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ONE

A child saw her first.

June 1940, Fitzrovia: five o’clock, and the sky overcast. The boy, six years old, had been running half-heartedly up and down the empty street, pretending to be an aeroplane, but it wasn’t much good without the others. He’d been delighted when his mother came to take him away from the farm, with its pig-faced owner and the huge smelly animals that still chased him, snorting and steaming, through nightmares. His mother, smothering for the first few days, had soon tired of him under her feet and turned him outdoors to play, and three months on, with most of his friends still evacuated and his old school requisitioned by the ARP, he was bored.

He picked up a stick and ran it up and down the iron railings in front of the tall houses, then turned the corner and, sighing, sat down on the kerb and pulled both his socks up, hard.

Raising his head, he saw a sack of something draped over a set of railings further down. It hadn’t been there when he’d run down the road after his dinner, he was sure. He dawdled along for a closer look. It wasn’t a sack, but a woman, impaled on the sharp black spikes. He stared at her, uncomprehending. Face down, her dress was caught up round her waist, and he could see her drawers. He extended a finger and poked her shoulder. Under the slippery material, she felt scraggy and bony, like the meat his mother sent him to fetch from the butcher’s. She seemed to have two lots of hair, one short, brown and stiff looking, on the back of her head, and the other, longer and yellow. This top hair had slipped forwards, hanging down on either side of her face so that he couldn’t see what she looked like. He considered this for a moment, then looked down at the pavement, where a number of little round white  things were scattered. He picked one up and rolled it between his fingers - hard and shiny. A sweet? He put it in his mouth, sucking first, then testing it against his teeth. It felt slightly rough when he bit it, but tasted of nothing. Spitting it into his palm, he squatted down and peered up at the face between the long yellow curls.

In shadow, upside down, one eye stared back at him. The other was closed - a long, lashless slit like a wound, its outer corner pulled upwards, as if by invisible thread. Then, with a groan, the mouth opened, a black, cavernous O, to swallow him whole.

He screamed. Someone else screamed, too, and for a moment he thought it must be the woman, bent on eating him alive. Then feet pounded towards him, and in a confusion of shouts, gasps and police whistles, an unknown hand pressed his head to an alien bosom. Howling and thrashing in terror, he was carried away down the road, pounding at his rescuer, the single pearl still clutched in his left fist.




TWO

The barrage balloons were shining in the evening sun. DI Ted Stratton squinted up at them. He felt, as he always did, comforted by their rotund, silvery serenity. Despite everything, he thought - first Norway and Denmark, then Holland, Belgium, and now France, like dominoes - it was hardly a picture of a country at war. For Stratton, the word conjured up bullet-riddled scarecrows sprawled across the wire in No Man’s land, even though the Great War had ended too soon for him to be called up, leaving him unable to tell whether he was glad or sorry. That had been his brothers’ war; the eldest had died. It had come as a shock to realise that, at thirty-five, and in a reserved occupation, he’d be too old for this war - for the time being, at least. He was fit enough, strong and muscular, but he certainly looked his age; a broken nose and a great deal of night duty had given him a battered, serviceable appearance. In a way, thought Stratton, this war’s everybody’s, even the nippers’. Terrible that it should have come to this, but exciting, that sense of something happening, of being poised in history, alone, at the very centre of the map, of the world tilting on its axis: shall we be next?

As he passed the sandbags at the hospital entrance, Stratton thought of the rumours he’d heard about the local authorities stockpiling thousands of papier-mâché coffins, and thought: soon.

Middlesex Hospital, emptied the previous September of most of its patients to make room for as yet non-existent air-raid casualties, was still quiet. Stratton’s footsteps echoed on the stone stairs as he descended to Dr Byrne’s underworld - the mortuary, lavatory-tiled, harshly lit and smelling of decay and chemicals. The pathologist was seated at his desk, writing notes. ‘Is this an official visit?’

Stratton shook his head. ‘Curiosity.’

‘Won’t take long, will it?’

‘Just a few minutes.’ Stratton neither expected nor received the offer of a seat. He’d met Dr Byrne a couple of times, and the man’s manner was as chilly as the corpses he filleted. He even looked dead - not cadaverous, but there was something cold and doughy about his pale skin that suggested a freshly washed corpse.

‘It’s about Miss Morgan.’

‘The suicide? Body’s at the police mortuary.’ Dr Byrne paused to knock out his pipe before shuffling through a stack of papers. ‘What do you want to know?’ he asked aggressively.

‘Isn’t it unusual, a woman throwing herself out of a window?’

‘No. Women do it. Didn’t she leave a note?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘Worried about the invasion. I’ve had a couple of them in the past month. Neurotic types.’

‘I was wondering about where the body fell. It was the fourth floor, and the area’s not that wide . . . I was surprised she didn’t land further out, in the road.’

Byrne shrugged. ‘Depends how she jumped.’

‘What about her underclothes?’

‘What about them?’ Byrne looked at him with distaste.

‘Were they clean?’

‘I’ve no idea. She hadn’t soiled herself, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Would you say she took care of herself?’

‘She was reasonably clean.’ Byrne glanced at his notes. ‘Lot of scarring on the face . . . Burns. She’d had a skin graft. Not a very good job, by the look of it.’ He looked up. ‘Lot of paint. Prostitute, was she?’

Stratton tried not to sound as annoyed as he felt. ‘I imagine she hoped that heavy cosmetics might hide the scars. As a matter of fact, she’d been in films.’

‘There you are, then. Artistic type. Highly strung. As I said, the injuries were quite consistent with the manner of death. Now, if there’s nothing else . . .’

Stratton marched back upstairs, irritated at the man’s way of reducing everyone to a type. Just as well he didn’t have to deal with living patients. Stratton wondered if Dr Byrne was married, and then, firmly suppressing an image of him in fumbling coitus atop an equally corpse-like wife, went out into the street.

As he strolled back along Savile Row - even after years out of uniform, his internal pacemaker was still set at the regulation 2½mph - Stratton thought about his first suicide, a young man who’d put the muzzle of a gun under his chin and blown most of his head into the walls of his outdoor lav. He remembered the drops of blood falling from the wooden ceiling onto his back and neck as he’d bent over to look, and a larger one on his hand that turned out to be a piece of brain. There’d been chips of skull embedded in the boards all round the toilet, pink and white, like almonds on an iced cake. Stratton had been twenty-five then, the same age as the poor bastard who’d killed himself. They’d found a note saying he was suffering from an incurable disease. Turned out he was homosexual - he’d gone for treatment, but it hadn’t worked. Stratton remembered what one of the older coppers had said about it being unusual for a nancy to use a gun. ‘They normally do it like women: gas or pills, and clean underwear.’ The same officer had told him that the most violent way women did it was with carbolic - ‘bloody painful, burns your insides out’. Everything Stratton had seen since had confirmed these rules, until yesterday. Clearly, female jumpers weren’t as uncommon as he’d thought, and the underwear was inconclusive . . . Nevertheless, the feeling that something wasn’t quite right continued to nag at him. Not that there was much he could do, it wasn’t his case. It wasn’t anybody’s. As far as his superiors were concerned, the thing was over and done with.

 



Stratton breathed in the familiar station smell of soap, disinfectant and typewriter ribbons. Ballard, the young PC who’d dealt with Miss Morgan, was by the desk, admonishing Freddie the Flasher. ‘I’ve got a weak bladder, there’s nothing they can do for it, on my life . . .’ Stratton grinned to himself: there was one in every district. Female exhibitionists, as well - there’d been one at his first posting who’d never closed her curtains when she undressed for bed. Every night at 11.30. Good looking woman, too. He’d watched her several times, a few of them had. Not that he was proud of it, but . . .

He waited until Ballard was finished, then nodded at Freddie’s retreating back. ‘Poor old sod. He can’t be having much fun in the blackout.’

‘No, sir.’ Ballard suppressed a grin.

‘You found Miss Morgan, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Ballard grimaced. ‘I won’t forget her in a hurry, I can tell you.’

‘Who was with you?’

‘PC 29, sir. Arliss.’

‘I see.’ Fred Arliss, one of the old, horse-drawn brigade, was so incompetent that ‘Arlissing around’ had become station slang for ballsing something up. Stratton wondered if Ballard knew this yet, but decided not to enlighten him.

‘Did either of you notice anything unusual about her?’

Ballard frowned. ‘I don’t know if you’d say it was unusual, but there was one thing that did strike me when we moved her - she didn’t have her teeth in.’

‘Didn’t she?’

‘No sir. Made me wonder if it wasn’t some kind of accident. The window was wide open, not much of a ledge, and if she’d been leaning out . . . It’s only a thought, sir. It just seemed to me a shame if the coroner said it was a suicide when it wasn’t.’

‘Certainly rough on the family.’

‘She didn’t have any relatives, and her husband’s dead. Died in a fire. That’s how she got the scars on her face. The young chap she lived with told us.’

‘Young chap?’ Stratton raised his eyebrows.

‘Nothing like that, sir.’ Ballard reddened. ‘He wasn’t . . . well . . . he wasn’t normal.’

‘A kiss not a handshake, you mean?’

Ballard looked grateful. ‘Something like that, sir. It was like talking to a girl.’

‘Oh, well . . .’ Stratton shrugged. ‘It takes all sorts. How are you finding it at Beak Street?’ Ballard, like most of the young policemen, lived in the section house. Stratton had lived there himself years ago, when he had his first posting at Vine Street. Tiny cubicles, and never enough blankets in the winter. ‘Don’t suppose it’s changed much, has it?’

‘I shouldn’t think so, sir. Do you remember her, in the films?’

‘Can’t say I do.’

 



Stratton thanked Ballard and returned to his desk to shake his head at a heap of paperwork about the Italians they were supposed to be helping to round up for internment. Bloody ridiculous, he  thought, staring at the list of names. It came from MI5, and they hadn’t screened anybody so, basically, every Gino, Maria and Mario who’d come to Britain after 1919 was for it, even if they had sons or brothers serving in the army. Not to mention attacks on Italian businesses . . . Admittedly, it was an easy way to get rid of some of the gangs, although, with the Sabini Brothers safely out of the way, the Yiddishers and the Malts would have the run of Soho, which would mean shifting alliances - accompanied by a fair bit of violence - until everyone settled down again. Not that the Jews were having an easy time of it, either. Stratton sighed. It wasn’t the criminals he felt sorry for, it was the poor bastards who were trying to make an honest living and getting bricks chucked through their windows. Not to mention all the stories in the papers about Jews profiteering and evading the call up.

He tried to concentrate, but the missing teeth bothered him. Byrne hadn’t thought to mention it. But if Mabel Morgan had painted her face, why hadn’t she put in her teeth? Surely that would come first. Stratton had his own teeth, and he’d never tried applying lipstick, but it had to be easier with them than without them. He tried to shrug the problem away, but it kept coming back. On the way home, he made a mental note to ask his wife if she remembered Mabel Morgan. Women were better at things like that.




THREE

Joe Vincent stood at the window of his flat and scrubbed Mabel’s teeth with a nailbrush. He’d tried using her toothbrush, but the dentures were coated in a grey, slightly furry accretion that the softer bristles couldn’t shift. He wasn’t really surprised; they’d never been immersed in any liquid other than water - and saliva - and she’d always been lazy about cleaning them. The work did not disgust him; he was grateful to be able to perform a last, small task for her. He’d spent most of the day staring at her things, unable to believe that she wasn’t coming back.

He gave the teeth a final swill in the bowl and laid them out to dry on a sheet of newspaper. Why hadn’t she been wearing them? And why not the fox fur jacket? She’d told him once that she wanted to be buried in it - ‘Unless you can lay your hands on a mink, dear.’ They’d told him at the hospital it was suicide, but he couldn’t believe it. He hadn’t seen her in the morning - she liked to sleep late - but the night before, when he’d gone to the pub after his shift at the cinema to escort her home through the blackout, she’d been fine. Tight, as usual, but quite happy, reminiscing about her days on the set with Gertie and Bertie, the child stars known as the Terrible Twins (‘I wanted to strangle the little bastards, dear. We all did.’). He knew she had a habit of leaning out of the front window and throwing her keys to her few visitors to save walking down the four flights of stairs, but if she’d toppled out doing that, someone would have seen her - unless she’d just thought she’d heard someone and leant out too far trying to see who it was . . . The window’d been wide open when he got back and there was no guard-rail, so it was possible. But then, why were her keys still in her handbag? All the same, it must have been an accident. She’d be the last person to take her own life, he was sure. There’d be  an inquest . . . The thought of a suicide verdict was unbearable; surely they’d let him say something? After all, he’d known her best.

At least she’d been wearing her wig. Her real hair had been doused so many times with chemicals that it had snapped off and had to be cut short. They hadn’t thought to straighten the wig at the hospital - she’d been lying there with it cocked over one eye. He’d adjusted it as best he could without causing her further pain, and sat holding her hand, numb with shock. Then he’d heard her whisper, ‘Joe . . .’ She’d died after that. He’d asked the nurses whether she’d said anything else, but if she had, none of them had heard it.

He looked down at the railings below, then drew back, feeling nauseous, trying to wipe away the image of her stomach impacting on the deadly spikes, the lethal prongs spearing her flesh and puncturing vital organs.

He wandered back to Mabel’s room, took a framed photograph from the mantelpiece and blew on it to get rid of the dust. Huge, wistful eyes, rippling blonde hair (still, at that time, her own), a heart-shaped face and a rosebud mouth: sheer beauty. It was taken in 1920, when she’d come third in the Picturegoer survey for the ‘Greatest British Film Player’, before the fire that scarred her, and before the work dried up, leaving her, by the time of their meeting in 1937, almost destitute. Joe had been just six in 1920, but his aunt Edna, who’d brought him up, had been an avid picturegoer and had taken him and his sister Beryl to see everything. Beryl had longed to be an actress, but she didn’t have the looks. Joe had got those; eyelashes wasted on a boy, Auntie Edna had always said, and as handsome as they come. She’d been pleased when he became a projectionist - it got her a weekly free seat at the Tivoli, where he worked - although she’d fantasised about him being up on the screen.

He sat down in the rumpled wreckage of Mabel’s bed, clutching the photograph. He hadn’t known about the scars until he’d met her. Her career had been over for several years before the fire that had marked her face and killed her director husband, and she was already forgotten. He’d read about how she’d been discovered, aged eighteen, in 1911, but he’d been shocked the first time he’d heard her speak: a Cockney accent, not far off his own. ‘They wouldn’t  have me in the talkies, dear. I couldn’t do it. They wanted people from the stage, who could speak right.’

They’d met in a café. He’d been sitting over a cup of tea, minding his own business, when he’d noticed her. She’d been seated - deliberately, he realised later - next to the wall, beside a sign that read ‘Eat Here and Keep Your Wife as a Pet’, and there was something about the flawlessness of her right profile that seemed familiar, though he couldn’t for the life of him think why. Staring into space across an empty table, there was something undefeated about her, in the tatty grandeur of her clothes and the defiant bravado of her jauntily angled hat. He didn’t think she’d noticed him until the manageress, who’d been glaring at her for a quarter of an hour, had approached and asked her, loud enough for everyone to hear, to pay up and go. He’d thought she was going to leave, but, halfway to the door, she’d come up to his table and said, without ceremony, ‘Can you spare a fag, dear?’ Seeing her full-face for the first time, he’d been caught off guard, embarrassed by his gasp at the sight of her damaged cheek and the circle of shiny, raw skin round her sealed eye. Hastily pushing the packet across the table - only three left in it to last the day - he’d lit a match for her. He thought she would leave then, but she’d lingered, watching him, apparently quite oblivious to the glowering manageress, until he’d felt compelled to ask if she’d like a cup of tea.

‘Thank you, dear. Now the old bitch’ll have to put up with me, whether she likes it or not. I’m Mabel.’ She’d extended a hand as if she expected it to be kissed, and Joe, blushing, had obliged. The manageress had slapped down the cup between them, slopping tea into the saucer. ‘None of that here,’ she’d snapped, and marched back to stand guard over her urn. When she was out of earshot, Joe’s new companion had leant across the table and said, ‘What’s your name, then?’

‘Joe.’

‘You’re a kind boy. I don’t suppose you remember me, do you dear?’

Unsure, he’d blurted, ‘Did you know my aunt, Edna Vincent?’

‘I don’t think so, dear, I meant from the pictures. I suppose it’s not likely.’ She tapped her temple. ‘I got this in a fire. They gave me new eyelids, but they don’t work.’

‘Were you in pictures, then?’

‘That’s right, dear. Mabel Morgan.’

He’d stared openly then. Of course he knew her! She was burnt into his consciousness through a thousand afternoons watching her melt into the arms of barely noticed leading men. It wasn’t until later he’d started to look at them; as a young boy, he’d watched only the actresses (‘Looking for hints, ducky,’ as a sympathetic chum had said later). And now she was in front of him, a phantom made flesh.

‘I do exist, you know. Some might say it’s a mistake, but still . . .’ She stuck out her arm. ‘Go on, pinch me if you don’t believe me.’

‘But . . . why are you here?’

‘Nowhere else to go, dear.’ She indicated a large, battered suitcase, which Joe hadn’t noticed before. ‘Lost my room.’

‘Your hotel room?’

‘No, dear. Where I live.’

‘But . . .’ He’d paused, not wanting to offend her. It was hard enough to reconcile the lustrous beauty of the silent screen with the blemished, Cockney reality, even though he could see they were one and the same, but he’d always thought that film stars - even film stars who no longer made pictures - lived in mansions like the ones he’d seen in newsreels. Embarrassed, he’d changed the subject. ‘The first picture I ever saw was one of yours. David Copperfield.’

‘I died in that one. I did a lot of that, swooning and dying. I enjoyed that, especially the suicides. I was very good at those.’

‘Like The Passionate Pilgrim.’

‘Oh yes! Aubrey Manning had to lay me down on a tomb. We filmed it after lunch, and his breath stank of sardines. Worse than the dog it was.’

‘Which dog?’

‘Oh, you won’t remember that one, dear. Old Faithful, it was called. First one I ever did. I had to keep on kissing this great big dog. Mind you, I got along with him, despite the . . .’ Mabel fanned her face with her hand. ‘It was the director I couldn’t bear. Henry Thurston. There was this one moment, dear . . .’ She leant across the table. ‘I had to look frightened, you see, and he kept saying it wasn’t good enough, so he said, “I’ll give you a fright,” and he undid his trousers and took it out. Scared me half to death. I was only eighteen, I’d never seen one before.’
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Joe had been captivated. He’d used up the last of his money buying cups of tea while she talked, and then he’d taken her back to see his landlady. Mrs Cope, who liked Joe because he didn’t cause trouble, had seemed willing - for a small consideration on the rent - to accept his explanation that Mabel was a relative, fallen on hard times, and allowed her to share his tiny flat.

And now she wasn’t here any more. She’d never be here again. Joe laid the photograph on her pillow and went to her chest of drawers, where he opened her jewellery box and fingered the few items she hadn’t been able to pawn, then kissed the wooden pate of her wig-stand and, turning, ran his hands along the shoulders of the four dresses that hung from a rope strung across one corner of the room. He slid his favourite, a fine red wool, off its hanger and inhaled its scent before taking off his dressing gown, stepping into the dress, and zipping it up at the back. He was slim enough for it to fit, although the fabric across the chest, unsupported by breasts, sagged and puckered. For some reason it was the sight of this, as he stood in front of the mirror, which brought the tears.




FOUR

‘Why do you wear knickers?’

Stratton and Jenny were alone in the kitchen of the small, semi-detached mock-Tudor house they occupied in the north London suburb of Tottenham. Sunday lunch was over, Jenny’s two sisters and their husbands had departed to their homes up the road, and the washing up was done. Stratton was leaning back in his chair in a way forbidden to the children before they were evacuated because it weakened the joinery. Jenny was standing between his legs, her plump buttocks resting against the edge of the table. She folded her arms under her breasts and frowned slightly, considering the question. ‘What do you mean, why?’

Stratton pulled on his cigarette, exhaled, and squinted at her through the smoke. Jenny Stratton’s soft skin and round, dimpled face made her thirty years seem more like twenty-one. She had big green eyes, chestnut brown hair and a curvaceous body. After eleven years of marriage Stratton still watched the way that other men - including his brothers-in-law - looked at her, and felt a secret thrill of pride.

‘I’m not trying to be funny,’ he said. ‘I’m curious.’

‘Well,’ Jenny’s frown deepened. ‘I wear them because they keep me warm, and they’re comfortable - I’d feel strange without them. And they make me feel respectable.’

‘You don’t need to be respectable now. There’s no one here.’

‘Except you.’

‘Except me. So if you come upstairs, I can keep you warm, and make you comfortable.’

Jenny raised her eyebrows. ‘What, now? We’ve only just eaten.’

‘It’s not like swimming. And even if it was, it’s been a good hour . . .’

Jenny looked around the kitchen as if there might be some objection hidden amongst the crocks and canisters, then stood upright and undid her apron. ‘Why not?’ she said.

 



Jenny laid her head on her husband’s chest. ‘All right, are you?’ he asked, putting his arm round her.

‘Oh, yes. Only . . .’

Stratton knew what was coming. It crossed his mind that she’d only agreed to come to bed in order to soften his mood for another onslaught about the children.

‘I know we’ve talked about it,’ she said, ‘but—’

‘We’re not bringing them back, love. It isn’t safe.’

Jenny twisted round to look at him. ‘Nowhere’s safe, is it? Not now. Not if the Germans come.’

‘We don’t know that they’re going to come. And even if they do, Pete and Monica will be safer in Norfolk.’

‘The Germans’ll go to Norfolk, won’t they? It’s not that far from the coast, where they are. I keep imagining . . . What if there’s an invasion and I never see them again? Or if they’re killed, or . . . I think about it all the time, Ted. At least if they were with us we’d know, wouldn’t we? We’d be together, and even if . . . if . . .’

‘Don’t, Jenny.’ Stratton stroked her hair. ‘We’ve got to give them a chance.’

‘A chance to do what?’ Jenny wriggled out from under his arm and sat up straight, her voice rising. ‘To get killed? Or go to prison, or be slaves?’

‘That won’t happen.’

‘How do you know it won’t happen? Don’t you care what happens to them?’

Stratton sat up. ‘Of course I do. That’s why they’re staying put.’

‘The Lever boys are back, and the Bells—’

‘And they’re running up and down the street all day, causing trouble. Pete and Monica need to be at school.’

‘Doris wants to fetch Madeleine.’

Stratton sighed. Doris was Jenny’s favourite sister.

‘What about Donald? What does he think?’

‘He’s being as pig-headed as you are.’

‘We’re being sensible. I know you’re worried, love, but honestly,  they’re best off where they are. There’s kids being evacuated all the time, now.’

Jenny levered herself off the bed, and, turning her back on him, put on her dressing gown.

‘We know they’re being looked after properly now, at this new place,’ said Stratton. ‘I know it was bad, before—’

‘Don’t, Ted. I’ll never forget when we saw them that first time. That horrible woman! I felt like a murderer for letting them go—’

‘But we got it sorted out, didn’t we? And this time they’re happy. You said that yourself.’

‘That Mrs Chetwynd sounds far too posh for us.’ Jenny rounded on the mirror and started jabbing hairgrips back into place. ‘With her big house . . . She’ll turn them into little snobs. We won’t be good enough for them any more.’

‘Is that what’s really worrying you?’

She spun round to face him, bashing the back of her hairbrush against the edge of the dressing table. ‘She’s got a castle in her garden!’

‘It’s a keep.’

‘I don’t care what it is! She’s got servants, and . . . everything.’ The last word was thickened by tears. As Jenny wrenched open the door, Stratton scrambled off the bed and took her in his arms.

‘Come on, love. This isn’t like you.’

‘Let go!’ Elbows pinioned - Stratton was a good eight inches taller, with a big chest and broad shoulders - Jenny thumped him ineffectually with the hairbrush.

‘No. Not till you calm down.’

‘They’ve got everything, Ted, everything we can’t give them. A dog, and horses.’

‘Well, Pete’s always wanted a dog.’

‘That’s what I mean!’

Stratton rubbed her back for a moment, then tried a different tack. ‘We’ve got horses.’

‘No we haven’t.’

‘The coalman’s horse.’

Jenny looked up at him, her laugh a cross between a sob and a yelp. ‘Silly. I meant proper horses. Posh horses.’

‘That’s better. You know, love, if you’re that worried, you could go and stay up there with them. I’m sure Mrs Chetwynd would know someone who’d take a paying guest.’

‘And what would you do?’ demanded Jenny. ‘Starve?’

‘I’d manage.’

‘Of course you wouldn’t. Not properly. I’m not leaving you, Ted.’ She swatted him with the hairbrush, playfully this time. ‘I don’t want to hear any more about it.’

‘All right then, you won’t. Now, why don’t you get back into bed, and I’ll make us a cup of tea?’

Jenny’s eyes widened. ‘It’s half-past five, Ted. We can’t!’

‘Why not?’

‘What if somebody comes round?’

‘We’ll pretend we’re not here.’

‘What if it’s Doris? Or Lilian?’ Both Jenny’s sisters had keys.

‘They’ve only just left.’

‘Two hours ago.’

‘Come on . . .’ Stratton kissed the top of her head. ‘Stop arguing. ’

Giggling, Jenny stood on tiptoe to kiss him back. ‘You’re a bad man, Ted Stratton.’

‘Terrible,’ Stratton agreed. ‘Deplorable, in fact. A rotten ba—’

‘Ted!’ Jenny put a hand over his mouth. It was a game they often played in private. She liked to appear shocked by his language, and he dropped the milder swear words into his conversation to scandalise her. She’d be genuinely appalled, he knew, if she ever heard the sort of crudities that were par for the course in police work, and he was careful never to use those words around her.

‘Honestly!’ said Jenny. ‘What with your language, and doing this in the middle of the afternoon, I don’t—’ She stiffened, and broke away from him. ‘Someone’s here. I can hear the key. One of them must have forgotten something. Let me get my things on. For heaven’s sake . . .’ She pulled off her dressing gown and scooped her blouse off the floor. ‘Put your clothes on, you’ll be quicker than me.’

Stratton groaned as the resonant boom of his least favourite brother-in-law issued from the hall. ‘’Ello, ’ello, ’ello! Anybody home?’

Reg Booth had a habit of reducing everyone to a single characteristic, as if they were merely supporting characters in the drama of his life. Stratton, being a policeman, was referred to as ‘the long arm of the law’, and his reluctant visits to Reg’s house were always heralded with cries of ‘Have you got a warrant?’

‘What’s he doing here?’ Jenny whispered.

Stratton shoved his shirt into his trousers and his feet into his slippers. ‘God knows. He must have borrowed Lilian’s key. I’ll go down, see if I can’t get rid of him.’

 



Reg, a beefy man whose features seemed to have been slapped onto his face around a bulbous, pock-marked nose, always reminded Stratton of a music hall comedian. He secretly relished an image of Reg dressed in a loud suit and cowering under a proscenium arch while a furious crowd pelted him with eggs, rotten tomatoes and dead cats. His jokes, if they could be called jokes, deserved all that, and more.

Now, he was standing, legs wide apart, on the hall linoleum, brandishing an enormous and rusty sabre. ‘Look at this beauty!’

‘What is it?’ asked Stratton.

‘Arabic.’ Reg gestured at the hilt with his free hand. ‘Look at that workmanship. They used to ride into battle on camels with these.’ He lunged forward with a warlike yell - Reg of the Desert - and narrowly missed the top of Stratton’s ear.

‘For God’s sake, put it down. I don’t want blood poisoning.’

Jenny clattered down the stairs looking flushed and patting her hair. Stratton noticed that her legs were bare, and wondered if Reg would pick up on it and put two and two together. He decided it was unlikely - Reg wasn’t very observant at the best of times, and even if he did cotton to Jenny’s dishevelled appearance, he probably wouldn’t attribute it to what he leeringly referred to as (Stratton winced inwardly) ‘conjugal doings’.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Jenny.

‘Reg has found an Arab sword,’ said Stratton. ‘Now all he needs is a camel to go with it.’

‘What have you brought it round here for?’ Jenny asked. ‘It’s filthy.’

Reg gave her a patronising smile. ‘Never mind the whys and wherefores, my dear. Someone,’ - he glanced meaningfully at Stratton - ‘has got to protect all you ladies from the Boche, even  if it’s only old Reg here. Experience counts for something, you know.’ For the last nine months he had reminded them constantly of his service in the Great War, although, given the absence of medals or, indeed, corroborative evidence of any sort, Stratton very much doubted that his military career was as glorious as he made out.

Now he said, soothingly, ‘I’m sure experience counts for a lot, Reg, but perhaps you should clean the sword up a bit before you go on parade with it. Where did you get it from, anyway?’

‘Donald. Just been round to collect it. Belonged to one of his uncles, apparently - been stuck in the attic for years. He mentioned it when I asked him if he’d got anything we could use for the Defence Volunteers. Can’t understand why he didn’t tell me before. But that’s why I’m here - you haven’t got anything, I suppose? ’

Stratton shook his head. Heaven help us, he thought, if the country’s last line of defence is Reg with a camel sword. He’d heard one or two people - including Reg himself - say, ‘If I go, I’ll take one of them with me,’ but he didn’t know if it was truth or fashionable bravado. He also didn’t know, he realised, what - if it came to it - he himself would do.

‘Well, never mind. If you do think of anything,’ Reg added, officiously, ‘you’d better let me have it. We don’t want valuable weapons getting into the wrong hands.’

As he turned to go, Jenny said, ‘How’s Johnny?’ Stratton wondered why she’d asked. Reg’s sullen nineteen-year-old son, recently turned down for the services because of flat feet, was not a comfortable subject at the moment. Even Lilian, who doted on the boy and could usually be relied upon to bring him into every conversation, hadn’t mentioned him once over their midday meal.

‘Fine! Couldn’t be better.’

The heartiness wasn’t convincing. ‘Has he left his job at the garage?’ Jenny asked.

Reg raised his eyebrows. ‘Why should he want to do that? He’s doing very well there. They think a lot of him, you know.’

‘No, it was just . . .’ Jenny shrugged. ‘I saw him on Friday, out with a group of young lads. Hanging about. It was in the afternoon, and I just thought . . . Well, I was surprised he wasn’t at work, that’s all.’

‘Probably out running an errand and saw some of his pals. They’re like that at that age. High-spirited. Mark my words, your Pete’ll be just the same.’

Listening to this, Stratton wondered if Reg, unable to cast Johnny as his brave soldier son, one of ‘our boys’ and all that went with it, had re-invented him as A Bit Of A Scamp. He felt a sudden prick of anxiety: if Johnny had got into bad company (and he was certainly capable of it) and his bloody idiot of a father couldn’t, or wouldn’t, admit that it was anything more than youthful high-jinks, the boy might easily go right off the rails and end up in prison. ‘Do you want me to have a word with him?’ he asked.

‘Good Lord, no! Let the boy have his fun. God knows, we all need a bit of that, don’t we? Especially in these troubled times.’ He walloped Stratton between the shoulder blades in a manner that was hard enough to qualify as painful, rather than jovial, and continued, ‘Too strait-laced, old boy, that’s your problem. Never off duty. He’ll mind his p’s and q’s all right, never you fear. Now, I must go forth. Duty calls, and all that. A fine repast, my dear, if I may say so,’ - Jenny winced as he patted her cheek - ‘a veritable feast.’

He opened the front door, executed a couple of deep knee bends on the porch, and marched off down the garden path with the sword clasped to his shoulder. As they stood watching him go, Stratton thought, I should have realised there was no point offering to talk to Johnny. Even if Reg was worried about his son - and surely, for all his faults, the man had to have some feelings - Stratton was still a comedic policeman to him, not a real one. He’d often imagined Reg in the beery bonhomie of some saloon bar with his fellow commercial travellers, joking about having a copper in the family - ‘Have to watch your step with old Ted around, aye, aye!’ All policemen were plodding, helmeted buffoons, just as all Scotsmen were mean and all landladies, termagants: life as a seaside postcard.

‘You know,’ said Jenny, shutting the door, ‘I feel sorry for him.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he doesn’t realise, does he? Do you know,’ she continued, ‘when Monica was six, she asked me, “Why does Uncle Reg keep telling jokes when nobody ever laughs?” I didn’t know  what to tell her. I could hardly say it’s because he’s so conceited he thinks we’ve all missed the point.’

Stratton glanced at his wife to make sure that mentioning Monica wasn’t going to bring on more tears, but she seemed all right. Nevertheless, he decided it would be best to change the subject. ‘Do you think Johnny’s in some sort of trouble?’

‘I’m not sure. It just seemed a bit odd. I mean, he should have been at work and he was just lounging about. I recognised one of the boys, the Dawsons’ son. You know, the one who’s been in trouble.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Well,’ Jenny busied herself with the kettle, ‘when you came in from work yesterday, you went straight out to the allotment, so I haven’t really had a chance.’

‘You could have told me on Friday.’

‘Yes, but . . . Well, you seemed a bit preoccupied.’

Mabel Morgan and those bloody teeth, thought Stratton. ‘I was,’ he admitted. ‘Something at work. Do you think Reg’ll talk to him?’

‘No. And if he did, Johnny wouldn’t listen. He despises Reg and now Reg has got something over him because he fought and Johnny can’t. Honestly, Ted, I don’t see it getting any better.’

Christ, thought Stratton, I hope me and Pete aren’t going to be like that. ‘Did you mention it to Lilian?’ he asked.

‘No point.’ Jenny shrugged. ‘You know what she’s like, thinks he makes the sun shine.’

Stratton sighed. Jenny was right. Lilian had been finding excuses for Johnny ever since he could walk. ‘There’s something not right,’ Jenny said, spooning tea into the pot. ‘I know it.’ Stratton wanted to say something reassuring, not just about Johnny, but the invasion, the children - all of it - but he couldn’t think of anything. He suddenly felt the need to be by himself for a while, to potter, and perhaps turn things over a bit in his mind. When Jenny handed him his tea, he said, ‘I think I’ll take this out to the shed, love. God knows it needs tidying up, and I’ve been too busy down at the allotment.’

‘You do that. I think I might put my feet up for ten minutes. Have a read of the paper.’ Stratton knew this was Jenny’s way of telling him that everything - for the time being - was all right. He  wanted to kiss her, but, feeling that would be making too much of it, he contented himself with turning in the doorway to say, ‘What about Reg with that old sword, eh?’ and receiving a smile in return.




FIVE

Diana Calthrop emerged from the tube at South Kensington and stood on the pavement looking around her. She glanced at her watch - three minutes to four - then checked her appearance in a shop window. A tall, elegant blonde stared back with a slightly haughty expression; clearly, she did not look as tense as she felt. She tried to breathe slowly and deeply as, keeping her back to the street, she removed the glove from her left hand, slipped off her wedding ring, and dropped it into her handbag. ‘It’s just over there.’ Diana jumped. Her colleague Lally Markham, equally tall and equally blonde, was standing behind her. She glanced in the direction Lally had indicated, and saw an innocuous-looking tea room.

‘You’re clear about what to do?’

Diana nodded.

‘Ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be.’

‘Remember, talk about normal things - the blackout, the weather - and if you can mention that you work at the War Office, so much the better. The thing is to get her to trust you.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Off we go, then.’

As they crossed the road, Diana prepared herself by making a mental inventory of what she knew about the Right Club: organisation of right-wing anti-Semites against the war, founded by Peverell Montague, Unionist MP since 1931, friends with Lord Redesdale, the Duke of Wellington, Lord Londonderry and Sir Barry Domvile, all members of the pro-Nazi Anglo-German Fellowship. Nothing much to connect him with Mosley - at least, not recently - but he was acquainted with William Joyce. Has accused the press of being Jew-ridden and distributed pamphlets with anti-Semitic verses,  but since the arrest of Mosley the organisation has been under the control of Montague’s wife . . .

 



The bell clanged as they entered the tea room. Diana was surprised by the interior; she’d expected something grander, or at least something less ordinary. The place was clean, but not in any way showy: polished wooden furniture, white napery, bowls of paper flowers, landscape prints on the walls, and a few people sitting, either singly or in pairs, at the tables. Diana and Lally arranged themselves at a table halfway down the room and ordered tea from the waitress.

After ten minutes sipping, smoking and chatting, the bell clanged again. Lally, who was facing the door, murmured, ‘She’s here.’ Diana started involuntarily, and Lally said, ‘It’ll be fine. Don’t be nervous. Just be yourself.’ Her voice and expression - kind and slightly anxious - reminded Diana so much of her mother’s just before Diana’s coming-out ball that, for a moment, she wanted to laugh. She heard footsteps behind her and watched as Lally’s face became animated, her eyebrows arching in an expression of delighted surprise. ‘Mrs Montague!’

The real Mrs Montague looked somewhat heavier than her photographs had suggested, but her dark, liquid eyes and wide smile were turned on Lally just as brightly as they had been on the camera lens. Her light-grey suit, worn over a discreetly patterned blouse, was modishly severe, and a smart little hat completed the costume. She could be my mother-in-law, or anyone I know, thought Diana, then wondered why she should be surprised by this.

‘Do come and sit down!’ cried Lally. ‘That is,’ she added, ‘if you’re not meeting anyone.’

‘Thank you.’ While Mrs Montague took off her gloves and drew up a chair beside Diana’s, Lally continued to gush. Diana, watching her, was amused in spite of herself.

‘It’s marvellous you’re here,’ said Lally, ‘I’ve so wanted you to meet my dear friend Diana Calthrop. We’ve known each other for years, haven’t we, darling?’

Diana smiled. ‘Oh yes. A very long time. How do you do?’ She held out her hand.

The shake was perfunctory - a touch of the fingers - but the eyes still looked warm. Lally offered cigarettes, ordered more tea, and  exclaimed several times about the serendipity of the meeting before saying, ‘Diana and I were just saying how we miss our dogs, now that we’re both in London so much.’

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Montague, ‘It’s dreadful, but what can one do? I must stay, for Peverell’s sake - that’s my husband, Miss Calthrop - and my little Dash would simply hate it here.’

Diana almost corrected the ‘Miss’ but remembered just in time that she was not, so far as the Right Club was concerned, supposed to be married. Instead she said, ‘Dash? What a nice, old-fashioned name. Queen Victoria’s dog was called Dash, wasn’t it?’

‘Was it?’

‘I read it somewhere. A spaniel, I think.’

‘Such nice little dogs . . . Are you interested in history, Miss Calthrop?’

‘Oh, yes! I don’t know much, of course, but I enjoy reading about it.’

‘Diana’s terribly clever,’ said Lally. ‘We used to have our lessons together and I was always stupid, but she was frightfully good at remembering things.’

‘Only if I was interested in them,’ said Diana hastily. ‘I was always abysmal with figures. Not that it matters in my work, of course, but—’

‘She’s being modest, Mrs Montague,’ said Lally. ‘She’s in the War Office.’

‘That must be interesting.’

‘Not really.’ Diana grimaced. ‘I’m in the filing department. Surrounded by pieces of paper.’

After a moment’s pause, the conversation turned to the latest shortages in the shops, and a quarter of an hour’s inconsequential chat followed before Diana glanced at her watch and said she didn’t realise it was so late and she must leave at once, but she hoped that they’d meet again. Mrs Montague replied, blandly, that she hoped so, too, and five minutes later Diana found herself in the street, where she hailed a taxi.

‘Dolphin Square, please.’

‘Yes, miss.’

Once settled in the taxi, Diana took a deep breath, then fished out her compact and powdered her nose. She felt a lightness, an odd sort of internal buzzing, that she’d never experienced before  - extreme exhilaration coupled with relief. Staring out of the window at the passing crowd leaving their offices and scurrying along the pavement, she thought, none of you know. I’m in this war - right in it - and none of you have any idea.

Since she’d left her mother-in-law’s home in the country (she and Guy had shut up their house when his regiment had been sent abroad) she’d never had so much fun in her life. Staying with Guy’s mother had been ghastly. They’d never got on and, unrestrained by Guy’s presence, Evie had sniped continually about Diana failing to conceive and then, as she put it, ‘managing to lose the baby’. When the war broke out, Diana, feeling both useless and a failure, had been desperate to get a job - any job - but had no idea of how this might be achieved. Even her London friends had found their attempts frustrated, and she had almost resigned herself to the suffocating monotony of a war spent in Hampshire when the miracle happened: Lally Markham, who really was an old school friend and who had managed to get work at the War Office, had offered to recommend her for a job. Evie, of course, had objected, but Diana had jumped at the chance, even though she didn’t have a clue what Lally actually did. It wasn’t just to escape, but to feel that she might, for the first time in her life, actually be doing something useful. Her references (and her social standing) being excellent, the woman in charge of female staff had sent her to work in the transport section at MI5.

Diana applied a fresh layer of lipstick, then sat back and closed her eyes. Right from the first day, when she’d reported to the Security Service’s new offices in Wormwood Scrubs prison, she’d loved every minute, even though her work had only entailed sending out despatch riders and issuing petrol coupons.

The first time she’d met Colonel Forbes-James - with Lally, in the Scrubs canteen - she knew she’d made a good impression. ‘He likes blondes,’ Lally’d told her afterwards. ‘Especially well-connected ones.’ Diana knew that he was part of B Division - counter-espionage - but when she’d asked Lally about what it was that Forbes-James actually did, her friend had become vague and mysterious, hinting about special operations but refusing to provide any concrete information, other than that Forbes-James knew her father, Brigadier Markham, and had recruited her to work for him.

Diana had liked him immediately. His dark, round eyes, with their long lashes, and his button nose, gave him the slightly querulous charm of a pug. If she hadn’t been so much in awe of his reputation in the department, she’d have been tempted to pat him.

He must have made some enquiries about her, because he’d invited her to lunch the following week and asked her about herself. When she told him she’d had a French governess, and had spent nine months in Bavaria learning German from an elderly countess who was desperate for foreign currency, he’d been impressed. To her astonishment, she’d found herself telling him everything: how her parents had died within three months of each other when she was nineteen; how she’d married Guy six months afterwards in a whirlwind romance and discovered, on her honeymoon, from his letters to Evie (Dearest Darling, You will always have first place in my heart . . . and signed, Your infatuated boy) how much he was in thrall to his mother. Then she’d told him about how, five years later, knowing full well her marriage had been a mistake and consumed by a sort of miserable wonder at her misjudgement, she’d found herself at Evie’s house, lonely and unhappy, and how desperate she’d been to escape. When she got to know Forbes-James better, and understood more about his methods, she realised that her loquacity had been entirely due to his subtlety as an interrogator, but she never held it against him. She hadn’t told him about the miscarriage, of course, nor that, instead of being sad about it, she’d felt first relief, and then a sense of guilt so extreme and remorseless that she had ended up resenting Guy for being the cause of it. It wasn’t so much that she hadn’t wanted a baby, but that she hadn’t wanted Guy’s baby, which was something she found hard to admit to herself, and certainly couldn’t be mentioned to anyone else, ever.

The memory of what she’d told Forbes-James about Guy and Evie reminded Diana that her wedding ring was still in her handbag. She glanced down at her gloved hands and thought that, for the time being at least, it could stay there. She wasn’t entirely sure what had prompted this decision, and she didn’t want to examine it, either. Instead, she let her mind drift back to Forbes-James. A few days after that first conversation, he’d taken her out to dinner at the Savoy and asked her if she wanted to work for him. When  he’d explained that his division, B5(b), was chiefly engaged in monitoring political subversion in Britain, she’d had to bite her lip to keep back a yelp of excitement. She’d imagined an immediate entrée to a world of intrigue and invisible ink, but, three days later, when she’d been transferred to his office, he’d merely handed her a stack of books and pamphlets and told her to learn as much as possible about fascism. Only when he was thoroughly satisfied with her knowledge did he explain that he wanted her to pass herself off as a sympathiser so that she could, with an introduction from Lally, infiltrate the Right Club. By that time she knew all about the organisation, but she’d been vaguely surprised that, after the arrest of Mosley, such things could still exist. ‘Hydra’s heads,’ he’d told her. ‘There are still a lot of very influential people who don’t like the way things are going. Our job is to make sure they don’t do any damage.’

Now, she’d established contact. The meeting seemed to have gone pretty well, although she needed to hear Lally’s verdict in order to be certain. Surely Forbes-James would be pleased? That was the most important thing . . . The taxi pulled up outside Dolphin Square. Diana stepped out, paid the driver, and, just managing to restrain herself from breaking into a run, passed through the gateway and across the gardens towards Forbes-James’s flat in Nelson House.




SIX

The air was hot and oppressive. Joe Vincent sat on the top step of the Tivoli Cinema’s fire escape behind the Strand, lit a cigarette and glanced sideways through the iron railings at the alleyway below. A man in a long apron was prodding a broom at the debris on the cobblestones, and Italian waiters from the Villiers Street restaurants lounged, shirt-sleeved and smoking, at kitchen doors. A youth among them looked up and waved, then ducked as an older man - his father, perhaps, or an uncle - aimed a blow at his head. Joe couldn’t hear the words that justified this action, but he could guess what they were.

He’d spent the morning as he spent every Monday morning, making up the week’s programme, joining together reels of film with acetone cement that reeked of pear drops and made his head ache. When he’d started in the cinema as a re-wind boy Joe had been amazed that it took over 8,000 feet of film to show a 90-minute picture, and that was without the second feature, newsreel, adverts or trailers: now, nine years later and a chief projectionist, he could have completed the job in his sleep - which he might as well have done this morning. He felt numbed by grief. Without Mabel, his flat seemed miserably empty, more so as the hours of Sunday had stretched endlessly, and he’d drifted about her room, touching her possessions, not knowing what to do with himself. He didn’t want to see anyone, to talk, to eat, even to get drunk, and the memories - everywhere he looked - were unbearable. In the end, he’d given himself up to misery, lain on Mabel’s bed and sobbed until he fell asleep.

He saw the boy who’d waved being hustled inside by the other waiters, and half-heartedly flapped a hand at their retreating backs. What did it matter if they stormed up the fire escape and punched  him in the face? Before, he would have re-created the incident for Mabel, embellishing the youth’s handsomeness, and perhaps adding a kiss, blown from the palm of his hand. They would have savoured it together, given the boy a name and a history, and amused themselves devising a romance, but now . . . The memory wasn’t worth saving, because Mabel wasn’t there to share it.

‘Mr Vincent?’

Joe twisted his head and saw the laced-up shoes of Jim Wilson, who was standing by the metal-clad fire door. Wilson, chubby, round-faced and twenty-two, had replaced Joe’s previous assistant, who’d been called up in April. Projectionists were reserved until the age of twenty-five: Wilson had a dicky heart, which made him ineligible for the forces, but Joe, who had registered a month previously, was expecting his call-up any day now.

‘It’s getting on,’ said Wilson.

‘OK.’ Joe got to his feet and flicked his fag end over the side of the steps. ‘Start the non-sync. I’ll be there in a minute.’

‘Righty-o. There’s a cup of tea waiting inside.’

 



Joe lingered for a couple of minutes on the fire escape, thinking of Mabel, before following Wilson into the stifling projection box. A faint whirring noise from the non-synchronised sound machine’s motor preceded an orchestral swell that flowed from speakers to the auditorium below. As a second-run cinema, showing films at least a month after the Odeons and Gaumonts had done with them, the Tivoli didn’t have an organ and had to make do with records instead.

Joe checked the projector fan, and then, peering through the porthole at the arriving audience, spotted a few regulars: the pretty redhead who reminded him of his sister Beryl, the limping, respectable-looking elderly man who, sure enough, was joined a couple of minutes later in their usual seats by an equally respectable-looking elderly woman and, judging by what the pair of them got up to when they thought no-one could see, she was not his wife. This, supported by the fact that none of the usherettes had ever seen them arrive or leave together, had been the foundation for one of Mabel’s favourite fictions: according to her, the woman had been a missionary in Africa who succumbed to the brutish blandishments of a tribal chief before being returned to England  in disgrace, and the man had a wooden foot and a possessive wife. Joe made an automatic mental note to report their presence to her, then remembered. It’s going to keep happening, he thought, dully. Things Mabel did, things she said, things she liked to hear about . . . He stared down at the auditorium, and wished he’d told her about his one and only sexual encounter in a cinema, three days after his fifteenth birthday, when he’d gone, alone, to watch Garbo in Anna Christie, and a stranger had touched him. Hot with shame and hard as a rock, wanting it to stop but desperate for it to continue, he’d been horrified and thrilled at the same time. That had been his first time, and for days afterwards, he’d thought of nothing else. Even when, later on, he’d met other men that he knew - without knowing how he knew - were the same as him, he’d never discussed it. Normal people, of course, would consider it repulsive, but not Mabel. She would have understood. Why hadn’t he confided in her?

‘Good house, Mr Vincent?’

Wilson’s question cut across his train of thought. ‘Not really. About the same as last week.’

‘Mr Jackson says it’s the same everywhere,’ said Wilson. Mr Jackson, seedy grandeur and sly fumbles (usherettes only, thank God), was the manager. ‘He says it’s the war.’

‘Must be. We’d better get going.’ As the auditorium lights went down, Joe walked round to the back of the first projector and started the motor, which spluttered, then whined into life. This week’s offering was a British picture, Contraband, with Conrad Veidt and Valerie Hobson. Normally, Joe would have been eager to see it, but today he was indifferent. ‘Tabs, please.’

The music was silenced, the curtains parted, and the programme began. Joe remained behind the projector for a moment, staring into space, only recalled to himself when Wilson asked for the second - or possibly even third - time, judging by his tone, ‘You all right, Mr Vincent?’

All right? Of course he wasn’t bloody all right. How could he be? But neither Wilson, nor anyone else at the Tivoli, knew anything about Mabel. Cinema enthusiasts to a man - and woman - they’d have been fascinated to learn that he’d shared his home with a star from the silent era, but he’d never told them. His sister Beryl knew about her, of course - they had got on well - and she’d have  to be told. Yesterday, he couldn’t face it, which meant he’d have to telephone her at work. They wouldn’t like that - Beryl was a dressmaker for a snooty Bond Street designer - but it couldn’t be helped.

‘I’m fine,’ he said.

Wilson looked unconvinced. ‘You look as if you could do with some air,’ he said. ‘I can do the changeovers.’ He patted the second projector. ‘She’s all threaded up.’

Joe remembered that he hadn’t thought to check. Best, he thought, to leave the change-over to Wilson, who in any case was perfectly competent. In Joe’s current frame of mind the unforgivable might happen and the audience be left staring at a white screen. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I’ll be right outside.’

 



Back on the fire escape, Joe contemplated another cigarette, but with only four left to last the day decided to wait. Instead, he sat with his elbows on his knees and his chin on his fists, wondering why he’d never told Mabel about the man in the cinema.

Mabel, as good a listener as she was a talker, had invited confidences, and he’d told her a great deal about himself, but not about that first initiation in the smoky, anonymous darkness. Mabel wouldn’t have judged him for it. The idea of judgement made him wonder whether she, herself, wasn’t now being weighed against some heavenly ideal. What would she say? Some things about her he knew: marriage to Cecil Duke, who’d directed her in The Dancing Duchess and Let’s All Be Gay!, her dramatic escape from the house fire that had killed him, and the operations she’d had to try and re-build the lids on her ruined left eye. But there were other things that remained mysterious: the way she always looked out of the window before leaving the house, the sleepless nights when she got up and walked about the flat, the way she’d shut herself in her room for hours at a time (‘thinking, dear, that’s all’). He hadn’t pried, just accepted. But her death? He couldn’t accept that. No warning, no note, just, well, just that. Death. Gone. Finished. Not there anymore. And with no explanation. It didn’t make sense.

 



He got through the rest of the day in a sort of self-protective trance and walked home to Conway Street after the cinema closed. The hall floor and stairwell were covered in newspaper and the house  permeated by steam from his landlady’s washing and the odour of her stew - added to, subtracted from, boiled and rehashed throughout the week - which smelled, according to Mabel, like a permanent fart. Joe’s involuntary smile at the memory of this description made him wince as he tiptoed down the passage, not wanting to alert Mrs Cope, who lived on the ground floor. She was, on the whole, a kind woman, but he’d endured several hours of her barely concealed appetite for what she termed ‘the tragedy’ at the weekend, and couldn’t stand any more of it. He placed his foot carefully on the bottom step to make sure it wouldn’t creak, thinking how he just wanted the day to be over.

It wasn’t. When he reached the top of the stairs, Joe saw that the door to his flat was slightly ajar. He stood on the landing wondering if he’d accidentally forgotten to lock up before he left for work, and then, hearing a noise from within, was about to retreat when the door was flung wide open by a large man. In a blink, Joe took in the thuggish frame that bulged inside the blue serge suit, the five o’clock shadow under the threatening, tilted hat, the badly sutured scar that bisected one cheek, and the meaty whiff of body odour. He spun round and made for the stairs, but the man reached forward, grabbed his arm, and held on to it. All Joe’s attention was riveted on the face - cavernous nostrils choked with black hairs, cracked lips and stale breath - that was an inch away from his own.

‘Well, well, well,’ said the man, his voice loud with jovial menace. ‘Home at last. Don’t be shy, come on in.’ As he gestured towards the door, Joe saw that there was another man, smaller, younger - a boy gangster - behind him. ‘We want to talk to you. You see, Mister Vincent,’ - the big man prodded him in the chest with a nicotine stained finger - ‘you’ve got something we want.’




SEVEN

Stratton stood at one of the urinals in the station’s toilet, gazing at the white tiles in front of him and worrying about Mabel Morgan’s missing teeth. The inquest would be held in a few hours’ time. Ballard would give evidence, and assuming the verdict was suicide, which it undoubtedly would be, that would be the end of it. Jenny had remembered Mabel: ‘She was one of Mum’s favourites. Ever so beautiful - great big eyes, a bit like Greta Garbo. What a way to end up, though.’ It didn’t amount to anything, that was the problem - just speculation - and it wasn’t as if he didn’t have enough to do already: a passer by who’d tried to intervene in a robbery at a jeweller’s was lying critically ill in hospital, and a fight between two gangs had resulted in a fatal stabbing, with all eight participants claiming they had no idea who did it because they were looking the other way at the time. In any case, it was well nigh impossible to think clearly with Arliss, who was spectacularly flatulent, parping away in the cubicle beside him.

Stratton finished, buttoned himself up, and was washing his hands when Arliss emerged looking pleased with himself, a clear victor in the battle with his bowels. Stratton nodded at him, and Arliss, smoothing the front of his tunic, ambled over to join him at the basin. ‘That young chap,’ he said, without preamble, ‘the pansy who lived with the Morgan woman, got picked up on Monday night. Or Tuesday morning, I should say. Down in Soho, it was.’

‘Oh? What for?’

‘Not for anything, Sir. Right mess, he was. Weaving about all over the place. Someone did a real job on him.’

Stratton stood back from the basin to wipe his hands on the towel, and Arliss, who had, apparently, no intention of using it himself, carried on, ‘Got himself beaten up for being a nancy, I’d say.’

‘Is that what he told you?’

Arliss shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t tell me, would he? His sort never do. Lovely black eye,’ he continued with a relish that made Stratton feel uncomfortable. ‘And they’d clobbered his face something terrible, sir.’ He chuckled. ‘Not such a pretty boy now.’

‘Was he pretty before?’ asked Stratton, guilelessly.

Arliss flushed. ‘You know what I mean, sir. For those that way inclined.’

‘You said they’d clobbered him. Was there more than one?’

‘Don’t know, sir. He wouldn’t tell us.’

I bet you didn’t try too hard to find out, either, thought Stratton. ‘Do you think it was something to do with Miss Morgan?’ he asked.

Arliss looked surprised. ‘Why should it be, sir? It’s him being like that, isn’t it?’ He shrugged. ‘What do they expect?’

 



Stratton spent a long, sticky day in the interview room, talking to various gang members who had mysteriously forgotten who they were with the previous night and who swore on their own lives, their mothers’ and their kiddies’ that they had seen nothing, honest to God, straight up, and by six o’clock he was more than ready to pack it in and get off home.

He found Ballard in the General Office, talking to one of the clerks. ‘How did it go?’

‘Suicide, sir.’

‘As we thought.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Did you see the man she lived with?’

‘Yes, sir. Joseph Vincent. Been in the wars a bit since I last saw him, though.’

‘Got beaten up, Arliss says.’

‘I suppose it’s to be expected, sir.’

Stratton sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose it is.’ Having secured Vincent’s address from Ballard, he left the station and walked towards Fitzrovia.

 



Vincent’s landlady, Mrs Cope, answered the front door with such speed that Stratton wondered if she’d been waiting in a pre-sprinting position like the Olympic runners he’d seen on the newsreels.  When he introduced himself and explained that he was looking for Mr Vincent, she ushered him into her parlour. ‘Gone away, sir. Staying with his sister. I expect you’ve come about Miss Morgan. Terrible business, if you don’t mind my saying, sir. Quite an upset. Shook me entirely rigid.’

Sensing that she could have gone on in this vein for quite a while, and not wanting to linger, Stratton interrupted. ‘Did you speak to him?’

Mrs Cope shook her head regretfully. ‘Haven’t seen him since Sunday. Left me a note - just for a few days, he said. He was ever so upset. Mind you, I could have said a few things - told me she was his aunt and it turned out she was nothing of the kind. I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, sir, especially since she used to be in the pictures, but I believe in clean living.’ The last two words were given extra weight by a series of emphatic nods that made her chins wobble. ‘I’ve said it before, but I’ll not have that sort of thing under this roof.’

Stratton didn’t set her straight - she’d probably have the poor bastard out on the street in an instant if she knew the truth - but said, soothingly, that he quite understood, and did she have the sister’s address?

‘You won’t catch him there now, sir. He’ll be at work. The Tivoli cinema. Is something wrong, sir? Only I heard that the inquest - I wasn’t there myself, of course, but one of my neighbours told me—’

‘Just a routine visit, that’s all,’ Stratton cut her off with a reassuring smile. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘Well, as I say, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but—’

As she clearly did want to speak ill of the dead, and was about to get into her stride, Stratton interrupted again. ‘As you say, Mrs Cope. Now, if you’ll just let me have the address, I’ve taken up quite enough of your time.’

Reluctantly, she dug out a piece of paper, which he copied into his notebook. At the door, after a bit more business about it being wicked and a shame, and in her house as well, Stratton escaped.

At the end of the street, he looked at his watch and decided to postpone the matter. He didn’t want to set tongues wagging by calling on Vincent at work - his enquiry was, after all, unofficial. He stopped outside the Tivoli on his way home, and established  that it was closed on Sundays. This Sunday, he remembered, it would be Doris’s turn to make dinner (the sisters took the Sunday midday meal in strict rotation). He wouldn’t be required to peel spuds, his sole domestic task aside from polishing shoes, and one he secretly rather enjoyed. That meant he’d be able to see Vincent in the morning at his sister’s. He opened his notebook and flipped through the pages - Beryl, her name was, in Clerkenwell Road. Jenny wouldn’t be too happy about it, but at least she’d be pleased this evening when he turned up in time for supper. Then he could spend a couple of hours at the allotment, as he often did on summer evenings, planting celery and Brussels sprouts, and mulling things over in his mind. It wasn’t just his itchy feeling about Mabel Morgan, there was the sheer hopelessness of finding a witness for the gang fight, too. It was a fair bet that none of the club owners, bar staff, prostitutes or residents who might have seen something would volunteer any information - at least, not if they knew what was good for them. Stratton didn’t blame them. He’d seen what could be done with a razor. Rumour had it there was one bloke who’d been held down while two men from a rival gang played noughts and crosses on his buttocks. Seventy-five stitches, he’d heard, but at least it wasn’t visible - unlike your face. Stratton winced. Then there was his bloody nephew, Johnny, as if he didn’t have enough to worry about, what with the invasion, and Jenny getting all het up about the kids . . .

 



Still, the first broad beans should be about ready. Perhaps he’d be able to take some back for Jenny. She’d like that.




EIGHT

Diana, seated at her dressing table, smoked a cigarette and contemplated her pots and brushes. The Tite Street flat, procured by Lally and just a walk away from Dolphin Square, was proving very satisfactory: bedroom, small kitchen, and a shared bathroom on the landing with a heater that gave off a rather ominous smell, but could usually be relied upon for hot water. It was cosy, and, with the help of a maid, fairly easy to maintain despite her lack of practice. So much nicer, she thought with satisfaction, than the cavernous, ecclesiastical gloom of Evie’s vast manor house (re-built in 1859 in a style Diana privately thought of as Widow’s Gothic).

Diana spat in her eye-black, dabbed it with the miniature brush provided, and applied it to her lashes. Evie actually seemed proud of the fact that the wretched place was uncomfortable; it was as if each draughty corridor, rotting tapestry and clanging pipe was a personal triumph. And then there was Guy’s old room, a time-capsule of his adolescence, or maybe not. Her husband, Diana reflected, had never really managed to surmount that particular phase of life. The contents of his bedroom - coloured prints of battleships tacked to the panelled walls, stamp albums, toy soldiers, collections of birds’ eggs and far too many tinted photographs of his mother - reflected him now, mentally stalled at the age of fifteen. Diana patted her face with powder and wondered if the army would succeed in ‘making a man’ of him. Judging by his infrequent letters (she’d bet her last penny that Evie received three for every one addressed to her), it wasn’t likely; the war, for him, seemed to be merely a continuation of the Eton Corps. Of course, they weren’t allowed to say much about what was actually happening, but all the same . . .

She was about to pick up her lipstick when a sudden memory of the incompetence - there was no other word for it - of their  wedding night made her turn from the mirror in shame. She’d schooled herself never to think of it; even sitting here, alone, the humiliation was unbearable. It had been so unexpected. After all, Guy was eight years older than she, and his veneer of worldliness had led her to believe that he must know all about that sort of thing, that he would take the lead and . . . well, initiate her. She’d been so much in love with him, wanting to give herself - how revoltingly, coyly romantic it all seemed now! She’d lain there, waiting for it to happen, and . . .

Leaning forward, she massaged her temples hard, trying to squeeze the image out of her mind. The real problem, she thought, is that I’ve never understood about love. There hadn’t been much of it in her childhood: her father’s affections had been lavished on dogs and horses, but not people, and her mother, undemonstrative and distant, had never petted or praised. When her parents died, Diana felt that she’d never really known them at all. In childhood, she’d hankered after the sort of love one read about in books, the big, warm family, full of laughter and games and good counsel. Later, she’d yearned for the love she’d seen on the screen, the longing, the passion and the final kiss that made you good, made you whole, made you belong. When handsome, dashing, worldly Guy came along, she’d thought her feelings were real; it was only later that she realised, with horror, that he could have been almost anyone. Desperately clutching at what she lacked, she’d manufactured the emotions by a process not unlike self-hypnosis, and fitted them to him. And Guy had needed a wife, hadn’t he? Evie, she’d later learned, had been urging him to marry, and Diana, the young, pliable orphan, was, in her eyes, perfect.

Not any more. Diana grimaced at herself in the mirror, then stuck out her tongue, but still the image of that first, terrible night refused to be jollied away, and anyway, it was a half-hearted effort. With her mother dead, a married aunt had taken it upon herself to give a vague sort of pep talk about male urges and wifely duties. She’d said it was bound to hurt a bit at first, but one soon got used to it and might actually come to find it not unpleasant and, if one was lucky enough to have a considerate husband, rather comforting. It would have been a lot more useful, thought Diana bitterly, if she’d simply told me how to - and here she deliberately framed the forbidden word with her lips as if launching it across the room.  Then at least she would have known what was supposed to happen. When it eventually had happened, on the last night of their honeymoon, after a week of avoiding each other’s eyes and not mentioning it, she’d lain on her back, willing herself to relax but afraid to move in case it put Guy off. Watching his face, or what she could see of it in the dark, she’d decided that his grimace and the noises he made were less to do with passion and more with the sheer effort of getting the thing done.

Diana was about to finish her make-up when she noticed that her left hand was still unadorned. She got up and rummaged inside her handbag until she found her wedding ring. She contemplated it for a moment, then opened her jewellery box, dropped it in, and closed the lid. Then, in a series of swift, deliberate movements, she applied her lipstick, blotted it with a tissue, gave her nose a last dab of powder, and adjusted the neck of her evening dress. Gathering up her bag, gloves and coat, she locked the door of the flat behind her, and went out into the street.

The party was in Mayfair, at the home of Jock Anderson, an admirer of Lally’s, for whom Diana had worked at Wormwood Scrubs. She asked the taxi to stop at Piccadilly Circus. It was a warm evening, her new shoes weren’t pinching too much, and she wanted to compose herself a bit before entering a room full of people - somehow, the cab ride hadn’t quite done the trick. She was gradually getting used to arriving at places unaccompanied, but she still felt diffident about it. The parties she’d attended with Guy were full of people of his age, not hers, and she’d usually found them pretty dull. The parties she went to now were much more lively. There was always someone to take you on to a nightclub afterwards, and somehow the age of the guests no longer seemed to matter. She supposed that was because of the war: the feeling that one might as well have a bit of fun while there was still time. The thought of invasion frightened her, as it must, she thought, frighten most people, but it didn’t do to talk about it.

She wondered who would be at Jock Anderson’s party. Lally certainly, and, she hoped, Colonel Forbes-James. He’d been so pleased with her on Sunday when she’d gone to Dolphin Square to report on her introduction to Mrs Montague. She allowed herself to bask for a moment in the memory of how he’d nodded and smiled and pushed a wrapped present into her hand as she’d left his flat. It had  turned out to be a jar of bath salts. She suddenly wondered how he’d come by it. It was impossible to think of him doing anything as frivolous as wandering about Selfridges selecting gifts, but how else would he have acquired such an item?

It was at this point, as she passed the entrance to the Royal Academy, that Diana became aware, although she couldn’t have said quite how, that someone was following her, and that, judging by the footsteps, it was a man. She tried to persuade herself that this couldn’t be the case, and when that failed, decided to put it to the test. She slowed down. He slowed down. She quickened her pace. He quickened his. When she turned right into Old Bond Street he turned, too. Putting all thoughts of the white slave trade, if it actually existed (people always knew someone who knew someone), out of her mind, she crossed the road and turned left into Stafford Street. He followed, and when she turned left again, into Albemarle Street, he stayed with her. With her destination now in sight, she was no longer worried. She marched confidently up the steps, rang the bell, and stood back to wait. Surely, she thought, he must give up now.

He didn’t. In a matter of seconds, he was standing right behind her. She felt a prickle of fear. What the hell did he want? I’m not turning round, she thought. He can do whatever he likes, but I’m not going to pay any attention. In any case he’d look pretty stupid when Jock appeared - she just wished he’d hurry up - and gave him his marching orders.

She saw the door open, acknowledged Jock’s smile, and then, before she could speak, he looked directly over her head and said ‘Ventriss! Delighted you’re here. Come on in.’ Turning to Diana, he continued, ‘I didn’t know you two knew each other.’

‘We don’t,’ said Diana, covering her embarrassment in the twin actions of handing her coat to Jock’s elderly manservant and fussing, quite unnecessarily, with her evening bag. When she did look up - quite a long way up, because the man was very tall, even to her five feet seven plus high heels - she found herself staring into a pair of twinkling brown eyes. The man was older than her, about thirty, so ridiculously good-looking - and obviously aware of the fact - and so immaculate in his dress that she felt her chin lift automatically. ‘This is Mrs Calthrop.’ Jock sounded amused. ‘Claude Ventriss.’

Diana drew off her glove, extended a deliberately limp hand, and murmuring, ‘How d’you do?’ swept down the hall without waiting for an answer. Spotting Lally in the crush of the front room, which was smoky, and, because of the blackouts, phenomenally hot, she secured a drink and, drawing the other woman aside, said, ‘I’ve just been introduced to the most extraordinary man.’

‘What’s he called?’

‘Ventriss. I didn’t catch his first name.’ This was a lie, but Diana felt entitled to it. After all, the man had followed her quite deliberately - he must have known jolly well where Jock’s house was - and he was far too handsome for his own good. Lally laughed. ‘His name’s Claude. Works for us. I’m surprised you haven’t come across him before, but now that you have . . .’ she leant forward conspiratorially, ‘Whatever you do, don’t fall in love with him.’

‘That’s not very likely,’ said Diana, with as much hauteur as she could muster.

‘Isn’t it?’ asked Lally, innocently. ‘Most women do. One sees it all the time.’

‘Perhaps one does,’ retorted Diana, ‘But one’s certainly not going to see it now.’ As put-downs went, it wasn’t exactly a trump, but it was the best she could manage in the circumstances.

Lally looked sceptical. ‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Before Diana could think of a response to this, they were joined by Forbes-James and several other people and the conversation, mercifully, took a different tack.

After a couple of hours, when she’d stopped feeling ruffled and was enjoying herself, Diana felt her arm being stroked. A deep voice said ‘Excuse me,’ and, as she was propelled around to face the speaker, a hint of conspiracy in the eyes of the man she’d been talking to - alarmingly similar to Jock’s face in the hall earlier - told her exactly who the caresser was going to be. He said, ‘I’ve been finding out all about you.’

‘Have you really?’

Ventriss nodded. ‘Really. I’m very impressed.’

‘I’m so glad,’ said Diana, sarcastically.

‘You’re quite the pin-up girl, aren’t you?’

‘Am I?’

‘Oh, yes.’

Diana wasn’t sure what to say next. She wished he wouldn’t look at her with such a particular expression of dreamy greediness. She’d seen it on men’s faces before, but they usually pretended to turn their attention elsewhere for a few seconds from time to time. Ventriss’s gaze, continuous and unabashed, made her feel uncomfortable, and she knew that he wasn’t going to be thrown off by mere froideur. ‘Yes,’ he repeated thoughtfully, glancing down at her naked left hand, ‘Old F-J is very taken with you, Mrs Calthrop.’ Remembering the sequence of events that had led her to consign her wedding ring to the jewellery box, Diana blushed. Hating herself for it, and trying to recover ground, she said, ‘You know Colonel Forbes-James?’

‘Of course,’ he said absently, and carried on staring at her.

Diana pulled herself together. ‘Why were you following me?’ she challenged. ‘You must have known I wasn’t going the right way.’

‘I liked the look of you.’

‘You couldn’t see me.’

‘I couldn’t see your face. But I promised myself that if you were a tart, I’d buy you, and if you weren’t, I’d take you out to dinner.’

‘You can’t buy me that way, either.’ Determined not to appear more rattled than she already was, Diana asked, ‘Why did you think I might be a tart?’

Ventriss shrugged. ‘It’s not easy to tell from a woman’s back. An expensive tart, of course,’ he said, as an afterthought.

Diana tried to check herself - why was she even engaging in this ludicrous conversation? - but the words came out anyway. ‘I might have been hideous.’

Ventriss shook his head. ‘I knew you’d be lovely. Only beautiful women walk like that.’
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