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Chapter One
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Will Darling was going dancing, and he felt pretty good about it. 

With the legal machinery of probate finally ground through, he was the official owner of his deceased uncle’s savings as well as his antiquarian and second-hand bookshop. He’d celebrated his new wealth with a spending spree of sorts, and the results were pleasing. Freshly shaved, with his unruly hair combed back ruthlessly and a few months of plentiful food and heavy lifting under his belt, he was in respectable shape, and his nearly-new jacket and well-polished shoes made him feel positively smart. 

Not smart like the Smart Set, of course. He wasn’t one of those, a fact that had been made abundantly clear to him, but still smart enough to take a fashion-conscious girl to a night-club. It would be nice to be the evening-dress type, rich and sophisticated, of course, just as it would be nice if he knew any girls who had ideas for the evening beyond dancing, but you couldn’t have everything. He was solvent, healthy, and going out with his best friend as a thank-you for her unflagging support in some of the hardest times of his life, and all that made him a damned lucky man. 

He took the omnibus to Maisie’s lodgings. Her landlady, a woman artist who smelled of oil paint, let him in with an admiring look up and down and called out, “Your young man, Miss Jones!”

Maisie emerged into the hall. Will gaped. 

Her frock was spectacular. It was silver with crimson fringes that shimmered over her at the tiniest movement, the colour contrast dramatic against her warm brown skin, and short enough to reveal most of a pair of plump and shapely calves. As if that wasn’t enough flesh, it was also cut low at the front, and Maisie had a lot of front. Rather than a hat, she wore a wide silver headband with crimson silk rosebuds over her black marcelled waves; even her heeled shoes were silver. She was painted and lipsticked to the manner born, and looked like the brightest possible Young Person. 

“You’ll catch flies,” Maisie told him with some satisfaction.

His mouth was indeed open. “Blimey.” He struggled for words. “Blimey.”

“You look all right yourself.”

Will looked fine. Maisie glowed. He cleared his throat and said, “We’ll get a taxi-cab.”

“We can get the bus from here, can’t we?”

“Not in that frock,” he said firmly. “You deserve a taxi.” Plus, if she showed that much leg on public transport, there might be a brawl. A riot, even. 

He glanced at her as the taxi-cab took them through Piccadilly, bright and garish with the electric lights of advertisements blurred by the drizzle on the windows. “You really do look marvellous. I’m sorry I’m not smarter.”

“Don’t be silly, you look very nice. I thought I’d dress up a bit for this place, that’s all. Are you sure it’s all right, going here?”

“Of course it is. You deserve it.”

Will was taking her to the High-Low Club. He’d never heard of it, but he wasn’t a night-club sort of man; he’d simply asked her where she’d like to go for the evening out he owed her, and she’d named this on the grounds of having a voucher for free champagne. “Have you been before?” 

She shook her head. “I’ve wanted to. Phoebe’s been. Apparently the band is wonderful and it’s awfully glamorous in a seedy way. There’s all sorts of desperate characters as well as the Smart Set.”

That didn’t sound much of a recommendation to Will. “Do I count as a desperate character?”

“Only if I can be a gangster’s moll.”

The taxi stopped on Maddox Street. Will paid, and helped Maisie out. She really was showing a great deal of leg. 

The High-Low Club didn’t look like much from the outside: a tall, thin house that presented only a closed door to the world. This was opened by a large, suited doorman at Will’s knock, and they descended a rather narrow and poorly lit flight of stairs down to the basement. If Will hadn’t been able to hear the distant blare of the band, he’d have suspected they were about to be mugged. 

The stairs led into a little cloakroom area, where they handed over their hats and coats and went through a set of double doors to the main room. 

The music hit them with a blast as they entered. A band played at the far end, loud and frenetic, and the floor was filled with bright-coloured women and monochrome men, moving frantically to the rapid rhythms. It was an astonishingly tall space, the full height of the house, with two rows of gilt-railed balconies going round the walls. The lower balcony, at the level where a ceiling probably used to be, was supported by pillars all round the edges of the dance floor, and filled with people who talked, strolled, or leaned over the rails to watch the dancing. The top balcony, another normal room’s height above, seemed to have mostly people sitting at tables. It was all cleverly lit with electric, giving just enough light to make the dance floor glitter.

“Oh, this is lovely,” Maisie said. “What fun!”

A man approached. He wore a harlequin of a jacket of which some panels were white, and others a lurid striped green and pink material. If this was the new fashion, Will was leaving London and going back north right now. He heard Maisie inhale. 

“Dancing, sir?”

“Sorry?”

The hideously-dressed man indicated the balcony. “Upstairs for conversation, down for dancing.”

“Oh! Dancing, please.”

The waiter conducted them to a table half way down the room, which made it just possible to speak over the music and the shouted conversations and raucous laughter from other tables. “And to drink, sir?”

“We’ve a voucher for a bottle of champagne,” Maisie said, flourishing it. Will felt a bit of a skinflint, since he was taking her out and should be paying for everything, but Maisie was a frugal soul and, as she’d said, the voucher was no other use.

He glanced round while they waited for their drinks. There were a couple of well-dressed Indian men visible, plus the band, all of whom were black men, but the rest of the clientele was entirely white. He and Maisie had always gone dancing further east, where the dance-halls were a lot more mixed. He hoped she didn’t feel looked at.

She seemed comfortable enough as she looked around with a calculating expression. Taking in the posh frocks, no doubt. Will assessed the room, trying to work out the point of the balconies. There seemed to be two spiral stairs from the floor to the top level, catercorner from one another. Both had a moderate flow of people going up and down. The lower of the two balconies was blocked midway on the back wall by a room with large glass windows overlooking the dance floor. Windows inside a house; what a thing. He supposed it would be the manager’s office. 

“What do you think?” he asked Maisie in the subdued shout required for conversation. 

“Very grand,” she said. “Except the waiters’ uniforms, goodness me. How are you getting on, Will? I haven’t seen you properly in ages.”

“I’ve been pretty busy. Lots to do. I cleared myself a room to sleep in.”

“How’d you manage that? Throw away all the books?”

“A fair few of them. I sold a pile as job lots to get them out of the shop, did some shifting of the rest—found a few good things in there—and now I have a proper bedroom above the shop. I even bought furniture.”

“Look at you, Mr. Fancy.”

“The best part is having a proper bed that doesn’t fold up and drop you on the floor. I’d forgotten what it was like not to wake up with backache.”

“And are books selling well, to pay for all this extravagance?”

“Some. More as I get the hang of it. How are hats doing? I like your thing.” He indicated her headband. “Very smart.”

Maisie, a milliner, took that as her due. “Thanks. I’m pleased with it. Phoebe loves it.”

“Seen much of her?”

She beamed, a look of far more happiness than the casual enquiry merited. “We had lunch just yesterday, actually but I’ll tell you about it when we’ve our drinks. She was asking me if you’d seen anything of Kim. Lord Arthur, I mean,” she added conscientiously. 

“Kim,” Will said, because the title grated on his nerves. “Why doesn’t she ask him?”

“I don’t know,” Maisie said. “She said he’s been awfully funny, and not around much, and I said was there anything up, because the last time he disappeared off for days, well...” 

She let that trail invitingly. Last time Kim had disappeared off for days, he’d been attempting to rescue Will, who had been kidnapped and held prisoner. Maisie adored the pulp serials, and remained bitterly envious that her involvement had been only tangential. 

“Don’t look at me,” Will said. “I’ve no idea what he’s up to. I haven’t heard from him since I don’t know when.”

He knew exactly when: the second of January. It was currently the twenty-second of February. That was a sore point he had no desire at all to discuss, so he added, “I’m not sure if he ever uses the title. It’s not compulsory, is it, if it’s one of those whatsits?”

“Courtesy titles.”

“I don’t follow how those work.”

“Well,” Maisie said, taking the bait. “If you’re a duke or a marquess, your oldest son borrows one of your titles, like Kim’s brother is Lord Chingford. Then your other children are called Lord or Lady with their Christian name, Lord Arthur and Lady Jane. The younger ones don’t get any extra names, it’s just a politeness to show who their father is.”

“So if my old man was the Duke of Northants, I’d be Lord William Darling?”

“No, because you’re an only child, aren’t you? So you’d use a spare title he had lying around. Where is it you’re from again?”

“Bugbrooke.”

“You’d be Viscount Bugbrooke, imagine. I wish you were a lord.” She switched to a terrifyingly upper-class accent. “‘Oh, how mahvellous, Bugbrooke, old chap!’ Except you’d probably say it Booray or some such if you were posh. Do you know how Phoebe’s father’s house is spelled and pronounced? You wouldn’t guess it in a million years.”

“You’re Welsh,” Will pointed out. “You’ve got no room to talk about spelling.”

“Nothing wrong with Welsh spelling, thank you,” Maisie said, with an edge on her accent. 

“Come off it. You put two ‘l’s in everything and don’t say any of them.”

She stuck out her tongue. “You’ll be sorry when my da is Marquess of Cardiff. Pronounced Caff.”

“What would that make you? Lady Jones?”

“Lady Maisie Jones, but you can call me Lady Maisie.” She sighed wistfully. “If only he’d gone into aristocracy instead of down the docks.”

They laughed over that as the champagne arrived. The waiter made a production of opening it and pouring Maisie a foaming glassful, and by then her original question was entirely forgotten, which was a relief. Maisie was his best friend, but she was still a nice girl from Cardiff and there were some things Will couldn’t talk to her about, no matter how much he’d have liked to.

He would have liked to very much. He wanted to tell her the truth, to have someone who’d give him good, sensible, measured advice, while also being entirely on his side. He couldn’t risk it. That had felt increasingly like lying for a while now, but he simply didn’t know how she’d react if she knew he was—well, not queer exactly, since he liked women very well. Open-minded? Whatever you called it, it wasn’t a topic he could throw into the conversation and expect things to end well. 

Anyway, they scarcely needed to discuss it since he hadn’t so much as seen Kim in close on two months, so it hardly bloody mattered.

He forced that train of thought to a jarring halt. He was a blasted lucky man, and out with a girl who deserved a good time. That was a lot more important than an unreliable aristocrat who’d dropped him like a hot potato when he was no longer entertaining. 

The waiter finished faffing about with the champagne. Will raised his glass and clinked it to Maisie’s. “Here’s to you. Best dressed woman in the room.”

She gave a little shimmy that made the dress move intriguingly. “Do you really like it?”

Will began to give an ‘of course’ sort of reply, but managed to stop. Maisie knew he was an ignoramus when it came to clothes, so she didn’t want a meaningless endorsement; she wanted moral support. “Can I have another look?”

Maisie checked she wouldn’t bump into anyone, then stood and stepped back from the table. Will took her in, impressed. The frock was so stylish that he’d have thought she’d borrowed it from Phoebe, except Phoebe was the sort of tall, slim build that modern times were made for. She was very fine indeed, and he noticed a couple of admiring glances from their fellow customers, which might be for the dress, the curves it flattered, or the leg it revealed. 

Any man would like it, he thought, or at least any man who liked ample bosoms. The fashion demanded women should be shaped like boys, skinny ones at that, and dresses went straight up and down accordingly, which didn’t usually do much for curvier bodies. Maisie wasn’t straight up and down from any angle, and her dress emphasised that in a way he could only appreciate. 

“It’s marvellous,” he said. “You look top notch. Divine, darling.” He imitated Phoebe, which made Maisie giggle. “What I like is, it’s not exactly the usual sort of”—he mimed a tube—“but it still looks right for the fashion, only it’s right for you. Does that make sense?”

“Thank you,” Maisie said. “That was what I meant to do. It’s ridiculous to squeeze women my shape into styles that don’t suit, and I shan’t follow some absurd grapes-and-water diet to whittle myself down to a stick. You need to dress for your own body, not pretend you’ve someone else’s, don’t you think?”

“Quite right. I wouldn’t be seen dead in a flapper dress.”

Maisie cackled. “I should hope not, with your shoulders. Well, I ask you: Phoebe said the other day that frocks now would suit Kim better than me, and what does that say?”

Will had a sudden picture of Kim in a flapper dress. He’d probably wear something shimmery in purple, and it probably would look good on his tall, slender frame, for a value of ‘good’ that Will didn’t want to consider too closely. Phoebe would doubtless dress him up if he wanted, and Will felt a ridiculous pang of envy at that, because Kim and Phoebe loved each other so much that it hurt to be on the outside of it, looking in. 

“It does seem a bit silly,” he said. “After all, most women have, you know.” He started to mime again and thought better of it. “Chests.”

“Exactly, so someone ought to be making dresses that don’t pretend we’re a completely different shape that doesn’t work. Sorry, I’m going on. I know you don’t care about this.”

“You listen to me talk about football.”

“Which isn’t easy, I can tell you.”

“And that’s not even my job, unlike you. Well, hats are your job—” Something clicked into place. “Wait a minute. Maisie, did you make that dress yourself?”

Maisie flushed. “It’s my own design.”

“That is cracking. Absolutely first rate. Have you shown Phoebe?”

Her cheeks darkened even more. “This is what I wanted to tell you about. I’ve been waiting to say in case it didn’t come off, but I’ve been working on ideas for a while now, and I showed her them back in December, and Will, she loved them. She gave me some notes and we’ve come up with some more designs together, and she’s going to take them to people. We’re going to. You know she was a mannequin for Worth once, and she’s friends with Lanvin—Jeanne Lanvin!—and Edward Molyneux?” She wriggled. “It’s too exciting. And she’s got marvellous ideas and knows such a lot and has such a good eye and she really thinks people would want my designs. That I could do it, that we might be able to do something together. And she asked her father, and he’s going to lend her, lend us money to start up a venture!”

“Maisie Jones!”

“I know! And of course I’m not setting my heart on it working, but—well, it’s worth a try, isn’t it?” 

“Of course it is,” Will said. “Look at you, the newest Bright Young Person. This is wonderful.”

“Touch wood.” Maisie rapped the table. “We’ll see, but I’m so excited. And look at you, with your own business and a house and everything. We’re doing all right, aren’t we?”

“Not bad for a couple of bumpkins up from the country.” Will raised his glass again, and Maisie met it with hers. “Cheers.” 

They talked her plans through as they finished their glasses and had another, then Will led her onto the dance floor. The band was as good as he’d ever heard, and they danced for a solid half hour. Will loved dancing. He found it easy to lose himself in action, focusing on nothing but the movements of his own body and that of his partner, fitting together without the need for words. 

Finally, too soon, the music came to a stop and they halted in a swirl of silver and crimson. Maisie beamed up at him. 

“Excuse me.” It was a woman standing next to her. “May I ask, where did you get that divine frock?”

“Maison Zie,” Maisie said immediately. “This is an early model.” She spoke in cut-glass English, disturbingly like Phoebe’s accent, with no hint of her usual Welsh lilt. Will clamped his expression into the poker face he’d learned in the army. 

“Really. And where—” The other woman leaned in to ask more, her attention clearly snagged, and a couple of other ladies gathered round. Will glanced over to see the musicians taking a well-earned breather. He caught Maisie’s eye, jerked his head to indicate he was going off to find the lavatories, and received a tiny nod. 

He wasn’t sure where the facilities were, so he headed towards the back of the building. It was crowded, and very noisy. He weaved his way through the crowd, glanced around involuntarily as someone shrieked in his ear, and almost walked into one of the horribly-jacketed waiters. The man uttered a muffled curse and staggered back, grabbing at his salver to prevent the bottles on it from going flying. 

“Sorry!” Will said. “I’m awfully sorry, that was my— Sir?” 

The waiter’s eyes snapped to his. They stared at one another with horrified recognition. 

“Good God,” the waiter said. “Darling? I mean, I beg your pardon, sir.”

“Don’t.” Will had no idea what else to say, because the man in front of him, weary-eyed in his garish coat, was Lieutenant Michael Beaumont, who he had served with in Flanders. 

He’d been a friendly young soul when he arrived in the trenches in ’16, as naive as any other boy fresh from public school, but not too proud to learn from hardened men like Will, who was older by two years on paper and, by then, about two decades in experience. Beaumont had made a reasonable fist of things, and been a good fellow as brass went. But he was still an officer, a giver of orders, of a different class to the enlisted men. And here he was now, working as a waiter while Will drank champagne. 

He wanted to say What happened?, but he could doubtless guess. Times were hard, jobs were scarce, land taxes and death duties had hit the upper classes to shattering effect. You heard stories of men getting into taxis driven by their old commanding officers, or going to a West End theatre for a night out and seeing them dancing on the stage. This was the first such encounter for Will, and he felt embarrassed on Beaumont’s behalf and his own. 

Beaumont gave him a brief, awkward smile. “You look well.”

“Thanks. Yes. I, uh, I have my own business now.”

“Congratulations.”

Will scrabbled for something polite to say in return. “Have you been working here long?”

“A year or so. Needs must.”

“It’s rotten finding anything these days. I had a devil of a time before I got my shop.”

“You look prosperous enough.” Beaumont winced, as if he’d realised that sounded ungracious. “Which is jolly good. Look, I must dash, old chap—sir. The customers want their fizz.”

“Wait. Can you stop for a drink?”

“More than my job’s worth, I’m afraid. I can’t just stand around and chat.”

“How about lunch?”

Beaumont blinked. Will would have blinked in his position. He hadn’t been a how about lunch? sort of man back in the trenches; he’d have suggested a pint, if anything, but probably he wouldn’t even have thought of asking because Beaumont had been his superior. This was what mixing with the upper classes did to you.

“Well,” Beaumont said. “Yes, why not?”

They quickly fixed up a time, choosing dinner rather than lunch because of Beaumont’s peculiar schedule, and he went off with his silver salver laden with bottles. All champagne, Will noted, and the club charged thirty shillings for a bottle of the sweet, tinny stuff that couldn’t have cost them ten. Nice work if you could get it.

He made his way to the gentlemen’s facilities. The band had struck up again when he returned, and Maisie was dancing with a very youthful-looking man. Will didn’t feel quite like finding another girl; he was uncomfortable and self-conscious knowing his old officer was heaving trays around, pouring champagne for other people. He filled his glass and watched for a while, then decided to head up the stairs for a nosey around the balconies. 

He went up at a leisurely sort of pace. The lower balcony was busy with chattering groups, except for a clear space between the staircase and the door of the office room. The tables up here were swanky marble-topped ones, heavier than the flimsy things downstairs, presumably in order that people didn’t move them around. Will carried on up to the higher balcony. 

This was a lot less crowded, and a lot of the conversations up here seemed to happen with heads together. It looked to be where Maisie’s desperate characters gathered: there were some obvious tough customers, including a group in flash check suits talking louder than they needed to, much as if inviting other people to be annoyed by them. 

Will took an empty table and sat down with his champagne to watch. The flash lot laughed raucously. A smarmy-looking bloke at the far end of the balcony was visited by three separate Bright Young People in ten minutes, each of them looking as though they wanted something rather urgently. It was fascinating people-watching, and he was startled when a voice by his elbow said, “Good evening, sir. May I join you?” 

Will turned to see a tall, broad, powerfully built man of about forty, with a raddled look that spoke of late nights in smoky rooms, and the sort of very even, very white teeth that came out of a cardboard box. Will gestured to a free chair without enthusiasm, wondering if he was about to be touched for a drink. 

“Thank you. My name’s Fuller, Desmond Fuller.”

“Evening,” Will said, not troubling to sound welcoming. He’d taken against the teeth. 

Fuller pulled out the chair and sat, apparently unsnubbed. “This is your first visit, I think?”

That suggested either Fuller was a habitué of the High-Low, or he worked here. “That’s right. I heard good things of the band. All true.”

“Mrs. Skyrme prides herself on quality in all she does. No expense spared. She looks after her customers, and I look after her.”

That sounded slightly like a threat, somehow. Will gave him a neutral sort of nod. “Is that the proprietor?” 

“That’s right. She takes a close personal interest in every part of the club.” Fuller smiled, revealing his white teeth again. “I’m sure you’ll meet her later. It’s a busy night.”

“I’d be glad to make her acquaintance. Are you management?”

“The floor manager. Second in command, though not a close second.” Fuller gave a practised chuckle at what was clearly a standard line. 

“Floor and balconies, I suppose,” Will said, since they were doing weak jokes. “Interesting layout this place has. Did Mrs. Skyrme have it done?” 

“The building was being gutted anyway. She’s a remarkable thinker. A born night-club proprietor, nothing but the best. And you, sir. Are you here for the dancing?” Will nodded. “With the young lady in the remarkable dress.” Fuller glanced down at the floor, where Maisie was happily shimmying with a different young man. “Is she a regular partner of yours?”

Will prickled instantly. It was something in the man’s tone, the hint of quotation marks around ‘partner’. “What’s it to you?” 

Fuller gave him a men-of-the-world smile. “We like to get to know our guests. It helps us provide what you want.”

That sounded like an offer. Of girls, or perhaps dope: Will wouldn’t put much past this chap, based on very little more than the instant personal dislike. “All I want is a place to take my girl dancing and have a drink without watching the clock.”

Fuller’s smile suggested complicity. “We remain hospitable at all times.”

“How do you manage that? Because I’ve no desire to find myself in the dock in the morning.”

“We take great care to keep on the right side of the law. No need to worry, Mr...?” He paused invitingly.

“Darling. Will Darling.”

Fuller’s eyes snapped to his. “Mr. Darling. I see. How good to meet you, Mr. Darling. And are you here on business?”

Will looked around. It was still a night-club. “I’m here for an evening out. Is that a problem?”

“We encourage a little separation between the levels. Private conversations on this balcony. So if you’re just here for the dancing, you can rejoin your young lady now.”

Well, that was him told. Will had absolutely no desire to move now he’d been ordered to, but he could see Maisie heading back to their table down below, so he made himself nod and stand.

Fuller gave him a toothy smile, and followed him back down to the ground floor where Maisie waited. He greeted her with ostentatious politeness. “Good evening, miss, and may I say how delightful it is to have such a fashionable young lady here. I hope you’re enjoying the High-Low.”

“It’s lovely, thank you. I’m having the most delightful time.”

Fuller stayed for a few moments more, larding her with fulsome compliments interspersed with enquiries about what clubs she usually frequented. At last he left, shaking Will’s hand and bowing to Maisie. 

She scootched her chair closer so she could speak in Will’s ear. “Who was that ghastly man?”

“The manager.”

“What was he up to?”

“Not a clue. He chucked me off the upper balcony. Well, not off. Out of.”

“You wouldn’t want off,” Maisie agreed, glancing up. “Why?”

“That’s where the trouble is. There’s a dope dealer at work, plain as day, and a set of racecourse terrorists if I’m any judge.”

“No!” 

“And the manager fellow knows all about it. He came to snout out what I was doing up there and gave me my marching orders when I said I wasn’t on business. This place is a pit.”

“How shocking! Goodness me.”

She looked thrilled, which was fair enough. Half the fun of this sort of evening was seeing people behaving badly, at either end of the social scale. “Apart from that, how’s your evening?”

“Wonderful. I’ve had five compliments on my dress, three requests for the name of the designer, and two indecent proposals.”

“What?”

“Don’t get on your high horse. Except if a fish-faced twerp in a blue blazer comes over here, you can get on your high horse with him any time. How about you?”

“I served with one of the waiters. He was an officer of my battalion.”

“Goodness! Really?”

“Lieutenant. I used to call him sir, and now he’s serving the champagne and I’m drinking it. It’s pretty odd. I’ve arranged to have dinner with him. He couldn’t stop and talk.”

“Well, no, not while he’s working,” Maisie said. “We don’t all have customers who like us to be rude. Shall we have another dance?”

They had several. Will was thirsty when they returned to their table at last, and tired of the cloying champagne. He ordered a beer, and a gin and tonic for Maisie. These arrived shortly, and so did a woman—middle aged, with brass-blonde hair, many strings of clashing beads, elbow-length satin gloves, and a frock made of layers of satin and net. She sat down uninvited, announcing, “Hello, I’m Theresa Skyrme,” and smiled, red-lipped, at Maisie. 

“Mrs. Skyrme?” Will said. “The owner here, yes?”

“That’s right. So nice to meet you, Mr. Darling. And this is Miss...?”

“Jones.”

“Miss Jones,” Mrs. Skyrme said, giving a strong impression of amusement at a lazily chosen alias. “I don’t think we’ve seen you here before, Mr. Darling?”

“First time.”

“How charming of you to honour us with your custom.”

She was still smiling, but Will would have put money the words were sarcastic. He could see Maisie’s brows drawing together. “You’re welcome,” he said, and wondered what the hell sort of place they were in. 

“Mr. Fuller tells me you were on the upper balcony,” the lady continued. “Some people prefer the view from up there. Was there anything you wanted to see?”

“I like watching people. You’ve got an interesting sort of clientele here.” 

Her lips curved, but her eyes sharpened. “Oh, we have some wonderful visitors from all walks of life. Were you hoping to meet Brilliant Chang? Wally Bunker, perhaps? You never know: you might even bump into Tommy Telford some time.”

Will met Maisie’s eyes. She gave a tiny, baffled shrug. “Sorry, I don’t know any of those people.”

“What is it you do, Mr. Darling?”

“I run a bookshop.”

“A bookshop,” she repeated. “How lovely. And you like watching people. Do you have the chance to do much of that in your bookshop?”

“You’d be surprised.” She was giving him the same grating feeling he’d had from Fuller, a sensation of hostile cross-examination. Maybe they had to be careful about their clientele; he didn’t care. “It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Skyrme, but we won’t take up any more of your time. Goodbye.”

Mrs. Skyrme took that heavy hint and left with more protestations of how delightful it was to meet them both, and a last pat on Will’s arm, assuring him, “I hope you’ll tell your friends all about us.” 

Maisie took a long swallow of her gin and tonic. “What a dreadful woman.”

“Rotten,” Will agreed. “I don’t like this place, Maise. The band’s good, but I don’t care for the management one bit.”

“Let’s not come here again. Are you sorry I picked it?”

“Course not. As long as you’ve had a good time, that’s what matters.”

She smiled at him. “It’s been marvellous.”
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Chapter Two
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Will met Beaumont for dinner a few days later. He looked worse under the brighter lights of the Lyons Corner House: the youthful good looks Will remembered from Flanders had been defeated by time and the ravages of late nights and cigarette smoke. Still, he wore a genuine smile as he approached the table, and they shook hands like old friends. 

The conversation started off in the usual manner: listing of the dead and the scattered living, with suitable noises of commiseration. 

“Do you recall Bill Taylor, Captain Taylor?” 

“Poor old chap. Didn’t he go to some shell-shock recovery place?”

“It didn’t do much good. His family got him a couple of posts when he was out of hospital but he couldn’t hold anything down. Blew his brains out at the end of last year.”

“God.”

“Not the land of milk and honey we were promised, is it?” Beaumont made a face. “I’m glad to see you well. How did you come to have a bookshop? I didn’t have you down as a reading man.”

Will gave a brief account of the miseries of his long unemployment, and the stroke of luck that had been reconciling with his long-estranged uncle. “He was delighted to see me. He was old and ill by then, and he’d never married. He gave me work, and said he’d teach me the trade, but then he fell sick.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It was. I wish I’d known him better. But I was there to look after him in his last days. And he left me everything.”

“I say!”

“Not that it’s untold riches,” Will hastened to add. “But the shop’s a going concern and he owned the building, so I’ve a secure roof over my head. I’m blasted lucky.”

“All right for some. Remember Captain Yoxall? He’s an earl now, lucky blighter. I wish I had a wealthy relative on his deathbed.” 

Will wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Beaumont made a face. “Sorry, I’m sure you weren’t glad your uncle popped off. All the same, though—”

“I know what you meant,” Will assured him, rather than waiting for him to dig himself further into that hole. “What’s it like at the club?”

“Oh, I make ends meet. Awful hours, and the pay’s only adequate, but the tips are astonishing. Bring some American bootlegger or South African diamond nabob a bottle of sweet fizz, bow and scrape a bit, and he might leave a fiver on the table. Not what I thought I’d be doing after the war but needs must.”

“It seemed a bit of an odd place,” Will suggested.

“How’d you mean?”

“Well, I can’t say I took to that chap Fuller.”

“Oh, God, who would.” Beaumont gave a short laugh. 

“And I went up to the top level and there were some pretty unsavoury characters there.”

“It’s a sink. A classy sink, one of the classiest, but there’s night-clubs and night-clubs, and the High-Low is definitely the latter, if you follow me. There’s two dope dealers who work alternating nights so the Smart Set can get their pick-me-up, and there’s always one East End gang or another sniffing around looking for trouble.”

“I saw some of them. Isn’t that a bit of a problem?”

Beaumont puffed out his cheeks. “Not so much now. Those chaps you saw are Wally Bunker’s lot, Mrs. Skyrme’s pet gangsters. She has them around because of last year. We had a pack of thugs descend on us, smashed up the place one Saturday, and swaggered in the next to demand drinks on the house all night if we didn’t want them to do it again. It’s a hazard of the business, but they didn’t reckon with Fuller. He had a set of his own thugs waiting for them and there was the devil of a scrap. He was wielding an iron bar, for God’s sake. Caught one chap and broke his arm in three places.”

“Are you serious?”

“Damned right. We didn’t have any more trouble out of them, and Mrs. Skyrme brought in Bunker and his pals as regulars so it didn’t happen again. Even she thought Fuller had gone overboard.”

“Sounds nasty.”

“He plays the smarmy floor manager well enough but he’s a mad dog when she lets him off the leash. I recall when he found out some scrap of a barman was pocketing change—a matter of shillings, but it took two of us to pull him off the poor little sod. Flanders was a rest cure by comparison. I must say, I envy your bookshop. It would be nice to have a bit of peace and quiet.”

Will agreed to this, rather than listing the multiple acts of violence that had taken place in or around his bookshop last year. Beaumont prodded unenthusiastically at his food. “So, that girl you were with, in the dress. Is that a serious sort of thing?”

“She’s not my girl. We’re just friends.”

“Oh. Why’s that?”

In part it was because Will had been down to his last shillings at the time things could have gone down that path, and by the time he was solvent enough to ask her out without losing his self-respect, their relationship had grown into a quite different shape. He didn’t feel like explaining that. “She’s the modern sort. Not interested in settling down. She’s starting her own business.”

“Good Lord. Do you ever have the feeling the whole world changed while we were away and nobody bothered to mention it to us?”

“All the time.”

“And it changed us,” Beaumont pressed on, staring at his plate. “One forgets how much. Do you know what I mean? I’ve gone about my business as best I can, day by day, and then I see someone from the old days and I suddenly think, what would I, the man I was back then, have made of me now? If you’d told me at demob this was where I’d be in five years—”

“It’s not that bad,” Will said, hoping to cut him off. “At least you’re working. I’d have carried bricks or dustbins if anyone had let me, so champagne seems pretty good.” That got a weak sort of smile. “We’re doing the best we can. That’s something to be proud of, isn’t it?”

“Is it? How old are you, Darling?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“And not married? Is there anyone special, if it isn’t the armful in the dress?”

That was another question Will had absolutely no desire to answer. He took a mouthful of steak and kidney pie to give himself time.

Kim Secretan had unquestionably been special. They’d met back in November, in the course of dramatic events that had involved Will antagonising a criminal gang and upsetting the War Office, and they’d fit together. They didn’t belong together—Will was a plain man with a knack for violence, while Kim was a twisty upper-class bundle of nerves—but they’d fit. 

Will had walked out with a few girls, and had a few encounters with men during the war, but the intense crackle of attraction with Kim had been something altogether new to him: an overwhelming physical pull combined with a deep, instinctive liking. It had been an intoxicating combination of meeting minds and bodies and desires almost overwhelming in its power, right up until he’d discovered just how much Kim was lying to him. 

And afterwards, if he was honest. Kim had lied and lied and lied again, and Will had fucked him in the full knowledge that he was a lying bastard. You might even have called it making love during one long, strange night for the pleasure they’d taken in pleasing one another, right before Kim had saved his neck and betrayed him all over again. 

They’d fought, with each other and with their joint enemies; they’d fucked; they’d killed. When it was all over they’d gone to the pub once or twice, had another night together. It had felt like something that might go somewhere. Like a beginning.

Will hadn’t thought twice when Kim had said he was leaving London to stay with Phoebe’s family for a week around Christmas: that was what posh people did. And he’d returned promptly enough, dropping into the bookshop on the second of January, supposedly to offer belated compliments of the season though within about four sentences he was on his knees, pleasuring Will in the back room. It had been spectacular stuff, raw desire played out in desperate, panting silence, leaving Will with a dozen finger-mark bruises on his hips and a glowing warmth that was to do with more than just an excellent Frenching. 

And then Kim had said, as he was leaving, “I expect to be rather busy in the near future,” and that was it. 

Will hadn’t seen him since. Kim hadn’t answered his telephone when Will had called to say he’d had his own ’phone installed, and he hadn’t replied to either of the messages Will had left with his manservant. The only reason Will knew the bastard wasn’t dead was that Phoebe would probably have mentioned it, since she was engaged to marry him in summer. He’d vanished like a ghost, leaving Will to realise how little there was between them: a lot of lies, a few fucks, a thread of intimacy and liking far too fragile to weave into anything that might cover the gaps. 

He hated that this was still such a sore point. Kim had ended things, by deed if not word, close to two months ago. He ought to be no more than a pleasant memory by now, or an unpleasant one, depending on which part of their acquaintance Will was thinking about. He bitterly resented his continual awareness of Kim’s absence, that he still thought about their three nights together when he was taking matters into his own hands, that he wanted to know why he’d been treated with such indifference. 

That last was particularly stupid. Of course Kim had buggered off as unpredictably as he’d appeared, because he was an untrustworthy shit and a lord. There had never been any other possible outcome. Only, while he was around, he’d given Will a taste for starlight. 

He’d finished his mouthful some time ago, and Beaumont was looking at him with a raised eyebrow. Will made himself smile. “Sorry. There was someone a bit ago. Didn’t work out.”

“That’s a shame. Wrong girl, or right girl, wrong time?”

“Oh, everything wrong. Absolutely everything, right from the start. I should have known.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Beaumont said with startling vehemence. “We don’t think about what’s wrong when we meet someone special, do we? When you find someone who’s absolutely, utterly right except for that thing that makes it wrong, you’d have to be some sort of plaster saint to resist, and why the devil should we? We’ve only the one life and we damn near lost that in Flanders, you and I. Why shouldn’t we live now?”

Will gaped at him for a second, bewildered at what he could possibly know, before he realised. “You mean you’ve met the wrong girl? Or is it the right one?”

“The utterly right girl, at the worst possible time. Oh Lord. What am I going to do?”

Will gave a small internal sigh, but there was only one thing he could say. “Do you want to talk about it?”







***
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HE WALKED HOME TO STRETCH his legs. It was cold and wet in the drizzly way of London Februaries, but the exercise was a relief. 

He hadn’t spent time with an old comrade in while, and he rather thought he might not seek that out again. Beaumont was a reasonable sort of chap, if a bit inclined to moan, but they had nothing in common except their service and they’d both known it. He’d taken the opportunity to pour out his heart precisely because he expected not to see Will again, much as a man might confess all to a stranger on a train. 

Will could see the appeal of that. He’d have loved to have someone nod along to his own complaints and agree that Kim was a disgraceful unreliable swine who was entirely at fault for the whole thing. He couldn’t do that, so he’d played the sympathetic ear for Beaumont and got the expected story: an affair with a married woman who couldn’t divorce her husband for reasons Will hadn’t listened to. His mind had been elsewhere. It was both enraging and predictable where his mind had been. 

Kim had disappeared from his life by choice. He’d decided Will was no longer interesting or useful or whatever it was, and he’d gone without troubling to say farewell. And if Will had been able to spill that out to Beaumont, he’d doubtless have sounded every bit as pathetic as his old lieutenant, whining about what might feel like a grand passion to the participants, but looked to anyone else just like every other sordid affair. It was a good thing for his self-respect that caution and the law had kept his mouth shut. 

He was nearly home, and he didn’t feel like going home. He surely deserved some sort of redress for what had been a rather disheartening evening, so he nipped into the Black Horse on the corner of May’s Buildings. A pint, a game of darts, and a chat about the football scores would be just what the doctor ordered. 

It did indeed make him feel better, so much that he stayed for another pint and didn’t head down May’s Buildings till past ten. The alley where his bookshop lurked was an obscure little passage off St. Martin’s Lane, still not blessed by street lighting. Will let himself in the front door by feel and didn’t put on the electric, not being made of money. He made his way through the maze of shelves and books to the back room, let himself into the yard to use the outhouse, locked the door again behind him, and headed up the stairs.

And stopped on the first turn, because there was a light on in his bedroom. 

Zodiac, was his first and instant thought. He retreated three silent steps backwards, giving that urgent consideration. 

Zodiac was behind the trouble he’d had in November, an organised criminal gang operating at a disturbingly high level. He’d killed one of their members and been instrumental in putting a stop to a very nasty scheme. They hadn’t sought vengeance yet, but the thought they might was never far below the surface of his mind.
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