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There had never been a finer time to see London, Josephine thought as she strolled down Cavendish Place, enjoying the way in which the early summer sun seemed to welcome her back to the city. With only a few days to go before the Coronation, it would have been hard to say which had done more to put a spring in England’s step: the sudden, unexpected heatwave, softening the disappointment of a lacklustre April; or the months of work that had gone on behind the scenes as the nation looked forward to crowning a new king. Everywhere she looked, those quiet preparations had come magically to fruition: government buildings encrusted with the soot of ages were given a new lease of life by vigorous cleaning; stands of tiered seating sprang up in front of churches; poles and planks now obscured famous statues, caring little for the celebrity of history when there was a sparkling new future ahead; and the West End took on the appearance of a colourful, streamered fairground, with decorated masts standing proudly in main streets and marquees beginning to dot the parks.


The air of celebration was infectious, and had spread like a tide of goodwill through the country. Yesterday, as the train from Scotland brought Josephine south, she had stared in amazement at suburbs dressed from top to toe in red, white and blue, their narrow streets a tunnel of ribbons and paper crowns. It could have been garish, but Josephine – who was inclined to mistrust public displays of any emotion – found it strangely touching, a rare declaration of unity after the uncertainty of the abdication. Businesses everywhere were shrewdly taking advantage of the nation’s excitement: no one could compete with the vast golden crowns and specially commissioned sculpture that had won Selfridges every front page, but even more modest shop windows were crammed with coronation souvenirs to suit most pockets – embroidered silk sheets and engraved cigarette lighters sat alongside sponge bags, playing cards and flower pots, and it was impossible now to buy anything remotely necessary for daily life without its being adorned by a royal motif: as she brushed her teeth each morning, Their Majesties stared up at her from a bar of Yardley’s soap, and even the label on her face powder advised her – with a shameless lack of irony – to begin a reign of personal loveliness.


The latest bus strike had entered its second week and the pavements were crowded with reluctant pedestrians, a mixture of tourists in town for the special occasion and seasoned Londoners trying to go about their business. At the junction with Regent Street, Josephine glanced to her right and saw the hordes of people spilling slowly from Oxford Circus; their stilted, shuffling progress was so different to the normal bustle of the capital that it gave her the peculiar sense of watching a newsreel played at the wrong speed, and she was glad that her club was only a short walk from Portland Place and her afternoon appointment.


Broadcasting House was an austere, modern building in a stripped classical style, which dwarfed its Georgian neighbours and seemed itself to be torn between past and future. In its five years of operation, it had set critic against critic on every subject from architecture to programming, with an admiration for one often encouraging a tolerance for the other. Josephine had never really liked the building, but it interested her to note that today – when she was more than just a passer-by – it looked finer than she remembered it; like most clubs, it seemed, the British Broadcasting Corporation was best viewed from the inside. The long approach from Oxford Street showed the building’s design off to its greatest advantage, curved and streamlined like the bow of a ship, the masts and flags on its rooftop lending further touches to the nautical feel. Window boxes on three of the eight floors provided a welcome splash of colour, relieving an otherwise stern and unforgiving exterior, and Josephine wondered if the multitude of tulips in red and yellow – recently announced as the official coronation colours – had been a lucky guess, or if someone with good connections had been given a helpful hint.


Taxis paused one after another outside the entrance, and she noticed a group of young girls with autograph books waiting hopefully at a discreet distance to see who might be delivered or collected from the studios. She was obviously not at all what they were hoping for: even if they had known her name, writers here were the poor relations of announcers and variety stars, and her approach barely warranted a second glance. It suited her that way: she felt more comfortable as a fan than as a star, and had Bing Crosby suddenly alighted from a black cab, her own fame would not have prevented her from rummaging in her handbag for a scrap of paper and entering wholeheartedly into the scrum. Still, as she paused under Eric Gill’s hauntingly beautiful statue of Prospero and Ariel, she realised that she had not felt this excited since the opening night of her play, Richard of Bordeaux. She was still astonished that another of her West End hits – Queen of Scots – had been included in a cycle of royal radio dramas to celebrate the Coronation, taking her work into thousands of homes throughout the country. The choice amused her: Mary Stuart was hardly a good advertisement for a long and happy reign, but if the irony had escaped the BBC, she wasn’t about to point it out.


The entrance hall – semicircular in form and lined with English marble – gave the immediate impression of a much older organisation, solid and established, and more like a bank than a state-of-the-art home for a pioneering venture. It was a beautiful space, softened by the grace of natural curves, and the only extravagance was a show-stealing arrangement of gladioli in a brilliant white vase. The display would have held its own in the grandest of churches, and the comparison was an apt one: a second Gill sculpture, this time of a figure sowing wheat, occupied an altar-like position opposite the main door, looking down on everything with a calm, almost spiritual benevolence. Above it was a chiselled inscription in Latin, and Josephine recognised enough of the words – temple, wisdom, Reith and Director General – to understand why the statement of intent had inspired some of the more cynical newspapers to new heights of sarcasm.


Reception was flanked by an information desk and a bookstall selling various BBC publications. She announced herself, then took a seat as directed on one of the leather benches and watched the Corporation go about its daily business. Pageboys hurried through the building in smart blue uniforms, collecting and delivering letters; men of all ages went up and down stairs, some wearing suits, others more casually dressed in roll-neck jumpers and corduroy trousers, and Josephine wondered if she was making assumptions by dividing them into ‘management’ and ‘creative’ accordingly. There were very few women, but, on the dot of two o’clock, the front door gave way to a surge of chatter and perfume, and Josephine smiled as a battalion of secretaries walked across the glossy entrance hall in high heels and sheer stockings, beautifully made up and talking disdainfully in high, clear voices: the hub of the organisation had obviously just returned from lunch. As the army disappeared up the stairs, she was reminded of a scene from the film Metropolis. How many people worked here, she wondered. Five or six hundred? More? The organisation was its own small town, broadcasting to the world from a world of its own, and Josephine envied the sense of communal endeavour. It was so different to her own work, and she could only imagine how exhilarating it must feel to be part of it.


After a few minutes, she saw a distinctive figure with small, round glasses and a goatee beard bound down the stairs. She had known Julian Terry for several years, but as a fellow detective novelist rather than the BBC’s Director of Features and Drama. His younger brother, John, was a celebrated classical actor who had starred in or produced two of the West End productions of Josephine’s plays, including Queen of Scots, and Julian dabbled with minor parts on stage and screen, most recently in a film based on his own novel, a murder mystery set at Broadcasting House. He shared his brother’s lean, graceful figure and sharply chiselled features, and the similarity was even more remarkable when he opened his mouth: the voice – a milder version of his brother’s – would have justified a performing role in the plays he produced. ‘Josephine, how nice to see you,’ he said, with a warmth and charm that explained how he had reached his third marriage before his fortieth birthday. ‘I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.’


‘Not at all, but I wouldn’t mind if you had. I could sit here for days without getting bored.’


‘It is impressive, isn’t it? You only start to see the drawbacks when you work here.’ He kissed her and led her over to the lifts. ‘It’s stupid of me, but I still miss our old offices at Savoy Hill. They were chaotic and inadequate and falling down around our ears, but it was all an adventure. This feels very grown-up, and I’m not sure some of us are ready for that yet.’ Josephine did know what he meant. Even to someone visiting Broadcasting House for the first time, it felt as though the organisation had made a conscious decision to shake off the old world of cosy amateurism and start again, free from the clutter of those first faltering steps. As the lift made its flawlessly smooth ascent to the seventh floor, Terry continued: ‘I’m the last person who should complain, of course – being here has revolutionised what we can do in the drama department. We’ve got a suite of studios now, all with different acoustics, and you’ll be astonished when you hear your play next week.’ He grinned. ‘In a positive way, I hope. But first things first. I thought we’d have a quick chat about the rehearsals before we go down for the read-through? The cast has been called for two o’clock to do some photos for the Radio Times, then we can crack on. It’ll make a nice change for us to have the author there – anything to make them eager to please . . .’


Josephine laughed. ‘The next time I have that effect will be the first. In my experience, being present at any sort of rehearsal just makes an actor more determined to prove that the character he wants to play is so much more interesting than the one you’ve actually written.’


‘Even my brother?’


‘Especially your brother. The irritating thing about him, though, is that he’s invariably spot on. Richard of Bordeaux was a much better play for the suggestions he made.’


‘Yes, Johnny was born right, but I’ve learned to live with it.’ The remark was made without a hint of bitterness and, in any case, Josephine knew that there was a genuine affection between the brothers, each successful enough in his own right to admire the achievements of the other. ‘I wish we could have included Bordeaux as well,’ Terry added as the lift opened its doors onto a labyrinthine series of carpeted corridors, ‘but the schedules were too tight and the powers that be felt we needed a queen.’ He offered a conspiratorial grin. ‘Believe me, you’ve no idea what a novelty that is in this organisation.’


‘Yes, I’m sure. Actually it’s nice for Mary to get her day in the sun. She’s always lived in Richard’s shadow.’


‘Exactly. And let’s hope our new Scottish queen will prove more popular with the English public than yours was.’


‘I suppose being called Elizabeth is a good start. Actually, though, Queen of Scots does seem rather a backhanded coronation tribute. Is there a republican working secretly in the Drama Department?’


‘Several, probably, but I think it’s got more to do with available material. How many plays about happy kings can you name?’ Josephine gave it a moment’s thought as Terry led her past a bewildering number of offices and studios, but eventually had to admit defeat. ‘Anyway, there’s nothing wrong with celebrating a deposed monarch as long as you don’t mention the one who went of his own accord.’ He stopped suddenly and showed her into a pleasant room on the eastern side of the building, overlooking Langham Street. ‘They’re not making any announcements about the wedding until after the Coronation, you know.’


‘You sound disappointed.’


‘I make my living out of drama, Josephine, not tact.’ He pushed a glass cigarette box across the desk and leaned forward expectantly, a child waiting for a story. ‘Lydia tells me you’ve met Wallis Simpson.’


Josephine smiled. ‘To be taken with a pinch of salt, of course. Our paths crossed in Suffolk while she was waiting for her divorce, and Archie was looking after her. I was much more aware of her than she was of me, though. I doubt I’ll be on the guest list for the wedding, whenever it is.’


Terry looked so crestfallen that she felt half obliged to make something up simply to please him. Instead, she changed the subject and asked cautiously: ‘How is Lydia?’


‘You mean how is she taking her demotion from Queen of Scots to lady-in-waiting?’


‘Something like that, yes.’ Josephine had originally written the play for her friend Lydia Beaumont, who had starred in its West End run and made the part of Mary Stuart her own. Lydia was considered too inexperienced in radio drama to take the lead in this production, though, and was instead playing one of the minor characters.


‘With her usual grace and charm, which is much appreciated. Not everyone understands what a different medium this is. I’ve had actors in here who hold packed houses spellbound every night in the West End but they can’t utter a word the minute you stick them in front of a microphone. Even Johnny, the first time he came in. Made quite a change for me to have the upper hand, and I probably enjoyed it more than I should have. I don’t doubt that Lydia will be excellent, and I’m hoping to work with her more often, but she’s got to be broken in gently. And we’re lucky to have Millicent Gray on board. She’s not the easiest person to deal with and there’s always a bit of tension when she’s in the building – for obvious reasons – but she’s one of the most brilliant radio voices we’ve got and she’ll give a good performance.’ Before Josephine could ask him what he meant by ‘obvious reasons’, Terry moved on. ‘Now, if you really don’t like any of the changes I’ve made, let me know after the run-through and we’ll talk about it then. A certain amount of butchery is always involved, but I like the author to have a say in where the knife falls – as long as it’s not in my back.’


‘I’m sure everything will be fine,’ Josephine said with more confidence than she felt. ‘As you say, it’s a very different medium from anything I’m used to, and nothing could be as drastic as what Alfred Hitchcock is doing to my novel as we speak.’


‘Yes, I heard he was filming one of yours. Lucky devil! A Shilling for Candles, isn’t it?’


‘It is at the moment.’


Terry threw back his head and laughed. ‘I suppose there is a good chance that you won’t recognise it when he’s finished. But you can’t lose with Hitchcock’s name on it. I took the coward’s way out and did my own adaptation, but I think Death at Broadcasting House suffered from—’ The telephone rang, preventing Josephine from discovering what Terry disliked about his own film. He lifted the receiver and she was amused by the expression of disdain on his face. ‘What? You mean he’s actually in reception? Good God, no, I can’t see him now. Make any excuse – tell him I’m dead if you want to – just get rid of him. And no more calls now, Stan. I’ll be busy for the rest of the day.’ He turned back to Josephine. ‘That’s the great thing about this building. No one can touch you if you don’t want them to – not even actors who think you owe them a part. Shall we go down and meet the cast?’


Josephine nodded and picked up her bag, but before they could leave there was a knock at the door and an attractive woman in her late thirties came into the room without waiting for an invitation. She glanced apologetically at Josephine. ‘Sorry to interrupt. Is there any point in my asking you for some copy for next week’s issue, Julian?’


The words were spoken with a weary resignation that suggested the conversation took place on a regular basis. Terry had the decency to look sheepish, but hid behind formalities. ‘Do you two know each other? Viv, this is Josephine Tey. She’s in this afternoon for the read-through of Queen of Scots. Josephine, I’d like you to meet Vivienne Beresford. She’s holding the fort at the Radio Times while Gorham’s off on grace term, and doing a better bloody job of it than he ever did, if I may say so.’


‘You mean I’ll write your copy for you if you make me wait long enough. Well, not this time, Julian. I’ve got enough on my plate. No one can decide whether Cicely Courtneidge is taking part in the coronation revue, Irene Veal has threatened to resign if I cut her copy to make room for the crossword, and someone from the Co-op just telephoned with a small change to the colour advertisement that went to press three weeks ago. So flattery will get you another few hours, but nothing more – and don’t try palming me off with the cast list again, because it won’t work.’ She smiled sweetly at Terry, then turned to Josephine for the first time and held out her hand. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to get that off my chest. Bloody producers. They all want the publicity for their plays but they won’t give a column inch to get it. It’s lovely to meet you.’


‘And you.’


‘I don’t know how you’ve got the cheek to complain about producers.’ Terry drew breath to retaliate, and Josephine sensed that both he and Vivienne Beresford relished the sparring. There seemed to be an easy affection between them, and she wondered how long they had known each other. ‘You editors – you swan round the building, getting everyone else to do your job for you, while you play with pretty pictures and take the credit when the issue sells well. It certainly wasn’t like that in my day.’


‘The issue didn’t sell well in your day – that’s the point. And at least I don’t have to make my own letters up. When he was Assistant Editor, Miss Tey, he spent most of his time churning out fake correspondence about the drama department. Now they’ve let him run the damned thing.’


‘I didn’t know you worked on the Radio Times, Julian,’ Josephine said.


‘Yes, back in twenty-nine – it’s how I started at the BBC. Viv and I shared a desk. I taught her all she knows.’


‘God help me if that were true.’ Ignoring Terry’s next move, she turned to Josephine and said: ‘I don’t suppose you’d do me an enormous favour? We’ve got a photographer downstairs, taking some rehearsal pictures of your play. Would you have one taken with them? Readers love to see who’s behind the broadcast, and we don’t get the chance to do it very often.’


‘Will that hold you up?’ Josephine asked hopefully, but Terry shook his head.


‘No, of course not. You go down with Viv and I’ll join you in a few minutes.’ He glared at his colleague. ‘It’ll give me time to cobble a few words together. Unless, of course . . . now that would be a splendid idea.’ There was an impatient sigh from the door as he kept them in suspense. ‘Why don’t we ask the author to do it? Get Josephine to write something for you, Viv. “The drama of kingship” by the author of Richard of Bordeaux. That would be quite a coup. You two can work out the details between you.’


He ushered them out of his office, leaving Josephine unsure as to whether it had been a serious suggestion or merely a ploy to get rid of them. Hoping to discourage the idea, she changed the subject. ‘Julian said the editor was on grace term – what’s that?’


‘It’s like time off for good behaviour. If you’ve been at the BBC for ten years in what they call – and I quote – “a creative and responsible role”, you get three months off and a grant to expand your horizons in a way which will benefit both you and the Corporation. Maurice Gorham’s spending the summer in America.’


‘Leaving you in charge?’ The surprise in her voice must have been obvious because the other woman gave a wry smile, and Josephine felt obliged to explain her lack of tact. ‘Sorry, that didn’t sound quite right. I just meant that a woman in such a senior position must be unusual here.’


‘I suppose they wondered what harm I could do in three months, and it would have taken them that long to break someone else in. I’ve worked with Maurice for years, and the job’s not as lofty as you might think. Everyone at the top is a bit sniffy about the Radio Times, even if it does make thousands of pounds a year. But it keeps you in touch with everything – drama, talks, outside broadcasts – and that’s what I love about it. Do you mind if we go via my office? I need to drop these notes off.’ Josephine shook her head and followed Vivienne Beresford down yet another flight of stairs. She was fascinated by the vast array of functions stacked one on top of another within the building, from general offices, restaurants and post rooms to libraries, council chambers and the different-sized studios that Julian had mentioned; it was surprising that anyone who had to move around the departments got any work done at all.


The Radio Times offices were away from the main building in one of the adjoining houses on Portland Place. ‘You’re right about the women, though,’ Vivienne continued, opening the door onto a small courtyard that functioned as a shortcut. ‘It took them ten years to trust the British public with a female announcer, and even then I swear they half-believed the building would crumble to the ground in protest as soon as Sheila opened her mouth. On the other hand, I believe the waiting list of charwomen currently stands at around three thousand. Right, these are our offices – cramped, chaotic and friendly, but give me that any day. The other place is far too anonymous for my liking.’


Josephine assumed that Vivienne had not bothered to move for her brief tenure in charge: the office she headed for was shared with a kindly faced, grey-haired typist, so elderly that the room might well have been built around her, and her desk had nothing temporary about it; letters and proof pages for the new issue sat happily alongside personal photographs, postcards and well-thumbed reference books. Directly opposite, a framed Radio Times cover from 1929 stood on the floor against a filing cabinet, and Josephine’s attention was drawn immediately to the painting that had replaced it on the wall. ‘Is that the Coronation cover?’ she asked.


‘Yes, it’s the original artwork. Stunning, isn’t it? Maurice did so well in persuading Nevinson to do it for us. I must remember to return it to his office before he gets back from the States – it’s his pride and joy.’


Josephine smiled and walked over to take a closer look. ‘I’m not surprised. It’s lovely.’ The artist, more famous for his harrowing war images than his royal tributes, had chosen an unusual perspective for this particular cover design, looking down into Whitehall from a top floor window. The pavements were packed with cheering crowds, while hundreds more gathered to watch the procession from every vantage point afforded by the buildings on either side, their faces just visible through the flags and bunting that all but obscured the sober grey stone of London’s governmental heart. Sunlight – it was, of course, a fine, dry day – glinted on the polished helmets of the guards below, echoing the ceremonial red-and-yellow masts that lined the street and bringing a feeling of warmth and celebration to the image as a whole. And in the foreground, resting on the window ledge at which the viewer sat, was a microphone, poised and ready to broadcast the BBC’s coronation commentary to the world. The design was a masterful combination of symbolism and atmosphere, worthy of the history being made. In fact, it was so convincing that Josephine half-believed she could hear the horses’ hooves and the cheers of the crowd as she looked at it, that she could – if she wished – throw open the window and feel the rough cloth of the flag between her fingers.


‘I think that will knock everything else on the bookstands into a cocked hat, don’t you?’ Vivienne said, joining her by the painting. ‘We shouldn’t be smug, but we are.’


‘You’ve every right to be. I’m surprised your boss didn’t hang around to enjoy his moment of glory, though. Won’t he be lonely in America? Most of them are over here.’


‘I think Maurice has lived with the build-up for so long that he feels as if he’s seen the event already – we all do. Because there’s such a large print-order for this issue, the cover and the colour supplement had to go to press a while ago. Look, this is it.’ She showed Josephine what she meant, opening the supplement to reveal a double-page map of the coronation procession. ‘We knew the important stuff weeks ago – the route, the order of service, the street layout – so everything that should be so exciting is actually old news.’ She pointed to Nevinson’s painting again. ‘Actually, it was this that gave us the biggest headache of all. Before he could finish it, he had to know how the city would be decorated, but nothing had been announced. Poor Maurice ended up at the Privy Council, only to be told that they couldn’t possibly say anything but if we made it red and yellow we wouldn’t be far wrong. I half think he left the country just in case they were lying.’ Josephine laughed and handed the map back, but Vivienne shook her head. ‘I’ll have thousands of the damned things on Friday, so you might as well keep it and plot your position. It’s going to be chaos out there. I assume you’re staying on for it?’


‘Yes, but I have a good friend at Scotland Yard. He’s organised some seating for us near the Abbey.’


‘Very handy.’


‘What about you?’


‘Oh, equally nepotistic. My husband’s a broadcaster here . . .’


‘Anthony Beresford?’ Josephine felt slow for not having made the connection earlier: Beresford was one of the best-known voices at the BBC.


‘That’s right. He’s one of the observers on the day, so I’ll probably be with him during the commentary.’ She picked up a sheaf of papers from her desk and opened the door. ‘Right, I’d better not make you late for the read-through or Julian will regain the moral high ground. They’re in the concert-hall green room.’


‘What about your grace term?’ Josephine asked as they walked through the courtyard and back into Broadcasting House. ‘I imagine some time off would be welcome after this.’


‘Not really. I’d rather be at work, if I’m honest. Maurice is off for another two months and I’m enjoying myself – not that anything’s particularly different. The workload seems remarkably similar whether he’s here or not.’ Josephine had already learned that Vivienne Beresford used a smile when it counted, not when it was expected, and it came now, warm and conspiratorial. ‘Anyway, when my time comes to spend the Corporation’s money, I’ll do it somewhere much closer to home. Anthony was a foreign correspondent for a while after we were married, so I’ve had enough of moving around. I’m happiest on English soil – always have been.’


Thankfully, the BBC’s concert hall was on the lower ground floor and comparatively easy to navigate. ‘I’ll apologise in advance for putting you through this,’ Vivienne said as she opened the outer door to the green room. ‘The shots aren’t always flattering – less action than actionable, if you know what I mean – but it does help the magazine.’


The space designed for artists using the concert hall could not have been more different from the public areas of Broadcasting House – as vibrant and modern as the entrance hall was classic and restrained, with a chocolate-brown carpet and pale-green walls, offset by beautiful art-deco chairs upholstered in a Chelsea stripe. The room had the potential to be divided into two by central curtains which were currently drawn back, and the photographer had placed his tripod at the far end, where a large mirror brought light and the illusion of space to the room. He had his back to the door and the session was in full swing, with all but a handful of the cast oblivious to the women’s entrance. Standing script in hand by another striking flower arrangement, they waited as the photographer tried to tease what he wanted from the most prominent actress, an auburn-haired woman with the look of a  worldly Betty Balfour, whom Josephine recognised as her queen. ‘Come on, Millie darling,’ he said impatiently, and his voice was high-pitched and regrettably clear. ‘At least try to smile. Just remember you’re knocking off the acting editor’s husband.’


Josephine could not decide if she had actually heard herself gasp or had simply imagined it, but she saw her own embarrassment reflected in the faces looking back at her. The murmur of conversation in the room stopped instantly, as if an imaginary director had said ‘cut’, and she looked pleadingly at Lydia, who responded with one of the finest performances she had ever given. ‘Josephine, darling – how wonderful to see you. Everyone’s been longing to meet you. We’re all so excited about this.’ She wrapped Josephine in an enormous hug and dragged her over to the rest of the cast, whose relief made each and every one of them far more amenable to the presence of an author than they might otherwise have been. As she was introduced to Darnley, Bothwell and Rizzio in turn, she glanced quickly at Vivienne Beresford, who stood still and impassive, her humiliation acknowledged only by the tide of crimson rising slowly from her neck; before she could think of something – anything – to say which might involve the editor in the conversation and make the situation easier for her, Millicent Gray dropped her script onto the coffee table, glared at the camera and walked over to the door. For a moment, Josephine thought she was going to bring the confrontation out into the open, but she left the room without meeting the other woman’s eye. A few seconds later, Vivienne Beresford turned and followed her out into the corridor.


‘I think we might be looking for a new queen,’ the photographer said, apparently unruffled by the damage he had done. ‘Could be your moment after all, Lydia darling, although I wouldn’t bet against Millicent in a fight.’


Lydia chose not to rise to the bait, but the actor playing Bothwell – introduced to Josephine as Douglas Graham – was not quite so restrained. ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid, Leaman,’ he said. ‘It’s about time you learned to keep your mouth shut. In fact, I’m surprised someone didn’t do it for you years ago.’


‘Are you offering, Dougie? No? Then I’d save your histrionics for the broadcast. Anyway, it’s not as if I’ve let the cat out of the bag, is it? Vivienne knows perfectly well what’s going on. We all do, so I don’t quite see what the fuss is about.’ The words were defiant, but Leaman sounded rather less sure of himself as he turned to Josephine. ‘And last but not least, the author. Then I’ll leave you all to it.’


By now, he seemed to have lost heart for anything creative, and Josephine’s ordeal consisted of nothing more arduous than a few perfunctory portrait shots. When it was over, she sat down gratefully next to Lydia. ‘Now I know what Julian meant by Millicent Gray and tension in the building. I wanted the ground to swallow me up, so God knows how Vivienne Beresford felt. You were marvellous, by the way.’


‘Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated. I think Viv’s used to it, though. Gerard Leaman may be a troublemaking little shit, but he’s right about the affair being the worst kept secret at the BBC. And regardless of her marriage, Viv’s no stranger to gossip. Her maiden name was Hanlon.’


Josephine looked blank. ‘Should that mean something to me?’


‘Yes. She’s Olivia Hanlon’s sister.’ When the explanation failed to bring the moment of clarity that Lydia expected, she added impatiently: ‘You must have heard of Olivia Hanlon! The night-club hostess? She owned the Golden Hat in Soho. It was legendary back in the twenties.’


‘Yes, I remember it, but I couldn’t have told you who owned it.’


‘Well, discretion was her middle name, I suppose. Then she drowned in a swimming pool about ten years ago and discretion went out the window. There was quite a fuss about it at the time.’


‘Not in Inverness, there wasn’t. Must have clashed with a flower show.’ Josephine thought about the intelligent, no-nonsense woman she had just met, trying – and failing – to see her as the unhappy victim of a bad marriage, whose past refused to lie down. ‘Vivienne didn’t strike me as the type to be made a fool of. Why doesn’t she divorce him?’


Lydia shrugged. ‘Who knows what goes on in a marriage? And there are two sides to every story, aren’t there?’


It was an innocent observation, but they were straying into territory that made Josephine uncomfortable. Her deepening relationship with Lydia’s lover carried with it a complex blend of joy and soul-searching, and – while she suspected that Lydia was perfectly aware of the situation and had her own reasons for tolerating it – the subject remained an unspoken source of friction between them, threatening their friendship but never quite derailing it. Reluctant now to continue a conversation that could have any kind of subtext, she steered it carefully back to Vivienne Beresford. ‘When you say there was a fuss about her sister’s death, do you mean it was suspicious or just scandalous?’


‘Both. There was talk of debts and suicide, and some of the papers hinted that she was bumped off because of something she knew, but I suppose that was inevitable with what she did for a living. Nothing was ever proved, though. The verdict was death by misadventure, and that was that.’


Josephine was prevented from asking anything else by the arrival of Julian Terry and the return of a noticeably subdued Millicent Gray. The producer was accompanied by a young woman with a notebook and stopwatch whom Josephine took to be his assistant, and another man who was introduced to the cast as a studio technician. ‘Right everyone,’ he said when the formalities were dispensed with, ‘we’ll read straight through from the top and I’ll try to keep any interventions to a minimum so we get a rough idea of the timing. Obviously the pace will be different when we’re working in the studios, but this will tell us if any major cuts are needed.’ Glancing apologetically at Josephine, he continued: ‘For that reason, if you have any questions about your characterisation, I’ll ask you to save them until the end, when there’ll be plenty of time to discuss it. We’re lucky enough to have the author here with us, so we might as well use her – and I want you all to be completely comfortable with your characters before we address any additional problems thrown up by working with the microphone. Is that all clear?’ Terry’s ignorance of any unpleasantness helped to defuse the remaining tension in the room, and everyone nodded, keen to get on. ‘Right then, Beatrix – kick us off when you’re ready.’


Josephine listened intently to the opening scenes of her play, noting where changes had been made and enjoying the way in which the cast grew in confidence as they lost their initial nerves and began to enjoy the story. On reflection, Queen of Scots was a shrewd choice for radio: writers like her, who had cut their teeth in the theatre, found it hard to think about a play as something whose magic was not in part visual; much of the success of Richard of Bordeaux lay in its seductive sets and costumes, and many critics had blamed the comparative failure of Queen of Scots on a lack of appeal to the eye; here, freed of any visual expectations, Josephine’s words took on a new intensity and their impact thrilled her. Fascinated, she watched Terry as he worked, making notes on the strengths and weaknesses of each actor, and deciding whether persuasion, encouragement or bullying would best get him what he wanted. He was a benevolent dictator, working always for the good of the play, instilling trust in the cast by his own confidence, and Josephine found herself wondering if he manipulated people so effortlessly in all areas of his life.


Time flew, and before she knew it the actress who had opened the play was speaking its final words. Terry held up his hand for silence. ‘And then we’ll have the closing song . . .Thank you, everybody. That was wonderful.’ He led a round of applause and looked across at Josephine. ‘Happy?’


With twenty people staring back at her, she was relieved not to have to lie. ‘Very happy. Honestly – I couldn’t be more pleased. It was like coming to the play for the first time.’


‘Excellent. Let’s go through the scenes one by one and I’ll give you my thoughts, but any questions first?’


They spent another couple of hours with the script, then Terry called it a day and scheduled the next rehearsal, this time in the studios. The cast drifted out in twos and threes, and Lydia took Josephine’s arm. ‘Fancy a drink? I don’t have to be at the Criterion till eight.’


‘I’d love one. I don’t know why, but there’s something about Mary Stuart that always drives me to gin.’ Lydia laughed and led the way up the steps to the ground floor. As they were leaving, Josephine noticed Vivienne Beresford in the foyer with an ordinary-looking silver-haired man in his late forties. ‘Is that her husband?’ she asked in surprise. ‘I suppose it’s superficial of me, but I expected the fuss to be over something more memorable.’


‘I’ve never met him, but I suppose so. If we get a move on, we might find out.’


Before Josephine could stop her, Lydia walked briskly across the entrance hall, timing her ploy to perfection. Vivienne greeted her warmly, enquiring how rehearsals had gone with a dignity that Josephine doubted she could have mustered under similar circumstances. Any introductions were superfluous as soon as Anthony Beresford opened his mouth; the voice that drifted so often into thousands of homes, including her own, was instantly recognisable – soft, authoritative and somehow reassuring – and Josephine found herself transfixed by it, in spite of her misgivings about the man’s character. After a polite interval, Beresford looked at his watch and gently touched his wife’s arm. ‘Come along, darling,’ he said, ‘I’ve got an early start in the morning and the Tube’s bound to be hell.’


She nodded, but refused to be rushed. Instead, she turned to Josephine. ‘If I said eight hundred words by Friday afternoon, would that be all right?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘The article you promised me. Normally I’d give you longer, but the printers are closed over the coronation holiday.’ She smiled and joined her husband before Josephine could argue, then called back over her shoulder. ‘I’d never admit it to his face, of course, but Julian does have some very good ideas. It’ll sit perfectly with next week’s Richard III.’


Lydia watched them go, looking apologetic. ‘That was my fault, wasn’t it? The gin’s on me.’


‘Damned right, it is. We’d better make it a quick one, though. I seem to have a deadline.’
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Anthony was right about the journey home. Commuters poured like lost souls into the station at Oxford Circus, and the mood on the platform was brittle and confrontational as the familiar stoicism of Londoners on the move fell victim to the noise and the crush. Vivienne Beresford watched two trains arrive and depart before the natural momentum of the crowd carried her and her husband into another packed and stifling carriage. There was nowhere to sit, but she rarely relaxed on the twenty-minute journey home and the snippets of conversation that carried on around her were a welcome distraction from her own thoughts. She felt Anthony’s arm at her back as the train jolted into life, a gesture both protective and habitual, and glanced at his face while he stared absent-mindedly into the blackness beyond the window. Even in the early days, before their marriage became a wary, prolonged game of chess, she had never been able to guess what he was thinking, and once upon a time that had bothered her; now, she counted it as a blessing. In the dusty, smoke-stained glass, he noticed her reflection looking up at him and smiled. ‘I’ll be glad when this is over and we can all go back to normal.’


His voice distinguished him suddenly from the other solid, reliable-looking men on the train; it drew the usual glance of curiosity and recognition from one or two of the women closest to them, and Vivienne wondered when the pride she used to feel had changed to resentment. ‘Not wishing away your chance to shine, surely?’ The response was more aggressive than she had intended and she bit her lip, hating the petulant note in her voice but unable to do anything about it. ‘I sometimes wonder whose coronation this really is.’


Anthony could reasonably have argued that the occasion was benefiting her career as much as it was his but, as usual, he refused to rise to the bait. The tunnel widened for a moment and another train appeared alongside theirs, pulling ahead and falling back, the carriages offering a mirror image of randomly gathered lives until the tracks diverged again. It was how they existed, she thought sadly – always a little apart, one moving forward at the expense of the other, and it amazed her that the charade could have gone on for so long. Every evening, they picked at the trivialities of their day with a tedious thoroughness, but what really mattered – the slow and inevitable disintegration of their marriage – sat mute and unacknowledged between them. To begin with, she had tried to fight the silence, driven by anger and disbelief at the first of Anthony’s many infidelities, but she had never been a match for him: the voice, the control, the diplomacy – all the tricks of his professional trade – were used to devastating effect on the domestic front, and she had no defence when such apparently inoffensive weapons were turned against her. He had perfected the art of never allowing a row to surface; as soon as she opened her mouth, he would adopt a look of weary concern and shake his head, as if it were up to him to weigh the value of her accusation, and if she continued what she had started, it was her behaviour which seemed foolish and unreasonable.


The lights flickered as the train pulled into Marble Arch with a groan of brakes, and Vivienne shuffled her position slightly to accommodate the influx of parcels and shopping from a busy Oxford Street. ‘They should get to Constitution Hill just after two,’ Anthony said, as if continuing a conversation that had been going for some time. ‘It’ll take three quarters of an hour for the whole procession to come through, so the trick will be to let the bands and the marching do some of the talking.’ She nodded, wondering why he hadn’t yet asked about her day as he always did before mulling over his own. Did he know already what had happened at the read-through this afternoon? It wouldn’t surprise her; gossip spread through Broadcasting House at a breathtaking speed, remarkable even for an organisation devoted to communication, and it was one of many things that she hated about the building.


She remembered how hopeful it had all seemed when they first moved in – a new start, to which she had perhaps given more significance than she should have. Anthony’s office was panelled in English walnut, free of unnecessary decoration like the rest of the building but sparse and unwelcoming after the homeliness of Savoy Hill that he professed to miss. She had bought things for it to surprise him – a painting for the wall, a clock for his desk – but the gesture had simply embarrassed him, and when she tackled him about it, he said that they made the space look cheap and frivolous. The gifts, chosen with such care, were gone within a week. Thinking about it, that was probably the moment that she had begun to hate her husband, or at least the moment that she realised she hated him. To her surprise, she found that she was as good at hate as she must have been deficient at love, and she knew now, as the train stopped at Notting Hill Gate and he stood aside to allow her out of the carriage, that she hated him still, that there was no way back for either of them.


By mutual consent, they finished their journey on foot rather than change lines for the station closest to home. Vivienne never tired of walking the streets of Kensington, which – in small, precious corners – could still pass for a large country town, offering the flurry of Oxford Street without its brashness. The air – a bracing reminder that summer was still in its infancy – felt fresh and invigorating against her face after the staleness of the Tube, and she could happily have wandered for miles, but the lofty Gothic spire of St Mary Abbot’s appeared on the horizon all too soon. Reluctantly, she followed Anthony across the High Street and into Young Street and home. The house, which they had bought when Anthony returned to London for good at the end of the twenties, wrapped itself around her like a vice as soon as she closed the front door. Their evening routines were as precise and as ordered as the pattern on the carpet, and the predictability with which he went through to the sitting room to switch on the wireless and pour them both a drink might have been laughable had it not seemed suddenly so pointless. There was a time when she had comforted herself with the thought that she still had this, the right to their shared, familiar rituals. His company at the dinner table, the sound of his footsteps on the stairs, belonged to her and to her alone – but what were those footsteps really worth when they were always coming and going from someone else? Night after night she lay awake, wondering what made him stay? He wasn’t a coward, so why didn’t he simply pack the battered brown suitcase that had seen Paris and Vienna and Tangier, and leave? Was it just the knowledge that any sort of scandal would ruin his career, or had he never found anyone worth the effort? It was true that his affections seemed to die, in time, with each affair, but they always grew again somewhere new – and Vivienne could never decide if that was a mark for or against the possibilities of love.


She moved his macintosh from the banister to the coat stand, automatically going through its pockets, disgusted at the cliché that her life had become. He had only been careless once, but the shock of that crumpled piece of paper with its hastily scribbled number still had the power to knot her stomach whenever she thought of it. The hotel was in Pimlico, a scruffy, tawdry affair called the Tivoli, and she had paced up and down outside for half an hour before finding the courage to go inside. The woman on the desk had the look of someone whom nothing could surprise, certainly not the appearance of another curious wife, and Vivienne blushed even now at how naive she must have seemed; it had never occurred to her that rooms could be booked by the hour, but she had handed over her fifteen shillings and sat for as long as she could bear behind a grubby net curtain looking down into Belgrave Road. Quite what she had hoped to achieve by her visit was still a mystery, but all she could remember now was the smell of cheap perfume in the hallways and the aching sense of betrayal. A picture hung over the bed, she recalled, a poor reproduction of Monet’s ‘Woman with a Parasol’; it had been one of her favourite paintings but she had not been able to look at it since, and it occurred to her now, as then, how easily beauty could be destroyed. As she left the hotel room and walked out into the street, no wiser than she had been before, she wondered why history and literature were always on the side of the lover, and had vowed then and there to play Anthony at his own game, testing the water with someone at work who had always admired her. To her horror, Anthony had encouraged the attachment, finding ever more ingenious ways to throw them together and seizing the opportunity with such obvious relief that any words of passion intended for her would-be lover had died in her throat.


But he had never humiliated her in public, not until today. In that split second, when she had seen herself through the mocking, pitying eyes of others, everything had changed. The charade was over, and it was impossible to pretend any longer, even behind closed doors. Suddenly, she couldn’t stand the house for a minute longer. It should be Anthony who felt trapped by these walls, Anthony who needed to be free, but she was the one suffocating, and she had to get away. She took her coat from the rack and picked up her bag, then stopped as she saw her husband in the doorway, their drinks redundantly in his hands. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ he asked, looking at her in surprise.


Vivienne felt a hollow sense of victory in the knowledge that she could in some small way bewilder him as he bewildered her, but it faded as her words betrayed the courage of her convictions. ‘I need to go out again. I forgot your cigarettes.’


‘Don’t worry, darling. I’ll pop out later if I need to. You’ve had enough for one day.’


‘It’s all right. I won’t be long.’ Ignoring any further arguments, she slammed the door behind her and walked out into the street, heading away from the shops to the peace of Kensington Square. At the corner, she turned to glance back at the house, afraid that Anthony might sense the crisis and come after her, but the door stayed firmly closed. It was raining now and she had come out without an umbrella, but she pulled her coat around her and walked to the far side of the gardens, taking what shelter she could from a line of young trees. Still the rain stung her eyes, bringing with it a clarity that she had rarely experienced. She knew what she was capable of, and understood, too, that her resolve wasn’t simply a response to what had happened today; it came from a thousand incidents and emotions, some from the past, some more recent, most from imagining a future in which nothing ever changed – and despair was more powerful even than hate. One day, if her life carried on as it was, she would kill her husband. As she waited for the rain to stop, she wondered how and when she would find the courage.
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Two martinis later, Josephine left Lydia at the Criterion Theatre, wondering what the cocktails would add to Coward’s beautifully crafted script. The evening had settled into a half-hearted drizzle, and the roar of daytime Piccadilly died a little as the centre of the West End made its transition from a life of work to a life of pleasure. Even the most dogged of flower sellers – who seemed to Josephine now to have a fancy-dress air about them, left over from a different age and strangely out of place against advertisements for Brylcreem and chewing gum – had moved away, leaving the fountain steps vacant for tourists to gaze at the lights and the traffic. It was still the middle of the evening and Piccadilly had not yet come into its own; later, when the theatres poured themselves into the streets and the clubs opened their doors, this small but iconic part of London would become all things to all people, as if the coloured signs and extravagant promises could drain the life from the rest of the city; now, it was a compromise, whose maze of entrances and exits underlined its lack of purpose. Even Eros – it defeated Josephine why the statue should be so famous – seemed unusually diffident, pointing his arrow vaguely towards a short, elderly man who was too busy struggling with an umbrella to notice. He seemed an unlikely candidate for romantic intrigue, she thought, but so did Anthony Beresford; no doubt the small metal god knew more about love than she did.


On a whim, she crossed the street to a telephone box and asked the operator to put her through to Scotland Yard. It took Archie several minutes to come to the phone, but it was worth the wait to hear the pleasure in his voice. ‘Josephine! I wasn’t expecting to hear from you tonight. How was the read-through?’


‘Fascinating, but not necessarily for the right reasons. Have you eaten yet?’


‘After a fashion. I had a sandwich a couple of hours ago on the way to a briefing. With everything that’s going on here, I’m not sure I can remember the last time I sat down to a meal. Mrs Snipe’s threatening to hand in her notice if I leave one more breakfast untouched.’


‘So could you spare an hour for dinner? It’s my shout. Timber won last week at Newmarket.’ For her fortieth birthday, Archie had bought Josephine a half-share in a racehorse and the colt was proving a particularly shrewd investment, securing a place in each of his first three outings.


Archie laughed. ‘I know he did. I backed him, so we’ll go Dutch. Are you at the Cowdray Club?’


‘No, in Piccadilly. I’ve just left Lydia at the theatre. We both needed a drink after the BBC.’


‘Is everything all right for the broadcast?’


‘Oh yes. The action was all off-mic. I’ll tell you about it when I see you. Would it be easier if I came to you? I’m not sure I fancy the Yard’s canteen, but we could find somewhere nearby if you’re pressed for time.’


‘Actually, I could do with seeing another part of London. Let’s go to the Criterion Restaurant. I could meet you there in about half an hour?’


‘Perfect. Do you want to call Bridget? I haven’t seen her for ages and it sounds like you’re a stranger, too, if you’re living at work.’


‘That would have been nice but she’s in Cambridge until the weekend. She’s the only person I know who genuinely doesn’t give a damn about the bloody Coronation.’ Although she liked Bridget, Josephine breathed a sigh of relief; she and Archie were always more relaxed on their own and she was pleased to have him to herself. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ he promised. ‘See you at the restaurant.’


Josephine walked back to the Criterion to wait, touched by the way that Archie always found time for her, no matter how busy he was, and looking forward to seeing him. Their friendship – love would not have been an exaggeration, although she would have found it hard to place that love in any of the conventional categories – had survived twenty years of distance, jealousies and misunderstandings on either side, and was the stronger for it; more recently, as each of them found happiness with someone else, Josephine had waited anxiously for things to change between them, but by some miracle the awkwardness had never come. If anything, they were closer than ever.


The restaurant was crowded and there was no point in trying to talk her way to a table when Archie would manage it effortlessly, so she took shelter from the rain under the front canopy and watched the audience arrive for the 8.30 performance of Private Lives. The Criterion was often overshadowed by its grander neighbours in Shaftesbury Avenue and St Martin’s Lane, but she had a great affection for London’s intimate basement theatre. In the bustle of Piccadilly, very few people gave the building a second glance and the delicate classical stone seemed almost shy about its beauty – but there was something very special in the way it refused to shout to make itself heard, looking out over the madness but never rising to it. The theatre’s restrained frontage gave no indication of the foyer beyond, but those who walked through its doors were well-rewarded: large mirrors alternated with exquisite decorative tile-work, and Josephine passed a pleasant few minutes in contemplation of the foyer’s lurid but magnificent coved ceiling, where threatening cherubs danced round an impossibly muscular musician and a maiden whose innocence was scarcely more convincing. As she waited, the last few stragglers drifted down into the beautiful horseshoe auditorium, and she imagined Lydia in her dressing room, preparing for her first scene. The whole afternoon had left her feeling guilty and unsettled, and – although her own situation was different – she found it impossible not to refashion the eternal triangle in her mind and see herself in Millicent Gray’s corner. Once or twice, as she sat across the table from Lydia, talking idly about theatre and the BBC, she had come close to broaching the subject of Marta – but each time she had stopped herself, partly from an absurd reluctance to upset her friend so close to a performance, partly because of her own inexcusable cowardice. And perhaps it was her imagination, but Lydia seemed to sense the danger, skilfully directing Josephine down other paths until neither of them was sure who had more to fear from the truth.


Archie was better than his word. In less than twenty minutes, Josephine saw his car enter Piccadilly from Haymarket, although it would have been more accurate to say that she recognised his sergeant’s driving rather than the vehicle itself. She waved and walked over to meet them, wincing as the Daimler pulled in to the kerb, utterly oblivious to the fury of several drivers who had hurriedly readjusted their course into Regent Street to avoid an accident. Archie jumped out, tall and bare-headed despite the rain, and she noticed that his good looks and vitality distracted some of the passing women from their more ordinary companions for a moment. He lifted her off her feet, and Josephine smelt the tobacco on his clothes as she always did when he came to meet her straight from Scotland Yard. Bending to speak to Bill Fallowfield through the fug of cigarette smoke in the car, she caught the expression of wry amusement on the sergeant’s face as he watched his superior shake off the mantle of Detective Chief Inspector as easily as if it were an unwanted item of clothing; it was a remarkable transition, and Josephine wished she knew Archie better at work to appreciate its full impact. ‘Thanks for getting him here so quickly, Bill,’ she said. ‘I know how busy you are.’


‘It’s a pleasure, Miss Tey. It’s about time he left that desk and . . .’


The rest of Sergeant Fallowfield’s thoughts on Archie’s welfare were lost in a barrage of hooting and swearing as a line of cars built steadily behind him; reluctantly, he rejoined the traffic with a gesture which might have been a wave of farewell or something rather more obscene, and Archie smiled. ‘That’s two favours he’s done me. I’ve sent him on to Maiden Lane with a hearty appetite to get me back into Mrs Snipe’s good books.’ Josephine knew Archie’s formidable housekeeper well enough to realise that he wasn’t joking. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’


‘You too. I half thought I’d have more luck if I asked the King out to dinner.’


‘It’s not quite that bad but it will be by next week. You made the right choice, though – I’m much better company.’ And almost as well-connected, Josephine thought, as she watched him charm the head waiter into realising that one of the coveted recessed tables was available after all. ‘That was lucky, wasn’t it?’ Archie said with a wink as someone took their coats.


Josephine shook her head in admiration, tempted to ask what he had said but – like a child who finds sixpence in an empty hand – loath to spoil the magic. In any case, the restaurant offered an atmosphere which made it easy to believe in miracles: gold and marble surfaces glinted everywhere she looked, and the room’s beautiful gilded ceiling, grand windows and imposing arches seemed to transport its diners back to a glorious Byzantine past. It always took her breath away, no matter how often she visited. Like every other couple in the room, they chatted about the Coronation while waiting for the menus, and she noticed how tired he looked. ‘I’m guessing that all these celebrations aren’t quite as exciting for you as they are for the rest of us.’


‘Honestly? The whole thing’s a bloody nightmare. Twenty-two thousand men in uniform to look after three million people – and that’s a guess – not to mention the entire royal family. Give me a good honest murder any day.’


‘Be careful what you wish for. I thought I was going to witness one of those at the BBC today. It was daggers drawn at the read-through.’


Archie seemed grateful for the change of subject. ‘What happened?’ he asked, as soon as they each had a glass of Chablis in front of them.


‘Well, it’s probably only interesting if you’re in those circles,’ Josephine said, suddenly doubtful that her gossip could compete with the event that had the world’s attention, ‘but it certainly brought the green room to a standstill. You know Julian Terry, don’t you?’


‘I’ve met him at a party or two. He seems nice enough – a bit more down-to-earth than his brother.’


‘Yes, he is. I like him very much, and it was fascinating to watch him work. He was brilliant with the cast and I love what he’s done with Queen of Scots. It didn’t sound anywhere near as half-hearted as it looked onstage.’


‘You’ve always been over-critical of that play.’


‘I know I have, but it’s strange when you don’t like something you’ve created. You feel that it’s betrayed you somehow, even though the faults are entirely yours. Must be what it’s like to have a disappointing child.’


‘Fortunately we’ll never know.’


‘Quite. Anyway, before the read-through, Julian introduced me to a woman called Vivienne Beresford – she’s editing the Radio Times at the moment. I didn’t place the name straight away, but she’s married to Anthony Beresford, the broadcaster.’ The first course arrived and, as they ate their way through beautifully cooked scallops, Josephine told Archie how impressed she had been by Vivienne Beresford, and how unwittingly she had walked into the scene downstairs. ‘It was absolutely excruciating,’ she admitted. ‘Lydia did a sterling job, but there was no saving anyone. The poor woman was mortified.’


‘I can imagine,’ Archie said. ‘It doesn’t surprise me about Beresford, though. There’s something in his voice that tells you he thinks he’s God’s gift.’


Josephine laughed, and waited discreetly while the waiter refilled her glass. ‘Nine out of ten women in this country will tell you that what you see as smugness is actually a reassuring and very attractive strength.’


‘You’re not defending him, surely?’


‘Of course not. I’m merely pointing out that it’s easy to be wise after the event.’


Archie grinned. ‘Fair point. I met him a while ago, you know – when Mrs Beresford’s sister died. I didn’t know she worked for the Corporation as well, though.’


‘No, I don’t suppose you did,’ Josephine said wryly. ‘The women don’t seem to have quite such a high profile. So were you involved in the case?’ Archie nodded. ‘What happened? Lydia said something about a scandal.’


‘That’s right. A death like Olivia Hanlon’s was always going to keep the papers going for weeks. You know she owned the Golden Hat in Soho? We went there once in the twenties.’


‘Did we? I don’t remember. Are you sure you’re not confusing me with someone else?’


He laughed. ‘Hardly. When have I ever made that mistake? I’m not surprised you’re a little hazy about the evening, though. You had to be all but carried home.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Josephine said, ready to argue. ‘I’ve never been . . .’ She stopped, then flushed with embarrassment as a half-formed memory began to niggle at her. ‘Oh God, it was my birthday, wasn’t it? We went to that terrible Twelfth Night, and it was so awful that I challenged you to take me somewhere exciting. Was that the Golden Hat?’


Archie nodded, trying to keep a straight face. ‘As I recall, I had to sleep on the floor because you were too worried about going back to the Cowdray Club. You’d only just been elected, and you thought they’d cancel your membership if you turned up worse for wear.’ He paused as the waiter brought their main course, but the respite was only brief. ‘It was an excellent night all round,’ he added with a twinkle. ‘You were particularly taken with the dance floor.’


Josephine thought back to the evening, feeling betrayed by a memory which was obliging enough to embarrass her but far too vague to offer any coherent line of defence. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ she admitted, recalling now how beautiful that glass floor had looked, illuminated from below by hundreds of tiny coloured lights that rippled and shone like sunlight on the sea. ‘God, Archie, it seems like a different life. Who were we?’


‘Exactly the same people we are now, just a little younger and a little drunker.’


‘It’s not just us, though, is it? London’s aged. Who’d have thought a change of decade would make everywhere so different?’ She looked round the room, taking in the restrained elegance and quiet buzz of conversation. ‘Don’t get me wrong – this is lovely, but everything was so intense in those years after the war. Then the thirties arrived and we all grew up. You can just tell that the most daring thing any of us will do tonight is have another brandy.’ It was Josephine’s turn to be self-conscious now, and she smiled, surprised at her own nostalgia. ‘But you were telling me about Olivia Hanlon. What happened to her?’


His grin acknowledged the swift change of subject, but he let her get away with it. ‘She was found dead in her swimming pool after a party. Well – no one ever really admitted there’d been a party and they’d done their best to clear up, but it was obvious what had been going on.’


‘When you say “they”, who do you mean?’


‘Good question. Beresford was there, and Olivia Hanlon’s housekeeper, but it was impossible to get to the bottom of who else had passed through that evening. You could make an educated guess from the normal run of things – actors and musicians, one or two high-profile politicians, a handful of people from the BBC. There were rumours about Tallulah Bankhead and even the Prince of Wales, but that’s probably all they were – rumours. Nobody was going to step forward after such an unfortunate accident.’


His tone managed to put the last word in inverted commas.


‘Didn’t you question them?’ Josephine asked.


‘Not with any great vigour. Olivia Hanlon had friends in high places.’


‘All the more reason to get to the bottom of her death.’


The comment sounded naive, but Archie took it seriously. ‘You and I might see it that way, but we’re not protecting our reputations. For a while, the Golden Hat was legendary. Olivia Hanlon was one of Mrs Meyrick’s girls originally . . .’


‘The 43 Club?’ Kate Meyrick’s name had been synonymous with London nightlife when Josephine first began to spend time in the city on a regular basis. Although she had never met the club hostess in person, many of her friends in the world of theatre and cabaret still spoke of her with great affection, and it was said that all the dance bands in London had fallen silent at the news of her death. ‘She was supposed to be quite special.’


Archie looked sceptical. ‘Yes, in the way that Dick Turpin’s quite special, or Robin Hood. It’s easy to get romantic about people who live on the edge of the law, but there’s always another side to it. Kate Meyrick kept a gun in her drawer and was on friendly terms with more gangs than I’m likely to meet in my entire career. She could break up a fight as easily as any policeman I know, and she did three stretches in Holloway for a reason – most notably for bribing a policeman called Goddard. But she was very good to the girls who worked for her. She encouraged a lot of them to set up on their own, and Miss Hanlon was one of her more successful protégées. The Golden Hat was a victim of its own success, really – a little more risqué than the others, with what you might call more adventurous pleasures.’


‘Now I’m even more embarrassed that I can’t remember much about it.’


‘Don’t be. It was still quite ordinary when we went. The interesting times came later, just before Miss Hanlon’s death.’


‘What happened?’


‘Oh, one raid too many. One bribe too many. She got into debt, and the club was in dire straits by the time she died.’


‘So did she take the easy way out? Was it suicide?’


‘Who knows? As I said, it wasn’t a very thorough investigation. A few people much higher up the chain than I was were far too familiar with Olivia Hanlon, either because they frequented the club or because they took bribes to protect her. As I recall, the path to death by misadventure was cleared very quickly.’


‘What do you think happened?’


‘I’m not sure we’ll ever really know. My guess is that the drugs or the sex got out of hand, and when they came up for air, someone noticed that their hostess had stopped breathing. After that, the party disappeared into the night and the Beresfords were left to mourn a tragic accident at a private gathering.’
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