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  After training as a PE teacher, ALAN JUDD joined the Army, and three years later went to Oxford as a mature student. A Breed of

  Heroes, his first novel, won the Royal Society of Literature’s Winifred Holtby Award and was made into an acclaimed BBC television drama. His biography Ford Madox Ford won the

  Heinemann Award and his novella The Devil’s Own Work the Guardian Fiction Prize.




  He is also the author of four other novels – most recently Legacy – and the biography of the founder of MI6, Sir Mansfield Cumming, The Quest for

  C. Alan Judd has recently retired from the Foreign Office.




  More from the reviews:




  ‘Alan Judd’s characters are serious. So is Alan Judd. You will laugh like mad . . . his second novel stands comparison with the best this year.’




  The Times




  ‘A very distinguished and often very funny novel.’




  New Society




  ‘An extremely shrewd assessment of modern diplomatic life made in suitably dry ironic tones.’




  Daily Telegraph




  ‘An absorbing and devastating novel of character.’




  The Listener




  ‘The author has a fine comic gift, an awareness of the moral issues, and a good line in characters . . . a delight.’




  Spectator
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  For all have sinned, and come


  short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23).




  







  Although the setting of this book is obvious, the towns and regions mentioned are amalgams of various places. There is, for instance, no city that is both the administrative

  and commercial capital. In order to avoid charges of inaccuracy, therefore, I have invented names; and, to be consistent, I have altered the name of the country itself.




  A.J.
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  Patrick did not read the letter again until after take-off. It was from Clifford Steggles, head of chancery in the British Embassy in Battenburg,

  Lower Africa. Clifford and his family were staying in the house that Patrick was to move into; a house normally occupied by the consul, Arthur Whelk, who had disappeared. It was a letter of

  welcome, probably well meant.




  

    

      ‘Dear Stubbs,




      Greetings from a cold but sunny Battenburg. It will still be quite cold comparatively speaking by the time you arrive but not long after summer will begin and it should be warmer. Summer

      lasts for nearly eight months with the other seasons taking up the other four. I am sure you will enjoy being in this idyllic climate.




      This house is large with many rooms. We are sorry to be moving out just as we are getting used to it but it will nevertheless be good to get back to our own now that the roof is back. Yours

      is an ideal family house but I am sure that as a bachelor you will enjoy it. Of course, you are over-housed for your grade and will soon have to move into something smaller and more

      appropriate. The admin officer hasn’t yet been able to find anything small enough, all the houses here being so big, so make the most of the space while you can!




      It has a delightful lounge, a dining room, kitchen, study, scullery, three bathrooms, four loos, six bedrooms, a double garage, extensive outbuildings and not least a veranda and bar. It

      stands in an acre of walled garden with trees and a swimming-pool. No tennis-court, I’m afraid. We’re trying to get funds for that as in this country it is essential for

      entertaining to have all facilities.




      The main problem that we – Sandy, my wife, and I – think you will have is in finding enough paintings, sculptures, bric-a-brac etc. to fill it up with. At present it still

      contains Whelk’s effects but they will go eventually presumably, even if he reappears in which case he will doubtless be rapidly posted elsewhere. Therefore bring all your objets

      d’art. It is of course furnished and decorated by the Property Services Agency (PSA) via the embassy but you are nevertheless responsible for seeing that it is kept in good order and

      maintenance. I trust you will find nothing to complain of in our “housekeeping”.




      Sarah is the maid who lives in the outbuildings and goes with the house. She is in her late 40s/early 50s, a regular church-goer, teetotal and as honest and loyal as can be. She is in all

      ways an excellent housekeeper and a good cook. In fact, she is better than our own maid and we would take her with us if we could. She is also a passable waitress. We cannot recommend her too

      highly. A maid is essential for your entertainment.




      There is also Deuteronomy, the gardener, who is also hardworking, reliable and honest though he is not teetotal. He does not live in the outbuildings but comes to us for two days a week.

      Again, you are advised to permit him to continue in your employment. Your allowances should cover this sort of thing.




      How do you feel about dogs? Snap is a ridgeback. He is loyal and affectionate and an excellent deterrent to would-be burglars. He is like Sarah and goes with the house. Arthur was

      particularly fond of him, I believe. I should, however, warn you that, like many Africans, Deuteronomy does not get on well with Snap, being a ridgeback, and though it was hoped that relations

      would improve after he had been doctored, they did not. Sarah, however, continues to get on well with both and this is not a serious problem.




      I am unsure as to what else I can tell you. Battenburg is a large and impressive city offering all the luxuries of a highly developed consumer society (cinemas, theatres etc.) as well as a

      complete availability of everything needed to make life comfortable. Prices are lower than in the UK except for electrical goods.




      Please don’t forget to write the usual courtesy letter to the ambassador if you haven’t already done so. He is greatly looking forward to hearing from you. Also, if there is

      anything I can do from this end to ease your passage I should be very happy.




      Yours ever,




      Clifford E. Steggles




      PS I don’t know what car you plan to bring. Nearly everyone here has a Ford.’


    


  




  It was the second time Patrick had read the letter. The first had been some weeks before. He had tried to convince himself that it was merely the threat of unaccustomed domestic

  responsibility that he found so depressing. He could not imagine conducting diplomatic entertainments. He was to be the third secretary in the embassy and Steggles, as head of chancery and first

  secretary, would be his boss. He was to take on some of Steggles’s work as well as some of the missing Whelk’s, though in neither case had the work been defined.




  A stewardess announced that they could unfasten their seat-belts, then apologised for the late take-off. Other stewardesses sold drinks and headphones. The film was a comedy.
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  Patrick had applied to the Foreign Office because it sounded interesting, even glamorous, because it was said to be difficult to get into and

  because people admired it. He often sought what he thought was most desired by the rest of the world so that he could then feel more a part of it; but it did not always work.




  He had passed the written papers and then attended the two-day Civil Service Selection Board. This was not the weekend in a Cotswold house of popular imagination, where the skill was to know how

  to cope with the peas, but a two-day battery of tests and interviews in London. It was a bureaucratic adaptation of the wartime selection courses for military officers. Assault courses and

  initiative tests were replaced by committee meetings and drafting exercises. Patrick soon learned that no one in the Civil Service ever wrote; instead, they drafted then sent their papers to

  someone else for redrafting.




  There were several other candidates, one a woman from the University of Sussex with a CND sticker on her handbag. Patrick had most contact with a tall, thin, fair-haired man a few years older

  than himself. This man hunched his shoulders and clasped his hands behind his back, like a crow folding its wings. When he walked his head nodded from side to side and he grinned nearly all the

  time as at some private joke. He shot out keen, inquisitive, sideways glances at whoever he was with. He said he had been in the Army and looked a little mad.




  ‘Fancy a drink?’ he said at lunchtime on the second day. ‘I can’t bear staying in offices all day. Have to get out.’




  ‘Why are you trying to be a civil servant, then?’




  ‘Tell you outside.’




  They stood in the corner of a crowded pub, drank beer and ate tasteless steak and kidney pies. ‘Point is, I’m not really trying to be a civil servant,’ said the Army man.

  ‘They won’t have me, I know that. I just thought it might be good interviewing practice.’




  ‘Why won’t they have you?’




  ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ The man was unable to continue because his mouth was full. He chewed energetically and swallowed some beer. ‘Well, Army for a start, you see.

  They’re suspicious of the military, especially when I said I was leaving because there weren’t any more wars. Then Cambridge – got the Army to send me there for a while’

  – he hesitated – ‘before leaving. Well, you know what it’s like these days. Oxbridge backgrounds count against you now. They’re all leaning over backwards to prove

  they’re not biased in favour of their own kind. I went to a public school, too. You’ll be all right with a state school – am I right? Thought so. University?’




  ‘Reading.’




  ‘Subject?’




  ‘Economics.’




  ‘You’ll be home and dry as long as you can spell your name. Same with that woman. Sussex and sociology – she’ll get through. My only hope is if I could convince them

  I’m black.’ He grinned. ‘Perhaps I should’ve worn camouflage cream.’




  ‘I suppose you weren’t in the ranks?’




  The Army man shook his head. ‘I thought of saying I was. It would help but they’d check up and when they found I was an officer they’d probably chuck me out, always supposing

  they’d let me in, of course. No, it would’ve been better if I’d been wounded.’ He looked thoughtfully at his right knee. ‘I’ve got a pretty good limp on

  occasion.’




  Patrick looked at the knee. ‘What happened?’




  ‘What? Oh, nothing. Pretty convincing limp, I should’ve said. More so with the right than with the left for some reason. I say it’s shrapnel moving round the body in damp

  weather, you know. That way I’m covered in case I forget.’ He lifted his leg a little and cautiously wriggled his foot as though it was unused to movement. ‘Got me out of some

  pretty nasty situations, the old instant limp. Husbands, traffic-wardens, that sort of thing. What do you use?’




  The question seemed to be serious. Patrick smiled. ‘Nothing, I’m afraid. I’ve never had a car and I know only one or two husbands. I haven’t yet felt the need for a

  disability.’




  The Army man nodded. ‘Worth bearing in mind, though. Better still if you have a stick.’




  They walked back through the lunchtime crowds. Patrick tried to imagine the Army man as a diplomat. Perhaps he had what it took, whatever that was. ‘D’you think you’d enjoy

  being in the Foreign Office?’




  ‘Don’t know. Might be fun. Get around a bit. Doesn’t strike me as a ball of fire, though. Still, I’m surprised I got this far, really. Perhaps I should’ve applied

  to the Min of Ag and Fish or something.’ He laughed with disconcerting abruptness, then frowned. ‘Mind you, I reckon they’re having us on with all this guff about needing

  high-quality candidates for the Foreign Office and the Treasury. I mean, what are the two great areas of British failure since the war? The economy and foreign policy. The rest of the country works

  all right. I reckon they must send all the wets and no-hopers to the Treasury and the FCO and all the good guys to the Inland Revenue and the bloody Customs and Excise. They work well

  enough.’




  Patrick was not put off. He wanted a career. The Foreign Office sounded fine. It turned out that only he and the woman from Sussex were selected to go forward to the final board, a long and

  testing interview at the end of which he was asked by a lady novelist – one of a panel of co-opted outsiders – whether his late father, a vicar, had ever preached a sermon in Wigan on

  the need to sin boldly. He did not know but thought it sounded likely. His father had had many parishes. The lady had once heard such a sermon and had incorporated it into one of her books. It had

  been a remarkable message, preached with fervour, and much needed in Wigan.




  Patrick was surprised and very pleased when he heard he was successful. His delight survived even the first few days of his contact with the Training Department but it began to fade on contact

  with Personnel. There he was received by a big flabby man with an unhealthy complexion and an irritable manner. The man shuffled papers slowly on his desk as if looking without hope for one in

  particular.




  ‘It is the Secretary of State’s pleasure,’ he said dolefully, ‘that you should serve in’ – his podgy hands continued shuffling the papers and he did not look

  up – ‘The Republic of Lower Africa. You will be third secretary in chancery. Are there any questions?’ He gave up with the papers and clasped his hands limply, staring at the wall

  behind Patrick. His eyes were grey and watery, as if the colour were running out. ‘Normally you’d serve on a desk here for a time but they need someone as soon as possible. LAD –

  Lower African Department – are very keen to get you out there.’




  Patrick would have liked time to go away and think about questions. When he joined he had wanted to go abroad but now that he was faced with the prospect he did not know whether he really wanted

  to or not. It was also strange to think of someone being ‘very keen’ to have him. He wondered for what. ‘Don’t I need to learn Lower African?’




  ‘They all speak English as well, you know. Of course, LAD may think otherwise but it’s not for me to say. I would only point out that it is essential in our work to maintain a

  certain detachment from the country one is in, otherwise one’s reporting suffers. People sometimes worry too much about languages.’




  ‘How long is the posting?’ asked Patrick.




  ‘Normally four. Two two-year tours with leave in between. To start with you’ll be doing some consular work as well as your chancery work because of that man Whelk going off like that

  or disappearing or whatever he’s done. You know all about that, do you? No? Well, LAD will tell you. Whelk was or is the consul – deals with passports, rights of British subjects,

  visas, that sort of thing. He has an assistant there so it won’t be too onerous for you.’ A gentler, more reflective look came into the man’s watery eyes. ‘Comfortable

  posting, Lower Africa. Good allowances, too, twenty years ago. Don’t know what they’re like now, of course.’ His podgy hands resumed their slow shuffling of papers and he replied

  to Patrick’s farewell without looking up.




  The more Patrick thought about it the more he liked the idea. Lower Africa was an exciting, controversial country, a place where things happened, a place of sun and storm. Four years was a long

  time, though, and the knowledge that he was leaving them for so long lent the grand shabby corridors of the Foreign Office building a surprising charm.




  LAD was said to be two floors, three corners and two wings distant from Personnel. The lifts were out of order and he was soon lost. He passed numbers of busy geographical department offices

  where through the huge half-open doors people could be glimpsed drafting, dictating, discussing and – presumably – deciding. He had never seen so much paper nor so much earnest

  busyness. The Foreign Office began to recover some of its appeal.




  He asked for guidance in the Heads of Mission Department, an office whose purpose was to administer ambassadors and high commissioners. Following their directions led him to the Secretary of

  State’s Private Office where he almost collided with a young male clerk who wore a gold ring in one ear. The clerk directed him towards what had been the old India Office.




  The post-war history of the Foreign Office – indeed, its twentieth-century history – was one of remorseless bureaucratic expansion. It had grown in inverse proportion to the decline

  in Britain’s overseas responsibilities. The India Office, the Colonial Office and the Commonwealth Relations Office were swallowed up as soon as they became dispensable. This expansion of

  function could be read in the building: obsolete signs remained in inaccessible places; statues brooded in scruffy corners; imposing staircases were neglected and led nowhere, holes had been

  knocked through the walls of conquered departments. He went through one. It was a small hole, reached by steps, and it was necessary to stoop. Through the dirty windows of the final corridor he saw

  a neglected glass-roofed courtyard, its walls bearing in faded lettering the names of forgotten viceroys, victories and campaigns.




  Next came a library of old documents and beyond it a corridor reached through a pair of heavy doors. The end of the corridor was obscured by billowing clouds of dust, from which came the sound

  of a pneumatic drill, shockingly loud. The first door on the right bore the letters LAD, beneath which were written the names of those who worked within. He guessed that this would be what in

  nearly all departments was called the Third Room, housing the three desk officers. The next two doors would house the head of the department and his secretary. They were more obscured by dust but

  on one he could make out the name of Mr E.J.W.P. Formerly, Head of LAD. When the pneumatic drill stopped the sound of sledgehammers hitting brickwork came from within.




  While Patrick hesitated the door was thrown open by a bespectacled middle-aged woman who rushed out and slammed it behind her. She struggled with an armful of files covered in brickdust and drew

  back with a hostile glance as he stepped forward to help. He introduced himself.




  ‘You’ve come at the worst possible time,’ she snapped. ‘The Home Office has broken through the wall and the Third Room has been dispersed. Mr Formerly had to abandon

  office the moment he arrived. If you want him you’ll have to go back the way you’ve come, up the second stairs, through the hole in the wall on the next floor and then keep turning

  right until you can’t any more. Now, if you’ll excuse me I must get on. We’ve got to save the files.’




  Mr Formerly’s retreat was in the roof. A small square window set deep in the wall looked down into yet another neglected courtyard. The room was furnished with an old wooden desk and two

  plastic chairs. Near the middle of the floor was a telephone which was prevented by its flex from reaching the desk. On the desk was an open copy of The Times.




  Mr Formerly looked up reluctantly from his reading. He had a pale cadaverous face and large dark eyes. His expression was sensitive and listless. They shook hands gently.




  ‘Mozambique?’




  ‘Lower Africa.’




  ‘Of course, yes.’ He indicated that Patrick should sit and slowly folded the paper, lingering for a moment over the Test match report. ‘Dreadful business.’




  ‘I’m afraid I haven’t seen a paper this morning.’




  ‘What?’




  Patrick leant forward in the uncomfortable chair. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t sure whether you meant Lower Africa or what’s in the paper.’




  It seemed for a few moments that the question had robbed Mr Formerly of power of speech. ‘I mean the Home Office coming through on us like that. They started yesterday afternoon before

  anyone knew what they were up to. Lot of banging and drilling and whatever but nothing untoward. I got in this morning and I’d just got my coffee when a drill came through the wall behind me.

  Then another came through from the back of a filing cabinet. Made an awful mess of the Angolan aid policy files. Next thing was chaps started knocking the wall down. I lodged an immediate protest

  but they didn’t even pause. Then another chap came along and said it was all a mistake. Wrong wall. Load-bearing or something.’




  Mr Formerly stopped speaking. It was not clear what response was required. ‘Must’ve been pretty alarming,’ Patrick said eventually.




  Mr Formerly continued as if he had neither expected nor heard the response. ‘Of course, we knew there were alterations in progress but not that we were to lose anything. In fact, I thought

  we were to take over some of them. I’m sure we should be. It’s always been an anomaly having bits of the Home Office in that wing. Not that we had relations, but there you are, it never

  works.’ He paused again and looked at the backs of his hands. ‘So the Third Room are God-knows-where – having an early lunch if they’ve any sense – and all the safes

  and cabinets and furniture and files have got to be carted up here. No idea where we’ll put them. Not even room for my secretary.’ He looked moodily at the telephone. ‘And that

  thing won’t reach the desk.’




  They both looked at the telephone. ‘I suppose you could move the desk,’ said Patrick.




  Mr Formerly shook his head slowly. ‘No, I like it here. I can see out. Anyway, the phone has no number. It’ll be days before they get one.’ He spoke in a quiet monotone,

  without bitterness, and gazed placidly out of the window. Both the sill and the brickwork of the outer wall still bore the pock-marks of wartime shrapnel.




  ‘When do I leave?’ asked Patrick.




  Mr Formerly’s gaze tacked slowly back. ‘Personnel seem to want you there right away. All to do with Whelk, I suppose. They explained all that, did they?’




  ‘They said you would.’




  ‘Ah.’ There was another pause. ‘Well, there’s nothing much to say, really. He just didn’t turn up for work one day. After a few days people began to think it was a

  bit odd and so at the end of the week someone telephoned his house. His maid said she hadn’t seen him all week and thought p’raps he’d gone on holiday. He does that sort of thing

  now and then. Odd chap. There was nothing missing except his car and no sign of a struggle but the police keep saying he might have been kidnapped. They don’t think it was accidental, anyway,

  probably because they don’t like to admit that diplomats can simply go missing in their country without good reason, as it were. But there’s been no ransom demand. Not that any would be

  paid, of course. It’s not policy. In fact, it’s the ambassador who’s the keenest on the kidnap theory. The police aren’t doing much but the ambassador wants to move heaven

  and earth.’ Mr Formerly looked at the backs of his hands again. ‘The ambassador suspects you-know-who.’




  Patrick had to ask.




  ‘LASS,’ said Mr Formerly quietly.




  ‘LASS?’ asked Patrick, also quietly.




  Before Mr Formerly could reply, four men, apparently foreign, struggled through the door with a large metal filing cupboard. They manoeuvred it into the middle of the room, knocking the

  telephone on to its side, and departed in a multilingual clamour.




  Afterwards Mr Formerly raised his dark eyes to Patrick’s. ‘Lower African Security Service. The ambassador is convinced that they kidnapped Whelk.’




  ‘Why would they want to kidnap him?’




  ‘To learn our secrets.’




  ‘Our secrets?’




  Mr Formerly looked again towards the window, nodding very slightly. ‘I know it does seem rather bizarre but I suppose LASS have secrets of their own and that leads them to think that

  everyone else must have them too. The ambassador thinks this explains why the police don’t seem to be doing very much about Whelk. He’s rather got the bit between his teeth, I’m

  afraid, and so it’s at his insistence that we’re calling in L and F. They’re a sort of insurance outfit that advises people on how to negotiate with kidnappers. Lots of chaps

  travelling round the world advising grieving relatives and anxious companies on how to get the ransom down a bit. Call themselves Lost and Found. Rather quaint, isn’t it? Most irregular for

  HMG to get involved with such business, of course. Unfortunately the junior minister got a whiff of it at an early stage and became frightfully keen. He supports the ambassador. It’s all

  terribly hush-hush. We mustn’t let the Lower Africans know we’re doing it.’




  The pause allowed Patrick time to think. ‘Why not? If it is them we won’t have lost anything because we won’t be able to find him anyway, and if it’s not they might be

  able to help.’




  Mr Formerly shook his head as though he had been asked whether it were true that someone long dead had recently returned to life. ‘Possible embarrassment.’




  ‘Embarrassment’, Patrick soon learned, was what the Foreign Office feared most. Questions as to who would be embarrassed in whose eyes and how much, or whether they should be or

  whether it mattered if they were, were rarely asked. Save on those occasions when ministerial or prime ministerial will was directly imposed, like the personal interventions of Yahweh in the Old

  Testament, it was better that Britain should do badly in negotiations than that she should be seen to be obdurate and judged responsible for their breakdown. The worst case of all was to be

  ‘out on a limb’, ‘out of step’ or ‘odd man out’. It was better to lose the argument than risk being thought ill-mannered by persisting.




  It was acceptable, however, to try to win by deceit provided one could do so without being caught. Mr Formerly explained the case of Whelk in these terms. To inform the Lower Africans of the

  involvement of L and F would imply that HMG did not trust the Lower African authorities. This was in fact the case, but it was important to pretend otherwise. If, on the other hand, the Lower

  Africans discovered that L and F were trying to make contact with the hypothetical kidnappers then HMG could plausibly claim that they must have been hired by the family. Actually Whelk had no

  family but that was neither here nor there.




  ‘But might he not simply have fallen off a cliff?’ asked Patrick. ‘Or thrown himself?’




  ‘He might.’ Mr Formerly’s gaze returned to the window, where it was most at rest. The window was spattered by raindrops. ‘I doubt it, though. I know Arthur Whelk of old,

  you see. Not the sort of chap who drives over cliffs. Most likely he’s simply gone off and got himself another job without telling anyone. In the Middle East he was working for a sultan the

  whole time he was there. Procuring something or other, it was never clear what. Actually had a desk in the palace. Used to drop into the embassy in the mornings for his mail and then disappear. Bit

  of a fuss when the ambassador found out but the sultan sent a message to London saying he’d rather have Arthur in his country than the whole of the rest of the embassy and so that was that.

  Very embarrassing if we’d all been declared persona non grata – png’d. Arthur served out his time.’ He turned wearily back to Patrick. ‘Point is, the ambassador wants

  you to liaise with the police about this but also with the L and F chap when he gets there in secret. Keep him in the picture and so on without letting the police know. Sounds a recipe for disaster

  to me. Arthur will turn up when it suits him, I’m sure.’




  A sudden commotion announced the return of the four men, this time with a security cupboard which had a combination lock. They dragged the second cupboard across the floor and banged it heavily

  against the first. Its one door came open and a file fell out. The men left.




  Mr Formerly gazed at the file which was marked ‘CONFIDENTIAL’. ‘Not that I imagine you’ll be in a hurry to find Arthur. At least not while you’re living in his

  magnificent house. You’d otherwise be in a flat for a Grade Nine in a noisy part of Battenburg. I should get on with your personal admin if I were you. Awful lot to do and all very boring.

  Make sure you claim your full allowances.’ He reopened The Times. ‘Anything I can do, don’t hesitate.’




  Patrick stepped carefully over the file. The rain beat steadily against the small window.




  Mr Formerly looked up. ‘Couldn’t switch on the light on your way out, could you?’




  Patrick flicked the switch. Nothing happened, but Mr Formerly was already reading.




  Not all Foreign Office briefings were like Mr Formerly’s. Some were lengthy and thorough, even energetic. The longest and worst was the two-day Going Abroad course for

  those on their first postings.




  They were issued with a booklet describing diplomatic life overseas. From this Patrick learnt that he should always, whether walking or in a car, keep to the left of his Head of Mission; that he

  should acquire a stock of superficial topics and gambits for use in diplomatic conversation; that he should prime himself before going to a party with useful and effective small-talk; that if he

  had to speak a foreign language in which he was not fluent he should, before attending a function, learn a dozen or so new phrases and try to bring them into the conversation; that he should pay

  attention to placement at table and be prepared to take advice on dress. The handbook’s stated purpose was to make social intercourse easier.




  Most of the fifty or sixty people on the course were clerks, guards, telex-operators and wives. The other dozen or so were of diplomatic rank, like Patrick. They were given a lecture on security

  and another from a doctor who warned against the dangers to health of unhealthy climates. A titled lady, wife of a former ambassador who was now a very senior man in London, spoke of how spouses

  could contribute to their husbands’ careers and advised strongly against complaining. By the end of the course the audience was bored, bemused and mutinous. Patrick fell asleep during the

  second afternoon and awoke only when the two books on his lap slipped to the floor with a double bang.




  What Mr Formerly had called personal admin was indeed very tiresome. There were medical and insurance formalities, clothes to be bought, allowances to be claimed and spent, even a will to be

  made. The allowances seemed very generous and it was soon clear that they were for many people the crucial aspect of any posting. Accommodation was furnished at public expense but each person was

  given money for the tax-free purchase of washing machines, fridges, cutlery, crockery and any other necessary or unnecessary household goods. This applied only to the first posting but shipping

  costs were paid for all postings. There was an allowance for moving, an allowance for being abroad and an entertainment allowance to be claimed once there. Petrol would be tax free. Patrick’s

  bank account swelled overnight to undreamt-of proportions.




  He had also to buy a car. For this there was an interest-free loan based on grade and repayable over two years. There was also diplomatic discount, no tax and no VAT. Shipping was free provided

  the car was British. Patrick had never owned one and had never seriously thought about which kind he would like. He determined to avoid Fords because of the implication in Clifford Steggles’s

  letter that he ought to have one. He tried Vauxhall but the model he wanted was not available in time; Talbot had something he liked but although theoretically British it had in fact been made in

  Europe and was therefore ineligible for the loan; the Leyland man was still at lunch at half-past three and so, one wet afternoon, he slunk into the Ford export office and signed for one, still

  unsure what it looked like.




  During the last few weeks in London Patrick went to as many plays and films as possible on the mistaken principle that experience was entirely quantitative, to be stored and

  drawn on later, like nuts. Since his father’s death his mother had lived in Chislehurst, a suburb of London flush with estate agents, riding schools and new Jaguars. He did not stay with her,

  though, because at home his impending departure felt like an intimation of mortality. She was sad and anxious and he was tense; neither could enjoy the last few days because of the knowledge that

  they were the last. He stayed instead with a friend in Southwark who worked for an American bank and spent half his time in New York.




  On the last but one night he had dinner in Clapham with two other friends from Reading, Rachel and Maurice. He knew them through his former girlfriend, Susan. The acquaintance survived his

  break-up with her probably for no better reason than habit. Rachel was on a BBC trainee producer scheme which, she said, took men and women in equal numbers no matter how many or what quality of

  each applied. Maurice was training to be a solicitor. He hoped to specialise in trade union law and intended to stand as a local councillor at the next election. Rachel said that they would start a

  family in due course but they were determined not to marry.




  They sat on the bare floorboards of the large main room. The furniture was sparse and plain. Maurice was proud of a sofa with a broken arm which he had taken from a rubbish skip in the street.

  He said he liked it because the colour of the stuffing matched his beard. A friend of Rachel’s had painted an abstract mural on one wall – angular shapes of black and white with a red

  sun or football in one corner – which was reflected in a large Victorian mirror hanging above the bricked-up fireplace. Rachel explained that this came from her parents’ Cotswold

  home.




  They ate rice with meat of some sort, tired lettuce and wrinkled tomatoes. They drank a large bottle of sweet white wine. The claret that Patrick had brought was left unopened.




  Rachel balanced her plate on crossed legs and dug in with a fork, her brown hair falling forward over her face so that the fork had to be manoeuvred towards her mouth as if through curtains.

  ‘To be honest, Patrick, I don’t know how you can do it,’ she said, with energy but no annoyance. ‘I mean, you must be really determined or thick-skinned or something.

  Perhaps you’re a racist under the skin. Perhaps that’s what it is.’




  Patrick paused in his eating. ‘Under the skin?’




  ‘Yes. Daddy is. Above the skin too now because he’s been corrupted by all those dreadful Lower Africans until he’s come to agree with them. He says it’s the best thing

  for everyone. We had a blistering row about it over Christmas lunch and I left before the pudding and came back to London he was so awful. Mummy was in tears.’




  ‘I’ll have to see for myself.’




  ‘But the trouble is you’ve already put yourself on the side of the status quo by joining the Foreign Office. You’ve sold out just as much as if you’d gone into business

  or something. You’re committed to a point of view, like it or not.’ She negotiated a piled forkful through her hair. ‘I don’t mean it personally, you know. It’s just

  the position you’re in. Really I don’t think we should even recognise them diplomatically.’




  Patrick was still uncertain as to what exactly he had committed himself to in joining the Foreign Office. He hesitated. ‘Well, diplomatic recognition doesn’t signify approval or

  disapproval. It’s simply the way of dealing with the acknowledged power in a country.’ It sounded like one of his briefings. He wondered how long it would be before he ceased to notice

  such changes in himself.




  ‘They’re bound to get at you in one way or another,’ said Maurice. ‘I mean, look at LASS. They’re as bad as the KGB.’




  ‘Worse,’ said Rachel. They’re really really bad. They’ll probably get you in bed with a black woman then photograph you and then you’ll be tortured.’




  ‘Why should they do that?’




  ‘Or they’ll corrupt you with their point of view, which is more likely,’ continued Maurice.




  ‘Why is that more likely?’




  Maurice looked embarrassed and touched his beard. ‘Well, no, I mean, I don’t mean it’s actually likely or anything. It’s just that you’re more sort of naturally

  Establishment-minded. You’re more a part of it. I mean, you don’t mind having to wear a suit every day – I have to wear one too, but – well – you know what I mean. Not

  that there’s anything wrong with it but it’s just an aspect which in your case you embrace more willingly.’ He poured more wine.




  Patrick did not like arguments. He smiled. ‘Does that mean I’m more corruptible than lawyers?’




  Maurice shook his head. ‘No, no, ’course it doesn’t, nothing like that. It’s just a statement about the sort of people you’re mixing with, you know, the whole

  scene.’




  ‘Perhaps I’m already corrupted.’ Patrick smiled again and Maurice began to look less awkward.




  ‘You must write and tell us all about it, anyway,’ said Rachel, scraping her plate. ‘Except that they might get our address and then get on to us if they wanted. You could send

  letters via Mummy and Daddy. They’re more respectable, only better not use the title because it attracts attention.’




  ‘I could send it in the diplomatic bag.’




  ‘Is that safe?’




  ‘I think so.’




  ‘Really, what you’re doing is incredibly brave,’ Maurice resumed with more confidence. ‘I mean, going to a racist totalitarian state, even as a diplomat. You’ll

  have to live with censorship and imprisonment without trial and all that. But if you find out any interesting information we could pass it on to the freedom fighters. We’ve got

  contacts.’




  ‘What kind of information?’




  ‘Well, you know, secret information.’ Maurice seemed no clearer about his secrets than Mr Formerly had been about his.




  ‘Two gorgeous blacks,’ continued Rachel. ‘They were in the studio last week and they came to dinner. I think they’re incredibly brave. What they’re doing takes real

  courage.’




  Patrick’s briefings on black movements had not been comprehensive. ‘What are they doing?’




  ‘Oh, sort of organising and stuff.’ She glanced at Maurice before resuming in a self-consciously offhand tone. ‘Actually, there is something you could do. We’re members

  of a group that helps a school out there, a black school in Kuweto. We send teaching materials and things. If you could take some out for us it would save an amazing amount of time and money. It

  could go with your heavy baggage.’




  ‘Teaching materials,’ Patrick repeated.




  ‘The black schools are really poorly equipped compared with white schools,’ said Maurice. ‘They don’t get enough textbooks or anything.’




  Rachel laughed briefly and pushed her hair back from her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not bombs. We’re not going to blow you up. We’ll write to people out there who can

  come and pick up the stuff from your house when it arrives. You don’t have to do anything. But I mean don’t do it if you don’t want to. We don’t want to pressurise

  you.’




  Patrick was entitled to take nearly three times as much heavy baggage as he possessed. He did not feel guilty about going to Lower Africa but being the object of moral questioning produced in

  him a desire to be conciliatory. Anyway, if the school needed textbooks he was happy to help. He agreed.




  Later, he helped with the washing-up. Rachel made a point of being boisterously indifferent to household matters but Maurice came from a middle-class nonconformist background in Northamptonshire

  and was punctilious about everything domestic.




  ‘I suppose you’ll have a servant out there,’ he said.




  ‘Yes, a lady called Sarah.’




  ‘A black lady?’




  ‘Yes.’ Patrick stopped drying the plate in his hand. ‘At least, I assume so. It wasn’t actually said.’




  When he left the kitchen to go upstairs to the lavatory he saw Rachel sitting on it. Her jeans were round her ankles and she leant forward, elbows on knees. The spread of her plump white thighs

  made the lavatory look small. He looked to see what had happened to the door but there was none.




  She smiled at his surprise. ‘We don’t believe in hiding anything. There’s no point. We’re all alike, aren’t we? Nobody’s got any secrets. If we have sensitive

  visitors I hang up a blanket for them.’




  Patrick leant against the wall, shuffling the loose change in his pocket and talking energetically about mutual acquaintances.




  ‘We might come out and visit you,’ Rachel continued. ‘It would be really interesting to see how the blacks and coloureds live and staying with a diplomat might give us

  protection from the police. I suppose you’ll have a big house with servants, will you?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  ‘God, how awful, I couldn’t stick that. Anyway, we’ll send these teaching materials to your packers if you give us their address.’ She finished. ‘You can go after

  me. I won’t pull the chain.’




  He went, wondering if she would stay to make sure he had no secrets, but she did not.
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  It was dark as the plane came in to land and the orange street lights of Battenburg were ranged in straight lines like an illuminated chessboard,

  though all the squares were black. Dawn broke while the travellers queued at immigration. The startling clarity of the light showed up the pallor of their faces.




  The immigration officer was plump and serious. He looked closely at Patrick’s passport, where ‘student’ had been crossed out and ‘HM Diplomatic Service’ substituted

  in Biro. Most other countries issued their diplomats with special passports.




  Patrick wore jeans and a crumpled shirt. ‘What is your purpose in visiting our country?’ the immigration officer asked dully.




  Becoming a bureaucrat had not increased Patrick’s liking for officials and lack of sleep had left him disinclined to make an effort. ‘To work.’




  ‘You have a job here?’




  The clipped accent was familiar but still it grated. ‘Yes.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘At the British Embassy.’




  ‘Do you have evidence of that?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Will you show me?’




  Patrick produced a Foreign Office document addressed to the Lower African government. The immigration officer read it slowly more than once before reluctantly stamping the passport.




  The arrivals hall was busy, sunlit and clean. All directions were in Lower African and English. Patrick looked in vain for someone from the British Embassy. There were a few people holding up

  placards but none with a title that was remotely official. Perhaps the entire embassy had disappeared along with Arthur Whelk and he was about to discover the Marie Celeste of the

  Diplomatic Corps. It was not at that moment an unpleasing thought. More likely, though, the plane had arrived so early that no one had wanted to meet it. He headed towards an empty bench.




  He had no sooner sat on it than he noticed another some distance away on which there was a woman with such startlingly blonde hair that he could not understand how he had not seen her on the

  plane. She shook her head and pushed some hair back behind her ear with a quick thoughtless movement that was obviously habitual. Her forearm was bare and she glanced up. For a moment he thought

  she smiled at him but then he saw that she was talking to a little girl, also with very blonde hair, who stood beside her. She adjusted the little girl’s dress, talking and smiling.




  Patrick’s view was interrupted by a dark-haired man in a blazer. The man hugged the woman and stood talking for a while before lifting the girl on to the nearby luggage trolley, where she

  clapped and laughed. The woman slung a bag over one shoulder and a red coat over the other and all three left. She walked freely and confidently at the man’s side. Patrick leant back on the

  bench. The sun warmed his face.




  He was awoken by a white policeman with polished black boots and holster. The policeman spoke first in Lower African, then in English, explaining that Patrick’s was a bench on which it was

  not permitted to sleep. Patrick felt like arguing but obeyed without speaking.




  He went next to the gents to wash, where he was greeted by a smiling black attendant who seemed to be hoping for a tip. This reminded him that he had no Lower African currency. He waited until

  the airport bank opened at seven, cashed some sterling and telephoned Clifford Steggles, the head of chancery.




  Steggles’s voice was heavy with sleep. ‘Are you at HE’s?’




  ‘Where’s that?’




  ‘The residence.’




  ‘Whose residence?’




  ‘The ambassador’s.’ Irritation dispersed the sleepiness in Steggles’s voice.




  ‘No, I’m at the airport.’




  ‘You shouldn’t be. You should be at the residence.’




  Whilst still six thousand miles away Patrick had known that he and Clifford Steggles would not get on. The letter had been sufficient. Whatever trouble was to come, there was some satisfaction

  in these moments of confirmation.




  ‘The ambassador’s driver was supposed to take you to the residence for breakfast,’ Clifford continued accusingly. ‘He was sent to pick you up specially.’




  ‘Well, he doesn’t seem to be here.’




  ‘He ought to be.’




  Patrick said nothing. He was too tired to care.




  ‘Chap with a placard with “British Embassy” written on it,’ Clifford said eventually.




  ‘There wasn’t one.’




  ‘There should’ve been.’




  There was another pause.




  ‘Stocky chap with a cap,’ resumed Clifford. ‘He might have forgotten the placard.’




  ‘I’ll have a look.’ Whilst Patrick was looking the line went dead. He dialled again. ‘Chap with red hair?’




  Clifford sighed. ‘No. He’s black.’




  ‘No blacks with caps.’




  There was a further long pause and then, ‘I suppose I’ll have to pick you up myself. I’m not up yet. Stay by the phone booths.’




  Clifford Steggles was in his late thirties, short, balding and pot-bellied. The bald patch on his head was burned brown and he wore a moustache that made him look cross. They shook hands

  unenthusiastically.




  ‘Is that all the stuff you’ve got? No need for a porter, then. The car’s in the place reserved for diplomats. One of the perks.’ They loaded Patrick’s bags into the

  back of the big Ford estate. ‘Why have you brought so little — thinking you won’t stay long?’




  ‘I haven’t got much.’




  ‘But you’ve got some heavy baggage coming?’




  ‘Oh yes. It was shipped last week.’




  ‘Makes no difference. You won’t see it for months. That’s why you should’ve brought more now. Thought they’d have told you that.’




  They were soon on the motorway, heading for Battenburg. Despite the sun and the blue sky it was a cold, sharp morning. The motorway was lined by new buildings, many of them petrol stations.

  Beyond these were low hills covered with dry grass and scrub.




  ‘When it rains in the summer all this is green,’ Clifford said. ‘We’ve had no rain for weeks. Watch the altitude, till you get acclimatised. Makes you tired at first. Are

  you tired?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Busy day ahead. Why was your flight so late?’




  ‘Engine trouble.’




  ‘Fly British Air you never get there.’




  It was soon apparent that the more Clifford spoke the more he pleased himself, and so the more he liked whoever was with him. He described how the dry air would crack lips and burn nostrils and

  how good the wine was and how quickly it went to the heads of the unacclimatised. He wondered aloud a dozen or so times what on earth could have happened to Simon, the driver. The ambassador

  himself was admittedly rather forgetful but it hadn’t been up to him to remember. The drivers sometimes got things wrong but there was only one airport and they were there once a week to pick

  up the bag, so they should know it. He had telephoned the ambassador’s residence and spoken to one of the maids but could get no sense out of her, not even whether or not the ambassador was

  actually there. He did sometimes spend the odd night away, no one knew where. But he should have been expecting Patrick for breakfast because Patrick was to stay at the residence a day or two until

  Clifford and his wife moved into their own house. Things only really worked at the residence when the ambassador’s wife was there but she was back in Surrey. She was mad, anyway. They spent

  most of the time apart, quite understandably.




  ‘You’ve been briefed about this Whelk business, I take it?’




  ‘Yes. I’m told I’m to liaise with the police and at the same time maintain secret contact with the Lost and Found man.’




  Clifford looked offended. ‘I’m not supposed to know about the Lost and Found side of it. You shouldn’t have told me. Breach of security but we’ll say no more about it as

  you’ve not been here long. Of course, I do know about it because the ambassador can’t help mentioning it but it’s not generally known around the embassy.’ He pulled out to

  overtake, then quickly back in again to a chorus of hootings from behind. ‘The whole thing’s a lot of fuss about nothing, if you ask me. Whelk probably got drunk and drove off a cliff.

  Sort of thing he would do. All this unofficial investigation nonsense is improper, in my opinion. The Lower African authorities are quite able to sort it out without us blundering around

  freelancing. The ambassador hardly thinks of anything else these days. It’s his last post, you see, and I think he’s gone a bit over the top on this one. Very able man, mind you, but

  rather too much of an enthusiast sometimes. And London don’t help. I hear now that the junior minister’s been bitten by the same bug. Is that right?’




  ‘Mr Formerly told me he was.’




  ‘Well, Formerly wouldn’t know it if you hit him on the head with it but I think he’s right in this case, all the same.’ There was a pause while Clifford successfully

  overtook the petrol tanker he had been stuck behind. ‘What gets me though is the house. Arthur’s is the best one after the residence. Better than the counsellor’s. All right, he

  is theoretically senior to me in terms of length of service so I can’t object; but he’s a bachelor and I have to live with a wife and two small children in a smaller house. Also, as

  head of chancery one does have certain responsibilities, to put it mildly.’




  He looked at Patrick as though seeking agreement. Patrick nodded.




  ‘And now because London can’t decide whether or not Arthur’s coming back they’re going to let you live in it, which is bloody outrageous. A lot of people here are rather

  upset about it, to speak plainly. Nothing personal, of course. If Arthur does come back he’s hardly likely to be kept on here after this so they might as well reallocate the house now. And to

  have let us live there whilst ours was being done up just rubbed salt into the wound.’ He glanced again at Patrick. ‘Of course, you could always claim it was too big for you and not

  move into it. Doesn’t make much difference where you live when you’re single.’




  Patrick’s tiredness made him proof against threats of even universal unpopularity. ‘Are we going to the residence now?’




  ‘No, we’re going to our house – Arthur’s. Yours. I’ll find out what’s happened at the residence later.’ They drove on for a while in silence.




  There were familiar makes of car on the right side of the road and familiar advertisements on hoardings except that some were styled differently. The Marmite advertisement was a big black jar

  held before a big black face. From a distance Battenburg appeared to be built upon hills with the highest in the centre, crowned by tower-blocks that were brilliantly white in the early sun. Above

  the city there was a dirty haze.




  ‘That’s always there in the mornings. It’s called inversion. All the smog gets trapped.’ Explaining made Clifford feel better. ‘The smog clears off as the air gets

  warmer. It’s caused by the warm air being trapped by the cold.’




  ‘Is it really?’ Patrick tried to sound impressed but his tone was wrong.




  Uncertainty and irritability returned to Clifford’s face. ‘Well, that sort of thing. Or the other way round. Makes no difference.’




  In the city the pavements bustled with people, black, brown and white. The shops were busy. Clifford drove with aggressive incompetence, swearing most of the time. Everyone else was doing the

  same. The distant sky showed in vertical strips of blue between the tall buildings, while that above was still hazy.




  They stopped suddenly at a corner crowded with pedestrians. ‘You have to give way to them at junctions though they’re only supposed to cross when the lights say they can. It’s

  bloody inconvenient for everyone. Cars can’t go round corners without stopping and pedestrians can’t cross until the lights say so. The police keep cracking down so most people

  obey.’ The next sudden braking was at traffic lights which Patrick had not seen because they were high and insignificant. ‘They call them robots,’ said Clifford.




  Soon they were in the northern suburbs where opulent houses were set amidst spacious grounds behind high walls. Elaborately-wrought iron gates showed swimming-pools and tennis-courts. There were

  large shopping centres but no small shops. New cars, mostly Mercedes or BMWs, cruised with quiet ostentation along broad tree-lined avenues. The only people were a few black servants and gardeners

  who walked slowly or sat in small groups on the wide sunburnt grass verges. They gazed without apparent curiosity at the cars that passed, much as they might have gazed at the wall opposite when

  there were no cars.




  Clifford waved a hand. ‘Jacarandas.’




  Patrick looked at the group of blacks. The word was familiar, possibly a tribal name.




  ‘Bloom in the spring. Bloody nuisance for the pool, though. Fill it with leaves.’




  Patrick looked at the trees.




  They passed by a long white wall before turning abruptly into the drive. It was lined by trees and shrubs and had a well-watered strip of grass running up the middle. The house was large and

  white with a red tiled roof. Broad gleaming white steps led up to the front door.




  Clifford drove into the double garage and was soon locking the car. ‘You have to. Must lock everything all the time. Lots of thieves.’




  Inside it was cool and dark, the rooms large and high. The furniture was an uneasy mixture of the standard PSA issue and the accumulations of someone who had travelled and collected

  promiscuously. The mounted heads of wildebeest, stags, tigers and one polar bear competed for space with South American wall-hangings, Chinese jade, Japanese prints, Flemish reproductions,

  encyclopaedias, dictionaries, works of reference and a set of boleros. There were some old chests and sturdy chairs which went ill with the PSA living-room suite. In the dining-room was a solid PSA

  table which seated twelve and smelt of polish. Fastened to the underside was a bell for summoning the maid. French windows led from the dining-room to the veranda, beyond which the lawn undulated

  down towards the sparkling blue swimming-pool.




  Clifford had the air of a man who had made it all himself. ‘Not bad, eh? Thought you’d like it. Some of it belongs to Whelk, of course, but even so it’s not bad.’ His

  tone was warmer and more approving. ‘Come and meet the wife.’




  The wife was sitting in a cane chair below the veranda, hidden from the dining-room by one of the creeper-covered pillars. Because Clifford was unappealing Patrick had unthinkingly assumed his

  wife would be similar. Instead she was slim and lithe with close-cropped brown hair and a sharp quick face. She looked momentarily harassed, as if annoyed with herself, but smiled as she extended

  her hand. ‘Sandy,’ she said before Clifford could introduce her. ‘Coffee?’ Patrick accepted gratefully. She went into the house to tell Sarah.




  Clifford eased himself into one of the cane chairs, loosened his belt and undid his trousers so that his stomach could expand. He surveyed the garden and pool. ‘You’re bloody lucky.

  Battenburg is a marvellous place for a bachelor.’ He glanced in the direction of the house. ‘Wouldn’t mind a few months unaccompanied myself, I can tell you.’ He nodded and

  smiled so that his eyes nearly disappeared.




  Patrick was still trying to imagine Clifford and Sandy making love when she returned. ‘You look exhausted. Was the flight awful?’




  ‘They always are,’ said Clifford. ‘Flying’s always awful. He’s not used to the altitude yet.’




  Patrick described the flight and the mystery of his not being met. She laughed abruptly and loudly, one hand on her breasts and the other shielding her eyes against the sun. ‘The

  ambassador’s such a fool. He’s probably forgotten all about you. You’ll have to get used to that sort of thing.’




  ‘He is not a fool,’ said Clifford slowly. ‘He is sometimes absent-minded. I daresay on this occasion it was his driver who forgot.’




  ‘He is a fool, he’s a silly old buffoon.’




  ‘He is an intellectually distinguished man.’




  ‘All right, he’s a clever fool. That’s worse. And he’s completely helpless without his wife. But the less said about her the better.’ The sudden petulance made

  Sandy’s face look thinner.




  Clifford frowned. ‘Darling, the less said the better, full stop. He is not a fool and he is not helpless. He is our ambassador.’ ‘He’s also a husband and he’s as

  helpless as most.’




  Patrick stared at the clear blue water of the pool.




  Clifford folded his arms, crossed his legs and turned half away from his wife. He spoke with weary finality. ‘The ambassador is an intelligent man and he’s good at his job. I

  don’t think we should say more than that in front of a newly arrived member of staff.’




  ‘Pity he’s not so good at real life.’ Sandy seemed cross with herself now and her petulance made her plain. No one said anything for a while but then she remarked quietly that

  the children had been playing up with Sarah that morning. Clifford grunted. She glanced coldly at him, then looked over Patrick’s head and smiled.




  Aware that someone was approaching from behind, Patrick stood. His shoulder caught on something, there was a cry and a crash of china.




  A stout black lady was on her knees before him, picking crockery from the grass and putting it back on the tray. Her round face creased with anguish as she looked up at him.




  ‘Massa, I am so sorry.’




  Patrick bent to help but almost made her stumble again as she got up. ‘Is all right, massa, is all right,’ she said quickly. She wore a clean blue dress and a white apron. Her heavy

  spectacles were askew and she straightened them hastily with one hand. Patrick had not realised that black people could blush. ‘It was my fault,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, I

  didn’t see you. I’m very sorry.’




  Sandy put her hand on Patrick’s arm. ‘It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Only one cup and saucer gone. Sarah saved the rest.’




  ‘I am very sorry, madam, I am very sorry.’




  ‘You did very well to save them, Sarah. They’re not Mr Whelk’s best so we can call it fair wear and tear. They’re easy to replace.’




  Sarah turned away with the tray. ‘I get another cup.’




  ‘That’s right but leave the tray here. I’ll sort it out.’




  Sandy spoke simply and clearly as though to a child. When Sarah returned Patrick was formally introduced to her as Mr Stubbs.




  They shook hands and Sarah curtsied. ‘I am very pleased, massa. I am very sorry for the cup.’




  ‘It’s not important. It’s my fault for being so clumsy. I’ll buy another cup.’ He tried not to speak with the same obvious care as Sandy.




  Sarah smiled broadly. ‘Yes, massa, another cup.’ She backed away towards the house, glancing at Sandy to see whether anything else was wanted. Her bow legs seemed too thin for her

  wide body. She held her hands before her as in prayer but she was still smiling.




  Sandy poured the coffee. ‘She was very nervous about your coming, quite worked up about it. She’s never looked after a young man before. Arthur was different, of course. I keep

  telling her that young bachelors are all right’ – she glanced up as she handed him his cup – ‘that, in fact, they’re no problem really.’




  Clifford shovelled several spoonfuls of sugar into his coffee. ‘Ever had servants before?’




  Patrick hesitated. It probably looked as if he was trying to remember. ‘No.’




  ‘Thought not. You’ll get used to it. Never apologise to them.’




  ‘But it was my fault.’




  ‘Doesn’t matter.’




  ‘It seems to me that it does.’




  Sandy took the sugar bowl from Clifford. ‘Sarah’s very good, not like some. I was brought up in Kenya and I’ve never known anyone as good as her. She’ll look after you

  well. I’m sure you’ll get on.’




  Snap, the dog, was next to be introduced. He looked like a large black labrador but the ridgeback breeding showed in the distinct line of raised fur that ran from head to tail. Clifford took an

  immediate and obvious pleasure in being stern with him, which was not difficult because he had been well trained by previous occupants of the house. He sniffed suspiciously at Patrick but permitted

  his back to be patted.




  ‘He’s getting on a bit but he’s a very good guard dog,’ said Clifford. ‘Once people know you’ve got a good dog you tend not to be burgled. But watch him with

  guests. He’s all right if he sees them introduced into the house but if they just walk in he has them. Really has them, not just barking. Whites as well. Doesn’t

  discriminate.’




  Patrick stopped patting. ‘Do dogs normally discriminate?’




  ‘A lot do, ridgebacks especially. They only go for blacks. I don’t know whether they’re trained to do it or whether they just pick it up, you know, sense it. Blacks smell

  different to us, anyway.’




  Patrick imagined Rachel’s and Maurice’s reaction.




  ‘What are you smiling at?’ asked Sandy, smiling herself. She now looked more pretty than plain.




  ‘I was thinking of some people I know. Is Snap safe with Sarah?’




  ‘No love lost but they tolerate each other. I don’t think Africans like dogs in the way we do.’




  ‘I’ll show you the pool,’ Clifford announced, doing up his trousers as he walked off.




  Patrick had an idea that swimming-pools needed some sort of maintenance, but no idea of what was involved. Clifford was quick to display both knowledge and enthusiasm. He detailed the required

  chemical balance, demonstrated how to use the chemical test kit without getting cancer, how to get leaves (jacaranda) off the surface, how to work the pump and how to flush the dirty water out of

  the system.




  ‘It leaks,’ he explained, ‘so you need to top it up every day and readjust the chemical balance. The PSA won’t pay to have it repaired because they’re cutting the

  pool budget but you buy the chemicals out of another budget so they keep paying for them quite happily. Actually, it’s easier than it sounds to look after. Deuteronomy, the gardener, can do a

  certain amount like getting leaves out and topping up but flushing and vacuum-cleaning is a bit complicated for him.’




  ‘Vacuum-cleaning?’




  ‘No problem. I’ll show you.’ Clifford energetically assembled poles, suction-pads and hoses, then demonstrated. ‘There you are. Simple. Have a go.’




  Patrick had a go. Nothing worked and he got his sleeve wet.




  Clifford took the pole. ‘There’s a knack. Let me show you.’




  He demonstrated deftly again. As he pulled the fourteen-foot pole from the water he caught Patrick in the mouth with the rear end. ‘Sorry. You okay?’




  Patrick nodded whilst groping for his handkerchief.




  Clifford continued his demonstration. ‘There you are, you see. Do it as often as it needs it. A lot depends on the weather.’




  ‘And on the jacarandas?’




  ‘You’re learning already.’ He made a few more sweeps of the pool whilst Patrick dabbed at his lip. ‘Mind you, you’re going to be too busy in the embassy to spend

  much time playing around like this, what with Arthur’s consular stuff and your share of the chancery work. Up to now Philip Longhurst, the second secretary, has been having to do what

  you’ll be doing. I do the more important stuff myself, of course, because the ambassador’s a bit of a stickler in some ways. Don’t run away with the idea that because of all the

  Whelk business you’re going to take off and play the detective whenever you feel like it. The work of the embassy must go on. There’s not much room in the Diplomatic Service for this

  sort of extra-marital stuff with Lost and Found and what-have-you.’




  There was a sudden furious barking. A small black man in baggy green overalls sprinted across the lawn with Snap ten yards behind and gaining. The man reached the wall that divided the backyard

  from the garden and scrambled over. The dog’s jaws closed a few inches behind the trailing trouser-leg. Snap stood on his hind legs against the wall, barking furiously. Sandy was on her feet

  and calling to him, ineffectually.




  Patrick hastily stuffed his handkerchief back in his pocket and was about to set off in pursuit of the supposed burglar when he noticed that his host was in no hurry. Clifford switched off the

  pump and rested the vacuum cleaner carefully against the iron fence that surrounded the pool. ‘You mustn’t let Deuteronomy and Snap into the garden together. Snap won’t have

  it.’




  They walked up the lawn. Sandy and Clifford argued as to which was more at fault in not telling the other of Deuteronomy’s arrival. Clifford ignored his wife’s repetitions and

  pointed at a tree. ‘Said to be one of the oldest jacarandas in Battenburg,’ he told Patrick.




  Snap was still barking when they reached the wall. Clifford shouted to him to stop. The dog barked twice more before trotting off towards the rubbish-heap looking pleased with himself. The ridge

  of hair along his back bristled like a boar’s.




  Deuteronomy stood in the far corner of the whitewashed courtyard. He was small, wizened and wiry, no longer young but not obviously old. He grinned shamefacedly and rubbed his hands.




  ‘I am sorry, massa.’




  Patrick was introduced. Deuteronomy clung to his hand and greeted him with a prolonged smile and a long-drawn-out, admiring, ‘Massa.’ It was as if Patrick were endowed with great

  beauty or fabulous wealth.




  ‘Deuteronomy will always do precisely what you tell him, neither less nor more,’ said Clifford.




  Deuteronomy nodded and grinned enthusiastically. ‘Yes, massa, you tell me and I do. Not more, massa. Always what you tell me.’




  Patrick knew nothing of gardens. He smiled and nodded confidently. ‘Good.’




  Deuteronomy grinned even more enthusiastically. ‘I am happy for you, massa.’




  ‘Good. I’m pleased.’ They both nodded and shook hands again.




  Clifford pointed to the single-storey building that formed one side of the courtyard. ‘Sarah’s quarters. They can be inspected at any time by the Native Administration Board and you

  can be fined if they’re not up to a certain standard. Sarah’s are all right, bigger than most. Bedroom, bathroom, sitting-room. She uses the house kitchen.’




  From within the house came the sound of a protesting child followed by Sarah’s scolding voice. She appeared at the kitchen door, wiping her hands on her white apron, and addressed

  Deuteronomy in another language. He nodded and replied, smiling uncertainly now. She looked at Clifford. ‘I give him his tea now, massa?’




  ‘Yes, yes, then put Snap away so that he can get on with his work. I’m going to take Mr Stubbs to the embassy.’




  Patrick waited in the large kitchen whilst Clifford went away ‘to make himself comfortable’, as he put it. Sarah introduced the two fair-haired little girls, one aged seven and the

  other three. Sandy had disappeared.
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