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Introduction

BY JOHN LE CARRÉ




This novel comprises some of the best work of an extremely gifted and perhaps under-regarded British crime novelist, now dead, whom I would dearly like to have called my friend. And for a time, John and I were indeed close friends. We came from totally different worlds, worked together in perfect harmony in an operational section of MI5 for two years but parted a few years later, on John’s side, on terms of bitter animosity. If John had been able to hate anyone for long, he would have hated me. That we had been friends and colleagues only added spleen. John had been my professional mentor. He had been one of two men who had gone into the making of my character George Smiley. Nobody who knew John and the work he was doing could have missed the description of Smiley in my first novel, Call for the Dead. “Short, fat and of a quiet disposition, he appeared to spend a lot of money on really bad clothes…”

John had introduced me to his agent, Peter Watt, and his British publisher, Victor Gollancz. John had encouraged me to write, and read the manuscript of my first novel. John, in other words, by every generous means available to him, had set me on course to become a writer. And I would have been happy to credit him with all this—if our service had allowed me to—and probably I would have dedicated a book to him and acknowledged my debt.

But John saw things quite differently. As far as he was concerned, I had repaid him by betraying everything outside his family that he held most dear in the world: his country, his Service, his colleagues, the bond he shared with his agents in the field, and by extension his own humanity. The fond apprentice had turned wrecker. In an angry foreword to his novel The Double Agent written three years after the publication of The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, John wrote as follows: “There are two schools of thought about our Intelligence Services. One school is convinced they are staffed by murderous, powerful, double-crossing cynics, the other that the taxpayer is supporting a collection of bumbling, broken-down layabouts. It is possible to think that both extremes of thought are the result of a mixture of unclear reasoning, ignorance and possibly political or temperamental wishful thinking.”

No insider doubted that John was writing about me. Or that he was expressing an opinion widely shared by his contemporaries in the Service. He might of course have added that there was a third school of thought about our Intelligence Services, and that it was his own, and my crime was that I subscribed not merely to the two he mentions, but to the third also—his. John, if pressed, might also have conceded that, just as there was an anti-authoritarian rebel in his nature, so was there a patriotic civil servant in mine. And that the problem with secret services was the same problem that people have: they can be an awful lot of things at once, good and bad, competent, incompetent, one day indispensable, the next a hole in the head. I might also have pointed out to him that my experience of Cold War intelligence work had extended into fields of which he was fortunate to know nothing, since John had long been stuck in the groove of domestic counter-subversion, whereas I had been fortunate enough to obtain a glimpse of our foreign operations. John was sweetly unaware of the disastrous influence of James Jesus Angleton’s spy mania upon the international intelligence community. He knew nothing of black operations at home or overseas. He knew nothing of the training and infiltration and deaths of uncounted armies of small spies against the communist menace. He knew precious little of conspiracy and even less of cock-up. He ran a perfected system all his own. He cherished his agents without the smallest thought of ever betraying them or exposing them to dangers they couldn’t handle. But even if John had conceded all this, he would never have wanted to read, let alone write, about it.

As far as he was concerned, I was a literary defector who had dragged the good name of the Service through the mud. I had supped at King Arthur’s table, then sawn its legs off. In those days I had to listen to a lot of that stuff, and read it in planted reviews. But when it came from John it never failed to hurt. No good my protesting I was engaged in a literary conceit. Or that anyone who knew the secret world as we did would be the first to recognize that I had invented a completely different one. Or that I had used the secret world as a theater to describe the overt world it affected to protect. As far as John—and many others too—was concerned claims of good intent were guff. I was a shit, consigned to the ranks of other shits like Compton McKenzie, Malcolm Muggeridge and J. C. Masterman, all of whom had betrayed the Service by writing about it. Thank God Bingham never lived to see David Shayler on television. On the other hand, I wish dearly that we could have had a conversation about him.

The irreconcilable differences between Bingham and myself may tell you a bit about the conflict of generations within the Service, and a bit about John. But I would not want you for a second to imagine that he was some kind of chauvinistic fuddy-duddy. Indeed, the older I get, the more often I wonder whether he was right and I was wrong. I mean by this that, ever since some PR whiz-kid sold the secret services the notion that they should present an image of openness, they have lost more and more credibility with the public. A secret service that sets out to be loved is off its head. And if my novels in the ’60s and ’70s in some way invited the opening of that door, then I wish somebody could have slammed it shut.

 

John was a quarter of a century older than I was. He was born into the Anglo-Irish aristocracy and married a Catholic woman of birth, a playwright. He had wandered around pre-war Europe, I expect—though no one says so—for British Intelligence. Certainly I made that assumption when I gave Smiley fragments of John’s pre-war past. He spoke French and German though I never heard him do it, so I don’t know how well. I know little of his childhood, but imagined that, quite unlike myself, he was born into a world of certainties that time eroded. When I came to write Smiley, I tried to give him the same faint air of loss that John carried around with him. Smiley, like John, I felt, was fighting to preserve a country that survived only in his head, and was clinging to standards long abandoned by the world around him. There was something quixotic as well as shrewd about John. Like Smiley, he was the perfect parish priest of the Old Faith. He was a superb listener. He was profoundly orthodox, but with a nice dash of heresy. He exuded stability and common sense and inspired his agents with his own gentle, old-fashioned zeal. His humanity was never put on. The best of his agents were women. He managed to see some of them almost every day of their operational lives. I could not for one second, then or now, have imagined John caught up in some devious game of bluff and counter-bluff that involved the cynical sacrifice of one of his precious agents. They were his adopted children, his little wives, his creations, his wards, his orphans. John had shared their lives with them, assuring them every day that what they were doing was absolutely vital to the nation’s health. He had drunk them into near oblivion when the strains of their double life became intolerable to them. And he was back next morning with the coffee for their hangovers. In this, he was the pupil and stablemate of Maxwell Knight, another Pied Piper extraordinary of men and women looking for an unorthodox way to serve their country. “Your wife will be spat on in the fish-queue,” John told them. “Your kids will be persecuted at school. You’ll be hated or at best distrusted by your neighbors as a fire-breathing Red. But the Service will be with you. We’ll be walking at your side even when you can’t see us.” And they believed him—for as long as upstarts like le Carré didn’t tell them otherwise.

But le Carré had seen more of the new verities than John had, and far fewer of the old ones. He had not fought John’s war, he had never enjoyed the conviction that he was opposing pure evil, a rare privilege conferred by the 1939–45 war, but much harder to sustain in the war between capitalism and socialism, both gone off the rails. Le Carré had emerged not from the aristocracy but from a rootless childhood of chaos and larceny. And le Carré turned Bingham the preacher of certainties into Smiley the disciple of doubt. And I don’t think John, if he ever fully decoded the references, would have thanked me one bit for that compliment.

 

So what on earth has all this to do with the book you are about to read? you ask. It is because in my sadness, and love of John, I wish you to do him justice, not just as a British patriot and supremely able intelligence officer, but as an intuitive scholar of human motive, which is what informed the writer in him. John was not only an intelligence technician but a former journalist. He understood and loved police work. As a dedicated custodian of society he cared passionately about the containment of evil. He wasn’t interested in whodunnit. But as a master interrogator and explorer of human motive, he wanted to know whydunnit and whether justice was going to be served. John’s country’s enemies were John’s enemies, whether they were Germans trying to spy on us, communists trying to undermine the fabric of bourgeois society, or our own criminals upsetting the decent order of Britain as he dreamed and loved it. An interrogator is nothing if he is not a master of many fictions, and John was all of that. Seated before his suspect, listening to the fluctuations of the suspect’s voice as well as his words, watching the body language and the tiny facial inflexions, the good interrogator is subconsciously trying on stories like clothes: would this one fit him, or would that one fit him better? Is he this person or that person—or another person altogether? All the time he is plumbing the possibilities of the character before him.

Bingham wrote with the authority of an extraordinarily wide experience of human beings in bizarre situations. As a novelist he was held back in part by the sheer scale of the material he disposed of and could never use, in part by the constraints quite properly imposed on him by his service; but above all by his own innate sense of “good form”: a notion that died a little before he did. What drove him was a love of the citadel he was protecting and a visceral disdain for its enemies. What gave him his magic was something we look for in every writer, too often in vain: an absolute command of the internal landscape of his characters, acutely observed by a humane but wonderfully corrosive eye.

And John had one other quality that every agent runner needs: great entertainment value. Now read on.








CHAPTER 1



Sometimes it had been hard work, but I had succeeded, and now indeed I was on top of the world. I had a good job, a market for my spare-time writing, a small private income, and I had Kate. I had her safely now, and she had me, and the future belonged to us to carve as we wished.

Some people can go through life alone, and they do not mind; in fact, they revel in their own self-sufficiency; others need a human refuge to whom they can fly in trouble, or simply somebody to whom they can return at night after the stresses of the day’s work. Poor Ackersley, the assistant housemaster, had been like that, and Geoffries, the Lascar seaman, and so was Kate. Kate, so shy and sensitive, was the last person in the world to be by herself.

Yet it had fallen to her to spend a great deal of her life alone. There had been one brief and passionate interlude, I gathered, with a young man in one of the offices in which she had worked, and then there had been nothing; nothing and nobody until I came along, and I, who began by being sorry for her, ended by loving her. It was a story with a happy ending.

I hummed contentedly as I strolled along towards Harrington Gardens that lovely summer evening. I was in one of those moods when you are acutely conscious of the beauty of small, everyday things; I noted how the movement of a small cloud set the sunlight racing from a red chimney pot, down the house wall, and along the road, so that a stunted lilac tree and some laurel bushes suddenly shimmered with a new light, a country green, and the whole grey waste of stucco houses seemed to glow with warmth and friendliness. A ginger cat sat licking its paws on the doorsteps of a house, and looking up at a window I saw a girl on a stepladder hanging up a clean net curtain. As I passed, she looked out into the street and our eyes met, and she smiled; not coquettishly, but as if to show that she knew she looked rather funny perched on that ladder, but didn’t care because it was such a lovely evening and so good to be alive. I continued on my way, and let myself into my digs with my key.

I intended staying in, that evening, to finish a short story, and had never felt better in my life or in finer trim for writing. As a professional writer, I knew that to wait for the right mood before beginning work means long periods of idleness and brief periods of writing; nevertheless, there are times when you have more zest for it than others, and I felt I was going to do well that evening. A few seconds after I had gone to my room, Ethel, the maid, who must have been listening for my return, knocked on the door.

She told me that two men who had not given their names had called during the afternoon and asked for me. On being told that I was not in, they said they would return about eight o’clock in the evening.

“Did they say what it was about?”

“No; they just said they hoped you would be in, as it was rather important.”

“What did they look like?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Just ordinary. One was middle-aged, and the other youngish.”

I knew a couple of French correspondents with whom I sometimes spent an evening, but I thought it unlikely that they would expect to find me in during the afternoon.

“Were they English, do you think?”

“Oh, yes; there was nothing funny about them.”

“Well, I’ll be in all this evening. Show them straight in when they arrive, eh?”

Upon reflection, I guessed that they were police officers. They would possibly want a few details about Prosset. More likely, the main purpose of their visit would be to tell me that I might have to appear as a witness at the inquest. I did not mind. Inquests held no terrors for me; I had attended hundreds as a newspaper reporter.

I shall never forget the shock I received when I opened the paper and read about the way Prosset had died.

There was not very much to read. Just a small paragraph saying that the body of a man identified as John Prosset, of Oxford Terrace, London, had been found in the burnt-out wreckage of a cottage at Ockleton, Sussex. The discovery had been made by a woman from the village who went three times a week to clean the cottage.

I put our local correspondent on the job within the hour, and by midday he was on the telephone to me. But he said that there was little he could add at the moment. According to the local police, an empty whisky bottle and two or three beer bottles had been found near the body; and an inquest would be held. It was believed that he had been dead since about midnight.

“Did you go to the cottage yourself?” I asked.

“No, I didn’t. I had another job on hand. It didn’t seem worth it. He’d spent the weekend alone, and obviously got tight and set the house on fire. There’s nothing in it, but I can go down there, if you like.”

I told him not to go. Bitterly I regretted it later. Had he gone, things might have been so different. But the fact is, once the shock of Prosset’s death was over, I saw nothing surprising in the correspondent’s report. I knew he liked whisky.

I had seen the small heap of bottles by the back door as recently as Saturday, the day before Prosset was to die in the flames and smoke. I had gone down to stay with him on the Saturday. Previously, I had cancelled the visit; but then, in the end, I had gone all the same, and stayed until early Sunday morning, when I had driven back.

Had I stayed on, I reflected, the thing would probably never have happened. Prosset would still be alive and well.

 

I looked at them curiously when they arrived.

The Chief Detective Inspector was a broad-shouldered man, well above average height. I should say he was in his late forties. He had a round head, with closely cropped fair hair, receding slightly at the temples, and a brick-red face so keenly shaven that it seemed to radiate hygiene and good health. His features were regular, the nose and jaw clean-cut, but the lips were thin and the general impression you had was of a hard character in which sympathy, or indeed any of the more human emotions, had long since died. His eyes were not large, but were of a curious light brown, tawny colour, and he very rarely seemed to blink; it was as though he were afraid to allow his eyes to shut for even a fraction of a second, in case he missed something.

He did not impress me as the sort of man who would have a single one of those endearing little habits or whimsical sayings which are so often attributed to police officers. He wore a reasonably well-cut black pinstripe suit, a white shirt and hard collar, a dark-grey tie, black Homburg hat, and carried dark-brown gloves and a black briefcase.

The Detective Sergeant was a very different type.

He was slim and dark, aged about thirty-two, and when he spoke I noted that his voice still retained a slight Welsh lilt. His face was naturally sallow, the nose rather pronounced. His eyes were large and dark, and he wore a clipped military-style moustache. To offset his grey flannel suit he wore a green tie with a thin white stripe, which might have been the tie of some cricket club or school, and brown shoes; he, too, carried gloves.

I summed them up as a first-class working team: the Inspector, a competent, ruthless, police machine, thorough, well versed in the routine methods of crime detection, highly experienced. And the Sergeant, more mentally elastic, more subtle, helped by the imaginative strain in his Celtic blood.

When I had closed the door, the elder man said, “We are police officers.” He introduced himself and his colleague, and as he did so he dipped his right hand into his jacket pocket, flashed a warrant card in a leather holder, and replaced it. The movement was slick and smooth, synchronizing with his words. You had the impression of a man who had spent so many years of his life doing the same thing that it had become second nature. You could see him, day after day, saying, “We are police officers,” and following the words with that quick movement with the warrant card.

Probably nobody had ever had the courage to demand to examine it more closely. It occurred to me that for all practical purposes it might just as well have been a golf scorecard or a laundry list.

The Inspector said, “It’s about the death of Mr. Prosset, sir.”

“Sit down. What about a drink?”

The Inspector lowered himself carefully into my smaller armchair, placing his hat on the floor beside him. The Sergeant went and sat on the bed-settee by the wall. I thought they might refuse my offer, but they didn’t.

“Thank you,” said the Inspector. “Don’t suppose a drop would do us any harm.”

He looked across at the Sergeant, who said he didn’t suppose it would either. The Sergeant smiled, showing good white teeth. I went across to a corner cupboard, and poured out three whiskies and sodas. While I did so, the Inspector opened his briefcase and brought out a buff-coloured folder containing papers. I handed them their drinks.

“Cheerio,” I said.

“Good health, sir,” said the Inspector.

“Cheers,” murmured the Sergeant.

“It’s just a routine call,” went on the Inspector. “As I said, it’s about the death of Mr. Prosset. You’ve seen it in the papers, I expect.”

“Yes, I have. I thought you’d call.”

“Why, sir?” The Inspector looked at me with his hard, pebble eyes.

“Because I knew him very well. Besides, I’m a newspaper reporter. I know a certain amount about police methods.”

“Well, that’s an interesting job, I expect, sir. Better paid than ours, too.” He smiled ruefully, and looked across at the Sergeant.

“I don’t suppose my pension will be as big as yours, even supposing I get one,” I replied. We discussed our different jobs for a few moments. Police officers are easy to get on with. They meet all sorts and classes of people, and are good conversationalists.

“Well, Mr. Sibley,” said the Inspector at length, “I don’t suppose we’ll keep you very long. I would just like you to tell us what you know of Mr. Prosset. I’d be very grateful, sir.”

He spoke now in a polite, almost wheedling tone, in striking contrast to the natural harshness of his voice when he was not asking a favour.

“I’ll tell you all I can.”

I was on the point of adding that as a matter of fact I had seen Prosset the day before he died, and had been at Ockleton with him. In fact, I was looking forward in a mild sort of way to the look of interest on the Inspector’s face when I should tell him. But although the words were on the tip of my tongue, the Inspector spoke again before I could get them out. I didn’t mind. I thought they would sound even more dramatic a little later.

He said, “I don’t suppose you mind if the Sergeant takes a few notes?”

“Of course not.” I smiled at them. They smiled back.

“Well, let’s start right at the beginning. That’s always the easiest way, sir. What are your full names, Mr. Sibley?”

“Michael Sibley.”

“And you are a journalist? What paper, if I may ask, just so we can give you a tinkle about anything during the daytime?”

I gave him my office address and a few more personal particulars. “And how long have you known Mr. Prosset, sir?”

“About fifteen years, off and on. We were at school together.”

“Were you, indeed? Well, we’re in luck. I expect you know all about him.”

“I know him fairly well,” I said.

“Only fairly well? I see, sir. I thought you said when we came in that you knew him very well.”

“Well, I did, in a way. I knew him very well at school. But I haven’t seen an awful lot of him since then. Not an awful lot.”

The Inspector nodded.

“Well, it’s a pity in a way,” he said.

“Why?”

“Well, sir, no offence of course, but you’re a newspaper man—” He paused and looked at me hesitantly.

“You can talk off the record.”

“Have I your word for that, sir?”

“You have. Definitely.”

He looked at me again carefully. He seemed reassured by my promise.

“Well, then, between ourselves, sir, it’s not quite as straightforward as people think.”

“What do you mean? What isn’t straightforward?”

“Well, Mr. Prosset had head injuries, for one thing.”

“From falling beams or something?”

“No, sir. He was found in rather a protected position, as a matter of fact, with his head under the kitchen table. He hadn’t been injured by beams or falling masonry. And there were traces of petrol. See what I mean? What’s more, although the whisky bottle contained the remains of pure whisky, there was a good percentage of water in the remains in the beer bottles, sir. You might almost think they had been brought in from the pile at the back of the house to give the wrong idea.”

I stared at him. “You mean he was killed? Murdered?”

“I didn’t say that, sir. I just pointed out there were one or two odd features. That’s all. I didn’t say anything about murder, did I, Sergeant?”

The Sergeant looked up. “I didn’t hear you, sir.”

The Inspector thought for a moment. “Well, anyway, Mr. Sibley, that’s neither here nor there. Let’s get back. As I understand it, you didn’t keep up the association much lately, is that it?”

“Not much,” I said. “He went into a bank, and I went up to Palesby on the Gazette. We drifted apart a good deal, though we kept in touch by letter from time to time. Of course, after I came down to London, last year, I saw a bit more of him. In recent months, that is. Now and again.”

In spite of the careful official attitude of the Inspector, I saw clearly that this was a murder case. Though he might pretend formally that there were only one or two odd features which might easily be cleared up, it was obvious that he thought quite differently. I felt overwhelmed by the news, and inevitably found myself groping in my mind for some pointer as to who could have done it. I found none. It seemed that it could only have been some tramp or burglar in search of easy money; and I cursed myself for not sending the correspondent down to Ockleton itself. On the spot, he might well have picked up some hint that more was afoot than a mere inquiry into an accidental death. Now, after giving my word in the matter, I could do nothing further, at any rate for the time being. I was tied hand and foot.

I heard the Sergeant’s pencil travelling over the paper, and presumed he was taking a shorthand note. The Inspector said nothing. He seemed to be waiting for me to continue.

“He left the bank, of course. I think he was disappointed at not being sent out East. He had always set his heart on it. I think that is why he left. He went into business with a man called Herbert Day, as I expect you know, Inspector. Something to do with buying up bankrupt stock and stuff, and I believe they also did some importing from abroad.”

The Inspector sat with his tawny eyes fixed on my face; he had a habit, which I found disconcerting, of sitting perfectly still and saying nothing, not even “I see,” or “Yes.” It was as though he was hardly listening to my words. I have never been a fluent talker, and if I find that my audience is not friendly or receptive I am not at my best.

I continued, rather lamely, with a few more details about Prosset, floundered once or twice and corrected myself; this annoyed me, because I was telling the truth as far as I knew it.

The Inspector turned over one or two pages in his file. Once again, it was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I had been down at Ockleton, but now a new picture was developing in my mind, and I wasn’t at all sure I would enjoy the look of suspicious interest which would inevitably flash across his face when I told him I had been with Prosset so shortly before his death. Moreover, I was trying to sort something out, to think quickly between questions, while still talking, and that is not so easy in practice.

The Inspector looked up from his file and said, “What about this Mr. Herbert Day, sir? His partner, I mean. Know anything of him?”

“I only met him twice. Once, many years ago, before I went to Palesby. We had some drinks one evening. He, Prosset and I, and a few others. I believe he was something to do with the Stock Exchange at that time. The other time was a few weeks ago, when I saw him for a few seconds only in Prosset’s car.”

The Inspector made no comment. After a moment, he put a few questions about Prosset’s family in Ireland, which I answered as best I could. Then, after referring once more briefly to his file, he suddenly said, “I would like to ask you one rather confidential question, sir, just between ourselves, since you were Mr. Prosset’s pal. What impression did you form of this Mr. Day?”

“I didn’t much care for him personally.”

“Why not, Mr. Sibley?”

“There’s no particular reason. Some people one likes instinctively, and others one doesn’t. That’s all, really. But I shouldn’t say he was the type to have the courage to do a murder, if that’s what’s on your mind.”

The Inspector looked at me reflectively. He said, “There’s nothing on my mind at all, sir. I was just asking, that’s all. Do you know any other friends of his in London—or anywhere else, if it comes to that?”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid not.”

“Nobody at all?”

I thought then of the party in the public house before I went to Palesby. “Well, I once met a girl he was quite keen on, called Margaret Dawson.”

The Sergeant raised his head. “Did you say Dawson, sir, or Lawson?”

“Dawson. But she’s married now, to some theatrical producer. I don’t know his name.”

“And you never saw him with anybody else—recently, I mean?”

“No. At least—”

“Yes?” The Inspector paused in the act of lighting his pipe.

“Well, I once saw him with a man in a public house in Chelsea, but I don’t know who he was. He looked like a foreigner, but I may be mistaken. And I know he knew one or two people near Ockleton, where his cottage was, but I never met them. He said they had interests in the import side of the business. He used to go over and visit them. He never invited them to the cottage when I was there, because he said they were bores.”

“When did you last see Mr. Prosset, sir?” asked the Sergeant. I looked across at him. He was absent-mindedly tapping his teeth with the end of his pencil. It is difficult to explain why I replied as I did.

Perhaps it was due to my upbringing, which was hardly calculated to encourage that toughness of character which enables a person to face boldly a challenge when it arises and take the straight, if difficult, path. I had largely overcome certain weaknesses since I left my Aunt Edith, but now and again, in some sudden and unfortunate predicament, they would reassert themselves; it is not easy to eradicate the blemishes of early youth, especially such as may be bred into the blood and nurtured in favourable soil. Possibly thrown off my balance by the revelation that Prosset’s death had not been accidental, I tossed aside the cool, analytical training learnt in the previous ten years, and lied like a sneak thief caught in compromising circumstances. The struggle satisfactorily to solve the problem I knew would present itself, to solve it between questions and answers, had been lost, and the Sergeant’s question found me still undecided.

But now I had to decide in a split second. I had a quick mental picture of driving down to Ockleton, on the Sussex coast, arriving through deserted lanes in the evening, staying with Prosset, driving back, again through deserted lanes, early the following morning. I recalled the local correspondent’s words: “He spent the weekend alone.” I took the easy way out. The temptation to have done with the whole thing presented itself, and I fell. In the flash of time in which I had to decide, I decided not to face up to matters. It was perhaps moral inertia more than weakness.

“When did I last see him?” I replied, and was surprised at the smoothness of my tone. “About ten days ago. The weekend before last. I stayed with him at the cottage with my fiancée.”

The Sergeant nodded and made a note. “You’re engaged, are you, sir?”

I told him I hoped to be married in two months’ time. The Inspector made some joke about marriage. We all laughed. I felt relieved. The crisis was over. It had been easy.

“What’s your fiancée’s name, sir?” asked the Inspector in his strong, hard voice.

“Kate Marsden,” I replied. “Why?”

“Did she know Mr. Prosset?”

“Very slightly, that’s all.”

“I was just wondering if she would know anything; any other friends of Mr. Prosset, for instance. That’s all.”

I gave him her address, though I assured him that she knew no more than I did. I felt pretty certain that was true.

“Just one more question. Have you any ideas at all, Mr. Sibley, about this case? Any theory, perhaps, which you think we might look into? It’s not often we ask a question like that, but your position is rather a special one.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, after all, he was your friend, wasn’t he?”

“He was, yes. He was a very good friend of mine, but at the moment I don’t know what to suggest.”

The Inspector swallowed the rest of his whisky, put the file back in the briefcase, and stood up.

“All right, Mr. Sibley,” he said. “Let’s leave it at that for the moment. I’m very much obliged to you.”

The Sergeant shut his notebook and stood up as well. We shook hands, and I saw them to the front door. On the steps the Inspector said: “If you think of anything else about Mr. Prosset, perhaps you’ll be good enough to give us a buzz on the phone?”

“With pleasure,” I said.

I could not help smiling as I watched them walk away. There was so much more, in actual fact, which I could have told him. But I could not have told him then, in the course of that short talk, and indeed I doubted if he would ever really understand. On second thought, I decided he certainly would not; not the Inspector, with his hard eyes, so strong and down to earth and unimaginative.

It would have needed a better talker than I to have been able to explain the position to the Inspector that evening. Even I myself sometimes find it hard to understand the story of John Prosset and Michael Sibley.








CHAPTER 2



I cannot say accurately at which particular point I should have broken off our acquaintanceship, or even whether it was possible for me, or for any normally polite individual, to have done so.

You have to have a good cause, a terrible row about something, before you can abruptly terminate an association with a man whom you have known for years; and Prosset had a devastating ability for preventing a row from properly developing. The way he did it was to assume an attitude of amused tolerance directly he saw that you were becoming annoyed. He would look at you with his slightly mocking blue eyes, and stroke his raven-black hair, and his cigarette used to bob up and down between his lips as he spoke, and before you realized it you would find yourself in a position where if you became angry you would, compared to Prosset, merely look silly and ineffectual. You can’t have a row with a man who at the critical moment just laughs at you, however jeeringly he may do it.

I tried it once or twice at school, but soon gave up.

There were three of us who did everything together at school: John Prosset, David Trevelyan, and myself. When our schooldays were finished, Trevelyan went and buried himself on his father’s farm in Cornwall; he rarely answered letters. But somehow, over the years, Prosset and I kept in touch. It was due to no wish of mine.

It was through David that I got to know Prosset. At our particular school the boarders lived in half a dozen Houses, widely scattered around the main college buildings. There were about fifty or sixty boys in each House. But sometimes, if a House was full, they would lodge a boy out in what they called a “waiting house,” which was little more than a large private house run by one of the masters, where six or seven boys, or more, would spend anything from one term to a year until they could transfer to the regular House for which their names had been put down.

David Trevelyan and I were in Bailey’s Waiting House; in fact, David had been there one term already when I arrived as a new boy. Unlike Prosset, who was perfectly proportioned, David Trevelyan was a comfortably chubby, medium-sized boy; he, too, had very black hair; and big lustrous brown eyes, rather thick red lips, and fine white teeth. I can see him now, practising with his flute, his eyes fixed on the horizon as he went up and down the scale, his thick lips moulded over the instrument. Nobody ever knew why he learnt to play the flute. When asked, he simply said, well, because he liked it; which is a good enough reason.

I deliberately cultivated David’s friendship. Firstly, because apart from myself he was the most junior boy in the House, so that I naturally went to him for advice about the incredibly numerous complications which beset the life of every new boy at a public school; and secondly, because I liked the look of him. I think the attraction was at first somewhat one-sided. I was not very much to look at; I was very ordinary indeed, and still am, if it comes to that. I had mouse-coloured hair, wore spectacles, and had a rather pasty complexion. But I was of medium build, and although not outstandingly strong I was certainly no weakling in a tussle.

David was on what they called the Languages and Maths side of the school, and I was on the Classical. Prosset was in David’s form, and that was how they became friendly. They used to eat their buns together in the morning break, and help each other with last-minute adjustments to their “prep.” We were all three destined for Buckley’s House, but Prosset had already gone there direct.

Thus the position was that both Prosset and I were friendly with David, but beyond a casual meeting here and there we did not yet know each other. Later, when David and I went to Buckley’s, we three linked up.

Long after, when we had become thoroughly familiar, they both told me how Prosset used to ask David Trevelyan why he walked to and from college with “that awful tick, Sibley.” It was regarded as a good joke, which I was supposed to find very amusing. I was always one to laugh when people were expected to laugh, so I would join in the mirth then.

So there we were, John Prosset, David Trevelyan, and I.

 

That is how it began, and that is how it stayed for nearly four long years: Prosset, Trevelyan, and Sibley. We were not so much individuals, at first, as a unit. We walked up to college together, and we walked back together. We went up to the tuck shop together, and ate poached eggs on toast together. We lent each other sixpences and shillings, shared the contents of our tuck boxes, schemed to avoid the little troubles which lie in store for small boys at public schools. If one got into a fight, the other two would come to the rescue. As term followed term, and we came to be regarded by other boys as identities rather than as just three small nondescript boys, our unity remained and indeed became famous.

We were secretly rather envied. Many people would have liked to have been in my shoes, bound by the ties of friendship to Trevelyan and Prosset, for Prosset, with his rather pronounced nose and chin and his challenging eyes, was well liked and respected, not only by other boys, but by masters, especially games masters. At first he was tried out for the Colts Fifteen, and played for them and did well; and in the end he played for the college side, not brilliantly, but boldly and with intelligence and tenacity. David Trevelyan and I basked in reflected limelight.

Life was good, on the whole. We had made a niche, and we were not lonely as other boys were sometimes lonely who had no close friends. We were a small, compact gang, and if Prosset was the acknowledged leader, we fell in with his plans readily enough. We had security in the jungle of school life, and that is a very important thing indeed.

Even in the light of what later happened, I must confess that looking back on the first year or two of the Prosset–Trevelyan–Sibley combine we had many good times together.

Whitsun was the great time of the year for us, for on the Tuesday after Whitsun the school was virtually set free to do exactly what it liked. It was started as a bold experiment, and it worked. All bounds were abolished. We could roam over the whole county, on foot, on bicycles, even by train if we wished. So long as we did nothing illegal and were back by 9 p.m., we could regard ourselves as adults.

We three used to hire bicycles and cycle through the countryside, exploring, turning off where we wished, stopping by the Avon for a bathe, going into pubs for a glass of cider, for as yet we disliked the taste of beer, and eating stupendously. It is inevitable that all those Whitsun outings are in retrospect bathed in sunshine.

Once, in a lonely country lane, we passed a beautiful girl cycling in the opposite direction. She was coolly dressed, and blonde and serene; she made our day for us. We goggled openly as she went by, a girl of about twenty-two who to this day does not know that three young fellows aged sixteen, in grey flannels and blazers, fell deeply in love with her after only seeing her for about ten seconds.

For the rest of the day we discussed her off and on, and I for one wove stories around her. She was obviously the daughter of a retired Indian colonel, living a quiet life in some old-world manor, tending her fowls and pigeons and arranging flowers in the house. I imagined her getting into some sort of danger on a horse. Gallant Michael Sibley would leap at its head as it thundered by, bring it to a halt and catch the fainting angel in his arms; to be rewarded with a warm and lingering kiss, two soft arms around his neck, and vows of eternal gratitude. Later, of course, we would get married.

I was rather inclined to indulge in these romantic fantasies, and from the way we occasionally talked I see no reason to suppose that the others did not have similar dreams. These dreams were always delightfully pure, terminating in soft arms and kisses, and nothing more.

We graduated from the Junior Common Room to the Senior Common Room, and from the Senior Common, after agonies of waiting and calculating when it would be our turn, we were allotted each his own study. A crude enough affair, little bigger than a closet, but a place where you could have a table, a chair, a divan, usually made of wooden boxes covered with cushions and a bedcover, a bookshelf and cupboard, and a patch of carpet.

But it was your own place, where you could read or work by yourself, or play the gramophone, or brew hot drinks. When you had a study you felt you had arrived. You were treated with gravest respect by the members of the Junior and Senior Common Rooms; you were even treated in a dignified manner by the House prefects and, highly important, it was an unwritten rule that no study-holder should be beaten by the prefects.

You were a bit of a dog when you were a study-owner. If you were any good at all at games, life became even better. I wasn’t too bad. I had my House football colours, and was quite good at running, and was likely to end up rowing in the House boat.

I had bought the contents of my study lock, stock and barrel from the previous owner. Prosset, Trevelyan and I were always in and out of each other’s studies. The very first time I went into it, eager and filled with a delicious sense of anticipation, I stopped abruptly in the doorway.

Prosset was there, sitting in my chair, thumbing through a book. He immediately asked me why I had bought the contents from the previous owner. The curtains, he considered, were drab, the chair was inclined to sag, the cushions were worn; the whole place looked a bit cheap and tawdry. Why had I not brought stuff from home, like he had done?

Life normally became quite civilized when you had a study: the only trouble was that I had begun to hate Prosset.

Perhaps I should say more accurately that it was about this time that I first realized that I hated him. I suppose the feeling had been gradually growing in my subconscious mind for a long time, because normally you don’t suddenly hate somebody whom you have been friendly with for a considerable period; not deeply, as I hated Prosset. Doubtless I had refused to admit that the feeling was there, or had fought it back. After all, it seemed so unreasonable; we three had many good times together, and Prosset was not always dominating.

I think now that one of the incidents which played an important part occurred when on one occasion several of us—Prosset included—were travelling back to school in the same railway compartment. The others were chattering away about the holidays and what they had done and where they had been, the shows they had seen, and the parties and dances they had attended. I wasn’t joining in, because it so happened that during those particular holidays I had not done anything very interesting. Among the few virtues I possess—and in view of later events they must be counted few indeed—is an inability to elaborate incidents to show myself in a good light. If I relate some conversation in which I have taken part, I cannot even to this day alter the context to include smart replies I would have made had I thought of them in time.

So I sat and listened, and when I was not listening I gazed out of the window into the gathering dusk. Opposite me, Prosset was talking to Collet, the son of a rich Yorkshire mine owner. The train drew into a station, and a man came along the platform wheeling a trolley with newspapers, magazines, chocolates, sweets, and cigarettes on it, for this was only a few years after the First World War and such commodities were common. I let down the window and bought a couple of bars of nut milk chocolate; one or two others followed my example, and we settled back into our seats and waited for the train to start. Then it happened. Prosset and Collet were talking about their tailors.

“My man charged me six and a half for this,” said Collet, brushing some ash off his waistcoat, for we smoked like furnaces going back to school.

“I paid eight,” said Prosset, “but that included an extra pair of trousers.”

“What about dinner jackets?”

Prosset hesitated. I guessed he hadn’t got one.

“Ten,” he said briefly. Collet nodded. He looked at me. I could see him looking me up and down. Prosset followed suit. I knew what they were thinking. They had no need to tell me. I saw the words forming themselves in Prosset’s mind long before he spoke them, though I didn’t expect him to be so accurate.

He said, in the lull in the conversation, in the lazy, arrogant drawl he sometimes adopted:

“What about yours, Mike? Three guineas ready-made?”

I nodded. Somebody sniggered.

“Poor old Mike,” said Prosset.

There was an awkward silence. I blushed scarlet and stared out on to the platform. The palms of my hands were damp and I was pressing my nails into them. The rough, hard-wearing tweed was chafing my neck. I could feel the skimped trousers clinging to my legs. The train drew out of the station and gathered speed. I gazed out of the window, ashamed and filled with bitterness against Prosset.

 

Although I had secretly begun to hate Prosset, we still did everything together, Prosset, Trevelyan and I. We were still united, and therefore a force to be reckoned with in the House, though none of us was ever a prefect. I can see why Prosset was so popular and treated with respect. It was not only that he was well built and clean-looking, whereas I was bespectacled and pasty, it was also due to his high spirits; his energy and courage, too. Nobody ever challenged him in vain. Combat was the breath of life to him. Not merely physical combat, though when he was fighting or playing games he did it to the last ounce of his strength, but verbal tussles as well.

We were all three of about the same seniority in the school, so we always sat together at the long dining tables; and if Prosset could find an excuse for an argument he would. He loved it. He would take anybody up on anything, challenge any statement for the sheer pleasure of the fight; and if all else failed he would pick an argument with me. If I declined the challenge, he would taunt me until I was stung to reply. Although he was not a bully physically, he was certainly one verbally. He was not content to get his man down; he had to trample in his face as well. Sometimes he would insist on an apology.

“So you were wrong, weren’t you?” he would say.

“Oh, all right, all right, I was wrong, then, if you like.”

“Well, apologize, then.”

“Why should I?”

“Because you were wrong. Go on, apologize.”

“I don’t see why I should.”

“You made a wrong statement. I have proved it wrong. Well, apologize for making it, go on.”

“I’m damned if I will. Bread, please.”

“Why should I pass the bread?”

“Why shouldn’t you?”

“Why shouldn’t you apologize and admit you were wrong?”

“I’ve admitted I was wrong.”

“Well, go on—apologize.”

“Oh, all right, all right, I apologize. Bread, please.”

He was gay and had humour of a sort, and I think he often domineered, not out of malice, but for the fun of the game. But it made it no easier to bear. He seemed so heartless.

On one occasion only, Prosset and I were united on an emotional issue. It was before we got our studies. Ackersley, the assistant housemaster, was the cause of it, a man clearly destined to be one of the world’s failures; he was a gentle, middle-aged man with a passion for fly-fishing which he could not afford to indulge, and he would listen avidly to the accounts boys told of the fine fishing they had had, and sigh, and say such fishing was not meant for poor schoolmasters.

In appearance, he was of medium height and slim. He had a lean face and a long nose, and was afflicted with one of those blue-black jowls and the very red lips which sometimes go with them. He wore gold-rimmed spectacles, and his voice had that soft, bottled-up quality which you sometimes come across. He had neither a voice nor an appearance to inspire respect in boys, and he got none. It was all rather painful, really, and some of us even pitied him, but not many.

When he took “prep” in the evenings, instead of the deep hush normally required on such occasions, the Common Room buzzed and hummed like the stalls on the first night of a new play; until at least even Ackersley felt he had to do something. He would try to raise his voice above the din to still it, and all would be quiet for about five minutes. Then the murmuring, gradually increasing in volume, would begin all over again. It was hopeless.

When he supervised supper last thing at night the air would be filled with pellets of bread as the boys at the three long tables happily pelted each other. Now and again, for a lark, a group of boys by a combined effort would raise their long table almost above their heads. Ackersley would usually pretend not to see. He would keep his eyes glued to the Bible, as though he were reading the text which preceded the evening prayers. It seemed to me that the House mocked and oppressed him in some such way as Prosset did me; I felt that in a measure we were fellow sufferers; I understood how he felt in the face of such mockery: ineffectual, almost tearfully ineffectual. I guessed from the way he occasionally mentioned Mrs. Ackersley, that when he returned home to his lodgings and his wife he found in her a refuge and a balm which he could find nowhere else.

One evening the Head House Prefect was taking “prep,” which meant that there was a very deep hush indeed, and no nonsense at all. It was a beautiful summer’s evening, very light and still, so that you could hear the birds twittering outside. I was in one of the back rows of desks, drowsing over a geometry problem, and apart from the birds there was no sound except the occasional noise of a desk being quietly opened and shut, or of the leaves of a book being turned, or of a hand brushing paper clean after rubbing something out.

Suddenly one of the other prefects came into the room and whispered something to the Head Prefect. He got up quickly and left the dais and went out of the room for a minute or two. Whereupon, starting at the front row of desks and working back to me, increasing in volume as it approached, came a swift sound like the hiss of the sea on shingle. Each boy as he received the news turned round and passed it eagerly to the row behind; sometimes their eyes were shining with delight which boys have when they can impart staggering news; sometimes their faces were flushed and startled: “Ackers is dead! Ackers has shot himself! Ackers’s wife died! Ackers has committed suicide!”

Then the Head Prefect came back and called for silence. He said nothing. Possibly some of us remembered how Ackersley’s life had been made a misery. I can’t help thinking now that if we had not tortured him so much, if his school hours had not been such a misery, he might have found strength to carry on. As it was, he had not the strength. He did not know where he could find safety from his thoughts at night. His refuge was gone. Only the cruelties, the frustration, the desperate feeling of being ineffectual, unwanted, a comic-looking failure, remained. There was nothing else, I suppose. I think we killed Ackers, taking a broad view of it all, as surely as if we had ourselves pressed the trigger of the revolver he used, only we were not so humane.

When “prep” was over, the House at once broke up into small groups of wildly chattering boys. The noise, the speculations, the rumours drove me from the Common Room. I walked down the long stone corridor, now growing dark, into the spacious quiet of the gymnasium. I thought I was alone until, in the half-light, I saw Prosset, hands in trouser pockets, looking silently out of one of the long windows. He turned round and looked at me as I crossed the floor, and then went on staring out into the twilight.

I said, “I got fed up with all the excitement.”

He nodded. “Morbid lot of swine. They make me sick.”

We exchanged one or two further comments in low tones; then the supper bell rang. Years later, when the climax came between Prosset and myself, I remembered this incident, but by then it was too late; there were too many other complications.

Thinking back along the trail of the years, I do not think he actively liked me at school, but rather that he liked having me around. I was a good butt for his boisterous humour, in addition to providing an outlet for his mental vigour. He would come tiptoeing into my study, where I sat with my back to the door, and suddenly sweep three or four books off my desk on to the floor, and laugh, and when I bent down to pick them up he would jerk the chair away from under me; or if I was gazing out of the window, dreaming, chin in hand, he would suddenly knock my elbow away; or creep up behind and aim a blow with his hand, directed so that it just skimmed the top of my head. Sometimes he would start a friendly tussle with me, and when I took my spectacles off as I had to, he would grab them and dash off and hide them. And, of course, he criticized me unmercifully whenever the chance occurred.

His relationship with David Trevelyan was different. The Cornishman had an agile brain and quick tongue. Prosset never clashed with David and David never provoked him. There was a tacit understanding that they should respect each other, and sharpen their wits when necessary on me. As a result, David rarely sided with me; he was on the side of the big battalions.

I was the mascot of the team; not even that: I was the tame buffoon; and like the court fool I was well fed, had my just share of everything, and was duly protected against unfair aggression. Like the king’s jester, too, unsuspected by everybody I was often extremely unhappy.

 

It got to the stage where I used to look forward to the occasional days when Prosset might be away from the dining-room table playing an away match for the Second Fifteen, and later, for the First Fifteen. Once, when he was in bed for a week with a touch of influenza, the lightening of the oppressive atmosphere which pressed down so heavily upon me was like a glimpse of sunshine on a heavy day. Although I did not wish him to die, at that stage in our relationship, I was certainly sorry that he recovered so quickly.

But nobody knew of all this. Everybody thought I was very lucky to be able to go about with Prosset and Trevelyan.

Perhaps I should have broken away from them at this point; I say them, because David would certainly have stayed with Prosset. I suppose I could have found some other chap to go around with. There was the studious Willet, a little thing who looked like a white slug; and Banks, red-headed and so temperamental that he rarely kept friends for long; or Wilson, known as “Oiler” Wilson, because he had a greasy, fawning smile; and several others of the rag, tag and bobtail, the residue, the boys who were not popular, the floating population, the friendless and the outcasts.

But on what grounds?

Having gone through three-quarters of our school career together, what reason could I give for suddenly wishing to split the partnership? I couldn’t just say: “Because I want to.” Prosset would not take that for an answer. I imagined the way the conversation would go:

“Next term I think I’ll walk with Wilson or somebody, Prosset. No offence or anything.”

A blank silence while he gazed at me amazed.

“But why, old man? What’s up with you?”

“Nothing’s up with me. I just want to, that’s all.”

“But why? There must be some reason.”

“No; there isn’t.”

“You can’t break up the gang in our last year without some reason, man. Go on, tell me, old man.”

“Well, you two rag me such a lot.”

“Rag you?”

“Yes. You know, arguing and making jokes about me, and hiding my glasses and all the rest of it. I get fed up with it.”

He would give me one of his rather contemptuous looks. Probably he would go and fetch David Trevelyan. They would roar with laughter.

“If you don’t want us to take any notice of you, we won’t,” David would say.

“Oh, let him go and walk with Oiler Wilson if he wants to, David. If he prefers Oiler to us.”

“It’s not that at all. I can’t really explain it.” Nor could I have done. I never could talk clearly and with conviction.

David Trevelyan and John Prosset would look at each other in exaggerated mystification. Later, Prosset would record it all in his red diary in his study: Old Sibley had gone all queer! What a funny fellow old Sibley was! But old Sibley had come round in the end. Queer fellow, Sibley.

They would make me feel that here was something so inexplicable that only an oddity like myself could act in such a manner; and if there is one thing a boy cannot stand, it is the thought that he is an oddity, something different from others.

I was an ordinary boy with an ordinary boy’s reactions. I felt I could never do it. I never tried.

Should I have tried? Looking back now, the answer must be yes; whatever the price in ostracism, in queer looks from others in the House, in humiliation, it would have been worth it. Anything, I see now, would have been worth it.

Then David Trevelyan left to start work on his father’s farm. Thus the trio was broken up; and I was alone with Prosset. Strangely enough, that was slightly better. It put me more on a level with him. Instead of being the third in the trio, the one whom the other two so often united to laugh at, and at other times ignored altogether, I now shared all his conversation.

He was destined to go into the United Imperial Bank, largely because his uncle was manager at one of the more important branches. The idea of it filled him with dismay. The role of a humble and humdrum bank clerk with regular hours had no appeal for that adventurous and aggressive nature. However, he was planning that after a year or two he would apply to be transferred to one of their branches in the Far East. His father had been manager of a branch in Shanghai, but was now retired and lived with his mother in Galway. Here the old man could indulge his liking for shooting and fishing, not to mention an occasional day out with the Galway Blazers, at reasonable cost.

The problem of where he should live in London had always been clear in Prosset’s mind. He would have what he called, in the language of Victorian novels, “bachelor lodgings.” There he would entertain his friends, and generally live the life of a gentleman about town.

“I expect my pater will help me out with an allowance,” he told me. He was always an optimist.

My Aunt Edith, with whom I lived after the death of my mother, my father being in India, once suggested that Prosset should be a paying guest in her house in Earl’s Court, but I told her he had already got his eye on a place. Quite apart from my own feelings, Prosset’s flamboyant character hardly fitted into that dingy house of fringed tablecloths, small potted palms, and stained-glass windows on the landings. As a matter of fact, I never had the courage to introduce him to Aunt Edith. With her widow’s weeds, pale, pear-shaped face and jet earrings, she was hardly his type.

Although things were slightly better during Prosset’s last term, I looked forward with longing to the end of it. I was to stay on another term, and during that term I would be free, an untrammelled personality of my own; free to engage on equal terms in the dinner-table conversation, without the fear of being set upon by Prosset with one of his tenacious onslaughts; free to suggest some plan without it being greeted with scorn; to laze in my study on a Sunday afternoon if I wished, instead of being forced to play cricket in the yard, or go swimming; I always regarded cold water with some dislike.

I already had my eye on another boy with whom I would go about. He was called Crane, a worthy, dull individual in the Sixth Form; an eminently likeable chap who would always be prepared to adjust his plans to your own; who would meet you halfway in an argument, and even admit defeat if he thought your reasoning sounder than his. A very different proposition from Prosset. Above all, I would not have to smile feebly when all the time I was smarting under some derisive remark from Prosset, pretending that I enjoyed the joke, that I thought him vastly funny and clever and witty, and what have you, when all the time I was hating him.
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