, and another, his hand twice jumping to the roughened skin above his plucked appendix – but he liked the way that being able to buy it lifted them above the other families. 


And it was good to be so on his own. It felt like being lonely in a nice way. His da had two children, but the motorcycle only carried one. Sometimes he terrified himself with the fantasy of a Precision with a double carriage, the great fifteen-year-old lump of their Marjorie thumping into him at every corner. 


He was glad that his sister hadn’t made this trip. The best would have been just him and his mam but she didn’t ride a motorcycle and London was seen as business for the boys. 


His mam and da insisted that his sister was proud of him. The arrival of a brother coinciding with her seventh birthday, she had been told that the baby was a ‘special present’. Marjorie sometimes said it herself to her friends. But children outgrew special presents, and last year, on holiday at Filey, she had thrown him fully-clothed into the sea. 


The humiliation of standing in a sopping, salty flannel suit while new clothes were brought for him had been like wetting his pants to the power of ten. They hadn’t even raised a row with Marjorie, swearing blind, in that way parents, teachers and football referees had, that they hadn’t seen what happened. 


After several more bumps – and worries for his wound – they stopped for their dinner at an ABC cafe. 


‘We’re in Westminster,’ his father announced, almost allowing that word the special capital letter as well. He asked if he could have the sausage and mash and was told that not only could he but he should. ‘We need to work on covering those bones. I never thought we’d have a thin ’un in this family.’ 


Harold had never liked being fat – lads thought you were slow and would only let you go in goal for football – but now he felt floaty and weak, which was no better. Even buttoned up, his flannel jacket flapped in front. ‘You’re a ghost of yourself,’ his mam had said when he came back from the hospital. The expression had frightened him, but he knew what she meant. 


‘Are they good?’ his father asked as he ate the sausages, which came in gravy paler and thinner than his mam’s. 


‘Yes, thank you, Da,’ he answered, assuming that to be the right answer. 


‘Not as good as proper Yorkshire ones,’ he was reminded. ‘How are you finding the bike, son?’ 


‘Very comfortable, Da.’ 


‘I feel I haven’t quite the hang of the corners yet. But the Beardmore Precision is a splendid machine. Quite a revelation, after the Banshee, though you never rode on that. Apart from the side-engine, how many cc?’ 


He didn’t have to think; it was imprinted. ‘Five hundred and ninety-six, Da.’ 


‘Good. Apart from that, the main distinction is an integral fuel tank.’ 


Integral fuel tank. Sometimes he heard words and knew they ought to be remembered. He thought of his memory as a series of drawers, still mainly empty, and pictured this information dropping in and then the tray sliding back. 


‘Three hundred and five multiplied by two hundred and seven!’ The command made the cafe a classroom. He put aside the sausages for the sum. 


‘Come on, son. Mastication and mathematics should be possible simultaneously.’


But he cleared his mouth of food and shut his eyes. The trick was to make your brain a blackboard. Chalk-scrape, columns, carry-overs and then: ‘Sixty-three thousand, one hundred and thirty-five, Da.’ 


His answer was followed out by a rasping burp, probably brought on by swallowing the sausage too quickly and the worry. A passing waitress laughed as she heard. 


‘Satisfied customer,’ she said and patted him on the head. He hated being laughed at. It was just like Marjorie. 


‘Excuse you,’ his father laughed. ‘But that were pretty nippy for a nipper too. Now ask me one. Don’t mind about how hard.’ 


He chewed some sausage slowly, as if he was thinking of a zinger, although he was really just hungry. ‘Three hundred and fifteen,’ he asked, trying to sound like a teacher, ‘divided by one hundred and eighty-nine.’ 


He had a school-friend whose da, once a fairground boxer, liked to invite all comers to hit him as hard as they dared. These divisions and multiplications, he already understood, were Herbert Wilson’s equivalent. 


Mr Mathematics, the Fabulous Human Computing Machine, made a neat cut and chew from his own food, plaice and chips. 


‘We’ve to be home by sunset,’ he dared to prompt his da, a phrase often aimed at him when he was stuck on a sum. 


Clearing his mouth of battered fish, then theatrically sipping water, Mr Mathematics announced, to his imaginary fairground crowd: ‘One point six – to the nearest place. Of course, the flaw in the arrangement is that you have no way of knowing if I’m right or wrong. Except that we’ve brung you up to be honest as well as clever.’ 


Now his father began to chant a string of words which would have bewildered a German spy at a neighbouring table: ‘Mutch, Wood, Bullock, Slade, Wilson (no relation, more’s the pity),’ the list began. Perhaps a stranger would have thought Da was a teacher, remembering the register. ‘Watson, Richardson … carry on, lad …’ 


‘Mann, Taylor, Swann, Islip,’ the boy completed the challenge. He tried not to look cocky. Mam didn’t like him being ‘on show’. 


‘And which season is that?’ 


‘1919–1920 Cup Final.’ 


‘Result?’ 


‘Aston Villa 1, the Town – swizz – nil.’ His father seemed to expect this answer, so he added: ‘After extra time.’ 


‘Played at … ?’ 


‘Stamford Bridge.’ 


Again, this seemed to be taken as what any reasonable person would know, so he quickly pulled out the trays in his brain until he saw something shiny and surprising. ‘The crowd was fifty thousand and eighteen.’ 


His father nodded and then – a rare event – repeated the gesture, so that it looked as if someone had just knocked him on the bonce. Harold suddenly thought of the Sunday school lesson about how each of us is special to God. 


‘Good lad. Glad to see I’ll not be the only elephant in our clan.’ 


Both his parents were famous for their memories in different ways. Da could give you all eleven players in every Town team ever fielded while Mam, who always said she’d forget her own head next, got through the day with notes of what she was doing next fixed to her pinny. 


Over pudding – apple pie with custard which, like the gravy, seemed thinner and duller than his mother’s – the interrogation switched from sums to history. 


‘Who’s the Prime Minister?’


‘Mr James Ramsay MacDonald.’ 


‘Good. And in whose interest was he elected?’ 


‘Labour.’ 


‘How many Labour administrations have there been?’ 


‘This is the first.’ 


In their house, Labour was not quite a word like Chapel or Scouts but it was still always said in a Sunday-best voice. 


‘All right,’ said the question-master, standing. ‘Let’s go to Mr MacDonald’s house.’ 


The stodge now sticking out his stomach made him feel less ghostly but also made him worry that the scar might rip with another journey in the low-slung bucket. 


‘Are you still thinking of buying a car, Da?’ he asked hopefully, imagining smoother travel (although admittedly with Marjorie big and bossy on the shared back seat). 


‘I do have my eye on an Austin 7. But there’s the question of pennies. The best years for Huddersfield were when the world wanted bombs.’ 


He never quite understood what his father meant by this phrase, which he said a lot. The end of the war should have been a good thing, but it had somehow been bad for Da. 


As they puttered past a house five times the size of school, his father shouted: ‘Buckingham Palace. I think we’ll be forgiven for not standing in the circumstances.’ When they swung into a cul-de-sac, he couldn’t read the sign, but didn’t have to because his driver-guide proudly announced: ‘Downing Street.’ 


He had expected soldiers guarding the entrance, or at least a line of peelers, but they were able to park by the kerb and walk up to the door as if this was their own home. Already imagining an article about this outing for the Children’s Newspaper, he shoved important details into the desk in his head: a raised front step, scrubbed to a cleanliness which would have impressed even his mam; bricks smaller and darker than the white, wide stones of their house; a vertical strip of three bells for visitors. 


Above the door, in front of a seven-petalled window, hung a sloped rectangular lantern of the kind seen outside police stations. As well as the article for CN, he was now contemplating a model, snapped on Da’s camera and sent to Meccano Magazine. 


As he stood beneath the famous number, his father was folding out the Box Brownie. Worried about what might happen if the Prime Minister needed to leave or arrive, Harold stood in front of the well-kept step. His da told him to straighten his cap, and then his leg. 


‘You look as if you want to run away, lad.’ 


‘Da, if I send an article to the paper, might I have the picture?’ 


‘We’ll see. I fancy your mam’ll want to send it to your Uncle Harold.’ 


(This uncle – his mother’s brother, ‘who you’re called after’ – was a bit like Ramsay MacDonald but in Australia. When the boy impressed his parents with something he had done or said, they always spoke of telling Uncle Harold in a letter.) 


Marjorie, when shown the photograph, joked about her little brother getting above himself, but it became known in the family as the Picture. Two years later – when the boy sailed to Australia with his mother, driven to the docks in Da’s new Austin 7 – it was shown to Uncle Harold. 


The old man, who had a desk much bigger than a teacher’s, said: ‘Let’s hope it’s a prophecy.’ It was a word he had only heard in church.




Part Two


1968


The Emergency Government




My Bill has now been read a second time: 
His ready vote no member now refuses 
In verity, I wield a power sublime,And one that I can turn to mighty uses. 
What joy to carry, in the very teeth 
Of Ministry, Cross-Bench and Opposition, 
Some rather urgent measures – quite beneath 
The ken of patriot and politician.


W. S. Gilbert – Iolanthe (first version) 
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The Turn of the Screw


HE WAS about to tap his pipe on the desk to empty it, but stopped when he saw the butterfly, which made him hope that summer had finally come. It hovered round the cross-hairs of the window in his study on the second floor of the only home in Britain better known by its number than its street.


The insect settled on the sniper’s bullseye where the four bars of white-painted wood met. Since Dr King, he had often imagined his own head cross-hatched in a rifle’s sights. Dallas and now Memphis. Did you know? Was there a moment of realization before your skull blew up?


Those poets his wife liked rhapsodized about butterflies, but this one was nothing special in colour, its greys outshone by the wood’s glittering vanilla. Yet, to a tired man, it still felt like a blessing.


The Prime Minister watched the insect, admiring the perfect stillness or, perhaps, the simplicity of its responsibilities.


The visitor slowly flapped its wings. This movement reminded him of something. Trawling his exhausted mind for a metaphor – it felt a physical effort, like forcing jammed drawers – he was worried when he finally retrieved it: applause. The flapping of wings reminded him of hands clapping. Was this the effect of power on men? Imagining respect from insects?


The Prime Minister turned from the window and looked across the room. He raised an eyebrow at Marcia – a prompt to resume their conversation – but she seemed to be asleep, or at least had closed her eyes, her head tipped back against the top edge of the armchair, feet stretched out, high-heeled shoes skewed off sideways underneath them. Her hands shielded the belly which kept its secret well, even at six months. He scolded himself not to mention his own tiredness to her again. Staying up late with his boxes was nothing beside the way a baby seemed to drain a woman from within; he had seen it twice with his wife.


He thought that if a spy had been watching this scene, examining transcripts or fish-eye film – a possibility he had often considered – they might make much of the boss’s kindly smile at his napping assistant. And stockinged feet in an office suggested relaxation, if not intimacy. Was it because it suggested closeness – or because we feared letting out our smell – that we exposed our feet to so few people? Well, let them gossip. If the press went too far, there would be an Arnold letter.


A scratch at the back of his throat became a cough, which he tried to bury under a breath in case she really was asleep, rather than not speaking to him. (Worried that the spasms in his larynx were something nasty digging in, he had asked for the doctor to be got. But Joe said it was just that Downing Street was full of dust. The downstairs rooms were like the excavations at Pompeii.)


Capitalizing (just a metaphor, brothers, I assure Conference) on a rare moment in which he was not being watched – at least officially – by anyone, he used his reflection in the window to smooth down hair which, at fifty-two, was eighttenths silver but still plentiful enough to be ruffled by the double hand-rake which exasperation raised in him. It was a gesture he felt himself making several times a day now.


He experimentally tensed his jaw so that the dewlaps in his window image vanished. When his time was over here, however that happened, they would need a photograph for the wall. History would know his fat face. He had only once looked thin and that was in the Picture.


While he admired his new tight chin, the butterfly, as if disgusted by this vanity, jumped away. Perhaps it had a premonition that the tranquillity was over because, as it took flight, a buzzer sounded. Marcia opened her eyes, jolted forward and was soon standing in her shoes with impressive speed for a woman in her condition.


There was a tricolour strip of bulbs above the door: red, green, white, like a personalized traffic light. When he pressed a button on the desk, the raspberry shimmer became mint and two men – Henry and someone else he wasn’t expecting – came into the study.


WHEN Henry James pushed open the door, slowly, as if worried about what he might reveal, Bennett saw one of Britain’s most famous faces sitting at his desk – fiddling with that no less familiar pipe – and one of the nation’s most whispered names standing in attendance, a tall woman stooping forward, presumably to hide the signs of the child she thought nobody knew about.


This tableau made him think of a downmarket version of Renaissance paintings of the Angel Gabriel and the bashfully maternal Mary: Wilson was serene, masculine power, Marcia trembling feminine mystery.


‘Prime Minister,’ said Henry James. ‘This is Mr Bennett from the Royal Mint.’


Shaking hands was more complicated for this politician than for most. He fussily transferred the pipe from right hand to left before greeting his visitor with a firm, dry grip.


‘Have you met Marcia Williams?’ asked Gabriel, indicating the Madonna.


She gave him one of those gawky smiles, too many teeth for the jaw, which made you think of stables and how the quality of English dentistry should not be given much emphasis in the next Labour manifesto.


‘The Keeper of the Diary,’ Marcia further identified herself.


Whatever its smoking role, the Prime Minister’s pipe also seemed to serve as a conductor’s baton, orchestrating his conversations. Now it waved them towards a sofa and armchairs set away from the desk.


Bennett, who had voted for Douglas-Home from tribal pull while knowing that Wilson was the more intriguing figure, reflected that he seemed exactly as you imagined – the pipe as constant a symbol as a comedian’s prop – and yet somehow an impostor: shorter and thinner than television made him. To a voter who knew him only from the radio, though, there would have been no double-take. The soft Yorkshire speech – treading equally on each word, like a careful dale-walker – was as much a part of Harold Wilson’s personality as the tamping of tobacco.


‘So you have some money for me, Mr Bennett?’ asked Wilson. ‘Though not a pound and not in my pocket.’


Henry James and Marcia laughed at once. Bennett was slower because he had censored from his own planned remarks a similar reference to the devaluation of the previous year and the Prime Minister’s televised gloss, which had been lashed to him as a catchphrase by Conservatives and cartoonists. For weeks afterwards, at the Mint, you would hear employees putting on a flat-cap accent and murmuring: ‘It does not mean that the pound in the pocket is worth fourteen per cent less than it is now.’ This turn was, like the Chancellor’s lisped r’s, an impersonation almost everyone could do.


He was surprised to find Wilson inviting such humour, but assumed it was pre-emptive jesting, like someone joking about the size of their nose.


Bennett took from his briefcase a small black display box and set it on the table. Flapping back the lid, he felt like a jeweller playing up to fiancés.


‘A medal?’ wondered the Prime Minister. ‘I could do with one. I always feel short when I meet General de Gaulle. His chest rattles like he’s stolen all your cutlery.’


This time, everyone giggled. The columnists Bennett read in the Times were often vicious about Wilson’s jokiness – ‘Rather more in the tradition of the Glasgow Empire than the British Empire’ – but, as a recipient, it felt like kindliness: putting people at their ease.


The fingers into which the Mint man now placed the silver coin were surprisingly pudgy. Bennett had a flash of a fat boy at school.


‘The third of the three pre-decimal coins, Prime Minister,’ Bennett explained. ‘The fifty pence.’


‘Which is, what, the half-crown? Fifty pence. Though people will say pee, won’t they, pretty quickly?’


Wilson touched each of the edges in turn; gently, as if he feared they might cut him. He turned to his press officer: ‘Seven sides. I could use that, Henry, if we decide to join the Common Market. The Six plus us.’


‘Yes,’ said Henry James. Smirking internally at one of the shorter verbal forays under that name (imagining Downing Street press releases consisting of a single, one-page sentence, relentlessly qualified), Bennett looked at Wilson and thought: if you decide to join the Common Market. You’re running towards them like overripe Camembert but the General won’t have you.


Wilson, suddenly a rugger referee, spun the coin in the air, then flicked it to his secretary: ‘Here you are, Marcia. Don’t spend it all at once.’


The Keeper of the Diary ran the edge along one wrist: ‘Probably dangerous, isn’t it, Harold? First currency you could use to kill yourself.’


The Prime Minister smiled but his eyes qualified his amusement. It had been a darker comment than he wanted. Marcia flicked the coin to Henry James, who caught it neatly, viewed both sides, then bounced it back towards his boss. It was a simple catch – in cricket, the batsman would be walking back already – but Wilson’s hands, though cupped, were never under it. The fifty-pence piece rattled against the coffee table.


Wilson, Bennett noticed, looked slumped and humbled, taking the fumble as a much greater failure than it was. As the great literary namesake retrieved the coin and handed it back, the Prime Minister staged a distraction. Flicking it over, he glanced at the girlish profile of the woman whose government he led.


‘Glad it’s got the Queen on it. You know that Wedgie Benn thinks we should get her head off the stamps? Off his head, more like it.’ The PM went on speaking, as if he wanted to put still more distance between himself and his slip. ‘Henry tells me people are already calling the five-penny and tenpenny ones Wilson’s Washers. I wonder what they’ll call this.’ His fleshy thumb tried the seven edges. ‘Wilson’s Screw?’ he offered.


Mrs Williams’s face had a naturally startled aspect but now Bennett thought of women petrified mid-sentence by the lava from Vesuvius. Henry James, showing a sudden fascination in a pamphlet on the table, was silent but Bennett could imagine the censored paragraphs starting in his head.


Wilson, so keen on jokes, showed no sign of having spotted this one.
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Pray that Fred West 
Lives Forever


TO CELEBRATE the heart transplant, he lit another cigarette. He hardly had the puff for it, having run the final mile after the bus was blocked by a student demo heading for Trafalgar Square. The yells of ‘Hey, hey, LBJ!’ sounded disconcerting amid London stone and he contemplated a novel about an Englishman who is kidnapped, drugged and wakes up in America. Or was that too Kafka?


It was their third day of waiting for the patient to die and Storey, who had been getting the best spreads, had been elected unofficial dean of the cardiac hacks.


‘Ah, Bernard,’ said the fat fireman from the Telegraph, who had a Kingsley Amis sort of name: John Dixon? James Dickens? ‘They gave you a good show this morning.’


Dixon–Dickens was holding a folded-over Mirror and enviously indicated the front page: heart man gives a wink and a wave.


‘I know. I’m lucky. Cudlipp’s first rule of journalism is write about what the readers have or what they want to have. So you can’t go far wrong with hearts. I’m just worried how we’re going to top it today.’


‘That’s right,’ said the joker from the Manchester Guardian. ‘It would have to be a conjugal visit from Mrs West to get on the front again.’


The man from the Telegraph revealed the real reason for his flattery by pointing between Storey’s fingers: ‘Would you have a spare one of those by any chance, Bernard?’


Storey instinctively tightened his grip on his cigarette. ‘I’ve only a few left. And they’ve all got my name on them. It’s been a long day. I’ve done two jobs this morning.’


Dixon–Dickens was middle fifties, almost twice Storey’s age. Please, God (deceased), he prayed, let me not still be a news desk poodle in twenty years’ time, left on the desk as colleagues claim columns and specialisms.


‘Christ, they work King Cecil’s men, don’t they?’ editorialized the Guardian.


‘Oh, come on,’ the Telegraph insisted. ‘I’m sure there’s something in union rules. Duty to a gasping comrade. I’d even buy them from you on a piece rate. Couldn’t run to a pack this morning. My good lady’s devalued the family budget. And it certainly does affect the pound in my pocket.’


‘She’s probably right.’ This was Reuters, serious and shy, like many of the wire reporters. ‘My brother-in-law works in the Square Mile. The rumour is that the Yanks are going to pull the plug on gold by the end of the summer.’


‘Our abacus man says the same,’ the Guardian agreed.


‘And then Britain’s back to barter by the winter,’ predicted Reuters. ‘Goodnight, Mr Wilson.’


‘And no thank you,’ added the Telegraph.


Storey was alarmed by this economic pessimism. It was not that he was a Labour man. He now despised Wilson as much as most of those who had voted for him. But his personal finances were so precarious that he needed Britain’s to be buoyant. In the hope that a good deed might win him some kind of cosmic sympathy, he pushed one of the last Capstans into the mouth of his Telegraph colleague and lit it.


‘Good man, Storey. If you ever need an alibi – adultery, expenses scam, whatever – I’m your man.’


As on previous days, a crowd had gathered outside the National Heart Hospital to cheer on Frederick West in his quest to break the rules of nature. A doctor had told Storey that the hospital had seen nothing like it since Peter Sellers had his coronary.


Now the waiting spectators made a noise like the final rushed discussion and sweet scrunching before lights go down in a concert hall or theatre, as two white-coated doctors and a sort of backing group of nurses walked out onto the steps. The snappers shouted and jostled as the TV crews blocked the view with their giant cameras and bloated microphones. The telly boys, once also-rans, now ran the show.


In the brief silence before the statement began, you could hear the whispered, rhythmic Latin of the monk and the nun who had kept a vigil on the steps since the operation. While the pious among the public observers were asking that Fred West should live forever, the professionally religious were present as objectors, asking God’s forgiveness for a world in which the hearts of the dead beat in the chests of the living.


Over the marathon rosaries, the top doctor began: ‘Gentlemen of the press, members of the public, I am delighted to tell you that Mr West has completed his most satisfactory night and his most active morning yet. He was able to eat a little more mashed food and sipped a glass of sherry. Yesterday, as you know, he was able to wave to Mrs West through the glass partition. Today, they were able to hold hands and speak.’


Perhaps, in cave days, when the first ever storyteller invented the genre of romance, a report of such a simple human gesture had produced a response as strong as this, but Storey could not otherwise imagine it. The people cheered and whistled.


‘Mr West was able to walk ten feet without assistance from his bed to the chair.’ Another football roar, for a toddler’s achievement by a man of forty-five. Beside his shorthand record of the medical facts, Storey scribbled: 8th Age? He wondered if the Shakespeare speech could be rewritten to add a third childhood after the second. But Cudlipp might consider that ‘college stuff’.


‘I’m very pleased that Mrs Frederick West will tell you the rest.’


Storey was sure he heard a boo. It was presumably a church objector to the violation of the body or possibly, these days, a women’s libber objecting to a wife being designated by her husband’s name. The crowd of nurses parted like girls at the Folies Bergère to reveal Josephine West, a small woman with a dark perm which gave her the appearance, like so many of her generation, of an unknown sister of the Queen.


‘How long did you spend with Fred?’ shouted the fireman from the London Evening News, who the others all called the Rioja Monster.


‘Fif …’ Her voice too high; a nervous cough. ‘Fifteen minutes.’


‘What did you wear?’


Mrs West, 45, from Leigh-on-Sea, Essex (as Storey had described her to five million readers three days running), looked perplexed and used her big handbag to point at her matching jacket and skirt. A doctor leaned over and spoke to her quietly.


‘Oh. Oh, right.’ If the television news were in colour, you would have seen her blush. ‘I had to put on a gown and things. A mask and gloves.’


‘What did he say?’ Storey shouted.


She reddened again and revealed: ‘As soon as I walked into the room, he said: “Hi, Kid.” That’s what he usually says to me.’


Storey knew the next question Cudlipp would want put and asked it, though he felt his voice instinctively changing in pitch, as if he were pretending to be someone else: ‘Did you kiss him?’


‘Heart transplants and flowers,’ muttered the Rioja Monster behind him.


‘No,’ Mrs West admitted, her embarrassment increasing. ‘I hadn’t been told not to. But I thought it was taking things too far the first time. It was exciting enough without that, though.’


Knowing that he had his eight paras of colour easily, even a punt for the front on a quiet day, Storey relaxed and started another gasper. It could not have been often, outside of pornographic cinemas in Paris, that an individual human organ had received a round of applause. But in the pale May sunshine in front of the National Heart Hospital, the crowd enthusiastically clapped the news that man had gone behind God’s back.


THEY MIGHT serve bog-water gin-and-bitters here, but it was not an uninteresting pub. Special clientele they must get, just around the corner from the National Ticker Clinic. The leggy blondes and chaps in leather-patched jackets must be Carry On nurses and Kildares. So the rest, overdressed and fumbling with their Woodbines, would be relatives, anaesthetizing their fear or stiffening themselves for life alone. Widows must come through at quite a clip.


Wright sipped his g-and-b, gambling it might have settled in the glass. Filthy drink. But then he wasn’t here for the beer; he was here because of the wire-tap. Office joke.


When the saloon door opened, he knew it was his mark. There was a basic pride in spotting your quarry as soon as they breathed the same fug as you. On a black-bag job, it might decide if your next encounter with English soil was horizontal or vertical. On a watch like this, it was merely decent trade-craft.


The mark did not, in fact, much resemble his picture in the Mirror: the one in which he held a big white telephone to his ear. Why were hacks always photographed on the blower? He assumed it was supposed to make them look clued-up and ever ready for a story. Well, there were two problems with that. One: hacks didn’t know an inch of what went on in Britain. Two: you needed to be careful on telephones because people might be listening.


Locking on to this mark was a Spanish driving test, anyway. Storey came in holding a notebook and a copy of the Mirror with his bleeding-heart story all over page one and went straight over to the Brideshead Boy.


IF SOMEONE says yes, ask why; if someone says no, ask why not. Another of Cudlipp’s rules: it was a journo’s business to be cynical. But that morning Storey’s professional scepticism had been defeated. He believed he had seen the future: the renewable human.


By 1990, say – 2000, at the latest, though such dates seemed stupid, Stanley Kubrick – if you had used up your heart or liver, they would give you a new one. The National Health Service would be like a garage, trading yourself in when you felt a bit rusty under the bonnet.


In this mood of bodily optimism, Storey went to smoke and drink with his friend who only had one lung. Waugh was sitting in the corner, blowing out smoke at a rate which would have been heroic for someone with the full set of bellows. As usual, he was smoking no-handed, cigarette clenched between his lips, scribbling in a notebook while holding a newspaper cutting in the other hand.


‘Column or novel?’ asked Storey.


Waugh looking up, blinking piggily, one of many mannerisms which made you think of his father dead-batting Freeman on Face to Face. As now did the high, stuttery Edwardian voice, which would have better fitted someone four decades older than twenty-eight: ‘Ah, Timmy. D-d-dear boy. It’s just some notes for the Spec.’ He pointed to a full pint glass on the table in front of the bar stool Storey had just taken. ‘I got your drink in on the basis that you were bound to arrive eventually.’


‘Yes. I’m sorry, Bron. I … the heart thing started late.’


‘That’s fine, Nigel.’ It was Waugh’s way to call you any name but your own. Too systematic and inventive to be forgetfulness, it presumably came from a fear of boredom and cliché which extended even to vocative conversation. ‘Is Mr West still ticking over?’


‘Apparently. He was able to sip some sherry today.’


‘Really? It seems rather a palaver to strip an unfortunate Irish labourer of spare parts merely to allow another chap to drink Harvey’s Bristol Cream. At least the wretched Dr Barnard in South Africa is using the hearts of Negroes to keep Afrikaners going, which maintains the Frankenstein traditions of science. He’ll die soon, you know, your Mr West. The French and American recipients have gone already, a fact our papers are ignoring in their euphoria, although I’m glad they’re giving you such a good show on it.’


Waugh brandished that day’s Mirror, chuckling maliciously. Storey feared that his friend was going to point out some syntactical calamity or embarrassing typo in the transplant splash but he flicked to the centre pages and dangled the double-page spread like a sopping towel.


‘The Super Seventy-Five,’ Waugh read in the throaty tones of dog-track enthusiasm which he had used to personify Cudlipp’s Mirror when he and Bernard had worked there together. ‘One of these seventy-five faces is the face of Mrs Britain, 1968. The face of the “young British wife and mother at her best” who will win the Daily Mirror’s 5,000-guinea award.’


Waugh indicated the two pages of passport-style photographs of housewives with bobs, beehives and perms. ‘I have been wondering, Bruce, if I should impregnate a select number of the contenders in the interests of improving the pedigree of the working classes. Mrs Boniface of Patching, Sussex, aptly named, has an inviting grin and Mrs Titmus of Solihull a certain housemaidish simplicity. You might share the siring with me if you were not so entirely occupied with your sweet colleen.’


Storey was recently enough married for even this oblique reference to Moira to give him a button-popping hard-on. The memory of the taste of her suddenly pricked his tongue and he damped it with beer.


‘It’s very Cudlipp,’ Storey admitted. In their time on the paper, he had always been more comfortable than Waugh with the Mirror’s populism and reader-involvement: an extension of the principle of local journalism that, if you printed the names of all two hundred people at the flower show, each horticulturist might buy a copy.


Waugh, though, was a satirist, by instinct and example. Storey thought that if his own father had been a famously brutal humorist and journalist he would not himself have written comic novels and mocking columns, but Bron felt a royal duty to carry on the line.


Storey asked: ‘What are you sermonizing on this week?’


‘The Sandhurst Administration, I think.’ A questioning face from Storey won the explanation: ‘The possibility of a British coup d’état. At what point would the country get into


such a mess that it might be run from one?’


‘Are the army seriously talking about it?’


‘People are talking seriously about the possibility that they might be talking about it. I hear that the Shetland Islands has been selected as a camp for political detainees.’ Waugh stared at Storey’s emptied pint glass. ‘Do you think you’d better get some more drinks in before a chap in epaulettes comes round to implement a curfew?’


‘I … I’m sorry, Bron. I’ll get you one. I won’t myself.’


‘Really? You’re not listening to all that humbug from American drunks?’


‘The way the wine flows on the backbench, there are advantages in being less pissed than the subs. I’ve got to file twice this afternoon.’


Waugh grimaced at this industry: ‘They work you hard in King Cecil’s mines. Spare-part heart and what else?’


‘The desk sent me to Hornsey first thing. Demo at the College of Art. The students declared a state of anarchy and occupied the principal’s office.’


‘Only occupation most of them will ever take part in!’


Most men, thought Storey, remembering the suburban schoolteacher he tried daily not to be, caught themselves imitating their father. The difference with Waugh, as with other dynasts, was that the model was generally recognizable, so that he gave the impression of someone trapped by accent and mannerisms. Bron was like a literary Prince Charles.


‘Better than some of the stuff on the list,’ Storey defended reporting which Waugh doubtless found boring. ‘The desk threatened me with inflatable furniture. Your living room at the mercy of a pin. At Hornsey, they had all these banners.’ Flapping through the pad until he found the shorthand record of the painted bed-sheet he half-remembered, he quoted: ‘When the finger points at the moon, the idiot looks at the


finger. Is that philosophy or bollocks?’


‘I’ve seen lesser balls on a bull, Hector.’


Storey, who had secretly found the slogan poetic, avoided a disagreement by going to the bar. Waiting to be served, he changed his mind and decided he needed another beer himself, then, paying, wished he hadn’t. He seemed to have much less money than he expected and was left hopefully patting his jacket like a fake major in a film. The pound in your pocket.


His friend had used the interlude to scribble another few lines. Bron had a facility in journalism, as well as an income, which Storey coveted. Obsessively sensitive to the possibility that rivals were becoming famous, he wondered if he had deliberately been drawn to a colleague who already was, whose success could be credited to nepotism.


If Evelyn Waugh had been Storey’s father, he felt that he would have hated and resented him. Bron seemed not to. Even the episode of the rationed bananas was made into a tale of paternal boldness rather than savagery.


To ease the post-war diet of denial, the government had sent one piece of the forbidden Caribbean fruit to each child in Britain. Evelyn had sat his brood down at the table and consumed the entire ration with cream and sugar.


Rather than growing up, as many might have, to become an Oedipal greengrocer, Bron seemed to enjoy the shock and disapproval the anecdote generated in others. If he ever seemed hostile to the man who had loaded him with a large name and example, it was only in his scatological account of Evelyn’s death, leaving a small pile of shit on the floor at Combe Florey after his coronary on the bog two Easter Sundays back.


Setting down their refill beers, Storey saw that his friend had torn a piece from the Times about Biafra, an obsession of Bron’s which represented an exception to his general taste outraging provocations. He had talked about writing a book. Fearing that he might talk about it now, Storey challenged him: ‘No decent gossip at all. Is it you or the world that’s got nicer?’


‘Neither’s very likely, is it? You just catch me at the research stage. I’m working on a truly nuclear rumour.’


‘Which you won’t tell me?’


‘Which I will for one of these.’ Bron reached across and pulled a fag from the packet. ‘Don’t look like that. If the Yanks abandon gold this summer, the Mirror may be paying you in cigarettes and nylons by the winter.’


‘OK. What have I bartered for, then?’


‘The Prime Minister’s secretary is pregnant. And he’s the father.’


‘Bollocks!’


‘When the political correspondent of the Spectator fingers the biggest scandal since Profumo, the idiot looks at the finger.’


‘Where did you get it?’


‘It came into the Eye from one of the Commons offices.’


‘So why has no one written about it?’


‘She’s convinced the Parly boys that it’s a private matter. The baby, that is. As for the father, it’s very ’ard to prove’ – Bron switched to the Andy Capp parody he employed for northerners in general – ‘that ’our ’Arold’s ’ad ’er. Although I tend to the view that he did, in the absence of other obvious candidates willing to volunteer for that terrifying mission.’


As Storey began to reply, Waugh, who habitually affected a look of indifference, suddenly seemed to be drawn with mischievous interest to something happening across the room. Storey feared that he had become a ‘bore’, a category dreaded and catalogued by Bron in another continuation of his father’s spirit.


But the other journalist leaned forward and whispered eagerly: ‘Nigel, that white-haired man over there has been staring at us intermittently ever since you came in. Do you think he might be a homosexualist?’


HE HATED trailing the Mirror man because the bugger took the bus. What you wanted was a quarry who drove himself fast in a decent marque or caught cabs. Wright hadn’t been on double-deckers since he came back from the war. He supposed Storey took them to save money for his flutters, although, as they seemed to be crossing the whole of sodding London by Omnibus, this journey might not feed many steeplechasers.


If Wright had been the betting man, he would have put money on Storey going into the Mirror, but at Holborn Circus he took another bus towards the river.


They were heading down the Embankment now, passing London Bridge. Wright wanted to stand up and ask the passengers to bow their heads in shame. London Bridge is falling down, falling down. But the song was wrong. They had pulled it down, broken it up to be sold to America.


From the lower deck – Storey would have a better view from on top – he could see the huge blocks lying on the quay, like some puzzle for a giant kid, numbered so that the Yanks (Jews, too, probably) who had bought it could put it back together. Bridges were supposed to cross water but not in the hold of a bloody boat.


He was working up a version of this bluster – ending with a shout about how we’d all be in the same boat soon – when his target appeared on the stairs. Wright, who had settled himself on one of the long seats downstairs for the clubfooted and the pudding club, turned his face away – just in case the Mirror man had clocked him in the pub – under the pleasant enough cover of trying to tell if the secretary girl sitting opposite, in one of those fanny-bandage skirts they all wore now, belonged to that set you read about who liked to feel the air on their hair.


His investigation was still inconclusive when Storey flicked the wire for the next request stop. They were deep in the bumhole of nowhere. Wright wondered for a moment if his target had another secret in addition to the one they already knew. But a minute later he crossed a road and went into one of those sad brown shops with nothing except a name on its front.
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King and the Queen


KING DREAMED OF needing less sleep. Biographies of great men confirmed they were frequently insomniacs, resenting the night, stretching the day: to become a man of your time, it was necessary for time to be defeated. This bothered King. The one obstacle to his certainty of his destiny was this contradictory fondness for his bed.


There was Churchill, who put on his pyjamas in the afternoons, but his naps were to sleep off alcohol and to allow him to play the owl later on.


The exceptionally long Rolls-Royce – one of a limited line, an English riposte to American stretch limousines – left the office in Holborn by 5.30 p.m. except in times of crisis quite beyond delegation. After a light dinner closer to a child’s teatime, he was in bed – savouring the wide, high quiet of the Wren house and the river’s soothing shush – by 8 p.m. and asleep within sixty minutes, no matter how exciting the biography he was reading, regardless of its insistence on how the great man under discussion worked until his last candle guttered. He had only rarely heard Ruth return from a concert.


Even as he endured these rhythms – enjoyed them, in fact, for they refreshed him – he was troubled by this mystery at the centre of his self-image. As the lives of exemplary leaders piled up in his two libraries – one in Hampton Court, another in the Holborn office – he had never found a historical model for somnolence, except in the most degenerate years of Henry VIII and George III. And King, though his most recent birthday listings in the newspapers had reluctantly conceded sixty-seven, considered himself much fitter than the former – particularly since the weight lost for the portrait – and immeasurably healthier in the head than the latter.


As the swollen Rolls pulled away from the Pavilion and paralleled the placid Thames, King played his daily game of trying to read the newspapers as if he didn’t already know what was in them. What might an uninitiated citizen – handing over his five pennies to the vendor – make of these pages?


In this guise of theoretical ignoramus, King considered: HI, KID! BRITISH HEART-SWAP MAN’S FIRST WORDS TO HIS WIFE AFTER A GLASS OF SHERRY. And: BOULTING TWIN AND HIS THIRD WIFE GET DECREES. There was a big picture of Hayley Mills on a yacht, cropped to favour her legs. The splash – ARMY BOYS IN WALK-OUT OVER ‘BULL’ – was perhaps unfortunate, given their visitor that day. Twenty-three cadets had gone AWOL from Aldershot, objecting to being marched too hard. So even the army was not inoculated against the national malaise.


Still, an efficient edition. No buyer would resent his 5d. Human interest, female beauty and hand-wringing: the classic Cudlipp formula. On page two, King found an attack on builders – which always pleased the punters – from the elevated perspective of Mountbatten of Burma, who, opening a new marina in Hampshire, had outlined ‘terrifying examples of incompetence and indifference’ during the construction, including the loss of all the fittings for the toilet block by British Road Services. King imagined his putative simpleton nodding in recognition and reflecting that Mountbatten was one of Britain’s too-few heroes.


Apart from the heart-transplant man, each piece of news, it seemed to King, would encourage his notional know-nothing to hide his life savings in a suitcase and bolt the homestead doors. Cock a bloody gun as well, probably. If he were to look out of the Rolls’s window now, he should see revolution in the streets, for the second time in his life.


But when he checked through the glass to his left, London was troublingly calm. Commuters buying their newspapers – just the kind of humble subjects whose minds he was trying to enter in this exercise – did so with an attitude which could not be claimed as resignation but rather gentleness. The City’s pinstriped infantry looked a long way from turning their furled umbrellas into weapons.


The chauffeur’s soft-shoe braking outside the tower snapped King from his pantomime of being average. But entering the Mirror building, he adopted another disguise: invisibility. He was pleasurably certain that no one saw him as he crossed the lobby and aimed the elevator towards the ninth-floor penthouse.


‘The aquarium man’s in the office,’ advised his main diary girl. ‘Mr Cudlipp rang. And the Bank needs to talk to you about a meeting.’
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