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New York Times bestselling author Anne Perry brings us an exciting new thriller of espionage and murder set across Europe in the 1930s. The world is on the brink of war and no one is to be trusted as young photographer Elena Standish becomes embroiled in a terrifying game of cat and mouse . . .


It is 1933 and Europe is a place of increasing fear and violence. Young British photographer Elena Standish is on assignment in Amalfi when she meets Ian Newton, a charming Englishman with whom she falls in love. But what does she really know about him?


Accompanying him on a train across Italy to Paris, she finds him critically stabbed and dying. He tells her he is a member of Britain’s Secret Service, on his way to Berlin to warn MI6 so that they can foil a plot to assassinate one of Hitler’s vilest henchmen and blame Britain for it, thus causing a devastating diplomatic crisis. Elena promises to deliver the message. But she is too late, and finds herself fleeing for her life.


Meanwhile Lucas Standish, secret head of MI6 during the war, learns that his beloved granddaughter is being hunted in Berlin for murder. With Elena on the run, and at least one traitor in the British Embassy, it is impossible to know who to trust . . .




To Anna Maria Palombi,
who first introduced me to Naples
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Chapter One


1933


Elena narrowed her eyes against the dazzling sunlight reflected off the sea. It was warm in the May afternoon, the light so much softer here in Amalfi than it would have been at home, on the English coast. Brilliant sprays of bougainvillaea arched against the sky, burning purples and magentas, vibrant with colour but without perfume. They covered parts of the ancient walls, old, mellow stone houses, and flights of stairs down towards the whispering sea. There were glimpses of mosaic pavement, two thousand years old, and children playing marbles. Above them seagulls hovered on the wind, looking for scraps.


Elena was staring at a woman further down the steep hill. She wore a scarlet dress and she was dancing by herself, within her own imagination, perhaps lost in time in this exquisite town on the edge of the Mediterranean, which had lured the Caesars from the wealth and intrigue of Rome to dally here.


‘Do you suppose she is real?’ a man’s voice said gently behind her. It was on the edge between pleasure and laughter. ‘Or could she be a figment of a fevered imagination?’


Elena turned to look at him. He was noticeably taller than she, and the sun caught the auburn lights in his thick hair. His face was in shadow, but she could see the outline of it, his strong bones.


‘Oh, she’s real,’ she replied with a wide smile. ‘Should I be sorry? Would a vision be better?’


‘Only for a little while. Reality always comes back. If it didn’t, you’d be considered mad.’


‘Oh dear,’ she said, keeping a straight face with some difficulty. ‘And I thought dancing in a red dress was the ultimate sanity.’


He shrugged. ‘An old woman with a bag of onions would be more interesting than most of the delegates at the economics conference I’m attending!’


Elena laughed outright. ‘I will tell Margot you said that!’


‘Margot? Is that her name?’


‘My sister, dancing alone in a red dress? That could only be Margot!’ She meant the implied praise and the exasperation, and yet fleetingly she wished for a moment that that figure could have been her.


The man looked startled, as if unsure for a moment whether to believe her or not.


She saw it and laughed again. ‘Really.’


Margot was her older sister, who had come to this very tedious conference on a whim. She was bored, and she wanted to come to Amalfi anyway, so she had offered to come with Elena, who was to photograph the delegates. ‘It will be more fun to go together,’ Margot had insisted. ‘You can’t take photographs all the time,’ she had added in the slightly disparaging way she always used when speaking of Elena’s photography.


For Margot, Elena’s photography was something to do, and a way to make a moderate living, but she also knew it was a passion that she herself did not understand.


Elena could not argue. Margot could usually read her too well, at least in the uncomfortable things, like self-protecting lies. Perhaps it came from being those few years older.


And of course Margot knew about Aiden Strother. Not all of it. Nobody but Elena knew that, although no doubt others had guessed. Elena had started out after university in a high position in the Foreign Office, due in large part not only to her excellent academic record, but to her father’s position as British Ambassador in several of the most important cities in Europe over the years: Berlin, Paris and Madrid in particular.


Elena had fallen in love with Aiden while working for him. It had been easy to do. He was charming, handsome in a wry, good-humoured way, and clever. Very clever. He fooled them all utterly, even Elena. But she was too in love to accept the signs, which in hindsight she now saw quite clearly. He had betrayed them all, and she had been stupid enough to help him, albeit unwittingly. Looking back, she burned with shame at her own stupidity. The only good thing was that nobody thought her guilty of complicity, only of being young and incredibly naïve.


All the same, she had been asked to leave, to the acute shame and embarrassment of her father, Charles. He had felt that, of his two daughters, she was the one to follow in his footsteps, perhaps rise as high as a woman could in the Foreign Office. Elena’s brief enchantment with Aiden was still an obstacle between her and her father. She was guilty of gross stupidity and had not denied it. It still hurt when anyone chose to mention it, not for a lost love, or even an illusion of it, but because she had been stupid and had let everyone down, especially herself.


Charles had never quite understood his elder daughter, Margot, but he had always adored and admired her, and everyone felt the consuming grief that had smothered her life when her husband of one week had been killed in the last month of the war.


In the square alone, Margot had stopped dancing and was beginning to walk slowly up the steps towards Elena and the young man, every now and again lost to sight by a bend in the walls, or an over-exuberant bower of coloured bracts.


‘Don’t tell me she’s an economist?’ The young man spoke again, amusement still in his voice, but quieter, as if he were aware of her momentary emotional absence. Fifteen years after the war, everyone still had their griefs: loss of someone, something, a hope or an innocence, if not more. And fear of the future. It was in the air, in the music, the humour, even the exquisite, now-fading light.


‘Certainly not.’ Elena kept the lift in her voice with an effort. ‘And please don’t ask me if I am.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ He held out his hand. ‘Ian Newton. Economic journalist. Sometimes.’


She took it. It was strong and warm, holding hers firmly. ‘Elena Standish. Photographer. Sometimes.’


‘How do you do?’ he replied, and then let go of her hand.


‘And that is my sister, Margot Driscoll,’ Elena said.


‘Not Standish . . . she’s here with her husband?’


‘Margot is a widow. Her husband, Paul, was killed in the war.’


Ian Newton nodded. Of course . . . This was a situation everyone encountered every day, even now, fifteen years after the war had ended. He looked over to Margot, destined to dance alone in a world populated by superfluous women.


‘Will you and Mrs Driscoll dine with me tonight?’


‘I’d like that,’ Elena answered for both of them. ‘Thank you. We’re staying at the Santa Catalina.’


‘I know.’


‘Do you . . .?’


‘Certainly. I followed you here.’


She did not know whether to believe him, but it was a nice idea. ‘Eight o’clock? In the dining room?’ she suggested.


‘I’ll be waiting,’ he replied, then turned and walked away up the hill easily, straight-backed.


The next moment, Margot appeared on the steps from the square. She was as unlike Elena as sisters could be. Margot had dark eyes and hair like black silk. She was lean and elegant, no matter what she wore. Elena was the same height, she had a certain grace, but she could not match Margot’s. Her eyes were quite ordinary blue, and her hair was nearly blond. She felt insipid beside Margot’s drama.


‘Daydreaming again?’ Margot asked, exasperation thinly veiled in her voice. She hardly ever forgot her few years’ seniority. ‘If you want to be a serious photographer, you’ll have to take some decent pictures, which you won’t do standing here.’


‘I don’t know,’ Elena said patiently. She had been nagged many times before, and although she knew it was true, she also knew Margot said it out of frustration and affection. ‘I got a couple of a woman dancing alone in the square below, in a scarlet dress. A little crazy, but a nice study.’


Temper flashed in Margot’s eyes for an instant, and then vanished again. ‘I’ll have them, please.’


‘Don’t be daft!’ Elena said impatiently. ‘I’m not wasting film on you. I just like watching you enjoy yourself.’ It was the truth.


Margot put her arm round Elena and silently they walked up the hill, towards the hotel.


After lunch, Elena went out to see if she could get any pictures that captured the beauty of Amalfi. The town was very old and had once been one of the biggest ports in the Mediterranean. There was an unfailing permanence about it that was an ironic backdrop to the frenetic happiness of the people holidaying here, escaping reality for a brief season. The clinging greyness of the Depression melted in the sun here. The American music, with its haunting tunes and its clever, bittersweet words, emanated from the bars, encapsulating the emotions perfectly. In her imagination she danced to it in the arms of the young man whose hair was almost auburn in the sun.


But what picture would show the fragility of this place, the beauty that haunted it. You knew it, even as it wrapped its warmth around you. She had seen life-changing photographs of the faces of hunger and hopelessness, figures struggling against the overwhelming, and they had moved her to tears. But what could capture this? She really needed Vesuvius in the background, the sleeping disaster that hovered over Naples and could be seen on the skyline of every picture. It was nearly two thousand years since it had buried Pompeii and Herculaneum in fire and gas and burning lava. But it was waiting!


She imagined a dragonfly in the sun. Something that lives exquisitely, for just a few days. She needed a face that would mirror that, except with a knowledge of its own briefness. There must be one, if she were imaginative enough to recognise it. How could the camera show in black and white, light and shadow, all the brilliance and nuance of colour?


That was why she had not photographed Margot dressed in red, dancing by herself. It needed the splash of colour to say what she meant. A woman dressed bravely in scarlet, dancing alone. It was the perfect image of a million women in Britain – nearly two million, actually. They were called ‘surplus’. That meant ‘surplus to requirements’, because there were no men for them to marry. Elena was another of them.


But maybe that was better than being locked in the arms of someone who marched to a different tune.


In the slanted light of the lowering sun, Elena saw exactly the picture she wanted to take. A young woman, younger than herself, perhaps twenty, was standing half-facing the light. It was soft, almost gilded, and it touched her gently, catching her youth, the totally unlined face. She had a mane of tawny-coloured hair, and the light reflected in her pale, hazel eyes. All the lines around her were straight, angular, classical. Only the smoke from her cigarette curled up in front of her, vague and wandering, but she did not see it.


Elena had her Leica out of her camera bag and found the focus, steadied a moment, then took the picture.


The girl heard the faint click of the shutter and turned. The moment was gone.


‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Elena apologised. ‘You’re lovely, and you fitted the scene so perfectly . . .’


The girl shrugged. ‘I don’t care.’ She gave a half-smile and walked away.


Elena was still thinking about that picture when she went up to the room she shared with Margot. It was time to change for dinner. She was looking forward to dining with Ian Newton, more than she had done with anyone for quite a while. Margot was ready for the evening. She had changed the red dress for a sequined gown in purple. It clung to her outrageously, and yet it was flattering. On someone else, it might have been vulgar, but she was so slender that it suggested her shape rather than revealed it. She looked gorgeous, and she was clearly aware of it, but then Margot always was.


‘Where have you been?’ she asked as Elena came in. ‘There can’t possibly be an economist all that interesting.’


‘I got a picture of a girl in the fading light, which could be really good. The shadows caught and heightened the lines of her face,’ Elena replied. ‘For a moment, she was really beautiful . . . and young . . . and hopeless. It was as if she could see time rushing by in front of her, disappearing even as she put her hand out to touch it.’


‘And so it is,’ Margot said briskly. ‘We’ll be late for dinner, if you don’t get a move on.’


Ten minutes later, Elena was out of the bathroom, washed and changed, her hair brushed and her face lightly made up, no jewellery but the ring she always wore on her right hand.


Margot looked at her critically. ‘For heaven’s sake, Elena! Everything about that blue dress says “stick-in-the-mud”! “Don’t challenge me,” it says. “I’m a watcher, not a player. I’m safe, don’t disturb me.”’ She walked right up to her. ‘You could be buried in it, and no one would be afraid you were still alive!’


‘That’s unkind,’ Elena protested.


‘It’s true. You look about twelve, if you didn’t have such a bosom. Take my black dress; I haven’t worn it yet. And be quick.’


‘It won’t fit me,’ Elena protested. She did not mean that. It would fit her rather too well.


‘Oh, shut up complaining and just do it!’ Margot ordered. ‘It’ll wake a few people up! You might even get a decent photograph. I take it you won’t be apart from your camera for the evening?’


Elena obeyed. She knew Margot was right about the blue dress. It was safe; she’d been trying to be safe ever since Aiden. It was obliquely tactful of Margot not to say that. Another few minutes and she would have.


They went downstairs and into the dining room. Elena felt self-conscious in Margot’s dress, and was aware of several heads turning, but which were staring at her she was uncertain. Margot’s purple was just as startling.


Ian was waiting by the door, as he said he would be. He had his back half towards them, talking to a dark-haired man about his own age, tall and pleasant-looking. It was he who saw Elena and his eyes widened.


Ian turned and, recognising her, came towards them. ‘You look marvellous,’ he said simply. ‘And you must be Margot.’ He did not mention having seen her dancing in the red dress. He held out his hand. ‘Ian Newton, how do you do?’


Margot smiled. ‘Margot Driscoll. How do you do, Mr Newton?’


Ian turned to the other man. ‘Walter Mann, Margot Driscoll and Elena Standish.’


Walter Mann took a moment or two to regain his composure.


Elena was surprised and amused. Was the black dress so breathtaking? ‘How do you do, Mr Mann?’


‘Miss Standish,’ he replied, scrambling to catch up with the moment. He had level brows and very dark eyes. He turned to Margot. ‘Miss Driscoll.’


‘Mrs Driscoll,’ Margot corrected, but with a smile. Widows of Margot’s age were too many to count.


Ian took Elena’s arm very lightly. ‘I have taken the liberty of reserving a table for four.’ He looked at Elena and Margot. ‘I hope that’s all right?’


‘Of course,’ said Margot. What else could she say? 




Chapter Two


Margot walked across the dining-room floor towards the far side with its exquisite view of the sea. Walter Mann was charming, and he did not attempt to hide his admiration for her. She was not overwhelmed by it; it happened quite often.


They reached their reserved table and while Ian drew out a chair for Elena, Walter Mann asked Margot whether she would rather face the sea or the room.


‘Oh, the room, please,’ she replied. ‘I love the sea, but it doesn’t change very much. The people are always changing.’


‘You’re a people watcher?’ He smiled as she took her place, and then sat beside her.


Margot laughed. ‘That’s more my sister. She’s a professional photographer. Half her attention is on expressions, light and shadow, and framing a picture.’


‘And she’s good?’ He seemed interested.


Margot saw Elena and Ian Newton were deep in conversation already. ‘How honest do you want me to be?’


‘Ah, have I stepped into a rip tide?’ Walter Mann was too polite to laugh, but it was there in his eyes.


‘Yes. Actually, she’s on the edge of being very good indeed, if she’d just let the emotions keep up with her technical skill,’ she replied. That was the truth.


Even so, when dinner was ordered, and she ate with pleasure, part of her attention was on Elena. She was lost in the moment with Ian Newton. She seemed happier and more alive than Margot could remember ever seeing her. It was the way she used to be, before Aiden’s betrayal of his country and, more personal, of Elena herself. She was so afraid of being hurt again. Who wasn’t? And yet, to deny it was to kill part of yourself.


Margot had thought that she would find someone else to love, after a reasonable time of mourning Paul. But how long was ‘reasonable’? For her, even fifteen years after his death, nothing was more than casual to her. She had idiotically hoped that there might be another love and yet guilty at even the possibility. How could she go on, when Paul was gone? There had, however, never been anyone else who mattered. Perhaps half Europe was like that, if you could see between the wine and the laughter. But for Elena it was different. There were no perfect memories with Aiden. They were all painful and needed to be obliterated, replaced by something that was at least honest.


While paying surface attention to Walter Mann, she watched Ian Newton. Even from the little she had overheard she learned he had been at Cambridge. So many of her family had been there, too. Her grandfather, Lucas Standish, although she didn’t know what he had studied, was one. It was probably history and classics, or something like that. Her father, Charles Standish, had studied languages and modern history, obvious really, for someone who was going into the Foreign Office. Mike, her brother, had been going to read classics but war had interrupted all of that.


And Elena had gone to Cambridge too, and taken classics for the love of studying. Margot could imagine her sister sitting elegantly in one of the flat-bottomed punts, with Ian standing in the back, a pole in his hand as they glided smoothly along the shining river. Maybe they knew each other, at least by sight? She must remember to ask Elena.


Margot had not gone to Cambridge, or anywhere else. She had been a bride at eighteen, and a widow a week later.


Walter Mann was watching her. Was that compassion in his eyes? Damn it, she had no need of his pity! She smiled as if she were happy, and she was good at that. She had had sufficient practice.


There was a band playing gently and the music was hypnotic, exquisitely rhythmic, American. On the small dance floor young people danced as if lost in its embrace. She could see their faces, so many of them beautiful in their own way.


Why was she watching instead of joining in? Everyone had finished dining; it was time for her to enjoy herself.


As if reading her thoughts, Walter stood up. He smiled at her, meeting her eyes. ‘Will you dance with me? That gown is marvellous. It really needs grace, movement. And you are exactly what it requires to be perfect.’


Her answering smile was sudden and quite genuine. He had not said what she had expected. ‘Thank you. It is a new and rather appealing thought: so little is perfect.’


‘I disagree,’ he said lightly. ‘Everything here is perfect: the light, the music, the faint air of desperation, as if it would all slip away the moment we stop enjoying it. It is like sunshine in an English April. It’s so precious because we know that, in an hour or less, it will rain again. The light must go, and suddenly it will be even colder than before.’


She looked at him with real interest now, searching his face.


He kept the same charming smile. ‘If it were here all the time, we would take it for granted and cease even to see it any more.’


The band was about to begin again, fingering their instruments. ‘I would love to dance,’ Margot accepted, taking a half-step towards him.


He held her very lightly. The music began in earnest, almost as if it were a literal tide sweeping them into its current. He was an accomplished dancer and, thank heaven, he had the good taste not to talk. Margot simply let herself move with the beat, enjoying it, following him exactly.


The music changed, and the rhythm, but it did not matter. He moved as smoothly from one to the other as she did. That was part of the secret of success, not only in art, but in life – moving from one beat to the next without hesitation.


Margot gave a little laugh of pleasure at his skill.


He held her closer, just an inch or two.


She leaned back and looked up at him. He had remarkable eyes. Did she see the pain of memory in them, or imagine it, mirroring her own? He held her closer again, more gently. Perhaps he had lost someone, too. Who hadn’t? They should hold each other more tightly, and dance more perfectly, drowned in the music.


Elena also was dancing now, not even thinking about it, moving as easily with Ian as if she had always known him. Like Margot, she hated to talk while dancing. All the conversation was in the movement, and the music was master of it all.


Elena looked around the room. Mostly men: civilised, intelligent and as dry as dust. Some of them had drunk a little too much, but they only looked sleepy. Good heavens, had they bored themselves to death?


The music stopped and members of the band stood, signalling the end of their playing.


Margot, Elena and the two men went back to their table, where Ian wished them all good night. ‘May I walk you to your room?’ he asked, offering Elena his arm.


They passed through the large doors and climbed the stairs to the first landing. Elena turned and faced him. ‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ she said. It was no mere politeness. It was the happiest day she could remember in years.


‘It was fun,’ he said quite lightly, but his eyes were totally serious. ‘I think I shall become a photographer’s assistant. It’s infinitely more satisfying than writing about economics.’


‘It’s very uncertain,’ she said, playing at being serious.


‘Life is very uncertain,’ he replied. All humour vanished for a moment. ‘Cling on to the good bits.’


Whatever he had been going to say next was interrupted by a shriek from the landing above them, shrill and edged with horror. For a moment they froze, then Ian swung round and began to run towards the screams as they came again and again.


Elena followed, taking her camera out of its case. Someone was obviously in great trouble.


Ian stopped abruptly. A young woman in a black maid’s dress and white apron was standing ashen faced with one hand to her mouth. The linen cupboard was open and just inside was the crumpled body of a man. From the unnatural angle of his head and neck it was clear he could not be alive.


Ian’s face had turned completely white. He put his arms around the sobbing maid gently, holding her tight, but when he spoke his voice was half-strangled in his throat. ‘Come away. You can’t help him. Don’t look . . .’ Firmly he guided her round the corner from sight.


Elena was left staring at the dead body sprawled on the floor. The closed door must have been holding him up, and when the girl opened it he fell out. He was an unremarkable middle-aged man. Dark skinned. Black hair receding a little. He was probably Italian, but he could have come from anywhere. Did Ian know him? Is that why he was so upset? He had looked totally shocked. She was shaking, yet she managed to shoot one picture before putting the camera away. She was a photographer, true, but it might seem intrusive, and perhaps it was illegal, to photograph a crime scene like this.


‘Signorina . . . Miss . . . please, come and sit down . . .’ A man took her tentatively by the arm.


She turned to face him. ‘I’m all right, thank you, but he’s . . .’ she took a breath, ‘. . . clearly dead. Who is he?’


‘I have no idea.’ The man was an assistant manager. She knew him by sight from the last few days. ‘Please . . . I wish to call the authorities. It cannot be an accident. Where he is . . .’


‘No, of course not.’ At least he had not tried to soothe her with lies. ‘I’ll go to my room.’


‘Are you all right? Do you need someone?’


‘No, thank you. I am with my sister.’ She thanked him again and went back along the corridor to where Ian was speaking gently to the maid in fluent Italian, but he was still very pale, and the hand on her arm, where he was still supporting the maid, was white-knuckled, almost as if she were holding him up as much as he was holding her. An older maid appeared along the passageway and took control, thanking Ian and firmly dismissing him.


Two uniformed police officers went past the woman and spoke to Ian in English.


‘Now, sir, if you will tell me what happened?’ one of them began.


Ian told them honestly, in English.


‘And this young lady was with you?’ He looked at Elena.


‘Yes,’ Elena agreed.


‘And do you know this poor man?’ He indicated the body lying on the floor.


‘No, sir,’ Ian replied, his jaw muscles tight, his voice shaking a little.


Elena was almost certain he was lying.




Chapter Three


Lucas Standish sat in the armchair in his study and stared out of the windows into the garden. The pattern of leaves against the sky always pleased him. Even the bare winter branches had a unique delicacy. Now the trees were at the height of their spring perfection.


The study looked like the room of an ordinary elderly man in pleasant retirement, except perhaps for the remarkable number of books that lined the walls. Lucas was a quiet man who read about life. That was what he was to others, even his own family.


But he had been head of Military Intelligence – MI6, as it was known – for a good part of the war. In his thoughts, he would say ‘the last war’ because he feared that there would be another. He was in his early seventies, and not officially part of the service any more, but his interest had never slackened, and he knew a great deal of what was happening now. He had many sources, quite apart from piecing things together with his own intelligence: what was written in the newspapers and, at times, what was not written, the half-truths that concealed the greater lie.


Winston Churchill was the only politician whose judgement he trusted. He knew and liked the man personally and thought his opinions sound. But Churchill had been out of power for some time, and what mattered now, he was likely to be for the foreseeable future. No one in office listened to him because they did not want to believe that what he said was true.


Lucas could understand that, dear heaven, too easily. He longed to be able to believe that the meteoric rise of Adolf Hitler was no danger to Europe, certainly not to England. But every sense in him, every instinct, told him that it was, and that the danger was increasing by the week. Only at the end of this January, four months ago, Hitler had assumed complete power with an almost unanimous approval of his people.


New ideologies were surging up all over Europe in the wake of the devastating losses of war. Since the assassination of the Tsar of Russia, fear of Communism had sent power to the right-wing ideologues everywhere else. In Italy, Benito Mussolini had created much change for the good, but his total control was already tightening, becoming oppressive, creating the bedrock for the madness of dictatorship. Some of the stories Lucas had heard bordered on the ludicrous, and yet he knew they were true, and the present laughter would be short lived.


In Spain, various political factions were vying for power. Who knew where that would lead?


But it was still Germany that was the source of his deepest concern. The treaty after the war had been too harsh. Millions of people who were not to blame for any part of the Kaiser’s glory-seeking had suffered. Blame was pointless. Probably no one was free of it, even if it were for complacency; not for action, but for inaction.


Lucas’s thoughts were interrupted by a light knock on the door. ‘Come in,’ he said quickly. He knew it would be his wife, Josephine, to remind him that their son, Charles, and daughter-in-law, Katherine, were coming to dinner, and he should get himself ready, physically with a clean shirt, and emotionally for the differences of opinion that would inevitably arise. They always did, no matter how much he swore to himself not to be drawn in.


Josephine entered the room. She was the same age as Lucas. They had been married for over half a century, and yet he still found pleasure in looking at her. More than pleasure, a warmth, and gratitude for all they had shared. Many men might not have found her beautiful, but he still did. It was in her eyes, and her quick smile, the vitality in her, even when she sat unmoving. He knew her candour frightened some people, but he liked it. He found it a touchstone of honesty, a cleanness of mind, even of soul. His granddaughter Elena had some of that quality. It had skipped a generation. There was nothing of it in Charles.


‘I know,’ he said, before she could speak. ‘They will be here in half an hour. He’s always on time.’ He was not sure if that was praise or complaint. If he were honest, he was not looking forward to the visit. Recently he and his son always seemed to be disagreeing about politics. Of course, Charles did not know Lucas’s part in the secret services. One did not tell even family about such things. As far as they knew, he was a civil servant with a job too boring to discuss. The very existence of MI6 was not generally acknowledged.


Charles had gone into the diplomatic service and excelled. He had held high posts in many of the European capitals and, briefly, in Washington. His charming and intelligent American wife had always been an asset. All that information was public. When Lucas had first entered the service, he had found it difficult to keep total silence about his work, but over time it had become habit. Apart from anything else, he did not want to burden any of his family with the nature and secrecy of what he did, the kind of decisions he had had to make. The higher he rose in the service, the more discreet he had to be. Everyone knew that ‘Loose lips sink ships’ and no one talked about troop movements, what was done in which factories, or any such subjects.


Josephine seemed to have grown tired of waiting for his reply. ‘Supper time, Toby!’ she called cheerfully, and the dog sitting beside Lucas shot to his feet and pattered after her eagerly. He knew quite a large vocabulary of human words, and ‘supper’ was prime among them. He followed so closely behind her that, had she stopped, he would have bumped into her.


Lucas smiled and rose to his feet also. He walked out slowly, past the bookcase that held all his favourites, the books he had read and reread. There was plenty of poetry, especially the more recent ones like Housman, Sassoon and Chesterton. The ones that stayed in the heart. There was a very worn Shakespeare, which if left to itself fell open either at Hamlet or Julius Caesar, and a Dante similarly well used, particularly Inferno. It was so appropriate. If a man could only learn that you are punished not for the sin, but by it, and you thus became less than you could have been, how much that would change you.


What was also there, and he could not always bring himself to look, was a photograph of Mike, his only grandson. It was one Elena had taken, practising her portraiture. He was nineteen, in army uniform, smiling out at the room. It was one of the last he had had taken, and it had caught his warmth and his optimism so well. It was hard to believe he would not ever come home.


Lucas went out this time without looking at the photograph, although that made no difference, he could see it in his mind, even with his eyes closed. He could remember Mike’s last leave. How he had enjoyed it so much, made the most of every hour, almost as if he knew he would not come back. But all men in wartime feel that. Everyone had lost friends, people they had grown up with, and new friends made in the horror and loneliness of war. It was a comradeship like no other. Mike had always made wild, silly jokes. He had been so intensely alive that Lucas found it hard to believe when the telegram had come.


Did everybody feel this? The denial? The bewilderment? Then the long, slow pain of grief eating away at you? Eating away at the heart? The soul?


Margot had lost her husband in the same week, on the same battle front. He could remember her face as if it were yesterday. That look came back again sometimes, when she thought no one was looking. Poor Margot, she was still lost in so many ways. There was nothing Lucas, or anyone else, could do. Elena had tried, and Josephine. Even Charles, who had been so close to her. Every family he knew had lost someone.


He reminded himself of that as he went across the hall and up the stairs, because he needed to be patient with Charles, and with his son’s determination that there should never be another war like the last one. Other men should not mourn their children as he did. That was the only decent thing the war could give the next generation: the conviction that it should never happen again.


Lucas knew thousands of men who felt the same. There had to be another way, no matter what it cost. Those who had fought and returned felt it so deeply, one had only to look in their faces, in their eyes, for any argument to die.


Charles had lost his only son. Lucas still had his, and whatever their differences, he must not quarrel.


He must not for Josephine’s sake. She knew enough about war to think of it with reality. She had spent a lot of the time during those years working at a decoding centre outside London. Lucas knew something of her work, even though he could not share his with her.


Peter Howard was one of those with whom he could speak openly, and they were still friends. Howard was his one liaison with MI6 and the secrets he still knew, the actions he still contributed to. Technology had advanced, codes were mostly different, but human nature was the same, in its weaknesses and its strengths.


As Lucas prepared himself for the evening ahead he looked at his own face in the mirror, lean, aquiline, and at first glance, ascetic. Only with a closer examination did one see the humour and a certain gentleness about the eyes.


Charles and Katherine arrived exactly on time, as Lucas had known they would. Katherine was a uniquely elegant woman, not quite beautiful but, better than that, full of character. She was a little taller than average, and very lean. She managed to make it graceful, and to dress with individuality. Tonight, Katherine wore a long charcoal-grey silk dress that was all soft lines, very flattering to her angularity. It looked completely effortless, but that, too, was one of her gifts.


She came in now with the cool evening breeze behind her. With a friendly greeting about the promise of an enjoyable evening she smiled at Lucas and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. He returned it, lightly, realising that, as always, he had no idea what she was thinking, in spite of her words.


Charles was straight behind her. ‘Evening, Father,’ he said with a smile. He looked every bit the diplomat: graceful, immaculate, neat black moustache adding a dash to his face.


Lucas held the door wider. ‘Come in. How are you?’


Charles came into the hall, the men shook hands warmly, and Charles hugged Josephine. She hugged him back with sudden warmth, as if it surprised her how much she cared.


They went into the drawing room. The deep red and blue Turkish carpet had withstood a generation; the Dutch painting of a harbour scene, all in muted shades of blues and greys, had hung there longer than any of them could remember, almost like a window whose view never changed. There was an inner peace to it, a timelessness that governed everything else. The curtained French windows looked on to the garden, but even though it was May, they were closed now, islanding the room from the rest of the world, at least visually. Emotionally, it could not be done.


They had barely sat down when Charles began to speak of the most current news. ‘I know he’s a bit eccentric in his manner,’ he said, referring, as they all knew, to Oswald Mosley. ‘But he’s the only one so far to grasp the nettle. We can’t go on spending like this. Hasn’t the Depression taught us anything? This is the last time in the world that we should think of re-arming, let alone building more ships! We simply can’t afford it!’


‘It would give employment to men desperately needing it,’ Josephine pointed out. ‘The shipyards, in particular.’


‘We don’t need warships, Mother,’ Charles replied patiently. ‘The war is long over, and we have all realised that such a world disaster cannot ever be allowed to happen again.’ His face was pinched. He could not even mention the word ‘war’ without remembering the loss it had brought, not only to him personally, but to almost every man with whom he had been at school, or university, every friend of his entire life.


Lucas ached for him. He understood it with a recollection of grief that was bone deep, but he simply did not agree. He kept silent with difficulty. They would have one family dinner without the anger that lay barely below the surface of all their political disagreements.


Josephine regarded her son patiently. ‘It will be a little late to build them when we do need them,’ she pointed out. ‘Shipbuilding takes a long time, and a lot of men.’


‘And a lot of iron, steel and other materials that could be far better used for houses, trains or, if you must build ships, for the Merchant Navy,’ Charles responded. Without looking at Lucas, he went on, ‘You’re listening to Father, and he’s listening to Churchill.’ He lowered his voice and took the sharp edge off it with an obvious effort. ‘Churchill is finished, Mother. He’s yesterday’s man, with yesterday’s ideas. I know Mosley is a bit . . . vulgar, at times, but a lot of what he says is true. And look at what Mussolini has done for Italy! When you get the infrastructure right, the roads, trains, draining the marshes and building houses and factories, you get the people united and self-disciplined, you can achieve miracles.’


‘It might work well for Italians—’ Josephine began.


‘It does work for them!’ Charles insisted. ‘There’s no “might” about it. Ask Margot when she gets back. She’ll tell you.’


‘Or Elena . . .’ Katherine suggested.


Charles smiled at her briefly. ‘Darling, Elena won’t even notice, she’ll be far too interested looking for faces to make pictures of. She’s hellbent now on being a great photographer. She won’t consider a new factory or the trains running on time to be interesting, much less a work of art. I’m just glad she’s found something harmless to do . . .’ It was an oblique reference to her disaster at the Foreign Office, and a reminder to Lucas that Charles had not forgotten it, or forgiven the embarrassment it had caused him.


‘Has anyone heard from her?’ Josephine asked before Lucas could speak. ‘Or from Margot?’


‘It’s a little soon,’ Katherine shrugged. ‘A wire from Margot to say they’ve arrived, but that was three days ago. I expect they’re having fun. Amalfi is a gorgeous place, and very fashionable this time of year. Everybody who’s anyone at all goes to Capri.’


‘Then Margot will be there,’ Charles said with a smile. References to Margot’s spirit and glamour always pleased him. She understood loss as much as he did.


‘There’s no reason why she shouldn’t have fun.’ Katherine was instant in her defence, misunderstanding. Charles had meant no criticism. She longed for Margot’s happiness. She was a woman very aware of her children’s pain. It was simply a side of herself she seldom allowed to show.


‘Of course she’s having fun,’ Josephine agreed, referring back to Margot. ‘It’s part of survival. And the little dash of wit or glamour serves others as well. They can aspire to it too, if they see it’s possible.’


Charles drew in his breath as if to argue, and then seemed to change his mind. For the moment the discussion was over.


Quite willing to turn the conversation along a different course, even if her tactic was obvious, Josephine asked if anyone had seen any motion pictures recently, and if so, what they thought of it.


‘Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde,’ Katherine said, immediately picking up the thread. ‘Fredric March was brilliant.’ She went on to describe the actor’s skill, and how thoroughly she thought he had deserved the Oscar that he had won for it.


Lucas smiled. He tried to make it look like interest, but it was as much amusement. He admired her diplomatic skill as much as her good humour. Did Charles realise what an asset she was in his career? Probably. Lucas looked at him now and saw the total attention in his son’s face as he watched his wife. His regard for her was unmistakable. He was surely aware that she was deliberately keeping the peace, for all their sakes. No one could heal the differences, but she could ignore them. Perhaps that was what diplomacy was really about? Finding the meeting grounds you could, and choosing to ignore those that could never blend, because to force them to mix required a winner and a loser. In a good agreement, there were no losers.


They went into the dining room shortly after and Josephine left briefly for the kitchen. Katherine offered to help, as she always did, and it was declined, also as always. Now that there were only Lucas and herself at home, Josephine preferred to do all the cooking, which she was good at and which interested her, though she had other domestic help.


They had saved the best for entertaining, as one always did, and they ate an excellent roast saddle of mutton with the very first of the spring vegetables from the garden.


It was Katherine who touched back on Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. ‘It’s extraordinarily clever acting,’ she said with admiration. ‘No special effects or make-up. You could watch him almost changing shape in front of you. He begins as a gentle, benign person, then the darker side of him gradually takes over, and within seconds, less than a minute, he becomes brutish, all humanity gone out of him and something vile is in its place. Something completely out of his control.’


‘It was in the writing,’ Charles observed, ‘but it was certainly clever. I wonder how long it took him to get that effect?’


Lucas did not answer. It suddenly seemed to him far deeper than the skill of an actor or even the imagination of a fine writer. ‘Did he fear it in himself, do you suppose?’ he said to Charles.


‘What?’ Charles asked, interested but slightly puzzled.


‘Stevenson,’ Lucas replied. ‘Did Jekyll know there was a monster inside him over whom he had no control? Was that what Stevenson was showing us? Knowledge, and at the same time, helplessness.’


‘What on earth made you think of that?’ There was a set in Charles’s face that showed his determination. He had scented a real meaning, something deeper than polite discussion over the dinner table. Was that what he himself had intended?


‘All sorts of things can spark off the emotions we can’t control,’ Lucas replied. ‘A good artist knows that, and so does a good politician – or a good demagogue.’


‘A contradiction in terms.’ Josephine shook her head. ‘Demagoguery is not good, by definition. The only civilised rule is by consent.’


‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ Lucas corrected. ‘Not good as regards morality. Perhaps I should have said skilled, effective, achieving its aim.’


‘There’s a lot to be said for that, at certain times.’ Charles looked at him steadily. ‘Now would be one of them. Feed the hungry, house the homeless, create jobs to bring honour and a sense of purpose to those who have none. Is that demagoguery?’ There was challenge in his voice, and in his eyes.


The temperature in the room had dropped, or perhaps it was the light that had changed. Everyone was watching Lucas. Josephine still held her dessert fork in her hand, but she had forgotten the pastry on her plate. She was watching Lucas, knowing him too well to imagine he could be stopped from answering.


Lucas chose his words very carefully, looking only at Charles. ‘It isn’t what you do with power, certainly not to begin with. It is whether those who give it to you have any chance of curbing it once you have it, when and if you abuse it, and one day you will.’


Charles sidestepped the issue. ‘Would they rather be cold and hungry? There’s not much point in worrying about a problematical tomorrow if you don’t survive tonight. Any woman with hungry children pulling at her skirts will tell you that, Father. Sometimes I think you live in such an ivory tower that you have no idea of the realities of war and Depression, and what it has done.’ There was pain in his voice, as well as anger. ‘If you back people into a corner and leave them no dignity, and no hope, sooner or later they’ll fight . . . and to the death, if you take it that far! You’ve left them nothing to lose. Always leave people a way out, to save face. That’s the essence of diplomacy. You live in your safe Civil Service castle and don’t even see the realities, never mind taste them.’


Josephine drew in her breath sharply, as if to speak, and then looked down at the table and said nothing.


Of course, Charles had no idea what Lucas had done during the war, the sleepless nights worrying about the men he had sent on crazy, too often hopeless, errands behind enemy lines. And the women! Never knowing if they’d come back. Too many of them didn’t. Charles didn’t know of the secret meetings, the waiting, the judgements that could win or lose, save lives, or cost them. He did not know how many times Lucas had taken a small boat across the Channel in the dark and landed secretly on the shores behind the fighting, in German-occupied Belgium, or Holland, for secret meetings, dealing with misinformation, betrayals of every sort. Was it harder than in the daylight, when you could see the enemy? Or at least see your friends? What could Lucas say that would not break the secrets he had kept all these years, and must still keep? The one he hid even from himself was that he missed it, missed the passion of purpose, the knowledge that he was part of the battle, not a bystander. He saw the anger, and a degree of contempt, in his son’s eyes. It was the contempt that hurt.


Josephine spoke softly, reproach in her voice. ‘You have no idea what your father did or did not do in the war, Charles, and your assumption that you have the right to judge has no place at this table. Perhaps if the diplomats had been a little more skilled at their jobs, and a little more diligent, we wouldn’t have had a war. Had you considered that?’


Charles stared at her. It was a blow he had not expected, especially from her, and Lucas saw the idea cross his face and fill him with surprise. He turned to Josephine, but she was not looking at him.


The point Lucas had been going to make was about fear, and how people can use it to manipulate others. Frighten a man enough, not only for himself, but for his family, and he will believe anything if you promise safety. ‘I know many people are cold and hungry,’ he said, breaking the hot silence, but trying to keep the anger out of his voice. ‘And the homeless have no hope of jobs. A man who isn’t frightened of the future has no idea what the hell’s going on. Hitler offers them hope and, I suppose in his way, Mosley does too. We’re all afraid of war, because, dear God, we know what it is. We’re a long way from over the last one. We’re hideously vulnerable to being frightened out of our senses, or values, the better parts of ourselves that saved us before. I know that, Charles. I saw the war too. And I know what hunger there is in Germany, and here. And I know how easy it is to believe someone is responsible for all the misery, and if we just get rid of them, it will all come right.’


‘Do you?’ Charles looked at him steadily, his head a little on one side. ‘Do you really? Pardon me, Father, I’m sure you do in theory, but I don’t think you have the slightest idea of the reality.’


Lucas must be careful. It was so easy to let your vanity, your need for the respect of those you love, provoke you into saying more than you meant to. Very deliberately, he eased himself back into his chair. ‘Don’t imagine you are the only one who knows anything, Charles. That is a dangerous position. I don’t want another war any more than you do. But I am a little less certain as to the best way to prevent it, or what price I am willing to pay . . .’


‘Do you think it will come to that?’ Katherine asked, sitting very still. She looked perfectly composed, but a ragged edge was audible in her voice. Lucas knew her well enough to recognise it. He had known her through the loss of her only son, and then in her own grief, her attempt with immense fortitude to comfort her daughter for the loss of not only her brother, but her husband. He never underestimated her courage, and he could see the fear in her now, for all its disguise and sophistication.


‘No, my dear, I don’t,’ he said. Please God that were true. ‘But we must still be careful. This time we are forewarned. We must keep fear in its place, not let it make us act in panic, or with disregard for others. The easy path is sometimes right, but more often it isn’t.’


Charles straightened his shoulders. ‘Of course,’ he agreed. He too must have heard the edge in Katherine’s voice, or even seen the momentary flicker of fear in her eyes. ‘I spent quite a lot of time in our Berlin Embassy. The Germans are strong people. They are finding their way again.’ He smiled at her, then turned to Josephine. ‘Mother, may I help you get the coffee?’
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