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Prologue


England, early 1950s


I have lost everything a person can lose. And, should I ever attempt to forget, my failing body will remind me. I’ve lived in the cramped attic flat of this big house in Birmingham, where I work as a housemaid, since the Red Cross parcelled me up and sent me here seven years ago.


I see her face for the first time as I’m tidying up after Miss Irene and her brother had entertained some friends the previous evening. I’d heard them laughing as they danced to some of the records Miss Irene loves to buy, and later slamming the front door, starting up the growling engines of their sporty little cars and crunching the gravel on the driveway. It doesn’t matter how much noise they make. I seldom sleep for more than an hour at a time.


They’ve left most of the records scattered across the sideboard and, before I can dust and polish, I must match the black platters to their colourful sleeves and put them away on their allotted shelf.


I’ve heard the name Delia Maxwell, have caught snatches of her singing on the radio, but I haven’t seen her face before. Although her hair, always naturally wavy, is now a shining halo of blonde, and her heavily made-up eyes make her appear older, I recognize her instantly for who she really is.


She wears a strapless bodice of pearl-white satin and has been posed smiling over one naked shoulder, her lips pink and glossy. I feel a spasm of hate such as I’d never felt for even the most sadistic guards in the camp.


I shuffle quickly through the other album sleeves, my hands shaking with shock and fury. There is only one other image of her. She has been photographed as if on stage, smiling and stretching out arms encased in long white gloves that match a floor-length gown embroidered with a thousand sparkling diamanté jewels. To one side of the cardboard square is simply the name Delia in a curling script of vivid pink. The image speaks of beauty and sophistication, of comfort and safety, of all the things she has taken away from me.


I’d never known what happened to her, whether she made good her escape or perished with so many countless others. The revelation that she is alive reminds me of why I have survived. I have a purpose after all.
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Frank


London, April 1963


‘You’ve heard of Delia Maxwell?’


‘Who hasn’t?’ I replied.


My old friend Peter Jenks and I were sitting at a corner table in a Soho jazz club. He’d rung me earlier in the day and said there was something I might be able to help him with, so I’d driven over in my new green MGB, checked my name, Frank Landry, off the members’ guest-list and made my way down the narrow stairs to the low-lit basement. I had no idea why he’d begun by asking if I’d heard of his most successful recording artist, so I drank some of my beer and waited for him to explain.


‘She was supposed to come into the office last week to sign a big new contract.’ Peter kept his voice low, even though there was little chance of being overheard. ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity for her, a real change of direction. We had champagne on ice, the works, but she never turned up. And now she’s not answering her phone and no one seems to know where she is.’


I assumed such temperamental behaviour was to be expected of such a big star. ‘Has she ever pulled a stunt like this before?’ I asked.


‘Never. She’s hard-working, professional, and this is something she really wants.’


‘I take it you’ve already checked the hospitals? Made certain she’s not ill or had an accident?’


‘Discreetly, yes,’ he said. ‘And I’ve spoken privately to a chap I know at Scotland Yard who looked into it for me.’


That brought me up short: Peter wasn’t easily rattled.


‘He checked with all the London morgues,’ he continued. ‘No unidentified remains match her description, although he warned me that, if a body goes into the Thames, it can sometimes be several days before it washes up. Anyway, there’s not much more he can do. He says she’s a responsible adult who has every right to go missing if she wants to.’


It was clear that this official response had done little to reassure him. I’d known Peter for nearly twenty years, ever since, fresh from school, we’d shipped out to Canada together for pilot training during the war. The thick glossy hair he’d once been so proud of was thinning and beginning to show some grey, but he’d kept his wiry runner’s physique. We’d stayed in touch after demob when I’d gone up to Oxford, then headed to the Far East to work for a rubber company, and he’d been the first person I’d looked up on my return a few weeks earlier.


He graduated from Cambridge, married his childhood sweetheart and went straight into RMJ Records, the classical-music recording company his grandfather had founded. He’d always been crazy about American music, so it was no surprise that he’d signed as many of his favourite jazz, blues, and country-and-western singers as he could. Thirteen years later, the once nearly defunct label was thriving and Peter was running the company. I guessed he’d take just as good care of his artists as he’d done of his men after he was made up to squadron leader at the grand old age of twenty-two, so clearly something more serious than an unsigned contract was bothering him.


‘Is she the type to go on a bender?’ I asked. ‘A lost weekend?’


‘Not Delia. The last time I saw her, she seemed fine, but this isn’t like her.’


‘Who’s the man in her life?’


‘There isn’t one. Or not that I know about, anyway.’


That she was discreet didn’t alter my hunch that there’d turn out to be a man at the bottom of this somewhere. Delia Maxwell was just too lovely for there not to be.


‘Any family?’ I asked.


‘Lost in the war. It’s not something she talks about.’


I summoned up what I could recall of Delia Maxwell. A cloud of white-blonde hair, cinched-in waist and wide-skirted, spangled dresses; black-and-white newsreel of her smiling for the cameras outside a premiere, white mink draped over a bright satin evening gown, diamond earrings glittering in the flashlights, and eyes full of suggestion and mischief. She was probably still only in her early thirties yet had been famous for a long time. She was always on the radio, singing with various orchestras, and more recently on television, too. My ideal woman was less showy, but Delia’s rich, silvery voice had a tender catch to it, and had often been a poignant reminder of home when I’d been out in Malaya or rattling around some other outpost of a fading colonial empire.


‘And no one knows where she is?’ I asked.


Peter shook his head. ‘No. Which is where you come in, Frank.’


Recognizing Peter’s boyish grin, I suspected I was about to agree to something rash. ‘You’re not expecting me to find her for you?’


‘Why not? You haven’t landed a permanent job yet, have you?’


‘No,’ I admitted. I’d been drifting since I got back, and he knew it. ‘Although I have had a decent offer from a rubber concern that’s opening up new estates in West Africa and wants a head of security.’


He frowned. ‘I thought you wanted to stay away from political hot-spots, to think about settling down at last.’


He was right. The struggle for independence in some African countries threatened to be as brutal as the Communist insurgency in Malaya, where I’d ended up working alongside British military intelligence as they ‘won hearts and minds’. I wasn’t sure I could stomach much more of that kind of trouble.


‘Stay in London,’ Peter cajoled. ‘Do a little discreet asking around for me. You can be our new head of security.’


I laughed. ‘Private eye, more like.’


But he saw that I couldn’t resist. And I was ready to settle down and take a job where I could sleep at night. I’d somehow missed out on what Peter had – a rewarding job, a home with wife and kids, and a place in a world where the worst that could happen was a chanteuse going walkabout.


‘Good man!’ he said.


‘So what was this big new contract Miss Maxwell was due to sign?’ I asked.


‘It’s to star in a movie.’ Peter lowered his voice again in spite of the bearded young men jamming on saxophone and double bass on the tiny stage. ‘We’re keeping it under wraps until the contract is signed, but it’ll be a major Hollywood motion picture, mammoth budget, the whole shebang.’


‘Surely that would mean you losing her as a recording artist.’


‘You obviously don’t appreciate how much money the album of a successful film musical makes.’ He smiled, although the tension didn’t leave his eyes. ‘In the movie she’ll play a singer, so the soundtrack is an essential element in the story.’


‘From crooner to movie star is quite a leap,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she’s simply taking some time to think it over.’


Peter shook his head. ‘If that were the case, she’d say so. She never lets people down. Look, I don’t mean to pry into her private life, but if she’s in any kind of trouble, I’d like to help. The American producers are only here for the rest of this week. They have to be certain she’ll be reliable. So far I’ve managed to make excuses, but I’m a hopeless liar and—’


‘That’s true enough,’ I said, with a grin.


He didn’t laugh. ‘Seriously, Frank, I can’t afford to be left with egg on my face. I really do have to find out why she’s fallen off the radar.’


At least a couple of good reasons came to mind, but I didn’t know the lady and he did.


‘I can’t honestly believe there’s any kind of scandal involved,’ he went on, as if guessing my thoughts, ‘but if there is, then I need to be the first to know. I can arrange for you to talk to her friends, and for her daily woman to let you into her house. She has a mews cottage in Knightsbridge. Most of all, I just want to be sure that she’s safe and sound. I’m very fond of Delia. Everyone is.’


I had to admit I was intrigued. Delia Maxwell was too glamorous to be the girl next door, but I couldn’t remember hearing any dirt about her. Maybe her absence was a ploy to win a better deal, or she simply had cold feet. Meanwhile her true reasons for dropping out of sight remained a mystery.


Peter caught my eye and punched me lightly on the shoulder. ‘I knew you’d go for it,’ he said. ‘You’ve always been my wingman. Let me get you another beer.’
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The next morning, as I climbed out of my car, Delia Maxwell’s daily woman was waiting on the doorstep. She greeted me and held up a set of keys.


‘Good morning, sir. Door’s open, but Mr Jenks telephoned and said to let you have these so you can lock up. I’m all done here, so, unless you need me, I’ll be off.’


I thanked her and, judging that she wasn’t the type to gossip to a stranger about her employer, told her she could go, yet she remained, clutching her handbag in front of her with both hands.


‘Miss Maxwell has always been very good to me,’ she said in a rush, ‘and it’s not like her to go away without letting me know, so I can cancel the milk and everything. I do hope nothing bad has happened to her.’ She walked quickly away.


I looked around. Although Delia’s home was tucked away behind the busy thoroughfare of Knightsbridge, I was surprised to find the cobbled mews less smart than I’d imagined. Only a few of the upper windows had fresh curtains or boxes with greenery and spring bulbs coming into flower, and some of the garage doors were in need of a lick of paint. I pushed open her unlocked front door. In spite of Peter’s assurances, I wasn’t all that keen on snooping around an unknown woman’s house, and yet I had to confess, now the moment was here, I was as curious as any gossip columnist to see inside the home of an international singing star.


I’d spent an hour over breakfast reading the magazine spreads and yellowing newspaper columns that Peter had sent over. They had been compiled by a press-cuttings agency and included dozens if not hundreds of photographs of Delia Maxwell, often on the arm of a handsome actor, racing driver or minor aristocrat. Each picture was accompanied by a description of the singer’s clothes, shoes, hair and jewellery, along with details of where she had just dined or whose party she was about to attend. Yet the few sparse responses from Delia revealed only her favourite colour, her ideal holiday destination, or the venues of a forthcoming tour.


When I came across some early speculation about her background there was no attempt to contradict even the most far-fetched of stories, not even when each fresh account cancelled out the one before. She was a Russian émigrée, a barefoot Sicilian contessa, who had learned to sing with a band of roving gypsies, a runaway Greek orphan, who had grown up in poverty, and yet was simultaneously the loving little sister who had never got over the loss of three handsome brothers, all of them wartime resistance heroes. What all the stories captured, however, was that a hint of tragedy lay behind the alluring images.


Although I had found nothing in the press cuttings to hint at why she might choose to vanish – or why anyone would wish her harm – what so many photographs confirmed was that, even captured unawares, Delia was truly beautiful. Not pretty but with the kind of fine bone structure and generous eyes and mouth that would still be striking in old age; the kind of beauty that could indeed belong to a Greek goddess or a wild gypsy girl. The kind of beauty that, in my somewhat limited experience, a woman might too easily hide behind.


I climbed the steep staircase that rose straight from the front door to the living quarters over the double garage. At the top there was a narrow corridor with four doors opening off it and a further even steeper staircase leading up again at the far end. It was hardly the extravagant interior I had been expecting.


I opened each door as I went by and looked in: kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and what appeared to be a dressing room. I felt uncomfortable lingering in the bedroom and didn’t like to disturb the accumulation of pots and potions that adorned the vanity table in the dressing room. In any case, I could see no sign of violent disarrangement or hasty departure.


I had to duck my head to negotiate the tight bend of the next flight of stairs, which opened into a surprisingly large room with huge windows on three sides looking out over a cityscape of brick chimneys and haphazard slate roofs. Smoke curled into a cloudy blue sky and a cat stared at me, unblinking, from where it lay curled in a sunny corner of an adjacent roof. It was a nostalgic view. During my absence abroad, gleaming new office blocks and high-rise hotels had replaced the bomb damage, creating a London I sometimes barely recognized. But here there were no tall buildings close enough to overlook the space, making it feel oddly private, given how tightly packed in it was among the surrounding streets.


The room was easily big enough for a party. The decor was lovely, and no doubt expensive, yet not at all in the sumptuous, flashy style I had expected. Nevertheless, this must be where, according to the press coverage, Delia entertained visiting American movie stars and world-famous entertainers, who all coveted an invitation to her home. She was renowned, I had read, for her omelettes.


The wooden-framed sofas, chairs and a comfortable-looking daybed were flamboyantly curved but upholstered in plain grey-and-white-striped fabric. The style reminded me of something middle-European, perhaps Viennese. Beneath the windows ran low lines of built-in shelves crammed with books and records. A modern upright piano stood against the single wall, its white lacquered top scattered with sheet music. Above it hung paintings and drawings, all of different sizes and in unmatched frames. In one corner, at an angle, a wide desk was piled neatly with unopened post. In another I saw a spanking new stereo console. Pale spring sunshine streamed in, yet I could imagine how at night, with the lamps lit and the curtains drawn, the room must feel warm and intimate. Not a place, it seemed to me, that anyone would be in a hurry to leave.


Something made me walk across the cream-coloured rugs to select an LP from a shelf. I tipped it out of its sleeve, set it to play on the turntable, and took a deep breath as Delia’s silky voice spilled into the room. I was transported back to a dinner-dance in Kuala Lumpur and the first time I ever held Evelyn in my arms. I closed my eyes, giving way to longing and regret. The effect of the music was so potent it was all I could do not to glance over my shoulder to make sure the singer wasn’t standing in the doorway.


Pulling myself together, I went to the desk and flipped through the pile of letters. Nothing struck me as odd and I wasn’t yet ready to start steaming open Delia’s private correspondence. A framed photograph on top of the desk caught my eye. I knew the man in it from some of the captioned images in the press cuttings. Although he’d died about three years ago, Conrad Durand had been the musical and theatrical impresario who’d launched Delia’s career and managed all her affairs.


The man in the photograph had thick grey hair and a square Slavic face. He looked easily old enough to be her father. The picture had been taken outdoors, although the background was out of focus. He was gazing directly into the lens and smiling, his eyes crinkling against the sun, smoke from his cigarette half obscuring one side of his face. In most of the newspaper images his expression had been grave and watchful, and I wondered if it was Delia he’d been smiling at behind the camera. I looked away and, surveying the room once more, realized there were no other photographs and, other than on her record sleeves, no images at all of Delia herself.


It was an orderly room, yet also untidy in a lived-in sort of way, which strengthened the impression that its owner had just stepped out and might be expected back at any moment. As the poignant chords of ‘My Hidden Heart’, one of her most famous numbers, began to play, I went to look at the bookshelves. She seemed to have eclectic tastes, ranging from recent green paperback crime novels to older hardbacks, including several recipe books, some recent, some with Hungarian titles. I’d learned from the snippets I’d read that Conrad Durand had been Hungarian. Had they perhaps lived here together, or had she inherited and kept some of his books?


‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’


The music had prevented me from hearing anyone on the stairs, and I spun around, my heart pounding with shock.
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Framed in the doorway was not Delia but a young girl, little more than a teenager. There was something balletic in the upright way she stood, her hands thrust deep into the pockets of her unbuttoned khaki trench coat – indeed, the flat pumps she wore, with tapered black slacks and a matching roll-neck sweater, looked like ballet shoes. She had short dark hair, arresting grey-green eyes and an extremely fierce expression. ‘Who are you?’ she repeated.


‘My name is Frank Landry,’ I told her, still breathless from the unpleasant sensation of being caught out. ‘Peter Jenks has asked me to look into Delia Maxwell’s disappearance. Who are you? I wasn’t aware that anyone else had keys.’


She ignored my question. ‘Disappearance? Can’t she simply go away for a few days without everyone making such a fuss?’


‘Do you know where she is?’


‘No, but I don’t see why her record company has to set the hounds on her. Who said you could come poking around in her house?’


‘Miss Maxwell was supposed to sign an important contract last week,’ I said. ‘People are concerned about her.’


‘Oh, that,’ the girl said. ‘Well, maybe she just wants a life of her own.’ She walked calmly over to the stereo console and lifted the arm. The music stopped and the room fell quiet. ‘Maybe she’s tired of being a money machine for other people.’


I tried not to smile at her youthful indignation. I noticed that her upper lip protruded slightly over the lower, a small imperfection that seemed simultaneously wilful and faintly comic. With her cropped hair and black garb, I guessed the kid saw herself as one of those coffee-bar beatniks who liked to argue about existence while listening to Juliette Gréco.


‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me who you are?’ I suggested.


‘Lily Brooks. I’ve been helping Delia pack up and get everything in order before she leaves for Hollywood.’


‘So you know about that?’ I asked.


‘Of course.’ She held my gaze with a coolness I wouldn’t have expected in one so young. I found it oddly offensive.


‘Well, since you must know where things are, perhaps you can help me so that I don’t have to go poking around,’ I said, equally cool. ‘Could you check whether she’s taken her passport, chequebook, a suitcase, or any other essential items?’


‘She keeps her passport and chequebook in here,’ Lily replied, walking over to the desk and opening a drawer. She held up one and then the other for me to see before returning them to their places and shutting the drawer. ‘Her suitcases will be downstairs.’


Once Lily had left the room I went to the desk and took out the passport, wanting to make sure that Delia Maxwell’s was the name written by hand in the paper window on the cover. It was. I flipped through the pages and saw stamp upon stamp from all the foreign countries she had visited, presumably on tour. Many of the readable dates were close together, suggesting a pretty punishing schedule. Being Delia Maxwell looked like hard work.


I then flipped through the stubs in the chequebook and saw nothing that seemed out of the ordinary. The last two stubs hadn’t been filled in, but it wasn’t uncommon to tuck a couple of blank cheques away in a pocket or handbag rather than carry around the whole book. It wasn’t uncommon for blank cheques to be stolen, either.


Lily returned promptly. ‘So far as I can tell, all Delia’s suitcases are still here,’ she said, glancing suspiciously at my position beside the desk. ‘The only things that seem to be missing are her toothbrush and face cream.’


‘Does she have a car?’ I asked.


‘Delia doesn’t drive.’


‘When were you last in contact with her?’


‘She telephoned early on the morning she was due to sign the new contract and told me not to come in that day because she had too much else to do.’


‘She didn’t mention anything about going away? Or leave a note for you?’


‘No. She simply hasn’t been here.’


‘And she didn’t sound upset or frightened when you spoke?’


‘Not at all. Why should she?’


Lily’s gaze was expressionless and I couldn’t fathom what was going on in her head.


‘I’ve never met Miss Maxwell,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you tell me about her?’


Lily frowned as she pushed her hands back into the pockets of her trench coat. ‘They all believe that they care about her, but what they really care about is keeping the show on the road. They won’t let her stop.’


‘And you think that’s what she’d like to do?’


‘Yes, except she feels responsible, because so many people depend on her and have a stake in her career. But what about what she wants?’


The girl spoke with fervour but her defiance only made her appear childish.


‘So what does Miss Maxwell want?’ I looked around. ‘Seems she already has pretty much everything that most people wish for.’


‘How does anyone decide what they really want?’ she asked in return. ‘After all, isn’t it often when you’re right on the brink of getting something you’ve always dreamed of that you start to doubt whether it was ever what you really wanted in the first place?’ A scornful smile curled the edges of her mouth and she lifted her chin in challenge. ‘What if she’s discovered there’s more to life than being number one in the charts or even being a movie star? Isn’t she allowed to choose what she wants?’


‘Delia Maxwell is free to do whatever she likes,’ I said mildly. ‘But it’s also true that she isn’t someone who can simply disappear and not expect people to ask questions.’


Faced with the girl’s disdain, the argument sounded feeble even to my ears. What justification did I have to meddle in the affairs of a woman I’d never met? I was close to apologizing and slinking out of the house, like the trespasser she so obviously thought I was. Loyalty to Peter prevented me – as well as my refusal to be put in my place by such a slip of a girl. It struck me then how neatly Lily had managed to sidestep my questions, using her display of childish outrage to distract me. Whether or not it had been her conscious intention, there was something in her attitude that made me question how much she was holding back.
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Gowns by Celeste occupied the ground floor of a narrow townhouse in Mayfair. I gave my name to an attractive young assistant who disappeared to summon the proprietor from a basement workroom. As far as Peter was aware, Celeste Burns was Delia Maxwell’s oldest and closest friend, and I was curious to learn what insight she could offer into the star’s disappearance.


As I waited, I took a look around. The two interconnecting rooms were embellished with gilding, mirrors and lavender velvet: Delia’s signature costumier must know her own clientele, yet even to my eyes this pampered interior seemed hopelessly out of date. Perhaps it spoke of Delia’s loyalty that she had not yet abandoned Gowns by Celeste for one of the trendy new boutiques opening in Chelsea.


Celeste soon appeared. She looked about my age, late thirties or perhaps a few years older, neither plain nor pretty, but with a neat figure and elegantly dressed. Clearly she had the skills to present herself to best advantage. She gave me a shrewd up-and-down look and asked how she could help.


‘My name is Frank Landry,’ I said, offering my hand. ‘Peter Jenks has asked me to speak to you concerning Delia Maxwell.’


She shook my hand, then nodded to her assistant, a signal for her to disappear. ‘And why has Peter sent you?’ Celeste asked, with a slightly mocking smile.


I returned the smile. ‘He and I go back a long way, so I guess he trusts me with the security of his artists. He’s becoming a little anxious about Miss Maxwell’s whereabouts.’


‘Her whereabouts?’ Celeste was immediately taken aback. ‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘Miss Maxwell missed an important meeting last week,’ I explained, surprised that she – unlike Lily Brooks – didn’t already know.


‘But she’s all right?’ she asked anxiously.


‘As far as we know.’


‘Delia was due to come in two days ago for a final fitting,’ she said. ‘The dress is for an event when she’s due to receive a special music award. I assumed she was too busy with the film producers to let me know she couldn’t make it. But you’re saying that Peter Jenks doesn’t know where she is, either?’


‘That’s correct,’ I said, wondering if Celeste’s reluctance to get in touch about a missed appointment suggested that Delia might in fact be more client than friend.


‘I see.’ She gestured to one of the carved French sofas. ‘Do sit down, Mr Landry.’


‘Can you tell me when you last spoke to Miss Maxwell?’ I asked.


‘Last week. I’d also made her a new suit – she’d wanted something special to wear for her signing – and I rang to check she was happy with it.’ Celeste took a seat opposite, crossing her shapely legs. ‘You said Delia missed a meeting, but she did go ahead and sign the contract, didn’t she?’


‘No, not yet.’


This increased her concern. ‘But you know all about it?’ she asked, shooting me another penetrating look. ‘How important it is?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s partly because the American producers are leaving on Friday that Peter’s asked me to try to find out why she’s gone silent.’


‘It makes no sense at all,’ Celeste said. ‘Delia is simply dying to make that movie. It’s a fabulous opportunity for her.’


‘She hasn’t expressed any doubts to you about it?’


‘None at all.’ She sounded shocked. ‘Why would she? She’s been really excited. She enjoyed the screen tests, has been taking acting lessons, and talks all the time about moving to California. She can’t wait for it to be officially announced. Are you sure nothing terrible has happened?’


‘Peter’s made enquiries with hospitals and the police,’ I said. ‘We can only assume she’s safe.’


‘But you’ve been to her house to check? I mean, when you think of awful things like the death of poor Marilyn Monroe last summer . . .’


‘You’re not afraid that Delia—’


‘No, no,’ she broke in, before I could finish my question. ‘Not at all. It’s only that you do hear of accidental overdoses and so on.’


‘I went to her house this morning,’ I reassured her, filing away the implicit suggestion that Delia might rely on sleeping pills. ‘Everything appears to be in order.’


‘Thank goodness.’


Celeste’s relief seemed at odds with her insistence that Delia was happy and excited about her future. ‘Has anything happened recently to upset or worry her?’ I asked.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘But you’re not sure?’


‘She’s actually a very private person, you know.’


‘Peter thought that, if anyone knew where Miss Maxwell is, it would be you,’ I told her, hoping this might encourage her to reveal whatever was clearly on her mind.


Peter’s tribute seemed to please her, although she inspected her immaculately manicured nails for a few more seconds before speaking. ‘The truth is that Delia and I had a blazing row a week or so ago,’ she admitted. ‘That was why I didn’t chase her when she failed to come for her fitting.’


‘What was the argument about?’


‘Oh, nothing that really matters now.’


I recalled my sense that Lily, too, had been concealing something, and I dangled a hook. ‘I met a young woman at Miss Maxwell’s house.’


‘Not Lily, surely.’ Celeste looked displeased when I nodded. ‘What was she doing there? Who let her in?’


‘She had her own keys.’


Celeste’s face tightened. ‘I can’t believe Delia would have given her the run of the place.’


It had struck me as odd, too. ‘Lily told me she’s been helping Miss Maxwell. She seems rather young for such responsibility.’


‘She is, although it does make sense. Delia’s paperwork has got into a bit of a mess since Conrad died, and there’s been a surprising amount to do to get everything in order before she leaves for California. I suppose, really, that Lily’s been invaluable, but—’ Celeste shook her head. ‘One minute Lily was merely one of those faces waiting in the dark outside a stage door and the next she’s Delia’s personal assistant. I simply don’t understand it.’


I wondered if this might be what they had argued over. ‘Did you say anything like that to Delia?’


‘Yes.’ She paused to stare out of the heavily draped window. ‘I shouldn’t have interfered, but I felt I had to say something. After all, Delia knows almost nothing about her, yet has got her virtually living in her house and has given her access to all her private affairs, her banking, and the lease on her house – everything.’


‘And how did Miss Maxwell react to you pointing that out?’ I asked, remembering the two blank cheque stubs.


‘She accused me of being jealous. She told me that if I wasn’t nicer to Lily she’d have to find a new costumier.’


‘How long was this before Miss Maxwell disappeared?’


‘The row?’ said Celeste. ‘The week before she was due to sign the film contract.’


I wondered if Delia had told Lily about the quarrel. ‘Lily seems to think that, far from being excited about taking a new direction, Miss Maxwell wants a break from it all,’ I said.


‘That’s nonsense,’ said Celeste, firmly. ‘Delia’s life is being Delia Maxwell. It’s all she knows.’


‘Lily seemed equally convinced that she’s the one who understands what Delia really wants,’ I said.


‘Rubbish,’ declared Celeste. ‘She’s only known Delia for the blink of an eye. And, besides, Delia needs this movie role. She’s only too aware of how fast everything is changing.’


‘My old man has a shop in Bromley that used to sell wooden radio cabinets,’ I told her. ‘Before that it was pianos. Now it’s transistors and portable record players.’


‘Then you understand,’ she said. ‘It’s the same for all of us – music, fashion, magazines, even hairstyles. If we don’t keep up we’ll all be swept aside. This week Delia’s a huge star, a fixture in the firmament. Next week, it could all be over.’


‘So what would make Miss Maxwell risk throwing away such a huge opportunity?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Is it something to do with Lily? How much do you know about her?’


‘Only really that she’s a fan. A particularly adoring fan. Although Davey did give her a pretty good grilling when he first met her.’


‘Davey?’ I interrupted. ‘Miss Maxwell’s musical director? Peter suggested I speak to him, too.’


‘Yes, Davey Nelson,’ she said. ‘He made Delia ask to speak to Lily’s parents. Turns out the girl was fostered, although she’d lived with the family for several years. He also told Delia she must ask to see the certificate Lily got for her shorthand, typing and book-keeping course.’


‘And did she?’


‘She said she did. After that, there wasn’t much else we could do. We have to follow Delia and take Lily at her word.’


Celeste stood up and went to consult a leather appointments diary on the antique desk. Her back was turned and she didn’t seem to realize that I could observe her in one of the many mirrors. I caught a glimpse of how swiftly her polite mask fell away when she supposed herself unobserved. ‘My next client isn’t for another hour,’ she said, recomposing her smile. ‘Perhaps it would be helpful if I told you how Lily arrived in Delia’s life.’


I settled down to listen, curious to discover what lay behind the mirror’s fleeting revelation of Celeste’s bleak despair.
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‘It all began one evening a couple of months ago,’ Celeste continued, as she returned to her seat. ‘I’d gone to meet Delia in Portland Place after she finished a broadcast in the BBC concert hall. We were going out to supper afterwards. The weather was horrible but that didn’t stop the usual gaggle of autograph hunters waiting for her on the pavement outside the stage door.


‘Fans are all sorts, young and old, male and female, and Lily was just another among them. Anyway, Delia started signing their books and programmes as she always does, and I was trying to keep my umbrella over her, but the wind caught it, blew it inside out, then dragged it out of my hand and into the road where a car ran over it, so that was that.’


I waited for Celeste to gather her thoughts.


‘What you have to understand is that fans are selfish little beasts,’ she said, ‘utterly ruthless, most of them. Once a perfectly respectable-looking woman even brought out a pair of scissors and tried to hack off a lock of Delia’s hair. So, that night in Portland Place none of them cared about their idol getting wet or cold, except this one girl, a dark, elfin little thing, who wormed her way through to the front to hand me her umbrella.’


‘This was Lily?’ I said, recognizing the girl’s determination from my brief encounter with her.


‘This was Lily,’ Celeste agreed. ‘Meanwhile the others just kept thrusting their stupid autograph books in Delia’s face, even though her fingers were so frozen she could barely hold the pen.


‘Then Lily rounded on them. “Let her go home!” she shouted. “She’s just left a hot concert hall. She’ll catch her death standing in the rain like this. Can’t you see how tired she is?”


‘And she darted away to flag down a cab, then returned to usher us into it, ignoring how the other fans protested and gave her dirty looks or even a nasty push and jab. She was about to close the taxi door without even waiting to be thanked but Delia stopped her. Delia was laughing, delighted by this little terrier. She told Lily to get in, to come and join us for supper.


‘Lily said she couldn’t possibly, but the rain was pouring down, and I still had her umbrella, so she had no choice but to climb in, although she insisted we were to drop her at the nearest Tube station.’


The way Celeste related her story somehow suggested that she’d raked over these events often, as if they contained some puzzle or mystery she had yet to resolve.


I shifted about, trying to make myself more comfortable on the elegant little sofa, and my fingers found a patch at the edge of the seat where the velvet nap had worn away. I took a closer look around the salon and saw that the carpet was thin in places and the edge of one of the window curtains had frayed. I studied Celeste anew. She wore no wedding ring and I reckoned it must take guts for a single woman to hold together a business like this on her own.


‘We told the driver to go straight to the restaurant,’ she went on, ‘and Delia persuaded Lily to come in with us. Of course she was shy and star-struck to begin with. Delia had to order for her and even then we both had to coax her to eat and even more to tell us anything about herself. Once she got over her nerves, she soon admitted it was her dream to sing like Delia, and maybe to act, too.’


‘Presumably she also has a level-headed streak,’ I said. ‘You mentioned she has a certificate in typing and book-keeping.’


‘She said her foster parents persuaded her do that,’ said Celeste, drily, ‘but she’d fled the provinces and come to London as soon as the course finished.’


‘Does she have friends or family here?’


‘No one. When we dropped her home after dinner – Delia insisted – it was to digs in a row of bedsits in Earl’s Court. She told us that, when she was lonely of an evening and knew Delia was performing, she’d buy a ticket whenever she could afford to, and if none were available, simply go to the stage door in hope of seeing her. She said that even just a fleeting glimpse of Delia coming out and waving to her fans made her feel a part of something, and less alone.’


I pictured the newspaper cuttings I’d left in my flat. I’d learned next to nothing from all those gushing words, yet I couldn’t see why it should matter if a star-struck and friendless young girl wished to believe that knowing Delia’s favourite colour somehow created a connection between them. Except that I’d met Lily, and she certainly hadn’t struck me as the gooey-eyed type.


‘Is that why you’re worried about Lily having access to all Miss Maxwell’s personal papers?’ I asked. ‘Because such a zealous fan might find out something about Miss Maxwell that she’d prefer to keep hidden?’


‘No, of course not! There’s nothing to find.’ Celeste fell silent, pulling at her skirt to straighten the hem by a fraction of an inch. I waited to hear how much she would reveal. ‘I’m sure Lily does care about Delia,’ she said at last. ‘She’s always very sweet and attentive, and Delia couldn’t have managed without help, but it would have been simpler to employ someone from a secretarial agency.’


‘So what made Lily stand out?’


‘Well, that’s the thing,’ Celeste replied. ‘I’m not sure it was really anything to do with Lily. That night in the rain outside Broadcasting House, I think Lily reminded Delia of something in herself. You see, she and I were meeting for dinner because it was Conrad’s birthday. You know about him?’


‘Only what I’ve read in the press cuttings.’


‘He was an old family friend,’ she said. ‘He’d known Delia all her life. After her family were lost in the war, Conrad was all she had left. He brought her to London, which was where I met them both soon afterwards. He seemed to know everyone, and he gave me my first commission, creating costumes for her – and Davey his, too. Davey Nelson wrote all her early hits. Anyway, since Conrad’s death it’s become a tradition for us to raise a glass to him once a year.’


I may be cynical, but a middle-aged man’s reasons for choosing to saddle himself with someone else’s teenage daughter might not have been purely philanthropic.


Celeste gave me a shrewd look. ‘If you’d met him you’d have liked him,’ she said, as if reading my mind. ‘Everyone did. He was civilized, educated. Delia was devastated when he died – a heart attack at sixty-two.’


‘He had no children of his own?’ I asked.


‘He was never married,’ she said. ‘Anyway, my theory is that Lily’s appearance presented Delia with an opportunity to take someone under her wing, just as Conrad had done for her. But now I worry that Lily’s convinced herself they’re soul-mates.’


‘How old is Lily?’ I asked.


‘Seventeen or eighteen.’


‘So there’s time for her to grow out of her teenage crush?’


‘If that’s what it is,’ said Celeste, darkly. ‘I simply don’t believe she’s the wide-eyed ingénue she makes herself out to be.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, one night about a month ago,’ she began almost reluctantly, ‘I came upon Lily backstage when Delia was on the bill for a command performance at the London Palladium. I don’t often go to Delia’s shows – first nights, obviously, and otherwise only if a gown isn’t behaving itself and I need to see what alterations to make.’


‘And Lily?’ I prompted.


‘She was standing in the wings where she could watch. I was about to go up to her when I saw she was not only silently mouthing the words of the song but also mimicking each gesture. She went through Delia’s entire set, copying every move. There’s a little kick she does when she has to pull the microphone cable closer, and it was as if Lily couldn’t get it quite right so kept repeating it until she’d mastered it. As the curtain came down I slipped away and Lily never knew I’d seen her.’


‘But you said yourself that she’s a fan.’ I was becoming impatient. After all, I was there to discover why Delia had disappeared without signing her movie contract, and the story of Lily’s fixation didn’t seem to be leading anywhere.


‘I didn’t think too much of it, either, at the time,’ Celeste agreed. ‘But then, a day or two later, at Delia’s house, I found Lily sitting at her dressing-table, using her cosmetics to make herself up just as Delia does. She didn’t see me immediately, so again I waited and watched her reflection as she angled her face to the light, posing her head at exactly the same slant as Delia. They’re not really alike, but she’d caught the look so perfectly that it gave me a real start.’


‘You don’t think it was just the familiar surroundings?’ I asked. ‘That if Lily hadn’t been in Miss Maxwell’s dressing room, you’d never have thought she was aiming for such a likeness?’


‘I saw what she was trying to do,’ Celeste replied stubbornly. ‘It was as if Lily wants to be Delia. Anyway, then she spotted me standing in the doorway and jumped up. She blushed with embarrassment that I’d caught her, apologized profusely and begged me not to tell Delia.’


‘And did you?’


‘I was very reluctant to make such a promise, but then Lily poured her heart out, all about how she’d never felt as if she belonged in the small town where she went to school. She said that when all her friends went on about Elvis or Billy Fury or Cliff Richard she had worshipped Delia, convinced that, if she ever got to meet her, Delia would understand her like no one else could and she wouldn’t have to be lonely any more. Eventually I agreed not to mention it, on condition that Lily promised never to touch her things again without permission. Not that it really mattered. Delia likes having Lily around and probably wouldn’t have minded.’


‘Then what’s the problem? And what could it possibly have to do with Miss Maxwell’s disappearance?’


Celeste hesitated for a long time. ‘You should speak to Davey Nelson.’


‘About what in particular?’


She bit at her bottom lip. ‘Davey reckons . . . The fact is, Delia’s been so happy recently, and so excited about the future . . . I’m sure Davey’s barking up completely the wrong tree, and it’s only because he has a tendency to assume other people are like him, but he thinks . . . he thinks that Delia and Lily are lovers.’


This was an explanation I had not seen coming. Except that Delia had been prepared to fall out with an old friend over the girl, Lily had spoken to me of her employer in a strangely proprietorial way, and she had keys to the house . . . Perhaps Delia’s sudden absence was due to a lovers’ tiff, or she was regretting the entanglement and, fearing a scandal, had gone away to think it over. I waited to hear what Celeste would add to this revelation.


She hesitated for a long moment. ‘I suspect Davey’s right about Lily having those kind of feelings towards Delia. But I honestly don’t believe there’s anything like that on Delia’s side. She’s discovered she can play Lady Bountiful and that it’s fun to have a protégée, that’s all.’


My instinct told me that Celeste didn’t believe her own words, and didn’t really expect me to, either. I felt out of my depth. I’d only ever come across one or two female couples in my travels, and I can’t say I’d ever given them much thought. I could only suppose, however, that any love affair gone wrong would cause the same pain and confusion. My own barely healed heartbreak had remained private: how much worse if such humiliation and regret could potentially be played out in the full glare of publicity?


Celeste looked exhausted after telling her story, and I remembered the despair I’d glimpsed in the mirror. I had supposed that her business meant more to her than a husband and family, but what if she had never wanted a man in the first place? What if she herself had tender feelings for Delia – unacknowledged, perhaps, but real enough to make her jealous of a younger woman?


I appreciated all too well how hard it was to go on and on trying to keep such feelings hidden. I’d hated the despicable but necessary lies I’d had to tell as the secret lover of a married woman in the tight-knit ex-pat community in Malaya, but I’d never been able to make myself stop loving Evelyn. Instead, I’d done my best to mislead the gossips and, to this day, had never told a living soul of our affair. Right up until that final afternoon in a hotel room in Kuala Lumpur, I had never seen the end coming. I’d been so sure I was the only person in the world who truly knew her that I’d completely failed to see that, forced to choose between us, she would opt to stay with her husband. It was nearly seven years since I’d last seen her, yet I was no closer now to making sense of her decision.


I knew too little about Celeste to judge whether she harboured feelings for Delia that might have left her similarly unable to discern the truth about what Delia really wanted. I needed to speak to Davey Nelson. Perhaps he could finally shed some light on the truth behind Delia’s increasingly disquieting disappearance.
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When I telephoned, Davey Nelson claimed to be too busy to meet me, and sounded blithely unconcerned about where Delia might be. In fact, he seemed rather annoyed that she’d missed rehearsals and a recording session for her new album, and made out that she was wasting his time, which I guess she was. He did, however, stress his conviction that Delia was a survivor and would no doubt show up again when she was good and ready.


With no further leads, I reported back to Peter, who suggested I meet him the following morning at an Italian coffee bar in Frith Street near the Soho offices of RMJ Records. I’d have preferred somewhere more private, but discovered that he had his own regular table at the back and, with the noise of the espresso machine and intermittent music from the jukebox, we could speak freely. It was just as well, for Delia had now been gone for more than a week, and the poor devil was clearly in an anxious state.


‘What have you found out?’ he asked, as soon as I sat down.


I summarized what I’d learned so far. When I began to explain about Lily Brooks, starting with how enthusiastically Delia had taken the girl under her wing, he broke in to say that he knew who she was.


‘Davey Nelson’s been working with her,’ he added.


‘And what does he say?’ I asked, curious to hear how widely Delia’s musical director had shared his theory about the women’s relationship.


‘He’s rehearsing her for Delia’s spot at a big annual awards ceremony tomorrow,’ Peter said. ‘Delia was supposed to be launching her new number that evening, so now Lily’s going to sing instead.’


‘Really?’ I couldn’t hide my surprise. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’


‘It was Lily’s suggestion, apparently.’


Was it? Perhaps I should have been more receptive to Celeste’s anxieties about the girl’s ambitions.


‘Davey’s written a slightly different arrangement to suit her voice,’ Peter continued. ‘He thinks she’ll do fine, says she’s a natural. And, of course, if Delia suddenly reappears, it means she can take her rightful place without any last-minute panic about lighting and timings and so forth. And if she doesn’t, then at least we have an alternative story to offer the press, something to draw their fire away from Delia’s no-show.’


‘Don’t kid yourself,’ I said. ‘The story will still be about Delia’s disappearance even if you get Doris Day to take over her spot.’


‘I know, Frank, but it’s better than doing nothing at all.’


He looked miserable. I understood how desperately he was hoping Delia would simply come back and carry on, so was clutching at any straw to keep things on track.


‘Celeste Burns thinks Lily might be a little too infatuated with Delia,’ I said. I waited to see Peter’s reaction.


He nodded and gave a wry smile. ‘Can’t blame her for that.’


‘No,’ I agreed, ‘but what if it also goes the other way?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘When Celeste suggested that maybe Delia was placing too much trust in a teenager hired to help organize some paperwork, they had a terrible row and Delia hasn’t been in touch with Celeste since, not even about a missed fitting.’


‘That doesn’t sound like Delia,’ he said, with a frown. ‘And Celeste is her oldest friend.’


‘Has Davey Nelson spoken to you about how he thinks Delia might feel about Lily?’


He looked at me sharply. ‘No. Why?’


‘Is it possible that Delia’s gone off to escape an affair that’s gone wrong?’


He frowned. ‘An affair?’ Then he got it. ‘Oh. Is that what Davey told you?’


‘It’s what he told Celeste,’ I said.


‘I admit Delia’s never shown much interest in men,’ said Peter, ‘but I’ve never heard any rumours that . . . Besides, it’s none of my business. Her love life has nothing to do with her recording contract.’


‘It might if the girl’s foster parents make a fuss,’ I said. ‘Lily’s not legally an adult until she’s twenty-one.’


Peter’s frown remained in place. ‘There’s a standard morals clause in Delia’s new movie contract. That sort of thing would need to be hushed up.’


‘Plus there’s always the possibility that Lily could use their relationship to blackmail Delia,’ I said, ‘which might explain why Delia’s made herself scarce.’


He chewed on that for a while. ‘No,’ he decided at last. ‘I’m sure it’s not that.’


‘All the same,’ I said, ‘are you certain you want to put Lily on stage in Delia’s place, given how little you know about her? Especially if she does well, in which case the press will want to know an awful lot more about her.’


Peter shook his head. ‘It’s supposed to be a nice tribute to Delia,’ he said. ‘And whatever Celeste says, it’s likely their row had much more to do with Celeste being left behind when Delia goes to Hollywood. I happen to know Celeste is concerned about her tenure in Curzon Street. It’s a short lease that belonged to Conrad, which means Delia inherited it, and it’s up for renewal soon.’


I remembered Celeste’s frayed curtains and worn carpet. ‘Business and friendship are often a bad mix,’ I agreed. ‘And Celeste’s anxiety would contribute to her mistrust of the girl. On the other hand, I haven’t found any more convincing reason for Delia to run away, if that’s what she’s done.’


‘Well, I can’t change our plans for the awards ceremony yet again,’ said Peter. ‘I’m to accept the special achievement award on Delia’s behalf and Lily will sing the new number. Davey will keep an eye on her.’ He sighed. ‘But you’re right. We’re flying blind, aren’t we?’


‘Rather,’ I agreed. ‘Where are you up to with the American producers?’


‘I’ve got a final meeting with them this afternoon. That’s why I was keen to see you now. They fly back tomorrow. I’m hoping they might keep their options open, but what the hell do I say to them, Frank?’
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